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SCHOOLS SHOULD BE HEALTHY AND SAFE LEARNING 
environments. However, because of the scarcity of affordable, 
clean land in New York City, schools are often sited on  
property contaminated with toxins, on sites close to sources of 
pollution, and/or in buildings formerly used for manufacturing 
and industrial purposes.  
 
Proper remedial action and oversight is needed to protect the 
health of children and school staff from these environmental 
hazards. Children are particularly vulnerable to toxic exposure 
in schools as they are still developing major body systems and 
are less able to repair damage caused by such exposure. 
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Given this reality, it is critical that all schools go through rigor-
ous environmental testing and investigation, and that there is 
meaningful public involvement including those most impacted 
by a school siting decision. Stakeholders can include parents, 
teachers, school personnel, community members, nearby resi-
dents, and local officials. This Guide is designed to provide all 
these stakeholders with the tools necessary to ensure New York 
City schools are environmentally safe. 
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CHILDREN SPEND NEARLY A THIRD OF THEIR TYPICAL DAY IN 

the school environment, where they may be exposed to a range 

of contaminants that can affect health and learning.1  

 

Children are more vulnerable to environmental exposures be-

cause their behaviors and responses to toxic substances differ 

markedly from those of adults. Young people consume more 

calories, drink more water, and breathe more air per pound 

than do adults, and therefore take in larger amounts of any 

harmful substances that may be present in the environment.  

 

Young adults and children also have immature systems that are 

less able to handle toxins: their body tissues more readily ab-

sorb many harmful substances. Because children behave differ-
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ently (e.g., more hand to mouth contact), and are actively en-

gaged in structured and unstructured outdoor physical activity, 

they are more susceptible to ingesting and inhaling substances 

in soil and dust.  

 

Environmental risks at schools can be created by the ingestion 

of contaminated dust and dirt; the migration of subsurface gas 

into building air through openings in foundations and floors; 

and the release of particles and vapors from building materials.2 

Whether a health problem occurs depends upon the exposure 

pathway (that is, whether exposure occurs through inhalation, 

ingestion or skin contact), level of exposure, and duration of 

exposure.  
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The most common toxic chemicals found at NYC school sites 

can include: lead, PCBs, Volatile Organic Compounds (VOCs) 

and radon.  

 

Lead. Dust and chips containing lead-based paint are often 

found in older buildings and the surrounding soil. In addition, 

residuals of tetraethyl lead, which was removed from gasoline in 

1996, are still found in soil near roadways. The most common 

path of exposure to lead in urban schools is through the inges-

tion of contaminated soil or the inhalation of dust particles.  

 

Once lead enters the body, it targets the nervous system. Long-

term exposure is associated with decreased academic perfor-

mance. Lead exposure may also cause anemia. At high levels of 

exposure, lead can severely damage the brain and kidneys. In 

pregnant women, high levels of exposure may cause miscar-

riage. In addition, lead is a probable cause of cancer, as listed by 

the International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC).  

 

PCBs. Polychlorinated Biphenyls (PCBs) are a class of chemi-

cals that were used as fire retardants, electrical insulators, and 

plasticizers. In 1977 PCB manufacture was outlawed in the 

U.S., but it remains in many products, such as window caulking 

found in many older NYC schools. Once released, PCBs do not 

readily break down. They may accumulate in dust and soil, and 

because electrical components heat up, some can be found as 

vapor. They can be absorbed through the body by skin contact, 

ingestion (of soil or dust), or through indoor vapor inhalation.  
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The most common symptoms of PCB exposure are skin rashes 

and acne, but PCBs may also cause gastrointestinal discomfort, 

irritation to the nose and lungs, and general fatigue. They are 

also thought to be endocrine disruptors, affecting the develop-

ment and function of reproductive organs. The US EPA and 

IARC classify PCBs as probable carcinogens. 

 

For more on NYLPI’s efforts to remove PCBs from New York 

City schools, visit www.nylpi.org. 

 

Volatile Organic Compounds (VOCs). VOCs are chemi-

cals that tend to vaporize. Some are chlorinated, such as the 

solvent trichloroethene (TCE) and dry-cleaning fluid known as 

“perc” or tetrachloroethene (PCE). Others that are non-
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chlorinated are commonly found in petroleum derivatives, such 

as gasoline. The most common compound of these is benzene, 

also found in glues, paints, furniture wax, and lubricants. At 

school sites, the most common form of exposure is through 

breathing air contaminated with these chemicals. Although 

these compounds are found in outdoor urban air, if they accu-

mulate indoors through vapor intrusion or improper storage, 

they can be found at levels that far exceed those of outdoor air.  

 

Long-term exposure to PCE, TCE and benzene has been linked 

to different forms of cancer. Benzene exposure has also been 

associated with breathing difficulties in children. Exposure to 

TCE has been reported to have adverse effects on the central 

nervous system, the immune system, and the hormonal system 

in adults. Additionally, TCE exposure may cause cardiac birth 

defects during the first trimester of pregnancy. The inhalation 

of PCE may impact the central nervous system, kidney, liver, 

and the reproductive system. At high levels of exposure, there 

are reduced scores on visual tests, learning speed, and memory. 

 

Radon. Naturally occurring radon gas is common in the indoor 

air of New York City buildings. It comes from the natural decay 

of uranium that is found in soil and rock. Most radon exposure 

is through accumulation in indoor air. Radiation from radon 

can damage lung tissue and lead to lung cancer over the course 

of a lifetime. Behind smoking, inhaling radon gas is the leading 

cause of lung cancer in the U.S. Radon gas concentrations in 

New York City generally do not exceed EPA’s voluntary action 

level, but even exposure at these low levels can still be harmful. 
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THERE ARE THREE MAIN STRATEGIES AND APPROACHES FOR 

making school environments as safe as possible: 

 
1.  School siting decisions can be made to avoid properties that 

are contaminated or near active sources of pollution.  

2.  If schools are built on or near contaminated property, sites 
can be remediated before construction, and buildings can be 
designed to protect the occupants from toxic exposure.  

3.  If a problem is uncovered at an existing school, remediation 
and other protective action can be taken.  

 
Every proposal to build, lease, or renovate new and existing 

school sites should trigger some type of environmental review 

early in the process. Each environmental review should be de-

signed to answer the following questions:  
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1.  Are soils, soil gases, groundwater or indoor air contaminated 

with toxic substances?  

2.  Are off-site sources of contamination likely to impact the 
school?  

3.  What are the risks to the users of the school from exposure to 
these contaminants?  

4. What is the likelihood of exposure to these contaminants 
through inhalation, ingestion or skin contact? 

5.  What options are available to remove, treat, contain or  
prevent exposure and ensure safety of the school site?  

6.  If contamination is left on-site, or there is the potential for 
future exposure, what is the best way to ensure that school 
occupants remain protected for the long-term life of the 
school? 
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Environmental investigation and cleanup involve a number of 

sequential steps. Some of these steps overlap with each other, 

depending on the nature of the site. These steps are described 

below. 

 

Step 1: Site Characterization  

 

The first step is to understand the nature of contamination on a 

proposed site, in order to determine whether the site is safe or 

could be made safe for a school.  

 

The initial site assessment process can be broken down into 

Phase 1 and Phase 2, with each phase requiring more data and 

more comprehensive analysis to determine the extent, if any, of 

soil and groundwater contamination. If a site is selected based 

on these studies, then an additional remedial investigation may 

be required in order to evaluate the site completely and to  

determine the most appropriate remedial plan to address the 

contamination. 

 

A Phase 1 site assessment examines the current and former uses 

of a property to identify the likelihood of contamination that 

might pose health risks. The assessment includes a review of 

historical records such as maps, aerial photographs, government 

records and data bases containing reports of spills and under-

ground storage tanks. It may also include interviews with near-

by property owners and residents and a walk-through inspec-

tion.3  
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During this initial Phase 1 assessment, an environmental profes-

sional seeks to answer a few basic questions:  

 

1.  How was/is the property being used? 

2.  What substances were/are used on the property? 

3.  Were/are wastes managed or disposed there? 

4. What cleanup has been/is being conducted? 

5. Are there engineering controls in place?  (Engineering controls 
are systems built to remove, treat, contain or mitigate the risk 
from hazardous materials on the site.) 

6.  Are there institutional controls in place? (Institutional controls 
are restrictions on how people may access or use the site.) 

7.  Will contamination from nearby properties migrate onto the 
property? Has contamination migrated onto the property in 
the past? 
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In most cases, the Phase 1 assessment does not include sample 

collection at the site. However, if Phase 1 uncovers potential (or 

actual) contamination, a Phase 2 assessment should be conduct-

ed to determine the nature and extent of the contamination.  

 

In the Phase 2 site assessment, environmental professionals 

sample and analyze the soil, soil gas, surface water, groundwa-

ter, and air and compare these results against regulatory expo-

sure thresholds established by the New York State Department 

of Environmental Conservation and the New York State De-

partment of Health. If toxic substances are found at concentra-

tions that exceed state standards, then cleanup is required. 

While a Phase 2 assessment may not provide enough infor-

mation to design a cleanup, it usually provides the SCA or other 

responsible parties (polluters) with enough information to esti-

mate the cost of ensuring the proposed site meets health and 

safety standards.  

 

Finally, if the Phase 1 and Phase 2 studies do not provide 

enough data for planning the actual site remediation, then the 

next step is to conduct a Remedial Investigation. Its purposes 

are: (1) to determine the complete past, present, and future na-

ture and extent of contamination; (2) to more fully evaluate the 

risks posed to children and school staff; and (3) to focus on en-

vironmental factors needed to evaluate the potential remedies 

for the site.  
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Step 2: Remedial Planning 

 

If the site characterization process described above determines 

that a proposed school site presents unacceptable health risks, a 

cleanup plan is developed to remediate the contamination and 

ensure long-term health and safety. Environmental remediation 

involves the removal and control of contaminants, and/or 

methods to prevent contact with contaminants left in place.  

 

Remediation strategies typically include both engineering and 

institutional controls to prevent exposure to contamination.  

 

Engineering controls remove, treat, contain or mitigate the risk 

of exposure to the actual hazardous substances. The methods 
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can include removing contaminated soil from the site; building 

physical barriers to prevent contamination from entering the 

school; adding soil and groundwater treatment facilities; and 

incorporating systems that prevent vapors from intruding into 

indoor air.  

 

Institutional controls are used to supplement engineering con-

trols by restricting how the site may be used. They may take 

various forms such as land-use restrictions (e.g., no excavation 

without prior notification to the Department of Environmental 

Conservation and appropriate school staff), or rules governing 

long-term monitoring on the site to ensure that mitigation sys-

tems remain effective and that any new exposure risks are dis-

covered quickly.  

 

In most cases, the responsible party proposes the remediation 

strategy. Regulators evaluate the proposed strategies according 

to the following criteria:4   
 

 Overall protection of public health and the environment 

 Reduction in toxicity, mobility and volume of hazardous waste 
(e.g., by thermal destruction, biological or chemical treat-
ments or containment wall construction) 

 Long-term effectiveness and permanence 

 Short-term effectiveness and potential impacts during remedi-
ation 

 Implementation and technical reliability 

 Compliance with statutory requirements 

 Community acceptance  

 Cost 
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Engineering Controls can be divided into four categories:  

removal, treatment, containment and mitigation.  A remediation 

plan often uses a combination of these tools. These categories 

are briefly described below, along with a chart explaining some 

of the pros and cons of each strategy. 
 

(1) Removal  
There are a variety of methods for removing contamination 

from a site altogether. Soil and sediment can be excavated for 

treatment on site, treatment and disposal off site, or disposal 

without treatment off site, subject to state and federal regula-

tion.  
 

Liquids within soil can be extracted through vacuum-type sys-

tems or soil heating. Typically the residue is treated (broken 

down) or collected (filtered, usually) for treatment or disposal 
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off site, but there are times when projects are allowed to release 

volatile contamination into the air.  
 

Contaminated groundwater can be pumped to the surface for 

treatment. (This method, called “pump and treat,” was the earli-

est form of groundwater response.)  
 

Removal can be very costly, especially when dealing with sites 

(such as former manufactured gas plants) with a long history of 

hazardous contamination.  
 

(2) Treatment 
Treatment refers to a variety of technologies for breaking down 

compounds, stabilizing metals, and washing or filtering contam-

ination present in soil, water or air.  

 

Treatment may be conducted in situ (i.e., contaminant is treated 

in place) with the injection of chemicals, metals, oxygen, and/or 

specialized bacteria, at the surface, or even at remote locations. 

In situ remediation, including bioremediation and chemical oxi-

dation, are being used at a growing number of sites, many that 

had been addressed earlier with pump-and-treat systems.  
 

Ex-situ treatment, where the contaminant is first removed and 

than treated above ground, is typical for pump-and-treat sys-

tems as well as for soil treatment systems. 
 

(3) Containment 
Containment includes permanent capping of contaminated soil 

and sediment, temporary slabs and covers for surface treatment, 

and vertical barriers to prevent the flow of contaminated 

groundwater. For example, at the Mott Haven school campus 
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in the Bronx, vertical barriers were placed around two sides of 

the site to prevent contaminated groundwater from flowing un-

der the campus buildings from nearby contaminated properties.  
 

At a growing number of sites, permeable reactive barriers com-

bine containment with treatment. These are vertical barriers 

that treat groundwater contamination in situ as the water flows 

through a trench filled with iron filings or other substances. 
 

(4) Mitigation 
Mitigation strategies leave contamination in place, but create 

systems that prevent building occupants from being exposed to 

it at dangerous levels. 

 

The most effective way to mitigate vapor intrusion (that is, to 

prevent a dangerous build-up of hazardous vapors in indoor air 
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from contamination left underground) is to install a subslab de-

pressurization system (SSDS).  

 

An active SSDS uses air pressure to draw hazardous vapors 

away from indoor air. If there is an opening between the sub-

surface and indoor air (e.g., a crack in the concrete slab beneath 

the building), the SSDS causes indoor air to flow downward 

toward the ground, instead of the toxic gases migrating upward.  
 

In new construction, the SSDS can be installed beneath the 

slab. The SSDS uses pipes that draw vapors from the subsur-

face, connecting to exhaust fans and vertical vent pipes that rise 

above the structure. When the fans are operating, they create a 

negative subsurface pressure that draws air downward.  
 

In existing structures, installing an SSDS entails cutting several 

holes in the slab, removing a small quantity of soil from be-

neath the slab to create a "suction pit," and then placing vertical 

suction pipes into the holes. These pipes are connected to an 

exhaust fan, and vapors are in turn vented outdoors. For large 

buildings, multiple points where pipes penetrate the slab have 

effectively reduced vapor intrusion.  
 

Where the potential vapor intrusion is minor, yet of concern, 

SSD systems can be passive; that is, they do not have to rely on 

a fan to create a pressure gradient beneath the slab. In passive 

systems, the pipes are vented to the outside, relying on air cur-

rents and natural air pressure principles to draw vapors away 

from indoor air.  
 

In either new or existing building, cracks in the flooring must 

be sealed when they become visible, and in new construction, a 
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vapor barrier is usually installed. Vapor barriers are plastic liners 

installed beneath the slab or flooring to form a barrier. Several 

types of barriers are used, from laying down heavy sheets of 

plastic compound to applying the plastic compound as a liquid 

that dries under the slab.  
 

***** 
 

There is currently a wide range of technologies within each of 

these categories available to address specific types of contami-

nation (e.g., petroleum, solvents) in each medium (soil, ground-

water, sediment, air).5 The following table summarizes some of 

the major pros and cons of the four remediation categories. 
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 Pros Cons 
Removal Can remove all contaminants, and 

avoids need for long-term care when 
all contamination is removed from 
site. 
  

Complete removal is often too costly. 
 
Requires landfill space for potentially 
contaminated materials. 

 Often has the shortest time from 
construction to cleanup. 

Excavation and off-site disposal shifts 
the environmental burden to other 
communities. 
 

 Important to use in cases where there 
is an imminent danger. 

Requires clean soil to replace excavated 
soil, which creates additional expense. 

 Pump-and-treat cleanup can reduce 
groundwater contamination, and can 
contain contamination to prevent it 
from spreading to other waterways. 
 

For cleanup of groundwater, it is difficult 
for pump and treat systems to remove 
all contaminants. 

Treatment Treatment can reduce contamination 
to levels to levels that do not present 
a risk. 

Depending on the technology used, 
treatment can take a long time to 
achieve remediation goals and meet 
health standards. 

 Treatment and reduction are pre-
ferred by environmental agencies. 

 

Containment May provide assurance that humans 
will not be exposed to contaminants. 

Rigorous maintenance and monitoring 
are required to ensure long-term effec-
tiveness of containment technologies. 
 

 Containment is often less costly than 
removal. 

If containment systems fail, costs of 
replacement are very expensive. 

Mitigation SSDS combined with vapor barriers 
are effective. 

The effectiveness and operation of SSDS 
must be monitored over the long term. 

 Mitigation systems are relatively 
inexpensive, even in existing build-
ings. 

Vapor barriers are prone to leaks so 
routine inspection is important to main-
tain system effectiveness. 

 SSDS also removes carcinogenic ra-
don gas, a gas that is present in soils 
throughout the United States. 

In schools that use furnaces or other 
types of combustion heating, ventilation 
and air pressure should be examined to 
make sure that the negative pressure 
created by the SSDS would not trap 
dangerous combustion gases (such as 
carbon monoxide) in the building. 

   

Summary of Remediation Strategies 
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LONG-TERM MANAGEMENT OF THE SITE IS NECESSARY when 

contamination is left in on-site soils or groundwater, because 

the engineering controls designed to protect occupants from 

hazardous exposure must be monitored and kept in working 

order throughout the life of the building.   

 

Long-term management is also critical when there is a potential 

for off-site contaminants (such as leaks from a nearby dry-

cleaning facility or gas station) to migrate on-site.  
 

While the strategies described in the previous chapter can elimi-

nate toxic pathways, these systems must remain protective for 

the life of the contamination. Post-construction monitoring is 

critical to ensure that remediation goals are achieved in the 

short-term and the long-term.  
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Long-term management activities can be as simple as instituting 

routine inspections of mechanical systems by building staff or 

occupants, and as rigorous as requiring groundwater and indoor 

air monitoring with inspections and annual audits conducted by 

qualified environmental professionals.  
 

Long-term management should include the following compo-

nents: 
 

 Maintaining and inspecting passive engineering controls such 
as barriers, caps, and fences. 

 Operating and maintaining active engineering controls such as 
subslab depressurization systems. 

 Instituting and maintaining institutional controls that limit site 
activities, such as prohibiting excavation. 

 Monitoring movement of underground contamination, such 
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as groundwater and soil gas monitoring. 

 Monitoring indoor and outdoor air. 

 Preparing contingency plans describing what needs to be 
done if engineering controls fail or monitoring shows unantici-
pated exposures. 

 Measures for notifying the public and appropriate authorities 
in cases where there are emergencies and/or when the con-
tingency plan must be implemented. 

 Public notification of new documents or information. 
 

A general plan for long-term management—also referred to as 

a Site Management Plan (SMP)—should be developed along 

with the remedial strategy. By preparing the SMP before reme-

diation or new construction decisions are made, the costs of 

long-term management can be weighed against alternatives such 

as more aggressive cleanup or choosing a different school site.   
 

Aside from the major components of a long-term management 

plan listed above, a typical SMP should include, but not be lim-

ited to, the following information: 
 

 A summary of historical uses of the site, the nature and extent 
of site contamination found at the site and nearby properties, 
and remedial work completed to protect the health and safety 
of students and school staff. 

 Clear depiction of passive and active engineering controls  

 Plans for training school personnel (usually custodial staff) to 
inspect the school property (for example identifying new 
cracks in the school foundation or breaches in capping materi-
al) and to monitor the operation of active systems.  

 Identification of a technically knowledgeable person who is 
responsible for oversight of the school and grounds.  
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 A description of institutional controls designed to prevent the 
opening of exposure pathways and to maintain the integrity of 
engineering controls, including legal documents such as an 
Environmental Easement or Land Use Covenant holding the 
Department of Education or other appropriate entity respon-
sible for implementing the Site Management Plan. 

 A schedule of monitoring requirements for both engineering 
and institutional controls. This will likely be a tiered frame-
work, with some monitoring activities taking place daily or 
continuously and others conducted weekly, monthly, or year-
ly, or in the wake of unusual events such as fires or flooding. 

 Provision for the maintenance of a document repository, pref-
erably at the school site, containing all studies, plans, and re-
ports for the site, as well as a web site containing the same 
documents in electronic form. Complete document sets may 
also be provided to the local Community Board or another 
government agency. 
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The SMP should be reviewed on an annual basis. This review 

should include an audit of all engineering controls, institutional 

controls, and a report summarizing all daily, monthly, and annu-

al inspections. The audit should contain a declaration that all 

systems are working, or if they are not, a plan for correcting 

them. At school sites, the SMP with its Annual Review may be 

the first document that parents, staff and building occupants 

see about past environmental conditions at the site.  
 

If some sites do not require a formal SMP, appropriate compo-

nents of the long-term management plan, as outlined above, 

should be followed. Needless to say, any long-term manage-

ment at a school site necessitates a strong element of communi-

ty involvement and engagement. For more information on how 

communities can advocate for comprehensive and effective 

long-term planning, see the next chapter on “Community In-

volvement.” 
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AN ACTIVE, ENGAGED, AND INFORMED SCHOOL COMMUNITY 

is critical to ensuring that a school site provides a healthy learn-

ing environment for the long-term. The school community—

parents, students, staff, and neighbors—will be most affected 

by school siting and cleanup decisions, and has a right to be 

involved in this process.  
 

The affected community has a right to know about and influ-

ence cleanup decisions — and it often has site-specific 

knowledge that others lack. Furthermore, when community 

members have priorities that are inadequately addressed by reg-

ulatory agencies, they need to let appropriate officials know. 

For example, they may object to a remedial strategy that simply 

covers up contamination if the resulting long-term site manage-

ment requirements are too cumbersome or prone to failure.  
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Community members need to organize in pursuit of their inter-

ests as they would in any other community campaign. Some-

times community leadership lies with a Parent Association or a 

Community Board, but concerned parents and neighbors 

should be prepared to form a dedicated advocacy group or a 

broader community advisory group to address school issues, 

particularly if existing organizations lack the focus or continuity 

to pursue what may be a long, complicated process.  
 

For example, around 2006, a number of local teachers and 

neighborhood residents raised concerns about the City’s selec-

tion of a contaminated former rail yard in the Concourse Vil-

lage neighborhood of the Bronx as the site for the Mott Haven 

School Campus. Community members asked about the health 

and safety of this site at a Community Board hearing on the 
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plan, and in private meetings with the Department of Educa-

tion.  But they were unsatisfied with answers that lacked the 

details they wanted.   
 

Community members pooled their resources to acquire the 

large stack of official environmental review documents for the 

school construction proposal. But teachers and parents quickly 

realized they were ill-equipped to understand the highly tech-

nical information contained in the environmental documents 

and needed assistance in trying to making sense of them.  
 

They proceeded to seek outside help and contacted their local 

City Councilmember, Maria del Carmen Arroyo. Familiar with 

NYLPI’s work on school environmental health, Councilwoman 

Arroyo promptly contacted NYLPI to help the community as-

sess the health and safety of the proposed brownfield site.  
 

With NYLPI’s assistance, Community Board members, parents, 

teachers, and local residents organized the Bronx Committee 

for Toxic Free Schools (BCTFS) to demand that the SCA cre-

ate a comprehensive, robust, and transparent cleanup plan with 

the participation of community stakeholders before beginning 

construction of the Mott Haven campus. 
 

After several months of focused organizing and outreach to the 

South Bronx community, the Bronx Borough President’s Of-

fice, and local and citywide elected representatives, the BCTFS 

successfully demanded that the SCA pay for the first of a series 

of independent environmental reviews of the SCA’s cleanup 

plans.  
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BCTFS then worked with NYLPI to select two environmental 

consultants (Lenny Siegel of the Center for Public Environmen-

tal Oversight and Peter Strauss of PM Strauss & Associates) 

who had experience working with contaminated school sites 

across the country.  
 

After reviewing the SCA’s environmental investigation and 

cleanup plans, these independent consultants recommended 

improvements, including additional excavation of heavily con-

taminated “hot spots,” the remediation of off-site sources of 

contamination, and the preparation of a robust long-term 

maintenance and monitoring plan.  
 

Through a combination of strategic organizing, pressure from 

local and state elected officials, media outreach, and other tac-

tics, the SCA ultimately agreed to implement all the recommen-
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dations. Because of their successful organizing, community 

members could feel confident in the long-term health and safe-

ty of the Mott Haven campus when it opened to students in 

September 2010. 
 

* * * * * 

 

As the Mott Haven story illustrates, it is critical that communi-

ties engage in school siting and environmental review processes 

as early as possible — before final plans are prepared and ap-

proved by the SCA and state agencies.  An engaged community 

should follow the issues that are subject of this guide and take 

advantage of the moments in the legal and political process 

where community input is requested or where it is necessary.   
 

To help communities navigate that process, and to explain the 

rights that community members have to participate in these de-

cisions, NYLPI has prepared a summary of the legal framework 

that surrounds school construction.  NYLPI’s one-pager on 

“New School Construction: Planning and Approval” summariz-

es the school development process, from start to finish, and 

explains the differing planning and review requirements for new 

construction and leased schools.  For more information visit 

NYLPI’s website at www.nylpi.org.   
 

 

* * * * * 

 

 

The Mott Haven story also shows that community members 

should insist upon receiving all studies and work plans associat-

ed with the site. Even if a report is not yet final, people have a 

right to see findings or plans before decisions are made. In re-
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turn, it is important not to distort or exaggerate information, 

and to treat draft documents as drafts.  
 

A fully engaged community needs to learn the technical basics 

associated with investigation and response. Those in charge 

might not recognize comments made too early, and they are 

similarly disinclined to hear ideas after decisions have been 

made. Nevertheless, it is important for the community to offer 

input throughout the long process (whether asked for it or not). 

Ideally, officials will understand the benefits of community en-

gagement and maintain ongoing informal communications 
 

The technical details associated with environmental investiga-

tions are often difficult to understand without access to tech-

nical expertise. It is critical, therefore, for parents and commu-

nity members to utilize the expertise of independent technical 
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consultants. Consultants can help translate technical concepts 

and terminology to the community, work with the community 

to develop recommendations to ensure that a proposed site 

does not pose a health threat to students and staff, and com-

municate effectively with environmental professionals and the 

relevant agencies involved in the school siting process. 
 

Communities, especially low-income communities of color, 

generally lack access to such technical expertise. One challenge 

for community campaigns, therefore, is how to think creatively 

about raising funds to pay for environmental consultants, or 

how to find other accessible resources. 

 

For more information on reaching out to technical experts, 

and other frequently asked questions posed by school siting 

campaigns, see NYLPI’s short guide to “FAQs about the 

School Siting Process.”   

 

NYLPI has also published a short guide to the “Planning and 

Approval” requirements for school construction, including a 

summary of legal requirements for public input and oversight. 

 

These publications and other information on NYLPI’s work to 

protect school environmental health are available online at 

www.nylpi.org.  You can also call NYLPI at 212-244-4664 with 

questions about the environmental health and safety of your 

school and community. 
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Note: the parenthetical before each endnote refers to the page where 

the note reference originally appears.  

  

1 (Page 1) For more information on the importance of healthy school 

environments, see the Healthy Schools Network website:  

http://www.healthyschools.org.  A good summary is also provided 

by Philip Landrigan, et al., "Children's Health and the Environment: A 

New Agenda for Preventive Research," Environmental Health Per-

spectives, June 1998, available at: http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/

pmc/articles/PMC1533065/ 

 

2 (Page 2)  See http://www.epa.gov/teach/ for a list of 20 chemicals 

that have been studied through EPA’s Toxicity and Exposure Assess-

ments for Children’s Health.  
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3 (Page 9) For more details on a Phase 1 assessment, See Lenny Seigel, 

“A Stakeholder’s Guide to ‘All Appropriate Inquiries’ (AAI), U.S. EPA’s 

new proposed rule for environmental site assessment” (August 

2005), available at http://www.cpeo.org/brownfields/SGAAI.pdf.  

 

4 (Page 13) For more information on how New York’s Department of 

Environmental Conservation defines a Remedial Investigation, visit 

the DEC’s website at http://www.dec.ny.gov/chemical/8658.html. 

For projects that fall under different regulatory frameworks, evalua-

tion of these projects usually follows a similar framework.  

 

5 (Page 18)  See Center for Public Environmental Oversight’s 

“Technology Tree” for a comprehensive list and explanation of re-

mediation technologies:  http://www.cpeo.org/tree.html.  
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Page 2. Portrait of young child playing on playground. Photo by Rob 
Hainer, courtesy of Dollar Photo Club.  

 

Page 4. Construction Series, wall plastering. Photo by Goir, courtesy of 
Dollar Photo Club.  

 

Page 8. Hang On. Photo by Brad Calkins, courtesy of Dollar Photo Club. 

 

Page 10. Local School Construction. Photo by Amy in London, courtesy of 
Dollar Photo Club.  

 

Page 12. Dirty trowel above a concrete wall. Photo by Kmira Gaya, cour-
tesy of Dollar Photo Club.  

 

Page 14. Teen in Class. Photo by Lisa F. Young, courtesy of Dollar Photo 
Club.  

 

Page 16. HVAC device. Photo by Claudio Divizia, courtesy of Dollar Photo 
Club.  
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Page 18. Art Student In A Classroom At School. Photo by Rob, courtesy of 
Dollar Photo Club.  

 

Page 22. Child playing hopscotch. Photo by Tingitania, courtesy of Dollar 
Photo Club.  

 

Page 24. Mott Haven Campus. Photo courtesy of Perkins Eastman Archi-
tects. 

 

Page 28. Mott Haven Construction. Photo courtesy of Anron.  

 

Page 30. Mott Haven Staircase. Photo courtesy of Perkins Eastman Archi-
tects. 

 

Page 32. Bronx Committee for Toxic Free Schools press conference at 
New York City Council. Photo courtesy of NYLPI. 
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