
 
 

 
 

2023 SJC CERTIFICATE PROGRAM IN URBAN SUSTAINABILITY 

  

SESSION DESCRIPTIONS 

 

Five Modules – 2 Sessions Each; Session Time - 3 hours; Total – 30 Hours of Study  
 
Course starts Tuesday evening March 14th and ends Tuesday evening  May 16th 
 
Classes start at 6:30 pm and end 9 - 9:30pm; all classes are VIRTUAL, link to be 
provided to all registrants before the course starts 

 
Bonus Session Tues evening May 23rd - Coaching / How To Start A Project (open to 
everyone) 

 
 

Welcome & Overview 

 
Debra Italiano, Course Facilitator / Founder & Chair, Sustainable JC 
Deb Italiano 
Sustainable Jersey City 
917-447-9839 
 

 
Module 1 –  Sustainability / Resiliency / Systems Thinking - 2 Sessions (6 hours)  
 
Instructor - Ashwani Vasishth         Session Dates:  March 14th & March 21th 
        

At the end of this First Module, we should have an understanding of what it means, to 
be “a change agent,” given what we know about the realities of “wicked problems” and 
evolutionary complex systems, and be able to craft community-level interventions. 

N.B.: See Stony Brook University’s explanation: What is a Wicked Problem? See 
also, my excerpt of the characteristics of wicked problems.  And see also the 
Wikipedia Entry for this. 

mailto:debitaliano@gmail.com
http://www.sustainablejc.org/
about:blank
https://www.stonybrook.edu/commcms/wicked-problem/about/What-is-a-wicked-problem
https://phobos.ramapo.edu/~vasishth/Readings/Rittel+Wicked_Problems.htm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wicked_problem


 
 

 
 

Session 1 - Level Setting - What does “sustainability” actually mean?  Why should we 
use it as a marker for the most desireable directions for humanity to take?  How does it 
relate to “resilience”?  What does it mean to “take a systems approach” to depicting 
issues, situations, or problems?   We will see how looking at the world holistically, rather 
than in a siloed and fragmentary sort of way, generates significant synergistic benefits–
or, in pop-culture terms, “how the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.” 
 
We will also explore the idea of “wicked problems”--that is to say organic, evolutionary 
problems –and how they differ markedly from more conventional “mechanical” 
problems.  We will understand why the laws and rules of evolution and complexity 
mean that such problems–definitionally and conventionally–cannot be “solved.”  They 
can only be “managed,” in some adaptive, learning-by-doing sort of way. 
 
At end of session 1, a reading and a video will be assigned as homework to complete 
before Session 2 

 
Session 2 - Implications: We will learn to use tricks and techniques that allow us to 
view the world as an organic, complex whole, even though we are limited, cognitively, 
to thinking of the world in simple terms. This segment of the Certificate Program will 
give you the tools, world views, mental models and concrete methods you need to 
better understand and communicate about the world holistically, and to use adaptive 
management to move reality this way and that.  
 
We shall understand while single points of view can never adequately capture the 
happening world, and why we must necessarily grasp and apply effective participatory 
approaches and techniques, when we need to take decisions and get a handle on what 
it means to incorporate resilience discourse into sustainability planning.   
 
At the end of the two-session module, participants will have a clear understanding of 
what it means to take a systems approach to urban sustainability and resiliency 
planning, and will begin to grasp complex-system dynamics in crafting community-level 
interventions. 

 
Ashwani Vasishth, PhD, SJC Board - Founding Advisor 
Professor of Sustainability 
Ramapo College 
vasishth@ramapo.edu 
323-206-1858 

mailto:vasishth@ramapo.edu


 
 

 
Module 2 - Environmental Justice / Eco Justice 
 
Instructors – David Larrabee & Ashwani Vasishth      Session Dates:  March 28th & April 4 th 

 
Session 3 – Understanding Environmental and Eco Justice Concepts and Frameworks.  
 

This section starts by laying out the fundamental ethical roots of sustainability 
thinking (fairness to future generations), and then exploring the relationship between 
societal justice, ecology, and economics.  An Environmental Justice or EJ approach lays 
emphasis on the implications of societal decisions upon communities that lack 
economic and political power. Globally this includes: “less developed, under-
developed or developing countries,” indigenous, tribal and aboriginal peoples, as well 
as otherwise marginalized communities.  
 
The economic basis of environmental injustice derives from several sources.   

1. The cost of land is linked to the desirability of that parcel of land.  Poor people can 
only afford to live on “affordable” land.  Polluting activities (landfills, incinerators, 
factory farms, etc) are almost always located on this cheaper, less desirable land.  
Not only is there a cost benefit in situating pollution in this way, but poorer 
communities lack the political and community organizing power to prevent their 
location.  

2. Some countries lack the resources to enforce environmental regulations that 
prevent the exposure of poor people and cheap labor to environmental dangers.  
This lowers the cost of business which is attractive to companies seeking to lower 
labor costs.  This is facilitated by the seemingly unstoppable globalization of 
world's economies. 

3. Segregating the poor and environmentally hazardous activities into a common 
area results in the increase in property values of the remaining areas.   

 
This confluence of poverty and cumulative impacts of pollution gives rise to the claim 
that poorer communities disproportionately carry the environmental and health burden 
of society’s polluting land uses.    

As a set of compatible perspectives we will explore what would be required to create a 
society without any environmental injustice?  “Eco-justice is the journey … It is the 
emerging, demanding, promising reality with which human moral agents must come to 
terms if there is to be a good and viable future for people and the planet.”[1] .   Eco-
justice looks at ethical and moral issues through the lens of economics, ecology, and 
social justice considering systematic changes, lifestyle changes, and the pursuit of 
reconciliation. 



 
 

These issues are present in all places on the Globe, including Jersey City.  Of the 114 
Superfund sites in New Jersey, five are located in Hudson County.  Jersey City has its 
own share of chromium-contaminated sites, making brownfield development a 
challenge.  As elsewhere, low-income and politically marginalized communities—
traditionally under-represented in the political and economic decision making process—
bear the brunt of the burden in environmental health outcomes.  An historical case 
study of the development of the chromite ore processing industry in Jersey City 
illustrates how an industry that benefited the country as whole was located in low-
income and marginalized communities which bore the brunt of the environmental 
impact.  It also illustrates how that impact continues to this day on the same 
communities, after the industry has left.  

 Students will be invited to work on a case study, in preparation for Session 4. 

 

[1] Eco-Justice the unfinished Journey, William E. Gibson editor ©2004 State University 
of NY Press page 295 

David will assign the Chromium case study, and students will view a recorded 
conversation about cumulative impacts between Nickie Sheets and Ashwani Vasishth. 
 
 
Session 4: Local Perspectives on Environmental Justice  
 
This session will cover the history of Environmental Justice in New Jersey over the past 
20 years, including challenges and victories, as well as a vision and opportunities for 
the future. 
 
Environmental Justice is now a household word, but it wasn’t always so.  EJ activists and 
advocates have worked tirelessly for over 20 years to bring Environmental Justice into 
the spotlight in New Jersey.  Now, New Jersey is leading the way nationally with strong 
infrastructure, policy and practice in environmental justice with Newark’s Cumulative 
Impact Ordinance and the State Environmental Justice Law.   
 
The US EPA defines environmental justice as: 
 

… the fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all people regardless of race, 
color, national origin, or income, with respect to the development, 
implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, and 
policies. This goal will be achieved when everyone enjoys the same degree of 

https://www.epa.gov/environmentaljustice


 
 

protection from environmental and health hazards, and equal access to the 
decision-making process to have a healthy environment in which to live, learn, 
and work. 

 

During this session we will hear from the leadership of the NJ Environmental Justice 
Alliance who will discuss the new EJ Legislation for NJ, their organization’s work and 
meaningful perspectives related to current challenges, including ‘cumulative impacts’ 
and anticipated outcomes of the legislation.  Background on the NJ EJA and bios for 
Melissa Miles/ Exec Dir and Nicky Sheats / Trustee here. 

 
There can be no sustainable future for Jersey City without addressing the 
environmental injustices in the past and present.  The initiatives that Sustainable 
Jersey City has undertaken in this area will be presented.  This includes a program to 
monitor the air quality in Jersey City, as well as training future environmental justice 
leaders.  The first cohort of these leaders will share with the class: their first project, 
their experiences during the training, as well as answer student questions.  Students 
are encouraged to consider how they might participate in this important work. 
 
At the end of the session the students will reflect on the case study on chromium 
contamination of Jersey City. 

 
While highly contaminated toxic sites (representing what is called point-source 
pollution) are certainly a threat to the environment, it would serve us well to not take 
our eye off what is called “area source pollution.”  Here there are many sources of 
pollution, each responsible for a very small amount of the pollution of concern.  But 
cumulatively, these sources—which permeate an entire area—can prove significant as 
hard-to-regulate but dangerous phenomena.  In this section we will see what is revealed 
when Jersey City is viewed from within this lens of cumulative impacts, and the 
immense challenges this form of pollution poses to the concerned communities.  

 

We will also hear from Melissa Miles, Executive Director (see bio) of the New Jersey 
Environmental Justice Association (NJEJA), about recently passed NJ EJ Legislation as it 
affects the Ironbound District in Newark  
 
David Larrabee, SJC Board Member 
SJC Eco Ambassador Team Lead 
dlarrabee@gmail.com 
570-369-7190 

https://njeja.org/who-we-are/
https://njeja.org/who-we-are/
https://njeja.org/
https://njeja.org/
https://njeja.org/
https://njeja.org/
https://njeja.org/
https://njeja.org/
https://njeja.org/
https://njeja.org/
https://njeja.org/
https://njeja.org/
https://njeja.org/
https://njeja.org/
https://njeja.org/
https://njeja.org/
mailto:dlarrabee@gmail.com


 
 

Module 3 - Emissions & Emissions Redux / Transition To Renewables - 2 Sessions (6 hours)  
 

Session 5 – Emissions Introduction and Overview + Emissions Redux Opportunities 
 
Instructor David Larrabee        Session Date – April 11th 
    

This session will provide a primer on greenhouse gas emissions, so that students have 
a clear foundation of the history and trajectory of this leading cause of climate 
change. We will explore the subject from a historical lens, to uncover what has 
happened over time and why, including major contributing factors and turning points.  
 
The United Nations framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCC) established the 
Convention of the Parties (COP) that meets annually to address climate change.  This 
has resulted in a series of intended nationally determined contributions (INDC) to 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions. The results of this effort will be discussed, as well as 
the implications for the future.  There has been a shift from working towards zero 
emissions to working toward net-zero emissions.  The concept of net zero emissions will 
be presented as well as some of the implications of this shift.  Net-zero allows for 
present emissions to be offset by future reductions.  Reforestation (is there enough 
land?) and direct carbon capture are two of the proposed mechanisms that will be 
discussed, as well as their implications.   This shift will require an increased emphasis on 
adaptation (learning to live with climate change) and climate migration away from areas 
that cannot adapt.  
 
Drawing from themes of systems thinking, we will look at not only technology and 
science, but also policy and economics. Students will learn about the sources of 
emissions but also the impacts of rising emissions on inequality, health, and climate 
change.  
 
The world’s population is increasingly urban and that trend is expected to continue.  
This has implications (good and bad) for climate change.  How do cities increase the 
benefits and mitigate the negative impacts? 
 
The students will be assigned  a planning exercise in preparation for a discussion of the 
role of New Jersey and Jersey City in particular in mitigating and adapting to climate 
change. 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 

    
 
 

Session 6 – Introduction to the NJ Energy Industry  
 
Instructor – Chris Reid      Session Date – April 18th 
 
Jersey City, along with the rest of the state of New Jersey must make a collective 
effort to transition to 100% clean energy or zero emissions. This section looks at what 
will be required to accomplish this transition.  Part of that transition is the elimination 
of fossil fuels as an energy source.   There are also non-fossil fuel emissions which 
include: emissions from waste, other Greenhouse gasses, land clearing, and non-fuel 
agricultural emissions.  Since many of the emissions are connected to the consumption 
of fossil fuels, this section will concentrate on that source of emissions.  

  
The section will start with an overview of NJ emissions of GHGs.  Electric vehicles will 
replace fossil fuel consumption by electrical energy consumption.  The conversion of 
Gas and oil heat to heat pumps will replace fossil fuel consumption with electrical 
consumption. Many industrial processes are exploring ways of eliminating fossil fuel 
heat with electrical heat (this is not always simple).  Thus, the transformation to a fossil 
free economy will require strategic investments in our electrical generation, distribution 
and grid back-up / storage, intelligently coupled with both increases in efficiency, and 
huge improvements in energy conservation.  The fossil fuel free forms of electrical 
generation include: solar, wind, geothermal, hydro-electric, nuclear, and others.   
 
[Recall that Energy Efficiency and Conservation are often referred to as the”Fifth Fuel.”  
Such efforts are far cheaper as a “source” of electricity than building any new power 
generation facility.] 

  
This session will explore the current methods of generating most of the electrical 
energy in the state, touching on the basics of the technology and environmental 



 
 

impacts of each with the goal of ensuring students understand why changes are 
coming and how challenging the transition will be. Simultaneously, they will learn how 
a new program offered in NJ is revolutionizing the way renewable energy sources like 
solar can be installed and accessed in a more equitable manner across the state 
ensuring that there is great environmental justice for all.  
  
All in all, students will have a better understanding of how deregulation, the NJ Energy 
Master Plan, and Renewable Energy Portfolio Standards are creating a new market for a 
cleaner, more efficient energy infrastructure. Ultimately, having a positive impact on our 
future climate.   
     
As part of this session, David Larrabee / Moderator will lead a discussion on the Jersey 
City 2021 Climate and Energy Action Plan priorities, progress to date and how it aligns 
with the NJ Energy Master Plan.  The future of JC energy infrastructure will also be 
discussed.   

 
 
Module 4 – Urban Ecology & Green Infrastructure Perspectives - 2 Sessions (6 hours)  
 
Session 7 - Urban Ecology: Beyond Green Infrastructure 
 
Instructor – Susan Kaplan                                                   Session Date – April 25th 
 

A Look At Green Cities – Design / Redesign / Retrofit Beyond Infrastructure 
 
We have come a long way since the epitome of green infrastructure in a city was a rain gutter 
leading to a tree pit. We have come to understand that green infrastructure can, and must, 
include community building and must look at all development through a lens of environmental 
and social impact. That a city is an ecological system and a living organism. 
 
In the early days of resiliency planning, green infrastructure was the alternative to walls and 
miles of piping, mostly with the goal of protecting buildings.  More recently, we have moved 
beyond protection to actually using infrastructure as a source for positive change, creating 
more effective, beautiful and cost-effective alternatives that enhance nature and our quality 
of life.  
 
This moving beyond an engineering solution doesn’t just protect our structures, it begins to 
define our cities as not just a pile of pipes, roads and buildings, but as an urban organism, 
where the impacts to both the natural and social worlds are assessed in decision making.  
 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/18FBIa22a9py2ukN8MRmYMh_HxuG03U_tfRY7eOzctTI/edit?usp=share_link
https://docs.google.com/document/d/18FBIa22a9py2ukN8MRmYMh_HxuG03U_tfRY7eOzctTI/edit?usp=share_link
https://docs.google.com/document/d/18FBIa22a9py2ukN8MRmYMh_HxuG03U_tfRY7eOzctTI/edit?usp=share_link


 
 

Today thousands of acres of beautiful parks have become urban havens while also protecting 
us from floods; communities are creating their own resilience plans to find ways to work 
together to protect their property and quality of life; and social equity is being considered as 
we determine what kind of facilities are really needed, where in a city they should be located, 
and who creates them. 
 
This session will look at how green infrastructure is defined, and what others have done to 
go beyond engineering solutions. We now have some great ways to measure social impact, 
from the UN Sustainable Development Goals, to an innovative infrastructure rating system 
that addresses social justice and community building (Envision). In addition, the US Green 
Building Council’s LEED for Cities looks at the broad issues that must be addressed in a city to 
make it sustainable beyond its buildings. There is also great work by municipalities like King 
County, Washington  who created something called GreenTools for County Governments that 
helps communities to create their own definition and plan for their public facilities. 
 
There are great examples like solutions to Combined Sewer Overflows (CSO) – the engineering 
solution of most older cities, probably created without much thought of the consequences of 
mixing sewage and rainwater collection. In the more recent past, the solution has been to 
separate water pipes from sewer pipes and send the outflows to plants in other parts of town.   
Now we know we can take the sewer water and clean and reuse it; collect the rainwater to use 
for irrigation and building water needs, and even create fertilizer from the waste.   We can 
create new parks that can flood when needed, and otherwise provide public, natural public 
space for residents. We can also have more of an understanding of social justice issues of 
infrastructure – who pays and who is responsible for the work?.  What are the human rights 
abuses during construction and the creation of the materials we need to create our 
infrastructure? 
 
We have come a long way. When thinking about infrastructure in our cities now, we have the 
opportunity to also consider quality of life, circularity, human rights and community and create 
a more sustainable, resilient world.  
 
 
Session 8 - Local / Regional Perspectives on Green Infrastructure 

Session 8.01 - 

Developer Perspectives on Green Infrastructure & Municipal Best Practices for GI 

Instructor - George Vallone           Session Date – May 2nd  

This session is intended to provide an overview of a Developer’s perspective on 

achieving their development project’s Green Infrastructure (“GI”) NJ Dept of 



 
 

Environmental Protection (NJ DEP) compliance requirements, alongside local 

municipal planning regulations for GI. Understanding the financing, risk management 

and yield requirements for development projects and then learning about the recently 

published Developer’s and Municipality’s Guide to GI (considered a best practices 

manual by NJ DEP), will allow for a more informed ability by citizens to engage in 

community development activities, including integration of more GI, happening in either 

their neighborhoods or in other areas of the City they may have a stakeholder interest 

in. 

George Vallone MBA, CRE – President 
The Hoboken Brownstone Company 
GVallone@HBrownstone.com 
201-792-3814 
www.HBrownstone.com 

 
 

Session 8.02 –  
 
Revitalizing Jersey City Public Schools with Green Infrastructure  
 
Instructor - Alex Ciorlian      Session Date – May 2nd 
 

With a brief overview describing current issues and regulations surrounding stormwater 
management and the benefits of Green Infrastructure (GI) practices, this session will 
dive into the stormwater management world within Jersey City Public Schools (JCPS). 
Jersey City’s Tree Canopy Assessment, completed in 2015, found that 62% of its total 
land area consists of impervious surfaces, which includes buildings, parking lots, roads, 
and sidewalks. The majority of JCPS outdoor playgrounds consist of asphalt with little to 
no tree cover or green spaces. Participants will come away with a more complete 
understanding of the approaches to identifying, designing, and maintaining GI projects 
to transform playgrounds across Jersey City Public Schools. 

 
Alex Ciorlian 
Program Associate 
Rutgers Cooperative Extension Water Resources Program 
alex.ciorlian@rutgers.edu 
848-932-6711 

 
 
 

https://developersguide.njfuture.org/
mailto:GVallone@HBrownstone.com
http://www.hbrownstone.com/
mailto:alex.ciorlian@rutgers.edu


 
 

Module 5 – Waste Streams - 2 Sessions (6 hours) 
 
Session 9 – Global Economic Perspectives  
 
Instructor – David Larrabee         Session Dates –  May 9th and May 16th 

The global economy produces over 2 billion tons of waste annually and may grow to 3.4 
billion tons by 2050. The United States generates about 4.9 pounds of Municipal Solid 
waste per person per day. Construction waste and debris is produced at more than 
twice that rate. In this session we will explore why this waste is the inevitable 
byproduct of our linear socio-economic system, and why a transition to a more 
circular economy is necessary (think recycling plus).  Along the way we will explore 
questions like: what does it mean to be local? What are the limits of our activities, 
both locally and globally? Who bears the economic and ecological burdens of our 
current system?   Jersey City, and its history, will be the source of some of the 
illustrative examples we will explore.   
 

● circular economy both sides - consumption + supply chain / manufacturing 
● consumerism 
● economic system throughput of misguided business model - goal is to raise GNP 

basis is not aligned to HAPPINESS / Bhutan 
● other alternatives, e.g., Herman Daly model 

 
David Larrabee 
SJC Eco Ambassador Team Lead 
dlarrabee@gmail.com 
570-369-7190 
 

   

Session 10 – Local / Regional Perspectives  
 

          
 
SPECIAL PRESENTATION ON THE NEW FOOD WASTE LEGISLATION FOR NJ !  
Jairo Gonzalez, President & Trustee of NJ Compost Council  

mailto:dlarrabee@gmail.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jairo-e-gonzalez-3ba55714/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jairo-e-gonzalez-3ba55714/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jairo-e-gonzalez-3ba55714/


 
 

 
 
Municipal Perspectives with Guest Speakers from the Jersey City Department of Public 
Works (DPW) and the Hudson County Improvement Authority (HCIA) 
 
Director Sonia Dublin / JC DPW Recycling & Composting Programs 
Deputy Director Amanda Nesheiwat / HCIA 
 
In this session we will explore what is happening in the state of NJ, as well as Jersey City 
and Hudson County, regarding the issues raised in the last session, including food waste 
and materials waste recycling.  We will close with a discussion of our response as 
individuals, and as members of our communities, to the issues raised in these sessions 

● NJ Composting Council 
● Composting food waste / Aug 2022 press release - Food Rescue and business 

participation  (Sonia Dublin) 
● What happens to our recycling and contamination issues ? (Sonia Dublin, Dir) 
● What happens to municipal waste - incinerator, landfills - where specifically ? 

(Amanda Nesheweit / Dep Dir Hudson County Improvement Authority)  
● Personal Action Discussion 
● DEBRIEF THE CERT PROGRAM + Bonus Session Invitation 

 
 

David Larrabee 
SJC Eco Ambassador Team Lead 
dlarrabee@gmail.com 
570-369-7190 
 

 
Session 11 – Bonus Workshop Session / Starting A Community Or Workplace Project 
 

Apply The Learning From SJC’s Certificate Program to Your Own Activism 
 

Participants who choose to opt for this session will work in small groups, depending 
on project interest.   
 
Sustainable JC Program Leads will be on hand to offer feedback and guidance about 

proposed projects with possibility for SJC to support viable projects going forward      

mailto:dlarrabee@gmail.com

