
The Commons for Justice (‘CFJ’) project (2021-2025) examines the racial and ethnic disparities in risk and
resilience that are exposed by disasters. This Florida International University (FIU) project has been constructed as a
collaboratory with local neighborhoods and communities in southeastern Florida’s north–south “spine of distress”— 

and community leaders to community leaders to 
community organizations as well as FIU faculty—to combine their knowledge, perspectives, and resources to catalyze
positive change.

The FIU-CfJ has 11 major components: 

1. 

Research cluster identifying the most pressing risk and resilience problems in neighborhoods predominantly of color 

Publicly accessible presentations on how disaster risk and resilience interact with everyday racial injustices

Risk reduction and resilience options for neighborhoods and communities of color

Postgraduate research fellowships

Enrichment and exchange with the FIU-based Global Indigenous Podcast Network 

“In-residence” support for local, regional, and national experts/activists on race-based injustices in risk and resilience

Project Goal: To identify, illustrate, and address
the deep racial and ethnic inequities in pre-event
disaster exposures and vulnerabilities and in post-
event resilience resources and capacities. 

Program to collect, preserve, and curate coping stories from residents of at-risk neighborhoods 

Visiting artists and a journalists capturing everyday experiences of living in vulnerable landscapes 

Curricular development of “Histories from Different Perspectives” and outreach “History Exchange”

Undergraduate research fellowships

Predoctoral research fellowships 

Impact Report

Miami neighborhoods and communities of color with
strong senses of place and history but also afflicted
by generational poverty and neglect. The ultimate
goal of developing a collaboratory is to encourage
community members—from neighborhood residents 



Fig. 4 “Spine of distress:” Greater Miami neighborhoods with the
highest percent change in poverty from 2012 to 2016
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Funded as part of the Mellon Foundation’s Just Futures Initiative and working in collaboration with community
partner organizations and two museums, the FIU-CfJ project addresses disparities in preparing for disaster and
increasing the ability of vulnerable communities, including Black, Hispanic, and Indigenous populations, to
survive and recover. 

Fig. 1 Goombay Festival, Coconut Grove, Miami

This report explores how the FIU-CfJ collaboratory is driving
outcomes across some of the following focus areas:
solidarity and social movement; transformative youth
engagement; diversity, equity and inclusivity; responsible
climate justice through social and environmental sciences;
and education. This report aims to capture the extent,
scope, and depth of the project’s commitment to race, risk,
and resilience in the Greater Miami area. 

Fig. 2 CfJ solution session, FIU

Fig. 3 “History Exchange”, Overtown, Miami
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FIU has built working partnerships with 8 community organizations within the 6
neighborhoods and South Florida indigenous communities involved in FIU-CfJ.

The partners provide a range of community services and through the Project have
collaborated on project activities related to oral history collection; hosted storytelling events, 

workshops and art exhibits; gathered data;
undertaken advocacy efforts; and
distributed extreme weather preparation
information.

Community members engaging in FIU-CfJ
activities are diverse with respect to race,
culture, personal and family history, migrant
and immigrant status, and age, and the
focus on neighborhoods within the “spine
of distress” has resulted in contributions
from Native American, Hispanic, Black,
Haitian, Bahamian, Jamaican, and other
individuals.

Fig. 6 Miami neighborhoods and communities participating in Commons for Justice

Fig. 5 Chart showing relative quantities of CfJ
project activities across grant term



24+ FIU-hosted Events, including:
History Exchanges

 Art Exhibits 
Oral History Teaching Workshop

Storytelling Events
Symposium

Over 2,200 people registered Fig. 7 “A Call to the Ancestors” exhibit opening event

access to 3 CfJ podcast series, and
documentaries (3rd is presently being
uploaded)
summaries from 12 solution sessions and
other engagement activities
access to digital catalogs for FIU-CfJ art
exhibits and other archived materials
information about the 6 neighborhoods and
South Florida indigenous communities
involved in the FIU-CfJ

The project designed a website devoted to FIU-
CfJ initiatives. 

Launched in December 2023, the FIU-CfJ website
(https://commonsforjustice.fiu.edu/) serves as a
publicly accessible space where findings,
experiences, and resources  collected from each
of the project components are shared with the
broader public. FIU is committed to maintaining
and updating the website. At present, the site
includes:

A key goal of the FIU-CfJ is to go beyond
embracing diverse Miami communities and to
engage the communities in resistance and
resilience efforts by reaching them where they are.
As a result, efforts were made to diversify the
methods used to share knowledge, resources, and
opportunities with communities. The FIU-CfJ
hosted events within and open to Miami
communities. 

Fig. 8 Screenshot from FIU-CfJ website
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Through creative means of expression such as photography, spoken word, visual art, and
storytelling, the FIU-CfJ curated spaces where people of all ages and backgrounds could engage

with different cultures and traditions designed to give homage to the ancestors who learned
before them, practiced resilience in shaping Miami, and went on to share that knowledge with

them to carry that resilience forward. 

Seven art exhibits about histories and cultures of Miami communities were presented.

Setting the tone for these exhibits was the “Place and Purpose: Art Transformation in
Coconut Grove” exhibit,  which “celebrates the role of community as a creative space as
well as a key driver behind a young city’s evolution.”  

30+
Community 
Storytelling 

Events 

79+
Oral Histories
Collected from

Community
Members

During the project’s final
year, the “I am Little Haiti”
and “Under a Shady Tree”
exhibits were held at Green
Space Miami. 
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“A Call to the Ancestors”—Uplifting Voices to Share the
Rich Histories and Cultures of Coastal Communities

“This project truly embodies the power of art and
culture in sparking transformative conversations and
fostering healing.”
        

                           - Curator, Carl-Philippe Juste on the    
                              “A Call to Our Ancestors” exhibit

FIU-CfJ also collaborated with the
Haitian Cultural Arts Alliance (HCAA) to
exhibit “A Call to Our Ancestors: Rising
Tides, Shifting Ground, and Displaced
Bodies” at the Little Haiti Cultural
Complex starting in September 2023.
The exhibit was a collection of
photographs, documents, poems,
songs, and art pieces telling the story of
the Lincoln Memorial Park Cemetery, an
institution whose history reflects hatred
and disinvestment throughout history, as
well as resilience, achievement, and 

pride of those who worked to build and shape early Miami and the beauty and healing power
of cultural and religious practices for transitioning from this life to death. 

The FIU-CfJ supported 17
documentaries. 

In addition to “Spine of
Distress & Resilience,” a
major documentary about
the FIU-CfJ,
documentaries addressing
the project theme were
produced by a range of
collaborators, including
the Allapattah CDC  and
Miami Workers Center.

Fig. 9 Opening night, A Call to the Ancestors exhibit,
Little Haiti Cultural Complex.

Fig. 10 Lionel Milton, UBUNTU, 2023, Acrylic on canvas/diptych; included in A
Call to Ancestors exhibit at Little Haiti Cultural Complex

6
 Courses &
Modules

developed and
taught at FIU



Alternative understandings of resilience (such as community capacities to
create and defend place) and to resist threats (such as racialized displace-
ment, disinvestment and extraction of value) emerged as themes. FIU faculty
and students have continued verifying the interpretations through FIU-CfJ
storytelling events, podcasts, and participatory observation at community
meetings, community events, and activist activities.

A report draft for the six neighborhoods was completed in year 2, and year 3
was spent finalizing the report, mapping collective data, and disseminating
findings based on the communities and themes. The report will be published
in 2025.

To support other ways of building understanding and sharing knowledge, the
FIU-CfJ has engaged in numerous knowledge-building and sharing activities,
including:

Publications in academic journals
Conference presentations and panels
FIU-CfJ Digital Archive, which makes publicly accessible the project’s oral
histories, documentaries, and photographs
2024 Climate Change and Community Resilience Symposium
Blog series
Media stories
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A total of six neighborhood studies were completed through group discussions with neighborhood partners—all of
whom are social and/or climate justice organizations working in Miami’s marginalized communities—as well as
interviews with organizations’ leadership and fieldworkers. Conversations explored understandings and actions related
to resilience in their justice advocacy work. Community partners were engaged to co-produce a concept map of the
themes mentioned.  

A core objective of this grant is re-evaluating how risk and vulnerabilities are defined. The project strives to
understand their meaning for underserved and marginalized communities from multiple perspectives, including the
arts. To meet this objective, art and storytelling are explored as vehicles for promoting agency and voice. 

Understanding Risk and Vulnerabilities in Coastal Communities

6 
community

partner  
discussions

12 
individual
interviews

Concept
map

creation 
Verification Formal

report
draft

Major Finding: 
Certain issues—such as

oppression, marginalization and
gentrification—were felt across

neighborhoods, laying the
groundwork for collective action

on issues such as housing equity,
understanding gentrification
issues, unemployment, and

access to grocery stores along
with extreme weather issues,

such as flooding, hurricanes, and
extreme heat.

Fig. 11 Poster for 2024 Climate Change and Community Resilience
Symposium, designed by FIU graduate Patraillia Davis Bryant
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FIU-CfJ has incorporated
knowledge gained from working
with the community into
coursework to benefit both
students and the community. 

FIU-CfJ has included course
modules and held undergraduate
and graduate seminar courses
requiring students to work with
local Miami neighborhood
leaders. Student project topics
have ranged from affordable 
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Developing Transformative Activities for Youth 

Students are intentionally and intimately involved in each FIU-CfJ project component.

Students delve beyond academic and research skills and become involved in the
community, teaching them how to apply their academic training in communities to achieve
meaningful change. The FIU-CfJ also applies this mindset to youth in the community by
supporting youth fellows learning to advocate for their communities.

$144,000 in small grants funding has
been provided for predoctoral

students’ projects—14 of which have
been collaborative projects.

Undergraduate
Students

Post-docs

Predoctoral
Students

21
8

3

Undergrad

Predoctoral
Students

Post-doc 3

1

1

150+
 National Experts/

Activists

Each expert
served in a

unique capacity
akin to their

expertise

Students are recruited from various
academic programs to work across
projects, including conducting and
translating oral history interviews;
interviewing and serving as creative
leads for the “History Exchange”
podcasts; working on the 

neighborhood
background reports

and  documentaries; 
participating in 

community
engagement activities;
serving as archivists,

story mappers,
newsletter developers;
and more. The FIU-CfJ

team hired more students
to serve as docents for 

the two final summer 2024 exhibitions;
 docents were trained to provide exhibit

tours and encouraged to create a public-
facing product (e.g., blog post) based on their

experience.

Fig. 12 FIU students participating in CfJ solution session

housing to public space to landscape justice. These course projects have provided
excellent opportunities for students to learn from community members and receive
direct feedback from them in addition to their teachers.

Contributing
Experts

6
 Journalists

25
Artists
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The intent and impact of having communities come together to develop solutions can be seen
 in the example of Allapattah and Overtown. A schism had existed for a while between these two

neighborhoods, as Allapattah’s boundaries have come to overlap with and encroach upon Overtown’s.
The boundary overlap has caused stress and competition between the neighborhoods, especially as
unemployment and gentrification rise, and this competitive weakness has historically been exploited

and leveraged by others. However, by attending a solution session
 on heat stress in Overtown, an Allapattah CDC leader was able to come together with leaders
 from Overtown, and a relationship began to flourish. The FIU-CfJ has supported communities

 coming together in these ways, because community cohesion is a key requirement for
 effective community-level organization—bringing these communities together and uniting

 them under a common goal will ultimately strengthen their initiatives. 

Solidarity in Social Movements
The FIU-CfJ has served to unify the communities with one another and FIU through shared goals, shared
responsibility, and mutual respect. 

This project was built with intentionality to support and empower community members and develop meaningful
collaborations. This process has centered knowledge-sharing using  bottom-up and top-down discussions—
allowing everyone involved to meet in the middle and talk with one another rather than at one another. This
intentionality and investment in building relationships based in equity and acknowledging community expertise
has allowed space for people from all arenas to truly engage and build strong collaborations.

Community-Building and Community-Bridging: Promoting Solidarity Within Communities 

Through solution sessions and other FIU-CfJ efforts, diverse community leaders and organizations have been
brought together.

Community-building events have opened doors for community organizations that would not normally intermingle to
come together in meaningful and productive ways. Collaboration through the FIU-CfJ project has constructed a
“trusted messenger and trusted friend” through FIU because “we've been able to make a closer relationship just
because we've been in proximity with each other.” 

Similar to the example of Overtown and Allapattah, this cohesion has allowed communities to leave behind
contentious behavior reinforcing division within the larger community, such as being pitted against one another to
fight for resources. Now, community leaders are attending one another’s events, working together to enhance the
effectiveness of their activities, and teaching and learning from one another, as well as speaking up for each other at
city and county meetings as indicated by G.R.A.C.E.

A Call to Action -- Planning for Resilience
Solution sessions have been held within the community with the goal of brainstorming pre- and post-disaster
efforts and actionable resilience planning efforts with community members. 

Visiting experts exchanged knowledge with community members and FIU faculty and promoted civic engagement
among neighborhood residents. Twelve solution sessions were held, with individuals from 7 different
communities attending the events. Solution sessions were topic-specific, with topics determined from the results
of the neighborhood studies and community partner feedback. Lowman Consultants, LLC facilitated these
sessions to guide the discussion, deliver tangible outcomes, and further facilitate a sustainable collaboratory.
Some of the tangible goals of these sessions were to evaluate real-time ideas and identify actionable items.
Equally valuable was simply getting communities into shared spaces and letting them learn from each other.
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Marcie Washington, Ph.D., Primary Investigator (Years 3-4)
Associate Teaching Professor and Associate Director of
Undergraduate Studies 
Politics and International Relations 
Phone: 305-348-3754  Email: mrwashin@fiu.edu
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The FIU-CfJ project team has achieved significant gains in building positive and collaborative community
relationships. 

Like many other academic institutions, FIU’s community research had historically been extractive. Through the 
FIU-CfJ, faculty are working to reach beyond building trust to building relationships with community

Bridging the Academic–Community Gap

members that will extend and be maintained beyond the grant
period. One faculty member shared being able to deepen
university–community relationships is among the major
successes of the project, and grant support was integral to
accomplishing this. Funding for the FIU-CfJ supported course
buyouts for many faculty, allowing them to reinvest their course-
planning time into being present within the community at
community events; they explained that consistency and being
present within the community on a regular basis are what matter
most to community members. Building these bridges has also
created opportunities to achieve the many impacts detailed in
this report alongside those from some of the most at-risk
communities in Miami. The collaboratory nature of the FIU-CfJ
has led many faculty and community members to collaborate
on projects outside of the grant, including conference presentations, 
college courses, exhibitions, and joint applications for new funding opportunities. 

Imagining Next--Forging Knowledge and Agency

Specifically, team members are reflecting on how their activities have
helped generate deeper conversation within communities and how they
have meaningfully connected with them to further develop and deepen
their relationships. One example of this is faculty expressing interest in
continuing collaborative work with the Little Haiti Cultural Complex,
explaining that “we are in these spaces, we need to learn how to work
with each other.” Community groups have also adopted practices
introduced by FIU faculty, such as the Catalyst Miami and Miami Workers
Center continuing to collect oral histories from community members and
Allapattah CDC continuing the student fellow program.  Fig. 14 Little Haiti Cultural Complex, Miami

https://commonsforjustice.fiu.edu

Prepared by Shaffer Evaluation Group, December 2024 

FIU EXTREME EVENTS INSTITUTE
11200 SW 8th Street AHC 5 RM 220 Miami, FL
33199 Email: cfj@fiu.edu

Fig. 13 Community members in conversation during a Miami
Workers Center event

Richard S. Olson, Ph.D., Primary Investigator (Years 1-2)
Distinguished University Professor and Director of Extreme Events
Research
Politics and International Relations
Phone: 305-348-6398  Email: olsonr@fiu.edu

As the FIU-CfJ team thinks about next steps beyond the grant term, they are focusing on fostering sustainable
investment and meaningful collaboratory practices within the communities they have been working with. 

https://commonsforjustice.fiu.edu/
mailto:olsonr@fiu.edu

