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History and Context of 
Healthy Housing Efforts in RI

Peter Simon, MD, MPH



Timeline

• ~1981 Reagan signs MCH Block Grant 
(Title V)
– RI Lead Program moves from Division of 

Epidemiology to Division of Family Health
– 3 Division leads representing the program

• 1984-1992 Lead Program integration 
with other children’s investments: MCH, 
home visiting, Immunizations, WIC, 
Injury Control, others



Timeline

• 1990-1991: RI again receives categorical 
funding from CDC for a Lead Program 
suspended in 1980

• 1994: Agreed to get Medicaid match for 
administrative and environmental 
inspections 



Timeline

• 1997: KIDSNET, RI’s integrated child 
health information system begins 
enrolling all births. Data from 9 public 
health programs is integrated into 
KIDSNET. 

• 2003: Department of Health’s strategic 
plan adopted an objective on Healthy 
Places



Timeline

• 2004: Lead Program prepares the state’s 
Elimination Plan and strengthens 
partnership with the state’s Housing 
Resources Commission

• 2005: Lead Hazard Mitigation Law is 
implemented and expands authority to 
mitigate rental property



Timeline

• 2006: The Asthma Control Program and 
its coalition members formulate the 
Healthy Residents, Healthy Homes 
project to address asthma in Newport

• 2007: White paper on healthy housing is 
jointly released by the Department of 
Health and the Housing Resources 
Commission



Timeline

• 2007: HH Collaborative strengthens its 
composition including asthma, housing 
and other environmental partners

• 2008: A hospital-based clinic receives 
funding to pilot an “asthma center” using 
the Lead Center model and HH 
principles



A Word of Wisdom

For public health to have a credible role 
in improving housing safety and health, 
we need better data, resources to share, 
skills in creating and supporting 
cross-sectoral collaboration, humility to 
recognize our limitations of our 
knowledge and perspectives so that 
strong relationships with new partners 
will happen.



The RI Healthy Housing 
Collaborative

Magaly Angeloni, MBA



At the beginning

• 2004:
– CDC’s plan to eliminate lead poisoning by 2010

• 2005:
– Get a small group to think about healthy housing
– Assessment
– Challenges 

• Several plans: HUD 5 year plan, Elimination Plan, 
Homelessness Plan, Land Use 2010, Healthy Rhode 
Islanders 2010, Statewide Planning for each city/town 

– Resources??



How it really began

• 2006:
– Many ideas, no one to execute them…
– MOU between Health and Housing 
– Named the group the “Healthy Housing 

Collaborative”
– Establishes a work plan and short term 

deliverables
– Developed a unified vision



Strong forces

• 2007:

– “Healthy Housing: Why Rhode Island should 
invest in the vision” www.health.ri.gov/lead

“All Rhode Islanders have a right to housing 
that supports their growth, development, 
and physical and mental health, and 
provides the opportunity to achieve a 
positive quality of life throughout the entire 
lifespan”

http://www.health.ri.gov/lead


Also in 2007

– Significant reorganization at the RI DOH
– Healthy Housing Steering Committee 

formed (June 2007)
– Merger puts four Steering Committee 

members under same leadership



It is happening!

• 2007 (con’t):
– The Collaborative merges with: 

• Asthma work groups 
• Lead Program Advisory Committee 
• Internal DOH group
• Any others interested

• 2008:
– Report of 2007 activities
– Continue work with subcommittees



Success Story # 1

HH training to all RI nursing schools 

– Began by one local college requesting 30 minute 
update about the Lead Program

– Expanded to other programs in the Department of 
Health

– The Lead Program proposed to expand it to 
Environmental Health

– Then expanded into Healthy Housing
– Now offered to all large nursing programs in the 

state



Success Story # 2

Made a home healthy
• Weatherization, Lead Hazard Reduction 

Program (HUD) and Community Development 
Block Grant funds, City government

• 1935, 3-bedroom, single family dwelling, 
owned by a single, pregnant woman with two 
children, identified via WIC

• Numerous, life-threatening hazards and 
energy problems in the home 



Success Story # 3

HH Education to Judges:

• Proposed by a community lawyer working on 
environmental justice issues

• Supported by Steering Committee
• Consulted with other parties
• Accepted by District Court judges!
• Offered to other attorneys



Success Story # 4

Annual Healthy Housing Conference

– Transformed from the annual Lead Poisoning 
Prevention Conference

– Set precedent…. will take place every year
– Issue publication: HH Databook
– Ask director to state the vision for HH
– Get more partners involved
– Present awards in partnership with other agencies
– Follow up!!



Achievements

• HH vision, documented
• HH databook 
• HH stakeholders presentation
• HH training 
• Joint event with SmartGrowRI
• HH conference
• Committed HH Collaborative members



Work in Progress

• Housing issues affecting refugees
• Reach minimum housing officials
• Outreach for bed bugs, CO, etc.
• Work with schools on HH projects
• Regulating home inspections
• Statewide housing database
• Energy issues
• HH inspections 
• Developing HH indicators



1. Use the Lead Poisoning Prevention 
Program experience as a model

2. HH is overwhelmingly big…. Develop 
one effort at a time

3. Get the right partners at the beginning
4. Show the progress

Lessons Learned



What Do We Need?

• Additional research, policies, support
• Federal agencies working closer
• Funding with fewer restrictions and 

requiring strong collaborations
• National forums
• Training and support 
• Continue dialogue



Healthy Housing as an 
Environmental Justice issue

Steven Fishbach, JD, Community Lawyer
Rhode Island Legal Services



Healthy Housing is an 
Environmental Justice Issue in RI

• Environmental Justice refers to 
environmental and public health 
problems that disproportionately affect 
poor people and people of color

• Illnesses related to substandard housing 
conditions more prevalent in communities 
of color and low income communities



Lead Poisoning Rates Higher in 
Rhode Island’s Urban Core



Racial and Ethnic Disparities in 
Asthma Hospitalization Rates



Where Did We Start?

• School built on top of former garbage dump 
near City’s largest public housing project 



Hartford Park Tenants Association vs. 
Dept of Environmental Management

Tenants learn about 
relationship between 
toxic exposures and 
environmental 
illnesses



Tenants Take Action

• Funds obtained from EPA for asthma 
education and outreach project

• Residents surveyed
• Information disseminated through flyers 

and live presentations
• Asthma support group formed



Lawyers Take Action

• Obtain funds from EPA for education and 
outreach project on environmental justice

• Meet with groups and affected residents
• Conduct Educational Forums
• Develop educational materials based on 

community’s concerns



Flyer for Tenants





Final Task: Plan A Conference

• Create working group to plan conference
• Conference goal is to create new 

environmental justice group
• Work group includes residents, 

environmental organizations, health 
department



Conference A Success



One Month Later: 
Conference Attendees Reassemble

• Unanimous decision to form new 
organization



The League Takes Off

• Mission Statement adopted
• Incorporation
• Committees Established
• Funds raised—CARE Grant



Next Steps

• Hire staff
• Obtain Tax exempt status
• Develop CARE project
• Expand membership



Rhode Island Department of Health
Peter Simon, MD, MPH, 401.222.5928, peter.simon@health.ri.gov

Magaly Angeloni, MBA, 401.222.4602, magaly.angeloni@health.ri.gov

Rhode Island Legal Services
Steven Fishbach, JD, 401.274.2652, Sfischbach@rils.org
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