Emily Sanchez: From the Newark Public Library, this is Demanding Justice in New Jersey.
[Introduction music - “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
Sanchez. Today, I present to you our last official episode of the season. And I can’t think of a
better way to send you all off than to leave you with words from another local community
activist Maria Lopez-Nuiez.

Maria is a part of the Ironbound Community Corporation, or ICC for short. For those of you who
didn't listen to our last episode, the ICC started as a Daycare Center in 1969 and from the 1970s
onwards, began mobilizing the Ironbound community around environmental justice issues. The
ICC continues to be active to this day. During our discussion, Maria and I cover the ICC’s
present activity in fighting for environmental justice in the [ronbound and beyond. We also
discuss different strategies aspiring organizers, including yourself listeners, can take on while
navigating fights for environmental justice.

I hope you all can apply the different strategies shared to your communities back home.
[Transition music - “Eco Technology” by Lexin_Music]

Emily: All right, so I'm so happy to have Maria Lopez-Nuiiez on the show today with us. So she
is Deputy Director of Advocacy and Organizing for the [ronbound Community Corporation, or
ICC for short. To start us off, I was wondering, Maria, if you could tell us a little bit about
yourself and also your relationship to the Ironbound?

Maria Lopez-Nufiez: Yeah, about me. Yeah. So I'm Maria Lopez-Nuifiez, and I'm from
Honduras. I was born in Honduras, and I immigrated here as a kid. I actually immigrated to
Bushwick, and I like to tell people it's really important, Bushwick before gentrification,
Bushwick, Brooklyn. So we lived in a cheap apartment, three bedrooms. Our family could afford
it. Our whole family had lived in that apartment at some point. And then, around the time I was
in middle school, we had to move because the building was sold, and the new owners wanted to
raise the rent. So that's where I end up in New Jersey. In New Jersey, I actually went to school in
West New York. And then, after high school, I came to Newark. I started doing different types of
work in Newark, trying to just find a way I was attracted to Newark because it reminded me a lot
of Brooklyn. It reminded me a lot of Bushwick, actually, specifically the place I grew up and I
kept looking for, and I realized the pressure that gentrification can do.

And then I also realized another thing that the smell that I grew up smelling my whole childhood,
it wasn't normal and it was actually something that not every neighborhood experiences. You are
more likely to experience a bad smelling neighborhood if you're Black or Brown or if you're low
income, low wealth communities. And so that kind of got me really bought into this work that
we call environmental justice.



Emily: Yeah, that's really cool. And backtracking a little bit too, you mentioned that you said
you went to school in West New York and then ended up finding your way to Newark. When did
you start organizing or what was your introduction to organizing?

Maria: Well, so my organizing journey starts before Newark. I remember even being in high
school and learning about Labor Day and realizing, oh my God, people should do the May Day
strike. And my mom actually went to Staples and helped me print out a lot of flyers because my
mom's birthday's May 1st. So our tradition was to always go to Labor Day protests. So I wanted
to get people involved. So I remember convincing my friends to flier the neighborhood and to
convince people like, yeah, we should go out to Labor Day, especially in our community with a
lot of undocumented folks. And I was like, “This is a way that we can be visible. We can't vote,
but we are workers.” So that's super important. And that's kind of how actually I started
organizing. I realized that organizing just something you can do with your friends and get people
wound up for something that you care about.

Emily: That's so awesome. Yeah, I feel like organizing, the way it starts is by just speaking with
people who are close to you or convincing your friends to go out to protest, for example. And
then your friends with your friends and convincing others who might be outside of your own
circle. And that's kind of one of the blocks of organizing. That's really cool. That was when you
were still in high school and organizing around the May Day protests. Are there any other
moments or memories of organizing that you'd like to share or any building blocks that led up to
you eventually organizing with the ICC in the Ironbound?

Maria: Yeah, | mean by the time I came to Ironbound, I already had a lot of experience. And so
I would say that to start, it's take every opportunity that you get. So I remember seeing a training
session, you wouldn't get paid, right? But you would learn on organizing model. I think it was
the Selinsky model of organizing. So something to look up, I won't get nerdy here, but there's
very different ways and ideas about how to organize and how to bring people together. Should
you focus on people's identity, or should you focus on the issues that affect them? Should you
focus on the issues that affect them one by one? Or do you need a platform? These are things to
consider. But I would say that the most important thing to organizing is making sure that you
actually have people. And that part sounds simple, but it takes a lot of work.

It means that you might have to be out when it's really hot outside, hanging out at the park. Some
of my early organizing was actually around education reform because I started organizing, |
guess on the things that I felt affected me as a kid, which was labor, education, and then housing.
I got to EJ (environmental justice) almost last, but it's where I've stayed because I find that
environmental justice kind of encompasses everything, and it really feels like we're organizing
for something that's about our whole lives. But wherever you start, it's important that first off,
you actually are connected to the issue and then that you don't give up because talking to people
is a numbers game. You have to talk to a hundred people to find 10 people that might listen a
little bit and one that'll show up. And so as long as you keep putting in the work, you'll find
people. That's what gives me a lot of hope in organizing is that if you do the hard work of talking
to people, hearing them out, hearing what they care about, connecting them to your issue,



eventually you'll find a group of people that really care, and then together you'll find more people
and you can amplify your cause that way.

Emily: Turning back to, more focusing on your own experience with the ICC: I know for me in
preparation for this interview, I've done a little bit of research on recent efforts, and I know right
now there are a lot of efforts to stop the construction of a gas-powered plant in the [ronbound. So
I was wondering if you could share a little bit more about those efforts and maybe also about
other current campaigns that the ICC has.

Maria: Yeah, for sure. So Ironbound, right? Ironbound, the neighborhood in the city of Newark,
for people who might not know that, [ronbound’s about four square miles and it is home to the
large, longest Superfund site. Superfund is the highest designation of toxicity, of contamination,
that the federal government, when something's labeled a Superfund site, that means that the
person who poisoned that land, they need to pay for to fix it. But that takes decades. We've been
fighting there for 30 years.

We are also home to three power plants already. So that means when you turn on the lights at
your home, you might not think about it, but the electricity is coming from somewhere. And it's
usually because fossil fuels are being burned like gas or petroleum. We have three of those
power plants already in our neighborhood. We also have the largest sewage treatment facility in
the state of New Jersey and the largest incinerator in our state. Incinerators are places that burn
trash. So again, you throw out the trash, don't think about it, but it comes to our neighborhood
probably if you're in the northern part of New Jersey, or even if you're in New York City, it
comes to our home to be burned. And that produces chemicals like arsenic, lead, mercury,
dioxin, which is a really cancer causing chemical.

So the sewage treatment plant, the sewage treatment facility, is when you flush your toilet.
Again, things we don't might not think about at home, but they affect people. Everything has to
go somewhere. And unfortunately, a lot of those times, it goes to Black and Brown and low-
wealth communities. So with the power plant, the sewage treatment facility, in order to protect
themselves from climate change, they're building a power plant, but the power plant runs on
fossil fuel gas, so they have to burn that gas. Some people think of it as natural gas, not really
natural. You have to actually poison the earth to get it, and they want to put another power plant,
which would be our fourth power plant, in a four-square mile neighborhood. So if you're keeping
track of all that, that's a lot of poison in one community. So we've been fighting a lot of things,
the power plant's just on the latest list. But right before this power plant, we were fighting against
the sludge plant, which is where they wanted to burn human waste in order to make it powder
and put that in concrete, which I have less opinions about that. And just a lot of opinions about
where they put these facilities and how they concentrate them in neighborhoods that can't always
defend themselves.

Emily: Thanks so much for sharing with that, sharing with us a little bit more about the
Ironbound and how it is this place where there's a lot of pollution and also contamination
concentrated in just a small area. I also wanted to follow-up and ask how I also learned recently
that there has been or environmental justice activists alongside you too in New Jersey recently



helped pass the Environmental Justice Law. Or I guess not very recently, but that was around
three years ago in 2020. So I was wondering if you could share with the audience a bit more
about that and what efforts led up to passing that law and what environmental justice activists
have to do?

Maria: For sure. And so, the environmental justice side, it affects the whole state of New Jersey.
It took us 12 years to pass. It took a long time. So again, organizing is not an overnight thing.
You're not going to be coming to overnight success if you're doing a good job organizing. What I
will say about the law is it was not that many people. So sometimes we need a lot of people, and
sometimes we don't. We need very dedicated people. So in New Jersey, I'm proud. I could
probably name on one of my hands, maybe I need to, but not really the people who were
dedicated themselves over time to making sure that the law passed. So even though the law
passed three years ago, it just became effective a month ago. So another thing to keep in mind,
sometimes you pass something incredible, but you have to wait for the impact to happen.

So what is the law? The environmental justice law, what it does is, let me backtrack. Every time
that there's a polluting facility, you actually have to get a permit. A permit is permission to
pollute. It tells you what's the limits of pollution that you're allowed to dump into a
neighborhood. Before the Environmental Justice Law, there was no way for the Department of
Environmental Protection to say no to facilities to say, you can't put that here. And they
definitely couldn't say no on the basis of overburden, right? Overburden means the concentration
of industrial facilities in a given neighborhood. So that has been very difficult that you can't say
no because a community already has too much stuff in it, and that law actually helps that it
actually mandates. So there's a part in the law that says that the DEP shall deny permits in
overburdened communities when it's going to contribute to the harm. And so that's a big deal
because when you have such a high concentration of facilities, people actually, if you add
anything else, you're adding to what's already a toxic stew and the way that things mix with each
other. So that's why the law is a big deal. It's the first time that they're like, you have to say no
when it's overburdened, and it's already too much concentration of pollution.

Emily: And that's really important. And for me, when I first heard about the law, I was like, how
was this not a law before? And folks taking,

Maria: Isn't that scary?
Emily: People

Maria: Probably assume, nah, they have to take everything into consideration, but that's not
actually the truth

Emily: For sure. And, another follow-up question that I had, because I didn't know that it just
became effective a month ago. So in my research, I had also been kind of following through
with, because there had been kind of a series of other news stories following how there was
another, I think gas powered power plant scheduled to be built in the Ironbound. And by that
point, the environmental justice law had already been passed, but it hadn't been effected. So it



was kind in that intermediary period. So I'm not sure what is the state of the gas power plant now
too. And how there was conversation also during that time where even though this law was
passed, right, Governor Phil Murphy wasn't really doing anything to stop the gas-powered plant
from actually being constructed.

Maria: Yeah, for sure. So if one thing I'll say about organizing it, sometimes we do it wrong.
We can't, like the governor, we targeted him. He did step in to slow down the decision to put this
power plant, but it's not just on the governor. There's been a lot of strategies here. You have to,
one thing that's really important if you're going to be an organizer is you have to know who your
elected officials are. And that just doesn't mean just the governor and president. It also means:
Who's your council person? Who's your assembly people, who's your senator? And then you
have to write to them and talk to them, call their office, tell them what you care about because
unless they hear from you, they don't know what you care about. And they need to hear from a
lot of people on an issue. And then they realize, oh, the people that vote for me that help me keep
my job, this is what they care about.

And so if I'm going to do my job well, I have to represent their interests because remember,
they're elected representatives of the people. So they have to represent what we care about in the
positions that they hold, whether that's at the assembly, the Senate, or if they're our mayor or our
council people. We should look at who's in the school board for students. Are they representing
what students care about? Do they even know students? So it's always important to know who
has power and then how to pressure people in power to represent you properly. So far with the
power plant, we haven't beat it all the way, but we've slowed it down tremendously. And we had
the mayor come out against it. We had the assembly people and the senators, and the whole
commissioners of Essex County also come out in opposition to the power plant. So I find if
PVSE, that's the Passaic Valley Sewage Commission, ends up building this, it will be against the
will of everyone. They will have to betray the trust and faith of the whole community of not just
Newark but also all of Essex County because we've made this a really big deal that people are
watching if they're going to be a good neighbor or if they're just going to trample on our rights,
the clean air.

Emily: Thanks so much for clarifying that, and I am really glad to hear that it's been slowed
down. And would also to hear more from you, keeping in mind audience, members who might
be about to fight similar fights back home or might encounter these types of fights in the future:
How did you, did ICC and the Ironbound community, and I guess in the context of this story too,
also the larger Essex County, how did you all end up getting senators and mayors and all
different city council people out to speak? I know you mentioned writing letters are really
important. I was wondering if there were any other strategies that people can use too.

Maria: Yeah for sure. I mean, sometimes, I'll be honest, you should start off asking nicely.
Sometimes we end up yelling about what we want, and we should first ask, we might end up
yelling. I don't take that off the table. It's important, but I always tell the organizers I work with,
we need room for escalation. Don't start on level 10, start on level one. Ask people, “Hey, can
you help us with this?”” They might not even know about this issue. Elected officials, they
represent thousands and thousands of people with different ideas about how the world should



work. Our job is to be the most compelling, to have the most people behind us and to be really
organized. That's why we call ourselves organizers. And to that end, I'll say there's a difference
between an activist and an organizer. Activists, they activate people, but it's usually one by one.

Organizers take people who might be activated or an activist, and they put them in order, and
that means putting them together to start a letter writing campaign or to start making phone calls
to realize we're putting people together for a purpose. We're not just bringing people together to
throw a party, even though sometimes we do throw a parties and it's important to celebrate, but
it's always to make sure that we're changing the conditions, the material conditions in our
neighborhoods so that our neighborhoods are easier places to live, and people can be more
happier, and they can be healthy, and your elected officials should want that too. So you start off
naturally nicely. If not, then you start calling them. You start showing up where they are. You
show up to their office. You keep sending people to their office. You have to get their attention.

That's your job as an organizer. And then if they don't give you their attention on an issue that
affects people, and especially issues that harm people, then it's also your job to organize when
they're going to get elected. Because you have to remind them that if you don't do your job, we're
going to find someone that can do your job. Because responsible elected officials are an
important piece of the puzzle. They're not everything, but they're an important piece of the
puzzle. And that's why we also have to do our job educating them and our community so that
everybody knows the details of what we're talking about. We shouldn't assume people know,
that's a mistake. I see young organizers make just like we learned. Other people need to learn and
we should give them that opportunity. And then once we've given them that opportunity, we
should hold them accountable to that.

Emily: For me, as I'm kind of learning about this too, it was really helpful how you kind of laid
it out in terms of steps, right? Step one is asking and then leaving room for escalation. And also I
think what you're talking about too points towards the power of just regular ordinary people
coming together and how much control when voices are put together and organized have in what
elected officials can do, but then also what folks can imagine for our community and making that
a reality. So, transitioning to another question that I had, which was about, I know for today, I
think we ended up talking a lot about local community organizing and thinking about how the
larger movement for environmental justice is also about also fighting for the future of the planet
and also making sure that we don't head towards climate catastrophe and all of that.

So I was wondering too, what a lot of communities are dealing with [that have been] brought on
by climate change: things like flooding in areas that have been flooded before, or more extreme
flooding in areas that kind of experience flooding. I know that's happening in many different
parts of New Jersey, and I know in the Ironbound, but all of that is brought on by climate change,
which also in turn has been brought on by use of fossil fuels and oil and different things like that.
And that's also in the control of larger companies and corporations. So I guess the question that I
have for you is: how do we address those larger scale issues too? Where do you see the
movement for environmental justice going, especially in terms of the current state of the world?

I think a lot of students might have this question too.



Maria: Yeah. You mean what to do with the climate crisis?

Emily: Yeah!

Maria: I know, and I guess it might be surprising to say you have to get involved
democratically. We don't actually solve, this is me being given the bad news, we're not going to
solve the climate crisis by recycling. There’s a lot of things we’ve been told that are lies:
recycling, the personal carbon footprint of people who are not mega-rich. There's a lot of lies that
are told to have our communities blame each other and the way that we live and not pay attention
to the way that rich people live and the way that they take advantage of the planet. And a big
way that we can hold corporations and elected officials accountable is actually by paying
attention, which sounds really simple, but it's really hard. Like I said, most people don't know
who their council person is, assembly person, their local senator, their state senator, not just their
congressional senators.

And so it's important to make sure that those people are holding corporations accountable
because in the way that our society currently works, consumers and government could hold
corporations accountable, and it's hard to get either of them to do their jobs. So if we're going to
reverse things for the climate crisis, we need to make sure that everyone who is elected to
represent us knows that that's what we care about and knows that we're not going to take them
being easy on corporations and running them off the hook, that they have to put us first and the
way that we show that is people power. We need a lot of people because corporations have
money, and what we have is people. So we have to show up with our millions and billions of
people to the table.

Emily: That's really powerful. I feel like growing up what I was told is just to recycle. And the
whole thing about the carbon footprint too is not a lot of working-class people even can afford to
fly around the world. So big corporations, for example, with the spill that happened in I think
Palestine, Ohio a couple [of] months ago, an example more of how a lot of times in our society,
corporations can do what they want or not really have a lot of restrictions.

Transitioning more into the last set of questions that I had for you, which is something that
you've already started to answer in terms of advice that you just have to folks who are looking to
organize because I know right now, and this is as someone who does work in a working-class
community that is predominantly Black and Latinx, and if you just look at the state of the world,
we're seeing the livelihoods of working class folks, especially working class folks of color, being
threatened in many different ways, if it's not by the environmental injustices, it's by police
brutality. If it's not by police brutality, it's by inaccessibility to affordable housing. And in many
cases, it's all three, and residents and youth are recognizing all three and more.

So I think for me, the current state that we live in has been a wakening call almost to, we all need
to be in this together, like you said, especially for the climate crisis. But I wanted to ask what
advice you have for others who are also seeing the state of the world and want to organize and
act and create the change that is needed in our society to really prioritize the needs of people and
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living beings and really the planet. So yeah, I wanted to ask any advice you have for students
who might be looking to organize on a local level, but also possibly beyond that too?

Maria: Yeah. I mean, whatever level of organizing you're going to do, you have to get your
people, the people who are in it with you. I think it's important for organizers to not feel like
saviors. We don't believe in superman complex here. The whole point of organizing is that you
do believe in people and you have faith in your neighbors. You have faith in your friends, and
you have faith in the communities that you come from that together we can stand up for what we
believe in, and then no one has to do it by themselves. So if you don't, organizing, we've talked
about, it's really difficult, and it takes a lot of time. So unless you have the people that you trust
and that you're in it for the long haul with that, you can cry when things hurt that you can
celebrate when you win. Unless you have that group of people, organizing is going to be really
hard. And then you're probably not going to be successful. I don't think you can be successful if
you decide to do it by yourself. You always have to do it in community with others that share
your mission and your goals and your joy and your pain. And that applies to whatever field of
organizing that there is.

But the point is, if we try to do it by ourselves.

Emily: And can you also, expand a little bit on how to go about finding those group of folks
where you're organizing? Because I know, and as you shared with us from your very beginning
organizing experience, the first group of friends you started, the first group of people you started
organizing with were friends. What advice do you have for folks who are just starting out on
their own, but are looking to find people and how to go about finding folks too?

Maria: Yeah, for sure. I would say you definitely need to volunteer in different places. So that
might be at the Ironbound has a farm. There's always community organizations looking for
volunteers, and there you'll come across people that are pretty cool and share your ideas
sometimes. But that also means you have to be vulnerable. You have to talk to people. You have
to put yourself out there. People don't know what you care about. You have to share the things
you care about, and you can't wait to be asked, volunteer it, find out what other people care
about. Maybe they're shy, two shy people in a room might have a lot in confidence and might not
know that. So somebody has to take a risk and do it. I'll speak as a formally, sometimes it still
creeps up, really shy person. You just have to do it, and it's very scary, but it's just like
everything is else in life, it's a fear to be conquered, and there's a reward. You might make a
lifelong friend at the other side of that.

So I would say volunteer join clubs. If you're in high school or something, find the clubs that are
you're interested in, because other people who join them already are declaring that they care
about this, right? Or their parents made them, but even that means something. And if what you
care about doesn't exist, a club for it doesn't exist, then you have to make it. You have to take the
responsibility on to make it happen and see if you can attract other people. And then I would go
back to the step one, which is if you make your club because no one's doing it, then you have to
talk to a lot of people till you find some people that think it's cool.



But there is always community for anybody and everybody in this world. I definitely believe that
you just have to talk to enough people to find your people.

Emily: Thank you so much as also a formally shy person, and it also still creeps up for me; I
really appreciate the advice you gave. I'm kind of on the other end of your experience, just
starting to find folks too who are interested and also getting involved with local community
organizations. Part of it is definitely putting yourself out there. And it's not as bad for folks who
are also looking to do this. It's not as bad as you think it is once you start doing it. Because once
you start doing it, you also find a lot of people who are interested, and it's actually a lot of fun.
It's like, well, I didn't think that you were interested in these things. Yeah, yeah.

Maria: Absolutely.

Emily: Maria, thanks so much for taking the time for this interview. Thank you also to the ICC
staff for making the interview possible. I hope this episode provided a basis for listeners
interested in organizing for social justice, and especially for those just starting off in their own
organizing journeys. | know one big takeaway I have is that organizing is not just done alone — it
is done in community. And, as I said last time, you are not alone in wanting to create change in
the world. I want you all to remember this, especially as it is our last official episode for the
season.

If you’d like to learn more about the ICC’s work, check out the show notes and our last episode.
All episode transcripts are located on the Newark Public Library (NPL) website. For educators,
you can access accompanying lesson plans, including worksheets and in-class activities, on 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 is 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 (also
on Pixabay).

Thank you to everyone who made this series possible — everyone part of the HRIC staff, all
educators who gave me their time, the staff at the MakerSpace at the Newark Public Library, and
the ReachOut Fellowship program.

Before I officially log off, I also wanted to say that it’s been great getting to share these stories
from the past and present with you all. Hopefully, this season won’t be the last — there are
certainly more New Jersey stories about community organizing out there. And one last thing, I
promise this is really the last thing — don’t be a stranger — if you’re interested in learning how
to create a project like this one, feel free to reach out. And, of course, if you’d like to connect
more about organizing and how to get started, don’t hesitate to reach out either.



In solidarity, this is Emily Sanchez, your host for Demanding Justice in New Jersey.
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