
Centering Those at Risk: Community-Led Research for 
Climate Resilience



URBAN WATERS 
LEARNING NETWORK

We are a peer-to-peer network of people and 
organizations working to conserve, restore and 
revitalize America’s urban waterways, supporting 
our members’ work through tools, training, 
mentoring and financial assistance. 



A LEARNING JOURNEY...

3rd Wednesday 
of each month 

thru
Jan. 2024

Recordings 
available!



Diana Toledo, River Network
Sr. River Programs Director 

TODAY’S PRESENTERS

David Southgate, Advisor to Un 
Nuevo Amanecer / Robert 
Schalkenbach Foundation Sr. 
Research Assoc. 

Evelyn Thillet, Un Nuevo 
Amanecer, Community Field 
Researcher

Brian Midkiff, Groundwork San 
Diego-Chollas Creek, 
Sr. Program Manager



Centering Those at Risk: The Power of 
Community-Led Research for Climate Resilience 

Investments



RIVER NETWORK TOOLS FOR EQUITABLE CLIMATE 
RESILIENCE



CLIMATE CHANGE, RESILIENCE & EQUITY



WHAT IS COMMUNITY-LED RESEARCH? 

"NOTHING ABOUT US 
WITHOUT US"



“A process through which community members come 
together to gather and synthesize their collective 
wisdom and knowledge in order to more fully 
understand how a problem – or set of problems – 
impact their community, to identify solutions that will 
work best for their specific community, and to build a 
case for support.” 

WHAT IS COMMUNITY-LED RESEARCH? 



WHY COMMUNITY-LED RESEARCH? 



BENEFITS OF COMMUNITY-LED RESEARCH



RECOMMENDED STEPS IN A CLR PROCESS



YOUR PHTO 
HERE

STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE



Community-Led Research
1. Blue Water Baltimore – Baltimore, MD
2. Community in Power & Development Assn - Port Arthur, TX
3. Ecolibrium3 - Duluth, MN
4. Ellerbe Creek Watershed Association - Durham, NC
5. Groundwork Jacksonville, Inc., Jacksonville, FL
6. Groundwork Somerville - Somerville, MA
7. Heartland Conservation Alliance – Kansas City, MO
8. Lower Grand River Org. of Watersheds - Grand Rapids, MI
9. Musconetcong Watershed Assn. – Hacketstown, NJ

10. Port Arthur Community Action Network - Port Arthur, TX
11. RAIL CDC – Mesa, AZ
12. Un Nuevo Amanecer – Ponce, PR
13. West St. Recovery and NAC - Houston, TX
14. White Clay Watershed Assn. – Avondale, PA
15. One Truckee River – Reno, NV
16. Coastal Watershed Council – Santa Cruz, CA
17. Luckiamute Watershed Council, Independence, OR

Technical Assistance Grants

Leadership Development
1. Defensores de la Cuenca – Cheverly, MD
2. Huron Pines – Gaylord, MI
3. Partners for Env. Justice – Raleigh, NC
4. Verde – Portland, OR
5. Wellington Water Watchers – Guelph, Ontario
6. Plaster Creek Stewards – Grand Rapids, MI
7. Lower 9th Ward Homeownership Association, New 

Orleans, LA



Diana Toledo – dtoledo@rivernetwork.org

mailto:dtoledo@rivernetwork.org


Recentering Community 
Power 
via Community-led 
Research: 
CASE: Climate 
Resilience 
Barrio Playa de Ponce, 
Puerto Rico 
David Southgate, MS, MPA. Advisor to Un Nuevo Amanecer Inc. / 
Senior Research Associate with Robert Schalkenbach Foundation

Evelyn Thillet, Community Field Researcher, Un Nuevo Amanecer Inc.

Building Water Equity & Climate Resilience Series 
Session #4, November 15, 2023



Context for Barrio Playa de Ponce



Problem definition: Socially produced climate 
vulnerability
• Multiple factors 

influencing 
place 
abandonment in 
Playa de Ponce 
-
– State-imposed 

vulnerability 
and 
displacement

– Insufficient 
protective 
infrastructure

– Climate change
– Entrenched 

poverty
– Aging 

population

Septiembre de 2022 – Playa Centro

Septiembre de 2022 – Parcelas Septiembre de 2022 – Porto Viejo

Septiembre de 2022 – Salistral



• Power = “The power to decide what is decided” (Lukes, 
2004, p. 116).

• Power-relations are socially produced and reproduced. 
Power is no where and everywhere (Foucault).

• Power is exercised over some groups against their 
interests (Lukes, 2004).

• Legitimized elite interests are embodied through state 
apparatus, elections, laws, and regulations. (Howe, 
1992). 
– Racialized capital – equity/inclusion problems. 

Power, oppression & climate justice



Arnstein’s Ladder of Participation

 

� Citizen control: Citizens take over decisional and management 
powers.

 
� Delegated power: Participants negotiate with power. 

� Partnership: Participants can advise, but the people in power 
decide.

� Placation: Participants may be “heard,” but have no power to 
affect real change. 

� Consultation: Citizen advisory boards aimed at educating 
participants, rubber stamping decisions so powerful interests 
maintain their position.  

� Non-participation



What are the benefits of participatory action 
research?

• PAR facilitates research that responds to the 
particularities of place and culture

• PAR can elevate the importance of the lived 
experiences of climate change and can help 
to identify community priorities

• Offers the chance for centering 
decision-making about climate adaptation 
around community priorities



Un Nuevo Amanecer, Inc.  (UNA)� A domestic non-profit, community-rooted all volunteer organization 
formed in March 18, 2018 to improve the quality of life for residents of 
Playa de Ponce, Puerto Rico.  November, 2022 achieved 501c3 
status.

� Hosts six other organizations tied to social resilience at its 
headquarters at 1530 Ave. Eduardo Ruberte in Barrio Playa de Ponce. 

� The only CBO in Playa working on community resilience & adaptation.
� Represents and collaborates with leaders from across all 19 

neighborhoods. 

22

Left to right: UNA co-founders, Vice president, Pastor Roberto 
Ortiz, and president, Ramón Figueroa, along with 
resident/community developer David Southgate. 



Un Nuevo Amanecer’s Community-Research GOALS

� Understand
� Design
� Gather and 

produce data
� Develop strategies
� Identify funds / 

technical resources
� Share knowledge



Examples from Research: Water Quality

Bacteria – ppm 



Examples from Research: Water Quality

Bacteria – ppm 



Place abandonment (spatial documentation) 

• What can we do? Vacant houses become 
neighborhood nuisances.

• Problem: 
• Some 170 vacant/abandoned parcels on Ponce 

Playa were documented in April and March 2022.
• Inventory was conducted by Un Nuevo Amanecer 

and the Playeras. 
• The Playeras were trained to evaluate these 

abandoned properties according to a set of criteria.
• The inventory was conducted with technical 

support from the Center for Habitat Rebuilding and 
funding from the Rivers Network.



Place abandonment (spatial documentation) 



Local knowledge of flooding



Contrast with FEMA FIRM maps



Household Flood Survey – Method and timeline
• Cross sectional, exploratory, participatory action research

• Convenience sample, neighborhood selection based on 
neighbor feedback

• Coproduced survey

– 11 Jan, 2022 to Dec. 2022;

• CIDA, Inc (Port Arthur, TX)
• LEAD Agency (Miami, OK)
• Un Nuevo Amanecer (Ponce, PR)

• Surveying process

– Interviewers trained in March 2023

– Door-to-door surveys – 8  May, 2023 to 18 Aug., 2023

– Digital surveys via handheld Android tablets connected to the 
cloud

– Paper surveys distributed in San Tomás

El equipo entrevistando a dos residentes. 
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What’s next?  What is UNA going to do with the data?

• The community-produced data informs 
climate adaptation planning:
– Feasibility analysis
– Public policy analysis – to identify government 

actions that increase climate vulnerability at 
neighborhood level

– Informed communication and advocacy
– Access to institutional resources, partnerships, 

and funding for implementation of 
community-supported adaptation



Learning in 20/20 Hindsight

• What have we learned in 
practice while in the field?
1. The dynamics of working in 

a field team
2. Optimal characteristics of 

successful team members
3. Be clear about who should 

be the owner of the 
community data / guard 
confidentiality



Optimal dynamics of the field brigada

• 3 points for achieving success and avoiding 
problems
1. Attitude – important to be committed to the 

research task and to working in harmony 
with others

2. Provide supervision – someone with the 
authority to adjust work in the field inline 
with actual realities/circumstances

3. Trained in both:
1. How to use the research technology
2. How to interpret observations / survey 

responses



Optimal characteristics of community field 
researchers

• Personal commitment – Internal 
motivation to improve local 
circumstances 

• Positive and focused on the work at hand
• Available – blocked time to be able to 

participate
• Knowledge of the neighborhood, as well 

as a person that neighbors recognize



Institutional collaboration:
Challenges within and outside of the 

neighborhood• Coordination with local 
leaders 

• Territorialism vs. 
collaboration and reciprocity

• Putting divergent efforts and 
plans in order

• Organizing community 
power around common 
interests



Stubborn optimism: an unfulfilled, courageous and 
resolute confidence that humanity can achieve the 
necessary change in the face of great challenges.

“The attitude of stubborn optimism is a necessary 
precursor to action. Adopting this attitude requires 
shifting the focus from the past to the future.”   

This does not mean ignoring reality or becoming 
complacent. 

Stubborn optimism requires working to find 
solutions.Christiana Figueres, architect of the Paris 

Climate Agreement

Despair is a luxury we can no longer afford. 
How to avoid despair?   Perhaps through stubborn optimism



























Connect! Network with others on issues of
equity in climate resilience

Tell us what you think! See evaluation 
survey

Join us again! Register for sessions #5 and #6, 
and other urban forestry-related trainings at 
https://urbanwaterslearningnetwork.org/events/ 

BEFORE YOU GO…

www.urbanwaterslearningnetwork.org

https://urbanwaterslearningnetwork.org/events/
http://www.urbanwaterslearningnetwork.org/


Thank you!

Share your feedback via the evaluation link in the chat!


