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Energetic organizer named director of Clean Air Coalition of Western New York
Swarthmore College graduate brings diverse organizing experience to tackle region's environmental challenges

TONAWANDA, N.Y. -- The Clean Air Coalition of Western New York has named Erin Heaney as its executive director.  Heaney, a graduate of City Honors High School and Swarthmore College, will rely on her experience organizing around housing, labor and human rights issues to tackle Western New York's pollution problems. Heaney intends to rally a diverse group of community organizations to accomplish the coalition's goals, starting with a campaign to reduce the emission of cancer-causing chemicals from the Tonawanda Coke plant.

"I'm looking forward to working with our members to drastically reduce benzene emissions in Western New York. I'm confident we can find a solution that will establish healthy communities and safe jobs," Heaney said. "Our region faces serious environmental challenges, but it also has the potential to become a national green leader. Before we get there, we have to clean up our act."  

While just 22, Heaney already has a history of extensive involvement in social justice causes. Much of it has involved efforts to stop the genocide in Darfur; she first organized students at her high school, City Honors, through the school's Amnesty International chapter, then at Swarthmore, which has been at the forefront of the movement at the university level. Heaney served as national outreach coordinator with STAND: A Student Anti-Genocide Coalition, and partly through her efforts to recruit and train students, the organization grew to more than 500 chapters in colleges and universities throughout the nation.

Heaney also has worked in the housing field, serving as an intern with PUSH - People United for Sustainable Housing - which operates on Buffalo's West Side, and Housing Rights Inc. in Berkeley, Ca. She also worked with the worker rights group at Swarthmore to deal with the proposed construction of a hotel on campus.

She graduated with high honors from Swarthmore College, in Swarthmore, Pa., in May of this year with a major in political science and a minor in sociology. Heaney was also a four-year starter on Swarthmore's varsity volleyball team, setting school statistical records for her position and serving as co-captain her junior and senior years.  The Philadelphia Inquirer named her the region's top collegiate scholar-athlete for her sport for the 2008 season.

Heaney will succeed founder Jackie James-Creedon, who established the Clean Air Coalition after she was diagnosed with fibromyalgia. She suspected her illness is related to the 53 industrial plants in her neighborhood. As she began to share her story with others she quickly found that other people in her community had similar suspicions. The group partnered with the Global Community Monitor and created a “bucket brigade,”a group of citizens who collected air samples using homemade devices. The group found high levels of cancerous chemicals in their air. 
Under community pressure the New York State Department of Environmental Preservation (DEC) secured a $600,000 grant to study air pollution in the area.  The one-year study was presented to the community this summer.  

The DEC confirmed  found a foundry coke plant, Tonawanda Coke, was emitting benzene, known to cause leukemia, at a rate of more than 75 times higher than the EPA guidelines. James-Creedon will continue to be active on the coalition's board. 

