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A Profile of WE ACT Based 
In Northern MANHATTAN

7.4 sq. miles, over 600,000 people
86% African-American and Latino
$16,000 median household income 
Excess mortality: asthma, cancer heart disease, 
high rate of obesity, diabetes, learning disabilities.
Multiple environmental exposures
Non-attainment area for clean air standards.
Ranked #1 in Cancer Risk from Air Toxics by EPA
Highest asthma rates in nation 
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Environmental Racism & Justice

Millions of people of color live and work in Millions of people of color live and work in 
polluted environments and bear the brunt polluted environments and bear the brunt 
of the nationof the nation’’s pollution problems.s pollution problems.
Exposures, health risks are greater.Exposures, health risks are greater.
Numerous studies indicate that race is the Numerous studies indicate that race is the 
prime predictor of where toxic waste sites prime predictor of where toxic waste sites 
are located; income secondarily.are located; income secondarily.
Right of all to be protected from Right of all to be protected from 
environmental degradation.  environmental degradation.  
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WE ACT FOR ENVIRONMENTAL 
JUSTICE

WE ACT  builds community power that improves WE ACT  builds community power that improves 
environmental health, policy and protection in communities environmental health, policy and protection in communities 
of color and lowof color and low--income communities.income communities.

Emerged in 1988 out of community struggles re: North Emerged in 1988 out of community struggles re: North 
River sewage treatment plant and diesel pollution. River sewage treatment plant and diesel pollution. 

Programs: Environmental Health and CBPR, Government Programs: Environmental Health and CBPR, Government 
Accountability, Youth Leadership Development, Community Accountability, Youth Leadership Development, Community 
Organizing and Education, Sustainable Development.Organizing and Education, Sustainable Development.

Part of national, global EJ MovementPart of national, global EJ Movement
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Environmental Justice Focus Environmental Justice Focus 
on Scienceon Science

Realized that evidence-based campaigns moved 
policymakers, empowered residents.

Important tool and dynamic-- science and technology.

Has great impact on our ability to develop safe, sustainable 
communities.

Lack of scientific literacy, information, data, and context 
was serious void contributing to systemic exclusion of 
communities of color from decision-making.

Demanded health studies to assess environmental 
exposures or residents living in polluted areas.
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COMMUNITYCOMMUNITY--BASEDBASED
PARTICIPATORY RESEARCHPARTICIPATORY RESEARCH

Research findings communicated to  broader community—
so they can effect needed changes in environmental and 
health policy to improve existing conditions. 

CBPR seeks to build capacity and resources in communities, 
and to ensure that government agencies and academic 
institutions  better  understand and incorporate community 
concerns into their research agendas.

Collaborative, co-learning process that stresses systems 
development, community capacity building, and balancing 
research and action (Israel et al, 1998) CBPR has  achieved 
particular prominence in the U.S. in the field of 
environmental health 
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Earth Crew members with traffic counting equipment
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Fostering CommunityFostering Community--
Academic PartnershipAcademic Partnership

The partnership between WE ACT and the NIEHS Center The partnership between WE ACT and the NIEHS Center 
at Columbia and the Columbia Childrenat Columbia and the Columbia Children’’s Center for s Center for 
Environmental Health began in the mid 90s with two Environmental Health began in the mid 90s with two 
goals:goals:
(1) studying the relationship between community(1) studying the relationship between community--level level 
environmental exposures and environmental health environmental exposures and environmental health 
outcomes andoutcomes and

(2) translating those findings into policy changes that (2) translating those findings into policy changes that 
create equity in environmental decision making and create equity in environmental decision making and 
environmental protection.environmental protection.
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Building Partnership and Methods To Building Partnership and Methods To 
Engage Academics and ResidentsEngage Academics and Residents

1st Level of Environmental Health Literacy: Raising 
Awareness

10-year partnership with Columbia’s Children’s 
Environmental Health and NIEHS P30 centers.

Early years: led local public outreach campaign through fact 
sheets, health fairs to raise awareness of 5 key actions 
parents can take in the home.

Hosted conferences on asthma in 1996, lead poisoning, 
children’s environmental health, and Ethical Issues of 
Genomic Research.
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Genetics Conference of 400 including 60 
CBOS nationally, learn and assess 

challenges, benefits of genomics research.
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11stst Community Conference Community Conference 
On Lead Poisoning in NYCOn Lead Poisoning in NYC

Led to 6Led to 6--year coalition year coalition 
effort to achieve more effort to achieve more 
protective lead protective lead 
legislation at the City legislation at the City 
Council level.Council level.
Parent training and Parent training and 
organizing was one organizing was one 
essential key to essential key to 
success.success.
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Environmental Health & Justice  Environmental Health & Justice  
Leadership TrainingLeadership Training

Week 1: Introduction, Principles of Week 1: Introduction, Principles of 
Toxicology, Toxics/Treasures Tour.Toxicology, Toxics/Treasures Tour.

Week 2: Asthma & Environment, Air Week 2: Asthma & Environment, Air 
Pollution and Our Health.Pollution and Our Health.

Week 3: Diesel Exhaust & Health, Housing & Week 3: Diesel Exhaust & Health, Housing & 
Health (pests, pesticides, IPM)Health (pests, pesticides, IPM)

Week 4: Housing & Health II, Mold & Indoor Week 4: Housing & Health II, Mold & Indoor 
Air Quality, Lead PoisoningAir Quality, Lead Poisoning

Copyright 2007, Peggy Shepard, Peggy@weact.org



24 Hours Total of Six 324 Hours Total of Six 3--Hour Hour 
Sessions on WeeknightSessions on Weeknight

Week 5:  Cancer and the Environment, Week 5:  Cancer and the Environment, 
Solid Waste Management.Solid Waste Management.
Week 6: Putting It All TogetherWeek 6: Putting It All Together——
Presentation of all our visions of healthy Presentation of all our visions of healthy 
communities and discussion on EJ.communities and discussion on EJ.
SixSix-- Hour Saturday Session: Community Hour Saturday Session: Community 
Organizing, Media Training, Environmental Organizing, Media Training, Environmental 
Planning.Planning.
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Training Based On Core Training Based On Core 
Environmental Science CourseEnvironmental Science Course

Uses popular education principles.Uses popular education principles.
Introduces basics of toxicology, risk Introduces basics of toxicology, risk 
assessment, environmental fate/transport.assessment, environmental fate/transport.
Provides sophisticated information Provides sophisticated information 
accessible to range of education, literacy, accessible to range of education, literacy, 
ages.ages.
11 guest lecturers: senior/junior 11 guest lecturers: senior/junior 
researchers, professors, staff from researchers, professors, staff from CBOsCBOs..
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Awareness Leads To Personal Awareness Leads To Personal 
Steps At Home, At WorkSteps At Home, At Work

Remarkable retention rate: only  4 of 39 Remarkable retention rate: only  4 of 39 
dropped out. dropped out. 
200 residents have graduated.200 residents have graduated.
Resource binder with 70 articles, fact Resource binder with 70 articles, fact 
sheets, maps, booklets, talking points sheets, maps, booklets, talking points 
provided to participants.provided to participants.
City Councilman, Dean City Councilman, Dean RosenfieldRosenfield of the of the 
Mailman School attend graduations.Mailman School attend graduations.
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Evaluation Results After Each Evaluation Results After Each 
Session & At End of TrainingSession & At End of Training
Connection to workshop presenters is important; Connection to workshop presenters is important; 
some too academic.some too academic.

Valued small group discussions after each Valued small group discussions after each 
lecture where they could ask more questions, lecture where they could ask more questions, 
and address information to their lives with goal and address information to their lives with goal 
of articulating solutions.of articulating solutions.

Wide range of interest in materials presented Wide range of interest in materials presented 
that touched on issues of personal concern.that touched on issues of personal concern.
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Trainings Refocused on Trainings Refocused on 
Healthy HomesHealthy Homes

Week 1: Intro to Housing & Week 1: Intro to Housing & 
Environmental Health.Environmental Health.
Week 2: Safe Ways To Get Rid of Week 2: Safe Ways To Get Rid of 
PestsPests
Week3: Asthma and MoldWeek3: Asthma and Mold
Week 4: Community Organizing 101Week 4: Community Organizing 101
Week 5: Air Pollution & Intro to EJWeek 5: Air Pollution & Intro to EJ
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Training Modified To Reflect Training Modified To Reflect 
Evaluation of Prior TrainingEvaluation of Prior Training

WE ACT staff worked with researchers and WE ACT staff worked with researchers and 
delivered our own lectures.delivered our own lectures.
Worked closely on lecturersWorked closely on lecturers’’ presentations.presentations.
Targeted 8Targeted 8thth grade level for presentations.grade level for presentations.
Cut topics, expanded small groupsCut topics, expanded small groups’’ time.time.
Increased handsIncreased hands--on activities to help on activities to help 
trainees discuss, apply the information.trainees discuss, apply the information.
Trained prior graduates to be facilitators.Trained prior graduates to be facilitators.
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Evolving Methods to  Ensure Evolving Methods to  Ensure 
Effective TrainingsEffective Trainings

Added EJ History Timeline so trainees Added EJ History Timeline so trainees 
could add their own community histories.could add their own community histories.

Shared information on CBPR and EJ Shared information on CBPR and EJ 
projects funded by NIEHS in other states, projects funded by NIEHS in other states, 
to connect issues and efforts.to connect issues and efforts.

Added Toxics and Treasures Tour to Added Toxics and Treasures Tour to 
connect issues, trainings with interaction connect issues, trainings with interaction 
within the community environment.within the community environment.
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Focus Group of Prior Graduates Focus Group of Prior Graduates 
Confirm Evaluation SurveysConfirm Evaluation Surveys

Topics that affected them personally were Topics that affected them personally were 
most relevant most relevant ieie. pesticides.. pesticides.

Shared mold video with friends.Shared mold video with friends.

Role playing empowered them to speak up Role playing empowered them to speak up 
on issues and with their doctor.on issues and with their doctor.

Two months after the training able to Two months after the training able to 
recall best presenters.recall best presenters.
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Offered Suggestions For Offered Suggestions For 
Improving The Training Improving The Training 

Run trainings over longer period of time.Run trainings over longer period of time.
More time for small groups, discussion.More time for small groups, discussion.
RoleRole--playing exercises enhanced understanding playing exercises enhanced understanding 
of advocacy principles.of advocacy principles.
Attitude of presenter critical to learning.Attitude of presenter critical to learning.
More time for Q and A.More time for Q and A.
Toxic Tour should be required.Toxic Tour should be required.
Community organizing sessions on Saturdays.Community organizing sessions on Saturdays.
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Co-sponsored with 
Columbia University 
Center for Children’s 
Environmental Health

Translate center findings 
on indoor air exposures 
and outcomes into 
trainings and more 
protective city policies 
and legislation.
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(1) expanding the capacity of low-income communities of 
color to improve children’s environmental health by 
educating area residents and organizations about the 
Center’s work and other supporting research.

(2) training community stakeholders to apply this 
information in ways that will help modify current policies 
to improve community-wide environmental conditions. 

(3) coordinating their efforts to translate Center findings 
into policy results. 

Specific Aims of the Healthy Specific Aims of the Healthy 
Home, Healthy Child CampaignHome, Healthy Child Campaign
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Our Major Goals for the Our Major Goals for the Healthy Healthy 
Home, Healthy Child CampaignHome, Healthy Child Campaign

Win Win healthier homes for NYC tenants. healthier homes for NYC tenants. 

IllustrateIllustrate the connection between the connection between 
poor quality housing & poor health.poor quality housing & poor health.

ReduceReduce use of dangerous household use of dangerous household 
products (ex: Tempo & products (ex: Tempo & TresTres PasitosPasitos) ) 

Empower Empower residents to respond to residents to respond to 
health risks linked to poor quality health risks linked to poor quality 
housing. housing. 

OrganizeOrganize & Mobilize& Mobilize residents to win residents to win 
safe and affordable housingsafe and affordable housing
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Translate and disseminate the research of the Center to the 
larger community.

Form a Housing and Health Leadership Council comprised 
of motivated residents and organizations from communities in 
Northern Manhattan and the South Bronx, that will identify 
and pursue a needed change in housing policy and practice.

Develop a citywide network of housing and health organizations 
to share information and resources related to housing and children’s 
health, and to serve as a platform to discuss and address the policy 
issues identified by the Leadership Council on a citywide scale.

Summary of Specific Summary of Specific 
Goals Goals -- Phase TwoPhase Two::
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Organized the “ Mold is Taking Hold: Creating Healthier 
Indoor Environments” held on March 28th, 2006

Recruited 15 community based organizations to the Our 
Housing is  Health Network – held 2 network meetings- 4/27 
and 5/23.

Made formal presentations Brooklyn Borough President 
Cabinet meeting, Project Remain/Slumlord Accountability, 
“Black Equity Alliance Roundtable.”

Delivered bi-lingual “Mold is Taking Hold” and Safer 
Ways to Eliminate Pests” workshops to 75 residents .

Presentations to key NYC and NYS legislators. 

Organized a “Know Your Rights” workshop for residents  
living in substandard housing.  6/27/06

Summary of Accomplished Goals:Summary of Accomplished Goals:
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1. Develop an interagency taskforce to address the 
mold problem.

2. Increase and advance the training of Housing 
Preservation and Development inspectors

3. Strengthen the Housing Maintenance Code 
4. Develop mechanisms to regulate and license 

mold remediators in NYC
5. Increase awareness of the mold epidemic by 

educating landlords, insurance companies and 
financial institutions on mold. prevention, 
health effects and mold protocol.

6. Advocate for a resolution out of the NYC 
Council calling on the Governor and NYSDOH 
to expedite the creation of the NYS mold 
taskforce 

Mold is Taking HoldMold is Taking Hold-- Policy PlatformPolicy Platform
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1. Modify the building codes by local amendment or at the 
code development level to phase out the use of construction 
materials that promote mold growth

2. Funding support for NYCHPD/NYCDOB to conduct 
additional research into construction practices, building 
materials, building designs and occupant practices to 
identify factors associated with mold growth in indoor 
environments

3. More required actions on the part of landlords and owners 
including-inspection, disclosure, public housing,  liability.

4. Support Assembly bill AO11108 – requires the disclosure of 
indoor mold history 

Healthy Home, Healthy Child Campaign Healthy Home, Healthy Child Campaign 
Asks:Asks:
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•Each training strengthens 
the capacity of residents and 
community-based 
organizations, serving as a 
basic foundation that equips 
stakeholders with the 
scientific research, 
knowledge of legal rights, 
healthier alternatives, and 
resources necessary to 
create and sustain healthier 
home environments.

OutcomesOutcomes
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The trainings increase 
resident’s level of 
engagement, directly 
involving them in the 
design and 
implementation of 
comprehensive solutions.

Training OutcomesTraining Outcomes
Through our interactive 

and capacity-building 
trainings, a broad spectrum 
of citywide, community-
based organizations and 
residents primarily in 
Northern Manhattan and 
the South Bronx have 
acquired an increased 
awareness of housing 
related environmental 
health issues and 
deficiencies in current 
policies.
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Decreasing Health Disparities

The partnersThe partners’’ roles in creating awareness of, and leading roles in creating awareness of, and leading 
the fight for environmental justice and the reduction in the fight for environmental justice and the reduction in 
health disparities around asthma has been widely health disparities around asthma has been widely 
recognized and cited (Brown et al, 2003; Lee, 2004; recognized and cited (Brown et al, 2003; Lee, 2004; 
CorburnCorburn, in press; Blackwell et al, 2005).  As Brown et al , in press; Blackwell et al, 2005).  As Brown et al 
(2003) have noted:(2003) have noted:

““Asthma has become perhaps the primary disease in Asthma has become perhaps the primary disease in 
which poor and minority people have pointed to social which poor and minority people have pointed to social 
inequality and have engaged in widespread political inequality and have engaged in widespread political 
action. The case of asthma demonstrates how action. The case of asthma demonstrates how 
environmental justice approaches place ethics and rights environmental justice approaches place ethics and rights 
issues in the center of health policyissues in the center of health policy”” [40]. [40]. 
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Practices for Change Practices for Change 

Collective Problem IdentificationCollective Problem Identification
Collective Problem Solving Collective Problem Solving 
Collective Visioning Collective Visioning 
Collective ResponsibilityCollective Responsibility
Collective ActionCollective Action
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Personal Transformation Personal Transformation 

Transformed CommunitiesTransformed Communities

EHJLT encouraged leaders to explore the various EHJLT encouraged leaders to explore the various 
environments in which they livedenvironments in which they lived
Challenged leaders to understand their roles and Challenged leaders to understand their roles and 
responsibilities in creating the neighborhoods responsibilities in creating the neighborhoods 
theythey’’ve envisionedve envisioned
Visualized the type of neighborhoods they Visualized the type of neighborhoods they 
wanted for themselves and for future wanted for themselves and for future 
generationsgenerations
Charted a course of action to achieve their vision Charted a course of action to achieve their vision 
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Transforming Communities  Transforming Communities  
from the Inside Out from the Inside Out 

EHJLT participants brain stormed ways to EHJLT participants brain stormed ways to 
incorporate the collective wisdom of the incorporate the collective wisdom of the 
community in their  struggles for environmental community in their  struggles for environmental 
justice justice 
Utilized personal observations and experiences Utilized personal observations and experiences 
to frame discussion on relevant to frame discussion on relevant EnvEnv. Health and . Health and 
Justice topicsJustice topics
Identified various barriers to effecting changeIdentified various barriers to effecting change
Recognized the inherent community power, Recognized the inherent community power, 
resources, structures and mechanism for resources, structures and mechanism for 
effecting changeeffecting change
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Neighborhood Action for EJ Neighborhood Action for EJ 

Asthma and DieselAsthma and Diesel

Garbage, Pest and Pesticides UseGarbage, Pest and Pesticides Use

Asthma and MoldAsthma and Mold

Sustainable DevelopmentSustainable Development
--
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Our Housing Is Our Health Our Housing Is Our Health 

WE ACT Healthy Homes Street TeamWE ACT Healthy Homes Street Team
Neighborhood Pesticides Survey TeamNeighborhood Pesticides Survey Team
-- Investigated the availability of pesticides at 135 Investigated the availability of pesticides at 135 

neighborhood stores neighborhood stores 
-- To determine the effectiveness of a Federal ban of 2 of To determine the effectiveness of a Federal ban of 2 of 

the most toxic pesticides used in Northern Manhattanthe most toxic pesticides used in Northern Manhattan
Healthy Homes Leadership Council Healthy Homes Leadership Council 

Identified indoor air quality issues in the community and Identified indoor air quality issues in the community and 
advocated for needed policy change. E.G: Revision of advocated for needed policy change. E.G: Revision of 
the NYC Mold Guidelines to address the prevalence of the NYC Mold Guidelines to address the prevalence of 
toxic moldtoxic mold
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Residents Oversight CouncilResidents Oversight Council

-- Demanded regularly scheduled meetings with MTA Demanded regularly scheduled meetings with MTA 
managers to discuss bus and bus depot operations in managers to discuss bus and bus depot operations in 
their communitytheir community

-- Demanded that the MTA undertake measures to Demanded that the MTA undertake measures to 
green their neighborhoods. E.G: Tree planting in East green their neighborhoods. E.G: Tree planting in East 
Harlem near a bus depot Harlem near a bus depot 

-- Demanded that residents are informed and engaged Demanded that residents are informed and engaged 
in all processes that would impact their health and in all processes that would impact their health and 
environment. E.G: The Mother Clara Hale Diesel Bus environment. E.G: The Mother Clara Hale Diesel Bus 
Depot rebuildDepot rebuild
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Rosa Parks School Bus CampaignRosa Parks School Bus Campaign

--Encouraged parents to send letters to decision Encouraged parents to send letters to decision 
makers urging them to require that diesel makers urging them to require that diesel 
particulate filters be installed on all NYC public particulate filters be installed on all NYC public 
school busesschool buses

-- Convinced  the NYC Department of Education to Convinced  the NYC Department of Education to 
test the most protective particulate filters on  a test the most protective particulate filters on  a 
local bus route in the community to determine local bus route in the community to determine 
long term feasibilitylong term feasibility
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Harlem Waterfront CouncilHarlem Waterfront Council

After much organizing and advocacy to create a After much organizing and advocacy to create a 
waterfront park on an acre long strip of land waterfront park on an acre long strip of land 
located on the Hudson River, residents will located on the Hudson River, residents will 
now be involved in:now be involved in:

Monitoring maintenance and operation of Monitoring maintenance and operation of 
the park andthe park and
Providing direction for events and Providing direction for events and 
programming of the parkprogramming of the park
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Issue of EHP, guest edited by 
WE ACT, published April, 2002
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