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BOLD UPSTREAM  INTEGRATED  LOCAL  DATA-DRIVEN  
Mobilize community 

residents around tenant 
rights to drive policy and 
system changes, including 

assisting in the development 
of a city ordinance to address 

water utility charges, that 
will lead to affordable, safe 

and healthy homes

Develop and support 
community residents 
working with the city  

on more effective  
policies and enforcement 

that improve housing 
conditions

Operationalize health 
equity through partnerships 

that strengthen the 
community’s voice, provide 

increased resources,  
and align institutional 

missions that address a 
community need

Develop a tenant 
association to serve as a 
vehicle for advocacy and 
equitable policy change, 
including new housing 
ordinances in the city 

Utilize data from 
home assessments for 
an ordinance review 
process and assist in 
the identification of 

recommendations for  
policy changes 

POWERED BY

IN PARTNERSHIP WITH COMMUNITY IMPACT

Distributed 30K+ COVID-19 
care kits, which included 
educational information, 
soap, surgical masks, and 

hand sanitizer

Conducted 20+  
community workshops  

on healthy housing  
and tenant rights

Assisted 100+  
residents in  

mitigating their  
housing issues 
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INTRODUCTION
The Garcia family signed their lease sight 
unseen, and after they were able to enter 
their new home, they found a broken sink, 
mold, and no electricity. Without knowing 
their rights, or how to proceed with repairs, 
they lived there without electricity for six 
weeks. The Garcia children now have asthma, 
and their parents have to miss work and 
paychecks to attend medical appointments. 
The Garcias were able to call New Brunswick 
Healthy Housing Collaborative and learn who 
to contact to get help, and also to receive 
training on what support they could access.

These community members that 
participate with the BUILD project 
go through so much just to remain 
above water.—Celmira Cordero, 
Community Health Ambassador  

Another local mother of three children, 
Silvia Hernandez, started to feel physically 
ill. She tried to make an appointment to 
see a doctor, but was told the wait would 
be nine months. While her illness was 
not an emergency, her pain became so 
unbearable that eventually she had to visit 
the emergency room. Hernandez did not 
receive a diagnosis at that time, but a later 
consultation suggested that she needed 
surgery. She was then referred to another 

specialist, and had to wait indefinitely for 
a response while continuing to manage the 
pain at home. Eventually, she began to lose 
hope that she would receive the necessary 
treatment and decided to travel to her 
home country for the procedure. Hernandez 
knew she might be unable to return to the 
United States, leaving her children here 
and unsure when they would next see each 
other—causing a medical case to possibly 
lead to family separation and the creation 
of long-term difficulties for her family. 

As a member of the Healthy Homes program, 
Hernandez eventually realized that she could 
call for help. With the team’s support, she 
obtained an appointment with the necessary 
specialist. At the specialist visit, the Healthy 
Homes Coordinator served as an interpreter. 
Hernandez has finally received an accurate 
diagnosis and is awaiting surgical treatment.

The Garcias and Hernandezes, like 
other families in similar situations, 
often additionally lack transportation, 
exacerbating issues around access to 
medical care. While these issues persist, 
the community has strong assets to 
help residents. Rosabela Pastrana is a 
resident who became a Community Health 
Ambassador (CHA), someone who helps with 
healthy home assessments. She effectively 
summarized local assets by saying, “New 
Brunswick is a diverse city, rich with culture 

and knowledge. There are many activists and 
community leaders who are ready to work 
together for the common good, enriching 
the community and creating a more inclusive 
city that guarantees equal rights and 
opportunities for all its residents.”

BACKGROUND 
New Brunswick is a city with significant assets, 
juxtaposed against significant inequity. On 
one side, it is a community with richly diverse 
neighborhoods, a bustling downtown, and an 
innovative and popular cultural arts center. 
It is also known as the “Healthcare City” and 
is home to Robert Wood Johnson University 
Hospital, Robert Wood Johnson Medical 
School, Saint Peter’s University Hospital, and 
Johnson & Johnson’s world headquarters, as 
well as the largest campuses of Rutgers, The 
State University of New Jersey.1 

New Brunswick also has pockets that 
experience a very different side of the 
city. Nearly one third of New Brunswick’s 
56,100 people live in poverty and/or 
don’t have a high school diploma.2 About 
half the residents speak Spanish at home 
and identify as Hispanic.3 With structural 
and systemic inequality, as well as power 
dynamics related to language and education 
impacting their daily lives, these groups 
often find themselves in substandard 
housing and unable to speak up to address 

1 https://www.njnbpa.org/new-brunswick-nj/
2 https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/newbrunswickcitynewjersey
3 https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/newbrunswickcitynewjersey
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problems. As Community Health Ambassador 
Celmira Cordero shared, “Despite many 
efforts to maintain equality in the quality 
of health services, I’ve seen that there is 
always inequality in the availability and 
the accessibility of hospital and medical 
center services in our area. One of the 
core challenges is the language barrier 
that limits the availability of the most 
effective medical and social services for our 
community members. Additionally, many 
residents don’t have health insurance, 
limiting their access to appropriate medical 
appointments and health exams.”

The New Brunswick Healthy Homes 
Collaborative has been part of The BUILD 
Health Challenge® (BUILD) for two cohorts, 
receiving their first round of funding in 
2017. The first time the Collaborative 
received BUILD funding, their focus was 
addressing housing issues as a means to 
improve health outcomes. They did this 
by identifying and helping to mitigate the 
prevalent healthy housing issues facing New 
Brunswick residents within the Esperanza 
and Unity Square neighborhoods, many of 
whom contend with the greatest health 
and social disparities in the city. As of 2019, 
they had assessed and identified 120 homes 
in need of repair, with residents citing 
fear of eviction if they “complained.” In 
New Brunswick, over 70 percent of renter 
households are cost-burdened, meaning 
that they spend more than 30 percent 

of their household income on housing; 
between 40 and 58 percent spend more 
than 50 percent.4 Manuel Castañeda of New 
Brunswick Tomorrow noted, “We recognized 
housing conditions as a major social 
determinant of health in the city. We were 
able to identify the prevalent issues (i.e., 
mold, pests), and found in many situations 
the landlords were not making repairs, and 
residents lacked knowledge of their rights.” 

Inadequate and unsafe housing is 
one of the single greatest threats 
to positive health outcomes.
—Robert Laforgia, Healthier 
Middlesex/Saint Peter’s 
University Hospital 

APPROACH
The New Brunswick Healthy Housing 
Collaborative utilized learnings from its past 
work with BUILD to focus more on systems 
and policy change related to healthy homes. 
In particular, the Collaborative works to 

improve housing-related city ordinances 
and connect residents to resources and 
services which help them lead healthy, 
active, and prosperous lives. Previously, the 
work focused on identifying the prevalent 
housing issues residents were facing, 
helping residents mitigate tenant/landlord 
issues, and educating the community on 
tenant rights, particularly in the context 
of understanding the connection between 
housing and health. As Robert LaForgia of 
Healthier Middlesex/St. Peter’s University 
Hospital shared, “[T]he first step was to 
assess people’s housing situations and 
provide them the education and tools 
in order to improve the condition of the 
home.” In the third BUILD cohort, the 
Collaborative focused on integrated support 
provided through a sustainable medical-
legal partnership and case management, 
ensuring tenant rights are protected and 
health issues are addressed. The model 
heavily emphasizes community engagement, 
driven by Community Health Ambassadors, 
that builds awareness of housing rights in 
the community and spurs system changes.

4 https://www.nbtomorrow.org/neighborhoods/housing

ADVANCING HEALTH EQUITY: Through addressing healthy housing, the New 
Brunswick Healthy Housing Collaborative also helped to eliminate health 
disparities by spearheading initiatives, including the Community Health 
Ambassadors program, a referral system to available health services, and a 
coordinated COVID-19 response.
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The first time the Collaborative received 
BUILD funding, it was a partnership led by 
New Brunswick Tomorrow (NBT), along with 
Robert Wood Johnson University Hospital 
(RWJUH) – New Brunswick, St. Peter’s 
University Hospital, and the Middlesex 
County Office of Health Services. When 
the Collaborative received funding for the 
second time, they built on these existing 
partnerships and added a partnership with 
the City of New Brunswick. The team also 
leverages important partnerships with 
the Housing and Community Development 
Network of New Jersey, Unity Square 
Community Center, Puerto Rican Action 
Board, and ChangeLab Solutions. The 
Collaborative utilizes these partnerships 
in two key ways: to drive policy and 

systems change from within, and to 
hear from residents and to educate and 
empower them to share their stories and 
drive change themselves. Specifically, 
the Collaborative works to help people 
understand leases and mitigate issues 
between tenants and landlords.

Through a shared commitment 
with community-based 
organizations, health care, 
government officials, residents, 
and other partners we can 
shape how the city will grow and 
change in the future.—John Dowd, 
Middlesex County Office of Health 
Services

PANDEMIC IMPACTS
The Collaborative set out to work on housing 
and health. However, when the pandemic 
hit, the team found there were more 
critical needs. Robert LaForgia pointed out 
the importance of focusing on COVID-19 
in the community: “Individuals living in 
overcrowded and hazardous conditions 
are at increased risk for COVID-19 and 
other health conditions.” Existing access 
to healthcare only got worse, as many 
residents—particularly seniors—were not 
attending any of their health appointments 
(in person or virtually). Residents also shared 
a need for effective technology to set up 
appointments for COVID-19 testing and 
vaccines, and to participate in meetings, 
school, and health checkups virtually. 
Recognizing these needs and social distancing 
restrictions, the Collaborative’s Community 
Health Ambassadors stepped up to the 
challenge and pivoted away from healthy 
homes to focus on the pandemic and through 
distributing Coronavirus Care Kits. 

The Collaborative started its support of the 
community by providing masks, hygiene 
products, and information about COVID-19 
(virtually), and through the distribution 
of Coronavirus Care Kits. To address 
secondary issues exacerbated by COVID-19, 
they used a number of strategies, including 
recruiting for and helping run the RWJUH’s 
See, Test, Treat event. The program 
accommodated 76 women who had a pap 
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smear, mammogram, or both tests done 
the same day. Each participant left with 
education material, a Coronavirus Care 
Kit, and a box of fresh produce. Celmira 
Cordero shared that serving the community 
in this way was meaningful because of 
the existing relationships they had. She 
noted, “The effort to find and connect 
existing resources is more effective and 
more equally distributed among residents 
because of our connection to them.” 
In fact, existing trust played a big role 
in accelerating COVID-19 engagement, 
validating relationships between 
community members and those in the 
Collaborative.

Responding to COVID-19 itself, data played 
a big role. The Collaborative used data to 
see hotspots of COVID-positive residents 
identified in the Esperanza and Unity Square 
neighborhoods and mobilize its response. 
This included community members’ input 
regarding the need for a local COVID-19 
testing site, informal patient geographic 
information system (GIS) mapping from 
Saint Peter’s University Hospital, and the 
Middlesex County Office of Health Services 
(MCOHS) implementing a COVID-19 walk-
up testing site in the city. This testing site 
is easy to access from the Esperanza and 
Unity Square neighborhoods, and had 1,300 
participants in just three months.

As with so many communities around the 
country, COVID-19 brought underlying 
challenges and barriers to the surface. 
Many residents lacked updated and 
accurate information about the disease 
due to a lack of translated materials and 
limited access to reliable information 
sources. To combat this communication 
gap, CHAs presented an information session 
on tenant protections during the pandemic 
at an in-person event following social-
distancing guidelines that was hosted  
by the Esperanza Neighborhood Project.  
As vaccines rolled out, Cordero recalls,  
“The Latinx community had resistance 
to all vaccines. It’s difficult to start from 
the beginning—providing education on 
what a vaccine is and how it works.” CHAs 
canvassed to share clear information about 
vaccines, and were a driving force behind 
increased vaccination rates in the city 
(over an 18 percent increase in six weeks). 

We also have people who have 
learned to exercise their tenant 
rights and overcome vaccine 
hesitancy to get them and their 
family the COVID-19 vaccine.
—Manuel Castañeda, New
Brunswick Tomorrow
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COMMUNITY HEALTH 
AMBASSADORS
When the Collaborative initially received 
BUILD funding in 2017, the first major effort 
related to healthy homes was focused on 
community empowerment. Community 
residents became Community Health 
Ambassadors to partner in the work of 
identifying and addressing healthy housing 
concerns in New Brunswick. Originally, CHAs 
were trained in home assessments as a way to 
gather data on issues prevalent in the homes. 

Our CHAs have developed 
into the driving force of our 
Collaborative’s efforts of 
championing tenant rights and 
advocacy for effective housing 
policies. This is the way to really 
impact the community. Put the 
community to work to help the 
community.—Manuel Castañeda, 
New Brunswick Tomorrow

Celmira Cordero noted that after starting 
with home assessments, the ambassadors 
have facilitated tenant association 
meetings, as well as organized workshops 
and presentations that allowed them to 
really hear problems residents were facing. 
They also found new ways to connect, using 
platforms like Facebook to share information 
on the eviction moratorium and increases in 
the amount of rent landlords could seek. 

One persistent challenge was that tenants 
often are afraid to speak up. CHAs used 
education to shift mindsets from thinking of 
maintenance and repairs only as a landlord 
responsibility, to also thinking of them as a 
responsibility tenants share. CHAs worked 
as facilitators of the New Brunswick Tenant 
Association to share relevant information to 
help break barriers by focusing on community 
members and giving them knowledge to shift 
power dynamics. CHAs were able to make 
small but significant changes directly as well, 
by partnering with the Red Cross to install 
smoke alarms in response to tenant concerns 
about approaching the New Brunswick Fire 
Department. Robert LaForgia summarized, 
“Through the tireless work of our CHAs, we 
have seen significant improvements to our 
residents’ lives and have been continuously 
able to meet their needs around their 
specific housing or other social issues.”

As people started to get to know CHAs as the 
“ladies with the red shirts,” they gained trust 
and learned about other issues facing the 
community. Hearing about food insecurity 
and increased financial hardship, they 
assisted in organized food delivery of bread, 
eggs, yogurt, vegetables, and other produce 
through various food assistance initiatives. 
For example, the team provided food 
delivery for 200 seniors, and provided 300 
to 600 meals for a week to schoolchildren 
during spring break. These efforts were led 
by some of the Collaborative’s core partners, 
in conjunction with other community-based 

organizations and with assistance from local 
restaurants. To target overall wellness, CHAs 
helped develop a Zumba–Healthy Homes 
series, where residents could have fun 
exercising together after a healthy housing 
workshop.  

Workshops led by CHAs were successful, 
with two focused on tenant rights, two on 
the seven principles of healthy housing, 
and one on the social determinants of 
health. The principles of healthy housing 
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include: keeping the house dry and well 
ventilated, safe, free from pests, well 
maintained, and clean from dust and 
contaminants (such as lead). Cordero 
elaborated on the importance of CHAs: “It’s 
incredibly important for community health 
ambassadors to participate in the Healthy 
Homes Program because it is a source of 
information regarding the real physical and 
mental health issues that residents of the 
city face. With the program, we can help 
find and implement solutions, utilizing the 
social programs that already exist in our 
local hospitals, the city, and through other 
local organizations.” 

When they are able to advocate 
for themselves, and others, and 
access needed resources, they can 
achieve better health outcomes.
—Camilla Comer Carruthers, 
Community Health Ambassador

POLICY & LEGAL CONNECTIONS
Policy change makes up the other major 
part of the New Brunswick Healthy Housing 
Collaborative’s work. This kind of systems 
change was the primary focus prior to 
the pandemic. However, for much of the 
recent BUILD project, systems change took 
a backseat to more urgent COVID-19 issues, 
as described above. Now, the Collaborative 

is working with personnel from the New 
Brunswick Rental Control Office to help 
improve enforcement of housing codes/
ordinances. In the process of prioritizing 
policy options, the Rent Control Office has 
also agreed to take referrals for mediation 
to help tenants work out rent agreements 
and other tenant/landlord issues during this 
difficult time. 

Members of the Collaborative have also 
produced recommendations for policy 
change. New Brunswick Tomorrow 
commissioned a policy report from the 
Bloustein School at Rutgers University–
New Brunswick on current local housing 
ordinances, and RWJUH also commissioned 
a housing policy practices report from 
ChangeLab Solutions. These two reports 
worked by serving as a foundation to 

develop policy recommendations that would 
help improve the quality of homes in New 
Brunswick. The establishment of the New 
Brunswick Tenant Association has also led to 
resident feedback for policy development 
at the city level. The Collaborative provided 
recommendations that influenced recently 
enacted housing ordinance policies—such 
as helping ensure that landlords only 
charge tenants for their fair share of water 
utility usage. Tap Into New Brunswick had 
reported on some of these ordinances, and 
in particular noted that one resident, Fidela 
Franco, had paid an extra $500 per month 
for water for six months with a new landlord. 
She shared, “[A] series of amendments to the 
city’s ordinances will make the issue of water 
bills fairer and easier to understand—and 
keep some of the landlords from ripping off 
their tenants.”5 

5 https://www.tapinto.net/towns/new-brunswick/sections/government/articles/new-water-bill-regulations-will-keep-renters-from-getting-ripped-off-group-says
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Equitable policy cannot exist in 
a system that makes the rules 
behind a desk, that doesn’t have 
a broad understanding of the 
issues confronting residents as 
vulnerable as our local community. 
We work to address that.
—Veronica Casarrubias,
Community Health Ambassador

Taking this one step further, the 
Collaborative and the City of New 
Brunswick are using an online platform that 
provides the public access to information 
on registered rental units. Created during 
the second BUILD cohort, this platform 
allows a resident to look up a property 
and see the current rent, as well as the 
last inspection date (now inspections are 
required once every three years).

On the legal side, the team has also 
been working with attorneys to facilitate 
the solutions for tenants who have had 
problems with their properties, particularly 
when disputes are heading to legal 
proceedings.When lawyers got involved, the 
team often found that things moved faster. 
In a particular case, a simple call from the 
lawyer to the landlord solved the problem 
that same day. A medical-legal partnership 
between RWJUH and Legal Services of New 
Jersey (called Legal Assistance to Medical 
Patients Project–LAMP) has also been 
instrumental in supporting residents on 
housing issues. According to The National 

Center for Medical-Legal Partnership, 
medical-legal partnerships integrate the 
unique expertise of lawyers into health care 
settings to help clinicians, case managers, 
and social workers address structural 
problems at the root of so many health 
inequities. This has been especially valuable 
for residents who don’t qualify for legal 
services and don’t have the money to retain 
a private attorney.

FUTURE
The New Brunswick Healthy Housing 
Collaborative partners are committed to 
finding ways to continue the work. Robert 
Wood Johnson University Hospital and 
the Middlesex County Office of Health 
Services have made healthy housing a 
focus area within their strategic plans. 
New Brunswick Tomorrow has increased 
efforts in housing and recently developed 
a Housing Manager position, along 
with expanding the Community Health 
Ambassador program to both maintain 
and expand community participation in 
housing and other focus areas. Both NBT 
and RWJUH expanded their CHA groups 
both in size and scope, developing them 
to provide community engagement in 
other facets of health (i.e., COVID-19), in 
addition to the continued areas of focus. 
Both NBT and RWJUH expanded their 
Community Health Ambassador group both 
in size and scope, developing a Community 
Ambassador Corps to provide community 

engagement in other facets of health  (i.e., 
COVID-19), in addition to the continued 
areas of focus. NBT’s new Housing Manager 
will serve as a housing resource for New 
Brunswick residents, providing information 
on local and state housing policies and 
tenant rights, while also helping mitigate 
tenant/landlord issues and continuing a 
working relationship with the City of New 
Brunswick, particularly the Rent Control 
Office. The future looks bright for this 
work to continue, with Middlesex County’s 
commitment to it in its Comprehensive 
Master Plan, Destination 2040. Manuel 
Castañeda shared, “The hope is that 
[since] healthy housing has been named as 
a strategic focus under Healthy, Safe, and 
Inclusive Communities, we can leverage 
the county for resources and developing 
policies on healthy housing.”  

I have learned a lot and have 
used the knowledge and applied 
it in my daily life. If there is an 
opportunity to still help someone, 
I will follow up with them, as it is 
of great personal and professional 
gratification. My commitment is 
to continue sharing the available 
resources that the government, 
hospitals, and organizations 
have with those who need it.
—Celmira Cordero, Community
Health Ambassador



The Build Health Challenge® is contributing 
 to the creation of a new norm in the U.S.— 

one that puts multi-sector, community-driven
 partnerships at the center of health in order to 

reduce health disparities caused by systemic 
or social inequity.

BUILD is a national program designed to support partnerships between 
community-based organizations, health departments, hospitals/health 
systems, health plans, and residents that are working to address important 
health issues in their community. Each community collaborative addresses 
root causes of chronic disease (also commonly referred to as the social 
determinants of health) in their local area by moving resources, attention, 
and action upstream. To date, BUILD has supported 55 projects across 
the U.S. over the course of three award cycles.

To learn more about BUILD, visit buildhealthchallenge.org.

First cohort site

Second cohort site

Third cohort site

BUILD's third cohort (2019—2022) was  
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•  Methodist Healthcare Ministries of 

South Texas, Inc.
•  New Jersey Health Initiatives
•  The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation
•  The W.K. Kellogg Foundation


