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WE ACT FOR ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 
 
 
 Environmental Justice is a civil rights analysis of environmental 

decision- making that has resulted in the disproportionate 
impact of pollution on communities of color and low income.  

 These communities are targeted for polluting facilities, less 
environmental enforcement, less political clout, escalating health 
disparities, are rarely involved in environmental decision making, 
and are home to vulnerable, susceptible populations. 
 

 WE ACT is a Northern Manhattan CBO  building healthy 
communities by assuring that people of color and low-income 
participate meaningfully in the creation of sound and fair 
environmental health and protection policies and practices. 

 

 Emerged in 1988 out of community struggles re: North River 
sewage treatment plant and the operation of 5 of 6 diesel bus 
depots in Northern Manhattan communities.  

 

 Working to build the national, global EJ Movement. 
 





Northern Manhattan Profile 
 7.4 sq. miles; over 620,000 residents; 86% of whom 

are African-American and Latino. 
 

 Median household income is $16,000. 
 

 Excess mortality: asthma, cancer, heart disease; high 
rates of low birth weight, obesity, diabetes, learning 
disabilities. 
 

 Multiple environmental exposures. 
 

 Non-attainment area for Clean Air standards. 
 Ranked #1 in cancer risk from air toxics by EPA 



WE ACT for… 
Healthy Community 
Indicators 

 Clean Air 
 Affordable, Equitable 

Transportation 
 Reducing Waste, Pests & 

Pesticides 
 Toxic Free Products 
 Good Food in Schools 
 Sustainable Land Use 
 Open & Green Space 
 Healthy Indoor 

Environments 

 



WE ACT Indicators of Healthy 
Northern Manhattan 
Community 

 

1. Clean Air Quality 
 

2. Healthy Indoor Environments 
 

3. Sustainable Land Use  
 

4. Appropriate and Sanitary Waste Management 
 

5. Reduced Access & Use of Toxic Products 
 

6. Access to Good Food in Schools 
 

7. Public Mobility: safe, clean, affordable 
 

8. Creation and Use of Open and Green Space 
  



Fostering Community-
Academic Partnership 

 

The partnership between WE ACT and the NIEHS Center at 
Columbia and the Columbia Children’s Center for 
Environmental Health began in the mid 90s with two goals: 

 
(1) Studying the relationship between community-level 

environmental exposures and environmental health 
outcomes and 

 
(2) Translating those findings into policy changes that create 

equity in environmental decision making and environmental 
protection. 

 
 



WE ACT Uses Center Data In 3 
Ways 
1. To Educate the public: 

 
 Targeting residents through workshops that address impact 

on health of toxicity in beauty and ethnic hair care products 
held in Central and West Harlem. 

 
 Informing other advocates via webinars, co-hosted one last 

month on chemicals and public health with Silent Spring and 
Women’s Voices For the Earth. 



Healthy Home, Healthy Child Campaign: 
Educational Materials 

 Since we started our Healthy Home Healthy 
Child campaign in 2000 we have developed 
newsletters and other educational materials 
(in both English and Spanish) for community 
residents on the following topics: 

• Secondhand smoke 
• Air pollution 
• Mercury 

 
 

• Pesticides 
• Asthma 
• Integrated Pest 

Management  
 



Translating Science into  
Policy & Action 

 Partnerships for good 
food in schools 

 Testimony at the local 
city,  state & national 
level 
 Transportation policy 
 Chemical policy 
 Climate change advocacy 

 Implementation of 
participatory research 
methods 

 Development of outreach 
& organizing materials 



2.  Policy Advocacy 
 Recently testified at NYS Joint Health and Environmental 

Conservation committees hearing on flame retardants in 
children’s products. 

 Coordinated the panel and recommended committee to 
invite Julie Herbstman from CCCEH to testify. 

 Educating NYS legislators thru Just Green Partnership 
to refute chemical industry presentations. 

3. Continuing To Protect Communities 
 Working with the NYS Attorney General’s Office to 

ensure enforcement of new legislation on BPA and 
PBDEs. 



Air Quality –A Primary Concern 

 When research began , we all knew diesel 
soot was bad for our health, but now we 
know much more. 

 CCCEH research was used to support a strong 
evidence-based campaign that eventually 
transformed the citywide MTA bus fleet to 
CNG, particle traps on all bus tailpipes, 
investment in hybrid diesel, and early use of 
ultra-low sulphur fuel. 





Press conference launching 
Breathe At Your Own Risk 



Media Campaign 
Outcomes 

 Governor and head of MTA 
blitzed with postcards 

 1999 Governor asks MTA to 
commit to:  
 All new public bus facilities 

housing alternative fuel buses 
 Conversion of 5 depots to CNG, 

including Manhattanville  
 Increased public awareness 
 Alliance with Transit Workers 

Union & NRDC 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Postcard sent to governor & head of MTAPosters placed in 75 bus shelters(commitment through capital plan, not legally binding & hard to stop them from changing it unilaterally)5 (of 20)  bus depots (is this number correct?)No new diesel fueled depots to be built Phase clean compressed natural gas (CNG) buses into fleet – 650 CNG busesConvert 3 depots from diesel to CNG – Jackie Gleason (Brooklyn), West Farms (Bronx), Manhattanville (Manhattan)Switch to ultra-low sulfur diesel fuel & install particulate traps on buses



Garbage Truck Depot  

Behind Homes in East Harlem 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In addition to these huge bus depots, smaller depots for trucks and buses are located throughout residential parts of NoMa.



Manhattanville  
MTA Bus Depot 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
But the community still ended up with the depotNorthern Manhattan is home to 5 out of 6 of MTA’s Manhattan operational bus depots (6 of 7 total)Again, there are 1900 housing units & a school next door, not to mention 1 of the 2 highways on manhattan just on the other side, between the MTS & the depot.Following the completion of the depot, the Amsterdam depot was not closed, as promised & in theFollowing years, there has been a systematic & unregulated expansion of the MTA’s Northern Manhattan depots through the addition of parking lots, as well as bus parking on the streets and in adjacent vacant lots.



Kellogg-Funded Case Study 

 
 “Conversion of NYC’s bus fleet to clean  
   diesel and installation by the EPA of 

permanent air monitors in Harlem and 
other hot spots were among outcomes for 
which the partnership’s research and 
policy work was given substantial credit.” 



Columbia Children’s 
Environmental Health Center 

Findings 
 
Mothers and Newborns Study: 720 pairs living in Harlem and 

the South Bronx over 8 years. 
 
 High prenatal exposure to certain PAHs ( found in diesel 

exhaust) increase likelihood of children’s allergic 
response to cockroach, mouse and dust mite allergens 
as measured by known predictor (IgE) at 2 years of age. 

 

 PAHs alter structure of babies’ chromosomes 
 
 40% babies born with DNA damage from PAHs which 

can increase cancer risk. 



Center Findings on Fetal Growth & 
Neurobehavioral Development 

 Prenatal exposure to PAH reduced birth weight and head 
circumference in African-American babies born to women 
who were more highly exposed to the air pollutants . May 
correlate with poorer cognitive functioning and school 
performance in childhood. 

  
 Children with high prenatal exposure to PAH had 

significantly lower test scores at age 3 on the Bayley test 
for cognitive development. 

 Prenatal exposure to PAH at levels encountered in NYC air 
can adversely affect child IQ scores at 5 years of age.  

 
 Prenatal exposure to two household pesticides, chlorpyrifos 

and diazinon, which transfer easily from the mother to her 
fetus, reduced birth weight by an average of 6.6 ounces  

 
 Children prenatally exposed to high levels of chlorpyrifos 

were significantly more likely than children exposed to low 
levels to experience delay in both psychomotor and 
cognitive development, and to show symptoms of 

        
     



WE ACT Works To Translate 
Findings To Policy 

 Prenatal combined exposure to air toxics from diesel 
exhaust and second hand smoke is more detrimental to 
fetus than either exposure alone and resulted in reduced 
birth weight and head circumference, both of which are 
linked to health and learning problems in childhood. 

 
 Prenatal exposure to 2 household pesticides transferred 

readily to fetus, reduced birth weight by 6.6oz. 
 

 Government regulation: positive effects for children’s 
health. 1st study to show benefits from 2000-2001 EPA 
ban on home use of diazinon and chloropyrifos 
(pesticides). 

 
 



 
 New studies examine the impacts of 

pesticides on children's health--impacts 
that include learning and behavioral 
problems, altered timing of puberty, and 
cancer. 
 



Center Findings Achieve 
Legislative Aims on Diesel 

 

 1) The Diesel Emission Reduction Act of 2006. A.11340 
(Grannis et al) / S.8185 (Marcellino et al)—reduces the 
public’s exposure to diesel, requires all NYS owned heavy 
duty vehicles working on state contracts to use the best 
retrofit technology. 

 Local Law 77 requires use of ultra low sulphur diesel and 
best available technology for non-road vehicles in city-
funded construction. 

 New state mandate for NYC to adopt best available 
technology for pollution control on school buses. 

 



HHHC Policy Impact   
 

 Assemblyman Peter Rivera’s “Children’s Clean Air Act” 
(A. 9874), the proposal to strengthen the state’s anti-
idling regulations for school buses.  

 

 Testimony to support NYC law mandating gradual 
conversion from #6 to #4 , then #2 heating oil or gas 

 Testimony to support NYS DEC cleaning product 
disclosure law 

 Worked actively with Sen. Bill Perkins to pass BPA law 
banning BPA in children’s products and toys. 

 Active on passing bill banning the sale in NYS of 
chlorinated tris, a flame retardent, used in products for 
children under 3. Signed this summer. 

 



Polybrominated Diphenyl Ethers 
(PBDEs)  

 PBDEs  
 Endocrine-disrupting chemicals 
 Widely used flame-retardant compounds that are applied to a broad array of 

textiles and consumer products ( mattresses, upholstery, building materials, 
electronic equipment)  

 Human exposure may occur through dietary ingestion or through inhalation 
of dust containing PBDEs  

 
 Prenatal exposure to PBDEs is associated with adverse 

neurodevelopmental effects  
 

 Children with higher concentrations of PBDEs in their umbilical cord blood at 
birth scored lower on tests of mental and physical development between the 
ages of one and six. 

 

 The study is part of a broader project examining the 
effects of chemicals released by the World Trade 
Center’s destruction on pregnant women and their 
children.  

[Herbstman et al, EHP, published online on Jan. 4, 2010] 



Endocrine-Disrupting Chemicals and Public 
Health Protection: A Statement of Principles 

from The Endocrine Society 

 An endocrine-disrupting chemical (EDC) can interfere with any 
aspect of hormone action. The potential for deleterious effects of 
EDC must be considered relative to the regulation of hormone 
synthesis, secretion, and actions and the variability in regulation of 
these events across the life cycle. The developmental age at which 
EDC exposures occur is a critical consideration in understanding 
their effects. 
 

  We emphasize the importance of developmental stage and, in 
particular, the realization that exposure to a presumptive “safe” 
dose of chemical may impact a life stage when there is normally no 
endogenous hormone exposure, thereby underscoring the potential 
for very low-dose EDC exposures to have potent and irreversible 
effects. 
 

 Endocrinology September 1, 2012 vol. 153 no. 9 4097-4110 



New Legislation on PBDE and BPA 

 In 2010 used findings to urge passage of law banning 
BPA in children’s products. 
 

 In 2011 worked to secure passage of law on 
chlorinated tris (a PBDE). 
 

 Working to secure passage of a bill to ban a 2nd form 
of tris in 2012 thru Just Green Partnership. Bill has 
passed the Assembly and was introduced for the 1st 
time in the Senate, but no vote has been taken. 



Widespread use of flame retardants in household 
furniture are linked to cancer, neurological 

disorders and developmental problems. 
 

      Government scientists found 
that chairs containing flame 
retardants, like this one being 
tested,  burn just as fast as 
identical chairs without them. 
(Consumer Products Safety 
Commission / May 5.2012. 
 

 We did not find flame 
retardants in foam to provide 
any significant protection," 
said Dale Ray, a top official 
with the Consumer Product 
Safety Commission who 
oversaw the 2009 tests at a 
laboratory outside Washington. 
 



 



Labels Do Not Always List Flame 
Retardants, But  We Can Reduce Risk 

 
 

 To reduce exposure to 
contaminated dust, frequent 
hand-washing is advised.  
 

 Children exposed to higher levels 
of flame retardants than adults 
because they play on floor, pick 
up toys, put them in their mouths. 
 

 Use caution with clothing dryer 
lint, which can be concentrated 
not only with flame retardants, 
but also with other toxic chemicals 
that escape from household 
products. Wash hands after 
touching dryer lint. 







Specific Aims 
1. Engage and expand the Community and Advisory 

Stakeholder Board (CASB) 
 CBO’s, community boards, health professional organizations 
 

1. Develop educational materials that present current 
knowledge about the risks of endocrine disruptors and 
communicate the Center’s research findings  
 Update current Healthy Home Healthy Child materials to include risks 

of endocrine disruptors for residents 
 Develop fact sheets for public interest groups, government and 

community-based organizations 
 

2. Facilitate education of public health and clinical professionals 
working in low-income and minority communities 
 Multidisciplinary Grand Rounds (Pediatrics, OB/GYN)  
 Environmental health trainings for health professionals  
 



Specific Aims 
1. Engage and expand the Community and Advisory 

Stakeholder Board (CASB) 
 

 CBO’s, community boards, health professional organizations 
 

1. Develop educational materials that present current 
knowledge about the risks of endocrine disruptors and 
communicate the Center’s research findings  

 

 Update current Healthy Home Healthy Child materials to include risks 
of endocrine disruptors for residents 
 

 Develop fact sheets for public interest groups, government and 
community-based organizations 
 

2. Facilitate education of public health and clinical professionals 
working in low-income and minority communities 

 

 Multidisciplinary Grand Rounds (Pediatrics, OB/GYN)  
 Environmental health trainings for health professionals  
 



Educational Materials 

 Since we started our Healthy Home Healthy 
Child campaign in 2000 we have developed 
newsletters and other educational materials 
(in both English and Spanish) for community 
residents on the following topics: 

• Secondhand smoke 
• Air pollution 
• Mercury 

 
 

• Pesticides 
• Asthma 
• Integrated Pest 

Management  
 



Most Recently Developed Brochure 



Educational Materials IN PROGRESS 

• Development of BPA Tip Sheet in collaboration with CCCEH 
investigators, CASB members, community health workers, parents and other 
community residents.  
 

• Process of Development: 
– Literature review 
– Develop draft tip sheet and draft focus group guide 
– Solicit feedback from CASB members  
– Incorporate feedback  
– Introduce newly designed moderators guide and tip sheet to community health 

workers, parents and CBO staff 
– Incorporate feedback and finalize focus group moderators guide and tip sheet for IRB approval 
– Conduct focus groups 
– Transcribe and documents CBPR process 
– Incorporate feedback from focus group participants and develop finalized tip sheet 
– Solicit feedback from Center Investigators  
– Incorporate final remarks  
– Print and disseminate 



 
COTC CORE TEAM  

 
CCCEH  

 David Evans, PhD, Professor 
Emeritus and Special Lecturer 
of Clinical Sociomedical 
Sciences  

 Brennan Rhodes, MPH, 
Program Coordinator 

 Didi Diaz, MA, Senior Officer 
of Research  

 Nana Uemura, LMSW, 
Program Manger   

 

WEACT for Environmental 
Justice 

 Peggy Shepard, Executive 
Director 

 Ogonnaya Dotson-Newman, 
MPH, Senior Environmental 
Health Coordinator  

 Charles Callaway, BFA, 
Community Outreach 
Coordinator 

 



Issues of Food Security 
Map of Obesity/Diabetes &Supermarket 

Access 44% obesity rate in E. Harlem, 11% 
Eastside, 25 % US average 



A Typical School Lunch,  
This One Costs 90Cents 

 95% Uptown kids qualify for free 
lunch 
 

 Conducted research on the supply 
chain of school meals to understand 
who makes the meals and where 
they come from. 

 

 Organize parents in uptown  schools 
to let them know what their kids are 
eating and what they can do to 
improve the quality of school meals. 
 

 Organize parents to give testimony 
at a city hearing on school food in 
February.  

 
 Helped draft legislation for 

purchasing local foods by city 
agencies, was introduced to city 

   
 

 



How To Take Action 
 Sign on to letters, call your elected officials, and meet with 

them in their district offices. 
 

 Set up house parties and training sessions for your members 
and constituencies. 
 

 Join the Just Green Partnership by going to Justgreen.org or 
to www.weact.org 
 

 On October 23rd, WE ACT is coordinating a day of meetings 
with U.S. Senate leaders in their districts. Groups can attend 
to signal support of the TSCA reform bill being voted upon 
before the next administration. 
 



 
 

WE ACT  
for Environmental Justice 

Contact Information 
 
 
 

Northern Manhattan Office 
1854 Amsterdam Avenue (at 152nd Street), 2nd Floor 

New York, NY 10031 
Phone: (212) 961-1000 

Fax: (212) 961-1015 
 

Washington Office 
50 F Street, NW, 8th Floor 

Washington, DC 20001 
Phone: (202) 495-3036 

Fax: (202) 547-6009 
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