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Chapter 1: An Introduction
to Environmental Justice
“It is no longer possible to separate environmental concerns from those
of social justice. Equitable access to a stable climate, clean air, potable
water, and safe food are core human rights and civil liberties currently at
risk for all humans on the planet -- threats to these basic rights are an
unparalleled humanitarian challenge.” Anonymous

Introduction
The thesis attempts to unravel the meaning and causes of environmental injustice
in New York City. The reason I chose New York City is because it is in a state of
purgatory. If things do not change then New York City faces serious environmental
catastrophes. The second reason I chose New York City was that I live in Mott Haven
and I wanted to know what was going on around me i.e. bad odors, constant traffic,
allergies, and other health issues. I wanted to know what was causing them and if other
residents and communities around me were experiencing them too.
Specifically, this thesis will use The South Bronx sections of Mott Have and
Hunts Point to prove that specific communities primarily are negatively impacted by
environmental injustice. Furthermore, it will delineate the factors causing environmental
injustice in the South Bronx: poor water quality, poor air quality/pollution, transportation,
zoning, in access to parkland and waste transfer. These factors will help to understand
what these two communities are experience on daily basis. The last part of the thesis is

dedicated to change. It is about what citizens and community organizations are doing to
change the way people view and treat the South Bronx. This thesis is an attempt to
establish equity in environmentally derogated communities.
Today, over 1.3 million individuals all over the world live in unsafe and
unhealthy physical environments. This epidemic spans cross-continent and cross
generations to the most vulnerable people in the world. This happens in various forms,
economic exploitation, racial oppression, devaluation of human life/the natural
environment and corporate greed. Environmental injustice impacts all living things and
social systems. Looking specifically at the United States, many see it as the dominant
economic and military force in the world. Our material wealth has come at a high price in
part due to massive consumerism and the highest standards of living in the world. This
price we pay for our lifestyle is in the form of waste, pollution, toxic ecosystems, and the
complete degradation of our planet. 1
The question becomes, WHY? Who is affected by pollution, waste and toxic
ecosystems and why? The irony of this story is that the United States has fantastic
environmental laws but access to these laws is only felt by a few. Some communities do
not benefit from these laws and regulations; some in fact are completely overlooked. The
reason these communities are experiencing environmental injustice is because of their
history. The communities most devastated and least protected are communities of color.
The over arching reason is racism and prejudice. Racism is a major factor in the sorting
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Bullard, Robert.” Poverty, pollution and Environmental Racism: Strategies
Building Healthy and Sustainable Communities” Environmental Justice Resource Center, 1-5.

of people into their physical environment. It influences land use, zoning, housing
patterns, infrastructure, and development. One of biggest forms of racism in America is
housing. 1
A. Environmental Injustice
Unfair housing policies have resulted in limited mobility, reduced neighborhood
options, diminished job opportunities and decreased environmental choices for people of
color. Environmental justice starts at the community level it can be seen through access
and in access to food, healthcare, parks, housing, clean air and streets. “Eight out of every
ten African Americans live in neighborhoods where they are the majority.” African
Americans no matter educational or occupational achievement or income level are
exposed to higher crime rates, less effective educational systems, high mortality risks,
more dilapidated surroundings, and greater environmental threats because of race. Most
who live in segregated areas do not own their homes thus have less power, those who
own homes can claim, “Not in my back yard” to unwanted land uses.
The ability of an individual to escape health-threatening physical environments is
usually related to affluence. People of color in cities cannot vote with their ‘feet.’ They
cannot make as much of an impact fighting against social systems that are entrenched
with institutional racism in their communities. For the purposes of this research the focus
is on environmental racism, which is in the form of institutionalized discrimination that
means, “Actions or practices cornered out by members of dominant racial and ethnic
groups that have negative impacts on members of the minority racial or ethnic groups.
The United States was founded on principals of free land, free labor, and free men from

the beginning racism shaped the economic, social and ecological landscape of America.
Environmental racism assists in the exploitation of land, labor, and the natural
environment as well as operates as an intra-power arrangement between local and federal
systems of government. Robert Bullard claims that,
Environmental racism is, “The intentional siting of hazardous waste sites,
landfills, incinerators, and polluting industries in communities inhabited mainly
by African-Americans, Hispanics, Native Americans, Asian Americans, migrant
farm workers, and the working poor. Minorities are particularly vulnerable
because they are perceived as weak and passive citizens who will not fight back
against the poisoning of their neighborhoods in fear that it may jeopardize their
jobs and economic survival.” 2
Environmental Racism is phrase coined in 1987 by a Researcher James T.
Hamilton, who studied American zip codes targeted for capacity expansion in plans by
commercial hazardous waste facilities from 1987 to 1992. He found that the average
minority population in the targeted areas was 25% compared to only 18% in the nontargeted areas. Of the more than 9 million people estimated to live within 2 miles of one
of the nation’s 413 commercial waste facilities, 5.1 million are people of color and
Caucasians only make up 25% of the estimated total. 3
Another group of researchers at the University of at Colorado, in 2007, with the
direction of Assistant Professor Liam Downey found correlations between race, ethnicity,
class and proximity to waste and pollution. They have investigated why minority
communities are more likely than whites to reside in communities in close proximity to
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pollution. He compared environmental inequality to levels of residential segregation and
racial income inequality found that low-income neighborhoods of color have high levels
of environmental inequality but this is not due to segregation it is the determining factor
because people black or white are not always equally represented in all neighborhoods. 3
A study done by Irwin Weintraub called Toxic Wastes and Race, revealed thatrace was the most significant variable associated with the location of hazardous waste.
The greatest numbers of commercial hazardous facilities are located in communities with
the highest composition of racial and ethnic minorities. “Three out of every five black
and Hispanic Americans lived in communities with one or more toxic waste sites. Over
15 million African-Americans and 8 million Hispanics, over 50 percent of the
Asian/Pacific Islander and Native American population are living within one or more
abandoned or uncontrolled toxic waste sites. This is due to land-use decision making that
mirrors power arrangements of dominant society. The Environmental Protection Agency
states that socioeconomic conditions and race are the major factors determining
environmental discrimination. Environmental injustice impacts many Americans but to
truly understand this phenomenon there has to be a close examination of a community to
determine how and why these injustices continue to occur. 4
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“Environmental Racism Study Finds Levels of Inequality Defy Simple
Explanation.” Science Daily, July 11, 2007. 1-2
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Weintraub, Irwin. “Fighting Environmental Racism: A Selected Bibliography.”

Electronic Green Journal, June 1994. 1-3.

Chapter 2: South Bronx
Burning

The collapse of the South Bronx was a combination of many factors deindustrialization, city policy on housing welfare recipients, redlining, tax delinquencies,
and the uneven impact of an economic recession, neglect, political corruption and racism.
The reason that the South Bronx in particular, experiences high levels of environmental
problems is because of its history. It is a neighborhood plagued by crime, poverty, drug
trafficking and corruption. It is a place like many other cities that experienced white
flight and de-industrialization.
Looking back at how the South Bronx was at one point one of the most dangerous
cities in America will explain why it is community with major environmental issues. The
downfall of the South Bronx occurred after World War II and began with the migration
of thousands of blacks and Spanish speaking Puerto Ricans. African Americans and
Puerto Ricans dominated the South Bronx while the northern part of the borough was still
white-ethnic. However, the suburban housing boom coincided with this new influx of
residents. The Federal Housing Authority and the Veterans Administration offered lower
mortgages to whites and this was the incentive that pushed whites out of the Bronx. The
districts housing stock was in disrepair and blacks and Hispanics had no other option but
to stay. Since the lenders, FHA, realtors redlined the communities consisting of people
of color they could not mobilize up or out of the Bronx. 1

1

Jones, Jill. “South Bronx Rising: The Rise and Fall and Resurrection of an American

City.” (Fordham University Press, 2002). 300-311

Public Housing was the second part of the problem. Public Housing Projects were
built during the great depression, public housing was made on a temporary basis to fill a
need in the lower-income working class communities. By 1950, Public Housing spread
like wild fire all over the South Bronx thanks to Robert Moses. This was a quick way to
get people housing and to concentrate undesirables. As other boroughs in New York City
where developing, growing and thriving the Bronx was falling apart. 2
The Bronx was not planned correctly and this has hurt the community for
decades. Highways, public housing, and projects for urban renewal disrupted residents
and jobs that eventually destroyed communities. Urban Renewal spread out the slums and
segregated the community as the population kept growing. The irony of this story is that
as these new faces arrived in the South Bronx the very industry they were looking to
work in was leaving. They were unskilled and poor. Between 1947 and 1976 the South
Bronx lost 500,000 factory jobs and civil service jobs were closed to people of color.
Groups were attempting to climb out of poverty with little opportunity and access. The
only thing left to assist residents were social welfare programs thus creating cycles of
poverty. 3
The South Bronx was doomed to be poor. Businesses, banks, and people were
leaving to the suburbs taking their resources and leaving communities empty and in need
of assistance. Between 1970 and 1977, 300 companies employing 10,000 people left the
Bronx. Racial change and poverty went hand in hand and by 1960 a quarter of the
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families in the South Bronx were receiving welfare. Poverty in the 1960’s was tied to
race due to a changing economy, urban decline, and suburban exodus that kept growing
more and more as blacks and Hispanics moved in. The South Bronx was declared a
“disaster area.” 2
Along with poverty came crime that lead to complete social disorder.
Neighborhoods all over the South Bronx had to deal with gang violence, drug trafficking,
and street crime. There was no law and order it became like a far away island no one
wanted to go to or take care of. Waves of gang violence swept Mott Haven and Hunts
Point in the 1970’s. The social collapse of the South Bronx in effect occurred before its
physical. From the mid sixties on tenants, landlords abandoned, vandalized and burned
property. During 1970 and 1981 the South Bronx lost 108,000 dwellings, 1/5th of the
housing stock. Outside of the South Bronx, New York City was experiencing a fiscal
crisis, how could the city pledge to save the South Bronx with no resources. The South
Bronx was in blaze, the blight reached up to Fordham Road even near Fordham
University. 3
No one represented the South Bronx, at one point the city wanted to shut down
city services until the city could reclaim order. The city took out firehouses, police units,
transit lines, the city and other political leaders thought they should just take down the
whole community and start over. One congressman called it a place of “junkies and
welfare folks.” Landlords wanted insurance money from burring buildings, they collected
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Jones, Jill. “South Bronx Rising: The Rise and Fall and Resurrection of an American
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rents without paying for services, politicians ran antipoverty programs for gain and
secured contracts for higher posts, while residents and gangs sold drugs in the streets and
looted stores. Even Jimmy Carter stepped foot on Charlotte Street and pledged federal
aid. He saw first hand that the South Bronx was burning and soon the world knew of it
too. The impacts of this devastated part in history continued to the early 1990’s and still
leave scars that need to be healed today. 3, 3.5
Hunts Point and Mott Haven have always been predominately zoned as
manufacturing and industry. Between 20-25 percent of the Mott Haven and Hunts Point
have been zoned industrial it was suppose to be New York City’s place to produce and
manufacture. These two districts have residents living side by side with major highways
industry, waste transfer stations, and power plants. The city may have attempted to zone
these districts for industry on the waterfront but it seeped into neighborhoods with
devastating effects. As industry and waste increased population did as well.
Mott Haven is a low-income residential neighborhood geographically located in
the southwest Bronx. The neighborhood is part of Bronx Community Board 1. Its
boundaries, starting from the north and moving clockwise are: East 149th Street to the
north, the Bruckner Expressway to the east, the Major Deegan Expressway to the south,
and the Harlem River to the west. East 138th Street is the primary thoroughfare through
Mott Haven. The local subway is the 6 line, operating along East 138th Street. Zip codes
include 10451, 10454, and 10455. The neighborhood is served by the NYPD's 40th

3.5

Morehouse, Ward. “Grassroots, not politics, stirs hopes in South Bronx.” Christian Science Monitor,
Midwestern Edition. October 20, 1980.

Precinct. NYCHA property in the area is patrolled by P.S.A. 7 at 737 Melrose Avenue
located in the Melrose section of the Bronx.4

Racial and Ethnic Make-up:
White Nonhispanic: 1.3%
Black Nonhispanic 25.9%
Asian and Pacific Islander Nonhispanic: 0.5%
Other Nonhispanic: 0.5
Two or More Races Nonhispanic% 0.9
Hispanic Origin: 70.8%
Female: 53.9%
Male: 46.1%

4

Community District Profiles: Mott Haven, 2000.

Hunts Point is a low-income neighborhood located on a peninsula in the South Bronx in New York
City. It is the location of one of the largest food distribution facilities in the world. The neighborhood is
part of Bronx Community Board 2. Its boundaries are the Bruckner Expressway to the west and north, the
Bronx River to the east, and the East River to the south. Hunts Point Avenue is the primary street through
Hunts Point. The neighborhood is served by the NYPD's 41st Precinct. Hunts Point is at crossroads for
nearly all the city's produce, more than half of the city's putrescible garbage, nearly all the city's sewage
sludge and as many as two million truck trips a year. In addition to handling all those facilities. Hunts
points has the New York Organic Fertilizer Company and the Hunts Point Cooperative Market, the
world’s largest wholesale food distribution center. 5

5

Community District Profiles: Hunts Point, 2000

Racial and Ethnic Make-up: 2000
Total Population 46,824
Nonhispanic of Single Race: - - - - - White Nonhispanic 1.2
Black/African American Nonhispanic 21.4
Asian or Pacific Islander Nonhispanic .4
American Indian and Alaska Native Nonhispanic .4
Some Other Race Nonhispanic .2
Nonhispanic of Two or More Races -0.7 - Hispanic Origin 75.8
Female: 52.1%
Male: 47.1%

4
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Zimmerman, Rae. Professor Director of the Institute for Civil Infrastructure

Systems (ICIS). “South Bronx Environmental Health and Policy Study: Public Health and Environmental
Policy Analysis.” New York University, Robert F. Wagner Graduate School for Public Service. Final
Report for Phase 1, September 2002. Chapters: 2

Chapter 3: A History and
Introduction to Waste
“We have allowed corporate and government abuses to
disenfranchise the weakest among us.” Environmentalist
Kirsten Shrader-frehcette

Garbage is a cultural symbol that is tied to ideas of social pollution, poverty, and
urban disorder. It is also a key symbol of modernity. All over America and especially the
South Bronx there is relationship between physical waste and stratification based on race,
class and public health. According to Julie Sze there are four social stigma factors that are
a catalyst causing environmental injustice technological industry, air pollution health and
social stigma. 1
New York City has faced environmental degradation since industrialization in the
mid 1800’s. With an especially active history surrounding environmental justice
campaigns. New York City is also an ideal to place to study environmental injustice
because there is a strong relationship between cities and social power in the context of
globalization. It has been the metropolis of America and a truly international city that
deals with global financial, markets and governments.
However, the South Bronx has been New York City’s premier dumping ground.
The reason that New York City produces so much waste is because of industrialization.
Industrialization is defined as exponential growth and development in short spans of
time. That type of growth comes at a price i.e. extreme amounts of waste. This kind of
waste is not foreign to New York City. The City’s waste industry has a history of
corruption that has lasted decades. This waste problem is due to the local waste industry

1

Sze, Julia. Noxious New York: The Racial Politics of Urban Health and

Environmental Justice.” (Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2007), 7-13.

plus the extreme population density of New York City. New York State is the third
largest producer of waste in the country at 31.1 million tons a year. 2
New York City has dealt with waste in various ways the first was burning, the
second was dumping and the third is transferring it out of state. The first permanent
incinerator in the United States was built in 1885 on Governors Island, off the tip of
lower Manhattan. By 1911, New York City citizens were producing 4.6 pounds of refuse
a day. Three years later, 1914 there were about 300 incinerators in the US for burning
trash. By the beginning of 1920 the city moved away from incineration to dumping. By
one estimate, municipal waste increased five times that of the population between 1920
and 1970, largely due to increased affluence and consumption. By 1948, Freshkills
Landfill, the world’s largest landfill, opened and it became the place where all of New
York City’s trash would end up until the 1980’s. 3
In 1965, the first solid waste management plan was conceived to handle waste
more efficiently in New York City. By 1970, there were eleven landfills across the
boroughs but Manhattan. Not until 1976, the first piece of legislation was conceived to
enforce recycling called the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act. In the mid 1980’s
the city raised the price of piers, and private companies built their own small truck
transfer stations in places like the South Bronx then it was borough to Freshkills. 3
The City’s Recycling Law of 1989 attempted to reform the way the City was

2
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Williams, Sam. “Sludge and Scandal.” Gotham Gazette. February 12, 2004. 1-3.
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2004. 1-6

managing its garbage by mandating recycling. However, despite more than ten years of
experience with the program, recycling pummeled during each budget cycle. In 1996,
Mayor Giuliani announced Fresh Kills by 2001 with no plan. The facility was closed in
2001 without a plan of action and until today private companies continue to build
facilities and consistently burden several communities like Mott Haven and Hunts Point.
As of 2004, the City is spending over $1 million per day to dispose of City-collected
garbage outside our borders, and the cost is rising. Presently the way New York City
manages waste can be summed up into one statistic, “80% of the waste handled by
private companies goes to four of the city’s 59th districts.” 4
Today, city sanitation trucks take most garbage to one of the privately owned
transfer stations like many seen in the South Bronx. Transfer Stations are 60,000 squarefoot warehouse with compacters that ride over the garbage so that it takes up less room.
As these machines work, mist drifts from the ceiling to keep the dust level down. The
transfer stations cause truck traffic congestion in the streets in communities like Mott
Have and Hunts Point. Residents complain about pollution from diesel exhaust and from
various pollutants in the industrial facilities. "These land-based transfer stations are
poorly regulated… and they are very close to residential areas where poor people and
people of color live. This is the environmental justice issue within the city…we are not

4

McQuaid, John. “Landfill is fertile ground for political fight: Unwelcome
neighbors: how the poor bear the burdens of America’s pollution.” Times-Picayune.

going to take it any more, not even one more pound," said Ramon Cruz of Environmental
Defense. 3
The waste is then compacted and screened for materials in the waste stream that
can be recycled and inappropriate waste is disposable out. The resulting waste is reloaded
into larger vehicles and transported out to a final depot. Waste transfer stations are a
double-edged sword on the one hand they reduce overall traffic by consolidating waste,
however, they increase traffic in the surrounding area, which happens to be the South
Bronx. Examples are waste transfer facilities, city-owned marine transfer stations, wastewater treatment plants, combined sewer overflow outfalls, sludge treatment facilities,
recycled materials handling facilities, junkyards, auto salvage yards, scarp metal and
construction debris processing facilities, yard waste and composting sites, and medical
waste disposal plants.

In the New York University Health and Policy Study done by the Institute for
Civil Infrastructure estimates, “New Yorkers discard over 13,000 tons of residential trash
everyday and 20,000 tons of daily commercial waste. New York City has an estimated 85
private waste transfer stations usually located in neighborhoods that are zoned for
manufacturing. Since the South Bronx is zoned manufacturing it has a disproportionate
amount of facilities. There are 34-38 waste transfer stations, or about 40-41 percent of the
city’s total number of these are stations are located there but the South Bronx has 6.5% of
the population.” This means that residents are living adjacent to these waste transfer

3
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stations and other industrial facilities that cause health issues at exponential rates. 5

Waste Transfer Stations:

5

Zimmerman, Rae. Professor Director of the Institute for Civil Infrastructure
Systems (ICIS). “South Bronx Environmental Health and Policy Study: Public Health and
Environmental Policy Analysis.” New York University, Robert F. Wagner Graduate School for
Public Service. Final Report for Phase 1, September 2002. Chapters: 4.
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Beyond waste transfer stations there is another issue plaguing the South Bronx in
particular Hunts Point it is the New York Organic Fertilizer Company. The New York
Organic Fertilizer Company was launched in 1993; it is the largest facility of its type in
the world. NYOFCO is a private facility and under contract with New York City
Department Environmental Protection. It is the flagship operation for Synagro
Technologies Inc., a Houston Based company that bills itself as an,” industry leader in
biosolids, sludge, and residuals management. The facility processes about 40% of the
city’s sewage sludge. In 1995-96, this company was citied nine times for air city qualitycode violations. 6
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New York Organic Fertilizer Company Summary and Assessment. By A

I interviewed the environmental justice organizer, Thomas Asupa, of Mothers on
the Move, a membership based organization led by residents who directly affected by
environmental justice issues. The EJ sector of MOM started because a truck on a local
street killed a young teenage girl and MOM initiated a campaign to get trucks off the
local streets. The main issue MOM is working on is against NYOFCO to address
environmental racism. IT was launched two years ago to stop the company for stinking
up neighborhood. They filed two lawsuits against NYOFCO with Attorney General
Cuomo’s help and the Natural Resources Defense Council. They are currently in
settlement talks and are awaiting a decision. 7
The plant is only a quarter mile from the nearest residence but the stench and
pollution are a relentless everyday occurrence. Due to the 1972 Clean Air Act and 1988
Ocean Dumping Act put limitations on how cites dispose of waste. The three choices are
incineration, landfill dumping, and conversion to fertilizer. The NYOFCO is a producer
of class A fertilizer for agricultural usage. It runs its sludge through an intense heating
process designed to kill pathogens. These pathogens are a major health concern. 8Thomas
believes that community organizing is about identifying targets like decision makers or

Wheelabrator Clean Water Company. 1996
7

Interview: March April 6, 2009, Thomas Asupa, environmental justice organizer at Mothers on the Move.
928 Intervale Avenue Bronx NY. Aprrox: 30 mins.
8

Salkin, Allen. “Parents Want Action on BX. Sludge plants.” New York Post.
February 14, 1996.

corporations to put pressure on them to give MOM what it wants…Direct-Community
Action and this what MOM does everyday.” GG Sam Williams

This is a flyer from a MOM meeting. It gives a context understand how much the
community got involved in shutting down NYOFCO.

NYOFCO plant in Hunts Point has been a constant nuisance to community
members because of the smell. It is not only annoying but it causes residents nausea,
headaches and other aliments from the intense stench. An organizer from Sustainable
South Bronx says, “Its what’s in the smell that concerns folks.” There have been

explosions at the plant that also concern residents to be within walking distance to a
facility that bakes waste in very high temperatures is a disaster in the making. There has
been a campaign since the facility was placed in the Hunts Point to remove it or raise the
environmental standards. . The plant has been in a legal battle for the past ten years with
community organizations, city government and NYOFCO. Many groups are advocating
for zero emissions or close to zero emissions. This has not been accomplished yet. Many
residents experience the smell and the health effects. Mothers on the Move and South
Bronx Clean Air Coalition have been having talks about emissions and regulations. The
smell has decreased since the campaign really took hold in the mid-late 90’s but residents
are still experiencing problems. The neighborhood is already over run with waste and
marine transfer stations, construction, and medical waste disposals. To most residents in
Hunts Point they see the plant as a dumping ground in their backyard and they are tired of
it. 9

9

McQuaid, John. “Landfill is fertile ground for political fight: Unwelcome
neighbors: how the poor bear the burdens of America’s pollution.” TimesPicayune. May 21, 2000.

A flyer by South Bronx Clean Air Coalition during their truck campaign in the mid 90’s.

A life-long resident and daycare owner has worked on getting NYOFCO out with
organizations like MOM and the South Bronx Clean Air Coalition. She says, “We
call 311 to report issues and they send someone from the EPA. They come around
with questions like, Where is it coming from? And What corner were you on?

That’s ridiculous! It’s coming from everywhere and we know its NYOFCO, we
know its NYOFCO. That we know! Barretto Park, the smell is horrible.
NYOFCO is blocks from here, not miles, just blocks away from residential areas.
Parents talk about it, we picket, we’ve done everything. Have we gotten
anywhere? How many more years?
I asked her, So you want them out?
Eva said, “Of course we want them out. Look at what happened. It pin points at
them. When I was a child they were not there. Do I have asthma? My brothers and
sisters? NO! So the generation that grows up with NYOFCO has asthma.
Everything we get it!! Anyplace else but Hunts Point!” 10

The Bronx-Lebanon Medical Waste Incinerator was born from proposal meant for
Rockland County in suburban New York but the developer could not obtain the correct
permits. The second proposal site was downtown Manhattan but it never got threw City
Hall’s front door. The last and third option was the Bronx at Bronx Lebanon Hospital.
The facility opened in 1991 it cost almost 20 million dollars to build. The facility’s goal
at first was to handle 48 thousand tons of medical waste per day from fifteen hospitals.
The incinerator was owned by Remtech then sold to a multinational waste
corporation Browning Ferris Industries. The main problem with the incinerator was it
was located a couple blocks away 2,300 units of public housing, three public schools and
several parochial schools. This was another development project with no forethought for
the community at large. 11, 12
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Interview: April 27, 2009, Eva Sanjurjo at Eva’s Kids, 726 Coster Ave, Hunts Point, Bronx NY.
Approx: 36 mins.
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Karshaw, Sarah. “A Sewage Plant’s Neighbors Cry ‘Foul.’” New York Times. June 20, 1996.

Once the facility landed the community organized and a six-year campaign was
established to shut it down. It was finally knocked down in 1998 and the incinerator was
cited to have over 500 violations for toxic releases. The fight to tear down the facility
lasted several years it was not until some heavy hitters, Pataki and Ferrera, took the stage
to pressure to some people in power. The campaign was the strongest in Mott Haven,
Port Morris, Melrose and Hunts Point. Organizations like the South Bronx Clean Air
Coalition, the Riverdale Committee for Clean Air and the North Bronx Clean Air
Coalition worked together. The most powerful a group was the South Bronx Clean Air
Coalition. The coalition focused on air pollution, asthma, and community health because
the plant was estimated to be burning 60,000 pounds a day. 12, 13 NYOFCO and the
Medical incinerator are waste facilities that residents attempted to shut down. These are
the two most recent campaigns to curb waste transfer and dumping in the South Bronx.
These two campaigns have had the most success but the story continues.
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Chapter 4: Trucks
and Highways
The man who created the diesel engine, DR.
Rudolph Diesel, did not envision it to be run
on fossil fuels. He believed it would be run on
peanut oil” Yolanda Gonzalez, Director of
Nos Quedamos.

The South Bronx Community is like a child stuck in the middle of the road. Many
things are flying by in all directions and there is no safe place to land. The South Bronx is
burdened with a transportation and pollution infrastructure as a result of geography by the
master puppet Robert Moses. The Bronx is the only borough linked to United States
mainland and by the city’s most concentrated infrastructure: The Bruckner Expressway,
the Major Deegan Expressway, the Sheridan Expressway, the Cross Bronx expressway,
the Wills Avenue Bridge and the Third Avenue Bridge. All of these roadways and
highways equal thousands and thousands of vehicles driving everyday.

There has been a study to correlate the rate of truck traffic and waste-transfer.
Some see it as the cause of high rates of pollution and asthma. Truck traffic in the South
Bronx is high due to industrialization. It is very hard to determine the exact number of
trucks that pass through Hunts Point a day. There have been estimates from 60,000 trucks
a day to 250,000 a day. Various community groups and organizations have created
studies to understand where the trucks come from and at what times. There are a few
concrete things that can be said about tuck traffic. This particular study is done by
Department of Transportation called the Bruckner Sheridan Interchange and Commercial
Access to Hunts Point Peninsula: Hunts Point Truck Study. This is an attempt to describe
what is coming and out of the South Bronx by its largest industries Hunts Point
Cooperative Markets. 1
The Hunts Point Cooperative Market is supposed to be a fantastic resource for Hunts
Point residents to access safe and fresh food. Unfortunately this has not been the case.
Many residents of Hunts Point do not know they can get this food and do think they can
afford it. The other problem is that it is open at night and in the middle of the afternoon;
it is not accessible to residents. It consists of produce and meat markets that have
approximately 2400 employees work. The market was originally built in 1972 as a 40acre facility with 6 buildings but now is over 60 acres with 7 buildings. The Coop
consists of 52 companies that process and distribute meat and meat products in just
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under one million square feet. 1
Eva from Eva’s Kids a concerned resident and owner of daycare center in Hunts
Point says, “Why do these trucks run through our streets but have never given us

the

respect. Or even a letter stating that they are here to come and buy fresh vegetable and
fruits at a reduced price. All of these trucks come in all day and night and they cannot
give a little something to us saying thank you for letting come in your backyard.” 2
Most trucks destined for the Hunts Point Produce and Meat Markets and Waste
facilities on the Hunts Point peninsula arrive and leave at times other than peak periods.
The Hunts Point Truck Study captures information about non-peak as well as peak truck
movements through the analysis of data from manual traffic counts, truck driver surveys
and facility operators surveys conducted on Hunts Point. 1
Truck Volumes Data from truck driver surveys at the Hunts Point Markets,
facility operator surveys and manual traffic counts indicate that while significant truck
traffic enters and leaves Hunts Point during the traditional/modeling peak periods, there
is also significant truck traffic during non-peak times. During the AM peak period, the
meat and produce market survey data show a peak hour between 6:00 and 7:00 AM, and
high levels throughout the AM peak. Significant traffic is also present during AM
shoulder periods. The graph below illustrates this pattern. Data from manual traffic
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counts indicate that 41.5 percent of daily truck traffic enters and leaves Hunts Point
during peak periods. 1

Of truck drivers surveyed at the meat and produce market, 42.9 percent came
from New York City, 13.0 percent from the rest of New York State and 13.0 percent
from New Jersey. With respect to trip destinations, 46.3 percent of those interviewed
were going to locations in New York City, with an additional 17.1 percent going to some
other part of New York State. 21.0 percent had New Jersey as a first destination.
Survey results at the Meat and Produce Markets corroborate manual counts with
the majority of truck drivers indicating that they enter and leave the peninsula via Leggett
Avenue, Tiffany Street and Hunts Point Avenue. Significant volumes also use Edgewater

1

Hunts Point Truck Traffic Report: https://www.nysdot.gov/regional-offices/region11/projects/projectrepository/bese/bsi_truck_od.html

Road and Longwood Avenue. The changes are designed to facilitate truck access to
industrial sites on the peninsula and keep truck traffic away from residential areas. There
are two flows of truck traffic into Hunts Point inbound and Outbound. The traffic travels
through major highways like Major Deegan, Sheridan, Third Avenue Bridge, and
Bruckner Blvd, which pass through Mott Haven. For inbound traffic, over three quarters
of inbound trucks passing through a screen line at the entrance to the Hunts Point
peninsula used either Leggett Avenue, Tiffany Street or Barretto Street. Over 34 percent
of traffic using Leggett Avenue arrived at the peninsula using the George Washington
Bridge to Cross Bronx Expressway to Sheridan Expressway. Over 23 percent used the
Tri-borough Bridge from Queens, with a significant percentage using the Major Deegan
Expressway to the Cross Bronx Expressway to the Sheridan Expressway. At Tiffany
Street, over 60 percent of traffic used the George Washington Bridge to Cross Bronx
Expressway to Sheridan Expressway. At Barretto Street truck traffic was evenly split
between the George Washington Bridge/Cross Bronx/Sheridan approach, the Tri-borough
approach, the Major Deegan/Cross Bronx/Sheridan approach and local streets. 1
The second flow of traffic is outbound, over three quarters of outbound trucks
passing through the screen line used either Leggett Avenue, Edgewater Road, Longwood
Avenue or Tiffany Street. Just over 35 percent of traffic using Leggett Avenue left the
area using the Sheridan Expressway to Cross Bronx Expressway to the George
Washington Bridge, while 17.6 percent used the Tri-borough Bridge, and 11.8 percent
used the Sheridan Expressway to the Cross Bronx Expressway to the Major Deegan
Expressway. At Edgewater Road, 27.8 percent of traffic used the Bruckner Expressway
to the Cross Bronx Expressway to the Throgs Neck Bridge to leave the area while just

over 22 percent used the Bruckner Expressway to the Hutchinson River Parkway to the
Whitestone Bridge and almost 14 percent remained on local streets after leaving the
peninsula. The Sheridan Expressway to the Cross Bronx Expressway to the George
Washington Bridge was used by 43.5 percent of truck drivers leaving the peninsula via
Longwood Avenue and by 54.7 percent of drivers leaving via Tiffany Street.

Some things have changed but the purpose of the survey is to understand how much and
where truck traffic is coming in and out of Hunts Point. 1
School buses had long been singled out as major contributors to asthmaaggravating pollution throughout the city. In 2003, the New York State Attorney
General's office found that many school buses were idling for 20 minutes, despite the
three-minute law. In 2007, the state law was strengthened even further to crack down on
buses. Idling buses cause major environmental problems like haze and smog. It damages
cultural treasures such as monuments and historic structures. Idling buses contribute to a
reduction of forest productivity, fewer fish is lakes, streams. In addition to algae blooms
and oxygen starvation from nitrogen fallout in coastal waters such as the Long Island
Sound. 3

The environmental Protection Agency has identified 21 chemicals in truck and
bus exhaust that are known or suspected to cause cancer or other health problems.
Emissions from trucks also contain other pollutants that have been linked to respiratory
diseases from particulate matter-black soot, Nitrogen Oxide, Carbon Monoxide. These
chemicals cause major problems like lung cancer, cardiovascular disease, asthma attacks,
chronic bronchitis, decreased lung function, allergies, impaired immune system function,
and shortness of breath. Asthma is a leading cause of missed school days in the nation's
largest school district of 1.1 million pupils. Thus increased hospital admissions, increased
1
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emergency room visits, school absences, increase peoples health costs, and makes
children, the elderly vulnerable. Idling buses contribute to a lot of the pollution and
environmental issues in the South Bronx and New York City as a whole.

It is estimate that 940 tons of smog-forming nitrogen oxides, 24 tons of soot
particles and 6,400 tons of carbon monoxide each year are produced from idling buses. A
new report by the Environmental Defense Fund estimates that idling cars and trucks
produce 130,000 tons of heat-trapping carbon dioxide each year in New York City. The
next step to cut pollution is a one-minute idling limit next to schools. 4

Beyond the problem of truck traffic in Hunts Point, is the daily traffic of the South
Bronx on bridges and major highways. This is an example in numbers how many
vehicles there are on the roads everyday in the South Bronx. This data shows where the
traffic in Hunts Point and Mott Haven comes from. The New York City Department of
Transportation and the Unified Planning Work Program prepared the data in this section
in 2007. The report presents annual growth rates for each bridge. These growth rates are
derived from the linear regression equation, which reflects the best fitting straight line for
the data plotted.

Some statistics that create a context to understand how heavy traffic is in New
York City and the South Bronx is, in 2007, daily traffic on the 47 bridges operated by the
New York City Department of Transportation increased 0.6%, to 2.737 million from
2.719 million in 2006. Daily volume using the nine Harlem River bridges increased
4
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0.2%, to 557,900 in 2007 from 557,000 in 2006. Harlem River Bridges are Madison,
Willis, and third avenue these all connect Manhattan to the South Bronx (Mott Haven).
Although in the report, on the eight bridges in The Bronx, daily traffic decreased 0.5%, to
453,600 from 456,000. This does not directly affect the problems of pollution and Air
Quality in Mott Haven and the South Bronx. The average daily traffic volume for 2007 is
453,636 and ten years ago in 1997 it was 362,846. One major bridge connecting Mott
Haven with Manhattan is the Third Avenue Bridge in 1997 71,365 vehicles and in 2007
59,712. The second major bridges Madison Avenue at 28,646 vehicles daily to 2007
44,663 and the last major bridge is the Willis Avenue bridge in 1997 70,472 to 2007 at
65,113 daily traffic volume. These bridges experiences high levels of traffic in the
morning peak hours and come from trucks, commercial trucks, and buses. 5

The second report that looks at traffic is daily traffic flows in roadways not just
from bridges. The 2007 New York City Screen line Traffic Flow report is an annual
publication prepared by the New York City Department of Transportation (NYCDOT),
and funded by the Unified Planning Work Program (UPWP). Over 2,272,000 daily motor
vehicles crossed the 32 New York City border screen line monitoring locations in 2007,
virtually unchanged from the nearly 2,273,000 daily vehicles recorded in 2006. Morning
hourly inbound volume peaked between 7-8 am, when 76,000 vehicles were recorded
entering the City limits. Between 6-10 am, a total of 278,400 vehicles entered the City
from Nassau and Westchester Counties, and New Jersey. Total monitored daily traffic
volume at the City boundaries increased 7.3% during this ten-year period, to 2,272,200 in
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2007 from 2,118,200 in 1997. This represents an average annual growth rate of 0.7%. In
the eleven Bronx–Westchester border monitoring sites, 14.6% higher in 2007 than in
1997. For the purposes of this research the roads that effects the South Bronx is the Major
Deegan, The Cross Bronx Expressway, the Sheridan Expressway and Bruckner Blvd.
During the 6-10 am inbound rush period, 83,200 vehicles were recorded entering The
Bronx. Some 18,200 of those vehicles were on the Henry Hudson Parkway, with another
16,500 accommodated by the Major Deegan Expressway and its service road, and 13,700
on the Bronx River Parkway. The traffic patterns tell us a number of things. These
statistics help to understand why there is so much pollution and asthma in the South
Bronx.
5
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Chapter 5: The Air We Breathe

A. Air Quality

There was a study done by New York University Institute for Civil Infrastructure
that analyzes air quality in the South Bronx. There are four locations I will use as
examples to show the quality of air residents of the South Bronx have. These locations
will prove that air quality in the South Bronx is experiencing environmental violations
throughout Mott Haven and Hunts Point. The data is from Department of Environmental
Conversation and lasts from 1996-2000. The air quality under the National Ambient Air
Quality Standards that include Carbon Monoxide (CO2), Nitrogen Dioxide (NO2), Ozone
(O2), particulate matter (PM10), fine particulate matter (PM2.5), and sulfur dioxide
(SO2). The data was analyzed for 24-hour period. 1
The four sites are: 470 Jackson Avenue Bronx, NY 10455, 681 Kelly Street off of
156th, Bronx, NY 10455, 730 Bryant Avenue, Bronx NY 10474, 333 East 135th Street,
Bronx NY, 10455. They are four areas monitored in different spots throughout Mott
Haven and Hunts Point. These points were monitored at 15-16 meters above ground.
There are six components to study air quality as stated above, Carbon Dioxide is a
colorless, odorless, poisonous gas produced by internal combustion engines like motor
vehicles. Increases in CO2 levels are related to heart failure. 1
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The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has standards for emissions and
criteria for air pollutants. Carbon Dioxide is one of them. The National Ambient Air
Quality Standard of 9ppm per eight hour and 35 ppm per one-hour coverage. There have
been increases from 1998-2000 but the overall daily maximum levels are below the
NAAQS standards. 1
The second pollutant is Nitrogen Dioxide, a type of nitrogen oxide that is found in
combustion plants and transportation vehicles. This happens when fuel is burned at high
temperatures, which can be converted into nitrates in the air causing acid precipitation.
These pollutants have been said to cause health problems they come buses and other large

vehicles. The study summarizes that NO2 rates are below NAAQS standards during the
periods between 1996-2000 they may be subject to change due to increases in traffic. 1
The third pollutant is Ozone, which is an unstable, toxic form of oxygen that
results from the combination of hydrocarbons and NOx, sunlight in the atmosphere. They
result from unburned and waste fuel. They are in the atmosphere and they cause eye and
lung irritation, damage to vegetation, offensive odor, and thick haze. Some researchers
say they are not toxic. These pollutants have health effects and are related to hospital
admissions, mortality, and morbidity. Since it is a seasonal pollutant its effects are most
prevalent in the summer months. These pollutants cause the levels of ozone to come close
to or surpass NAAQS standards. 1
The fourth pollutant is Sulfur Oxide come from industrial plants and electric
utilities. They are most present in Hunts Point and some areas of Mott Haven. SO2 is
poisonous gases that come from sulfur being burned. SO2 causes airway resistance and
health problems like respiratory diseases asthma. It seems from the research that the SO2
levels are below NAAQS standards but I think that these pollutants have lasting effects
on the residents. Even if the levels are below standard the rates of asthma and respiratory
illness is very high among residents of the South Bronx. 1

The last groups of pollutants are Fine Particulate Matter and Particulate Matter
2.5 and 10 respectively. Particulate Matter refers to solids or liquids of different sizes that
1
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are created by stationary fuel combustion or industrial processes. The annual standard for
fine particulate matter is higher than the standards and the daily is below. The research
for particulate matter concludes it is below NAAQS standards. There are a couple of
conclusions to draw from this NYU study. One that Sulfur Oxide and Ozone levels vary
by season wherein Ozone is highest in the summer and Sulfur Dioxide in the winter
months. The two pollutants that are of the most concern to South Bronx are Ozone from
fuel probably from truck traffic and vehicle traffic, which is very high in the Bronx. Two
the other concern fine particulate matter 2.5 from motor vehicles, power generation,
industrial facilities. Exposure to fine particulate matter has been associated with hospital
admissions and several serious health effects, including premature death. People with
asthma, cardiovascular or lung disease, as well as children and elderly people, are
considered to be the most sensitive to the effects of fine particulate matter. Adverse
health effects have been associated with exposure to PM2.5 over both short periods (such
as a day) and longer periods (a year or more). Fine particulate matter is also responsible
for environmental effects such as corrosion, soiling, damage to vegetation and reduced
visibility. 1
All of this information is very scientific and can be misunderstood easily. The
point of this thesis is to tell two perspectives one that comes from an institutional
level and the other from the ground. I interviewed a woman, Eva Sanjurjo, who
was raised in Hunts Point since she was seven. She owns a day care agency called
Eva’s Kids. She claims out of the 18 children she cares for 8-10 has asthma
pumps on hand. She cares for children in 1st grade and 5th grade, they stay until
around 2:30 and their parents work in the community. Some are teachers or do
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other things around the neighborhood.
I asked her if she feels that here has been any progress?
Eva said, yes. But why us, Hunts Point all the time? They do everything to us! It
is so annoying. How about a library? We finally got a post office not to long ago.
There’s people here…they disregard that. We get dumped on by anything and we
have to except it. Why can’t we just take care of our own waste? We get the full
bulk of it. And they think we are supposed to stay quiet and not complain about it!
It is scary to have all these waste transfer stations here. 2
B. Water Quality

The South Bronx environmental issues vary from poor air quality, high asthma
rates, and waste mismanagement. The problems Mott Haven and Hunts Point have come
from all angels nothing is clean and safe for residents. One of the more obvious issues
residents are dealing with is Water Quality. The two main bodies of water that the
community and the local government focus on are the Bronx River and the Harlem River.
The Bronx River is one New York City’s main body of water. In fact it used to cut
through most of Fordham University’s campus. Other places of concern are the Western
Long Island Sound and Westchester Creek.
The Bronx River has a similar history to the Hudson River; by the 19th century
urbanization had changed the river into open cesspools of industrial and household
sewage. The Bronx River is 23-miles long that begins in Westchester County and flows
through the Bronx before emptying in the East River. The banks off the river are Hunts
Point, Sound View, West Farms, the Fordham area of the Botanical Gardens and Bronx
2
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Zoo. The width of the River at 15 feet as it enters the Bronx Borough but can go up to
800 feet wide and 40 feet deep as it enters Upper East River. 3
The NYU Policy Study on the South Bronx concludes that the highest priority
area for the river is the lower Bronx River. There have been a lot research on the levels of
pollution in the Bronx River and New York State Department of Environmental
Conservation (NYSDEC) conducted studies looking at impaired waters and total
maximum daily load. This is under the Clean Water Act requires states to that do not
meet standards. The total maximum daily load (TMDL) means that amount of pollutants
the water body absorbs. The report has determined that lower Bronx River is a priority
water body for TMDL development. The main sources of pollution are pathogens, storm
run-off, and combined sewer outfalls. It is in the process of major restoration, which will
we tackle later on the thesis. 4
Other bodies of water that are affected by pollution are Westchester Creek.
Looking to the map, Westchester Creek was an estate area then became Soundview
Peninsula for leisure but as the development of subways and highways it became
residences in the 1930’s and remained that way. The main issue with this water body
deals with high levels of sludge and sediment impairment. Westchester Creek is not as
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much of a priority as the Bronx River but it needs to be maintained for the safety and
health of residents who live next to it. The second smaller body of water s Upper East
River /Western Long Island Sound this is northeastern portion of New York Harbor, from
Hell’s Gate in the East River ending at Throgs Neck Bridge. The river spans 14 miles
with largest depths at 35 feet. Water Pollution has been a concern for over a hundred
years not until 1970 did things start to change because of the Clean Air Act.
The main issue the river deals with is low levels of dissolved oxygen levels and
the wastewater treatment facilities release high levels of nitrogen. There have been
improvements in the 1980’s. A major concern to residents is fishing people catch fish that
is contaminated in Hunts Point. Four of New York City’s wastewater treatment plants
discharge water up into the Upper East River that is estimated 680 million gallons of
combined discharge. They are Hunts Point, Queens Tallmans Island, Bowery Bay, and
Wards Island Treatment Plant. There have been many lawsuits and eventual regulation
laws in the Upper East River by NYSDEC. 4
To understand where all this pollution is coming from there are two main sources
that need to be addressed. Wastewater Treatment Plants and Combined Sewer Outflows.
Wastewater Treatment Plants treat municipal wastewater, industrial process, and storm
water where they eventually discharge treated water into water surfaces. There are 14
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plants in New York City that treat 1.3 billion gallons of wastewater a day. NYS DEC
maintains and regulates these facilities. Combined Sewer Outflows are aimed at
collecting rainfall runoff, domestic sewage, and industrial wastewater. During rainy
seasons the capacity of the wastewater exceeds capacity of the sewer so it flows out onto
water surfaces. The only way to counter this problem is with Abatement Programs that by
law are suppose to meet the Environmental Protection Agency’s minimum standards to
control the outflows.
The last major water body is the Harlem River, which is 7.6 mile river that
separates Manhattan from the Bronx and connects the Hudson and the East River. The
East River was an industry-based space and after World War II it went into complete
decline. The shift of the River has been away from industry to community use. The river
experiences PCB contamination of fish especially young people under 15 years old and
pregnant women. 4
In Conclusion the NYS DEC and other organizations have made strides to make
the waters of the Bronx cleaner there are still major problems. Combined Sewer Outflows
have been a serious concern especially in the Harlem River and Westchester Creek
producing floatables and sludge/sediment problems. In the Upper East River/Western
Long Island Sound have low dissolved oxygen due to excessive discharge from
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wastewater treatment facilities. There have been caps on the four treatment plants
discharging in the South Bronx. Pathogens and PCB contamination is a persistent
problem for Bronx River, Harlem River, and Upper East River. This contaminates the
fish that many residents consume. Overall there has been a lot work done but it will not
matter until the waters are clean and people can swim, eat and enjoy them.

C. Asthma and Pollution

New York City has the worst asthma rate in the country. It is estimated over
500,000 New Yorkers have asthma, 6% of the population. 35,000 New Yorkers go to the
hospital for asthma attacks every year. The majority people are people of color. Over
30 % of the students in Hunts Point have asthma. The rate for hospitalization for asthma
is twice the national average. Many organizations are trying to figure out what truly
exacerbates the asthma rate and many link it to pollution. 5
As said earlier I interviewed Eva Sanjurjo a day care owner in Hunts Point who
deals with asthma everyday.
I asked her if she feared children living here?
Eva said, “Elisa every child has asthma! Children get hyper from the medicine
and I believe some of the kids do not actually have asthma but their doctors say
so. I have child named Anthony at the daycare. He is 8 years old and he comes in
flushed everyday with a rash. HE has asthma but his body reacts to the
environment and allergies.”
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I said, "Well where are all these allergies coming from?"
Eva said, “Back ten years ago we had major odors. Now it’s a little better. At one
time you would get headaches and you would get nauseous because of the smell
from bio waste. The vents were aiming at our area, I think. A majority of teachers
would have to take children inside because of the smell because it was so bad due
to (NEW YORK ORGNAIC FERTILIZER COMPANY) NYOFCO. You know
what I think, I think the smell is still here but it comes at night because the
community has made such a stink about it. We can’t tell now because it is winter
but we will see when the summer comes and we will see what happens. We call
311 to report issues and they send someone from the EPA. They come around
with questions like, where is it coming from? And what corner were you on?
That’s ridiculous! It’s coming from everywhere and we know its NYOFCO, we
know its NYOFCO. That we know! Barretto Park, the smell is horrible.
Many activists believe that resident’s lungs become inflamed because of asthma
due companies like NYOFCO and the truck traffic generating pollution. Asthma is the
number one chronic disease in children. An asthma attack is when the muscles around the
airways become inflamed and produce excess mucus that makes you feel like your
drowning. There are many subtypes of asthma, which include allergic asthma, exercise
induced asthma, asthma caused by bacterial and fungal infections, and asthma in the
elderly and children. Asthma attacks are triggered by air pollution, pollen, allergens from
animals, insects, mold, stress, tobacco smoke, low birth weight, nutrition, dust, diesel
fumes, mold, ozone, sulfur dioxide, nitrogen dioxide, paint, cold and dry air, and history
of infections. These are triggers and may not be the cause of the disease. There are many
reasons people assume the asthma rates are high but what this paper is to prove that the
major concerns are environmental. Neighborhoods like Hunts Point have one of the
highest asthma rates in the world. The reason this is very dangerous because the trucks
are emitting diesel fuel. 6

One resident, Megan Charlop claims, “People tell me they dread the summer
because they have to keep their have to keep their windows open…there’s so much
industry, the toxic hazards, the smells, the fumes. All of these things contribute to a
debilitating health factor. Asthma is a sickness that is particularly found minority lowincome areas. Between 1988 and 1997 the hospitalization rate rose to 63% in low-income
areas. Mott Haven and Hunts Point three times as likely to be hospitalized as a child from
the Upper East Side. 6
As stated earlier it is estimated that 60,000 trucks pass through Bruckner
Expressway cut through small neighborhoods to eventually hit Hunts Point. With power
plants, waste transfer stations, and food market it is haven for pollution and asthma. Since
there are no waste transfer stations in Manhattan it is estimated about 1.1 million trucks
drive an extra 6.1 million miles to take garbage from the boroughs to the South Bronx
that out of state. Hospitalization rate is 250 % higher rate in the South Bronx then New
York City and 1000% times as higher than New York State alone. Rates of death in
Bronx County are three times as higher than the national average. 6
Over the last couple of decades there has been a lot research done to try to
correlate asthma and air pollution. Not until recently has there been a comprehensive
study done to examine the correlation between the two. The NYU Health and Policy
Study is comprised of case studies to make the correlation of asthma and air pollution
clear and apparent. The major reasons established by the medical world are genetics,
lifestyle, and modern hygiene; however environmental factors seem to be the main
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determinants. The policy study believes the linkages are between Ozone, Sulfur Dioxide,
Carbon Monoxide, Nitrogen Dioxide, Particulate Matter and Lead. Laboratory studies
suggest that these pollutants attach themselves to allergens like pollen and inflame
airways. This study suggests that asthma attacks are brought on by poor air quality.
Although this is not a constant everywhere in the world it is a marker to get closer to the
answer. There is not way of knowing exactly what pollutant is triggering asthma attacks.
However, there is level of danger that residents in Mott Haven and Hunts Point are
exposed to. The strongest pollutant is Fine Particulate Matter (PM 2.5 and 10) and the
weakest Nitrogen Oxides (NOx).

7

Diesel truck traffic and diesel exhaust are a major concern for residents of the
South Bronx mostly due to Waste Transfer Stations. They are responsible for half of the
particulate pollution, which is the most dangerous pollutant according to the Policy
Study. These vehicles include school buses, industrial transport, diesel powered trucks,
and city buses. Diesel Exhaust Particles (DEP) act as irritants to airways in peoples lungs
when they are at high levels by amplifying the effects. The other issue when dealing with
asthma and asthma attacks is that it negatively affects those people who work around
hazardous material not just residents. Chemicals used in manufacturing of plastics like
isocyanates, trimellitic anhydride and pthalic anhydride. These chemicals hurt workers
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because of accidental exposures. The workers are exposed to high rates of these
pollutants and they are contracting occupational asthma more frequently. 7
In conclusion, pollution cannot be the sole determining factor for asthma however
one can conclude that an association can be made between asthma and air pollution by
measuring hospitalization rates or hospital emergency department when pollutants
increase in the air. The pollutants said in the beginning are the main triggers: Nitrogen
Dioxide, Sulfur Dioxide, Particulate Matter/Fine Particulate Matter, and Ozone. That
comes through diesel exhaust particles, which contain Particulate Matter, which is
relevant to the South Bronx because of truck traffic volumes. This study has attempted to
prove that asthma is exacerbated by air pollution from truck traffic volumes due to waste
transfer stations and the Hunts Point Markets. These pollutants stay in the air and cling to
pollen and other triggers that raise levels of asthma attacks and hospitalization rates. The
study is still continuing to determine exactly what are the direct causes but there is no
reason not to believe that traffic, diesel exhaust and all of the pollutants that come from
industrialization do not cause more health issues for the residents of the South Bronx. 7
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D. Parks
There is a not a lot of research done about access to park land and open space in
the South Bronx. What we do know is that the South Bronx has the lowest number of
parks per capita. I was able to wrangle up some maps from the New York City Parks
Department. I felt it was important to add this because it brings light to another issue. It is
not just about pollution in the South Bronx it is about the quality of life. Including the
access and number of parks available. Below are two maps of Mott Haven, Community
Board 1 and Hunts Point, Community Board 2. These maps will better illustrate the in
access of parkland in the South Bronx.

Chapter 7: Solutions and
conclusions

“The oppressor has caught us
sleeping, but we are now awake with
the worst case of insomnia ever!”
rosie Nava-berMundez

Environmental Justice has a deep history in the South Bronx. There are so many
campaigns happening right now, that involve groups like The Point, Nos Quedamos,
Mothers on the Move, Sustainable South Bronx, and Congressman Serrano plus many
others. Specifically I wanted to name an organization that I feel is on the cutting edge of
innovation and believes in one thing; progress. This organization is Nos Quedamos or We
Stay. This organization has a long history in the South Bronx. It began seventeen years
ago by a woman named Yolanda Garcia. Nos Quedamos started as organization focused
on housing and community development. There was a major need for housing all over the
South Bronx because of massive fires and decay in the 70’s and 80’s. The interesting
part of this organization is not only is it focused on housing but also the crux of its
ideology is based on sustainable development.
I interviewed Yolanda Gonzalez, director of Nos Quedamos. Her mother Yolanda
Garcia created the organization in the late 80’s. She believes that all of the problems the
South Bronx faces are interconnected. The way she counters one problem is with a
solution that has multifaceted effects. For instance Nos Quedamos just built an affordable
housing complex. It is 97% recyclable, it has green roofs, and white tops to deflect the
sun. The building has bigger windows to let more light in to save on electricity as well as
filters the air out for a constant flow of air. That in fact changes 50% of the air context

and reduces asthma rates to almost zero. This helps with medical bills and then children
do not miss school. 1
The building connects families and neighbors more because of less stress, which
actually builds a sustainable neighborhood. Affordable sustainable housing is not just
about being green and being affordable but it is about lasting and lasting. She believes,
“the South Bronx needs a lot of things like social services, schools, open space, senior
care, day care, more efficient infrastructure, cleaner and better sewage and waterways.”
However she believes that we all need to speak the same language to work together…we
all need to be on the same page.” She comes from a long line of innovators and doers.
She says all her work is a learning process so we all need to understand we have to create
something feasible, multifaceted and systemic. 1
All of the these community organizations focus on specific agendas they meet in
the middle to work on larger projects together to make great changes in the South Bronx.
There are three major projects happening right now waiting for funding to be completed;
The Bronx Greenway, The Sheridan Expressway, and the Solid Waste Management Plan.

A. Sheridan Expressway

1
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Robert Moses New York City’s master planner wanted to make a highway that
ran north south through Bronx Park and curve east to meet up with the New England
Thruway at some point.

Construction of the Sheridan Expressway began in 1958 as part of the elevated Bruckner
Expressway project. The 1.2-mile-long Sheridan Expressway was constructed with two
12-foot-wide lanes in each direction, but like other early-Interstate era expressways in

New York City, had inadequate shoulders and short acceleration-deceleration lanes. In
October 1962, the $9.5 million expressway was opened to traffic. 2
This plan failed and the Sheridan Expressway today is congested and traffic filled.
The Sheridan contributes very little to the region’s mobility. According to the New York
State Department of Transportation’s (NYSDOT) own studies, it carries less traffic than
most nearby local streets such as Whitlock Ave. It causes frequent crashes, chronic
congestion, and greatly endangers pedestrians leaving or entering Hunts Point. Neither
the Bruckner nor the Sheridan have a direct exit that leads to the manufacturing and
distribution centers of Hunts Point; trucks are forced to exit early and drive down local
streets to enter the markets. These 11,000 daily trucks endanger residents, pollute the air,
wear out local streets, and cost local businesses thousands of dollars in delays. 2
The proposed plan was created by Southern Bronx Watershed River Alliance, which is
composed of Sustainable South Bronx, Mothers on the Move, Youth Ministries for Peace
and Justice, The Point, Tri-State Transportation Campaign, and the Pratt Center for
Community Development. The plan is composed of three goals:
1. Providing access from the Bruckner Expressway to Hunts Point at Leggett Avenue
building new access ramps
2. Removing the Sheridan, placing a new interchange at Leggett Avenue would allow for
the removal of the underutilized Sheridan Expressway
3. Elevating portions of the Bruckner to improve safety.
The project is in the process of happening but with recent budget cuts and other issues it
is hard to get done.

B. The Bronx Greenway
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The second major project is inside of the Sheridan Expressway it is called the
Bronx Greenway. The greenway is suppose to create safe connections that promote a
network linking people to places; the South Bronx Greenway project originates from
efforts made by two local organizations, The Point Community Development
Corporation and Sustainable South Bronx, who proposed a continuous bicycle and
pedestrian trail along the Hunts Point waterfront with a connection to Randall’s Island.
The proposed waterfront greenway will provide some of the first waterfront access to the
South Bronx.
The goals of the project are:
1. Creating a continuous, safe path and bikeway along the waterfront;
2. Identifying appropriate sites for waterfront access;
3. Identifying an appropriate inland route where waterfront access is not feasible;
4. Integrating commuter bikeway needs and connectivity to the greenway system;
5. Identifying streetscaping and other design improvements that reduce conflict;
6. Improving air quality and water quality;
7. Utilizing a comprehensive planning process;
8. Creating a phasing plan; and
9. Developing creative solutions for stewardship.

C. Solid Waste Management Plan
Before I really got an understanding of the Solid Waste Management plan I
interviewed Jamie Stein a new comer to Sustainable South Bronx who is spear heading

the Solid Waste for SSBX. She told me that the Solid Waste Management Plan began
with a group of community-based organizations called the Organization of Waterfront
Neighborhoods and New York Lawyers for Public Interest. These organizations pushed
the city into for a new plan. The idea was to create a equitable waste management plan
because as of then and still today there are three communities that handle all of the waste
produced by New York City; The South Bronx, Central Brooklyn, and Jamaica Queens.
Her organization focuses on who handles what kind of waste where. SSBX wanted the
plan to change the distribution of waste transfer stations. Her other main goal for the plan
was to change the tonnage of waste the South Bronx could handle each day and if there is
an unused capacity to get rid of it and curb truck traffic. The plan has been out for a few
years now and it awaits the initiatives to be acted upon. 8
The Solid Waste Management Plan is an attempt to redistribute New York City’s
waste in a sustainable and equitable way, Almost 50,000 tons of waste and recyclables
are produced in New York City daily, however 25% of this trash handled by the
department of sanitation. The problem is that the rest is handled by privately managed.
This waste is concerted into communities but these communities do not produce not close
to a ¼ of the trash generated from the City’s businesses or through construction activities.
For years, this complex network converged at the Fresh Kills Landfill in Staten Island.
However with the phasing out and ultimate closure of the landfill in 2001, a new network
replaced dumping was a new, predominantly truck-based system that relied on a
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combination of local, land-based private transfer stations and disposal of waste in
neighboring states. The main issue of contention is with this type of waste management
is not sustainable where there is a heavy reliance on trucks, which impacts the
environment and local communities. 4
The goals of this plan are:
Recognize the environmental issues surrounding waste:
Treat each borough fairly
Rely on sound business principles to increase efficiency and reduce cost: This
Be realistic and be able to be implemented quickly
Look forward, allowing for future innovation
Be reliable
Be built collaboratively
Maintain service standards
The plan has three major courses of action, recycling, residential waste, and
commercial waste. Recycling Sector of the plan will deal with the stabilization and
strengthening of the existing curbside program, primarily by reducing the program’s cost,
is the most significant new recycling initiative outlined in this SWMP. The SWMP
proposes development of such a facility at the 30th Street Pier in the South Brooklyn
Marine Terminal. Processed materials will leave the plant by barge. Other large
initiatives are working with the City Council to set percentage targets for recycling, using
market research to enhance public education on recycling, establishing a Composting
Siting Task Force, establishing an Office at the Council on the Environment of New York
4

Solid Waste Management Plan, Executive Summary,
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that will perform recycling, waste prevention and composting outreach and education.
One of its largest impacts is that by establishing a largely water-borne network for
transportation of recyclables within and from the City, this SWMP minimizes the trucktraffic associated with the City’s recycling efforts. By utilizing the City’s waterways, not
long-haul trucks, for the transportation of recyclables.
Residential Waste is the second major sector of the plan. Residential waste is what
garbage an individual or family produces in their residence. New York City began to
phase out use of the Fresh Kills Landfill in 1997, with the intention of addressing the
inequity of a system that burdened one community with the disposal of all the City’s
residential waste. When New York City had no plan to follow the closing of fresh kills,
DSNY (Department of Sanitation of New York) entered into short-term, interim contracts
with private companies for the disposal of 100% of the residential waste stream—over
12,000 tons per day. The short-term waste plan depended heavily on long-haul trucks as
the primary means for transporting the City’s waste from local transfer stations serving
DSNY vehicles to final destinations out of state. There has recently been a plan
established with the help of South Bronx Environmental Organizations and New York
City Government that would create the physical conversion of the City’s Marine Transfer
Station network, to enable waste to be containerized on site, making it suitable for longhaul disposal with out the use of trucks instead on barge or rail. Move forward on the
design (currently 90% completed), land use approvals, permitting and conversion of the
East 91st Street, North Shore, Hamilton Avenue and Southwest Brooklyn Marine
Transfer Stations. Provide multiple disposal options, including multiple landfills and a
resource recovery facility. Expedite move away from interim contracts. Ensure equitable

distribution of waste handling facilities across the City. 5
The last sector is commercial waste, which is the biggest issue of wastemismanagement in the South Bronx. Through the first half of the 20th century,
there was hardly a distinction between how commercial and residential waste was
managed by New York City. It was all collected by Department of Sanitation.
DSNY was able to discern residential waste and private haulers for commercial waste
was established in the late 1950s. By the 1980’s there the City began to notice the
impacts of having landfills. Private haulers began building up a network of in-City
transfer stations, points from which waste from local collection trucks was transferred to
long- haul trucks for export outside of the City. With the establishment of this all-private
system, the City’s commercial and residential waste was completely segregated for the
first time. This is why there is a disproportionate number of transfer stations in the South
Bronx. As said earlier with the closure of Fresh Kills landfill in Staten Island the city had
to rely on truck waste transfer to stations and then out of state. 5
As a result a few communities like the South Bronx experienced serious
environmental hazards. This growth in traffic occurred as a result of the City’s industrial
zoning requirements and transportation logistics in areas like Mott Haven and Hunts
Point. That became home to the greatest share of transfer stations. Thus the quality of
life in these communities was negatively affected.
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In summary the main goals of the plan are to:

Most importantly of all, Limit siting of new facilities in communities
with the greatest concentration of transfer stations.
Eliminate the City’s reliance on a network of land-based transfer stations and long-haul
trucking to export residential waste, and in doing so begins to address the community
impacts of the current network.
The plan seeks to eliminate the impact of trucks wherever possible.
It is the idea to create a new waste system that a new standard the city needs to live by to
create progress to be export less, to be cost-effective, environmental responsible, to be
sustainable, and to be sensitive to communities
Campaigns like these understand the stigmatization of places, people, and garbage as a
catalyst for social movement mobilization and community organizing. 5

D. Conclusions

What can be said? The South Bronx is a community full of beautiful, kind,
hardworking people. Just like any other community in America. No one should have to
deal with these environmental burdens of air pollution, health risks, hazardous waste and
utter disregard. Who would want that? No one. Of course this is true all people who live
in New York City, the United States and the world would not want to be next to unsafe
and unhealthy neighbors.
I would not blame anyone who says not in my backyard. The only problem is
where does it go if not here where is it? Well I think that this thesis has proven where it
generally goes…low-income communities of color. Why should they bear the burden?
Why pollute a community that is already vulnerable? Well it’s easy to get away with.
However with the work of organizations like Mothers on the Move and The Point in the
South Bronx it’s going to be a little harder to get away with.
I think what can come from this research, yes we can pollute vulnerable
communities but not for long. We cannot not solve environmental injustice by just
distributing pollution, waste, and hazardous material all over a community or
communities completely. There has to be another step. Of course to begin the process and
make communities healthy again we need to get these things away from them. However I
think this movement will be striving towards something different. For instance, the Bronx
Greenway, which about taking things that are already there and make them sustainable
and green. Also, I think the eventual goal is not to just build more marine transfer stations

but eliminate waste completely. This is a very tough feet to accomplish but it does start
small like the solid waste management plan. Some of these plans are like Band-Aids the
other step is innovation. Things like biomimicry, Stewardship, and Urban Recycling are
ways to move forward to radically change how we view waste and how we view nature.
Environmental justice is not just about pointing fingers at people. Calling them
racist or evil. It is about finding answers that have not been seen before. It is about
changing the way we view people of color or people who are poor. It is about changing
the way we treat and relate with nature. It starts at a core level of creating a relationship
with nature that is respect and kindness. Corporations and City Governments cannot
pollute communities as well as residents. They cannot disregard where they live and
whatever little nature they are near.
There is an ethical component to environmental justice. It is a civil right for all
citizens but also for the mother earth. By working towards environmental justice we are
being equitable to people but we are also attempting to take care of the most important
thing that takes care of us…Earth that without it we would not exist. Our country has a
very dominating driven approach to nature. Where we believe that nature works for us it
is quite the opposite actually. This kind of development can only happen individually,
one on one with people connecting to their natural environment in tandem with people in
positions of power not taking advantage of anyone. Environmental justice is a way of life,
it is a framework, it a set of principles and soon it will be appear on our list of Civil
Rights. In summary, the environmental justice movement has been happening for many
decades. It is a fight that rages in the South Bronx still. This paper only touches the
surface of its long and unique battle for justice.
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1.) Nearly a year ago, we moved in to the Mott Haven neighborhood of the South Bronx.
As soon as we arrived, we noticed a need for community organized programming which
would connect the residents with their natural environment. After performing extensive
research about the history, politics, and issues facing the neighborhood, we began to take
action. Our first move was to join our Community Board in order to become more
connected to the neighborhood. We also began to look in to the possibility of
establishing a community garden in an enormous empty lot in our backyard. It was this
idea that led us to Sustainable South Bronx (SSBx), a very well established organization
in Hunts Point that has had limited activity in Mott Haven. After we secured an
internship with SSBx, it became clear that a stewardship program in Mott Haven was the
best way for us to begin to achieve our goals with the help of SSBx. Both of us have
spent an incredible amount of time performing different kinds of volunteer work,
developing leadership skills, and organizing events and programming throughout our
careers. For a clear illustration of our individual achievements, please see our attached
resumes.
2.) The primary focus of our project(s) is our neighborhood of Mott Haven, where
street trees are neglected to say the least. Any given tree pit in Mott Haven can be seen
drowning in liter, cigarette butts, and plenty of dog ‘presents’. The major factor that has
led to the deteriorating state of this extreme valuable natural resource in our community
is the complete lack of education about street trees given to community members. Most
residents recognize that street trees help to make this mixed industrial and residential
community to be more aesthetically pleasing, in addition to playing an important role in
the quality of the air around them. What they fail to understand, however is that without
some consideration given to them, these trees have a next to nothing chance of survival.
The citizens do not understand that the care of these trees should be (and is considered by
NYC Parks & Rec. to be) at least partially their responsibility. When most of the trees in
your neighborhood are long dead, it is hard to find people who do not consider it the
norm to show total disregard to trees and greenery in general.
3.) Our project is an urban stewardship program for children approximately between
the ages of 8 and 13 as well as senior citizens living in Mott Haven, primary those living
in the Mitchell Lama NYCHA Housing. The program which is an off-shot of Sustainable
South Bronx’s “Take Root”, a program which has not yet been able to get off the ground
in Mott Haven, aims to incorporate different types of activities through which stewards
will learn the importance and care of trees and green spaces in their neighborhood and
throughout the city. The primary objectives of the project are as follows,
1.) Stewards will feel a sense of pride and ownership of the natural environment
in their community.
2.) Stewards will gain an understanding of the importance of green spaces and
trees in urban settings.
3.) Stewards will learn how to care for street trees throughout their life cycle,
focusing on the care of trees, which are more than 2 years old and are no longer
under the guarantee from the contractor who planted them.

4.) Foster intergenerational relationships through cooperative work and learning.
5.) Make a strong and visible impact on the community.
6.) Stewards will build a strong connection with and respect for the natural
environment.
The primary goals of the project are as follows,
1.) Successfully plant and care for street trees and other plant life throughout the
neighborhood of Mott Haven.
2.) Learn about nature in an urban setting through many different mediums
including but not limited to art, design, photography, film, music, games, puzzles,
and sports.
3.) Inspire the motivation and desire for stewards to seek more information and
further work involving the environment.
4.) Help stewards to build strong community leadership skills.
5.) Inspire an interest in arts and design as well as other activities, which may be
new to stewards.
6.) Help get people to actively engaged in their community.
Currently we are collaborating on this project with Sustainable South Bronx, in
addition, we have meet with NYC Parks and Recreation and plan to work with them in
placing new trees in the neighborhood during the next planting season. The most
important relationship that we wish to develop is with other organizations throughout the
city that are organizing similar projects, in order to share ideas and information. In
addition, we would like to work with other organizations in the South Bronx to try to
bring them together through a common goal of improving our community. As it stands
now, the communication between the many groups operating in this area do not
collaborate on projects regularly. We see this project as a perfect opportunity to begin to
bring these organizations together.
In order to accomplish this project, the most important resource we are interested
in is information. As caring for the natural environment becomes increasingly important
everyday, it is key that we all begin to find a framework to work together. By discussing
what tools have worked in similar projects both currently and in the past, our project will
be able to be increasingly more successful, allowing us to then share our knowledge with
others. Most of the other resources that we will need can be provided to us by our current
partners, however, money will always be an issue in any project. The more funding that
we have available, the better program we will be able to develop in the end.
Participating in the Partnerships Academy would be an incredible opportunity for
us. Up until recently, we were completely unaware of other programs like ours that are
being developed. The ability to learn from others could prove to be the difference
between failure and success of the program overall. In addition, although we are two

extremely driven individuals our knowledge in the area of stewardship is still limited.
Having the background provided by the program would allow us to develop an even
richer curriculum.
4.) Our project is focused on connecting young people with their communities,
specifically in the South Bronx. We want children to have a stake in the natural
environment around them. The program is organized around the values of consistency
and responsibility. Each young person will have duties and will take on a serious
commitment to taking care of their street trees. This will provide stability and growth for
the young people of Mott Haven. The stewards will have to care for the trees or else the
trees will die, this is a fact. They are going to be trained in stewardship and will be able to
take over without us or any project organizers there. The idea to is teach young people
about how important street trees are and how important making connections to nature can
be. It will give the young people the confidence and the lessons in leadership, activism,
environmentalism, and history in order to succeed. The program is not just about planting
trees, it is about creating the roots for sustainable community development.
By connecting young people with the environment and the problems that the
South Bronx faces, the young people will get a sense of urgency to want to protect and
maintain the street trees. The program is not a class at school. It offers various learning
mediums like as well as outdoor activities, in addition the young people will always
engage in learning and internalizing their history. This will create a context to learn from
and connect them with their past in order to build indigenous leadership. By preparing the
young people to be stewards, they will become their own leaders, and can in tern teach
other young people how to care for trees. There are many different outcomes of the
program, the first is taking care of trees and thus attempting to care for the environment.
The second is producing leaders from the ground up. These leaders can teach and sustain
the program for the future with the knowledge and skills they will be given, they will be
able to maintain the street trees for the long-term. We believe as Ella Baker did, “strong
people don’t need strong leaders.” They will be their own leaders and make great changes
in the world. The young people will be the voice for stewardship, and through that, they
will motivate others to be stewards.

