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Emily Sánchez: From the Newark Public Library, this is Demanding Justice in New Jersey.  
 
[Introduction music - “We Got To Have Freedom” by the Spirit of Life Ensemble]  
 
This podcast is about local histories of community organizing in the state. I'm your host, Emily 
Sánchez. Today, we have the incredible opportunity of hearing from a local community activist 
and member of the Ironbound Community Corporation, Nancy Zak.  
 
For those of you who don’t know, Nancy Zak has been an organizer in the Ironbound 
Neighborhood of Newark since the late 1970s. She was an active participant in many local 
movements, but for the purposes of today, we are going to zoom into her involvement with the 
movement for environmental justice in the Ironbound, including fights against incinerators, some 
of which were backed by huge financial interests.  
 
Some of you might be wondering: What are incinerators? Good question: so incinerators are 
technical equipment for the burning of waste material. Many different types of incinerators were 
proposed to be built in the Ironbound. Some examples were an incinerator for sewage waste, an 
incinerator for medical waste, an incinerator for garbage waste, and an incinerator for toxic 
chemical waste. Ironbound residents and organizers, part of the ICC and the Ironbound 
Committee Against Toxic Waste, defeated most of the incinerator proposals.  
 
[Transition Music - “Catch-It” on Pixabay] 
 
Nancy and I had the chance to meet up at the Van Buren Branch of the Newark Public Library in 
the Ironbound and visit the Environmental Justice History and Resource Center there. It’s a 
corner tucked away on the second floor of the building, across from the children’s section. 
Together, Nancy and I looked through the center’s leatherbound scrapbook, which documents 
the local struggles for environmental justice through excerpts from the Ironbound Voices, a 
trilingual community newsletter produced by the Ironbound Community Corporation (or ICC for 
short). Founded in 1969 as a Day Care Center, the ICC, along with the Ironbound Committee 
Against Toxic Waste, began mobilizing the Ironbound community around environmental justice 
in the late 1970s and early 1980s. (we’ll get into more details about this story later on in the 
podcast)  
 
Nancy and Ana Baptista, another member of the ICC, created this center together and curated the 
scrapbook. The center’s archive is pretty unique …  
 

Nancy Zak: So, we wanted to make a way to tell the stories of what the community has done for 
itself and to keep the stories alive and going forward. And we wanted it to be not an archive, like 
you had to make an appointment and wear gloves, but to have an archive that was accessible to 
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the community. And Anna and I came up with the idea of using the history told through the 
Ironbound Voices, a trilingual newspaper that ICC published from 1978 to 2001. And the 
Ironbound Voices is available now digitally, but the colored dots on each page indicate drawers 
in the filing cabinet nearby where you can find more information about each topic. There is also 
an index at the back of the scrapbook, we call it (pointing towards scrapbook) the scrapbook.  
 
Emily: For the rest of the podcast, we’ll continue to hear segments from my conversation with 
Nancy, her comments on some sources in the scrapbook, and information about the Ironbound’s 
fights against incinerators and toxic waste. As you listen, think about how you can learn from 
previous environmental struggles and apply the lessons to your own organizing in your 
communities.1  
 
I created this podcast keeping you in mind, listener, especially those of you interested in 
organizing for change.  
 
[Transition Music - “Inspiring Cinematic Ambient” by Lexin_Music] 
 
One of the key takeaways I had from my conversation with Nancy was about the importance of 
providing information and sharing stories. In the context of the incinerators — it was the 
community members who started spreading awareness about what the incinerators were and the 
health dangers they would bring to the community. The incinerators were going to bring more 
dangerous chemicals into the Ironbound — the neighborhood had already been exposed to toxic 
chemicals and air pollution from factories, such as the Englehardt factory. Residents living near 
these factories suffered from many health problems, including difficulty with breathing.2 
 
Nancy: How we got people involved was telling them about what was happening to their health 
because of the proximity of the chemicals. And I had one of my former high school students 
when she reappeared a decade later in one of our marches, and she said she had grown up 
playing where they had found the dioxin. She had played on that, those little dirt hills. And she 
had two children born with birth defects, and she was losing her liver functions. And so that 
make you really realize that, yes, this stuff can really affect your physical health. And we used to 
having the information and being able to provide that to people was very important because 
nobody knew. And not only having it but translating it in the three languages. 
 
Emily: As one of the Ironbound Voices newsletters published in September 1981 explained, 
incinerators were bound to bring more health problems to the neighborhood. The newsletter 

 
1 Nancy Zak, interview by Emily Sanchez, April 2023, (Newark, NJ: New Jersey Hispanic Research 
Information Center, Podcast Interviews).  
2 Ironbound Community Corporation, “Air Pollution Makes Life Miserable,” Ironbound Voices, Vol. 2 No. 7, 
November 1979, https://archive.org/details/IronboundVoices197911a.  
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pointed to the example of a garbage incinerator in Long Island, in New York, where dioxin had 
been found in the smoke coming from the incinerator.3  
 
As you might already begin to infer, the newsletters were a key tool in informing Ironbound 
residents about environmental issues. You might be wondering how these newsletters got 
around. I had the same question:    
 

Emily: Just another question in terms of the newsletters, how would you guys distribute them 
throughout the neighborhood? 
 
Nancy: If people signed up, we could mail some of them, but mainly we distributed them in 
businesses that agreed to let us, they were free, and businesses let us put them, for example, in a 
laundry or places where people might sit for a while. I remember going around pushing Beth in 
her little baby carriage, and next to her is a pile of Ironbound Voices because we had to deliver 
them. And we did it by car and walking and getting 'em around. And most of the time the 
businesses were cooperative. We had a few that said, get out with that communist newspaper, get 
out. And the reason for that, you can see when you look at the old Ironbound Voices in a mission 
statement, do we have the mission statement in here: 

(Reads from mission statement from an Ironbound Voices newsletter)  

“We believe that all people are entitled to income, food, clothing, housing, education, and 
healthcare. We will print articles about groups taking steps to make this belief a reality. We will 
also publish information about your legal and social service. And then we would list everybody 
that worked on the issues. We had volunteer translators throughout the neighborhood. 
 
Emily: As Nancy begins to highlight, it took a whole team of people with many different skills 
to create these powerful tools of information sharing. The team aspect of organizing is another 
key takeaway from this conversation.  
 
The local movement for environmental justice was also made up of youth. There were several 
moments when Nancy and I were flipping through the scrapbook where I saw elementary and 
middle school students.   
 
Emily: Can we go back one (page) … Yeah, I noticed. So there were children, right? [they were] 
also protesting. How were you guys able to involve? 

Nancy: Well, that was their principal from South Street School. The kids were doing signs. 

 
3 Ironbound Community Corporation, “Garbage Incinerator Means More Pollution for Ironbound” Ironbound 
Voices, Vol. 4, No. 5, September 1981, https://archive.org/details/IronboundVoices198109a.  
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Emily: Kids at the South Street School were out in the streets, demonstrating in the early 1980s 
when barrels and barrels of toxic chemicals were found inside a nearby building.  

 

Nancy: They [kids] were doing some of the work in their schools. We had many teachers who 
were very interested in what was going on and who worked on it in their classrooms with their 
kids. Once you have the information go to where the people are in this neighborhood, the people 
are in the schools and churches. So we concentrated a lot of our outreach on the schools and the 
churches. We had something called the Ironbound Ecumenical Association. We had three very, 
very wonderful pastors who participated and got a lot of their people involved in things. And 
that's how we got a lot of people. 
 
Emily: The photos and newsletters in the scrapbook show how everyone has a role to play when 
we are thinking of creating movements, on any level.  
 
[Transition music - Inspiring Cinematic Ambient by Lexin_Music]  
 
At the end of our conversation, I asked Nancy what advice she has for students who are thinking 
of organizing in their own neighborhoods:    
 
Nancy: Well, we talked about it a little bit. You have to have the information as best you can 
about the issue that you're trying to let people know about. You have to know something about it, 
at least a little bit, and some way of connecting it to their lives. Why is it important? Why should 
I bother coming to another meeting? I'm working, I'm taking care of my kids. So you find a 
connection that people can understand.  
 
Language is important. We had to have everything tri-lingually in this neighborhood so people 
could talk to people in the language that they understand. And also the complexity of language, 
because many people do not have the education, a master's degree and everything, and know 
about the complicated words. So you got to watch your own language. And then to go where the 
people are, we would often, if we had flyers to hang up, we'd hang them where people were 
outside supermarket(s).  
 
Talk to people as they're coming out. If you need signatures on a petition campaign, go where the 
people are, stand outside the supermarket or go to the churches when they're having a meeting or 
service. After the service, people are coming out, talk. 

 

Emily: Yeah. Yeah. You can see, just looking at the photographs, the impact that all of that 
outreach has. Right, you have a whole community showing up.  
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Nancy: And the visibility is very important. So making sure that you are doing something or 
publicizing what you've done, where people are going to see it. In the newspaper or on TV. Do 
something that's going to draw attention or put up a sign, a giant sign. We had some people that 
would go around doing graffiti. There's a few on bridges. [...] So the connections and the 
relationships are very key and continue to be. 
 
Emily: As we come to the end of this podcast, I hope that these small segments of the interview 
were helpful to you as you begin to imagine different ways to create change in your own 
communities. And know that if you feel stumped, you can always reach out to organizers and ask 
them for advice on how to create change and organize a community. You are not alone in 
wanting to create change in the current world.  
 

Like I mentioned last time, Demanding Justice is a podcast about local histories of community 
organizing in New Jersey. Many people, like myself, grow up not knowing about local histories 
of community organizing around social justice. This podcast attempts to change that by 
exploring stories of migration as well as activism against police violence and gentrification. I 
also hope these podcast episodes can serve as a resource to people out there hoping to create 
change. Our next episode, an interview with another ICC organizer, Maria Lopez-Nuñez, will be 
another opportunity to learn more about organizing for environmental justice and beyond. 

 
If you’d like to learn more about the ICC’s work, check out the show notes. All episode 
transcripts are located on the Newark Public Library (NPL) website. For educators, you can also 
access accompanying lesson plans, including worksheets and in-class activities, at the NPL 
website as well. And to all listeners out there, if you liked what you heard and would like to 
share this podcast — please do. It’s available on all major streaming platforms.  
 
Our intro theme music is “Got to Have Freedom” by the Spirit of Life Ensemble. Our transition 
music is from Pixabay. And our outro theme music is “Powerful Beat” by Penguin Music.  
 
Thank you to everyone who made this series possible – everyone part of the HRIC staff, all 
educators who have given me their time, the staff at the MakerSpace at the Newark Public 
Library, and the ReachOut Fellowship program. For today’s episode, I send a special thank you 
to the ICC and the Van Buren Branch of the Newark Public Library.  
 
I’m Emily Sánchez, your host for Demanding Justice in New Jersey. 
 
 


