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“There was a growing
realization of the need for
resilience work following
those hurricanes,” said
Anne Coglianese, MPA, the
city’s chief resilience offi-
cer. “Flooding was obvi-
ously one of the big
hazards we were looking
at, but increasingly we also
had to pay attention to
heat. Depending on where
you were in Jacksonville,
you could experience a
temperature differential of
up to 12 degrees.”

City leaders responded
by hiring Coglianese in
2021 and launching
Resilient Jacksonville in
2023. The groundbreaking
50-year strategy provides a
roadmap for ensuring that
the city grows in ways that
protect residents and busi-
nesses from the effects of
climate change and pre-

Moreover, the city was
among 10 selected by the
Smart Surfaces Coalition, a

serves its natural resources.

Coalition promotes heat solutions
US cities using smart surfaces,
strategies to cool residents
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tore through Jacksonville, Florida, in 2016

and 2017, the city was left reeling. Streets
filled with floodwater, entire neighborhoods sat in darkness
for days and recovery stretched on long after the skies
cleared. The back-to-back storms exposed just how
vulnerable the city was to a changing climate.

40-plus-member nonprofit
organization that brings
together experts from key
sectors to advise and help
cities thrive despite climate
threats, and received grant

Communities get ‘smart’ to protect residents from climate change

model has allowed Jack-
sonville to tap into outside
expertise whenever it is
needed, whether on major
policy work or small but
critical design tweaks.

“Our budget is really
tight, so our bandwidth is
stretched really thin,”
Coglianese told The Nation's
Health. “Having this group
of really smart people that
are willing to jump in at
any time and help out has
been a godsend. It’s a
model I had never experi-
enced before, and it’s been
game changing.”

Around the globe, cli-
mate change is intensifying
extreme weather and dri-
ving more frequent and
destructive heat waves,

funding. storms and
The coali- floods.
tion promotes Experts say
citywide engi- extreme
neering solu- heat is one
tions to cool of the most
entire commu- pressing
nities, such public
as planting health
moreutrees, Courtesy Bowonpat Sakaew, iStockphoto threats tied
installing ' to climate
reflective roofs A checkerboard grass design change,
and replacing  offers walkability and a cooler  ith
dark heat- surface temperature. impacts
absorbing ranging

sidewalks with lighter,
more reflective materials.
“We didn’t even know
the full value this was
going to provide when we
applied for the grant,” said
Coglianese, noting that the
partnership has turned into
one of Jacksonville’s most
innovative. The flexible
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A worker installs a vertical garden, which replaces exposed
graphite, on a building in Sao Paulo, Brazil, in 2017. Research
shows greenery reduces daytime and nighttime temperatures.

from heart disease and heat
stroke to workplace injuries
and limiting learning

for children in school
classrooms.

Heat threatens

human health

According to the Federa-
tion of American Scientists,
heat kills more Americans
every year than hurricanes,
floods and tornadoes com-
bined, and the number of
heat-related illnesses is
even higher.

“We’re beyond just
showing the adverse and
bad impact of heat on our
health, because that is
established now,” said Bar-
rak Alahmad, MD, PhD,
MPH, a senior research sci-
entist at Harvard T.H. Chan
School of Public Health.
“The focus is now shifted

See SMART SURFACES,
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Two people relax at Cummer Museum of Art and Gardens in
Jacksonville, Florida, in 2023. The Florida Public Health
Association is helping reduce extreme heat in the city.

Preparing cities for rising temperatures

APHA Affiliates building
local resilience in six states

IX PUBLIC HEALTH ASSOCIATIONS across the U.S.

have been working to build climate resilience and

improve public health in their states, thanks to a
partnership with APHA and the Smart Surfaces Coalition.

The APHA Affiliates —
located in Florida, Georgia,
Louisiana, North Carolina,
Oregon and South Carolina
— are finding ways to
prepare residents in their
states for the growing
impacts of climate
change.

The Affiliates received

as a pressing public health
issue.

“It was new territory for
us,” Jimmie Smith Jr., MD,
MPH, GPHA president told
The Nation's Health.

As a large agricultural
state, extreme heat in Geor-
gia threatens not only the
crops the land produces,

grant funding to develop
work plans, build strategic
partnerships and hold focus

but also the health of farm-
workers. At the local level,
public health workers often

groups to assess the impact
of extreme heat in six
cities: Charlotte, North Car-
olina; Portland, Oregon,;
New Orleans; Atlanta;
Columbia, South Carolina;
and Jacksonville, Florida.
The end goal was to drive
adoption of smart surfaces
— such as trees, cool roofs
and porous pavements —
which can help cool urban
areas.

For the Georgia Public
Health Association,
becoming part of the
APHA project
marked the first
step in
addressing
extreme
heat

lack protocols to address
climate and health, Smith
said.

The Georgia associa-
tion used a series of

See AFFILIATES,
Page 10

Tools for
protecting
cities from
rising heat
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Editorial

Extreme heat is an emergency —
and every death is preventable

EAT-RELATED DEATHS

in the U.S. have
surged 117% over the past
24 years, with a sharp
increase since 2016,
according to a recent
study.

This summer has once
again reminded us that
extreme heat is not just
uncomfortable — it’s
deadly. More Americans
die each year from
heat than from hur-
ricanes, floods and
tornadoes com-
bined. Extreme
heat is not natural
variablity. It is dri-
ven by human-
caused climate
change, primarily
from fossil fuel emissions,
which is making heat
waves longer, hotter and
more frequent, putting
communities at growing
risk to health, the economy
and overall well-being.

A new national survey
from ecoAmerica and
APHA shows Americans
are worried. Nearly three-
quarters of Americans say
they are concerned about
extreme heat in their com-
munities, and 81% support
stronger preparedness and
response efforts. Their
concern is well-founded.
Extreme heat worsens air
quality, strains our power
grid and drives up emer-
gency room visits. It
exacerbates chronic health
conditions, from asthma
to heart disease, and
increases the risk of
preterm births and mental
health crises.

But the threat is not
borne equally. Low-income
families, older adults, chil-
dren, outdoor workers,
people who are unhoused
and communities of color
face disproportionate risks.
They often live in neigh-
borhoods with less tree
cover, fewer cooling
resources and more paved
surfaces that intensify
urban “heat islands.” For
these communities, the
choice between paying an
energy bill or turning off
the air conditioner can
mean life or death.

The economic toll is
staggering as well. Heat
is already costing the
U.S. economy billions of
dollars each year in lost
worker productivity alone.

Outdoor workers in con-
struction, agriculture and
delivery are especially

at risk, yet their labor
underpins much of our
economy.

At APHA’s Center for
Climate, Health and
Equity, we are equipping
health professionals and
communities with the
knowledge and tools they
need to act. We are
also partnering
with leading health
organizations
through the
Alliance for Heat
Resilience and
Health to drive
national awareness
and elevate action
on extreme heat. This sum-
mer, APHA and more than
100 allies called on the
National Governors Associ-
ation to take action on
four urgent priorities:

@ Assess extreme heat
impacts statewide and
invest in robust health
surveillance.

@ Designate a statewide
heat lead and develop a
comprehensive govern-
ment-wide heat plan.

@ Consider extreme
heat to be a state of emer-
gency, so that resources
can be mobilized quickly.

@ Plan and finance
long-term strategies to
reduce heat risks.

Preparing for extreme
heat requires immediate
safeguards and long-term
investments, such as
expanding tree canopy,
updating building codes
for cool roofs, and ensur-
ing access to clean, afford-
able energy. While air
conditioning can save lives,
it alone is not enough. Pas-
sive cooling solutions like
reflective roofs, green
infrastructure and shaded
public spaces are essential.

The bottom line is clear:
Extreme heat is one of the
most urgent public health
threats of our time, but it is
also one of the most pre-
ventable. Every life lost to
heat is a failure of pre-
paredness and every step
we take now can protect
our neighbors, save billions
of dollars and build
resilience for generations
to come. B
Shweta Arya is project manager for

smart surfaces within APHA's Center
for Climate, Health and Equity.

Making the case for change in cities
Tools help communities gauge
benefits of smart surfaces

.S. CITIES that want to

reduce urban heat
and protect residents can
access a suite of data-dri-
ven, web-based tools that
show the return on invest-
ment in smart surfaces. The
information can help advo-
cates craft policies to make
smart surfaces a reality in
their community.

The tools are available
thanks to the Smart Sur-
faces Coalition, a group of
organizations working to
advance health in the face
of climate change through
better urban design. Smart
surfaces include tools such
as cool roofs, porous sur-
faces, trees and foliage.

Planners are taking
advantage of the coalition’s
benefit-cost analysis tool,
which allows users to see
the impact adopting smart
surfaces could have on
their cities. If a proposal
called for adopting cool
roofs on city buildings, for
example, the tool would
take into account baseline
heat exposure and
expected drops in tempera-
ture and calculate financial
benefits.

“This tool helps them
understand on a lifecycle
basis how much more ben-
eficial it is to choose the
smart surface option,
whether that’s because that
smart surface lasts longer
or provides a host of bene-
fits associated with energy
savings,” Jacob Miller, a
coalition senior project
manager, told The Nation's
Health.

Tool users can also
break out human health
benefits, such as the num-
ber of lives saved from low-
ering hot temperatures and

air pollution emissions. In
Baltimore, the coalition
used the tool to find that
city-wide adoption of smart
surfaces could lower peak
summer temperatures by
4.3 degrees in the city’s
hottest areas, with benefits
outweighing costs 15-fold.
The findings drove city
leaders to advance smart
surface adoption, “includ-

can find examples of the
specific language that’s
been enacted in many other
cities and copy that or
adapt that to their particu-
lar case,” Metzger told The
Nation’s Health. “Having
precedent to work from is,
I think, the No. 1 use case.”

In addition, the tool’s
website has a best practices
tab and glossary of key
terms for people unfamiliar
with smart surfaces.

“The single largest piece
of feedback that we got
was saying it’s helpful to
see everything that’s out

there, but it

ing a CO(?I would be
roof ordi- One tool helps city even more
nance, a « helpful to
study fo plann.e?s unders.tand be guided
implement on a lifecycle basis to which
urban mead- how much more of these
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acreslof land  choose the smart following if
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’ surface option.” we can,
some protec- P . Metzger said.
tions for trees — Jacob Miller A third
and a num- tool from the
ber of other Smart Sur-

initiatives that they’re work-
ing on,” Miller said. “Balti-
more is really becoming, as
a result, a smart surfaces
city.”

Signed into law in 2023,
Baltimore’s cool roof ordi-
nance is one of nearly
2,000 policy documents
searchable in the Smart Sur-
faces Coalition’s policy
tracker, another tool avail-
able to planners.

A project of the coalition
and Columbia Law School’s
Sabin Center for Climate
Change Law, the tracker
tool gives users a database
to search laws, building
codes and regulations
across 50 states. Users can
also drill down on specific
goals, such as reducing
extreme heat and managing
stormwater, said Daniel
Metzger, JD, a senior fellow
at the Sabin Center.

“A city that doesn’t have
a stormwater fee in place

Data tools can help city planners perform an analysis of costs
and benefits to test the impact of smart surfaces on their city.

faces Coalition helps users
determine where smart sur-
face infrastructure would
have the most impact.
Developed in partnership
with the Trust for Public
Land, the decision support
tool maps data on tree
canopy, air temperature
and summer ground-
surface temperatures.
Users can also use the
data to create and export
reports, said Dale Watt, a
GIS project manager for
the Trust for Public Land.

For example, users can
look at demographics, eco-
nomic conditions and the
amount of tree canopy in
census tracts and compare
the impact smart surface
interventions would make,
Watt told The Nation's
Health.

The tools work together
to advance smart surface
adoption.

“If you look at the bene-
fit-cost analysis tool and
determine there’s tremen-
dous health and economic
savings available from cool
roofs, the decision support
tool can tell you where to
maximize those benefits,
and the policy tracker tells
you ‘Here are a hundred
different approaches to
actually implement this and
make it happen,” Metzger
said.

For more information,
visit www.smartsurfaces
policy.org/policies and
www.smartsurfaces
coalition.org/tools. B

— Natalie McGill
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School districts investing in smart surfaces

ITH A PROMISE that

30% of its school-
yards will be green spaces
by 2035, the Los Angeles
Unified School District
knows that smart surfaces
are no longer optional —
they are the standard.

Today over 500,000 Los
Angeles Unified public
school children benefit
from at least one smart
surface intervention at
their schools, whether it is
reflective coatings on
asphalt or additional trees
planted for shade, said
Christos Chrysiliou, the
district’s chief eco-sustain-
ability officer.

“We know that nature
itself — plantings, trees,
any earthy material — is
much healthier and better
for the environment
because it doesn’t release
all the chemicals and
everything else on a man-
made surface,” Chrysiliou
told The Nation's Health.
“Anything natural is much
healthier, improves the air
quality, improves the air
circulation.”

Ensuring schools and
classrooms are able to stay
cool with the changing cli-
mate is important, as chil-
dren are one of the most
vulnerable populations
under extreme heat. They
have a harder time regulat-
ing their body temperature
and their underdeveloped
lungs are at high risk for
respiratory conditions
such as asthma, according
to the American Lung
Association’s “School
Guide to Smart Surfaces”
report. Children also
find it harder to concen-
trate and learn in high
temperatures.

“For every degree over
80 degrees at a school,
there’s a measurable
impact on student learn-
ing,” Jill Heins, MS, the
American Lung Associa-
tion’s senior director
nationwide of health sys-
tems improvement and
indoor air quality, told The
Nation’s Health.

A federal analysis found
that 41% of U.S. public
school districts needed
upgrades in heating, venti-
lation and air conditioning
in at least half of their
buildings as of 2020.

Black and brown stu-
dents in low-income areas
are disproportionately
affected, as their campuses
tend to have fewer trees

Photo by Dania Maxwell, courtesy The Los Angeles Times/Getty Images

Students take turns jumping during a summer program in
2024 created by the Los Angeles Unified School District.
Outdoor school recesses across the country are less frequent on
average due to extreme heat, especially in summer.

and more concrete. In
addition, recent research
has found that higher tem-
peratures are keeping kids
indoors and cutting into
outdoor recess time.

Extreme heat in schools
can have a snowball effect
on students, said Greg
Kats, MBA, MPA, founder
and CEO of the Smart Sur-
faces Coalition.

“In a hot school where
kids can’t run around and
play, test scores go down,
learning goes down,” Kats
told The Nation’s Health.
“If learning goes down,
lifetime earnings go down,
which means the commu-
nity in which these kids
live has a lower tax base.
It’s a narrow self-inter-
ested reason for communi-

ships with green and
energy-efficient industries.

Another step to reduc-
ing heat is to determine
just how much shade is
available, said V. Kelly
Turner, PhD, associate
director of the Luskin
Center for Innovation at
the University of Califor-
nia-Los Angeles.

The Luskin Center part-
nered with American
Forests to create a “Shade
Map” for more than 360
U.S. cities and towns that
lets users identify problem
areas known as “shade
deserts,” and observe how
shade cover changes
throughout the day over
a school playground.

The Los Angeles district
also has a tool to identify

3 hich

ties to make Z‘éhools
sure those most need
schools have smart sur-
smz;rt faces. The
sur a’ces. district’s
They’re pro- “greening
tecting the index” uses
kids, allow- data on

ing them to extreme
play out- Courtesy Damircudic, iStockphoto  heat tem-
doors, reduc- i
\ u . . . ~ perature, air
ing electricity With growing high tempera pollutior;

bills, improv-
ing air
quality.”

School officials have
less time to focus on
excessive heat because of
staff shortages and finding
qualified teachers, Heins
said. They often also lack
funding to invest in smart
surface projects.

Schools can get started
with low-cost interven-
tions, such as applying
reflective film to windows
on the south and west
sides of school buildings,
she suggested. Schools
could also form partner-

tures a threat to learning, pro-
tecting schools is important.

and existing
green space
to prioritize schools for cli-
mate-ready upgrades, such
as cool roofs or permeable
pavement to reduce
flooding.

“It’s a great benefit for
the environment, and
other social and mental
health benefits for our stu-
dents,” Chrysiliou said.

To read the American
Lung Association report,
visit www.lung.org. For
more on smart surfaces,
visit www.smartsurfaces
coalition.org.

— Natalie McGill
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Even modest use of smart surfaces lowers ambient heat temperatures

SMART SURFACES,
Continued from Page 5

toward solutions.”

Dark materials such as
asphalt, concrete and tradi-
tional rooftops trap the
sun’s energy during the day
and radiate it back into the
air at night, creating urban
heat islands that can make
cities as much as seven
degrees hotter than sur-
rounding areas, Alahmad
told The Nation’s Health.

“We call these dark
surfaces ‘stupid’ surfaces
rather than ‘smart’ sur-
faces,” he said. “They make
our cities really hot, but it
doesn’t have to be like this.
We have to present solu-
tions. It
makes sense
to grow more
trees and have
reflective sur-
faces that are
light and
white and can
reflect all the
radiant heat.”

Modeling
shows that
even modest
adoption of
smarter options, such as
replacing 20% of surfaces
in a city, can lower urban
temperatures by several
degrees, which would
translate into fewer emer-
gency service calls,
improved worker produc-
tivity and healthier, more
livable neighborhoods.

Jacksonville’s work with

heat.”

“It makes sense to
grow more trees

and have reflective
surfaces that are light
and white and can
reflect all the radiant

— Barrak Alahmad

the Smart Surfaces Coali-
tion serves as a model for
how budget-challenged
local governments can gain
capacity to prepare for and
mitigate the impacts of
climate change. The coali-
tion supports the city’s
resilience strategies,
including integrating smart
surface solutions into infra-
structure and planning
initiatives.

In addition to Jack-
sonville, other cities part-
nering with the coalition
include Atlanta, Boston,
Dallas, New Orleans,
Phoenix and San Antonio,
as well as Charlotte, North
Carolina; Columbia, South
Carolina; and Portland,
Oregon. The program gives
leaders
immediate
access to
top-tier
research,
international
experts, pol-
icy analysis
and techno-
logical devel-
opments to
inform their
climate
change miti-
gation strategies, which
they say are crucial to
understanding which strate-
gies will be most beneficial.

With federal climate
leadership weakening,
states and cities are under
pressure to fill the gap, said
Grace Wickerson, MS,
senior manager for climate
and health at the Federa-

tion of American Scientists.

“States need to plan,
invest and lead on extreme
heat now because the prob-
lem is only getting worse,”
Wickerson told The Nation's
Health. “We’re really
excited about the opportu-
nities at the state and local
level to move heat policies
forward. State and local
governments hold the keys
to codes, building stan-
dards and zoning. There’s a
lot of potential and avail-
able levers to pull.”

Aiming to cool neighbor-
hoods and save lives and
money, the Atlanta City
Council in June passed a
landmark smart-roof policy
that is projected to cool the
city by up to 6.3 degrees in
some neighborhoods, pre-
vent millions of tons of car-
bon emissions, reduce air
pollution and generate
nearly $800 million in net
financial benefits.

“But more importantly,
it will save lives,” Jimmie
Smith Jr., MD, MPH, presi-
dent of the Georgia Public
Health Association, said in
a statement. “Atlanta lead-
ers are known for transfor-
mational actions, not
reactions.”

The landmark ordinance
amends the city’s building
code to add a new section
to reduce heat produced
by the city’s dark and out-
dated heat-absorbing roofs,
which place older adults,
children and low-income
communities at higher risk
of illness and death from

Green rooftops with light-colored surface, such as these in Hangzhou, China, can help keep
buildings cooler and can improve health for indoor workers and city residents.

Photo by AerialPerspective Works, courtesy iStockphoto

Plants adorn the front of a building in the Hague, the Nether-
lands. Greenery and light-colored surfaces can reduce heat.

heat exposure.

The ordinance supports
evidence-based science,
is built around social deter-
minants of health and
addresses the environmen-
tal conditions that harm the
most vulnerable.

In the Western U.S.,
Phoenix recently intro-
duced “Shade Phoenix,”

a tree and shade master
plan that leverages
heat-mapping tools and
reflective or green surface
interventions to cool neigh-
borhoods and reduce pub-
lic health risks in the
nation’s hottest metropoli-
tan areas. Unanimously
adopted by the Phoenix
City Council in November
2024, the plan aims to cre-
ate a future where all com-
munity members and
visitors benefit from trees
and built shade.

Recognizing shade as
a critical community
resource, the plan priori-
tizes areas in Phoenix
where people are outdoors
the most and where popu-
lations are most vulnerable
to extreme heat, said David
Hondula, PhD, MS, the
city’s director of heat
response and mitigation.

“Shade is crucial for
determining how safe and
comfortable people feel in
outdoor spaces, reducing
the net heat load on the
human body by more than
30 degrees,” Hondula told
The Nation’s Health.

Shade also benefits
physical infrastructure by
increasing lifespan of mate-
rials that degrade under
sun exposure, making it
easier to keep homes, vehi-
cles and indoor work-
spaces safe and
comfortable, Hondula said.

The plan calls for
dozens of actions over the
next five years, including

planting more than 27,000
new trees and building
hundreds of new shade
structures at local schools.

Back in Jacksonville,
Matt Fall, MPA, the city’s
senijor bicycle-pedestrian
coordinator, has been
working with coalition
experts to weave smart sur-
faces into nearly every
major mobility and infra-
structure initiative. That
includes a forthcoming
Green and Complete
Streets ordinance requiring
developers to integrate
bike- and pedestrian-safe
designs with green infra-
structure.

It also extends to Jack-
sonville’s first-ever Vision
Zero Action Plan, aimed at
enhancing pedestrian and
cyclist safety and eliminat-
ing traffic fatalities. Jack-
sonville is among the most
dangerous U.S. cities for
walking and biking, rank-
ing third for cyclist deaths
and 15th for pedestrian
injuries from impacts.

Permeable pavers do
not just soak up stormwa-
ter — they make intersec-
tions safer by being less
slippery for walkers and
cyclists, Fall said. More-
over, reflective pavements
and shade structures keep
cyclists and pedestrians
less vulnerable to heat-
related health risks.

The city’s integrated
approach is one of the first
of its kind in the country.

“Implementing smart
surfaces into our Vision
Zero Action Plan dovetails
into safety and resilience,”
Fall told The Nation's
Health. “We had to do a
virtual high five with the
coalition on that one.”

For more information,
visit www.smartsurfaces
coalition.org. ®

— Teddi Nicolaus
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OOTED IN FAITH and a

commitment to jus-
tice, the Metropolitan
African Methodist Episco-
pal Church has emerged as
a leading advocate for
implementing cooling
technologies in marginal-
ized communities in cities
across the U.S.

Since 2022, the Metro-
politan AME Church,
located in Washington,
D.C., has partnered with
the Smart Surfaces Coali-
tion, helping lead climate
adaptation and mitigation
efforts at the local level.

Many AME-affiliated
churches serve communi-
ties that were previously
subject to redlining, a dis-
criminatory housing prac-
tice that denied mortgages
and investment in predom-
inantly Black communities.
While the practice has
long since ended, long-
term inequities in infra-
structure and resources
remain.

To build climate
resiliency in the neighbor-
hoods, the Metropolitan

AME Church has awarded
grants to churches and
nonprofit organizations,
helping them adopt smart
surfaces technology.

“The kind of work
that’s being done is not
the kind of work that’s
going to make major trans-
formation, but it’s a kind
of work that’s designed to
spark innovation,” Jon
Robinson, MDiv, DMin,
smart surfaces senior pro-
gram director with the
Metropolitan AME Church,
told The Nation’s Health.

In Atlanta, grants have
helped local congregations
support climate resilience.
One church retrofitted its
sanctuary with a cool roof,
designed to reflect more
sunlight and absorb less
heat than a traditional
roof. Another congrega-
tion is developing a com-
munity garden with new
tree plantings, where both
church members and
neighborhood residents
can adopt plots to grow
herbs and vegetables.

Smart surface initiatives

vary from state to state to
reflect local needs, Robin-
son said. Their success
depends on being commu-
nity-driven and tailored

to the priorities of the
people they serve.

In New Orleans, a local
nonprofit organization was
able to build three rain
gardens to capture
stormwater thanks to
funding from the Metro-
politan AME Church. The
group’s primary rain gar-
den can capture up to
7,000 gallons of water per
storm event.

In Jacksonville, Florida,
work has been directed in
neighborhoods around the
polluted Ribault River,
where tree canopy has
suffered from industrial
pollution.

“It’s been about sort of
understanding some of the
environmental challenges
in this part of Jack-
sonville,” Kristopher
Smith, MPA, senior com-
munity development pro-
gram officer at the Local
Initiatives Support Corpo-
ration Jacksonville told
The Nation’s Health.

With a two-year grant
from Metropolitan AME

Church, the group orga-
nized quarterly stake-
holder meetings with
community members
living near the river to bet-
ter understand how to
implement their efforts
effectively.

The organization has
been working to reconnect
residents with the river
through boat tours, part-
nered with a local non-
profit organization to
improve the river’s water
quality and has invested
over $40,000 in tree plant-
ing on its banks.

Thanks to the support
of the Metropolitan AME
Church, Smart Surfaces
initiatives are also under-
way in Dallas and San
Antonio.

“When God was pass-
ing out trees, God did not
decide to stop planting
trees in Black neighbor-
hoods and brown neigh-
borhoods,” Robinson said.
“So that means...it’s got to
be public policy.”

For more information,
visit www.smartsurfaces
coalition.org.

— Sophia Meador

Photo courtesy Metropolitan AME Church

Residents construct a community garden in an Atlanta neighbor-
hood with funding from the Metropolitan AME Church.
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APHA Affiliates strengthen heat reduction in US cities

AFFILIATES,
Continued from Page 5

focus groups to assess the
impact of extreme heat on
public health in Atlanta.
Participants said they were
forced to sit outside due to
unbearable indoor tempera-
tures in buildings without
air conditioning, worsening
asthma and other chronic
conditions.

“They may speak about
it in very different terms
than someone with a
medical or public health
background,” Smith said.
“Whereas we study it, they
feel it.”

Four key recommenda-
tions came out of the focus
groups in Atlanta: increas-
ing visibility of energy
assistance programs, pro-
moting renewable energy
initiatives, strengthening
community education and
outreach, and developing
policy interventions.

In June, the city gained
a major smart surfaces win
with the adoption of a
“cool roof” ordinance that
requires all new and

Photo by Blulz60, courtesy iStockphoto

Children play in a Centennial Park fountain in Atlanta in
2014. The Georgia Public Health Association conducted focus
groups to learn ways to tackle extreme heat in Atlanta.

replacement roofs to be
built with light-colored,
reflective materials.

The victory was made pos-
sible thanks in part to sup-
port from the Georgia
association.

“We can certainly take
those lessons learned from
Atlanta and from the other
states that have been part
of this coalition, and then
move that work into differ-
ent parts of the state,”
Smith said.

Another coalition mem-
ber, the South Carolina
Public Health Association,
has been engaging with
residents from Columbia
on how extreme heat is
impacting their health.

The city is no stranger
to the urban heat island
effect, which causes down-
town temperatures to rise
18.5 degrees above outly-
ing areas. In focus groups
hosted by the association,
Columbia residents

Racism: Science and Tools for the Public
Health Professional, 2nd edition
Chandra L. Ford, PhD, MPH, MLIS, and Derek M. Griffith, PhD

reported relying heavily on
public spaces that have

air conditioning, such as
movie theaters and
libraries. They also said
extreme heat hampered
their physical ability to
pick up medications at a
pharmacy and then store
them safely in a cool place.

As part of its action
plan, the South Carolina
association held outreach
events in Columbia, hosted
webinars, gave presenta-
tions and connected with
local news media.

When many environ-
mentally focused non-
profit organizations in
Columbia lost federal fund-
ing this year, SCPHA
stepped in, providing mini-
grants to local organiza-
tions and neighborhoods
to implement nature-based
solutions to heat, such as
rain gardens and urban
meadows.

“It just made perfect
sense to support our com-
munity partners with some
of the initiatives that they
have going on,” Beata
Dewitt, MPH, project coor-
dinator for the SCPHA
team, told The Nation's
Health.

Across state lines, the
North Carolina Public
Health Association has
been working with a
diverse range of Charlotte
residents affected by
extreme heat — including
community members,
faith leaders and health

gram manager for the
North Carolina Public
Health Collaboration,
which represents the
NCPHA, told The Nation’s
Health.

“It’s definitely a shift in
how people are socializing
and building community
because they’re having to
stay home,” Milford said.

The South Carolina
team held its last focus
groups in August and
plans to use the findings
to shape awareness efforts,
health education and out-
reach, and advocacy in
Charlotte.

Besides the connections
with residents, many of the
Affiliates involved in the
smart surfaces projects said
there was another benefit
to the work: partnership.

For Keisha Long, project
manager for the SCPHA
Smart Surfaces Team,
building a diverse and
extensive network of part-
nerships and friendships
in South Carolina was
essential.

“Friend raising’ is just
as powerful and helpful if
you have a project or ini-
tiative you want to accom-
plish,” Long told The
Nation’s Health.

Milford, who collabo-
rated closely on its focus
groups with CleanAIRE NC
— a nonprofit organization
that focuses on climate
change, air quality and
environmental justice in
the state — echoed the
value of building strong
relationships across
networks.

“Having these relation-

care professionals such
as doulas, nurse
practitioners and emer-
gency responders.

Many people voiced
concerns about rapidly
intensifying extreme heat,
Bethany Milford, MPH,
strategic initiatives pro-

ships built has just been
incredible,” she said. “And
that is one thing I will defi-
nitely take away.”

For more information on
APHA’s smart surfaces
work, visit www.apha.org/
smart-surfaces. B

— Sophia Meador

Racism: Science and Tools for the Public Health
Professional, 2nd edition enables public health
professionals to address the health impacts

of racism. This vital title also responds to the
watershed events of the past five years: the
COVID-19 pandemic and its intersection with
overt forms of racism across all socioecological
levels, the 2020 murder of George Floyd by
Minneapolis police and the unprecedented
domestic and global movements toward racial
justice that transpired, and other major global
events.
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The South Carolina Public Health Association held outreach
events in Columbia, including a planting event emphasizing
how trees and gardens can reduce the city’s urban heat effect.

10 | THE NATION’'S HEALTH <% SPECIAL SECTION: OCTOBER 2025




Solar panels and vegetation can combat heat. Photo by Kynny, courtesy iStockphoto

Q&A with Greg Kats, CEO of Smart Surfaces Coalition
Creating cooler cities through smart urban
design: lighter surfaces, greener spaces

ROM PERMEABLE PARKING SPACES to cool roofs,
smart surfaces are a way to lower hot temperatures
and prevent flooding in cities where concrete build-

ings and asphalt streets can trap extreme heat. For cities that
feel lost in the dark about making an investment, the Smart
Surfaces Coalition is a beacon of light.

With public health, urban design and academic partners,
the coalition has been providing 10 cities technical support
and policy guidance to create cooler spaces. The Nation’s
Health spoke to Greg Kats, MBA, MPA, the coalition’s
founder and CEO, about how APHA and others in the coali-
tion can equip cities with the tools to lower temperatures.

What are smart surfaces
and how do they work?

A smart surface is any
surface of a city that allows
the city to better manage
sun and rain. Right now,
city surfaces make cities
hotter, more flooded, more
prone to mold and illness.
So the term “smart sur-
faces” is really intended to
allow cities to think about
surfaces differently and
manage all of their surfaces
as one integrated solution.

What inspired the
creation of the Smart
Surfaces Coalition?

The way cities manage
surfaces is very piecemeal.
You want to do parks?
Parks and recreation.

You want to do roads?
It’s the department of
transportation.

It’s highly fragmented.
And it’s frustrating,
because we know from a
lot of data that the surface
of your city has an enor-
mous impact on quality of
life, health and whether
people can get outside and
run and play and be part of
a community.

We also know from the
writing of the great Jane
Jacobs and her book “The

Death and Life of Great
American Cities” that what
allows a city to be livable is
people outside, which she
calls “eyes on the street.”

If you have eyes on the
street, crime goes away,
and if crime goes away,
you have more people out-
side because it’s safe,
which means more eyes
on the street, which means
crime goes down.

If you can intervene in a
city and make surfaces
more reflective so it’s
cooler and greener,
and more trees, more
bioswales, more rain gar-
dens — the city becomes a
much more attractive place.

Who is most at risk from
heat and climate dangers
in cities and why?

The people most at risk
are people with less money
and who live in hotter
areas.

In our work in Balti-
more, for example, three
of the communities we
looked at were low-income
communities which had 5-
7% tree coverage. There
are other areas of the city
that have up to 35-40% tree
coverage. Not surprisingly,
those are wealthy white
areas. And not surprisingly,

the lower tree areas were
predominately minority.
And because of dark and
impervious surfaces, that’s
radiating heat.

The people who suffer
are people who are less
well off; they are children,
infants, elderly, sick and
unfortunately that tends
to concentrate in lower-
income areas that are
traditionally minority.

It’s absolutely a racial
disparity issue and it’s
absolutely an economic
disparity issue.

‘What public health
organizations are you
partnering with?

We have three public
health-oriented partners
that we were fortunate in
raising funding for and
with: the American Public
Health Association, the
American Lung Association,
and the Harvard T.H. Chan
School of Public Health.

One of the things APHA
has done, which is really
pathbreaking and exciting,
is they provided competi-
tive grants to their state
partners who then in turn
provide sub-grants, small
grants to community-based
health groups.

That’s super important,
because they already look
to APHA for guidance on
policy, but this gives them
the ability to fund local

programs that address heat
risk, for example, and
we’re hoping in our next
cohort of 20 cities to
expand funding for that
substantially.

What are some resources
or tools available for
cities or municipalities?

One of the most impor-
tant steps has
been to develop a
complete national
database of all of
the policies and
regulations and
ordinances
related to smart
surfaces.

For the first
time with our
partners, we
aggregated that.
We’re fortunate
in getting the
help of the Law
Firm Antiracism Alliance.
They provided 30 volun-
teer lawyers around the
country, so now we have
that data for all 50 states
and the 300 largest cities.
That is now publicly
available.

Kats

The Cities for Smart
Surfaces Project is wrap-
ping up — how do you
see this work evolving?

We’re now in the city
adoption phase. That will
continue for more than six
months. We had 14 cities
— new big cities like
Chicago, Philadelphia,
Newark, Albuquerque —
send us letters of intent
saying, “Hey, we want to
do the same thing. We

L

want to protect our citi-
zens. We want to cool our
cities. We want to reduce
our climate footprint.”
What's really exciting is
that cities have seen the
benefits. They are really
keen to participate in the
next round, which is
another 20 metro areas
and cities, so impacting
around 85 million people.
We can give
them the techni-
cal support for
those cities to be
able to control
their future, to
be able to say,
“The world’s get-
ting hotter, we’re
going to make
our city cooler.”

What is your
takeaway from
the project?

A lot of cities are facing
this really big problem,
which is that people don’t
want to live in a city that’s
too hot to be outdoors.
We need to make sure our
cities stay livable and safe
and people want to move
here and want to work
here. Because if you don’t
do that, and young people
don’t want to live there
and companies don’t want
to invest, your city’s
future is at risk. B

— Natalie McGill

For more information

on the benefits of smart
surfaces, visit www.smart
surfacescoalition.org.

This interview has been edited for
length, style and clarity.

A skywalk at the Sukhumvit Line in Bangkok is surrounded by trees, shade and other foliage,
which urban planners use to reduce heat absorption and lower temperatures.
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Cities, communities pursue energy
justice for low-income residents

EARLY ONE-THIRD of

U.S. households con-
sider cost before turning
on a heating system during
winter or powering up a
cooling system during
summer, potentially endan-
gering their health.

Each year, more than 12
million American house-
holds receive disconnection
notices for failure to pay
utilities, according to the
Center on Global Energy
Policy at Columbia Univer-
sity. Extreme cold or heat
in a home can exacerbate
people’s existing health
problems and sometimes
cause death. In January, a
59-year-old Pennsylvania
man died of hypothermia
in his home after his
utilities were cut off]
with indoor temperatures
averaging 18 degrees.

People without energy
can also lose access to
refrigeration for medica-
tion, power for medical
devices and even their
phone service.

People of color, older
adults and those with low

incomes are more likely to
be energy insecure, Ranjani
Prabhakar, MCRP-MSCE,
legislative director of
healthy communities at
Earthjustice, an environ-
mental law nonprofit, told
The Nation's Health.

Meanwhile, extreme
heat is accelerating. Over
170 Americans died in 2024
from high temperatures —
more than from flash
floods, tornado, winter
storms or thunderstorms,
according to the National
Weather Service.

The urban heat island
effect — in which concrete,
metal and other human-
made materials amplify
heat — can raise tempera-
tures by double-digits in
metropolitan areas, making
conditions particularly dan-
gerous, especially for low-
income people of color.

“These households are
required to spend, on aver-
age, a disproportionate
amount of their household
income on energy,” Chris
Dobens, director of com-
munications at WE ACT for

Environmental Justice, told
The Nation's Health.

WE ACT has advocated
for improvements to New
York City’s cooling center
program and legislation
requiring landlords to keep
apartments at 78 degrees or
below during summer.

In the past, low-income
Americans have been able
to rely on help through the
Low Income Home Energy
Assistance Program, a fed-
eral program that allocates
$4 billion annually to states
so they can help vulnerable
people pay their energy
bills. But this year, Trump
administration officials
eliminated all of the pro-
gram’s staff and proposed
zeroing out its funding in
the fiscal year 2026 budget.

Over 7 million house-
holds receive assistance
each year through LIHEAP,
part of the U.S. Department
of Health and Human Ser-
vices’ Administration for
Children and Families. In
July, a Senate appropria-
tions committee proposed
increasing funding for
the program in the next
budget.

In the long run, cities
and communities can sub-

sidize smart surfaces, such
as reflective and green
roofs, which can lower
indoor temperatures,
Diana Hernandez, PhD,
associate professor of
sociomedical sciences at
Columbia University’s Mail-
man School of Public
Health, said. And as utili-
ties are stakeholders in

energy security — it is in
their interest that energy
bills get paid — they can
create discount programs
and notify energy-insecure

customers that discounts
are available.

“Utilities are an impor-
tant player, and I think
that they need to be
among the actors finding
solutions,” Hernandez told
The Nation's Health.

For more on energy
security, see APHA and
Columbia University’s new
“Understanding Energy
Insecurity in the Field”
toolkit at www.apha.org/
extreme-heat. ®

— Mark Barna

Photo by Brett Coomer, courtesy The Houston Chronicle/Getty Images

Feast Bennemie, 77, wipes his face in his home, which lacks
central air conditioning, on a hot day in Houston in 2021.
High indoor temperatures can exacerbate people’s health condi-
tions, especially for older people, health officials say.

Climate, Health and Equity
at APHA 2025

This year, APHA's Center for Climate, Health and Equity is offering two engaging
pre-conference workshops to kick off the week of learning and connection!

BRACE: A Public Health Model for State
and Local Climate Action

Extreme Heat & Health: Clinical and Public

Health Strategies for Prevention and Action
Saturday, Nov. 1, 2-5 p.m.

Saturday, Nov. 1, 10 a.m.-12 p.m.

Learn how health departments are using the (DL’s BRALCE
framework to prepare for climate-related health impacts
through data-driven planning and local partnerships.

APHA 2®25

MOVEMBER 1.5, 2815 - WaAtHieGTOM, DUC.
Ak ine Dhd Pabdic i bidains & Mationdd Bty

Check out our entire lineup of CCHE sessions
throughout the entire Annual Meeting

APHA.org/Climate

Explore the rising threat of extreme heat, and dive into ac-
tionable strategies for both public health systems and clinical
settings to protect vulnerable populations.
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