
The Urban League of 
Greater Pittsburgh (ULGP) 
was founded to help Black 
communities become eco-
nomically self-reliant and 
empowered through educa-
tion, health, quality of life, 
civic engagement, and civil 
rights and racial justice. 

One of the most funda-
mental of all human rights 
is the right to a safe, secure 
home, which our Consti-
tution protects under the 
Fifth Amendment.

As a HUD-certified hous-
ing counseling agency, the 
Urban League of Greater 
Pittsburgh in partnership 
with numerous organiza-
tions in our region, collabo-
rate to offer programs that 
serve as structural inter-
ventions for preventing 
homelessness and keeping 
families together. 

These programs are in-
tended to help people not 
just survive but thrive. 

Under the leadership of 

Richard Morris, Director of 
Housing, the ULGP helps 
people:

Mortgage Foreclosure
ULGP staff work with 

homeowners who are in — 
or close to — foreclosure. 
“We serve as counselors 
to people who are over-
whelmed by the thought 
of losing their homes,” says 
Richard. “We advise them 
about and help them file pa-
perwork for the PA Home-
owner’s Assistance fund 

which is a grant program 
that helps homeowners pay 
their delinquent mortgage 
payments. 

Homeownership and 
Eviction Prevention 

Richard and his team hold 
monthly home ownership 
workshops for first-time 
homebuyers and young 
women. The all-day pro-
grams take place on Sat-
urdays and feature leaders 
from the city’s Fair Housing 
Partnership, the PA Hous-
ing Finance Agency, local 
banks, realtors, and other 
experts. 

One-on-one counseling 
is also available as is help 
with paperwork, which can 
be daunting for many peo-
ple. “Richard and his team 
are always finding creative, 

respectful ways to help peo-
ple achieve home owner-
ship,” says Carlos T. Carter, 
ULGP President & CEO. 

One of the most creative 
and effective is a Financial 
Health Toolkit which high-
lights easy-to-use and af-
fordable apps and websites 
that can help people save 
money, establish credit, and 
work within a budget. “We 
want individuals and fami-
lies to know about and use 
everything that’s out there 
to achieve financial health,” 
explains Richard. 

“Rental assistance for 
families and individuals 
who are currently homeless 
is also available for things 
like a security deposit or 
initial rent,” he adds.

Even more important 

than helping people find, 
obtain, and save and main-
tain homes, is the spirit in 
which the work is done. 
“Richard and his team are 
very good at treating every-
one we serve with dignity 
and love,” says Carlos. 

For Richard, the work is 
part of a greater plan. “I 
believe God gives each one 
of us a purpose,” he states. 
“Mine is to help people with 
kindness.”

For more information 
about all the ULGP pro-
grams — housing (and 
hunger services), economic 
self-reliance, youth leader-
ship development, family 
support centers, and leader-
ship and advocacy — visit 
the ULGP website or call 
412.227.4802.

Allegheny County has a 
long history of air pollution 
that continues today, thanks 
to power plants, steel mills, 
and chemical manufacturing 
plants which emit high lev-
els of pollutants.

In 2021, the American 
Lung Association’s State 
of the Air report ranked 
the Pittsburgh-New Cas-
tle-Weirton metropolitan 
area, which includes Allegh-
eny county, as the 7th most 
polluted city in the U.S. for 
year-round particle pollu-
tion.

Allegheny County is also in 
the top 1% of U.S. counties 
for cancer risk from toxic air 
pollutants released from sta-

tionary sources, according to 
the EPA. 

The result is some of the 
country’s highest rates of 
asthma, COPD, and cardio-
vascular disease, especially 
among low-income commu-
nities of color.

Efforts are underway to 
address air pollution in Al-
legheny County, including a 
Clean Air Plan launched in 
2020. However, some com-
munity groups, environmen-
tal organizations, and health 
professionals argue the plan 
doesn’t go far enough. 

One of those health pro-
fessionals is Dr. Franziska 
Rosser, a lung doctor who 
cares for children with asth-

ma and assistant professor 
of Pediatrics at the Universi-
ty of Pittsburgh. Recently, Dr. 
Rosser testified before the 
EPA urging the organization 
to adopt a more stringent 
standard for PM2.5 that’s 
based on recommendations 
from the American Thoracic 
Society (ATS). 

“Research clearly shows 
that adopting stricter stan-
dards will better protect the 
health of our patients and 
communities,” she explains. 

The new standard would 
be an important structural 
intervention for clean air eq-
uity for Black communities 
— especially Black children 
who suffer from higher rates 

of asthma than white chil-
dren. Black children are also 
twice as likely to be hospi-
talized with asthma and 4x 
as likely to die from asthma 
than their White counter-
parts.

“Real change that pro-
motes clean air equity must 
take place structurally at the 
policy level,” notes Dr. Ross-
er. “That’s why it’s import-
ant for Allegheny County 
residents to consider casting 
their ballots for political can-
didates who support clean 
air for everyone equally,” she 
states. There are also person-
al intervention tools that can 
help parents/caregivers pro-
tect children diagnosed with 
asthma. 

One of the most effective 
is the free AirNow app. “You 
simply download the AirNow 
app to your smart phone and 
enter your ZIP Code,” Dr. 
Rosser explains. The app will 
display real-time outdoor air 
quality in a simple green-yel-

low-orange-red alert format.” 
(If you don’t own a smart 
phone, AirNow also has a 
website with the same infor-
mation at airnow.gov)

The app is particularly 
helpful during air quality 
days in the yellow range. “In 
Allegheny County, we spend 
about half the year in the 
yellow zone,” says Dr. Rosser. 

Even though yellow days 
are considered moderate, 
they may be challenging 
for some people in sensitive 
groups, such as elders, peo-
ple with heart or lung issues 
— and children with asthma. 

Dr. Rosser recommends 
parents/caregivers use the 
AirNow app to identify ac-
tion or alert days, which start 
at the orange level. On alert 
days, everyone with heart or 
lung problems should pay 
attention and make chang-
es to their outdoor activity. 
But parents of children with 
asthma can also use AirNow 
to learn how their child re-

acts to outdoor air pollution, 
especially on yellow days.  

“Pay attention to any re-
actions your child has on 
yellow zone days and even a 
day or two after,” she says. “Is 
your child coughing more, for 
example? Is there a burning 
feeling in their lungs? Does 
your child need to use more 
rescue treatments? Share 
that information with your 
child’s asthma healthcare 
provider, so that together, 
you can create an action plan 
that allows your child to re-
main active and healthy.” 

Air quality, like other social 
justice issues, impacts Black 
people unfairly, especially 
Black children. “My patients 
are children who — through 
no fault of their own — have 
been burdened with a chron-
ic respiratory disease,” says 
Dr. Rosser. “Children deserve 
to play safely outside — to be 
kids. Good air quality is a hu-
man right and should not be 
a privilege of your address.”
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Preventing 
homelessness

Stopping the disease of violence
At the University of Pitts-

burgh, Professor Richard 
Garland, Behavioral and 
Community Health Sci-
ences (BCHS), believes our 
country suffers from the 
disease of violence and he’s 
made it his mission to fos-
ter collaboration that can 
help stop its transmission 
in Pittsburgh.  

Richard serves as the Di-
rector of the BCHS Center 
for Healthy Equity’s Vio-
lence Preventive Initiative. 
He oversees training, data 
collection, outreach efforts 
and more — all aimed at 
reducing crime and violence 
through structural inven-
tions that include helping 
formerly incarcerated Black 
men and women re-enter 

their communities and 
avoid re-arrest.

It’s a formidable task. Two 
out of every three people 
released from U.S. prisons 
are rearrested for a new 
offense. About 50% of those 
individuals are reincar-
cerated within 3 years. In 
Pennsylvania, that percent-
age is 63%.

Initiatives include: 
Reimagine ReEntry
Launched three years ago 

as a separate non-profit, 
Reimagine ReEntry offers 
support to people returning 
to Allegheny County after 
serving their sentences. 
Richard and his team walk 
alongside these men and 
women as they face system-
ic employment, education, 

and other barriers that are 
even more difficult to deal 
with as parolees. 

“We coach and mentor,” 
Richard explains. “We of-
fer mental health services, 
workforce development and 
training, family reunifica-
tion support, and housing 
assistance. Thanks to nu-
merous community part-
nerships that provide fund-
ing, we’re able to give these 
men and women opportu-
nities. Opportunity is the 
key to staying out of prison. 
When you have the freedom 
to choose from healthy op-
tions, you feel more empow-
ered and in control.”

CommUnity Hospital Vi-
olence Intervention Proj-
ect (formerly known as 

G.R.I.P.S.)
CommUnity HVIP reach-

es firearm assault survivors 
from hospital sites, offering 
case management and so-
cial support. The goal is to 
prevent re-injury and crimi-
nal involvement. 

Richard and his team 
help the individual create 
and achieve goals, such as 
training for and finding em-
ployment and completing 
education.

Homicide Review
Since 2012, the Homicide 

Review program has been 
keeping track of, gathering 
data about, and analyzing 
Pittsburgh’s homicides to 
identify trends and pat-
terns, especially neighbor-
hood dynamics associated 

with violence. 
The goal is to use this in-

formation to develop inter-
vention strategies for reduc-
ing our city’s homicide rate, 
which increased 54% from 
2019 to 2020. The data in-
clude what a typical homi-
cide looks like in Allegheny 
county. 

Richard, who’s dedicated 
his life to preventing vio-
lence, believes he’s setting 
an example for younger 
crusaders. As a young man 
from Philly, Richard served 
more than 23 years in var-
ious forms of incarcera-
tion before reclaiming his 
self-worth with help from 
members of MOVE whom 
he met in Philadelphia’s 
Holmesburg Prison. 

“They made me who I am, 
these older inmates who 
mentored me,” he explains. 
“Now I’m older and it’s my 
responsibility to help put 
these young people on a 
healthier path.”

Richard adds, “Our com-
munity must come together 
to prevent violence through 
collaboration. Violence is 
not a Black thing or a white 
thing. It’s not a rich thing or 
a poor thing. It’s become an 
American thing. When you 
can be shot simply for turn-
ing around in somebody’s 
driveway or knocking on 
the wrong door in some-
body’s neighborhood, it’s 
time for change.”

EPA urged to set higher 
air-quality standards

Water is life – and a human right
Do you know who your wa-

ter provider is? 
Do you know where your 

water comes from? 
Do you know how decisions 

are made about your drink-
ing water?

These are some of the ques-
tions the Pittsburgh Water 
Collaboratory is hoping will 
engage Pittsburghers and 
get them thinking about wa-
ter justice and what it means 
to underserved communities. 

Water justice is the fair 
distribution and protection 
of clean, safe water among 
all people, regardless of their 
social, economic, or cultural 
background, including fu-
ture generations.

The work that people and 
organizations do to promote 
water justice is called struc-
tural intervention. Struc-
tural interventions are the 
methods we use to change 
social, economic, and politi-
cal systems for the better. 

Structural interventions 
serve as the “boots on the 
ground” for dismantling in-
equitable systems that have 
come about because of sys-
temic racism. The systems 
result in unfair policies, such 

as redlining, low life expec-
tancy, and, in the case of wa-
ter justice, little or no Black 
representation in a water 
system’s operation and un-
equal pay.  

In our region, the Pitts-
burgh Water Collaboratory 
(PWC) is laying the ground-
work for altering the social 
context where water inequi-
ty transpires and persists. 

Founded in 2018, the PWC  
joins two groups: Women 
for a Healthy Environment 
(WHE) and Pitt educators 
from Geology and Environ-
mental Science, Public and 
International Affairs, Health 
Sciences, and Sociology. 

In 2021, after a lengthy in-
terruption by the pandemic, 
the PWC received a grant 
from Pitt to advance regional 
water equity. 

Dr. Noble A-W Maseru, 
Professor of Public Health 
Practice, Director, Social Jus-
tice, Racial Equity and Fac-
ulty Engagement, Health 
Sciences at Pitt is a PWC 
member. In the early days 
of his career, Dr. Maseru 
worked in Tanzania where 
the government valued the 
importance of rural develop-

ment and farming for nation 
building and self-reliance.  

“The national mantra was 
uhuru ni kazi  ‘freedom is 
work’ and uhai ni maji ‘water 
is life,’ he explains. “But real-
ly, that’s true everywhere, 
isn’t it? When we think 
about the lead problems in 
Flint, Michigan or consider 
storm management and cli-
mate change in New Orle-
ans, ‘water is life,’ and ‘free-
dom is work’ must become 
our mantra, too.”

Allegheny County has 36 
separate water systems. All 
but one is publicly owned. In 
2016, more than half the sys-
tems had water quality-re-
lated violations. 

According to the WHE, 
communities of color are at a 
higher risk of lead exposure. 
They may not have access to 
safe, affordable housing or 
they may face discrimination 
when trying to find a safe, 
healthy place to live. 

Why is it important to ad-
vance water justice along 
with workforce equity? 
There are two big reasons: 
First, the 2016 Pittsburgh 
lead crisis highlighted how 
important it is to have 

open, honest water practic-
es. Second, according to the 
Pittsburgh Water Sewage 
Authority (PWSA) Water 
Equity Task Force findings, 
Black contractors are un-
derrepresented in our wa-
ter systems’ workforce and, 
when they are employed, the 
pay is unequal.

“There’s also the contrast 
of Pittsburgh as a ‘most liv-
able city,’ and human rights 
inequality, especially for 
African American men and 
women,” says Dr. Maseru. 

What could improve water 
transparency, access, afford-
ability, quality, and tie in 
measures of economic prog-
ress and community well-be-
ing?

The team compared each 
water system’s performance 
against a standard set of 
measurements and priori-
tized the need for a speedy 
transformation. 

All this information helped 
the PWC create a vision for 
structural interventions that 
will ensure water justice 
in our region and integrate 
workforce equity measures 
from Dr. Maseru’s PWSA 
findings. “In a just environ-

ment, water data will be 
transparent,” explains Dr. 
Maseru. “Water system com-
munication with customers 
will be open and honest. 
Grievances will be resolved 
quickly and community in-
put will be welcomed.

“Water will be affordable,” 
he continues. “When some-
one has a financial hardship, 
there will be protection pro-
grams in place that are easy 
to find, understand and use. 
There will be no shut offs.

“Water will be clean and 
safe. Lead testing and treat-
ment, if needed, will be free. 
So will information on ser-
vice line inventories, full line 
replacements, compliance 
with state and federal drink-
ing water quality require-
ments, and updated protec-
tion plans,” he adds. 

“There will also be gender, 
racial, and pay equity within 
the water system infrastruc-
ture.” 

The PWC assessed each 
water system on trans-
parency, affordability, and 
quality. They drafted report 
card “grades” based on data 
gathered, sent them to the 
water systems, and asked 

for feedback. “Four systems 
improved their practices 
and ultimately their grades,” 
notes Dr. Maseru.

This grading showed am-
ple room for improvement 
and prompted recommenda-
tions from the PWC:

More state and federal 
funding

Supportive structures that 
help small and struggling 
water systems remain pub-
lic.

Access to drinking water 
tied to wider measures of 
health and economic prog-
ress.

Climate change consider-
ation in all planning.

A plan to deal with emerg-
ing contaminant threats — 
like lead — to water quality. 

Workforce development, 
such as enhanced equitable 
contracting and salary-wage 
equity strategies.

Thanks to the PWC’s ini-
tial research on behalf of 
water justice, structural in-
terventions can begin to take 
shape that will make Allegh-
eny County’s water safe, af-
fordable, transparent, and 
fair to all its citizens.


