
August 2022

FROM PUBLIC PARTICIPATION TO COMMUNITY EMPOWERMENT
A framework for multi-stakeholder engagements to accelerate climate justice

Author(s)
Natalia Brown is the climate justice program manager at Catalyst Miami, a power-building
economic justice organization that identifies and collectively addresses issues impacting
low-wealth communities and communities of color in Miami-Dade. Through this role and
leadership within the Miami Climate Alliance, she is invested in projects to improve energy
access, participatory governance, and environmental health equity in the Greater Miami area.

Background
The guidance outlined in this document was developed by stakeholders with backgrounds in
municipal government, community organizing, academic research, resilience policy, community
economic development, intersectional climate justice action, public outreach and engagement.

A core group of these collaborators discussed status quo processes and best practices for
public participation throughout a series of facilitated workshops. They contributed
recommendations, analysis, lessons learned, and feedback on the contents of this report.

Contributors
● Camilo Mejia | Catalyst Miami
● Anaruth Solache | Catalyst Miami
● Zelalem Adefris | Catalyst Miami
● Izegbe Onyango | Catalyst Miami
● Nicole Crooks | Catalyst Miami
● Jeanette Ruiz | Miami Climate Alliance
● Dr. Kilan Ashad-Bishop | Miami

Climate Alliance
● Mileyka Burgos-Flores | The Allapattah

Collaborative CDC
● Elysa Batista-Delcorto | The Allapattah

Collaborative CDC
● May Rodriguez | South Florida

Community Development Coalition
● Santra Denis | Miami Workers Center
● Reginald Munnings | Overtown

Community Champions
● Casey Munga | Overtown Community

Champions
● Claudia Navarro | WeCount!

● Megan Donovan | University of Miami
Office of Civic & Community
Engagement

● Daniel Gibson | Allegany Franciscan
Ministries

● Yanelis Valdez | Engage Miami
● Jessica Saint-Fleur | Engage Miami

Miami-Dade County Government
Office of Mayor Daniella Levine Cava

● Sean McCrackine, Director of Policy
● Jason Smith, Director of Equity and

Inclusion
Office of Resilience

● James Murley, Chief Resilience Officer
● Kimberly Brown, Director of Resilience

Planning and Implementation
● Karina Castillo, Resilience Coordinator
● Galen Treur, Climate Tech and

Economic Innovation (former Resilience
Coordinator for Strategic Outcomes)

1



Project Overview
Catalyst Miami hosted a series of six workshops for community-based partners and
Miami-Dade County staff to advance collaborative governance. The IAP2 Spectrum of Public
Participation guided the structure of the workshop series. Collaborators met and discussed
County efforts at each level of participation; whether status quo approaches have the desired
outcomes; and how community engagement could be improved to promote equity, shared
accountability, and community empowerment. Collaborators identified public participation
goals and examples that may be practically integrated throughout policy-/practice-making.

Level INFORM CONSULT INVOLVE COLLABORATE EMPOWER

Public
participation
goal

Provide the
community
with reliable
and relevant
information.

Gather input
from the
community on
analysis
and/or
decisions.

Work with the
community to
integrate local
needs and
assets during
planning.

Partner with and
ensure community
capacity to play a
role in each aspect
of decisions and/or
planning processes.

Foster equity by
deferring final say
on decisions or
planning priorities
to the
community.

Outcome(s) Access or
Exclusion

Listening or
Tokenization

Voice or
Pacification

Delegated power or
Marginalization

Collective power
or concentrated
privilege

Community
empowerment
goal

Consistently
improve
access to
information
on resources,
planning, and
decisions.

Listen to
community
concerns,
acknowledge
aspirations,
and provide
feedback.

Give voice to
new insights or
perspectives
that may shift
planning,
decisions, or
analysis.

Delegate power and
resources to build
the leadership of
disproportionately
impacted,
under-resourced
communities.

Unlock collective
power and
transformative
solutions by
centering
community
leadership.

Recommended
approaches*

*Examples here
were suggested
with the Miami-
Dade County
Climate Action
Strategy in mind.
See the full report
for key context
and strategies.

People-
centered
language

Outreach
through
quality
partnerships

Intentional
digital and
in-person
outreach

Multi-lingual
materials as
the norm

Work with
constituent
municipalities

Surveys as
dialogue;
distributed
with trust and
context

Respectful,
mutually
beneficial
timelines

Language
justice

Substantive
feedback for
participants

Communicate
impact, not
only intentions

Shared
definitions of
resilience

Lead with
community
expertise

Coordinate with
related depts.

Leverage
cross-sectoral
partnerships

Practice
cultural humility

Show up, and
show up often

Talk with, not at

Participatory asset
mapping

Power to community
advisory boards

Commitment to
community in
cross-sectoral
partnerships

Photovoice
techniques; art and
storytelling as forms
of expression

Support for
community
organizing

Community-led
visioning and
planning
processes

Address legal
barriers to
fostering equity

Participatory
budgeting and
policy evaluation

Open-access
resources

Political culture
that values and
sees opportunity
in civic
engagement
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In developing their reflections and the above recommendations, collaborators benefited from
the Spectrum of Community Engagement to Ownership as a prompt to draw from their
direct experiences throughout the workshop series. Our process was designed to build upon
lessons learned about collaborative governance between community-based organizations and
local governments across the United States. One-on-one conversations with municipal staff
and grassroots organizers in other states shed light on challenges and pathways to accelerate
the implementation and viability of resilience solutions that improve racial and environmental
justice. For the most part, our project findings were complementary if not strongly aligned.

Our Goals
Through this project and complementary policy advocacy initiatives, Catalyst Miami seeks to:

● Achieve a more equitable County policy-/practice-making process—one that is
inclusive of all communities, especially those that have been historically marginalized,
and that results in a more equitable distribution of public resources;

● Foster positive, mutually beneficial, and productive working relationships between the
County and members of EJ, BIPOC, and low-wealth communities; and

● Co-create a framework for community engagement that includes avenues for members
of historically marginalized communities to exercise decision-making authority.

Understanding Pathways to Collective Empowerment
A great deal of fruits of this workshop series came from the process itself. New relationships,
vulnerability, reflexivity, and creativity blossomed through the way it sought to normalize
consistent and community-led conversations between County staff and local partners.

The following sections elaborate on the collaborators' recommendations across the spectrum
of public participation. In these ways, local governance may begin to address the legacies of
exclusion, while fostering shared accountability and a culture of ongoing transparency.

INFORM
County staff acknowledge their legal responsibility to inform the public. Beyond that, any
Mayor can prioritize equity and accountability to improve outcomes. Mayor Daniella Levine
Cava is committed to improving community engagement and expresses interest in best
practices for meaningful communication with residents. Seeing this through will require
dedicated resources for community expertise, staff time, and funding for implementation. To
improve the collective power and resilience of residents, this will also require overlapping levels
of government to take clear responsibility for community engagement. “If we cannot develop
a model for collaborative governance now, with the current administration, we may
never be able to. This is a prime moment in Miami-Dade County’s political history.”
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The County’s structure is massive and designed with siloes. Resilience staff are continuously
seeking sustainable ways to communicate with other departments. There are over twenty-five
thousand County employees responsible for coordinating projects and managing programs to
residents across 34 incorporated municipalities, cities, towns, villages, and unincorporated
communities and neighborhoods. With this scale comes tremendous responsibility for staff and
complexity for residents seeking information. Coordination between internal departments and
with constituent municipalities should be prioritized to improve the efficiency and relevance of
communications from local government to community-based partners and the general public.

Miami-Dade residents care about the liveability of their neighborhoods and opportunities to
improve quality of life, but reliable information on climate change or resilience initiatives
severely lacks in the least resourced neighborhoods. There is interest in understanding the
connections between long-term climate risks and hyperlocal priorities in low-wealth, Black, and
immigrant neighborhoods. But, residents are accustomed to lack of transparency, technical
jargon, and excessive ambiguity or misinformation. They feel mis-/under-underrepresented in
resilience information that is shared, and they express little expectation that the County will
engage unless they seek out information for themselves. Information about resilience projects
or policy-making is often conveyed separately from the issues that under-resourced residents
are facing in their daily lives (e.g., eviction, shutoffs, illness). Popular education strategies and
people-centered language can generate more genuine interest from the public and ensure
mutual benefit from communications. Failure to do so guarantees that the least resourced
residents are left to grapple with the most severe impacts of climate injustice without
knowledge of what public resources may be available to help.

Outreach by County staff is primarily digital–especially since the onset of the Covid-19
pandemic. This includes social media, an email newsletter, and irregular information sessions.
Stakeholding academic and nonprofit partners find email newsletters from the Office of
Resilience to be relevant and useful, but the contents don’t reach the majority of residents in a
meaningful way. Some residents rely on social media as their primary source of information
(from their local government and trusted community-based organizations) while others have no
interaction with social media due to preference, distrust in servers, or lack of access to
technology. For those who do rely on social media, analytics features provide useful insight to
assess reach. However, over-reliance on digital outreach exacerbates disparities associated
with inconsistent internet access and varied levels of digital literacy. Community-based
organizations find that the County’s old school practices are not attracting young people,
meanwhile elders often do not feel welcome when the digital divide is reinforced. Technology
should be leveraged as a tool to promote intergenerational inclusivity, innovate to improve
connectedness, and facilitate more diverse forms of creative expression across generations.
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County staff and community-based partners agree that in-person conversations have unique
and irreplaceable value. Stakeholders from government and area institutions regret that
Covid-19 policies kept them from being present in the community during some of the most
severe times of need in recent history. During this time, trusted organizations and grassroots
leaders modeled strong Covid-19 and general public safety protocol to relay key information to
and from residents. County staff can continue to prioritize the well-being of their constituencies
by establishing similar protocol and truly being in community. In-person conversations between
staff or elected officials and members of the community help to “put a face on government.”
New relationships and beneficial insight routinely emerge from neighborhood listening
sessions, town hall events, project unveilings, or canvassing at partner-hosted events.

Community organizers emphasize the important opportunity to make civic engagement a daily
practice by leveraging the platforms and places that residents already frequent. “We cannot
expect people to come to us because that is how we continue to leave people behind.”
Outreach strategies can be designed to meet people where they are: the ventanita where they
pick up a cafecito, salons and barber shops, libraries, churches, child care facilities, health
centers, schools, hospitals, and parks. Information sessions on weekdays are generally not
accessible for people with children or multiple jobs. But, on a Tuesday afternoon, a folded
postcard in the waiting room or at a cashier stand may be more effective in relaying key
messages to everyday people. The County should evaluate reach and actions taken in
response to their communications to work towards a more intentional digital/in-person balance.

At present, information from the County moves very slowly. Community members emphasize
that it is challenging (even for those actively seeking resources) to stay engaged and
up-to-date. Many residents seek out trusted organizations to direct and prepare them for more
meaningful engagements with the County government (when, how, etc). They develop closer
relationships with community-based organizations whose staff engage authentically and hold
themselves accountable to connecting information to action. Residents also value
opportunities to build community, engage in conversation, and learn alongside one another.

The most agile and informed community-based organizations have strong hyperlocal networks
throughout the County. “Under-informed residents don’t benefit from self-driven or siloed
organizations.” Trusted groups—spanning from the grassroots to the grasstops—should
prioritize working in networks to prevent duplication and improve access to meaningful
information for households, businesses, and individuals. Residents suggest that the County
appoint an identifiable liaison for community engagement, who would be responsive to
questions about resilience and other issues, and a mobile information hub that shares policy
and program information at events while listening to residents’ concerns. Community-based
organizations suggest that the County create an updated directory for digital engagement
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options, including newsletters and social media accounts across departments, and for staff
and elected officials to actively seek out and participate in partner-hosted events.

Trusted organizations can support County outreach to keep residents informed, but they need
consistent access to complete and updated information about the respective plans, policies,
and programs. Often, organizations scramble to translate information that is provided by local
governments to the preferred languages of residents, so that the message can be shared in a
timely and accessible manner. This is one of the first steps to sharing information with diverse
socio-cultural communities. Trusted organizations have also felt pressure to relay information
that is outside the scope of what they are known for because they recognize that it is unlikely
their members or audience would be engaged otherwise. It is unreasonable to expect that
overburdened residents will connect the dots between big-picture issues, such as climate
change, and their lived experience at the same time as they are being exposed to new
information on limited timelines or from different levels of government. “It’s not just about
whether you reach people, but how you express why they should care.” The County’s
communications should be designed to meet residents where they are, and efforts should be
made to provide organizations with the resources to amplify relevant and resonant messages.

CONSULT
Thrive305 was an unprecedented community engagement campaign which amassed roughly
25 thousand survey responses throughout 2020. Miami-Dade residents were made aware of
how they could contribute but generally less aware that this campaign was designed to
connect their feedback to existing County budget priorities. Community-based organizations
and resilience staff acknowledge the disconnect between impact and intentions: many people
were excluded along the lines of the digital divide, meetings were announced on short notice,
and the messaging was inaccessible for people with little to no civic engagement experience.
Respondents, though large in number, represented a mere 1% of the County population. Most
walked away with the impression that this campaign was designed to collect new information
(not to validate existing priorities). Those who engaged with this campaign skewed whiter,
wealthier, and more likely to have been previously engaged by the County than the Black,
recent immigrant, or otherwise underrepresented and under-resourced neighborhoods.

Community-based organizations are becoming more cautious about promoting surveys
because there are so many, there is often little benefit to the respondents, and the rushed
timelines can come across disrespectful. Whether the rush comes from elected officials, staff,
or higher levels of government, it impacts those who are leading the outreach. “We end up
burning more bridges.” County staff and their community-based partners get overwhelmed
by the competition between initiatives and urgency that develops around tight timelines. This
stems from the lack of engagement beyond any one analysis or decision(s)—simply for the
purpose of engagement. If residents were in regular conversation with the County about their
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priorities and concerns, there would be less urgency and uncertainty during surveys. More
often, community-based organizations and residents feel that their views are solicited after
priorities are set, a plan inquisition is drafted, or pre-approvals have been administered.

“Real community engagement is about relationships, not data.” Surveys are more
successful when distributed in-person with a balance of specific, guided, and open-ended
questions. The surveyor should be recognized and have relationships in the community. There
is no scarcity of strong candidates for such a role. The County can directly hire trusted
community leaders to lead outreach or create contracts with the community-based
organizations that are already doing a significant amount of outreach on behalf of the
municipalities. During the Thrive305 campaign, community-based organizations had some
success canvassing for the survey but were abruptly interrupted by the onset of the Covid-19
pandemic. Survey responses are more wholesome when distributed in a conversational
manner, not as a task that a respondent needs to complete on their own. This type of
interaction requires more ample project timelines, so that staff and partners involved have the
time to be present and observe responses. Respondents should be made aware of how their
feedback contributes to the broader process and what next steps they can expect.

County staff are confident that the need for mass amounts of community feedback on short
timelines will continue. Meanwhile, community leaders ask how we might create “an
environment where people can sit back in their chairs, take a deep breath, and enjoy a
respectful conversation about issues they care about.” A true commitment, from County
and community-based partners, to dismantle the legacies of exclusionary governance can
strengthen local democracy and community resilience. A variety of public meetings, comment
periods, and digital engagements were coordinated by staff drafting the Sea Level Rise
Strategy, Climate Action Strategy, and other resilience plans. Community engagement for the
Climate Action Strategy, for example, was squeezed into three months not to overlap with the
Thrive305 campaign. Resilience staff affirm that this political choice barred their team from
gathering more diverse and representative input from impacted community members. The
County should build-out its internal capacity to prioritize community engagement such that
staff may solicit feedback for different initiatives simultaneously and with more paced timelines.

On tight timelines, input is solicited from professional advocates more consistently than from
residents speaking from their lived experience. Community leaders express frustration, feelings
of detachment, and pressure to participate as passive facilitators rather than speaking for
themselves. All residents wish to see their neighbors fairly represented in order to give genuine
and meaningful feedback. They need time to prepare, familiarize themselves with the proposal
or decision at hand, and reflect on their response. The timeliness of outreach for comment
periods, focus groups, or surveys can make a difference. Finding out a couple of days before
the date or deadline makes it difficult for any concerned individual to contribute, much less for
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community-based organizations to assign staff and share with their networks. Context and
supporting materials can also make a difference. Beyond the request, what additional
information would a resident need to identify why they should care and make their plan to
contribute? Is interpretation available for non-English speakers, and are the materials
appropriate for a median reading level? Do participants have the instructions and equipment
needed to understand one another and express themselves without feeling like it’s a burden for
them to do so in another language? If digital engagement is the main method, are there
alternatives for those with limited access or training offered to improve tech literacy skills?

Engagement with the County is cumbersome, even for organizations that regularly engage with
elected officials for policy advocacy. It is challenging to identify the staff member or
department responsible for an issue and relay relevant information to the Board of County
Commissioners. Elected officials often speak to community members as though their hands are
tied, and staff express clear limitations on their ability to advocate for the changes they
recommend to the Commission. Residents become frustrated by circular conversations, empty
promises, or affirmation that doesn’t match with one’s actions or authority. County staff and
Commissioners can address the disconnect between dialogue in community engagement
activities and what is reflected in key plans or decisions by showing up for residents who make
sacrifices to contribute: attending public comment periods, town halls, and forums to listen
actively. In meetings, they can be clear about their scope of authority and relationships to other
decision-makers then provide honest feedback on how residents’ input affected the process or
outcome (including individual and collective actions). When insights from the community are
not acted on, there is an opportunity to pause and better understand how people may be
uniquely impacted by the issue, identify programmatic gaps, or provide guidance to another
department, person, or process where one may reasonably expect an immediate response.

There is traditionally an onus on community members to listen and respond, not vice versa.
Historically under-resourced and marginalized groups have hesitations about community
engagement because policymakers have demonstrated that they are most loyal to their own
pre-existing priorities. A long-time resident of the Overtown community notes their history of
“fighting like salmon upstream” to get residents’ voices heard. A community engagement
professional in Allapattah notes the recurring trend: ‘Here, community, don't you need this?’
‘No, not really.’ ‘Man, that’s already going, but don’t worry next time…’ The notion that
outcomes are pre-decided and policymakers are selective about ideas and concerns
demotivates people from contributing. “All of these things are created for us without us.”

County staff and community-based partners agree that diverse approaches for sharing
information are a critical first step to consultation. Community-based organizations can
encourage input from their members, while the County has existing infrastructure (e.g.,
community action agencies, libraries) to scale outreach. Residents already interact with public
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institutions for information on childcare, jobs, government assistance, storm preparedness, and
more. Community-based partners can play a role in activating those assets, so that they may
be more inclusive in the people they reach and information they liaise. Grassroots organizations
should be approached, given reasonable opportunity to ask questions or decline to participate
if the topic in question is beyond the scope of what they are trusted for or focused on. The
County should act with intention to strike a balance between their responsibility to the public
and their partners’ strengths to gather representative feedback from the community.

INVOLVE
Residents are eager to participate in accelerating just climate and energy solutions. They hold
invaluable knowledge needed to reduce greenhouse gas emissions in a way that is viable and
provides multiple benefits to their communities. But, engaged residents are frustrated that they
only hear about climate change in moments of crisis or about high-impact development
projects too late to advocate for harm reduction. Community-based partners observe anxiety
during community meetings with staff or elected officials. Residents’ tone and body language
frequently suggest fear that the present moment may be their only chance to make their
priorities heard by decision-makers. Sometimes recommendations digress from the specific
prompt or purpose of an engagement because residents do not see themselves or their
priorities represented in resilience policy-/practice-making. To-date, measures of progress are
focused on greenhouse gas emissions reductions and insufficiently grounded in opportunities
to improve quality of life and livability for those most impacted by climate injustice.

Residents should not be expected to immediately grasp what is meant by greenhouse gas
emissions reductions. The County should “lead with the community’s expertise: what
people know, care most about, are impacted by, or have the skills to contribute.” To do
so, resilience staff should develop cross-cultural communication skills to translate language
from the policy-making process so that it’s clear and actionable for residents to get involved.

County staff acknowledge that most of their methods of engagement on resilience issues are
passive and impersonal. To improve the quality of public participation and resilience outcomes,
the County should dedicate resources to have sufficient capacity–directly and through
sustained, quality partnerships–for an embodied culture of action and responsibility. The Office
of Resilience, a notable example, has limited capacity to sustain community involvement while
managing its projects. One of the team’s priorities is to make resilience pervasive across
County departments through interdepartmental coordination. If this is successful, the number
of staff that could serve as community liaisons for resilience-related projects should increase.

Quality cross-sectoral partnerships are particularly valuable at this level of public participation.
Community-based organizations and trusted grassroots leaders may liaise with their networks
of residents to deepen shared processes. They are effective at amplifying points of contention
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and acknowledging where consensus exists. County staff should prioritize inclusion of all
neighborhoods by heeding the recommendations of trusted partners and dedicating resources
to involve underrepresented groups. Shared processes and opportunities for involvement
should be organized around a common challenge or issue, and open for participation by
community leaders and lay residents alike. So long as lived and learned expertise are valued,
residents will self-select involvements based on their interest and capacity to contribute.

In recent years, the County’s Chief Bay Officer and Chief Heat Officer convened subject matter
experts and community members to review relevant data, identify core issues, and develop
recommendations for their work areas. Both offer examples of improved community
involvement in the planning process. The former was formally created by the Board of County
Commissioners, so it was subject to Sunshine Law and limited to nine members. The latter was
established outside the formal structure of the County government, and members chose to
design an interactive virtual workshop series for the community at-large to participate in.
Community-based partners found the heat-health workshops to be valuable: an opportunity to
meet other active stakeholders, better understand core issues, and collectively brainstorm
ways to overcome barriers. The now Chief Heat Officer has been willing to meet with trusted
community-based partners, residents, and area institutions to ensure that work is meaningful,
directed to address the most severe impacts, and complementary rather than duplicative.

Community involvement will not be limited to these two areas of work in years to come. An
equitable resilience policy-/practice-making process—one that is inclusive and results in a fair
distribution of public resources—requires that marginalized voices are respected and acted on
through such shared spaces. County staff and elected officials should develop an
understanding of cultural norms and shared histories to earn trust and sustain involvement by
residents in low-wealth, Black, and immigrant neighborhoods. Examples of norms to respect
may include deferring chairs to elders, bringing an offering when introducing oneself,
participating in community bulletins, offering childcare directly or via stipends, respecting daily
rest times, and honoring preference for independent or interdependent approaches to action.

County staff express concern and discomfort with the inevitable uncertainties that arise since
we are surrounded by many distinct cultural norms. But, residents do not expect or desire any
level of confidence or knowledge of. Rather, those impacted by the legacies of environmental
injustice and exclusionary governance wish to be treated with cultural humility. By deepening
one’s understanding of their own culture and identity, showing up with a willingness to learn,
and listening with compassion, privileged stakeholders may learn to better serve the diversity
of socio-cultural communities and marginalized identities we are surrounded by.

Many residents are interested in meeting their elected officials and municipal staff, particularly
as they build relationships with one another through community-based policy advocacy
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initiatives. Public-facing events outside of traditional working hours are the ideal time to meet
residents eager to get involved with projects or decisions that they are impacted by. In a
working class neighborhood, residents should not be expected to attend County-hosted
meetings while juggling work and personal responsibilities in the early evening. More often,
public participation is strong at events hosted by community-based organizations at popular
times (e.g., house meetings, organizing meetings, working groups, social forums, assemblies).
Trusted organizations—spanning from the grassroots to the grasstops—should dedicate
resources to sustain meaningful involvement and build power behind collective solutions. More
consistent support can accelerate campaigns that cross-pollinate or correlate with one another,
and participation by decision-makers can support mutually beneficial working relationships.

COLLABORATE
Engaged residents wish to participate in the resilience policy-making process beyond public
comment periods, but they often feel ‘dictated to’ rather than respected by elected officials.
Such hostile exchanges undermine the efforts of community organizers and County staff to
foster a political culture that values and sees opportunity in civic engagement. In this context,
community-based organizations should facilitate resident-led visioning and policy advocacy,
and County staff should create avenues for impacted residents to act as collaborators through
interactive meetings, policy evaluation, and/or neighborhood-level resilience planning. This
requires a shift in resources and material support beyond conversations between stakeholders.
County staff should model “talking with, not talking at” and defer to residents when setting
priorities and making decisions. To improve resilience outcomes, the County should dedicate
staff time and funds to ensure under-resourced communities and their trusted leaders have
capacity to play leadership roles in the implementation of decisions.

Step one is proper identification of historically marginalized and under-resourced
neighborhoods. Residents may be invited to share their stories and local histories through
participatory asset mapping exercises. Preliminary listening sessions can highlight pain points,
hyperlocal priorities, and opportunities for alignment with County resources. Residents are best
poised to identify trusted public institutions, community-controlled assets, leaders (versus who
are assumed to be the leaders), and how they identify with the place where they live. This may
also provide clarity on whether municipal boundaries are an accurate guide for identifying and
targeting communities amid the pressures of displacement, migration, and gentrification.

Neighborhood-specific resilience initiatives, such as the Little River Adaptation Action Area,
require intense effort and dedicated resources. This is necessary to address the severe
disparities in exposure, vulnerability, and adaptive capacity stressed by climate change in
underserved neighborhoods. Staff admit that the County’s vast geography and spectrum of
need make it difficult to understand language, cultural norms, and ensure accessibility for each
of the areas that likely require this level of attention. Community-based partners suggest we
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consider alternative project models to accelerate climate justice through cross-sectoral
collaboration. “What would it take for the County to see us [CBOs] as partners … imagine
how much more could be possible if we resource and relate to each other in that way …”

A just redistribution of resources may be achieved through the internal structure of the County
government or external civic engagement networks. The Overtown Community Advisory Board
stands out as the most empowered advisory board established in the County’s history. Some
residents relied on this board to exercise political voice for nearly two decades, but the board
lacked power in practice and was abruptly disbanded. Neighborhood-level advisory boards for
historically marginalized communities can improve representation of hyperlocal resilience
priorities and improve County relationships with grassroots leaders. To be successful, board
members need support services (e.g., childcare, language interpretation, civic engagement
training, and/or travel stipends) to offset the time and energy required of them.

Even still, Sunshine Law and other legal constraints make it difficult for municipal advisory
boards to sustain participation, exercise decision-making power, and hold true to their mission
without robust community engagement of their own. To address these challenges, the County
can resource intermediary organizations to lead community-led engagement in partnership with
County staff committed to executing the vision of engaged residents. The Climate Heat-Health
Task Force hosted by the Miami Foundation offers an example of how this may be designed
and implemented outside of the County’s official structure. The resulting Heat Action Plan will
not achieve its full potential without the Chief Heat Officer’s and task force members’
commitment to shared accountability. Without a formal contract, a great deal of these
partnerships are contingent on trust and, accordingly, require deeper engagement and
vulnerability to be mutually beneficial in historically marginalized neighborhoods.

Low-wealth, Black, and immigrant communities face the most stark barriers to participation in
the policy-/practice-making process. Youth often seek out creative and autonomous forms of
expression, including the arts and oral histories, which integrate intergenerational perspectives.
A recent Photovoice project in the Overtown community equipped working-class residents with
the resources to communicate their experiences of climate gentrification with County resilience
staff. This format enabled residents to pinpoint shared challenges, articulate possible solutions,
and begin establishing transparent, trustworthy relationships with County staff. Such creative
and participatory exercises cultivate hope and empathy. Academic and municipal stakeholders
should continue to invest in active listening, creative expression, and intentional conversations.

County staff and community-based partners should engage in relationship-and base-building
activities, respectively. Without organized communities, competing interests become harmful
and silos are exacerbated. Those with the most political, economic, and social power are
bound to overshadow under-resourced residents. Renters and homeowners associations, for
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example, can find common ground if they are well organized and resourced to communicate
consensus with planners and policymakers. County staff and community-based partners agree
that it is in our collective best interest to collaborate with residents on every issue that impacts
their lives. People with unique vulnerabilities, such as elders, people with disabilities, and single
parents, have key insights that can inform policy and program design. A recent initiative to
provide low-wealth tenants with A/C units failed to support access to cooling because rising
electricity costs made the new units unaffordable to use. If the tenants had been granted an
opportunity to co-create solutions, perhaps planting trees, activating cooling centers, or
installing window screens would have been identified as the most effective action.

On matters of resilience, there are very few technical questions that would be better left to
empirical subject matter experts. County staff can demystify climate jargon by opening lines of
communication and providing the context necessary for directly impacted residents to
participate. “Communities like [Overtown] are resilient because we’ve had to be … we are
the best people to engage about climate resilience but we don’t feel confident in
expressing that because we are not valued as such.” Compensating community members
for their time and expertise—just as staff and are compensated for their presence during
community engagement activities—further dignifies people as experts in their neighborhoods.

EMPOWER
Cross-sectoral partners must push the boundaries of community engagement that is
considered deep and transformational to accelerate climate justice. Community-based
organizations should facilitate spaces where residents empower themselves through their own
vision, relationships, and experiences. Resilience policy and practice are best understood
through direct experience in people’s lives. County staff and elected officials should commit to
disentangling and amending legal constraints that keep residents from equitably participating
in decisions that affect their quality of life. This includes experimenting with non-hierarchical
and democratic processes throughout policy-/practice-making. Community-driven planning;
participatory action research; cooperative governance; participatory budgeting, evaluation or
grantmaking can foster equity by deferring final say to historically marginalized residents.

Empowering public participation is essential to an inclusive political culture in which people are
brought up and galvanized around civic engagement as a value and opportunity.
Community-based partners agree that the County should assume some responsibility for
educating people on best practices for participation and basics of the policy-making process.
This may include sharing strategies for expressing one’s story and/or priorities during meetings,
facilitating or helping residents prepare for one-on-ones with elected officials, offering trainings
on policy advocacy and the workings of local government, or dedicating material support to
trusted community partners who are already doing this work with limited resources. “When in
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doubt, the best way to start is by asking residents directly: What would make this
moment empowering? When and how would you want the power to decide?”

The budget is one of the most important vehicles to get things done in Miami-Dade County.
Issues that are prioritized throughout the year are more likely to be addressed during the
budget cycle. Thereafter, programs that are well-resourced by an annual budget are more likely
to stand out in the public eye and galvanize feedback to be improved in future years. Public
participation during the budget process supports the integration of resilience priorities across
departments and programs because the majority of residents wish to improve the livability of
their neighborhoods. With the appropriate resources, community members provide key input to
ensure that budget priorities are representative of the County’s most pressing issues and
opportunities. Instituting participatory budgeting—wherein community members decide how to
spend part of the public budget—is one example of how current approaches may be
supplemented to build collective power and advance transformative justice. Participatory
budgeting can foster equity through democratic participation. Staff and elected officials must
place final decision-making authority in the hands of under-resourced residents to do so.

In the absence of such opportunities, passive participation may be disempowering and
undermine residents’ sense of collective power. Status quo approaches to gathering input fail
to fully honor the agency, value the dignity, or acknowledge the collective impact of residents’
contributions. The most empowering community engagement is currently facilitated by
grassroots organizations that are trusted by residents, but not everyone has the luxury of such
relationships. Open-access resources and participatory processes scaled by public resources
can unlock the transformative power of community leadership without overburdenening any
one partner. The County and well-resourced stakeholders must have courage to pursue deeper
forms of public participation to sustain a political culture where “deep and abiding
community engagement” is the standard. Community-led decision-making ensures that the
voices of the people are the primary driver of outcomes and that opportunities for civic
engagement can be leveraged for transparency and shared accountability by those harmed.

Households, businesses, foundations, and governments have one thing in common: “we
manage what we measure.” Great things can be achieved when diverse stakeholders in the
community are focused on an issue and track progress collectively. With this understanding,
the Miami Climate Alliance convened residents representing identities and neighborhoods most
adversely impacted by pollution, poverty, and climate change to develop plans for participatory
evaluations of the Climate Action Strategy. Meetings co-hosted by the Miami-Dade County
Mayor’s Office, Office of Equity and Inclusion, Office of Resilience, and the Miami Climate
Alliance were envisioned to equip disproportionately burdened residents and community-based
organizations to track progress on emissions reductions and underrepresented resilience
priorities. For years to come, such participatory evaluations could leverage community
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expertise and democratic processes to improve the efficacy of County emissions reductions
goals. To realize this vision, County staff must commit to naming capacity constraints up-front
and assure a mandated response from policymakers to respect the time and work that
residents would dedicate to such an endeavor outside of the County’s official structure. The
ultimate sign of respect for the time and attention that it takes for stakeholders to engage with
one another in this way is for elected officials to codify policy change and make investments
that respond to community needs.

Key Takeaways
Miami-Dade County hosts vibrant culture, shared histories, diverse ecosystems, and potential
for prosperity. The hundreds of residents who have engaged with this campaign across
generations care deeply for their communities and are eager to work to help them thrive as we
address the root causes of climate change. This project was the latter phase of an 18-month
campaign initiated by the Miami Climate Alliance. The simple fact that dozens of community
leaders have remained committed to achieving shared accountability on resilience issues and
continued to share opportunities for engagement with their networks speaks to their belief in
our collective power. Those who were new to join saw themselves represented in the struggle
to achieve climate justice; they were often courageous, transparent, and stepped beyond their
level of trust to be vulnerable for the benefit of our communities. These residents know that the
pathway to collective empowerment is not a one way street – rather, shared accountability is a
complex intersection that requires stakeholders with diverse forms of expertise, capacities, and
levels of power and privilege to develop empathetic, equitable, and productive relationships.

All the recommendations in this report relate to an overarching takeaway: community
leadership is essential to achieve climate justice. When residents themselves are given the
resources and opportunities to work together to explore their neighborhoods’ challenges, the
solutions that they design are more effective and the process of creating community-driven
solutions begins to develop the infrastructure needed to actualize community vision for
decades to come. There is an appetite for this approach to resilience policy-/practice-making in
Miami-Dade County. Key decision-makers must do more to facilitate the community-centered
processes that residents are ready and willing to propel to achieve true resilience.

This project was supported by the Energy Justice Working Group of the Miami Climate Alliance
and the American Cities Climate Challenge Justice40 Capacity Building Fund.
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