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Land 
Acknowledgment

Just Transitions in Action (JTIA) started as a community-based 
research and action project that worked on the territory today 
known as Scarborough. Our project is based on the view that 
justice and equity are necessary for building zero‑carbon 
neighbourhoods, and that urban areas are where much of this 
change will take place.

While we come to this work from diverse backgrounds and 
identities, many of us are settlers living and working on 
Indigenous lands. We recognize that Indigenous peoples, 
knowledges, and sovereignty are central to just transitions, 
and that this work takes place within ongoing histories and 
realities of colonialism. As we engage in this work, we are 
committed to being guided by Indigenous leadership and 
supporting Indigenous self-determination. 

In this spirit, we wish to acknowledge the land on which we 
live and work. This territory has been the traditional land of the 
Huron-Wendat, the Seneca, and the Mississaugas of the Credit 
for thousands of years. Today, this meeting place is still home 
to many Indigenous people from across Turtle Island, and we 
are grateful to have the opportunity to work on this land.
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 Executive Summary

As cities around the world respond to the accelerating climate crisis, the urgency to 
shift toward low-carbon, resilient communities has never been greater.

Yet dominant urban climate strategies often prioritize technocratic solutions that 
neglect deep-rooted social inequities. Climate change is already changing life in 
Canadian cities, but its impacts, and the benefits of climate action, are uneven. We 
need to understand how we can design climate action that is not only low-carbon, but 
also equitable and community-centered.

This report shares some of the findings of the Just Transitions in Action (JTIA) project, 
a community-based research and action initiative rooted in Scarborough, Toronto, 
Canada. The project was about rethinking climate action by placing equity and 
lived experience at the center. It asked a simple but transformative question: What 
if climate actions were designed not only to reduce emissions, but also to meet 
the everyday priorities of communities, particularly equity-deserving populations in 
underserved areas?

From 2022-2025, we held a series of activities and workshops with communities across 
Scarborough about their visions for the future of their neighbourhoods and city. We 
used pop-ups at a farmer’s market, arts-based workshops in green spaces, a walking 
tour and more.  We worked with communities to understand people’s priorities for the 
future of their community and how climate action can address these priorities. For 
example, communities are struggling with food insecurity. There is a pressing need for 
increased access to healthy, organic, and local food options and more spaces and 
opportunities for local food production. Addressing food security is not only a climate 
resilience measure so that people have affordable food as climate impacts increase, 
but it is also a greenhouse gas emission reduction measure to support more local, 
organic food. 
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JTIA reimagined climate action by focusing on how it can be harnessed to address 
community priorities. 

This approach reframes housing, food security, dignified work, and social connection 
as core climate solutions rather than side benefits. Our findings sketch potential 
pathways from listening to action that can inform municipal plans, guide funding 
decisions, and inspire replication in other neighbourhoods and cities.

Key Lessons & Recommendations:
1.	 Re-orient climate action around 

community priorities to make solutions 
meaningful and just.

2.	 Expand what counts as climate action 
(housing, food, social infrastructure, 
nature access).

3.	 Treat equity as foundational, not a co-
benefit, in planning and implementation.

4.	 Create spaces for community-led 
experimentation to reimagine systems.

5.	 Pursue justice-centered research 
and monitoring to reduce harm and 
displacement risks.
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Introduction
The climate crisis is no longer a distant threat—it is a lived reality. From scorching 
heatwaves to unpredictable floods, climate change affects every corner of our cities.

As the climate crisis accelerates, cities are increasingly recognized as crucial arenas 
for action.1 Yet while urban climate policies promise transformation, they often reinforce 
existing inequalities. Low-carbon infrastructure tends to be concentrated in wealthier 
areas, leaving marginalized communities more exposed to environmental harms and 
with less access to the benefits of climate investments. This pattern of uneven climate 
solutions reflects longstanding social, racial, economic, and gender-based exclusions. 
Scholars refer to this as “climate precarity,”2 where vulnerable communities face higher 
exposure to climate risks and are often excluded from decision-making and access to 
low-carbon technologies.3 While some cities have started to emphasize “co-benefits” like 
cleaner air and more green space, a recent study found that only 37% of urban climate 
plans explicitly considered these benefits, and just 2% addressed potential trade-offs.4 
As a result, climate action can unintentionally deepen urban inequities by ignoring who 
benefits and who bears the cost of transition. 

1	 See, among others, Castán Broto & Bulkeley (2013) and Diezmartínez & Gianotti (2022), as well as the following 
two open access reports: https://www.c40.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Benefits-of-Urban-Climate-Action-
Research-Summary-Winter-2021.pdf and https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/download-manager-files/
English%20Publication.pdf

2	 Robin et al. (2020).

3	 Rice et al. (2021).

4	 Aboagye & Sharifi (2023).

https://www.c40.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Benefits-of-Urban-Climate-Action-Research-Summary-Winter-2021.pdf
https://www.c40.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Benefits-of-Urban-Climate-Action-Research-Summary-Winter-2021.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/download-manager-files/English Publication.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/download-manager-files/English Publication.pdf
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In this context, calls are growing for Just Urban Transitions (JUTs)—an approach to 
climate action that puts equity and justice at the centre.5

A just transition means not only cutting carbon emissions but also addressing the 
structural inequalities that make some communities more vulnerable than others. 
It requires asking difficult but necessary questions: Who defines what is “just”? Who 
benefits from climate action—and who is left out? By prioritizing the needs of those most 
vulnerable to both climate change and the disruptions of transformation, the ideas 
underpinning just transitions offer a way to reimagine cities that are not only greener, 
but fairer. Still, the challenge remains: how can we accelerate climate transitions in cities 
without replicating systems of inequity, displacement, and exclusion? 

These key questions were the starting point of the Just Transitions in Action (JTIA) project. 
Between 2022-2025, through listening sessions, public pop-ups, arts-based workshops, 
and a walking tour, we asked residents what it would take for their communities to 
thrive in a low-carbon future. Across all themes, Scarborough residents articulated a 
clear mandate for politicians and citizens alike: affordability, food security, mobility, 
green space, social inclusion, and economic opportunity need to be the backbone of 
urban transformation. Their priorities reflect a deep and localized wisdom rooted in lived 
experience and point towards how Just Urban Transitions can be community-driven, 
equitable, and resilient. By placing community priorities at the center of our research, we 
aim to show how climate action can support—not sideline—social justice.

In the pages that follow, we present the JTIA project’s goals and approach, the local 
context in Scarborough, outline our participatory approach, and share key lessons and 
recommendations that emerged from our work. We conclude by reflecting on how 
community-driven insights can shape the policies and actions needed to build equitable, 
climate-resilient cities.

5	 See Hughes & Hoffmann (2020).
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About the Just Transitions in Action Project

Our Goals
Just Transitions in Action (JTIA) aims to understand 
how to accelerate the transition to low-carbon 
cities while ensuring that all residents can live 
good lives. This goal is rooted in the understanding 
that climate action and social justice are 
not separate goals. At its core, JTIA seeks to 
understand how to redistribute power, especially 
in decision-making that affects our daily lives, to 
ensure that communities historically excluded 
from decision-making processes are placed at the 
heart of shaping climate futures.

TO THIS END, JTIA: 
	— Centers on lived experience: 
Treat the everyday realities of 
residents as crucial data for 
designing policy. 

	— Fosters collective imagination: 
Empower communities to 
envision alternative, just futures 
that link social well-being with 
ecological sustainability. 

Our Governance Approach
While JTIA was initiated by researchers at the University of Toronto Scarborough (UTSC), from the 
beginning there was a commitment to include and honour the knowledge and experience of 
participants from environmental and community organizations across Scarborough. The project has 
been guided by a Steering Committee composed of both UTSC researchers and representatives from 
local, social, environmental, and community-based organizations working in Scarborough. 
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Our Values
The JTIA project is grounded in a set of core 
values that guide our work, relationships, and 
commitments with communities and collaborators.

RESPECT
We prioritize respectful listening that embraces 
and values diversity in all its forms. Our approach 
is rooted in ethical engagement, cultural 
humility, and confidentiality—recognizing the 
lived experiences and voices of communities as 
essential sources of knowledge.

TRANSPARENCY
We are committed to open and honest 
communication. This means being clear about 
available resources, setting mutual expectations, 
and defining shared goals. We ensure regular 
updates and ongoing dialogue to maintain trust 
and alignment throughout the project.

COLLABORATION
Our work is co-created with communities and 
partners. We believe in co-designing activities, 
sharing decision-making power, and fostering 
collective ownership over outcomes—ensuring 
that all voices are heard and valued throughout 
the process.

ACCOUNTABILITY
We build trust through self-reflection, 
responsiveness, and a commitment to follow 
through. We view accountability as reciprocal—
grounded in mutual responsibility, transparency, 
and a willingness to adapt based on feedback 
and shared learning.

COMPASSION
We lead with empathy, cultivating kindness, 
patience, and mutual understanding. Compassion 
is central to how we relate to one another, 
especially in navigating complex and emotionally 
charged issues related to climate justice and 
community well-being.
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Where the Project Took Place: Scarborough, Toronto
The Just Transitions in Action project was a collaboration between academics, community 
organizations, and residents in Scarborough, one of Toronto’s most diverse areas with 
household incomes typically lower than the Toronto average. A suburban district in the 
eastern part of Toronto, Scarborough offers a compelling example of the intersection 
between climate action and social equity. 

With its rich cultural diversity and history of both government neglect and grassroots 
resilience, Scarborough illustrates the importance of grounding climate action in local 
realities. 

Scarborough was developed as a car-dependent suburb in the post-World War II period, 
and experienced rapid urban and industrial growth through the 1950s and 1960s. However, 
economic decline hit hard in the following decades, reducing job opportunities and 
leading to a growing low-income population. At the same time, immigration policy shifts 
brought large numbers of newcomers from the Caribbean, South Asia, East Asia, Africa, and 
Indigenous communities, turning Scarborough into one of the most diverse areas in Canada. 

Yet, this cultural vibrancy has not always translated into institutional support. Scarborough 
has frequently been misrepresented as a place of deficit or danger, masking the civic 
engagement, creativity, and community care that flourish within it. This disconnect is also 
seen in climate action efforts that often miss the mark in addressing systemic inequality. 
Nowadays, Scarborough is home to large immigrant populations, vibrant cultural 
communities, and extensive grassroots initiatives. Yet it also faces challenges such as 
housing unaffordability, food insecurity, and underinvestment in infrastructure.  

Toronto is recognized globally for its leadership in urban climate policy and has an ambitious 
climate action strategy, TransformTO, with net-zero emissions targets by 2040. 

The City’s climate engagement strategies have focused on public input on the strategy’s 
implementation and engagement of citizens to make changes in their lives to reduce 
emissions. As the strategy’s primary focus is on emissions reductions, it is limited in how well it 
can achieve a truly just transition. 

Climate policies often treat equity as an added benefit rather than a foundational principle. 
In practice, many communities, especially those historically under-invested in, struggle to see 
their visions and priorities reflected in climate city-wide plans. Our research was designed to 
identify these disconnects and explore how community-led insights can guide more inclusive 
climate policies.
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Our Engagement Process
HOW WE LISTENED

Climate change solutions cannot be dropped into communities from above. Instead, 
they must grow from within, shaped by the knowledge, visions, and priorities of residents 
themselves. This drove our decision to use an approach where researchers and community 
partners co‑investigate an issue and co‑create change. 

JTIA used methods6 designed to bring residents into meaningful conversations about climate 
and their neighbourhoods. Listening to the community occurred through a series of action-
oriented, conversation-based initiatives that we called “listening sessions.” These sessions 
aimed to explore how climate action intersects with residents’ everyday concerns, particularly 
those related to socio-economic and environmental injustice, while fostering mutual learning 
and empowerment. Each session was designed to deepen and broaden understanding 
of participants’ visions of a good life and equitable climate action, focusing on what 
communities need to thrive through the shift to a low-carbon future. 

6	 We created a “Listening Toolkit” that provides a practical guide to listening methods: door-to-door conversations; 
interviews and focus groups; oral storytelling; “world café” dialogues; walking methods; community mapping; 
collaborative timelines; community design; and creative/arts-based sessions. See https://justtransitionsinaction.ca/
listening-project-toolkit/

PROJECT TIMELINE

2022
• “Urban Just Transitions” UTSC research

cluster launched

• Partnership development between
academics and community organizations

• Project Steering Committee formed 2023
• Research project co-design with

Steering Committee

• Action research with MFRC, United Way
Grater Toronto, Scarbrite, Roots to Bloom,
and Collective Impact

• Development of Listening Project
Methods Toolkit

2024
• Action research with MFRC, Scarbrite, 42

Voices, and good futures collective

• Analysis of connections between
community priorities and climate actions

2025
• Urban Just Transitions becomes Just

Transitions in Action to develop climate
actions that are deeply rooted in our
findings about community priorities

• Launch of Just Transitions in Action
Community of Practice for Scarborough

• Planned report and case studies
publications

2026
current year• Planned action research to develop

climate actions that address
community priorities

• Ongoing Just Transitions in Action
Community of Practice for Scarborough

2027 +
• Continuation of Just Transitions in Action

Community of Practice for Scarborough

https://justtransitionsinaction.ca/listening-project-toolkit/
https://justtransitionsinaction.ca/listening-project-toolkit/
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While the steering committee established the overall framework for 
the listening sessions, each session was uniquely designed and led 
by collaborations between UTSC researchers and one or more local 
organizations. These collaborations were tailored to the specific 
goals of the partner organizations. The nature of collaboration varied 
across sessions. The outcomes of listening sessions were regularly 
discussed and disseminated among our partners in an ongoing 
effort to build toward actionable results. 

Accessibility was central; for example, many sessions included 
multilingual support for Scarborough’s diverse newcomers. We also 
implemented a peer review process with community partners and 
participants who reviewed some of our preliminary findings, shared 
feedback, and helped refine our analysis, generating a loop of 
community-based feedback.

Research Design
RESEARCH QUESTIONS
JTIA listening sessions were guided by the following 
research questions: 

1. What are the priorities of equity-deserving
communities in Scarborough for their
neighbourhood’s future?

2. How can climate action address these priorities?

3. What strategies can help transform these insights
into concrete, equitable policies and actions?

To answer these questions, we used our Listening Toolkit 
to facilitate conversations with residents that explored 
what a thriving, low-carbon future looked like in their 
neighbourhoods.
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Listening Toolkit Methods
POP-UP ACTIVITIES & GAMES:

We hosted drop-in “pop-up” stands in public areas 
where passersby could engage via prompts, posters, 
and, in a few cases, playful games like themed 
hopscotch, trivia, raffles, and bean bag tosses. 
These informal setups helped spark curiosity, draw 
in participants, and naturally lead to conversational 
engagement.

ITINERANT CONVERSATIONS:
In a more mobile approach, researchers walked 
through public spaces engaging residents in 
casual prompt-based and dialogue-based 
interactions, what we called “itinerant, question-
based conversation.” This method allowed for 
organic, informal engagement and brought climate 
discussions into everyday spaces.

ARTS-BASED METHODS:
To engage wider audiences, we incorporated 
arts-based methods such as mural and plein air 
painting, assemblage and found objects, sculpture, 
and music. These creative outlets enabled people 
unfamiliar with formal climate discourse to 
explore complex topics in accessible, emotionally 
expressive ways. Artistic methods helped foster 
hope, strengthen community bonds, rediscover 
people’s relationships with nature, and open 
pathways to envisioning transformative change.

DIALOGUE FACILITATION:
We facilitated focus groups and one-on-one 
conversations, all designed to create spaces for 
deep listening and mutual learning.

COMMUNITY WORKSHOPS:
We conducted several community workshops, 
including a map-building workshop with around 
20 participants to identify neighbourhood 
strengths, challenges, and opportunities. Mapping 
empowered residents as co-creators and surfaced 
rich place-based insights. We also organized a 
“Scarborough 2043” futures workshop to envision 
desirable community futures and identify the steps 
needed to realize them.

EXPERIENTIAL METHODS:
Walking tours and field visits allowed participants 
to experience their neighbourhoods firsthand, 
fostering storytelling and place-based reflection.
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Listening Sessions

MALVERN FARMERS’ MARKET 
(2023 & 2024)

Working with the Malvern Family 
Resource Centre, listening sessions 
were embedded into the Malvern 
Farmers’ Market. Through pop ups, 
playful prompts, community games, 
and informal conversations, residents 
shared their priorities for Malvern 
and Scarborough, with a strong 
focus on food security. Participants 
also discussed how climate action 
could support neighbourhood needs. 
Across both years, these activities 
engaged nearly 180 people.

UNITED WAY GOLDEN MILE (2023)
In partnership with United Way 
Greater Toronto, two focus group 
sessions invited Golden Mile residents 
to reflect on neighbourhood strengths 
and concerns during a period of 
major redevelopment. Conversations 
focused on housing affordability and 
how change is being experienced 
locally, grounding climate discussions 
in everyday community realities.SCARBRITE (2023 & 2024)

Scarbrite facilitated a series of arts 
based workshops that used creative 
practices such as plein air painting, 
ceramics, and land art to explore 
relationships with nature, sustainability, 
and community life. These sessions 
created space for participants to share 
hopes, concerns, and lived experiences, 
while connecting environmental issues 
to daily life in Scarborough.

SCARBOROUGH COOLS, 
PLAZAPOPS (2024)

At a PlazaPOPS outdoor gathering, 
participants took part in a 
neighbourhood walk that combined 
conversation with citizen science 
temperature mapping. By measuring 
temperatures in different locations, 
the group discussed heat, public 
space, and practical opportunities 
for low carbon cooling at the 
neighbourhood level.

CANADIAN CLIMATE CHALLENGE 
EVENT (2024)

This event, hosted with the Malvern 
Family Resource Centre, brought 
together residents to highlight local 
climate solutions and community led 
action. Using pop ups and discussion 
prompts, participants shared 
neighbourhood priorities and explored 
how climate initiatives can build on 
existing community strengths.

42 VOICES (2024)
We collaborated with 42 Voices on the 
Malvern Food Flavours Tour, a one-
day event that aimed to showcase 
independent food businesses in 
Malvern, generate awareness of 
where various cultural foods could 
be purchased and at what prices, 
enhance knowledge of local food 
security, affordability, and production, 
and celebrate community.
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What we Learned

Community Priorities in Scarborough
Across listening sessions and community engagements, residents identified 
interconnected priorities including housing affordability and quality, community 
connections, reliable and accessible transit, dignified work, food security, and green 
space. These priorities reflect Scarborough’s specific social, 
economic, and infrastructural conditions.

AFFORDABILITY
Affordability emerged as Scarborough’s most 
pressing concern. Residents voiced frustration with 
the steep rise in living costs—including housing, 
transit, education, food, and clothing—and 
envisioned a community where “everyone—
regardless of income—could afford to live”. 
Suggestions focused on systemic supports like 
universal basic income, expanded senior benefits, 
higher minimum wages, and increased disability 
and welfare payments. On housing, participants 
advocated for a growing housing supply, investment 
in social housing, regulatory incentives to moderate 
rent, and greater awareness of public housing programs.

Rent inflation was 
especially alarming. 

One individual reported: “In just 4 
years, rent has increased by over 

1,000 dollars!” 

Another remarked: “Some houses 
have been hiking rent by about 

100 dollars every month, because 
many people are moving into 

the area and no available 
housing stock.”

HOUSING
Alongside rising costs, participants raised concerns about gentrification and neighbourhood 
transformation—the kind driven by large-scale, unaffordable developments. Residents observed 
that new condo developments disrupted the character of their neighbourhoods: “Looks like they are 
tearing down places that people can hang out.” Many felt excluded from consultation processes 
related to these projects and described renovictions and evictions becoming normalized.

Residents expressed a future vision where housing 
developments involve local input, protections exist 

for eviction victims, homes are affordable, and 
essential utilities like heating and water are 

reliably maintained. 

The aging stock of 
affordable housing was 
also criticized, with one 

resident stating:

“Even when there is water 
leakage in the apartment, 
it takes them over a week 
to show up. Many of the 

apartments … are over 70 
years old. Most buildings 

have cockroaches!”

TURNING COMMUNITY PRIORITIES INTO EQUITABLE CLIMATE ACTION
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FOOD SECURITY & LOCAL FOOD SYSTEMS
Food security is perceived as deeply interconnected with high housing costs. Participants 
reported reliance on food banks, food insecurity, and unaffordability that limited access to 
healthy food. One participant noted: “People need more jobs. More job availability would 
reduce food insecurity.”

Solutions included urban agriculture, regulation of food prices, increasing job and wage 
opportunities, grocery subsidies, better funding for food banks, and dedicated government 
support for food insecurity.

Interest in local, healthy food production was strong: “I’d like to 
see more urban farms and community gardens close to 

our neighbourhood, ones that are community-owned.” 
Yet cost barriers remained: “Many of us wanted to do 

it…but could not afford…paying for the open spaces.”They also 
highlighted the need for 

culturally appropriate food 
and stronger food bank services:

“The number of food banks … need 
to be increased … The food pantry is 
running low and needs more funding 

for food and full-time staff.”

“I know there are a lot of people 
that need food banks, as I see a 

lot of people who travel far 
distances to get food out 

of need.”

COMMUNITY IDENTITY AND POSITIVE NEIGHBOURHOOD NARRATIVES
Residents called for celebrating Scarborough’s diversity, welcoming culture, 
and community spirit. One person shared: “Malvern is diverse and welcoming. 
It feels like home. I feel happy to be part of the community.” They 
emphasized storytelling through art, intergenerational participation, 
and long-term, accountable community engagement. Participants 
sought support for local “climate champions” and neighbourhood 
visioning that consider future generations.
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COMMUNITY CONNECTION, ENGAGEMENT AND SOCIAL INFRASTRUCTURE
The importance of belonging and mitigating social isolation—especially 
for youth, seniors, newcomers, and low-income families—was 
repeatedly noted. Community centres were valued for providing 
social, recreational, educational, and service access. Participants 
suggested multilingual programming, better outreach, flexible 
schedules, and subsidized transportation. 

As one participant reflected: 

“If we help the young people, 
it goes a long way in helping 

the whole community … It 
helps Canada as well and can 
eventually make the world a 

better place.”

PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION AND WALKABILITY
Mobility challenges were a central concern in all our listening projects: poor transit 
connectivity, long walking distances to bus stops, delayed routes, and prolonged reliance on 
buses were cited. One participant stated bluntly: “Public transportation is the most urgent 
issue.” Another described gaps: “I don’t like the lack of transit stops. There are dead spots 
with no transit.” A strong desire for a subway extension, increased frequency, affordability, 
enhanced safety, and electrified transit emerged.

DENSITY AND BUSINESS DIVERSITY
Participants envisioned denser, more 
walkable neighbourhoods with locally owned 
businesses offering essential goods and 
services nearby. One reflected: “All the malls 
are closing … you have to travel farther to 
get things you need.” Another proposed local 
employment through business presence: 
“I’d like to have factories more locally so 
people could walk to their jobs…more local 
supermarkets…less air pollution.”
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GREEN SPACE AND NATURE ACCESS
Residents valued green spaces, nature, and recreation highly. One participant reflected: “The 
green, the Rouge Park, streams and waters, the natural beauty…everywhere you go there is 
space for people to come out and enjoy nature.” They spoke of rediscovering nature through 
creative engagement and stressed the need for more public green spaces, shade, and 
maintenance. Overcrowding was a concern: “Parks are usually overcrowded during summer 
… there is a need for more green spaces and parks.” Green space was linked to climate 
resilience—especially heat mitigation and quality of life during extreme weather.

EMPLOYMENT & ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES
Job scarcity, precarious work, and economic insecurity 
featured prominently. Participants stressed the need for 
accessible local jobs, vocational training, volunteer 
opportunities, and newcomer integration.

Participants emphasized future-forward 
thinking—preparing for AI-driven labour 
markets and mitigating impacts from 
redevelopment that could displace residents.

Reflections 
on structural racism 

and displacement led to 
calls for training programs, 
financial literacy, and anti-

displacement supports:

“There is need to provide support … 
and also training to help them get 

better jobs.”

“Training such as financial literacy 
programs, access to financial 

advisers for renters to 
manage, save and grow 

their money.”
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Aligning Climate Action to Community Priorities

TURNING COMMUNITY PRIORITIES INTO EQUITABLE CLIMATE ACTION

Scarborough residents’ aspirations—stronger community bonds, improved transit, 
access to nature, and affordable food and housing—might seem familiar. Yet, our 
approach reframes these shared dreams as the foundational entry point for climate 
action, rather than letting climate objectives steer the conversation.

Once we gathered, mapped, and organized what residents value most for a thriving 
community, we shaped climate strategies around these community aspirations, in 
four main ways.

Evidence-informed climate pathways
Drawing from academic, policy, and grey literature, we identified climate 
actions that prioritize local priorities while delivering environmental benefits—
such as carbon pollution reduction or greater resilience. We used them to 
discuss with participants during the listening sessions.

Interactive engagement with climate connections
We use posters and playful, drop-in games to invite participants to connect 
what they care about—like affordable housing or local food—to climate 
strategies that support those needs. This hands-on approach turned abstract 
climate themes into relatable ideas with clear, multi-layered benefits.

2

1



TURNING COMMUNITY PRIORITIES INTO EQUITABLE CLIMATE ACTION 21JUST TRANSITIONS IN ACTION

Art as an entry point to talk about climate 
Participants created artwork reflecting their vision of climate-conscious living. Using 
community-made materials and collaborative techniques, these sessions didn’t just 
spark creativity—they embodied small-scale, climate-positive practices in action, 
while generating moments of reflections around nature and climate change.

Reflective dialogue and climate understanding
Through open-ended discussions, participants explored what it means to take 
climate action in their lives, even if they don’t call it climate action. Examples 
included: recycling, community gardens, local food, carpooling, walking, and 
neighbourhood clean-ups. Some talked about the impact of climate change by 
describing the growing challenges of daily life activities, like preparing nutritious 
meals or general clean-up. It was revealing that many were unfamiliar with policy or 
industrial terms like “carbon footprint,” yet demonstrated acute climate awareness 
through lived experience.

Residents offered diverse perspectives on what needs to be done: “change the 
way we live,” expand public transit, curb development in agricultural zones, reduce 
chemicals and pollution, and preserve the Canadian carbon tax. Opinions varied on 
responsibility—some believe governments should act, others emphasized corporate 
responsibility, and several insisted communities should lead. More than one 
participant soberly remarked: “I don’t believe that climate change can be solved.”

Importantly, participants recognized systemic barriers. For example, while public 
transit is a critical climate lever, it must be reliable, safe, affordable, and conveniently 
located to reduce car dependency. Jobs, education, cycling infrastructure, and 
walkable neighbourhoods also emerged as potential catalysts for both climate and 
community well-being if barriers like safety, cost, and logistics are addressed.

3

4
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From Community Priorities to Climate Action

By treating shared community priorities as the entry point, climate action becomes a tool to 
deliver what people want most—healthier food systems, affordable housing, reliable transit, and 
cooler neighbourhoods. Community priorities point to climate actions that deliver emissions 
reductions, resilience, and quality‑of‑life gains. People see climate action not as the goal itself, 
but as a pathway to the futures they want for their communities.

Affordability
HOW CLIMATE ACTION CAN ADDRESS THIS PRIORITY
•	 Climate action can significantly enhance the affordability of people’s 

everyday lives. To this end, it is essential to focus on initiatives 
that reduce the cost of participating in low-carbon systems while 
improving quality of life.

HOW COMMUNITY MEMBERS MADE THE CONNECTION
•	 Community members consistently linked climate change to rising 

costs in daily life. Participants shared that climate impacts are 
making things more expensive, especially food.

•	 These experiences reinforced the importance of climate actions that help stabilize 
or reduce costs for households rather than adding new financial burdens.

Housing
HOW CLIMATE ACTION CAN ADDRESS THIS PRIORITY
•	 Investing in new, climate-resilient, affordable housing and upgrading 

existing homes for energy efficiency can significantly reduce energy 
bills and living costs. 

•	 Housing policies that support green building practices and protect 
existing residents, such as requiring owners to decarbonize without 
displacing tenants, can promote both climate and housing justice. 

•	 Where neighbourhood-wide investments are taking place, measures 
should be included to prevent gentrification and ensure that long-
term residents benefit from improvements without being priced out.

HOW COMMUNITY MEMBERS MADE THE CONNECTION
•	 Community members expressed strong interest in better housing design, 

especially features that support passive cooling and comfort during heat. 
•	 Some noted that high housing costs push people to live farther from work, 

which increases driving and transportation emissions.
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Food Security and Local Food Systems
HOW CLIMATE ACTION CAN ADDRESS THIS PRIORITY
•	 Addressing food security is not only a climate resilience strategy 

(ensuring people have access to affordable food as climate impacts 
intensify) but also a greenhouse gas reduction measure that 
supports more local and organic food systems. 

•	 Developing local food initiatives such as urban farms, community 
gardens, hydroponic systems, edible landscapes, and farmers’ 
markets can reduce emissions related to food transportation and 
waste, while strengthening local food access.

HOW COMMUNITY MEMBERS MADE THE CONNECTION
•	 Community members linked food security to climate change through rising 

food prices and impacts on growing conditions. 
•	 People shared that backyard and local food production reduces shipping 

emissions, strengthens connections to nature, and improves access to 
healthy food. 

•	 Some emphasized the need to protect farmland from development and 
reduce chemicals in food as part of climate action.

Community Connection and Identity
HOW CLIMATE ACTION CAN ADDRESS THIS PRIORITY
•	 Community-engaged climate action programs encourage and 

empower individuals to adopt climate-friendly practices. By providing 
spaces for inter-generational socialization, creativity and discussion, 
they also strengthen community bonds and improve family ties, 
boosting overall social cohesion and community connections. 

•	 Meaningful social connections can strengthen local climate 
mitigation and adaption efforts and capacity, as people are moved 
to take action by their sense of attachment to their neighbourhood 
and those who are a part of it. 

•	 Climate action policies and plans can emerge from community engagement 
and visioning efforts that are inclusive of diverse community members. Therefore, 
investments in community programs will help mitigate the climate crisis. 

•	 The care industry sustains people’s lives and well-being, and is low-emissions 
and labour-intensive, making it an important avenue for low-carbon jobs.

HOW COMMUNITY MEMBERS MADE THE CONNECTION
•	 Community members emphasized the importance of engagement that reflects 

Scarborough’s diversity, including raising awareness in multicultural communities 
and involving more youth and local leaders. 

•	 Arts based workshops were described as intergenerational spaces that support 
creativity, collective care, and deeper connections to sustainability. 

•	 Participants also highlighted community events as ways to build relationships, 
encourage actions like carpooling, and respond to shared challenges such as 
heat, congestion, and pressure on local infrastructure connected to climate 
impacts and migration.
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Transit and Walkability
HOW CLIMATE ACTION CAN ADDRESS THIS PRIORITY
•	 Strengthening low-carbon, climate-friendly transportation 

options—such as bike lanes, walking trails, buses, and light rail—
can significantly reduce greenhouse gas emissions, ease traffic 
congestion, and improve the daily mobility experience for residents. 

•	 Investing in the electrification of public transit and expanding 
infrastructure for active transportation supports a shift away from 
car dependency toward healthier, more sustainable modes of travel. 
These improvements not only mitigate emissions but also contribute 
to more connected, livable communities.

HOW COMMUNITY MEMBERS MADE THE CONNECTION
•	 People noted that poor transit and walkability lead to more car use and 

higher emissions. They consistently named reliability, safety, connectivity, and 
affordability as key conditions for choosing transit, walking, or biking. 

•	 Participants shared that strong transit systems also improve access to jobs, 
services, and green spaces.

Density and Business Diversity
HOW CLIMATE ACTION CAN ADDRESS THIS PRIORITY
•	 Dense, mixed-use, transit-oriented communities are a powerful form 

of climate action, allowing residents to access essential services, 
employment, and retail locally while reducing reliance on cars. 

•	 Supporting walkability, urban density, and business diversity 
contributes to both climate mitigation and adaptation by shortening 
commutes, encouraging low-carbon transportation, and enabling 
more efficient public transit systems. 

•	 Compact urban forms that co-locate housing and jobs can 
significantly reduce emissions while fostering more vibrant, resilient 
neighbourhoods. 

•	 However, densification must be equitable. These efforts must be paired with 
rent control, affordable housing development, and strong displacement 
prevention measures.

HOW COMMUNITY MEMBERS MADE THE CONNECTION
•	 Community members expressed a desire for neighbourhoods that are more 

walkable and better connected, with a wider range of local businesses and 
affordable shopping options. 

•	 Participants highlighted the importance of small, community‑owned 
businesses and shared that having local shops and grocery stores would 
reduce air pollution by allowing people to walk instead of drive. 

•	 Community members also noted that higher local business density reduces 
travel distances and emissions, and that local businesses can support 
climate action through practices such as composting and sharing suppliers.
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Green Space and Nature Access
HOW CLIMATE ACTION CAN ADDRESS THIS PRIORITY
• Green space expansion in cities can decrease greenhouse gas

emissions and support climate adaptation by storing carbon,
regulating temperatures, and managing water flow.

• For instance, planting trees reduces carbon in the atmosphere,
provides shade and cool temperatures, and creates a habitat for
animals and organisms.

HOW COMMUNITY MEMBERS MADE THE CONNECTION
• Residents connected trees and green space to cooling, health, and

care for the planet.
• Arts-based workshops and neighbourhood walks helped people reflect

on how heat is experienced locally and how public space design can
better support comfort and access to nature.

Employment
HOW CLIMATE ACTION CAN ADDRESS THIS PRIORITY
• Climate action can be designed to stimulate local employment

and generate local job opportunities through: investments in the
decarbonization and climate-proofing the built environment; social
procurement of goods and services in low-carbon initiatives; and
hiring and workforce training programs for low-carbon industries.

HOW COMMUNITY MEMBERS MADE THE CONNECTION
• Community members highlighted the need for training and pathways

into climate-related work, especially for youth and newcomers.
• Participants also raised awareness about how new technologies

are already part of daily life and the importance of considering their
environmental impacts alongside job creation.
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Key Lessons and Recommendations 

TURNING COMMUNITY PRIORITIES INTO EQUITABLE CLIMATE ACTION

The JTIA project in Scarborough reveals how day-to-day community challenges, priorities, and 
actions can powerfully reshape urban climate action. Here are five core insights emerging 
from our work.

Re-orient climate 
action around 

community priorities 
to make solutions 

meaningful and just.

Basing climate strategies on everyday needs (like good 
transit access, variable and multiple green spaces, and 
housing affordability) not only aligns with justice principles 
but also makes climate action more meaningful and 
participatory. When residents were asked direct questions 
about what climate change is, and how they might connect 
their day-to-day concerns to climate change, responses 
were often unclear. 

However, when questions were grounded in their lived 
experiences, people offered rich, actionable insights. 
Centring urban transitions around local challenges 
and priorities fosters deeper community engagement 
and reimagines climate action in a way that resonates 
with residents.

Expand what counts 
as climate action.

Our conversations deepened what qualifies as desirable 
forms of climate action beyond systemic technical or 
environmental or socially engineered solutions led by 
scholars, civil servants or policymakers. Community priorities 
like food security or housing affordability or access to green 
spaces and good transit, traditionally viewed as social issues, 
were reframed by participants as central to climate action 
by grounding such actions in neighbourhoods.7

7	 See for instance https://justtransitionsinaction.ca/policy-brief-community-
investment-is-climate-action/

https://justtransitionsinaction.ca/policy-brief-community-investment-is-climate-action/
https://justtransitionsinaction.ca/policy-brief-community-investment-is-climate-action/
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Treat equity as 
foundational, not an 

afterthought.

TURNING COMMUNITY PRIORITIES INTO EQUITABLE CLIMATE ACTION

Climate plans often present access, inclusion, and 
equity as a co-benefit. Instead, our findings suggest 
that planning for these outcomes is foundational. Some 
participants might even go so far as to say that if these 
goals are achieved—that is, if the community sees 
housing security or inclusive transit as urgent socio-
cultural-economic goals—then we will achieve climate 
mitigation and adaptation. 

In other words, equity, inclusion, and access must be 
acknowledged as legitimate forms of climate action, not 
as optional bonuses. This shift validates inclusiveness as 
central, and climate action as a co-benefit, reshaping 
how climate policies are formed and framed.

Create spaces for 
community-led 

experimentation to 
reimagine systems.

When climate action begins with community aspirations, 
it opens up possibilities for re-examining systemic 
structures, such as localized, barter, or solidarity 
economies or alternative community-led public transport 
models. These grassroots experiments can challenge 
inequitable dominant systems and offer powerful 
pathways toward a more sustainable urban future.

Guide future research 
toward justice-centered 

climate action.

Our work confirms the value of community-led transitions, 
but it also highlights risks of exclusion. Efforts for food 
or transit improvements could unintentionally cause 
displacement or inequity if not thoughtfully designed. 
Future research should focus on centring justice, assessing 
outcomes, mitigating harm, and ensuring inclusive 
processes that serve historically excluded groups.
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Looking Ahead

As climate action accelerates in cities like Toronto, there is growing recognition that effective 
solutions must be locally relevant. Community priorities, lived experience, and neighbourhood 
conditions all shape how climate impacts are felt and how solutions can work.

JTIA’s community‑based research highlighted strong interest in affordable housing, accessible 
transit, local food systems, green space, and opportunities for social connection. Residents 
and researchers described how climate action fits into these priorities rather than standing 
apart from them.

The project shows that climate action is most successful when it is developed with 
communities and tied to everyday concerns. Neighbourhood‑level engagement helps ensure 
climate strategies are practical, equitable, and rooted in real needs.

Learn More
Explore our website for resources on 
community driven climate action and 
practical strategies for building equitable, 
sustainable urban environments. These 
materials share insights, tools, and best 
practices to support research and action.

justtransitionsinaction.ca

https://justtransitionsinaction.ca/
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Summary: Turning Community Priorities into
Equitable Climate Action

The Just Transitions in Action (JTIA) project explored how to accelerate the shift to 
low‑carbon cities while ensuring all residents could live good lives. Grounded in 
collaboration with community members in Toronto, Canada, JTIA highlighted how climate 
actions, when grounded in community priorities, could deliver meaningful, everyday 
benefits for equity-deserving communities.

Affordability
	— Lower cost of participating in 
low‑carbon systems (e.g., energy, 
transport, food)

	— Prioritize actions that stabilize or 
reduce household expenses

Housing
	— Build and retrofit energy-efficient, 
affordable housing

	— Require decarbonization without 
displacing residents

	— Pair neighbourhood upgrades with 
anti-gentrification protections

	— Reduce energy costs through 
efficiency and passive design

Food Security and Local
Food Systems

	— Expand local food production
	— Reduce emissions from food 
transportation and waste

	— Protect farmland and promote 
sustainable growing practices

	— Improve access to affordable, 
healthy food

Community Connections & 
Identity

	— Invest in community-led, inclusive 
climate programs

	— Create spaces for intergenerational 
connection, creativity, and learning

	— Grow low-carbon care sector jobs 
that support wellbeing

Transit & Walkability
	— Expand reliable, safe, and 
affordable public transit

	— Invest in active transportation 
(walking, cycling infrastructure)

	— Electrify transit systems to 
reduce emissions

	— Improve access to jobs, services, 
and green space

Density & Business Diversity
	— Support compact, mixed-use, 
transit-oriented neighbourhoods

	— Co-locate housing, jobs, and 
services to reduce travel

	— Strengthen local and community-
owned businesses

	— Ensure densification is equitable

Green Space & Nature Access
	— Expand urban green space and tree 
canopy

	— Use nature to cool neighbourhoods, 
store carbon, and manage water

	— Improve access to nature for health 
and climate resilience

Employment
	— Create jobs through building 
retrofits and climate-resilient 
infrastructure

	— Use low-carbon procurement to 
stimulate local economies

	— Provide training pathways for 
youth and newcomers
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