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Heat Crisis: Long Island&#039;s Shade
Gap Leaves Low-Income Communities

Baking
Nassau County faces intensified heat due to climate

change, highlighting the urgent need for equitable urban
tree planting initiatives.

Hempstead, New York, USA - As we navigate through the
sweltering summer months, it’s essential to address a pressing
environmental concern that affects many communities: the
widening gap in tree cover and its implications for heat
management. The recent heat wave that swept through the
eastern U.S. in late June, bringing scorching temperatures to
Long Island and beyond, highlighted the stark reality for low-
income communities. According to Newsday, Nassau County
recorded a staggering 102°F on June 24, with humidity pushing
the heat index to a sweltering 111°F.

https://www.newsday.com/long-island/environment/extreme-heat-shade-gap-ii1pcnd2


The alarming rise in temperature isn’t merely a matter of
discomfort; it’s a clear signal of the impacts of climate change.
Researchers from Climate Central have indicated that global
warming has made such extreme heat events at least five times
more likely. As our planet continues to warm, Long Island’s
average annual temperatures are projected to rise by 3.8 to 5.8
degrees by the 2050s and potentially increase by 5.1 to 9.5
degrees by the 2080s when compared to averages from 1981 to
2010.

The Tree Equity Challenge

One particular community facing the brunt of these rising
temperatures is Hempstead, a lower-income town that struggles
with significantly less tree cover than more affluent areas like
Garden City. According to analysis from the Tree Equity Score,
properties in Hempstead have limited access to shade, leaving
residents vulnerable during extremely hot days.

The effects of this disparity are stark: low-income neighborhoods
often experience temperatures that are 2.7 degrees hotter than
their wealthier counterparts, and in some cases, that gap
stretches to 7.2 degrees in Northeast cities, as detailed in the
study. Trees play a pivotal role in combating these high
temperatures; they provide shade and cool the air through a
vital process called evapotranspiration. Without adequate tree
cover, residents in low-income blocks are left to contend with a
more intense urban heat.

Efforts to alleviate this situation have fallen short. Despite
federal and state tree planting initiatives, the reach of these
programs in Long Island’s disadvantaged neighborhoods has
been minimal. Governor Hochul’s ambitious goal of planting 25
million trees across New York by 2033, with $37 million
allocated for these efforts, has yet to make a significant dent. As
of 2024, only about 327,000 trees were planted statewide, with
a mere 2,800 in Long Island—the lowest in the state.

https://www.treeequityscore.org/stories/urban-heat-equity


Mitigating Future Heat

Research from a recent study published in Nature outlines a
methodical approach to addressing tree cover disparities. The
study analyzed 100 urbanized areas across the U.S., indicating
that a systematic increase in tree cover could yield significant
benefits for health and well-being. It emphasizes that
neighborhoods with higher impervious surfaces—often inhabited
by people of color—are subjected to increased summer
temperatures, further exacerbating the inequities faced by these
communities.

With the current trajectory of climate change and the continuing
fragmentation of tree canopy in urban areas, proactive and
equitable tree planting strategies are essential. Education and
community involvement can foster a greater understanding of
the need for urban forestry initiatives, ensuring that investment
is directed where it is most needed. Only by prioritizing tree
equity can we hope to create cooler, healthier urban spaces for
all.
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