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FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Engaging Chicago’s Diverse Communities in the Chicago Climate 
Action Plan Community #4: Pilsen’s Mexican Community is the 
fourth community study commissioned by the City of Chicago Department 
of Environment (DOE) to identify strategies for effectively engaging diverse 
communities throughout the city in the implementation of the Chicago Climate 
Action Plan (CCAP).

The Pilsen study was conducted alongside with the study of the South Asian 
community of West Ridge on Chicago’s far north side. These studies are the 
first to be delineated by both neighborhood geography and ethnicity and 
to incorporate storytelling as a data gathering technique. Our research was 
designed and conducted collaboratively, in English and Spanish, by a team 
including anthropologists from The Field Museum’s division of Environment, 
Culture, and Conservation (ECCo) and staff from Casa Michoacán, a 
community-based cultural organization located in the heart of Pilsen. While 
ECCo anthropologists were working to complete a rapid inventory of the 
Pilsen neighborhood, staff from Casa Michoacán were busy collecting stories 
from their clients and peers to learn about their climate-friendly practices. This 
document highlights key findings that emerged from the ethnographic data 
and the stories collected. It provides recommendations for engaging Pilsen’s 
residents in climate-action projects.  

 

COMMUNITY OVERVIEW
•	 Pilsen is a central hub of Chicago’s Mexican community. According to the 

U.S. Bureau of the Census, more than 80% of Pilsen’s population is of 
Mexican origin or descent. This heritage is celebrated throughout Pilsen’s 
businesses and public works, from Plaza Tenochtitlan at 18th and Loomis, 
to Aztec calendars in Pilsen’s public sidewalks, to the murals, mosaics, and 
restaurants that honor Mexican culture and cuisine.

•	 Residents’ perspectives on the environment and climate change are 
profoundly shaped by their Mexican heritage and culture, as well as by 
environmental issues and practices in Mexico.

•	 Pilsen is a working-class community with a median household income just 
under $28,000 annually. Mexican immigrants in Pilsen and throughout 
Chicago generally have high labor force participation rates overall, but 
they tend to be concentrated in lower-paying sectors of the economy such 
as manufacturing, construction, and service industries.

•	 Pilsen is an artistic enclave and home to dozens of organizations dedicated 
to immigrant rights, labor rights, social justice, religious activism, 
transnational development, and political art. Mexican residents from all 
over Chicago come to Pilsen to participate in political organizing efforts 
and discuss events “back home” in Mexico.

Recommendation:  In developing programs and messages, tap into residents’ 
transnational perspectives that link community life in Pilsen with immigrants’ 
regional and national identities from Mexico.

 

STAKEHOLDERS, PARTNERSHIPS, AND RELATIONSHIP-BUILDING
•	 Pilsen and its neighbor to the southwest, Little Village, provide key 

resources for the Mexican community of greater Chicago. Three 
interconnected sectors–civic, religious, and commercial–are vital to the 
well-being of Chicago’s Mexican community.

•	 Hometown associations provide important economic and social resources 
to their members and maintain crucial bonds between immigrant 
communities in Chicago and communities of origin in Mexico. Federations, 
such as the Federación de Clubes Michoacanos en Illinois, or FEDECMI, 
often have strong ties to state and federal governmental organizations in 
Mexico and are powerful brokers of transnational relationships.
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•	 Civic organizations focus on particular concerns of the Mexican 
community, such as labor rights, education, social justice, or immigrant 
rights, but they also frequently support one another and form coalitions 
around common interests. Centers of activism in Pilsen include social 
services and cultural organizations, churches, hometown associations and 
schools. 

•	 The Catholic Church has long played an active role in Chicago’s 
immigrant community of Pilsen. This tradition continues today, as reflected 
in the eight different Catholic parishes within the Pilsen neigborhood. The 
current and past fathers at St. Pius V Parish have been at the forefront of 
Chicago’s immigrant rights movement.

•	 Pilsen is home to the 18th Street Business District, which is a major 
corridor of small and locally-owned restaurants, retail shops, service-
oriented businesses, and art galleries. While the industrial sector has 
declined dramatically in the last few decades, Pilsen is also home to one 
of Chicago’s few remaining manufacturing corridors, a vital source of 
employment for tens of thousands of area families.

Recommendation:  Work with key hometown clubs, civic and religious 
organizations, and business leaders located in Pilsen as vehicles for reaching 
the broader Mexican community of greater Chicago.

 

AWARENESS OF CLIMATE CHANGE AND INTEREST IN 
ADDRESSING IT
•	 The Mexican residents of Pilsen are very aware of climate change and 

broadly express an interest in addressing it. Consciousness about the 
environment is central to Mexican culture and has been widely promoted 
through local and national campaigns to conserve resources, especially 
water, throughout Mexico.

•	 Study participants often expressed a sense of global responsibility toward 
the environment, including pointing out that the recent oil spill in the Gulf 
of Mexico is damaging our planet. They noted that environmental concerns 

do not stop at the border and emphasized the importance of transnational 
approaches to climate change.

•	 Study participants broadly agreed that global climate change is a problem 
that has been caused by human activities and that people everywhere, and 
not just in developed nations like the U.S., have a responsibility to address 
climate change issues. Several interviewees added that big industry–and 
not average people–bear the brunt of responsibility for climate change. 

•	 Participants also drew connections between climate problems and concerns 
about the local environment. Many interviewees expressed resentment 
toward local factories that have been responsible for water contamination 
and air pollution in the area.

Recommendations: 

1. Appeal to the connections residents make between natural disasters in 
Mexico and immigration patterns to the U.S. to broaden awareness about 
the impacts of global climate change.

2. Tap into popular transnational awareness about the environment, 
especially regarding resource conservation in Mexico.

3. Appeal to local concerns about water contamination and air pollution to 
encourage Pilsen residents to mobilize around climate change issues.

 

COMMUNITY CONCERNS: SPRINGBOARDS FOR CLIMATE ACTION
Our research indentified six community concerns that could serve as 
springboards for developing creative strategies for community involvement in 
climate action:

IMMIGRATION
•	 Study participants are most concerned about the effects that illegal status 

has on undocumented immigrant community members. Undocumented 
status is associated with a lower overall quality of life, diminished 
opportunities for upward mobility, fear of moving about outside, and family 
separation due to deportation. All of these concerns impact how members 

at-a-glance
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of the Pilsen community interact with their local and global environments, 
and how immigration is relevant to all the concerns listed below.

USE OF PUBLIC SPACE
•	 Outdoor mobility is critical to the well-being of the Mexican community in 

Pilsen where porches, sidewalks, plazas, parks, and commercial corridors 
are important sites of interaction and recreation. Side lots and front yards 
also provide important spaces for socializing, and carefully tended private 
gardens enhance a sense of community pride.

•	 Study participants’ enjoyment of the outdoors is curtailed by crime, fear, 
and a large amount of litter in the streets, plus the poor appearance of 
abandoned property, which they say attracts graffiti and criminal activity. 

•	 Enjoyment of outdoor space is further limited by concerns about local 
pollution and contamination, as well as a lack of parks and natural open 
spaces in the community. In fact, Pilsen is one of two community areas that 
have the least amount of open space in the city.

•	 Amidst these obstacles many Pilsen residents cultivate private flower and 
vegetable gardens in empty side lots, or “pocket parks,” next to their 
homes. Community gardens have been established throughout the area 
and in schools where adults and children learn about fresh foods and 
gardening techniques while enjoying the outdoors and exercising.

FINANCIAL INSTABILITY: LOW INCOMES AND HOUSING
•	 Many of our study participants cited low wages, underemployment, and 

vulnerabilities related to immigration status––such as not feeling able to 
look for better jobs––as serious obstacles to attaining long-term financial 
stability. Participants also worried about the effects of the current economic 
recession, such as cuts in their wages and hours, on their short-term 
security. Many of Pilsen’s residents supplement primary incomes with second 
jobs and informal activities, such as selling cosmetics or housewares, 
cleaning houses, and picking up “side jobs” on weekends.

•	 Participants express concern about gentrification, but also note that a 
strong housing market is good for the overall economic health of the 
neighborhood. Residents broadly agree that a balance must be struck 

between economic growth and availability of affordable housing for Pilsen’s 
working class residents. Tension over gentrification can increase when 
outside interests fail to involve the community in meaningful ways, as in 
the case of some community gardens that have been established by non-
Mexican new comers. This fear of continued gentrification should inspire 
outside actors including City entities to clearly communicate their actions to 
local residents.

HERITAGE/IDENTITY
•	 The Mexican culture of Pilsen is so dominant that the Pilsen/Little Village 

neighborhoods are often referred to as “Mexican Chicago.” Mexican 
culture is prominently represented with murals that decorate public spaces, 
the wall of businesses, schools and viaducts. Many of the murals express 
community traditions and values, including resident’s interaction with 
nature.

•	 A wide variety of cultural organizations promote Mexican cultural traditions 
and values while addressing a myriad of community issues ranging 
from enhancing artistic training and confidence among Pilsen youth to 
immigration reform and labor rights.

•	 While study participants expressed pride in their Mexican heritage, many 
also noted that they often feel discriminated against because of their 
ethnicity and their limited English-language abilities.  

YOUTH DEVELOPMENT
•	 Study participants expressed concerns about the ways in which the current 

economic recession is affecting neighborhood children. They are especially 
concerned about budget cuts that reduce educational resources for their 
children–including teachers.

•	 Participants also expressed concern about the ways in which neighborhood 
children are affected by their parents’ absences due to long work hours or 
deportation. Community members worry that children who suffer from a 
lack of adult supervision will turn to youth gangs and street crime.

•	 Several community organizations have implemented programs to engage 
children and teenagers in extracurricular activities and provide them with 



healthy alternatives to gang life. The art classes at Yollocalli Arts Reach, 
mentorship programs at Universidad Popular in Little Village, and the 
community garden at Orozco School are a few examples of area programs 
that address the need for innovative programming for community youth.

HEALTH
•	 Among the top worries that study participants shared in relation to health 

problems is the high rate of obesity among Pilsen youth, and of diabetes 
and high blood pressure among Pilsen’s adult population.

•	 While poor nutrition, lack of exercise, and genetic factors contribute to 
these health problems, low income and lack of affordable health care can 
lead to a reluctance among community members to seek medical attention, 
ultimately exacerbating existing health problems. 

•	 Other concerns related to health in the Pilsen community are linked to poor 
air quality and crowded housing conditions. 

•	 Neighborhood schools and organizations have launched programs to 
educate parents about nutrition and making healthy food choices for their 
children. Community gardens provide spaces for enjoying the outdoors, 
exercising, and learning about healthy eating.

Recommendations:  

1. Provide support for existing programs to turn unused public spaces into 
community gardens, playgrounds, spaces for art performances, and private 
gardens.

2. Provide incentives to empty lot owners to lease private property to the 
community for beautification and gardening.

3. Invest in beautification and planting trees along main commercial corridors 
and in Plaza Tenochtitlan.

4. Support local organizations that:

•	 Implement programs that encourage outdoor activities, such as 
walking, riding bicycles, and gardening. 

•	 Provide educational support to students and their families related to 
healthy eating and exercising, as well as to eco-friendly practices like 
water conservation, gardening, and reusing/repurposing household 
items.

•	 Offer inter-generational programs that focus on sharing traditional and 
contemporary eco-friendly values that bring together the school-based 
knowledge of children and the traditional practices of adults.

5. Work with hometown and civic organizations to:

•	 Train residents in green jobs and build local demand for this service.

•	 Increase awareness and knowledge of green options for energy 
conservation practices, including retrofitting homes, using energy 
efficient appliances, and repairing instead of replacing broken items to 
enhance housing affordability.

•	 Offer programs and activities that link to Mexican heritage and culture 
in Pilsen and fit within a tradition of activism, empowerment, and 
seeking positive recognition.

•	 Curtail fears of gentrification by empowering residents to exercise their 
own ability to enhance their surrounding environments in projects like 
Chicago Department of Transportation’s Sustainable Streets.

 

ENVIRONMENTALLY-FRIENDLY PRACTICES, VALUES, AND 
TRADITIONS
•	 Pilsen’s study participants report engaging in many environmentally-friendly 

practices in their daily lives by living modestly and having moderate 
consumption practices. Their frugality is driven both by economic necessity 
and by an ethos of conservation and reuse that is also apparent in Pilsen’s 
local business community.

•	 Participants associated environmentally-friendly practices with habits 
that they acquired in Mexico, such as water and energy conservation, 
gardening, and repairing, reusing, and repurposing goods.
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•	 Many organizations and businesses valorize the reusing and repurposing 
of items, especially clothes and art material. There are numerous second-
hand stores along 18th street that appeal to the young, artistic, and 
fashionable––and frugal. Relatedly, many local businesses repair items, 
and some stores are experimenting with innovative ways to save energy 
and reduce waste.

•	 Our research also revealed a number of barriers that study participants 
face in attempting to engage in environmentally-friendly practices. These 
include: 

•	 Financial constraints, particularly for practices with high up-front costs 
such as building green, using renewable energy, and retrofitting homes

•	 Limited space for outdoor activities, such as hanging clothes to dry and 
gardening, especially among neighborhood apartment dwellers

•	 Fears of participating in outdoor activities, due to crime and 
immigration status

•	 Inconvenience associated with recycling and resentment on the part of 
residents who feel “left out’ of the City’s Blue Bin recycling program

•	 Preoccupation with more immediate concerns

Recommendations:
1. Encourage and validate traditional Mexican practices that are challenging 

to maintain in an urban environment, such as water conservation, frugality, 
reusing and repurposing, and spending time outdoors.

2. Support local businesses that implement eco-friendly practices and that 
offer repair services to their local customers.

 

COMMUNICATION AND DISSEMINATION
•	 Mexicans in Pilsen get information from a wide variety of sources. Many 

of these sources cover climate change news and disseminate information 
related to the environment; nevertheless, many of our study participants 
also wished that they had more information about climate change and, in 
particular about how to participate in environmentally-friendly programs.

•	 Participants tend to get information from a number of Spanish-language 
TV channels such as Univision, Telemundo, TV Azteca, and Galavision. 
There are also several Spanish-language print media that service 
Chicago’s Latino community, including the newspapers Hoy, Nuevo Siglo, 
and Nuevas Noticias. These TV channels and papers offer stories about 
environmental disasters in Latin America, as well as stories about local 
programs related to climate action.

•	 Hometown clubs and cultural and civic organizations are critical sources 
of information for Pilsen’s Mexican community. Some of them, such as the 
National Museum of Mexican Art and its two initiatives Yollocalli and Radio 
Arte, The Resurrection Project, and the Pilsen Environmental Rights and 
Reform Organization (P.E.R.R.O.) and Little Village Environmental Justice 
Organization (LVEJO), have taken initiatives to address environmental 
issues affecting the community. Others, such as Casa Aztlan, help clients 
with Home Energy Assistance Programs and Weatherization Assistance 
through CEDA. Still others like Casa Michoacán help their members 
with bill payment assistance and job training––all of which are potential 
sources of information about climate change and environmentally-friendly 
practices.

•	 Study participants also reported learning about environmentally-friendly 
practices from their friends and family members. Several parents told us 
that they learn about climate change from programs and assignments at 
their children’s schools.

Recommendations:

1. Take advantage of local Spanish language media outlets and organizations 
to disseminate information throughout Chicago’s Latino community.
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2. Provide information related to climate change and climate action 
programs that is printed in Spanish or in Spanish and English, and that 
is easy to read quickly or scan––such as bulleted text. As residents’ levels 
of education and literacy vary, supplement printed text with pictures and 
diagrams to enhance clarity.

 

CREATIVE MODELS FOR COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
Our research identified three models that organizations in Pilsen use or have 
the potential to develop to engage and mobilize the community around climate 
action: 

MODEL ONE: Mobilizing the Community Through Grassroots Networks
The Pilsen community has a well-developed social infrastructure that has proven 
quite effective at mobilizing large numbers of community members to act on 
social and political concerns. Pilsen’s numerous hometown clubs, cultural and 
arts organizations, schools, social service, and environmental social justice 
organizations tend to work together to catalyze mass mobilizations. 

MODEL TWO: Development of “Green” Jobs
Unemployment and underemployment are two of the Pilsen community’s most 
serious concerns. Several Pilsen organizations provide job training assistance, 
and many community centers help immigrant workers defend their rights in 
the workplace. In one example, after a string of layoffs left a large group of 
immigrant workers without employment, a Pilsen-area labor center helped these 
workers develop a self-sustaining business cooperative––the Workers’ United 
for Eco Maintenance environmentally-friendly cleaning company.  Cooperative 
workers use only non-toxic and environmentally-friendly cleaning supplies, and 
their business model is geared toward promoting workers’ autonomy  
and dignity.

MODEL THREE: Linking the Health of the Local Environment and the Well-Being  
of Residents
Several initiatives are already underway in the Pilsen community to enhance 
community health. Many of these, such as a proposed bike club for moms of 
young children at El Hogar del Niño in collaboration with Casa Michoacán, use 

the local environment to promote healthy behaviors. Other initiatives, such as 
mobilizations to ameliorate air and water contamination by local industries, are 
geared toward improving the overall environment and quality of life for Pilsen 
residents. These threads could be brought together as part of a climate action 
program that is geared toward enhancing the health of the local environment 
and community residents. 

Recommendations:
1. Engage existing networks in a conversation on the community’s stake 

in addressing climate change. Identify ways that network partners can 
communicate and engage their membership around climate action.

2. Partner with local universities and community organizations to offer business 
extension services including green best practices to start-up business and 
cooperatives.

3. Promote the CCAP by stressing the connection between climate action 
and community and individual well-being. Use this connection to build 
partnerships with community organizations with a holistic view of the natural 
environment and a healthy community.

 

CONCLUSION
With a cultural identity that is shaped by life in Mexico and life in Chicago, the 
Pilsen neighborhood has active and well-established organizational networks 
that link it to Chicago’s broader Latino community. Though geographically 
rooted on the near West side, Pilsen’s Mexican community brings a distinctive 
transnational approach to discourse and action surrounding the environment 
and climate change. By linking their work to climate action and the CCAP, Pilsen 
organizations can address shared concerns and core values, from a sense of 
global responsibility for environmental changes to local options for healthy 
living, as they mobilize Pilsen’s human and cultural resources around climate 
action projects.

at-a-glance
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A GREENER 
PILSEN

YOUR WORK TODAY

As your organization works to nurture a greener Pilsen, here are some key questions to consider. Answer these questions while winding your way through the maze, taking 
each leaf as an opportunity to reflect on your organization’s efforts.

on the way to green 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS

 
Are you working to turn 

vacant areas into gardens, 
playgrounds, or other sites for 

learning about nature? 

Does your  
organization promote the 

environmentally-friendly practices 
that stem from residents’ cultural 

heritage?

TRANSFORM SPACE: 

MOBILIZE 
HERITAGE: 

How do you build  
upon the transnational connections 
in your community? How do these 

connections influence the ways  
that people relate to the  

environment?

GLOBAL 
AWARENESS: 

COMMUNITY 
CONVERSATION: 

What 
conversations 

does your 
organization 
facilitate to 
encourage 

environmentally-
friendly 

practices?

GREEN ECONOMY:  

Does your  
organization support green 
business? Do you work with 
other institutions that could 

support such efforts?


