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Sustainability on Staff

Less than 25,000

25,000 – 40,000

40,000+

• Manage sustainability projects
• Solar and battery storage

• Green infrastructure

• Energy efficiency and electrification

• Climate adaptation planning

• Waste reduction

• Integrates sustainability/climate planning
across departments

• Leads grant applications ($$$$!)

• 12x annual return on investment

Municipalities with 
Sustainability Staff, 
by Population*

Everett

Framingham

Sherborn

Holliston

Cambridge

Wellesley

Arlington

Melrose

Acton

Newburyport

Lexington

Concord

Amherst

Worcester

Waltham
Brookline

Boston

Dedham

Medford

Winchester

Natick

Somerville

Quincy

Chelmsford

*Sample, not 

an exhaustive 

analysis of 

every MA 

community

Newton

Ashland

Weston

Everett



Natick, MA

• Settled in 1651

• 37,000 residents

• 16 square miles

• Mix of corporate and residential 
zoning

• Tax levy of $121M in FY22

• Town Administrator and 
representative Town Meeting



2010



What I Work On

PREVENT PREPARE

Prevent the worst outcomes from 
climate change by reducing emissions

Prepare for the unavoidable 
impacts of climate change
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What I Should Be Working On



Priority 
Neighborhoods



• Massachusetts defines an environmental justice population as a neighborhood where 

one or more of the following criteria are true:

• the annual median household income is 65 percent or less of the statewide annual 

median household income

• minorities make up 40 percent or more of the population

• 25 percent or more of households identify as speaking English less than "very well”

• minorities make up 25 percent or more of the population and the annual median 

household income of the municipality in which the neighborhood is located does not 

exceed 150 percent of the statewide annual median household income.

• Created “to help address the disproportionate share of  environmental burdens experienced 

by lower-income people and communities of color who, at the same time, often lack 

environmental assets in their neighborhoods”

Environmental Justice Communities



Climate change 

does not impact 

everyone equally.

Some people are 

more vulnerable to 

climate change 

than others. 

Source: AP Photo/Mary Altaffer



Climate Vulnerability in Metro West

More health conditions 
in EJ neighborhoods 
south of I-90

3 - 7% 
Workers exposed 
to heat outdoors

More children under age 
5 in south Framingham 
and central Natick

19 - 28% 
People born outside the US

More adults over 65 in 
north Framingham and 
west Natick

1960
Large share of homes built 
before 1960



“Hot spots” or 
areas with high 
temperatures 
are spread 
across the three 
communities 



Health conditions, 

like heart 

disease and 

asthma, can 

make it harder to 

cope with 

extreme weather 

events



Health conditions, 

like heart disease 

and asthma, can 

make it harder to 

cope with extreme 

weather events



Flood damage 
has affected 
areas beyond 
those identified 
as “flood zones.”



MetroWest
Climate Equity Project



882 people took the survey

Community Climate Liaisons were the #1-way people 
found out about the project

Focused on connecting with those residents who:

1. Are not normally heard in city/town processes

2. Are impacted first & worst by climate hazards

CLIMATE CONVERSATION SURVEY



35%

8%

9%

44%

69%

73%

4%

5%

2%

4%

7%

5%

2%

5%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Community Climate
Liaison

Postcard

All Other Methods
(e.g. Newsletters,

City/Town website,
News, Social Media)

Hispanic/Latino White Black Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander Asian Self-Describe

Climate Liaisons focused on connecting with 
frontline communities



“Helping residents, especially lower income 

residents and renters/landlords, access 

programs for reducing energy use.”

“Making it easier to get around without a car

(expanding public transit and fixing/ adding 

sidewalks and bike lanes)”

“Helping residents and community groups 

prepare for emergencies”

“Addressing summer water quality in the 

ponds in the city (if no one can safely get in 

the water during the hottest weeks of the 

summer that is a problem)”

Important

climate 

actions survey 

takers would 

like their 

city/town to 

lead



Energy assistance fairs 

in Natick and Framingham

MWRTA extended hours 

and AARP translation services grant

NACCHO grant to develop translated 

emergency communications; Heat island 

mapping

Community-informed green 

infrastructure projects

From 

Conversation 

to Action

Initiatives 

underway



Community-Driven 
Planning Values 



COMMUNITY-DRIVEN PLANNING
A definition

The process by which residents of vulnerable and impacted 

communities define for themselves the challenges they face, 

and the solutions most relevant to their unique assets and 

threats.

Adapted from National Association of Climate Resilience 

Planners



Community-Driven Planning Model

Traditional Planning Community-Driven Planning

Municipalities engage residents 

through public meetings, forums, 

and surveys

Residents engage neighbors and 

other community members 

in mutually convenient ways

Community members volunteer 

their time to provide feedback

Community members are 

compensated for their time

Municipal and academic expertise 

is prioritized

Community expertise is prioritized 

and supported by technical 

expertise from municipal staff

Tends to emphasize planning Tends to emphasize practice and 

action

Tends to be more linear Tends to be more iterative



WHY USE COMMUNITY-DRIVEN PLANNING?

• Builds resident leadership & civic engagement with members of the community who 

may have experienced barriers to participating in traditional municipal processes

• Creates a platform for municipal staff & community members to learn from and teach 

one another new ideas and skills

• Builds connections between residents to create more social cohesion in the community

• Includes community members from the outset of project planning – moves beyond 

consulting community members after an action has been decided

• Implements actions & solutions that the community defined for themselves and 

support



Mutual Respect for 

Experience/Expertise 

Informed Decision-Making

Power-Sharing 

Maximum Involvement 

Community-

driven planning 

respects 

and honors 

certain values:

Relationship Building
Source: Danley, K. S., & Ellison, M. L. (1999). A 

handbook for participatory action researchers.



Power-Sharing 

• Planners relinquish decision-making authority 

to the group as a whole

• Community Liaisons shape the planning 

process

• For example, they decide how information 

will be collected and interpreted

• They are also included in follow-

up implementation projects

• Just as planners are paid for their time, 

Community Liaisons should be offered 

compensation

• Demonstrates that all types of expertise 

are valued

• May permit individuals to participate who 

might not be able to otherwise

MetroWest Climate Equity Project Example

Source: Danley, K. S., & Ellison, M. L. (1999). A handbook for participatory action researchers.



Mutual Respect for Experience/Expertise 

• Community Liaisons and planners each have unique and equally important 

contributions

• Partnership should present an opportunity and space for co-learning 

• Planners should foster an atmosphere of respect that emphasizes the 

dignity and importance of each team member  

• Planners should make a concerted and conscious effort to not use 

professional jargon and acronyms

Source: Danley, K. S., & Ellison, M. L. (1999). A handbook for participatory action researchers.



Informed Decision-Making 

• Given the group’s different 

areas of expertise, 

incorporate training as an 

ongoing function within the 

research project 

• Allows for collaboration and 

informed decision-making 

among the entire group 

MetroWest Climate Equity Project Example

Source: Danley, K. S., & Ellison, M. L. (1999). A handbook for participatory action researchers.



Maximum Involvement 

• Community Liaisons are brought into all areas of phases of a project: planning, 

administration, implementation, and completion 

March

• Explore
climate 
change 
impact, 
vulnerability, 
resilience

• Build survey

April-
May

• Share
survey

June

• What did 
we learn 
about 
climate 
change in 
our 
community?

July

• Explore
climate 
change 
actions

• Build
conversation 
guide

Aug -
Nov

• Share
action 
convo

Dec

• What did 
we learn 
about local 
climate 
action?

Jan -
June

• Make 
plans

• Take 
action 

CLIMATE ACTION CONVERSATIONSCLIMATE CONVERSATIONS SURVEY

MetroWest Climate Equity Project Example

Source: Danley, K. S., & Ellison, M. L. (1999). A handbook for participatory action researchers.



Relationship Building

• Emphasizes non-transactional relationships 

• Focus is beyond time-limited engagement and planners seek to continue relationships 

after the project “ends”

• Can mean investing more of ourselves 

into the work and personalizing the 

work, which can feel taxing at times  

• The trust that comes with relationships 

allows us to probe more deeply and to 

make changes that improve services and 

programs

Source: Danley, K. S., & Ellison, M. L. (1999). A handbook for participatory action researchers.



Partners and Friends



Thank you!

Jillian Wilson Martin
jwmartin@natickma.org

Barry Keppard, MAPC
bkeppard@mapc.org
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