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Proposal for CB3/ConEdison Settlement Fund 2011

The Lower East Side Ecology Center is applying for a grant in the amount of $175,000 to continue its EcoBizNYC program together with launching a street tree stewardship program to improve air quality in our community and to purchase a new vehicle which will run on Biodiesel to demonstrate the potential for improving air quality by running diesel vehicles on a waste product – cooking oil.

EcoBizNYC, a program of the Lower East Side Ecology Center  (Ecology Center) works with small businesses to evaluate and help them reduce their environmental impacts. The program has been running since late 2008 and has succeeded at helping more than 60 businesses in the settlement zone to reduce their energy consumption and contributions to air pollution, waste, and operating costs. In the last year, the program has engaged 30 local youth and young adults, to enroll small businesses in the program, learn about and practice environmental consulting, and research incentives that can help businesses operate in a more sustainable manner.
Since one of the settlement fund’s main objectives is to improve air quality in the community, the Ecology Center is proposing to create a street tree stewardship program, which leverages the resources of the Million Trees Program. The Million Trees Program plants trees in communities all over the city, but does not provide ongoing care for the trees. Newly planted trees must be cared for and maintained carefully during the first two years in order to survive on the New York City streets. Through the street tree stewardship program the Ecology Center will ensure the survival of newly planted trees, educate and involve the community and work closely with NYC Parks Department to have more trees planted in the settlement area. Walking down Avenue D as well as some sections of East 14th Street illustrate our neighborhood’s dire need for more street tree coverage.
Organization Background

The Lower East Side Ecology Center works toward a more sustainable New York City by providing community-based recycling and composting programs, developing local stewardship of green space, and increasing community awareness, involvement and youth development through environmental education programs.
 
The Ecology Center was founded in 1987 with a focus on community-based recycling programs, providing innovative recycling drop-off centers in the Lower East Side. Today, the Ecology Center offers free public compost collection and education, electronic waste recycling in all five boroughs, stewardship of public open space, and works to increase community awareness, involvement, and youth development through environmental education. Our programs focus on offering opportunities for all New Yorkers to learn about environmental issues facing New York City and to take responsibility for solving these problems. 
The Ecology Center’s programs reach tens of thousands of New Yorkers each year. Most of these programs are targeted towards private city residents, not businesses. The development of EcoBizNYC has allowed the Ecology Center to reach an audience that was not historically participating in its programs and help them understand their own and their business’ environmental impacts. The prevalence of small businesses in the East Village and the limited resources that their owners have to put toward sustainability issues makes the EcoBizNYC program a valuable asset to the community.

EcoBizNYC Program – Present and Future 

EcoBizNYC has helped many business owners increase their environmental sustainability and has trained local youth with skills they can use for green jobs in the future. However, as the second year of the program comes to an end, it is clear that there is room for adjustments to improve the business owner experience and expand the impacts of the program. Below you will find an overview of program activities to date, the changes that we have made in the last 12 months, and those we are hoping to make in the next year. 

Program Process

The EcoBizNYC program functions by having the program staff and interns walk business owners through a number of steps that address various aspects of sustainability. 

· Step 1 – Meet EcoBizNYC representatives and conduct sustainability brainstorm

· Step 2 – Sustainability assessment, a series of questions concerning electricity, HVAC, waste, transportation, procurement, food, retail products, water, greenspace, and employee training/community outreach 

· Step 3 – Energy assessment/audit

· Step 4 – Review sustainability and energy assessments to develop a list of recommendations for greening the business and reducing costs through incentive programs 

· Step 5 – Setting sustainability goals

· Step 6 – Implementing goals and feedback from assessments

· Step 7 – Develop business profile to be posted on the EcoBizNYC section of the Ecology Center’s website

We have found that the level of detail and focus areas have been effective in reaching the goal of helping business owners reduce their environmental impacts. In the initial program development, the steps were done sequentially so that business owners had to wait until each step was complete before moving onto the next. However, we have found that business owners tend to stay more engaged if we make the format more fluid. For example, if a business owner has completed the sustainability assessment (step 2) but has not yet received an energy audit (step 3), we now develop a list of recommendations based on the sustainability assessment and let the business owner get started on implementing those recommendations. After the energy audit is complete, then we can provide the business owner with recommendations for reducing energy use. This adjustment helps keep busy business owners focused on the program and also makes the recommendations into more of a discussion between the EcoBizNYC representatives and the business owners. 

Boundaries

The current boundaries of the EcoBizNYC program that has been funded by Community Board 3 and Con Edison are East 14th Street to East 6th Street and First Avenue to Avenue D (the Settlement Zone). As the progress reports to the Community Board have mentioned, the process of going door-to-door enrolling businesses in the program has proven very labor-intensive. The Ecology Center is committed to continue to enroll businesses located in the settlement area but would also like to propose the expansion of the program to the entire area of Community Board 3. 

Expanding the program to include all of Community Board 3 will open up the program to more businesses and help make the process of enrolling businesses more efficient by establishing partnerships with groups that already work with businesses. The two organizations that we would be able to work with are the Lower East Side Business Improvement District and the Chinatown Partnership. 

In 2009, the Ecology Center raised additional funding to work with businesses outside of the Settlement Zone and started to partner with the Lower East Side Business Improvement District and developed outreach to businesses in Chinatown in collaboration with Asian Americans for Equality (AAFE).  However, the additional funding was not sufficient to bring the entire process and benefits of the EcoBizNYC program to these small businesses. 

Expanding the reach of the program by partnering with established business improvement districts will allow the program to make greater impacts on the health of our community. We believe that through such partnerships the EcoBizNYC program will also be able to be more efficient; able to work with the business improvement districts for outreach to the businesses, instead of the door-to-door canvassing that we have had to rely on in the settlement zone.

Youth Involvement

Each semester, EcoBizNYC offers internships to local high school and college students. The high school and college interns are paired together to outreach to businesses in selected areas of the Settlement Zone. When a business enrolls in the program, the intern team becomes responsible for walking the business through the steps and explaining each aspect of the program. At the end of their internship, they write a report based on their internship experience and a topic that interests them about small business sustainability. 

Feedback from the interns has been positive and they find the experience of working with small businesses to be rewarding. However, one concern that the interns have expressed is that the internship is too short to enroll and work with a business through the entire EcoBizNYC process. The EcoBizNYC staff has also found it difficult to take over the process of working with a business partway through the program. 

To address this problem, EcoBizNYC internships will now be two semesters or seasons in length. The internships will begin in the spring or summer and run through the end of summer or the end of fall, respectively. We hope that by getting a longer commitment from youth for the internship and streamlining the steps of the program we will be able to work with businesses more efficiently and effectively. 

Air quality and Stewardship

Reducing air pollution has always been central to EcoBizNYC. Each part of the program is tied to helping small business owners run their business in a way that reduces negative impacts on air pollution in the East Village. We would like to expand on opportunities to alleviate air pollution by creating the Street Tree Stewardship program in 2011.

The Ecology Center would like to expand on the recommendation that small business owners “request a street tree for their block” by bringing more street trees into the community. We will establish internship opportunities that focus on street tree stewardship working with schools and after school programs. We will start this initiative by focusing on the settlement area to identify the streets lacking street trees as well as locate empty street tree pits.  

The next step will be to work with the NYC Parks Department and the Million Trees program to get free street trees planted in these areas, and to develop community awareness through outreach and workshops. We plan to partner with Trees New York, a tree-care focused non-for profit organization we already have a relationship with, to offer free workshops and resources for street tree maintenance.

Street trees have been proven to have a remarkable impact on air quality in urban areas. Unfortunately, street trees that are less than 2 years old have a very low survival rate in New York City, primarily as a result of neglect and a lack of water. With the addition of the Street Tree Stewardship program, local students will adopt a tree near their home or school and get green job training including horticultural skills and air quality education. In order to enable low-income youth who often need paying after-school and summer jobs to participate in the program, the Street Tree Stewards will receive a small stipend for caring for their adopted tree. 
The goal of this new initiative is to have 100 new trees planted in the settlement zone by 2012 – depending on availability through the Million Trees program, to have a designated stewardship program in place to care of trees recently planted in the community, and to advocate for the planting of more trees. Street Tree Stewards will participate in the community service component, taking care of street trees, adopting responsibility for a street tree near their home or school, and participating in workshops and outreach to the community to teach about street trees and air quality issues. 

Air Quality and Transportation

The Ecology Center would also like to ask the Community Board to fund the purchase of a new van to support the transportation needs for the Street Tree Stewardship program as well as the overall program activities of the Ecology Center. The Ecology Center’s current vehicle, a 1990 Dodge Ram, is on the verge of retirement. A new van, powered with bio diesel, will demonstrate how to improve air quality by switching to a less polluting and renewable fuel – bio diesel made from used cooking oil.  

Biodiesel contributes to better air quality and reduces health problems associated with poor air quality such as asthma and emphysema. When bio-diesel is used instead of petroleum based diesel, pollutants such as sulfur dioxide are reduced by 100% and particulate matter by 50%.  

The EcoBizNYC program has a cooking oil recycling component in its programs and by taking the next step of running a vehicle on bio-diesel we will raise awareness about solutions to air pollution caused by transportation. Sustainable transportation practices will demonstrate our holistic approach to improving air quality in our community.

We also anticipate having an increased need for transportation because of the Street Tree Stewardship program since the Ecology Center will be responsible for transporting supplies for street tree pit maintenance and to deliver street tree care kits to participants. These kits include buckets, hoses, tools, and literature all of which will need to be transported and distributed to the street tree stewards. 

Workshops

EcoBizNYC has offered small business owners resources about greening their businesses through workshops that cover topics such as weatherization, green roofs, waste management, green procurement and street tree stewardship. After experiencing low attendance at the workshops we expanded the audience by opening the workshops to the general public. We would like to continue offering these workshops but will improve on their content to account for the expanded audience, and survey business owners who are part of EcoBizNYC to see what topics they are most interested in, and what would motivate them to attend. We will also focus more of the workshops on active stewardship workshops that educate the community about ways to improve air quality. 

Staff

In the summer of 2010, Ecology Center program director, Tara DePorte, left the Ecology Center and two summer interns, Anjie Cho and Rebecca Krause have been hired to continue the EcoBizNYC program. 

Anjie Cho became familiar with the program by attending an EcoBizNYC workshop and then applying for a summer internship. She is an architect by training and is a resident of the Lower East Side. Her on-the-ground experience with EcoBizNYC has provided her with a unique perspective from which she has begun analyzing and adjusting the EcoBizNYC program. 

Rebecca Krause was also a summer intern in 2010 and is currently working on her graduate degree at New York University. Her priority for the remainder of 2010 and January of 2011 is to continue working with businesses she has reached out to over the summer and who have expressed interest in EcoBizNYC. 

Daniel Tainow will join the Ecology Center staff in November as the Program Director for Environmental Education. Dan has a strong background in environmental education, having led educational workshops for all ages as well as created curriculum. Dan, a resident of the Lower East Side will adapt and expand the EcoBiz workshops, and develop and implement the Street Tree Stewardship Program.

In addition Christine Datz-Romero, the Executive Director and Caroline Kruse, the Development Director of the Ecology Center are staying involved in the management of the program.
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