
Clean Up Crown Heights
Environmental Stewardship Event Report

Introduction
A qualitative analysis of interview data revealed that litter is the 
environmental issue deemed most urgent by the Central Brooklyn 
community (Table 1), specifically its contribution to the expansion of the 
rat population and effects on quality of life (Krystosik et al., 2020).

Unmanaged roadside waste provides food and ample breeding sites for 
rats and other disease vectors (Krystosik et al., 2020). Vectors like these 
are responsible for the spread of diseases like salmonella, cholera, 
plague, hantavirus, Leptospirosis, zika, and lyme (CDC, 2021).

Project Description
For my master plan, I am using an altered community-based social 
marketing (CBSM) approach to identify barriers to community access to 
environmental justice services and organizations in Central Brooklyn. To 
connect the Central Brooklyn community with organizations addressing 
the issue of litter, I decided to host a clean up event and partnered with 
Clean Up Crown Heights (CUCH). CUCH was formed in response to the 
COVID-19 sanitation budget cuts in New York City.

The event included a six block clean up, a  series of social media posts 
(Figure 1), a lesson on waste management (Figure 2), and a walking 
inquiry lesson around rats and plastic waste. The audience we hoped to 
engage were Central Brooklyn residents, centered in Crown Heights.

I walked participants through a typical waste management cycle as run by 
DSNY. We discussed degradation and what happens to litter when it isn’t 
collected. I then laid out a length of yarn and established it as a timeline 
ranging from 1 week to 500 years. Participants placed laminated images 
of litter on the timeline depending on how long they imagined it would 
take to degrade. Once complete, I reordered the items and shared the 
degradation time.

We departed on our route following CUCH’s safety guidelines. After 
engaging a sample of six participants on the issues of litter degradation 
and rat ecology, I embedded a series of informal assessment questions 
into our conversation and kept track of participant responses. I asked 
participants to determine whether a piece of litter was recyclable, to 
identify a rat breeding or feeding site, and to rate their likelihood of 
attending a future stewardship event (Table 2). 

SMART Goals
❏  Involve 1 (+) community organization partners in order to ensure that 

community action and stewardship are just and equitable and utilize 
their networks and capabilities.

❏ Engage 25 (+) community members and neighbors in street clean 
event.

❏ Interview 5 (+) community members by the end of the event to use for 
qualitative review and podcast episodes.

Outcomes Outcomes
A total of 31 people participated in the clean up event and 
collected 25 40-gallon garbage bags of litter and one 30-gallon bag 
of recyclables. 

Five of six (83%) participants answered the recycling question 
correctly and three of six (50%) answered the rat question correctly. 
Participants rated their likelihood of attending future events at an 
average of 3.3 (between likely and definitely). These responses 
provided me with an opportunity to quantify the success of the 
event.
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Discussion
The success of this event provides evidence for my master plan 
approach of amplifying the profile and work of existing organizations 
as a strategy to overcome lack of community access to 
environmental justice services. CUCH leadership was confident that 
the social series and education component increased the turnout 
and, therefore, the total litter cleaned. The informal assessment 
revealed that participants were engaged and likely to attend another 
event. 

I missed my  goal of interviewing 5 (+) participants as I was occupied 
with logistics and the street noise was too loud to record. In the 
future, I would set out to focus on the event itself and recruit 
interviewees for future recordings. 

Impact on Stewardship
By adding a lesson and walking 
inquiry to the clean up format, we 
provided essential context to the 
participants’ action and the litter they 
were discarding. With a better 
understanding of the process of 
waste management and degradation, 
participants appeared more thorough 
because they knew that their actions 
would directly restore health and 
value to their community. This is 
supported by both the 
Value-Belief-Norm Theory (VBN) and 
the Stone Age Bias (SAB). (Stern & 
Dietz, 1999; van Vugt, Griskevicius, & 
Schultz, 2014).


