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Racial Equity Initiative Overview 
The San Francisco Department of the Environment (SF Environment) has spent nearly two decades 
working with low-income communities of color to mitigate environmental burdens, increase 
accessibility of environmental programs and benefits, engage the community, and improve health 
outcomes.  
 
Despite ongoing work in this area, racial inequities continue to be deep, pervasive, and persistent 
in San Francisco. Across every social indicator, when data is disaggregated by race, the legacy 
of more than two hundred years of racially discriminatory government policies is evident, as 
measured by unemployment, health, household income, housing and displacement, criminal 
justice, police violence, homelessness, and education, as well as in the City and County of San 
Francisco (CCSF) workforce. And, while SF Environment and CCSF understand that other groups 
of people are still marginalized—including based on gender, sexual orientation, ability and 
age—focusing on racial equity introduces a framework, tools, and resources that can also be 
applied to other areas of marginalization. A framework that is clear about the differences 
between individual, institutional, and structural racism, as well as the history and current reality of 
inequities, has applications for other marginalized groups. 
 
In March 2018, the Commission on the Environment adopted Resolution No. 005-18-COE 
codifying SF Environment’s commitment to racial equity and formally announcing its Racial Equity 
Initiative, which focuses on: 1) normalizing conversations about race and developing a shared 
understanding of institutional and structural racism through staff trainings; 2) organizing SF 
Environment staff to advance racial equity by creating a Racial Equity Steering Committee to 
guide the work and develop a Racial Equity Action Plan with measurable outcomes; and 3) 
operationalizing new policies and practices by applying a racial equity lens across all SF 
Environment programs.  
 
The three key components of the Initiative are happening in parallel. To date, most staff have 
been trained in Implicit Bias and Racial Equity, SF Environment has established a Racial Equity 
Core Team and a Racial Equity Steering Committee, and staff have begun applying a racial 
equity lens to current and proposed programs and policies.  
 
SF Environment’s racial equity work is also driven by recent reports that indicate the 
environmental field struggles to recruit, hire, and retain employees of color. The nationally-focused 
2014 Green 2.0 report exposed the lack of diversity in the environmental movement1 and called 
on mainstream environmental organizations, foundations, and government agencies to redouble 

 
1 Taylor, D. E. (2014). The State of Diversity in Environmental Organizations. University of Michigan: 
Green 2.0. 
 

https://www.diversegreen.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/FullReport_Green2.0_FINAL.pdf
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their efforts to increase racial, ethnic, and gender diversity within their ranks to reflect the larger 
population. In 2019, Green 2.0 released another report about barriers to retention and 
promotion of people of color in the environmental movement.2  
 
As a noted national and even international leader in environmental and climate work, SF 
Environment has an opportunity to integrate the findings of the Green 2.0 reports into its Racial 
Equity Initiative. This Initiative will help shape an environmental movement that truly reflects the 
beautiful diversity of the City and ensures that all San Franciscans can participate and thrive in 
this work. 
 
The City has also recognized that there needs to be a more cohesive and coordinated approach 
to addressing historic racial inequities within its own workforce and policies. That’s why in July 
2019, the Board of Supervisors unanimously passed an ordinance amending the Administrative 
Code to create an Office of Racial Equity. 
 
As required by the Ordinance, and as part of its Racial Equity Initiative, SF Environment is 
developing a Racial Equity Action Plan with measurable outcomes. This process has been led by 
members of the Racial Equity Core Team, who are actively participating in the Government 
Alliance on Race and Equity (GARE), a national network of government agencies working to 
achieve racial equity and advance opportunities for all. San Francisco’s GARE cohort is directed 
by the San Francisco Human Rights Commission and all participating departments are launching 
Racial Equity Initiatives and releasing Action Plans in their own departments.  
 
SF Environment’s Plan will be submitted to the Office of Racial Equity and the Board of 
Supervisors by December 2020. The Plan will include an assessment of SF Environment’s internal 
and external-facing policies, programs, services, and practices to identify existing and potential 
racial inequities, and propose actions to address the findings of the assessment and advance 
racial equity. The Plan is being developed in two phases: 

• Phase 1 focuses on the racial equity impacts of SF Environment’s internal operations, 
policies, and procedures. 

• Phase 2 focuses on the racial equity impacts of SF Environment’s external operations, 
policies, and procedures. 

 
Phase 1 of SF Environment’s Racial Equity Action Plan, addressed in this report, analyzes 
quantitative and qualitative data from a workforce assessment and a comprehensive staff survey, 
as well as reviewing literature on best practices for racial equity. It identifies three opportunity 

 
2 Johnson, S.K. (2019). Leaking Talent: How People of Color are Pushed Out of Environmental 
Organizations. Green 2.0. 

https://www.diversegreen.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Green_2.0_Retention_Report.pdf
https://www.diversegreen.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Green_2.0_Retention_Report.pdf
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areas to advance racial equity through SF Environment’s internal operations, policies, and 
procedures:  

1) Hiring practices  
2) Work environment and staff knowledge, skills, and understanding 
3) Staff growth and advancement 

 
Within these opportunity areas, the Racial Equity Steering Committee worked with the entire staff 
to propose and prioritize sixteen actions and introduce mechanisms to track progress toward 
these actions.  
 

Phase 1 Summary 
A workforce assessment of employment data and a comprehensive staff survey examined SF 
Environment’s internal operations, policies, and procedures. More than 90% of staff participated 
in the survey—conducted in October 2019.  

Workforce Assessment 
Workforce diversity: Analysis of workforce data shows that SF Environment gets progressively 
less diverse the higher one goes up the employment ladder. While there is diversity in the limited-
term training positions3 (80% employees of color), there is a lack of diversity in the Management4 
and 5642 Senior Environmentalist Specialist classifications (25% employees of color). Analysis 
using the top step of each classification found that the average hourly wage is the highest for 
white employees.   
 
Hiring: White people comprise the greatest percentage of applicants for all SF Environment job 
classifications, and the racial diversity of job applicants decreases as job seniority increases. 
Some of SF Environment ’s job announcements list numerous non-essential qualifications, which 
can exacerbate racial inequities due to educational disparities and unequal access to 
opportunity.5 
 
Retention: Data tracking race/ethnicity, reason for separation, length of employment, 
professional growth, advancement, and other factors are not readily available at SF Environment. 
Research at the national scale found that people of color have lower intent to stay at 
environmental organizations than their white colleagues, and that employees of color perceive 
lower levels of fairness in development, evaluation, and promotion practices. 
 

 
3 Classifications 9920 and 9922 
4 Classifications 0922, 0952, 0962, 5644 
5 Nelson, J. and Tyrell, S. (2015). Public Sector Jobs: Opportunities for Advancing Racial Equity. 
Government Alliance on Race & Equity  

https://racialequityalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Public-Sector-Jobs-Final1.pdf
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Staff Survey 
Differences in values versus action: While 99% of staff surveyed indicated the importance 
of prioritizing racial equity, only around one-third indicated that SF Environment policies and 
procedures (both internal and external) consider and address institutional racism.  
 
Difference in perceptions: Experiences and perceptions varied by positional differences, with 
supervisory staff assessing their comprehension, proficiency, and efficacy with respect to racial 
equity more favorably. However, fewer than two thirds of staff surveyed indicated they are 
comfortable talking about race with supervisors and managers, and comfort was lower for staff of 
color, female-identifying staff, non-supervisors, and staff with a disability. Staff of color marked 
needing management/leadership support to increase their involvement at higher rates than white 
staff.  
 
Workforce inequities and work environment: In several instances, staff with more 
dominant societal status (white, male, able-bodied) assessed SF Environment, or themselves, more 
favorably regarding racial equity. Comments submitted by staff identified white fragility, 
tokenization, patriarchy, elitism, and favoritism as some of the power imbalances present in the 
work environment. Many staff commented on the lack of diversity in management, with some 
comments specifically related to hiring, advancement, and compensation inequities. 
 
Training and resources: Staff who had completed the racial equity training responded that 
they were actively addressing racial disparities at a higher rate than those who had not 
completed the training. However, most staff indicated that they did not have the tools they 
needed, whether they had completed the training or not, and one-third of staff who had 
completed the training indicated that they still had a need for more information and/or training. 
 

Proposed Phase 1 Actions to Advance Racial Equity 
To address the findings from the workforce assessment and staff survey, staff identified 16 
proposed actions in the three opportunity areas; hiring practices, work environment and staff 
understanding of this work, and staff growth and advancement. Staff also assessed priority, 
impact, and difficulty of each action. 
 

# Action Name Priority Impact  Difficulty  

Opportunity Area: Hiring 

1 
Work with DHR to revise minimum qualifications to 
create opportunities for more people who would 
otherwise not be able to apply 

High High High 
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# Action Name Priority Impact  Difficulty  

2 

Work with Unions to convert positions to 
Permanent Civil Service (PCS) or establish similar 
protections for exempt employees to improve 
institutional equity 

High High High 

3 
Work with Unions to explore deeper steps across 
classifications and/or other types of recognition 
/compensation 

High High High 

4 
Strategically expand recruitment efforts to help SFE 
attract a more diverse pool of applicants Medium High High 

5 
Simplify desirable qualifications and evaluate the 
appropriateness to job classifications to help SFE 
attract a more diverse pool of applicants 

Low High Low 

6 Include a statement on SFE’s commitment to equity 
and inclusion in all job announcements 

Low High Low 

7 
Insert equity questions into supplemental 
questionnaires, interview questions, and other 
stages of hiring process 

Low High Low 

8 

Implement a comprehensive employment tracking 
system to collect data on race, applicant pools, 
new hires, promotions, classification changes, 
salaries, separations, and civil service and exempt 
positions 

Low Low High 

Opportunity Area: Work environment and staff understanding 

9 
Institute more opportunities to assess employee 
satisfaction and identify concerns, such as through 
surveys, review processes, or “stay interviews” 

Medium High Low 

10 

Expand ongoing education and training 
opportunities and integrate training into staff 
workplans and Performance Plan and Appraisal 
Reviews  

Medium High Mid 
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# Action Name Priority Impact  Difficulty  

11 
Train staff on best practices for engaging with San 
Francisco’s diverse communities Medium High High 

12 Onboard new staff with implicit bias and racial 
equity training 

Low High Low 

13 
Require supervisors to take white fragility and 
cultural competency training to support a more 
inclusive workplace 

Low High Low 

Opportunity Area: Staff growth and advancement 

14 
Develop a mentorship program to help staff 
navigate employment opportunities at CCSF 
departments or other entities 

Medium High High 

15 
Formalize and standardize access to professional 
development opportunities using transparent 
criteria 

Medium High Low 

16 Explore creating a promotional policy using 
standardized and transparent criteria 

Medium High High 

 
 

Conclusion 
SF Environment’s Racial Equity Steering Committee will complete both phases of the Racial Equity 
Action Plan in fall 2020, at which time it will be presented to the Commission on the Environment 
for adoption. The Plan will then be submitted to the Office of Racial Equity and the Board of 
Supervisors by December 2020.  
 
These reports, along with City initiatives to address implicit bias, SFE’s participation in GARE, and 
the foundational work of colleagues at SF Public Utilities Commission and SF Planning to advance 
racial equity, have guided SF Environment in its efforts to identify barriers to creating an 
equitable, diverse, and inclusive workforce.  
 
This process has provided SF Environment an unparalleled opportunity to not only maintain its 
leadership role in environmental policy and programming, but also to operationalize its 
commitment to ensuring all San Franciscans are able to participate and benefit. 
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