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The Critical Role Trees Play During Heat Waves
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Velez serves as Manager of Climate and Environmental Justice at World Wildlife Fund (WWF)
and former vice-chair for Philadelphia’s Environmental Justice Advisory Commission. For over

10 years he has worked with partners from every sector of society to advance climate justice and
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understand what an "urban heat island" is either. He just knows that his
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papa keeps saying “No” because it's too hot out to go to our local park in Point
Breeze, South Philadelphia, which lacks the shady tree cover found in other
neighborhoods. As we head home, and he's in full melt-down, pointing over my
shoulder and repeating “Pahk! Pahk! in that plaintive voice that breaks my
heart, the father and environmentalist in me deeply worries about extreme

heat and how it will affect my son’s generation.

You may have never heard the term “urban heat island,” but you can probably
guess its meaning—especially if you live in a city. Modern cities have become
concrete jungles with buildings, roads, and other infrastructure absorbing and
retaining heat; when these urban areas “lack nature” like trees and green
spaces, residents can’t benefit from tree shade and evapotranspiration, the
process by which plants release water vapor that cools the air, bringing down
temperatures. Extreme heat caused by climate change exacerbates this issue,

making it a public health crisis.

Read more: The Quiet Work Trees Do for the Planet
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But just how much of a difference do trees make? Studies show the temperature
in urban areas can differ from 12-18°F between the hottest and

coolest neighborhoods—and much of that variation is due to differences in tree
cover and green space.As heat waves become more frequent and intense, an
increase of 18° can be the difference between life and death. Heat-related
illnesses such as heat stroke and dehydration pose a serious threat to
vulnerable populations like the elderly and those with pre-existing health
conditions. In 2023 alone, extreme heat exposure was responsible for over
2,300 deaths across the U.S., the highest in a half-century.

Dig deeper into this growing public health crisis and you’ll also find a crisis of
environmental justice, with the haves and the have-nots splitting along
familiar lines. Predominantly white and affluent neighborhoods tend to have
more trees, while historically marginalized and underserved communities have
significantly less. This disparity exacerbates inequities in health outcomes,
with poorer air quality and higher heat vulnerability in areas with fewer trees.

It also means higher energy costs, imposing another financial burden on
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already cash-strapped communities, as well as higher rates of violent crime, as

higher temperatures can increase incidences of aggression and irritability.

Climate impacts have always disproportionally impacted minority populations,
from Black and Brown communities that lack sufficient infrastructure and
insurance to cope with increasingly frequent and extreme storms, to
Indigenous tribes that depend on fish stocks threatened by ocean acidification.
Extreme heat exposure is one of the most immediate and deadly impacts of
climate change, however, and once again communities of color are taking the
brunt of it. In Philadelphia and elsewhere, that 18° difference between
neighborhoods can be linked to redlining, which has systematically denied
services and investments to neighborhoods predominantly inhabited by racial

minorities, leaving these areas with inadequate green spaces.

Nature can be our ally in helping people adapt to an increasingly inhospitable
climate. We need to rethink how we develop our cities and the built
environment. It’s not just about planting more trees; it’s about integrating
nature-based solutions into our urban planning. This includes some obvious

steps like creating more parks and community gardens, but it also includes
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innovative methods like green roofs and walls. These structures, which are
partially or completely covered with vegetation, help filter out pollutants,
improve insulation, reduce energy costs, absorb rainwater to reduce runoff and

enhance biodiversity in urban areas.

Local initiatives, like Philadelphia's Beat the Heat campaign and the Philly Tree
Plan, which received $12 million in federal funding for urban forestry, aim to
increase tree cover in areas that need it most. Other cities, such as Miami-
Dade, have appointed Chief Heat Officers to implement strategies like
increasing tree canopy, creating cool roofs and developing public awareness
campaigns about the dangers of extreme heat. By learning from these
initiatives and scaling them up, we can create healthier, more resilient and

more equitable cities.

We also need to extend protections to people who put their lives on the line in
the scorching heat to keep our economy running. Those who work in
construction or on farms—two professions disproportionately comprised of
people of color—are many times more likely to die from heat-related illnesses

than the average person. Providing basic improvements like paid rest breaks
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and more access to water and shade would be huge benefit to these essential
workers, yet just a few months ago Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis signed a law that
prevents cities and counties from doing exactly that. My message to our elected

leaders is simple: a bit more empathy—and a lot more trees—can save lives.

Finally, community involvement in planning and implementation is essential,
not just because it’s the fair thing to do, but because it increases the chances
that solutions are effective and stand the test of time. A study conducted last
year by some of my colleagues at World Wildlife Fund (WWF) found
conservation efforts that incorporate the views and values of local
communities result in better outcomes—for people and nature. When we take
the time to build trust, recognize communities’ personal stake in the issues
we’re working to solve, and tap into their wisdom to ensure that these
initiatives stand the test of time, we sow the seeds for lasting, large-scale

change that benefits everyone.

A few nights ago, right before I put my son to bed, we read a children’s book
about the life of Wangari Maathai and how she inspired the women of Kenya to

plant over 30 million trees to protect their communities. The first African
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woman to win the Nobel Peace Prize, Wangari encouraged us to start by
planting 10 trees each and getting involved with local initiatives that help our
communities. We can tackle the urban heat islands that disproportionately
impact people of color. Our neighborhood’s park doesn’t have to be hotter,

dirtier, and deadlier than another one just a few neighborhoods over.

By investing in green spaces and planting more trees, we help build a future
where healthy, happy children from all walks of life can enjoy the simple joy of
playing in the park.

MORE MUST-READS FROM TIME

e Welcome to the Noah Lyles Olympics

e Inside Fiji’s Fiery Battle Against Plastics

e Column: As Biden Vies to Salvage Nomination, Growing Chorus of
Democrats Say It’s Too Late

e How to Watch Lost in 2024 Without Setting Yourself Up for
Disappointment

e How to Buy Groceries Without Breaking the Bank


https://www.greenbeltmovement.org/wangari-maathai/key-speeches-and-articles/rise-up-and-walk
https://www.greenbeltmovement.org/wangari-maathai/key-speeches-and-articles/rise-up-and-walk
https://time.com/6991825/noah-lyles-olympics-2024-interview/?utm_source=roundup&utm_campaign=20230202
https://time.com/6991350/plastic-microplastics-fiji-water-recycling/?utm_source=roundup&utm_campaign=20230202
https://time.com/6995618/biden-drop-out-democrats/?utm_source=roundup&utm_campaign=20230202
https://time.com/6994839/lost-on-netflix-how-to-watch/?utm_source=roundup&utm_campaign=20230202
https://time.com/6989464/grocery-shopping-budget-tips/?utm_source=roundup&utm_campaign=20230202

The Rise of the Thirst Trap Villain
Why So Many Bitcoin Mining Companies Are Pivoting to Al
The 15 Best Movies to Watch on a Plane

Get Our Paris Olympics Newsletter in Your Inbox

CONTACT US AT LETTERS@TIME.COM

TIME Ideas hosts the world's leading voices, providing commentary on
events in news, society, and culture. We welcome outside contributions.
Opinions expressed do not necessarily reflect the views of TIME editors.


https://time.com/6994219/the-acolyte-stranger-manny-jacinto-hot-villains/?utm_source=roundup&utm_campaign=20230202
https://time.com/6993603/ai-bitcoin-mining-artificial-intelligence-energy-use/?utm_source=roundup&utm_campaign=20230202
https://time.com/6987454/best-movies-watch-on-plane/?utm_source=roundup&utm_campaign=20230202
http://time.com/olympics-newsletter?utm_source=roundup&utm_campaign=20230202
mailto:letters@time.com
https://www.time.com/ideas

» Discover

See How a $249 Amazon Investment Can
Benefit You (Apply Today)

CPX | Sponsored

Amazon CFD: Your Route to a Second Income

CPX | Sponsored Learn More

How I Transformed My HR Process Easily

Offrd Inc | Sponsored Sign Up


https://tracking.trdunicorn-online.com/f5aa6de3-9d2c-4f6c-8a00-d126b3557977?site=timecom-timecom&site_id=1442230&title=See+How+a+%24249+Amazon+Investment+Can+Benefit+You+%28Apply+Today%29&platform=Desktop&campaign_id=37195966&campaign_item_id=3958133670&thumbnail=http%3A%2F%2Fcdn.taboola.com%2Flibtrc%2Fstatic%2Fthumbnails%2F0ec33a980755472a475ed43ca3937ebd.jpg&ad_id=3958133670&click_id=GiBh0NOoKZjDkZl6Ne2aLZ7-SPUAZoaXG5SIX4Iu9bJXNCDcql8oq9r56pXt74y3ATC2g1g&utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=referral&tblci=GiBh0NOoKZjDkZl6Ne2aLZ7-SPUAZoaXG5SIX4Iu9bJXNCDcql8oq9r56pXt74y3ATC2g1g#tblciGiBh0NOoKZjDkZl6Ne2aLZ7-SPUAZoaXG5SIX4Iu9bJXNCDcql8oq9r56pXt74y3ATC2g1g
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=timecom-timecom&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=thumbs-feed-01-delta:Below%20Article%20Thumbnails%20|%20Card%201:
https://tracking.trdunicorn-online.com/ee831af9-c560-4dbb-9af5-8825104b7ab8?site=timecom-timecom&site_id=1442230&title=Amazon+CFD%3A+Your+Route+to+a+Second+Income&platform=Desktop&campaign_id=39272537&campaign_item_id=3947602182&thumbnail=http%3A%2F%2Fcdn.taboola.com%2Flibtrc%2Fstatic%2Fthumbnails%2F54c16e9794289126c383bdf31d41a3ee.png&click_id=GiBh0NOoKZjDkZl6Ne2aLZ7-SPUAZoaXG5SIX4Iu9bJXNCDahWIo3bPdisWq1sihATC2g1g&utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=referral&tblci=GiBh0NOoKZjDkZl6Ne2aLZ7-SPUAZoaXG5SIX4Iu9bJXNCDahWIo3bPdisWq1sihATC2g1g#tblciGiBh0NOoKZjDkZl6Ne2aLZ7-SPUAZoaXG5SIX4Iu9bJXNCDahWIo3bPdisWq1sihATC2g1g
https://www.offrd.co/?utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=referral&tblci=GiBh0NOoKZjDkZl6Ne2aLZ7-SPUAZoaXG5SIX4Iu9bJXNCC-oV8o7--GotHOtdAEMLaDWA#tblciGiBh0NOoKZjDkZl6Ne2aLZ7-SPUAZoaXG5SIX4Iu9bJXNCC-oV8o7--GotHOtdAEMLaDWA
https://www.offrd.co/?utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=referral&tblci=GiBh0NOoKZjDkZl6Ne2aLZ7-SPUAZoaXG5SIX4Iu9bJXNCC-oV8o7--GotHOtdAEMLaDWA#tblciGiBh0NOoKZjDkZl6Ne2aLZ7-SPUAZoaXG5SIX4Iu9bJXNCC-oV8o7--GotHOtdAEMLaDWA
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=timecom-timecom&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=thumbs-feed-01-a-delta:Below%20Article%20Thumbnails%20|%20Card%202:
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=timecom-timecom&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=thumbs-feed-01-a-delta:Below%20Article%20Thumbnails%20|%20Card%202:

Learn to invest in Amazon and other
profitable companies like a professional.

CPX | Sponsored

Dehradun: Discover Extra Income with Amazon
CFD

CPX | Sponsored Learn More

My baby has one last chance t(:FIIME)ut she
needs help.

Donate For Health | Sponsored @ ® @)onate Now

Home Entertainment
U.S. Ideas

Politics Science


https://time.com/
https://www.facebook.com/time
https://www.twitter.com/time
https://www.instagram.com/time
https://www.pinterest.com/timemagazine/
https://time.com/
https://time.com/section/us/
https://time.com/section/politics/
https://time.com/section/entertainment/
https://time.com/section/ideas/
https://time.com/section/science/
https://www.offrd.co/?utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=referral&tblci=GiBh0NOoKZjDkZl6Ne2aLZ7-SPUAZoaXG5SIX4Iu9bJXNCC-oV8o7--GotHOtdAEMLaDWA#tblciGiBh0NOoKZjDkZl6Ne2aLZ7-SPUAZoaXG5SIX4Iu9bJXNCC-oV8o7--GotHOtdAEMLaDWA
https://www.offrd.co/?utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=referral&tblci=GiBh0NOoKZjDkZl6Ne2aLZ7-SPUAZoaXG5SIX4Iu9bJXNCC-oV8o7--GotHOtdAEMLaDWA#tblciGiBh0NOoKZjDkZl6Ne2aLZ7-SPUAZoaXG5SIX4Iu9bJXNCC-oV8o7--GotHOtdAEMLaDWA
https://tracking.trdunicorn-online.com/2a30ae18-66f5-49ac-bc2e-1be251604970?site=timecom-timecom&site_id=1442230&title=Learn+to+invest+in+Amazon+and+other+profitable+companies+like+a+professional.+Register+now&platform=Desktop&campaign_id=36044680&campaign_item_id=3919664436&thumbnail=http%3A%2F%2Fcdn.taboola.com%2Flibtrc%2Fstatic%2Fthumbnails%2F46b07f04b3f88fedcf6fbc2a8b02078f.jpg&ad_id=3919664436&click_id=GiBh0NOoKZjDkZl6Ne2aLZ7-SPUAZoaXG5SIX4Iu9bJXNCDcql8o_puxlvL7zuD4ATC2g1g%0A&utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=referral&tblci=GiBh0NOoKZjDkZl6Ne2aLZ7-SPUAZoaXG5SIX4Iu9bJXNCDcql8o_puxlvL7zuD4ATC2g1g#tblciGiBh0NOoKZjDkZl6Ne2aLZ7-SPUAZoaXG5SIX4Iu9bJXNCDcql8o_puxlvL7zuD4ATC2g1g
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=timecom-timecom&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=thumbs-feed-01-delta:Below%20Article%20Thumbnails%20|%20Card%203:
https://tracking.trdunicorn-online.com/8b9fedd7-a9ff-4ecc-86ee-0232f99576cb?site=timecom-timecom&site_id=1442230&title=Dehradun%3A+Discover+Extra+Income+with+Amazon+CFD&platform=Desktop&campaign_id=33481789&campaign_item_id=3898645068&thumbnail=http%3A%2F%2Fcdn.taboola.com%2Flibtrc%2Fstatic%2Fthumbnails%2F4933436a8251abb62f68247c86185074.jpg&click_id=GiBh0NOoKZjDkZl6Ne2aLZ7-SPUAZoaXG5SIX4Iu9bJXNCDahWIotueYpp29pfEnMLaDWA&utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=referral&tblci=GiBh0NOoKZjDkZl6Ne2aLZ7-SPUAZoaXG5SIX4Iu9bJXNCDahWIotueYpp29pfEnMLaDWA#tblciGiBh0NOoKZjDkZl6Ne2aLZ7-SPUAZoaXG5SIX4Iu9bJXNCDahWIotueYpp29pfEnMLaDWA
https://donateforhealth.com/stories/savebabyaradhya?utm_campaign=savebabyaradhya&utm_medium=taboola_dfh&utm_source=external_DFH&utm_content=savebabyaradhya_vid1sub1_15s&utm_placement=timecom-timecom_1442230&payment=form&utm_term=PS_DNF_IND_BROAD_DFH&tblci=GiBh0NOoKZjDkZl6Ne2aLZ7-SPUAZoaXG5SIX4Iu9bJXNCCE72Qo3d7m-ZnEmfMjMLaDWA#tblciGiBh0NOoKZjDkZl6Ne2aLZ7-SPUAZoaXG5SIX4Iu9bJXNCCE72Qo3d7m-ZnEmfMjMLaDWA
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=timecom-timecom&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=thumbs-feed-01-a-delta:Below%20Article%20Thumbnails%20|%20Card%204:
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=timecom-timecom&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=thumbs-feed-01-a-delta:Below%20Article%20Thumbnails%20|%20Card%204:

World History

Health Sports

Business Magazine

Tech The TIME Vault

Personal Finance by TIME Stamped TIME For Kids

Shopping by TIME Stamped TIMECOZ2

Future of Work by Charter Coupons

TIME Edge Press Room

Video TIME Studios

Masthead U.S. & Canada Customer Care
Newsletters Global Help Center
Subscribe Contact the Editors
Digital Magazine Reprints and Permissions
Give a Gift Site Map

Shop the TIME Store Media Kit


https://time.com/section/world/
https://time.com/section/health/
https://time.com/section/business/
https://time.com/section/tech/
https://time.com/personal-finance/
https://time.com/shopping/
https://time.com/charter/
https://time.com/section/history/
https://time.com/section/sports/
https://time.com/magazine
https://time.com/vault/
https://www.timeforkids.com/
https://www.co2.com/
https://time.com/coupons
https://timeedge.com/login
https://time.com/collection/video/
https://time.com/time-masthead/
https://time.com/newsletters/?source=TD_Footer_Link
https://time.com/subscribe-footer-time
https://geo.ema.gs/time_digital
https://time.com/giveagift/
https://timecoverstore.com/
https://time.com/section/press-room/
https://time.com/studios/
https://support.time.com/
https://support.time.com/
mailto:feedback@time.com
https://www.parsintl.com/publication/time
https://time.com/html-sitemap/
https://time.com/mediakit/

Careers Supplied Partner Content

Modern Slavery Statement About Us

© 2024 TIME USA, LLC. All Rights Reserved. Use of this site constitutes acceptance of our Terms of Service, Privacy Policy (Your Privacy
Rights) and Do Not Sell or Share My Personal Information.
TIME may receive compensation for some links to products and services on this website. Offers may be subject to change without

notice.


https://time.com/longform/join-time/
https://time.com/modern-slavery-statement/
https://time.com/partnercontent/
https://time.com/longform/about-time/
https://time.com/privacy/privacy_terms_service.html
https://time.com/privacy/privacy_policy.html
https://time.com/privacy/privacy_policy.html#_Toc26698205

