
PEPH Webinar Series
The Partnerships for 
Environmental Public Health
(PEPH) Program established
the PEPH Webinar series to
promote interactions among
PEPH grantees and to increase
awareness of common issues
and approaches. The webinars
facilitate consideration of 
emerging issues. While the
primary audience is grantees
within the PEPH network,
anyone interested in
environmental public health is
welcome to register.
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Science-based Decision Making 

This webinar highlighted two community-driven research projects and 
their effective approaches to addressing environmental health problems 
affecting their communities. The speakers discussed the process of using 
science-based decision making to promote healthy and sustainable 
communities. 

Arlene Blum 

Arlene Blum, Ph. D., a biophysical chemist, author, a visiting scholar at U� �erkley’s 
Department of Chemistry, and executive director of the Green Science Policy Institute, 
encourages cooperation and communication among scientists, government, and industry 
to promote using scientific research to inform public health and environmental policies. 
The Institute focuses on REDUCING the use of harmful chemicals in consumer products 
and has been successful in preventing the use of toxic flame retardants in consumer 
products worldwide. 

Blum opened her discussion by describing the ubiquity of harmful chemicals in consumer products and 
the environment and the lack of government regulation concerning chemical use. A widely adopted 
California flammability standard has led to the widespread use of flame retardants in furniture and baby 
product foam. Exposure to flame retardants (PentaBDE, Chlorinated Tris, and Firemaster 550) in 
consumer products, air, and household dust can adversly affect brain and reproductive organ 
development, and disrupt the endocrine and immune systems. She explained that research has shown 
that flame retardants, as used to meet the California flammability standard, do not provide a fire safety 
benefit and actually increase fire toxicity by producing more smoke, carbon monoxide, and soot while 
only providing a few second delay in fire ignition time compared to materials without the retardants. 

Extensive lobbying by the chemical industry has contributed to the failure of legislative efforts to change 
flammability standards. �lum’s work to inform policy makers of the science documenting the health 
harm and lack of fire safety benefit of flame retardants has contributed to the successful revision of 
state and federal flammability standards, and has prevented the use of flame retardants in certain baby 
products, mattresses and bedding, and plastics used in the production of electronics. She closed by 
stating that sharing science with policy makers allows them to make informed decisions protecting 
public health and the environment. For more information, including a monthly newsletter on the science 
and policy of flame retardants, visit http://www.greensciencepolicy.org/ or contact 
info@greensciencepolicy.org. 

The collaborative presentation by Omega Wilson, Sacoby Wilson, and Christopher Heaney focused on 
the use of West End Revitalization Association’s community-owned and managed research (COMR) 
model to identify and a collaborative problem solving (CPS) model to legally address environmental 
health disparities, such as the lack of basic amenities like sewer and water infrastructure, for low-
income minority populations in Mebane, N.C. 
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Omega Wilson1, president and founding board chair of the West End Revitalization 
Association of Mebane, N.C., started the presentation by describing how COMR and a 
CPS model are community-driven research approaches that feature partnerships 
between community-based organizations, universities, and legal advisors needed to 
achieve environmental justice in disadvantaged and underserved communities. He 
described how he has been working with Sacoby Wilson and Christopher Heaney since 

Omega Wilson they were in graduate school. Sacoby Wilson2, Ph. D., assistant professor at the 
Maryland Institute for Applied Environmental Health, School of Public Health, 
University of Maryland, College Park, explained how effective communication between 
university researchers and citizens is essential to identify problems in the community. 
Christopher Heaney, Ph.D., assistant professor of environmental health sciences and 
epidemiology in the Division of Occupational and Environmental Health at the Johns 
Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, described five “spheres of policy” that 

Sacoby Wilson impact low-income minority communities. The spheres include issues of safe water and 
sewer services, brownfields and landfill sites, environmental barriers, affordable 
housing, and public health interventions. He added that the COMR model is designed to 
build on the different strengths and resources of a particular community to investigate 
and gather information to address each of these spheres. 

The presenters described how the COMR model is unique in that a legal framework is 
Christopher used to file adminstrative complaints when the data indicates a lack of compliance with 

Heaney 
established civil rights laws and environmental health statutes. The model relies on the 

participation of community stakeholders and their partners including government officials, academics, 
planners, and lawyers to achieve environmental compliance, enforcement, infrastructure 
improvements, and improved planning and development. The presentation highlighted the benefits and 
successes of COMR which has suspended construction of a major roadway through Mebane and has also 
secured block grants to fund first-time installation of sewer and water infrastructure, housing 
rehabilitation, road paving, and storm-water management in the community. In focus with the 
webinar’s theme “Science-based Decision Making,” the �OMR and �PS models support “science for 
compliance” with existing federal, state, and local regulations and statutes rather than just for basic 
research purposes. The data collected is used for positive action and solutions by utilizing the available 
legal framework. 

1 Omega Wilson was a member of EP!’s National Environmental Justice Advisory Council from 2007-
2010, has co-chaired the first North Carolina Tilte VI and Environmental Justice Interagency/Community 
Workshop – September 2012, and has advised President �arack Obama’s administration on issues of 
environmental justice and health statutes. 

2 Sacoby Wilson has worked with the Low Country Alliance for Model Communities, has also served on 
the board of the Community Campus Partnerships for Health, and is on the board of Scientific 
Counselors for the CDC NCEH/ATSDR. He was a 2005 Robert Wood Johnson Health and Society Scholar 
and also received the 2008 Steve Wing International Environmental Justice Award from the North 
Carolina Environmental Justice Network. 
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During the question and answer session, participants focused on the following themes. 

For Blum: 

Environmental justice issues and disposal of products containing flame retardants. Blum responded 
that currently there is no environmentally responsible method of disposal for these products. She 
discussed a potential shift in the route of flame retardant exposure from househoulds to our food supply 
and the environment as products containing these chemicals are increasingly thrown away. She 
continued by stating that because lower income familes are more likely to have used furniture in their 
homes, they are often exposed to higher levels of flame retardants. She referenced a study which found 
that among 7-year old girls living in California, populations of color had the highest levels of these toxic 
chemicals. She concluded by stressing the need for more flame retardant studies to include an 
environmental justice component, and the importance of applying this research to policy in an effort to 
change the California flammability standard 

Epigenetics and flame retardant exposure. Blum responded that this is a concern not only for flame 
retardants but whole classes of chemicals that behave in an epigenetic manner. She referenced a UC 
Davis study in which mice exposed to the flame retardant PentaBDE experienced brain methylation. She 
concluded by expressing the need for greater emphasis on disease prevention opposed to disease 
treatment. 

For Wilson, Wilson, and Heaney: 

Relationship between Health Impact Assessment (HIA) and Environmental Justice (EJ). Omega Wilson 
and Sacoby Wilson agreed that conducting HIAs is a good way to ensure EJ, and encouraged integration 
of HIA, EJ, and COMR principles to reduce environmental health disparties. Omega Wilson added that 
HIAs are not legally required. Environmental Impact Statements (EIS) are required by federal law when 
permits are issued for construction of highways, factories, and other industries that can adversely 
impact environmental quality. Omega Wilson elaborated that, unfortunately under the National 
Environmental Policy Act, the language is pretty weak about the requirements for understanding the 
negative impacts on human health, particularly with vulnerable and susceptible populations. EJ and 
COMR deal with health disparities on a chronic level and crisis level enforcement framework. HIAs can 
be a useful approach for more prevention as a proactive approach to assess potential cumulative 
impacts, reduce exposure, and eliminate disparities. The utility of HIAs in prevention and achieving 
environmental justice has been shown in California, particularly in San Francisco and Oakland. 

Heaney added that one of the challenges in both HIA and EJ research is defining our view of health, 
which can be viewed as the absence of disease, or as a complete state of physical, mental, and social 
well-being. In terms of EJ research, another challenge lies in linking lab findings, such as the 
measurement of one chemical in the environment, back to a holistic view of community health. HIAs are 
a good way to assess cumulative stressors and their impacts within a community. Omega Wilson noted 
that, unfortunately at the federal level, the HIA approach is not included in legal requirements of science 
that support federal public health and environmental health statutes that guide compliance and 
enforcement at the local community level. Using the success stories and best practices in California can 
help address this gap at the federal level.  

Selection and training process of “community scientists.” Omega Wilson explained that community 
members are more likely to communicate with each other than researchers, so they have “community 
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monitors” who are responsible for regularly communicating with other citizens about EJ issues. 
Community monitors report back to the researchers, who use the information to file legal complaints. 
Heaney referenced a study where he, Sacoby Wilson, and Omega Wilson trained community members 
in an aseptic technique for collecting water samples. He added that “community scientists” can be 
especially valuable when there has been a history of fear and intimidation surrounding scientists 
entering the community. 

PEPH Webinar Series The Partnerships for Environmental Public Health (PEPH) Program established the 
PEPH Webinar series to promote interactions among PEPH grantees and to increase awareness of 
common issues and approaches. The webinars facilitate consideration of emerging issues. While the 
primary audience is grantees within the PEPH network, anyone interested in environmental public 
health is welcome to register. 
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