
2007 AWARD RECIPIENT

RIVER PARTNERS | CENTRAL VALLEY 

JOHN CARLON

River Partners restores land in river corridors in the Central Valley 
to improve biodiversity, foster local green jobs, and build more 
resilient communities. To date, the organization has restored 
more than 16,000 acres of floodplain habitats and retired 9 million 
gallons of freshwater annually in the San Joaquin Valley. Over the 
last year, River Partners leaned into services that intersect with 
the environment and workforce readiness. During the early phase 
of the pandemic, the organization recognized the need to boost 

low-barrier employment opportunities as the pandemic pushed vulnerable Central Valley residents out of 
work. River Partners pressed local agencies and government leaders to release key funding for restoration 

LEADERSHIP
when it matters most

The James Irvine Foundation Leadership Awards have recognized 100 innovative leaders making a difference 
in California. Facing the COVID-19 pandemic and other challenges, many of these leaders have adapted their 
work and continued to innovate.

Leadership Awards alumni pivot to address timely environmental challenges

The five Leadership Award recipients featured in this brief worked in their community to address a wide 
variety of challenges exposed by the pandemic. Their efforts included:

 •  Launching new land restoration projects to provide low-barrier green jobs, build green 
infrastructure, and improve biodiversity and community resilience 

 •  Building inexpensive air filtration systems to improve air quality for rural Californians who are at 
increased risk of getting sick or dying from COVID-19 

 •  Providing direct financial assistance to vulnerable Californians, especially undocumented Asians, 
older adults, and families with young children

 •  Helping low-income communities of color access online meetings and public hearings by providing 
devices and technology training

 •  Distributing personal protective equipment to farmworkers and stopping utility shutoffs for inland 
Californians

By highlighting the work and ideas of these leaders, the Irvine Foundation hopes to help policymakers and 
our peers in philanthropy advance effective environmental solutions.



projects to keep people employed in safe, outdoor jobs during COVID-19. As a result, 
River Partners launched new restoration projects and hired more than 20 new paid 
interns, providing them with relevant job skills while producing green infrastructure 
that benefits the whole community. 

Lessons Learned
Ecosystem protection and restoration projects offer critical work opportunities to underserved Californians 
who are often shut out of pathways to traditional employment. Outdoor work on green infrastructure 
projects results in tangible environmental benefits and allows for safe, socially distanced working conditions.  

Policy Considerations: Funding agencies should accelerate the release of currently held funds for ecosystem 
protection and restoration projects. Distributing those investments in a timely manner creates a triple 
bottom line benefit for California – environmental protections, community improvements, and economic 
development.  

2016 AWARD RECIPIENT 

THE SIERRA FUND | SIERRA REGION

ELIZABETH MARTIN

The Sierra Fund marshals science, stewardship, environmental 
justice, and policy advocacy to restore ecosystem resiliency and build 
community capacity throughout California’s Sierra Nevada. In the 
Sierra’s fire-prone headwaters, many of the state’s most vulnerable 
people live in structures with high air permeability and low indoor air 
recirculation – key factors in accessing cleaner air during a wildfire. 
Further, in the event of a wildfire during the pandemic, many rural 
Californians lack access to clean air refuge centers because of social 

distancing and other public health and safety measures. Recognizing the need for alternative solutions that 
were responsive to COVID-19 and air quality impacts during wildfire, The Sierra Fund worked with local homeless 
shelters, senior service providers, and children’s programs to evaluate methods for building inexpensive air 
filtration systems for home use. Additionally, The Sierra Fund shared best practices for improving indoor air 
quality with the broader community directly and through partnerships with fire safety community organizations. 
The Sierra Fund also launched surveys to better understand the unique environmental health impacts and 
priorities of residents and facilities managers. These efforts combined provide The Sierra Fund with a deep 
understanding of the challenges that vulnerable populations face that will inform its approaches to address 
critical community needs in the Sierra Nevada. 



Lessons Learned
During the pandemic, strategies for protecting the public from dangerous air quality during wildfires directly 
conflicted with pandemic health and safety guidelines. As a result, many Californians lacked access to 
community clean air refuge centers.

Policy Considerations: Public systems that coordinate social safety services and disaster preparation and 
recovery need to accommodate unique access and community needs of rural areas of the state.

2020 AWARD RECIPIENT

ASIAN PACIFIC ENVIRONMENTAL NETWORK 

SAN FRANCISCO BAY AREA AND STATEWIDE

MIYA YOSHITANI

The Asian Pacific Environmental Network (APEN) builds power 
with Asian immigrants and refugees through organizing and 
civic engagement on the intersectionality of poverty, racism, and 
pollution. APEN serves communities located alongside California’s 
biggest industrial polluters. As the pandemic worsened economic 
conditions in many of these communities, APEN established a fund 
to address immediate needs and participated in advocacy efforts 

for eviction moratoriums and stronger tenant protections to keep people in their homes. APEN also pushed 
for greater protections for low-wage workers. APEN’s Community Stabilization Fund distributed more than 
$104,000 to 281 individuals and families, focusing on undocumented Asians, individuals over 50 years old, and 
families with young children in Alameda and Contra Costa County. These funds paid for utilities, groceries, 
at-home educational materials for students, transportation, medicine, and housing. APEN also established 
a COVID relief fund that distributed $50,500 to other organizations serving working-class communities of 
color, refugees, and immigrants. APEN’s efforts are ongoing, and it plans to issue more financial aid to the 
community in the coming months. APEN is doubling its investments in the community and the environment 
in the wake of COVID-19 and impending climate change threats. 

Lessons Learned
The pandemic is exposing, and widening, many underlying systemic inequities. To revive our economy, 
California must employ holistic solutions that address the complex and interconnected crises of climate 
change, racial injustice, public health, and economic inequity. 

Policy Consideration: Policymakers can build on California’s existing leadership by implementing 
comprehensive policies that invest in Black, Latino, and Indigenous communities; promote clean renewable 
energy; and provide access to health care and dignified work opportunities. 



Environmental Health Coalition (EHC) works to achieve 
environmental and social justice in the low-income communities 
of color in the San Diego/Tijuana region. EHC empowers 
community members to advocate and protect public health and 
the environment from the effects of toxic pollution, discriminatory 
land use, and climate change. During the pandemic, EHC turned 
to a virtual community organizing approach. Online services are a 
challenge for low-income communities of color, so EHC provided 

devices and technology training to access online meetings and public hearings. These efforts allowed 
work on critical environmental issues to continue. EHC advocated for public testimony accommodations 
like recorded messages and language interpretation services, which are essential to public participation 
while the pandemic hampers in-person services. By engaging community members in public hearings, EHC 
won a major victory against a proposal that would have allowed 8,000 more diesel-polluting trucks in a 
neighborhood. Residents, many of whom suffer from respiratory disease, were able to participate virtually 
due to EHC efforts. Their stories moved the decision-makers to reject the proposal and direct staff to 
develop a zero-emission option.

2008 AWARD RECIPIENT

ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH COALITION

SAN DIEGO AND IMPERIAL COUNTIES 

AND STATEWIDE

DIANE TAKVORIAN

Lessons Learned
Advocacy and organizing for environmental justice does not stop during a pandemic. Further, community 
engagement and participation in public decision-making can be increased by allowing advocates to 
participate remotely. However, barriers still exist for many Californians, especially those most affected by 
environmental injustices, to provide meaningful and equitable participation.  

Policy Considerations: Virtual public meetings and forums must plan for and accommodate language and 
digital access barriers that often exclude parties most affected by environmental policies. 

2020 AWARD RECIPIENT

LEADERSHIP COUNSEL FOR JUSTICE AND ACCOUNTABILITY | 

SAN JOAQUIN VALLEY, EAST COACHELLA VALLEY

VERONICA GARIBAY &  
PHOEBE SEATON

Leadership Counsel for Justice and Accountability (LCJA) builds 
strength in inland California communities through advocacy and 
leadership development on critical environmental and social justice 



issues. As COVID-19 and record-breaking wildfires emerged, LCJA quickly shifted 
resources to provide direct emergency financial assistance, distributed personal 
protective equipment to farmworkers, and served as an information resource. LCJA 
advocated for and secured increased worker protections, mobile testing and mobile 
vaccine clinics in rural areas, broadband access, eviction moratoriums and rental 
assistance, transparent and inclusive decision making, and stopping utility shutoffs. 

LCJA also called for expanded disclosure of data on race and impact of COVID-19 to 
ensure local and state leaders targeted resources to address disparities. 

Lessons Learned
The lack of preparedness for public health emergencies and lack of partnership with and protection 
of vulnerable communities led to unnecessary impact and loss of life. Decades of neglect and 
underinvestment exacerbated disparities along race, class, and geographic lines. Local and state leaders 
must center community voices, excluded for far too long, in response and recovery efforts. 

Policy Considerations: Policymakers must seek new economic and environmental policies to address 
longstanding inequality and systemic racism, including ensuring remote access to decision-making 
processes, just transition policies that are inclusive of agricultural workers and inland California, and 
ensuring that all Californians have access to a safe home and vital utilities like water and energy.

About the Leadership Awards
The James Irvine Foundation Leadership Awards recognize leaders whose innovative solutions to critical 
state challenges improve people’s lives, create opportunity, and contribute to a better California.  
To learn more about the program or the 100 Leadership Award recipients, please visit www.IrvineAwards.org. 


