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Introduction     
     

Climate change is an environmental issue that continues to threaten global health and wellbeing. 

Its worsening trajectory is marked by the increasing frequency of extreme weather events such as 

hurricanes, tornadoes, droughts, heatwaves, and deteriorating air quality (Bell, 2017). The 

negative impacts of climate change disproportionately fall on developing countries, communities 

of color, and those with low socioeconomic status (Gutierrez & LePrevost, 2016; Neimanas, 

2024). In the US, historically marginalized communities of color have been deliberately situated 

in areas that have been determined to be undesirable or hazardous due to pollutants in the area 

(Bullard, 2001; Nelson et al., 2023; Swope et al.,2022). This practice of redlining, a 

discriminatory policy where neighborhoods were outlined in red on maps to deny residents 

access to loans and investments based on racial or ethnic composition, exposes communities of 

lower socioeconomic status and typically people of color to higher environmental risk because 

they are exposed to more environmental pollutants (Mendoza, 2020). Environmental disparities 

and injustice come from a long history of systemic oppression that continues to perpetuate these 

disparities (Carrión et al., 2022). These problems are driven by environmental racism and lead 

communities of color to be exposed to more environmental hazards like pollution and heat 

(Pulido, 2015).     

   

The West Side of Great Salt Lake (Rose Park, Glendale, Westpointe, Fairpark, Poplar Grove, 

West Valley, and the People's Freeway neighborhoods) reflects these social injustices. Within 

the valley, there has been a historical system of zoning communities as desirable and hazardous 

to potential homeowners (García et al., 2024; Nardone et al., 2020; Nelson et al., 2023), with the 

less desirable and more hazardous zones having especially high populations of people of color 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2024). Historical redlining practices, first institutionalized by the Home 

Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC) in the 1930s, have had enduring effects on racial and 

socioeconomic inequality across urban areas in the United States (Lynch et al., 2021). 

Neighborhoods with high Black or immigrant populations were systematically labeled as 

"hazardous" for investment, which directly shaped disinvestment patterns and residential 

segregation that persist today (Nardone et al., 2020; Motairek et al., 2023). The health of these 

communities is impacted by their proximity to industrial zones, highways, mines, and airports 

with excessive pollutants (Adams et al., 2021; Berberian et al., 2022; Herrera et al., 2024). 
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Studies have shown that the longer an individual lives in these conditions the higher their 

probability of developing a new health condition or exacerbating a current health condition 

(DeMarco et al., 2020).     

   

Not only do these communities face environmental disadvantages, but climate caused stressors 

interact with other non-climate caused stressors heightening their combined impact on daily life 

(Bennet et al., 2016; Lohani et al., 2025b; Räsänen et al., 2016; Ryan et al., 2024). For example, 

climate-caused stressors can increase financial strain, and incidences of violence ultimately 

impacting physical and mental health (Bratu et al., 2022; Callender et al., 2022; Miles-Novel    

& Anderson, 2019; Seon et al., 2024). For the West Side communities, worsening air quality, 

extreme heat exposure, limited access to green spaces, and the presence of industrial pollutants, 

all due in part to zoning policies that prioritize industry over residential well-being, impact their 

daily lives (Hoffman et al.,, 2020). These environmental challenges often exacerbate existing 

social and economic inequalities, such as limited healthcare access, food insecurity, and unstable 

housing conditions (Hilmers et al., 2012; Gripper et al.,2022; Mujahid, et. al., 2023). Yet, many 

community members remain unaware of how deeply the environment is shaping their day-to-day 

lives. This lack of awareness makes it difficult for residents to advocate for policy change or 

engage in environmental justice efforts, ultimately leaving them more vulnerable and less 

empowered to seek out or demand meaningful solutions (Lohani et al., 2025a).   

    

This project aims to shed light on potential solutions and actions that communities on the West 

Side of the Salt Lake Valley can take as a form of prevention and protection against the systemic 

disadvantages placed upon them. Through a literature review of feasible solutions that different 

communities have adopted, our goal was to provide suggestions for potential action that can be 

taken. Additionally, we spoke with local experts of a variety of fields about both environmental 

inequalities and solutions. Through these experts we have gathered different ongoing community 

actions taking place in efforts to mitigate these disadvantages. Lastly the overarching aim of this 

work is to have an approachable resource guide for community members who are facing 

complex climate change issues to spread awareness on action they can take as ways of protecting 

themselves and their community.   

   

Methodology    
   

Literature Review    

   

To better understand and contextualize the multiple stressors impacting West Side communities, 

a literature review was conducted as the primary method for this project. The review aimed to 

identify existing research and proposed solutions addressing the complex, overlapping 

challenges faced by communities of color and low-income populations particularly in relation to 

environmental issues. A range of academic articles and reports were examined, with careful 

attention paid to selecting sources that reflected the lived experiences and structural barriers 

similar to those present on the West Side. Although the materials came from a variety of states 

and cities across the U.S., relevance was prioritized based on shared social contexts, such as 

racial and environmental marginalization (Beard et al., 2024) and urban planning inequities 

(Swope et al., 2022).   

   



In addition to addressing general community stressors, the literature review focused heavily on 

environmental justice and environmental racism. Studies that examined the health effects of 

pollution, unequal exposure to environmental hazards, and the lack of access to green 

infrastructure were particularly important (Collins & Grineski, 2019; Grineski et al., 2024). This 

body of work also offered insight into grassroots and policy-based solutions, including urban 

agriculture, community organizing, and environmental health education. The inclusion of 

environmental justice literature ensured that the analysis remained grounded in an understanding 

of how structural racism and socio-environmental neglect intersect. This approach allowed for 

the identification of not only the problems but also actionable pathways toward resilience and 

repair that are directly relevant to West Side residents.    

   

Expert Interviews    
   

In addition to the literature review, the second core method used in this research project was 

conducting interviews with local experts whose work directly engages with the environmental 

and social challenges faced by West Side communities. The selected experts represented a range 

of relevant fields, including air quality research, urban heat and climate adaptation, city planning, 

and lived experience in the West Side communities. Each expert was chosen based on their direct 

connection to or experience working with communities on the West Side. This intentional 

selection ensured that the information gathered would be contextually relevant and grounded in 

both data and on-the-ground experience. Experts were invited to respond to a set of three 

structured questions, that were open-ended, and designed to capture their insights, while a few 

participated in more in-depth, one-on-one interviews that allowed for deeper exploration of their 

perspectives for interview questions.    

   

Results    
   

The data collected from these expert responses were analyzed using a thematic analysis 

approach. All responses were reviewed and used to identify recurring ideas, language, and 

proposed interventions. Key themes that emerged included the urgency of addressing extreme 

heat, the cumulative impact of poor air quality, the lack of community awareness around 

environmental risks, and the importance of incorporating local voices into planning and policy. 

Thematic analysis also allowed for the identification of overlapping solutions such as increased 

tree canopy coverage, the expansion of community-led green infrastructure, and the need for 

accessible educational campaigns. These expert contributions were essential in bridging the gap 

between academic research and real-world, localized solutions. By synthesizing their insights, 

this method helped build a clearer picture of both the barriers and opportunities for improving 

environmental outcomes in West Side communities.    

   

Environmental Problems faced by West Valley Utahns    
   

Experts overwhelmingly identified air pollution as the most pressing environmental problem 

impacting the West Side. They attributed this issue to the area’s proximity to industrial zones, 

major highways, and railways, which emit high levels of pollutants such as particulate matter 

(PM₂.₅) and nitrogen dioxide (NO₂). Additionally, the drying of the Great Salt Lake was 

repeatedly mentioned as a growing hazard. As the lakebed becomes increasingly exposed, dust 



storms carry harmful particulates into surrounding neighborhoods, worsening respiratory 

conditions and reducing overall air quality (Grineski et al., 2024). Many experts noted that these 

cumulative exposures create a dangerous daily environment for residents, especially children, 

elders, and individuals with chronic health conditions.    

  

Beyond pollution, a major underlying theme in the conversations was the role of systemic racism 

in shaping current environmental disparities. Several experts pointed directly to historical 

redlining practices, which segregated communities of color into areas now heavily burdened by 

environmental stressors. These decisions were not incidental; they laid the groundwork for what 

many experts referred to as environmental racism, where Black, Latino, and immigrant 

communities were systematically placed in harm’s way through urban planning and zoning 

(Hoffman et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2024). Experts emphasized that without naming and 

addressing these historical injustices, efforts to improve the area’s environmental health will 

remain incomplete or ineffective.     

   

Relatedly, it's important to understand the historical context of redlining in the West Side 

communities to help understand the intersectional implications and highlight the importance of 

this history as it continues to impact these communities. In the state of Utah, these practices also 

occurred, with mapping showing the “hazardous” neighborhoods on the West Side (Nelson et al., 

2023). A growing body of research shows that formerly redlined areas are now 

disproportionately burdened by environmental hazards, including poor air quality, lack of green 

space, and increased exposure to heat (Hoffman et al., 2020). These areas often align with zones 

of lower socioeconomic status, where residents have reduced access to healthcare, infrastructure, 

and political capital to resist unwanted land use or pollution. The impacts are not geographically 

isolated. tudies in cities such as Los Angeles, New York, Detroit, and Chicago have 

demonstrated similar patterns of environmental racism, where communities of color are more 

likely to live near highways, industrial facilities, and other sources of environmental stress 

(Morello-Frosch et al., 2001; Mitchell & Chakraborty, 2018). This legacy of structural 

discrimination contributes to ongoing racial health disparities, worsens climate vulnerability, and 

amplifies the cumulative effects of systemic neglect.    

   

Several other environmental concerns were mentioned by the experts interviewed. A lack of 

green space and tree coverage was cited as contributing to both physical and mental health 

challenges. In their absence, West Side communities face intensified urban heat island effects, 

where dark surfaces and minimal vegetation result in neighborhoods being several degrees hotter 

than wealthier, tree-lined areas (Tong, et al., 2021). These heat disparities are growing more 

dangerous as climate change continues to drive more frequent and intense heat waves.    

   

Collectively, these issues form a web of intersecting environmental and social stressors (Flores et 

al., 2025). Indeed, experts stressed the importance of viewing pollution, zoning, heat, and 

historical racism not as separate issues but as deeply connected, requiring integrated solutions. 

Any future interventions, they argued, must be rooted in the lived experiences of the West Side’s 

communities and acknowledge the long history that has led to the current conditions.    

   

Potential Solutions to Mitigate Environmental Challenges    
   



Experts emphasized that addressing the West Side’s environmental challenges requires both 

technical interventions and community-rooted strategies. One of the most commonly proposed 

solutions was improving air quality infrastructure, such as installing real-time air quality 

monitors, providing air filters in schools and homes, and increasing public awareness of 

pollution levels. These tools are vital in communities facing high cumulative air pollution 

burdens, especially where asthma and other respiratory conditions are prevalent (Mullen et al., 

2025). A local environmental research expert mentioned the use of Purple Air, a real time data 

monitor share that creates a network of air quality based on usage of private air monitors. 

Additionally, low-cost air filters are also a resource available for the community. Research 

supports the effectiveness of these interventions: real-time air monitoring and targeted 

dissemination of air quality alerts can lead to behavioral changes that reduce air-pollution 

exposure, particularly in sensitive populations like children and the elderly (Bravo et al., 2016; 

Jerrett et al., 2017).    

   

Beyond infrastructure, experts consistently stressed the importance of community education and 

participation. This includes educating residents about environmental risks, how to reduce 

personal exposure, and how to advocate for policy changes. Experts argued that these efforts 

should center community voices and be grounded in the specific needs of the community, with 

residents actively shaping the design and implementation of environmental solutions. This aligns 

with literature in environmental justice, which shows that community-led interventions are more 

effective, sustainable, and equitable (Solomon et al., 2016). Public health campaigns that partner 

with trusted community leaders have been shown to improve not only environmental literacy but 

also health outcomes, especially in underserved areas (Morello-Frosch et al., 2009).    

   

A central theme throughout expert interviews was that any meaningful solution must be 

collaborative. Rather than relying solely on government or nonprofit agencies, experts 

emphasized the need for long-term partnerships with neighborhood organizations, schools, and 

residents themselves. This model reflects best practices in climate adaptation and urban 

resilience, where community co-design has been shown to improve trust, increase 

implementation success, and reduce the risk of green gentrification or policy backlash 

(Anguelovski et al., 2019). Experts urged that this work be rooted in racial and environmental 

justice principles to repair historical harms and prevent future disinvestment. Another frequently 

mentioned intervention was increasing tree canopy and shaded green space, alongside the 

expansion of cooling centers during heatwaves. Experts noted that not only do trees provide 

essential shade, but they also improve air quality, reduce urban heat island effects, and enhance 

mental well-being. Studies have found that increased urban tree coverage can lower 

neighborhood temperatures by several degrees and reduce emergency room visits during heat 

events (Jesdale et al., 2013; Ziter et al., 2019). In high-heat, low-income neighborhoods, cooling 

centers also serve as life-saving public health infrastructure, especially when paired with 

outreach to ensure accessibility for seniors and those without air conditioning.    

   

Overall, experts made it clear that solutions must go beyond surface-level fixes. They called for 

investments that acknowledge historical neglect, center community knowledge, and address the 

root causes of environmental injustice. The combination of technical tools, education, green 

infrastructure, and inclusive governance was presented not just as ideal but as an essential 

requirement for Utahns.    



   

Challenges in Implementing Climate Mitigation and Adaptation Solutions    
   

While experts offered clear and actionable solutions to improve environmental conditions on the 

West Side, they also acknowledged a number of systemic challenges that stand in the way of 

implementing meaningful progress. One of the most frequently mentioned barriers is the lack of 

environmental policy and funding, especially at the local and state levels. Without clear policies 

that mandate clean air protections, heat adaptation strategies, or green infrastructure investments, 

the experts recognized that it would be difficult to secure the resources and accountability needed 

for long-term change. Different experts we spoke to emphasized that many promising initiatives 

remain underfunded or delayed not because they’re unimportant, but because there’s no 

legislative backing to make them a priority. Additionally, environmental justice policies remain 

ambiguous or to the discretion of local state regulation causing difficulty in implementation 

(Henderson, 2022). A local urban planning expert mentioned how there are no environmental 

mandates that have to be adhered to. Additionally, a construction site expert mentioned at a 

smaller scale the lack of proper heating education by construction companies can be a huge issue 

for crew members.   

  

However, experts emphasized that this policy vacuum also creates an opportunity for grassroots 

leadership and bottom-up solutions, where communities aren’t waiting for permission to act. One 

local urban planner we spoke to shared that without regulatory mandates or institutional support, 

it becomes nearly impossible to access funding for projects, especially when working alone or 

outside of formal city channels. The lack of environmental regulations that specifically address 

cumulative burdens and equity only deepens the gap between communities in need and the 

resources meant to serve them. Still, this doesn’t mean the work stops it simply shifts. It moves 

into classrooms, community centers, libraries, and neighborhood meetings, where local solutions 

are being crafted and carried out by residents themselves.    

  

Unsurprisingly, this gap in environmental regulation is not unique to Utah. Across the country, 

research has shown that environmental health regulations often fail to address cumulative 

exposures especially in historically marginalized communities. Many air quality standards, for 

example, are designed based on city-wide averages, which overlook the localized pollution 

burdens faced by marginalized neighborhoods (Shonkoff et al., 2012). Konisky & Reenock 

(2017) argue that without specific regulatory mechanisms for enforcement in overburdened 

communities, environmental injustice will continue unchecked. While strengthening state and 

federal policy is a critical long-term goal, experts in this project acknowledged that local and 

individual-level actions—such as providing air filters, planting trees, or expanding community 

education—can still lead to meaningful, tangible improvements.    

   

Another major challenge brought up by local experts is community mistrust, particularly toward 

institutions that have historically failed to protect or even actively harmed communities of color 

and low-income residents. Experts we spoke to, who focus on working with community 

members, explain that in the absence of trust, well-meaning programs can be perceived as 

temporary, insincere, or disconnected from local realities. This is why local experts also strongly 

recommended that solutions should have community buy in and engagement. Research backs 

this approach: community-led environmental health projects are more likely to gain buy-in, 



achieve behavioral change, and build long-term sustainability (Ramirez-Andreotta et al., 2016). 

When residents feel seen, heard, and empowered to lead, they’re more likely to participate, share 

information, and contribute to long-term neighborhood resilience.    

   

The cost of solutions is another frequently mentioned obstacle by the experts we spoke to. 

Installing air filtration systems, planting trees, running cooling centers, and distributing 

educational materials all require financial investment, something that can be difficult to secure, 

especially in under-resourced neighborhoods. However, local experts were quick to point out that 

not all solutions require large budgets. In fact, several effective and accessible resources already 

exist in the community. For example, the Clean Air Room at the Glendale Library is a free and 

open resource for anyone needing relief from high pollution days. Additionally, cooling centers 

are activated during heat waves to provide safe, air-conditioned spaces for residents without 

access to reliable indoor cooling.    

   

These existing services are examples of how small-scale interventions can make a big impact. 

They also demonstrate the importance of keeping solutions accessible and inclusive, ensuring 

that no resident is left behind due to language barriers, transportation limitations, or lack of 

information. By building on the resources already in place and expanding them through 

collaboration with community leaders and public agencies, West Side neighborhoods can 

continue to make progress even in the face of larger systemic barriers. While the challenges are 

real and significant, experts emphasized that hope and progress lie in collective, community-

rooted action. Through creative partnerships, policy advocacy, and trust-building, powerful tools 

for justice and resilience can be created.    

   

Discussion    
   

The environmental challenges facing the West Side are complex, deeply rooted in structural 

inequities, and require sustained, community-based responses. The experts we spoke to 

highlighted recurring problems, air pollution, heat exposure, lack of green space, and a legacy of 

redlining that collectively harms the health and wellbeing of West Side residents. These 

conditions are not accidental but rather the result of decades of disinvestment and discriminatory 

urban planning practices referred to as redlining (Korevaar, 2014; Mayer et al., 1973). Despite 

this, the West Side is not a community of despair, it is a space of resilience, creativity, and 

action.  

   

Main Reflections from Experts    

Throughout this project, a few experts identified several key environmental problems that 

continue to impact West Side communities. The most urgent concern is air pollution, which 

stems from the area’s proximity to industrial zones, highways, and the drying Great Salt Lake 

(Collins & Grineski 2019; Grineski et al., 2024). The experts we spoke to addressed that these 

environmental burdens are deeply intertwined with historical practices of redlining and 

environmental racism, which have long shaped who lives where, and with what resources. Other 

problems, like lack of tree coverage, increased urban heat, and limited green space, further 

amplify health and safety risks for residents,  



Solutions proposed by local experts were hopeful and community centered. They emphasized the 

need for accessible air quality resources, like monitors and air filters, as well as green 

infrastructure such as tree planting and cooling centers. Furthermore, the experts we interviewed 

called for community education and participation at every level, reinforcing that lasting solutions 

must be led by and built for the people most affected. When residents are empowered with 

information, resources, and leadership roles, change can become both possible and sustainable.    

Yet, these solutions don’t come without challenges. Some experts we spoke to exclaimed that a 

lack of policy and funding often prevents ideas from scaling up, and community mistrust remains 

a real barrier due to past neglect and exclusion. Despite this, West Side neighborhoods continue 

to move forward. Resources like the Clean Air Room at Glendale Library, along with city-run 

cooling centers, offer accessible ways to reduce harm during extreme air quality or heat events. 

Local organizations and health departments are also working to expand air monitoring and 

emergency preparedness, specifically for communities like Glendale and Poplar Grove, where 

exposure levels remain high.   

The importance of education and trusted educators cannot be overstated in this work. Experts 

interviewed stressed that the most effective outreach comes from people who are deeply 

connected to the West Side (those who live there, work there, or have longstanding relationships 

in the community). These individuals are not only considered trustworthy by the community 

members, but they also understand the nuances of local needs and concerns. Investing in 

community-based educators, especially those already working in schools, libraries, clinics, and 

churches, is critical for building trust and creating a pipeline for lasting environmental health 

leadership on the West Side.   

   

Implications of this work    

   

Our study was limited to consulting literature and a few relevant local experts for information. 

Thus, we acknowledge that our insights may be incomplete. A more comprehensive review will 

be necessary to gain a thorough understanding of the challenges facing West Side residents and 

their solutions. The experts we were able to interview emphasized the belief that solutions must 

be both immediate and long-term, and most importantly, centered on the needs of the 

community. Many experts proposed tangible interventions and pushed for awareness and 

education, especially by trusted messengers who are from the West Side and already embedded 

in schools, libraries, and community groups. One local construction worker shared how on work 

sites, there’s an unspoken understanding among crews that they look out for one another, share 

water, create shaded areas, and protect each other from heat. This same mindset of collective 

care is what experts hope to replicate at the neighborhood level. Experts we spoke with noted a 

visible expansion of urban greenery, especially through new grants and community partnerships 

that support tree planting and green space restoration. Similarly, cooling centers have increased 

in both availability and visibility, giving residents safe options during heatwaves. The Clean Air 

Room at the Glendale Library stands as a powerful symbol of what can happen when public 

institutions prioritize health, access, and equity. These efforts reflect not only resilience but a 

growing infrastructure of care that’s rooted in the knowledge and leadership of the people who 

live here.    

   



Ultimately, the discussion around environmental health on the West Side is as much about repair 

and recognition as it is about innovation. It requires acknowledging systemic harm while 

investing in systems of mutual aid, neighborhood pride, and culturally relevant solutions. That’s 

how real environmental justice is built block by block, neighbor by neighbor, with care, 

collaboration, and commitment.    
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