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Open Space and Social Equity  

in the Central Puget Sound Region 
 

PROBLEM STATEMENT AND CONNECTION TO OPEN SPACES   

The origin of modern U.S. open space conservation was rooted in responding to rapid 

urbanization in the late 1940s, after the end of World War II.  With the consumption of land 

for expanding cities and suburbs, there was unprecedented need to conserve outdoor open 

space benefiting “all Americans” (Thomas, 2010).  As open space is not a commodity or service 

that is generally provided by the private market sector, it was fundamentally acknowledged as 

a responsibility of government to provide open space as a public good.   

The civil rights and environmental movement of the 1960’s resulted in vision and policies 

advocating easy physical access to open space for a diverse range of Americans, including rich 

and poor, multiple ethnicities, urban dwellers, and rural dwellers (Thomas, 2010). During the 

same period, Congress established the Land and Water Conservation Fund to subsidize 

conservation strategies that would ensure broad benefits from land acquisition and planning. 

Over time, however, less emphasis was given to ensuring equity in the costs and benefits of 

federal conservation programs. In spite of the original overarching goal to provide open space 

for “all Americans,” federal open space policies and programs to address recreation demands 

have often “ignored disparities in the level of participation by gender, class and race” and 

“neglected policies and governance systems that ensure that Americans with the greatest 

need and fewest means to access” could fairly utilize open space (Thomas, 2010).  This trend 

has continued from the federal to local levels of government. 

For purposes of this paper, the following definitions may be useful: 

Definition of Open Space 

As used in the ROSS process, the term open space is broadly inclusive, referring to the diverse 

landscape elements within the landscape gradient – from wilderness to urban centers – that is 

the Central Puget Sound region: 

 Patches or relic expressions of native ecosystems (e.g. urban forests, greenbelts, 

conservation lands, riparian corridors etc.), 

 Constructed nature for cultural activities and recreation (e.g. parks, community 

gardens, pocket parks, botanical gardens) 

 Active transportation corridors (e.g. streetscapes, bike paths and lanes etc.), 

 Engineered technologies that are integrated within built form to serve ecological 

functions (e.g. green roofs, living walls, green stormwater infrastructure such as 

bioswales etc.), 
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 Located within public, private and working lands (e.g. farm and forest lands, backyards, 

golf courses etc.), and 

 ‘Blue infrastructure’ (e.g. for fishing, boating, swimming, kayaking etc.) 

Definition of Social Equity 

The Puget Sound Regional Council (PSRC) defines social equity as system of fairness in which 

“all people, regardless of where they live, have access to the resources and opportunities that 

improve their quality of life and let them reach their full potential.” “All people” refers to all 

individuals now and into the future irrespective of race, gender, culture, socio-economic 

status, age or physical ability (PSRC and Kirwan Institute, 2012). Conversely, inequity, as 

defined by code in King County, Washington, “means differences in well-being that 

disadvantage one individual or group in favor of another. These differences are systematic, 

patterned and unfair and can be changed. Inequities are not random; they are caused by past 

and current decisions, systems of power and privilege, policies and the implementation of 

those policies” (King County Code, 2015).  

What Are the Social Equity Challenges Related to Open Space in the Central Puget 

Sound? 

Access to, and benefits from, open space are critical aspects of equity. As stated by the Board 

of the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MEA), “Everyone in the world depends on nature 

and ecosystem services to provide the conditions for a decent, healthy, and secure life” (MEA 

Board, 2015).  As further specified in the MEA’s Ecosystem and Human Well-Being Synthesis, 

“Humans are fully dependent on Earth’s ecosystems and the services that they provide, such 

as food, clean water, disease regulation, climate regulation, spiritual fulfillment, and aesthetic 

enjoyment” (MEA, 2005).  Fortunately, in the central Puget Sound region, people enjoy 

widespread availability of open space and its multiple benefits, from ecosystem services to 

recreational opportunities. However, not everyone in the region experiences open space and 

its benefits equitably.  

Studies have shown that, in comparison to the general population, low income populations 

and communities of color have less access to green space, lower quality and less culturally-

relevant recreational options, and higher rates of poor health and obesity that can be linked 

to lack of open space opportunities (Taylor and Lou, 2011). They are disproportionately 

impacted by the effects of global warming socially, economically, geographically health-wise 

and through their capacity to fully recover (Bullard and Wright, 2012). Air pollution is a 

problem in communities of color, where substandard air can contribute to a multitude of 

health problems. High temperatures increase the risk of respiratory problems, heat-related 

stress and other illnesses (Tinuoye, 2013).  In addition, minority populations may have limited 

voice and power in planning and decision-making processes, thus perpetuating unfair 

differences in access, quality of experiences, and ecosystem services tied to open space. In the 
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Puget Sound region, the cumulative dynamics of environmental democracy to-date have led 

to some apparent inequities in the landscape (see Regional Environmental Justice 

Demographic Profile discussion in Appendix A). For example:  

 Ecologically damaged areas are more often disproportionately inhabited by low 

income or minority communities (Taylor and Lou, 2011);  

 The air release of toxic chemicals grew by 24 percent in the south region of King 

County between the years 2000 and 2006. During this same time period, air release of 

toxic chemicals declined in the east region of King County by 19 percent and in Seattle 

by 5 percent (Beatty et al., 2014); 

 There is approximately a 10-year gap in life expectancy between areas of south King 

County where a higher concentration of people of color, LEP, and low-income 

households reside and north and east King County (King County, 2013); 

 low-income communities and people of color in the United States will suffer the most 

from the health and economic consequences of climate change due not only to 

increased air pollutants, but also heat island effects (and lack of access to air 

conditioning), flooding, and lack of insurance (Morello-Frosch et al., 2009); 

 A park access study using 2010 data showed that affluent neighborhoods had almost 

twice the amount of robust park access (variety in park size and travel distance) than 

neighborhoods with a higher concentration of people of color, Limited English 

Proficiency, and low-income households (Beatty et al., 2014); and 

 Fewer parks and green space correlates with decreased property value and retail sales 

opportunities. 

Unless disparities in access to quality open space services are intentionally addressed, those 

disparities may become more pronounced as the Central Puget Sound Region continues to 

experience unprecedented growth. It is projected that the regional population will increase by 

about 1.7 million people between 2000 and 2040. With this growth, population diversity is also 

expected to continue to increase. Recent census data indicate that the proportion of minority 

populations in the region has doubled over the past decades, increasing from 15 percent of 

the total population in 1990 to 31 percent in 2010. Forecasts suggest that this trend will 

continue, with minorities likely to compose one third of the regional population by 2030 

(PSRC, 2009).  

In light of this substantial ongoing demographic shift, achieving future regional prosperity will 

require deliberate actions to integrate all residents into the economy, including those who 

have too often been left behind. Recent studies suggest that greater racial and social inclusion 

corresponds with more robust economic growth, while inequity hinders growth (Treuhaft, 

2011).  According to the PSRC, “without intentional focus on equity and meaningful 

community engagement, future growth could adversely affect or displace low-income, 

minority, and limited-English proficient residents” (PSRC and Kirwan Institute, 2012). 
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Given the evident importance of establishing social equity in order to achieve justice, stability, 

and prosperity, regional and local governments in the Central Puget Sound Region are 

increasingly focusing on improving equity and social justice in their governance (see Local 

Equity and Open Space Conditions discussion in Appendix A).  

What Is the Relationship of Open Space to Social Equity?   

The significant connection of open space to social equity is through the human health benefits 

open space provides to populations that are most at risk of decreased life expectancy. Open 

spaces are indicators of healthy communities where children play, families spend time 

together, people of all ages exercise, relax and rejuvenate, and neighborhoods are made 

more economically sound (Raya, 2006).  Since human health is affected by all manner of 

environmental and social structures and processes, open space is intrinsically linked to social 

equity.   

Table 2 displays the relationships between preserving open space for social equity, and other 

focal topics of the Regional Open Space Strategy.  As illustrated in the table, providing open 

space for purposes of improving social equity has the potential to provide benefits that 

address many of the other regional challenges.    
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Table 2. Relationships between the Benefits of Open Space Conservation for Social Equity and Climate Mitigation/Adaptation, Biodiversity, Human 
Health, and Economic Development 
 
(Note: + indicates a positive relationship (potential co-benefit), - indicates a negative relationship (potential tradeoff). 
 

Benefits of Open Space 

Conservation for Social 

Equity 

Biodiversity Climate Change Human Health Economic Development 

Improved engagement by 

diverse populations in open 

space planning and decision 

making 

- Risk of prioritizing 

non-green open 

space  

- Risk of prioritizing 

actions that may not 

address 

 

+ Potential to increase 

sense of 

empowerment 

+ Focus on marginalized communities to 

improve civic engagement will stimulate 

involvement by all  

Improved coordination at all 

levels of government 

+ Potential to 

maximize 

conservation efforts 

+ Potential to 

maximize 

conservation efforts 

  

Expanded variety of open 

space resources in the 

urban area 

- Risk of creating 

non-permeable 

open space 

+ Potential to 

connect fragmented 

habitat 

+ Potential to reduce 

flood risk to habitats 

+ Potential to 

increase forest and 

vegetation cover  

+ Improved air 

quality  

+ Potential to reduce 

flood risk and 

damage  

+ Potential to 

sequester and store 

carbon 

+More open space will 

improve opportunities 

for all, resulting in 

improved public 

health 

+ Filtration and 

removal of water-

borne pollutants 

+ Potential for food 

production/food 

security 

+ +Improved 

opportunity for 

physical exercise 

 

- Preserved open space means less land 

is available for residential, commercial, 

and industrial development 

+ More open space provides more 

opportunity for support industries and 

businesses 

+ May improve on-site and adjoining 

land and property values 

+ Potential for food production 

+ Potential for production of natural 

materials 

+ Potential to reduce public costs to 

manage and treat stormwater 

+ Potential to reduce costs associated 

with flood events 
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Benefits of Open Space 

Conservation for Social 

Equity 

Biodiversity Climate Change Human Health Economic Development 

Improved public 

transportation to open 

space resources  

- Could be intrusive 

to animal species 

+ Potential to 

improve air quality 

+ Enhanced access to 

open space 

 

+ Improved public transit for employees 

+ Potential to reduce need for employer 

parking  

Improved non-motorized 

access to open space 

resources 

- Could be intrusive 

to animal species 

+ Potential to 

improve air quality 

+ Improved 

opportunity for 

physical exercise 

- Potential to create conflicts 

w/vehicular access 

+ Potential to reduce need for employer 

parking 

Improved residential and 

neighborhood stability 

  + Potential to improve 

mental/emotional 

health 

+ Possible economic benefit with more 

stable workforce 

Improved cross-

generational access to  

nature 

+ Potential to 

enhance biodiversity 

+ Potential to 

increase  

+ Potential to improve 

mental/emotional 

health 
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Why Is a Regional Approach to Open Space Necessary in Advancing Objectives for 

Social Equity? 

Even while open space projects may be constructed at a very intimate local level, a regional 

approach to open space is necessary to address the current disparities in participatory 

decision making, the spatial disparities, and the cultural disparities across the region.   

There are many efforts involved in improving the region’s quality of life in which providing 

open space to improve social equity would benefit from, and which, would add value to. The 

Regional Open Space Strategy (ROSS) identified five major challenges in need of regional 

attention, of which social equity is one.  These challenges need regional attention because the 

causes are not isolated but dispersed throughout the region or beyond; or solutions may be 

too difficult to be carried by one local community and would be less burdensome if 

shouldered by the region, regardless if it is a locational strategy or a funding strategy.   

To ensure that all people in the Central Puget Sound Region have fair access to resources and 

opportunities that improve their quality of life and help them reach their full potential, 

avoidable inequities in open space services need to be eliminated. This requires application of 

race and social justice principles in implementation of all governmental policy, management 

systems, and environmental change efforts in the region and this needs to be conducted in 

unison, under a regional vision. Establishing equity with regard to open space requires that 

low-income communities, communities of color, and other historically underrepresented 

populations be provided with the knowledge and tools required for full and active 

participation in planning and policy making affecting their environments.  

Achieving social equity in the Central Puget Sound Region, with respect to open space access 

and benefits from open space services, will require: 

1. Changing existing governance structures to be more inclusive of diverse populations;  

2. Addressing the needs of populations with dramatically changing demographics; and  

3. Respecting the cultural and historic resources of the past and present, while also fully 

providing for the needs of diverse future generations. 

To achieve these objectives, three concepts with wide-spread application have been 

developed by King County:  a) process equity; b) distributional equity; and c) cross-

generational equity. If planning, design, construction, and monitoring of open space projects 

are to be conducted for the public good, these concepts need to be implemented at a regional 

level. 

Process Equity  

Process equity is defined as inclusive, open, and fair access to the decision processes that 

determine how open space services are planned, paid for and distributed. Process equity 
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hinges on the degree that civic engagement, public participation, and jurisdictional listening is 

meaningful and accessible to the full range of affected parties. An equity framework 

empowers communities to actively participate in planning and policy-making processes, and 

structures planning processes for meaningful community engagement (PSRC and Kirwan 

Institute, 2012).  

Process equity further requires deliberate consideration of equity impacts at the front end of 

political processes and implementation of strategies to make certain that disadvantaged 

communities participate in, and benefit from, decisions that determine the course of 

development in their neighborhoods, communities, and regions (PSRC and Kirwan Institute, 

2012). To address historical inequities, an equity framework must advance toward removing 

barriers that have disadvantaged people in the past (Healthy King County Coalition Equity 

Committee, 2014). 

Distributional Equity 

Distributional equity is the degree of fairness and evenness in the distribution of open space 

across the landscape, including the degree that open space services are spatially matched and 

sensitive to demographic variability.  

Distributional equity in the community landscape means there is balance of asset and 

amenity distribution when considering geography, gender, race/ethnicity, and income levels 

of households.  It also means that negative impacts of growth (such as pollution, traffic, noise) 

are not concentrated in any one community but are distributed across and beyond all 

communities. 

This aspect of social equity requires that open space opportunities are located to provide 

choices appropriate for socially and economically diverse populations.  Open spaces with 

memorable physical characteristics and a pleasant and safe atmosphere need to function for 

a variety of community activities meaningful to both local inhabitants and visitors. 

Furthermore, open space assets need to be provided continuously throughout the region.  

This is important because the region’s populations are mobile. For example, not long ago, 

African-American communities were concentrated in the central district of Seattle but over 

time many of these communities have relocated further south along the I-5 corridor.  

Finally, distributional equity means that open space should be readily accessible for those 

who do not have easy access to vehicles. Trails and other transportation modes need to be a 

considered in planning and connecting the region’s open space network. 

Cross-Generational Equity 

Cross-generational equity is defined as the degree to which decisions and actions today 

respect the generations past, compensate for present disadvantages, and consider access to 
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resources for those yet to come (which includes enhancing the unique cultures reflected in 

diverse populations).  

This dimension of social equity ensures that current residents, businesses, industries, and 

other community members will benefit from open spaces as their communities change and 

grow.  It also means that the effects of today’s actions, such as resource depletion, species 

extinction, and toxic exposures are not left as burdens for future generations. Such 

responsible stewardship is crucial to preserving intergenerational mobility, upping the odds 

that children born into low-income households today may move up into the middle class or 

beyond during their lives. 

Healthy and safe open spaces need to be created where people live, work, and play. Further, 

these opens spaces must be attentive to the qualities and features that exemplify and 

encompass communities’ values, inspirations, and potential, regardless of race, gender, 

culture, socioeconomic status, age, or physical ability.  For example, open space with access to 

water may be important to Pacific Islanders, but unimportant to Somalis; bike trails may be 

preferred by youth, while walking trails may be more important to the elderly.  These types of 

open space preferences, and their evolution through time, need to be considered in future 

planning (Furtado, 2014).  

When these three critical dimensions of social equity are employed in the development of 

open space strategies, individuals and communities are more likely to benefit equitably in the 

region. 

SUMMARY 

It is clear that in American land conservation theory and practice, setting aside open space for 

“all people” was historically considered paramount for maintaining national heritage, 

community vibrancy, and individual well-being. This makes sense, as parks, trails, and green 

spaces promote recreation and improve neighborhood quality.  However, over time, 

governmental intent to attend to the open space needs of “all people” seems to have been 

diluted. 

Today, newcomers seeking to live in a picturesque coastal area with a strong economy 

continue to arrive in the fast-growing central Puget Sound region. Systemic inequity 

sometimes unfairly advantages some social groups in the region over others, offering 

different life options and outcomes. Toward tackling this overall problem, aspects of social 

inequity that are related to open space must be addressed by local and regional strategies for 

improving access to quality open space and its services. There is a clear need to preserve and 

conserve open space resources in the region before they are lost, and a need to refocus 

attention so that diverse populations are afforded convenient access to a variety of open 
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space, distributed equitably throughout the region, offering ethnographically appropriate 

activities and services. 

Toward these ends, and in light of the mobility of today’s population, an effective Regional 

Open Space Strategy should focus on policy and system improvements for the Central Puget 

Sound Region on whole, while simultaneously addressing distributional equity by identifying 

geographically specific priority projects at varying scales.  Policy and system changes must 

address process and cross-generational inequities as an integral part of the development of 

open space strategies. Further, these changes need to flow from the regional through to 

watershed, sub-basin, community, and neighborhood scales, so that outcomes are improved 

for individuals from neonatal through all life stages. 
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APPENDIX A: EXISTING SOCIAL EQUITY CONDITIONS 

REGIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE 

The PSRC is the federally designated metropolitan planning organization, and the state-

designated regional transportation planning organization, for the central Puget Sound region. 

As such, the PSRC is responsible for developing and updating the region’s long-range 

transportation plan, Transportation 2040, and distributing federal transportation funds to 

local projects through its transportation improvement program. In 2003, the PSRC developed 

a baseline demographic profile for its governed district, in order to better integrate 

environmental justice into its transportation work. In 2012, PSRC updated the demographic 

profile to present key data describing the central Puget Sound region (as described in the 

following paragraphs) and to identify focal population groups and communities to be 

considered in subsequent environmental justice analyses and activities (PSRC, 2012). While 

developed to support transportation planning, these data are also useful in considering 

strategic open space priorities for the region. 

Overall, based on analysis of data from the 2010 U.S. Census and American Community 

Survey, PSRC found that the region-wide poverty rate was about 11.7 percent.  At the county 

level, poverty rates in Pierce County (about 20.0 percent) and King County (about 12.2 

percent) were higher than the combined regional rate, while poverty rates in Kitsap County 

(about 11.3 percent) and Snohomish County (about 9.9 percent) were lower (Treuhaft et al., 

2011). 

PSRC’s Environmental Justice Demographic Profile also analyzed data on senior citizens, 

disabled, and Limited English Proficiency populations. The report found that Seniors (over 65 

years in age) composed about 11 percent of the population of the region, while at the county 

level the proportion of seniors was about 13.3 percent in Kitsap County, 11.1 percent in Pierce 

County, 10.9 percent in King County, and 10.3 percent in Snohomish County. The poverty rate 

among seniors in the region was about 6.9 percent, while the rate was about 7.7 percent in 

King County, 6.9 percent in Pierce County, 5.7 percent in Snohomish County, and 4.7 percent 

in Kitsap County. Notably, among the counties in the region, Kitsap County has the highest 

proportional amount of seniors, and the lowest percentage of seniors in poverty (PSRC, 2012). 

The Demographic Profile indicated that persons with a disability composed about 10.5 

percent of the regional (non-institutionalized) population, and the proportion of persons with 

a disability in component counties was about 14.4 percent in Kitsap County, 12.1 percent in 

Pierce County, 10.9 percent in Snohomish County, 9.1 percent in King County. In the region, 

the overall portion of persons with a disability that were in poverty was about 18.8 percent, 

while the proportion was about 21.1 percent in King County, 18.5 percent in Kitsap County, 

17.1 percent in Pierce County, and 15.6 percent in Snohomish County. Thus, within the region, 
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King County has the lowest county-wide proportion of persons with a disability, but the 

highest percentage of those persons living in poverty (PSRC, 2012). 

With regard to English proficiency, PRSC found that 8.7 percent of the regional population 

spoke English less than “very well.” Compared to the overall region, King County had a greater 

proportion (11 percent) of residents that spoke English less than very well, while Kitsap (3.3 

percent), Pierce (5.7 percent), and Snohomish (7.9 percent) Counties had lower proportions. 

After English, Spanish was the next most common language of proficiency in the counties and 

the overall region (PSRC, 2012). 

Finally, in addition to aggregated county-level data, the 2012 demographic profile also 

included analysis of census block data revealing more detailed geographic trends in the 

location of the region’s minority and low-income populations. As indicated in Figure 1, PSRC 

found “minority populations to be concentrated in the more urban areas of the region, 

particularly along the Interstate 5 and Interstate 405 corridors and in the Kent Valley, with an 

especially strong presence in central, south, and west Seattle and in central and south 

Tacoma.” Similarly, as illustrated in Figure 2, PSRC found “concentrations of poverty 

throughout the regional urban core, particularly along the I-5 corridor and in central and 

south Seattle, south King County, Bremerton, and central and south Tacoma” (PSRC, 2012). 

More recently, in March 2015, the Transportation Futures Task Force (a group of civic leaders 

brought together by PSRC to create and fund a smart, sustainable, and safe regional 

transportation system) followed up on the 2012 Demographic Profile by publishing a regional 

demographic trends study to guide their transportation planning. The Demographic Trends 

2040 report indicated that the regional population grew by 54,550 people in 2014, to a total 

population of about 3,835,450. The study further found that white individuals composed 73 

percent of the regional population, but the region has been increasing in diversity, and 

“between 2000 and 2013, the non-white proportion of the population increased 6 percent, 

primarily through growth in the proportion of Asian residents (Transportation Futures, 

2015a).” 
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Figure 1. Total Minority Population in the Central Puget Sound Region (PSRC, 2012) 
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Figure 2. Low-Income Population in the Central Puget Sound Region (PSRC, 2012) 

 

  



 

 
ROSS Regional Challenges – Social Equity                                           20 

December, 2015  

 

LOCAL EQUITY & OPEN SPACE CONDITIONS 

Just as PSRC is dedicated to understanding and addressing social equity conditions and 

concerns within the broader central Puget Sound region (as documented in the previous 

section), the four constituent county governments of the region are intent on assessing and 

responding to equity issues at more local levels. This is critical, as determinants of equity and 

associated needs vary across the region. The aggregated county statistics in the previous 

section, as compiled by PSRC, provide some indication of demographic differences that could 

drive differing equity-related needs in the counties of the region.  

Another example of geographic particularity is seen in the diversity statistics for the Seattle 

metropolitan area (a subarea of the central Puget Sound region), as reported by the Puget 

Sound Equity Network. In 1980, one out every eleven residents in the metropolitan area was 

foreign born, while today, one of every six residents in the area are immigrants. In addition, 

during the last decade, growth among communities of color contributed more 90 percent of 

all population growth in the Seattle metropolitan area (see Figure 3), and immigrants alone 

accounted for approximately 40 percent of that growth (see Figure 4) (Puget Sound Equity 

Network, 2013).  While trending in the same general direction as the overall region, the rapid 

growth of diversity in the Seattle metropolitan area is a localized phenomenon tied to specific 

and localized equity concerns. Accordingly, appropriate response of local governance must be 

tailored to address the shifting local conditions. 

King County’s Determinants of Equity 

Among the county governments in the central Puget Sound region, King County (which 

encompasses the core growth area of Seattle and its surrounding suburbs) has had the 

incentive and resources to take the most comprehensive approach to advancing equity in its 

local operations and in regional collaborations. Going beyond gathering and evaluating 

demographic information, King County’s robust approach and findings with respect to equity 

and social justice have been exemplary, and accordingly serve as a focus of discussion in the 

remainder of this paper. 

King County uses a “stream” metaphor to frame its work on equity and social justice, a 

reminder that inequities in outcomes have their start “upstream” in policy and practices that 

influence access to power and resources (see Figure 5). The stream metaphor also illustrates 

the County’s proposed approach to implementing change. The basic premise is that outcomes 

“flow” from upstream societal levels, to mid-stream community-levels, down to family and 

individual levels. Implicit in this approach is an assumption that work advancing equity at the 

uppermost part of the stream, i.e., at a broad-scale policy and program level, impacts 

downstream levels and ultimately results in improved outcomes for families and individuals 

(Beatty et al., 2014). 
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Following this model, in 2010, King County initiated change at the policy and program level, 

adding a “Fair and Just” principle to its strategic planning principles (King County Ordinance 

16948) and publishing an Equity and Social Justice Strategic Plan that identified and defined 

“Determinants of Equity” tied to fair and just governance. In the following years, the County 

has conducted additional analysis to determine how well equity and social justice are 

integrated into its administrative and budget processes. In July 2014, the County kicked off a 

Determinants of Equity baseline project, which identified and analyzed existing data sources 

to measure the downstream status of 13 Determinants of Equity in the County, identifying 

and investigating 67 community-level indicators.  
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Figure 3. Relative Non-white Population Change in the Central Puget Sound Region 

(Transportation Futures, 2015a) 
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Figure 4. Percent Foreign Born Population by Tract, Central Puget Sound Region 

(Transportation Futures, 2015a) 
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Figure 5. King County’s Stream of Equity Imagery (Beatty et al., 2014) 

 

 
 

The key determinants of equity identified in the County’s Determinants of Equity report are 

listed below (Beatty et al., 2014).  

 Early Childhood 

Development 

 Education 

 Jobs & Job Training 

 Health & Human 

Services 

 Food Systems 

 Healthy Built & 

Natural 

Environment 

 Transportation 

 Community 

Economic 

Development 

 Housing 

 Community & 

Public Safety 

 Law & Justice  

 Parks & Natural 

Resources 

 Neighborhoods 

Of these, five particular determinants (highlighted in bold print above) have been determined 

by the Regional Open Space Strategy team to be most pertinent to open space planning. 

Further descriptions of each of these five determinants are provided in the following pages, 

including: 

 King County’s current ordinance definition for the determinant; 

 Specific indicators associated with the determinant (as further investigated in Section 2 

of this paper, these County-identified indicators may prove helpful for guiding and 

evaluating open space enhancements intended to improve social equity conditions); 
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 Any key finding(s) associated with the determinant, as related to open space; 

 Mapping of physical and social conditions in the Seattle area (as produced by King 

County and other agencies) that align with County-identified determinants and 

indicators and help to provide spatial context and intuitive understanding of the 

current equity situation as related to open space; and 

 Explanation of the general relevance of the determinant in relation to open space 

planning. 

King County Determinant of Equity: Health & Human Services 

Current Ordinance Definition 

“Health and human services that are high quality, affordable and culturally appropriate and 

support the optimal well-being of all people” (PSRC, 2012) 

Indicators 

 Unmet medical 

need 

 Uninsured adults 

 Uninsured children 

 Infant mortality 

 Obesity 

 Diabetes 

Prevalence 

 Tobacco Use 

 Frequent Mental 

Distress  

 Life expectancy 

(PSRC, 2012) 

Key Finding Related to Open Space 

There is approximately a 10-year gap in life expectancy between areas of south King County 

where a higher concentration of people of color, LEP, and low-income households reside and 

north and east King County (King County, 2013). 

Mapping Related to Open Space 

The overall geographic distribution of “Equity and Social Justice” communities in King County is 

shown in Figure 6, as mapped according to a combined “ESJ Score” (accounting for the 

proportion of people of color, median household income, and lack of English proficiency) for 

each census tract. A lower score (lighter color on map) indicates less diversity, higher income, 

and higher English Proficiency.   

Comparing the ESJ score distribution in Figure 7 to life expectancy at birth in Figure 7, it is 

observed that areas with higher ESJ scores generally correspond to lower life expectancy. 

Some specific health issues that factor into the disparity in overall life expectancy are 

illustrated in Figure 8, which shows the geographic prevalence of various health problems in 

King County. The geographic pattern for each health indicator is similar, with worse health 

conditions generally occurring in areas with higher ESJ scores.  

Relevance to open space planning 

Some factors in human health, such as level of physical activity or incidence of obesity and 

diabetes, may correlate with access to open space and safe recreation opportunities. 
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Figure 6. People of Color, Income & English Proficiency in King County (Taylor and Lou, 2011) 
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Figure 7. Life Expectancy at Birth in King County (PSRC, 2009) 
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Figure 8. King County Health and Well-Being Indicators (Treuhaft et al., 2011) 

 



 

 
ROSS Regional Challenges – Social Equity                                           29 

December, 2015  

 

Determinant of Equity: Parks & Natural Resources 

Current ordinance definition 

“Parks & Natural Resources that provide access for all people to safe, clean and quality outdoor 

spaces, facilities and activities that appeal to the interest of all communities” (Beatty et al., 2014)  

Indicators

 Resident 

satisfaction with 

parks  

 Open green space 

 Distribution of 

regional trails 

 Park accessibility 

 Distribution of 

playground (Beatty 

et al., 2014)

Key Findings Related to Open Space 

 The 2009 and 2012 King County Resident Survey reported that 71 percent of King 

County residents report satisfaction with regional parks and trails (Beatty et al., 2014). 

 A park access study using 2010 data showed that affluent neighborhoods had almost 

twice the amount of robust park access (variety in park size and travel distance) than 

areas with a higher concentration of people of color, Limited English Proficiency, and 

low-income households (Beatty et al., 2014). 

Mapping Related to Open Space 

The geographic distribution of health problems (described in the preceding discussion) is of 

particular relevance to the Regional Open Space Strategy, as a number of interrelated heath 

issues, such as obesity, diabetes, and low physical activity, are seen to be greater burdens in 

some areas (e.g. southwest King County) where access to parks, playgrounds, and other open 

space properties are also lacking (see Figures 9, 10 and 11). In addition, while some areas with 

such burdens (e.g. southwest King County) have fair access to regional trails, many of the 

trails accessible in these areas do not connect to the broader network of regional trails, thus 

limiting use for active transportation (see Figure 12).  

Relevance to Open Space Planning 

Though a majority of County residents reported satisfaction with the regional parks and trails 

available to them, providing more abundant and diverse open space resources for currently 

underserved populations would help address the evident disparity in access that favors 

affluent neighborhoods. While there is no immediate or guaranteed solution to the chronic 

health problems facing burdened communities, intentional planning to improve access to 

open space, recreational resources, and trails in the might help to increase fitness and 

wellbeing in the communities.  
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Figure 9. ESJ Score & Proximity to Parks in King County (PSRC, 2012) 
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Figure 10. Household Income & Playground Distribution in King County (Transportation Futures, 2015a) 
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Figure 11. Selected Open Space Properties in King County (Puget Sound Regional Equity 

Network, 2013) 
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Figure 12. Distance to Regional Trails in King County (Beatty et al., 2014) 
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King County Determinant of Equity: Healthy Built & Natural Environment 

Current Ordinance Definition 

“Healthy built and natural environments for all people that include mixes of land use that support: 

jobs, housing, amenities and services; trees and forest canopy; clean air, water, soil and sediment” 

(Beatty et al., 2014). 

Indicators

 Land use mix index  Vegetation distribution (Beatty et al., 

2014).

Key Finding Related to Open Space 

 The air release of toxic chemicals grew by 24 percent in the south region of King 

County between the years 2000 and 2006. During this same time period, air release of 

toxic chemicals declined in the east region of King County by 19 percent and in Seattle 

by 5 percent (Beatty et al., 2014). 

Mapping related to open space 

King County and the Puget Sound Clean Air Agency (PSCAA) have both mapped resource 

conditions affecting equity in the built and natural environment that are also pertinent to 

open space planning efforts. King County produced mapping of vegetative cover across the 

County as seen in Figure 13, illustrating that green space is lacking in some areas with high ESJ 

scores (refer to Figure 6). The PSCAA mapped communities that are highly impacted by air 

pollution as seen in Figure 14, according to a combined index score (by census block group) 

that accounts for level of diesel pollution, household income, health sensitivity, industrial 

density, race, limited English proficiency, and household wood burning (as primary heat 

source). The PSCAA map shows that the highly impacted communities often occur in areas 

that also have high ESJ scores according to King County (refer to Figure 6). 

Relevance to open space planning 

In light of the conditions described above, provision of vegetated open space (which serves to 

absorb air pollutants) could potentially improve quality of life in communities with high ESJ 

scores that are lacking in vegetative cover and are highly impacted by air pollution. 
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Figure 13. Vegetation Distribution in King County (King County, 2013) 
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Figure 14. Areas Highly Impacted by Air Pollution (Park, 2014) 
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King County Determinant of Equity: Transportation 

Current Ordinance Definition 

“Transportation that provides everyone with safe, efficient, affordable, convenient and reliable 

mobility options including public transit, walking, carpooling and biking” (Beatty et al., 2014).  

Indicators

 Metro transit rider 

satisfaction with safety 

 Reliance on Metro 

transit 

 Metro transit 

crowding and 

schedule reliability 

 Proximity to Metro 

transit 

 Metro transit on-

time performance 

 Walk score 

 Bike score 

 Transit score  

 Metro reduced fare 

permit utilization 

 Metro low-income 

fare utilization 

 Transportation cost 

burden (Beatty et 

al., 2014) 

Key Finding Related to Open Space 

 76 percent of households in low-income census tracts, and 67 percent of households in 

minority census tracts are within a quarter mile of a transit stop, compared to 65 

percent of all households in the County (Beatty et al., 2014). 

Mapping Related to Open Space 

King County has mapped the location of low-income and minority census tracts, in relation to 

transit lines (see Figure 15), indicating that a majority of low-income and minority census 

households in the County have transit access within a quarter mile. However there are still 

some low income (especially in east King County) and minority neighborhoods (especially in 

south King County) that do not have such access. Additional mapping conducted by King 

County (using the Center for Neighborhood Technology’s Housing and Transportation 

Affordability Index) indicates that transportation costs were a greater burden for “typical” and 

“moderate” income households in rural portions County than in other areas. This was 

particularly true for households in low-income areas in east King County (see Figures 16 and 

17). Given the lack of transit access in rural King County, rural households’ increased 

transportation cost burden likely reflects ownership and maintenance of more personal 

vehicles per household, as seen in Figure 18 (prepared by Transportation Futures). Overall, as 

mapped by PSRC and the Kirwan Institute in Figure 19, the combined effects of limited transit 

access, limited walkability, and increased costs of transportation are seen to reduce 

transportation and mobility opportunity in some areas of King County (e.g. south King County) 

that also have high ESJ scores (refer to Figure 6). 

Relevance to Open Space Planning 

The combined effect of limited transit access and limited walkability, along with increased 

overall costs of transportation, reduce mobility and thus opportunities to access open space 

in some areas of King County with high ESJ scores. Planning to increase non-vehicular open 
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space access in such locations, by expanding overall open space area, and improving options 

for access via non-vehicular transportation (e.g. bike trails) could facilitate open space use. 
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Figure 15. Location of Transit in Relation to Low-Income & Minority Populations (Beatty et al., 

2014) 
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Figure 16. Transportation Cost Burden for Typical Income Household in Seattle Area (Income 

$64k) (Beatty et al., 2014) 
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Figure 17. Transportation Cost Burden for Moderate Income Household in Seattle Area 

(Income $51K) (Beatty et al., 2014) 
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Figure 18. Cars Per Household in the Central Puget Sound Region (Transportation Futures, 

2015b) 

  

Section 2 ·  Socioeconomic Factors that Impact Transportation Choices 

16   
 

 Figure 10   Cars Available Per Household, Central Puget Sound Region, 2013 

 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau ACS (1-Year Estimates), 2013; Community Attributes Inc., 2014 
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Figure 19. Transportation & Mobility Opportunity in Central Puget Sound Region (PSRC and 

Kirwan Institute, 2012) 
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King County Determinant of Equity: Neighborhoods 

Current Ordinance Definition 

“Neighborhoods that support all communities and individuals through strong social networks, trust 

among neighbors and the ability to work together to achieve common goals that improve the 

quality of life for everyone in the neighborhood” (Beatty et al., 2014).  

Indicators

 Residential mobility 

 Social support 

 Social cohesion 

 Resident 

satisfaction with 

quality of life 

 Voter registration 

 Voter turnout 

(Beatty et al., 2014)

Key Findings Related to Open Space 

 Almost three quarters (74 percent) of people who responded to the King County 

Resident Survey report being very satisfied/satisfied with their quality of life in King 

County (Beatty et al., 2014). 

 Residents earning < $20,000/year report having the least amount of trust among 

neighbors (Beatty et al., 2014). 

Mapping Related to Open Space 

King County has mapped residential mobility, the “percent of households that moved 

residence over the last year,” based on American Community Survey data for the 2006-2010 

time span. This was of interest as “neighborhoods with higher rates of turnover may 

experience decreased social cohesion and trust among neighbors.”12 Figure 20 illustrates that 

the lowest housing turnover rates were seen in east King County, while turnover was found to 

be highest around the University of Washington (attributable to the student population). 

There were also locations in south Seattle and southwest King County that had higher than 

average housing turnover in areas that also had high ESJ scores (refer to Figure 6).  

Relevance to Open Space Planning 

Providing additional safe parks and recreation resources in communities with high ESJ scores 

and above average residential mobility rates could help facilitate positive social interaction 

between neighbors, increasing familiarity, trust, and social cohesion. 
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Figure 19. Transportation & Mobility Opportunity in King County (Beatty et al., 2014) 

 

  



 

ROSS Regional Challenges – Social Equity                                           46 

December, 2015  

 

 

APPENDIX A REFERENCES 

Bagstad, Kenneth J., Darius J. Semmens, and Robert Winthrop. “Comparing approaches to 

spatially explicit ecosystem service modeling: a case study from the San Pedro River, 

Arizona. Ecosystem Services, 5 (2013): 40-50. 

Bagstad, Kenneth. “Valuing Ecosystem Services in the Face of Climate Change in North 

Carolina and Hawaii.” National Park Service (NPS), United States Geologic Service (USFS), and 

University of Hawaii. (January 2014.) 

Beatty, Abigail, Dionne Foster, and King County Office of Performance, Strategy and Budget. 

“The Determinants of Equity - Identifying Indicators to Establish a Baseline of Equity in King 

County.” Last updated January 2015. Available from: www.kingcounty.gov. 

Bullard, Robert D. and Beverly Wright. The Wrong Complexion for Protection: How the 

Government Response to Disaster Endangers African American Communities. New York, NY: 

NYU Press (July 2012). 

Furtado, Marina MD. “King County Recreational Ethnography Project.” King County Equity and 

Social Justice Initiative. (in press January 2014). 

Healthy King County Coalition Equity Committee. “Equity Impact Assessment Tool.” Last 

updated 2014. Retrieved from: http://www.healthykingcounty.org/wp-

content/uploads/2014/01/2014-Final_Equity-Impact-Assessment-Tool_FINAL-2014-1.pdf 

King County. “Equity and Social Justice Annual Report.” Last updated October 2013. Available 

from www.kingcounty.gov. 

King County GIS Center. 2014. King County Selected Open Space Properties. 

King County Code. "Section 2.10.200: Fair and just principle of 2011-2014 countywide strategic 

plan.” Last updated June 15, 2015. Available from: 

http://aqua.kingcounty.gov/council/clerk/code/05_Title_2.htm. 

McKenzie, Emily, Amy Rosenthal, Joey Bernhardt, Evan Girvetz, Kent Kevacs, Nasser Olwero, 

and Jodie Toft. Developing Scenarios to Assess Ecosystem Service Tradeoffs: Guidance and Case 

Studies for InVEST Users. Washington, D.C.: World Wildlife Fund. (2012) Available from: 

www.naturalcapitalproject.org. 

Millennium Ecosystem Assessment. Ecosystems and Human Well-being: Synthesis. Washington, 

D.C.: Island Press (2005). Available from: www.millenniumassessment.org.  

Millennium Ecosystem Assessment Board. “Statement of the MA Board: Living Beyond Our 

Means: Natural Assets and Human Well-being.” Accessed 2015. Available from: 

http://www.millenniumassessment.org/en/BoardStatement.html. 



 

ROSS Regional Challenges – Social Equity                                           47 

December, 2015  

 

 

Morello-Frosch, Rachel, Manuel Pastor, Jim Sadd, and Seth Shonkoff. “The Climate Gap:  

Inequalities in How Climate Change Hurts Americans & How to Close the Gap.”  Program 

for Environmental and Regional Equity. (May 2009). Available from: https://dornsife.usc.edu.  

Park, Tania Tam. “Highly Impact Communities - Puget Sound Clear Air Committee 

Recommendations.” (September 15, 2014). Puget Sound Clean Air Agency (PSCAA). Available 

from: www.pscleanair.org. 

Puget Sound Regional Council. “Vision 2040: The Growth Management, Environmental, 

Economic, and Transportation Strategy for the Central Puget Sound Region.” (December 

2009). Available from: www.psrc.org. 

Puget Sound Regional Council. “Central Puget Sound Region: Environmental Justice 

Demographic Profile.” Last updated October 2012. Available from: www.psrc.org. 

Puget Sound Regional Council and Kirwan Institute. “Equity, Opportunity, and Sustainability in 

the Central Puget Sound Region: Geography of Opportunity in the Central Puget Sound 

Region.” (2012). Available from: www.psrc.org.   

Puget Sound Regional Equity Network. “Equity Summit – Breakout Sessions.” (2013). Retrieved 

from http://pugetsoundequity.org/wp-

content/uploads/2013/10/AgendaPacket_SessionDescrip.pdf. 

Raya, Richard and Victor Rubin. “Safety, Growth, and Equity: Parks and Open Space.” PolicyLink. 

(2006). Available from: www.policylink.org. 

Sherrouse, Benson C., Darius J. Semmens, and Jessica M. Clement. “An application of Social 

Values for Ecosystem Services (SolVES) to three national forests in Colorado and 

Wyoming.” Ecological Indicators 36 (January 2014): 68-79. 

Taylor, Wendell and Debbie Lou. Research Synthesis: Do All Children Have Places to Be Active? 

Disparities in Access to Physical Activity Environments in Racial and Ethnic Minority and Lower-

Income Communities. Princeton, NJ: Active Living Research, a National Program of the 

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (November 2011). Available from: 

www.activelivingresearch.org. 

Thomas, Sarah L. “When Equity Almost Mattered: Outdoor Recreation, Land Conservation, and 

Mid-Twentieth Century Conservation Politics.” Natural Resources Journal 50, No. 2 (2010): 

501-516. 

Tinuoye, Kunbi. “Does climate change disproportionately do harm to African-Americans?” The 

Grio. Last updated June 18, 2013. Available from: http://thegrio.com/2013/06/18/does-

climate-change-disproportionately-do-harm-to-african-americans/. 



 

ROSS Regional Challenges – Social Equity                                           48 

December, 2015  

 

 

Transportation Futures. “Demographic Trends 2040.” Last updated March 2015a. Available 

from: www.thefuturetaskforce.org. 

Transportation Futures. “Equity Dimensions of Transportation Funding in the Central Puget 

Sound Region.” Last updated May 2015b. Available from: www.thefuturetaskforce.org. 

Treuhaft, Sarah, Angela Glover Blackwell, and Manuel Pastor. “America’s Tomorrow: Equity Is 

the Superior Growth Model.” PolicyLink and University of Southern California’s Program for 

Environmental and Regional Equity. (2011). Available from: www.policylink.org. 

 


