
 
How Two Teens in Niagara Falls Are Confronting Pollution 
and a Mental Health Crisis 
Finding hope and resilience in a city burdened with environmental pollution and 
generational trauma. 
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Julissa Hernandez used to run track and field as a student at Niagara Falls High School before her asthma forced her to quit. She 
believes the poor air quality in in the New York town contributed to her complications. Credit: Jennifer Wybieracki 

 
Julissa Hernandez was at work when she saw the news, in 2024, that a young mother, Chianti Means, had 
jumped to her death at Niagara Falls State Park, taking her two young children, a 9-year-old and 5-month old 
baby, with her. When Hernandez called her dad later that day, she realized that Means was a second cousin who 
used to babysit her. 

Hernandez feels like she often hears stories from her friends and people in the community about another person 
trying to commit suicide or another person dying. Hernandez and Donte West, a high school classmate, recall at 
least five students who died by suicide during their time at Niagara Falls High School.  

https://insideclimatenews.org/profile/jennifer-wybieracki/
https://buffalonews.com/news/local/article_10b744aa-97a7-11ef-b839-ef2e476b27d0.html


“Even if the signs are there, people just excuse it, because that’s just how the people in the Falls are,” 
Hernandez said. 

Once celebrated as the honeymoon capital of the world, Niagara Falls is now better known for its environmental 
and mental health challenges, with data showing higher suicide rates a growing body of research suggesting a 
link between these issues and local conditions. 

Niagara County Health Assessment data indicate that the area has elevated air pollution levels and suicide rates 
higher than the state average, at 14.2 per 100,000 individuals. ZIP codes in Niagara Falls report the highest rates 
of youth asthma-related emergency room visits. New research correlates air pollution with mental health 
disorders, such as depression.  

Environmental and genetic factors influence the developing brain. Researchers are still exploring exactly how 
air pollution impacts young minds, but several studies have found that high levels of particulate matter 2.5 
microns, or PM2.5, in the air can affect brain chemistry, leading to increased aggression and a loss of emotional 
control. Other forms of air pollution have been linked to the development of mental health disorders such as 
anxiety, psychosis and neurocognitive disorders such as dementia.  

Niagara County no longer has active Environmental Protection Agency Air Quality monitors for PM2.5 or NO2 
and the New York Department of Environmental Conservation’s monitor list shows many Niagara sites closed 
before 2012. Factories such as Covanta and Goodyear still report emissions to the state and the EPA under their 
Title V permits, however, the reports do not reflect the air quality experienced by residents in surrounding 
neighborhoods. The area’s air quality is now estimated using regional models and data from neighboring 
counties, leaving uncertainty about what residents in Niagara Falls are actually breathing. 

A view of Niagara Falls State Park. Credit: Matt Hofmann 

https://cms5.revize.com/revize/niagaracounty/Document_center/Department/M%20-%20R/Public%20health/2022-2024%20CHA-CHIP%20UPDATE%20NIAGARA%20COUNTY%20DEPARTMENT%20OF%20HEALTH.pdf?utm
https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/21/12/1663
https://www.iqair.com/newsroom/pm2-5
https://www.iqair.com/newsroom/pm2-5
https://extapps.dec.ny.gov/docs/air_pdf/2022airqualreport.pdf


 
A study published earlier this year found 36 links between ambient air pollutants and adverse mental health 
disorders such as autism spectrum disorder and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). 

Psychologist John Roberts and a team from the University at Buffalo took this research one step further and 
examined how air pollution exposure affecting mental health might be correlated with historical redlining in 
several cities in New York state, including Niagara Falls.  

Redlining was a structural racism practice conducted across the United States beginning in the 1930s that 
involved denying mortgages to residents of racial or ethnic minorities. Roberts’ study looked at the impact of 
ambient air pollutant levels on emergency room visits for mental disorders and how those visits varied across 
neighborhoods affected by redlining. Overall, they found that both PM2.5 and NO2 were elevated and 
significantly associated with mental health disorder-related emergency room visits in historically segregated 
New York state neighborhoods.  

“We looked at the overall concentration levels of air pollutants across regions [in the city] and found that there 
were elevated levels in the redlined neighborhoods,” Roberts said. “So the discriminated neighborhoods had 
greater pollutants, because there’s more industry or disposal wastes there.” 

That means young adults in Niagara Falls are at risk, facing the adverse health effects of intensive, concentrated 
industry pollution. [StoryGISMap]  

In the early 1900s, engineers were drawn to the region’s potential for harnessing hydropower. This 
hydroelectricity enabled electrochemical processes that use electric currents to trigger chemical reactions to 
produce compounds such as chlorine and caustic soda, or to extract aluminum from aluminum oxide. This 
process made Niagara Falls home to factories that produced defensive chemicals and materials used for building 
atomic bombs during World War II. Radioactive slag still plagues the city years later. [Source] 

It also brought companies such as Hooker Chemical, which became notorious for the Love Canal catastrophe, 
where leaking industrial waste from a toxic chemical dump, on which a Niagara Falls neighborhood was built, 
led to a landmark environmental disaster that helped spark the modern environmental movement and prompted 
the establishment of the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation and Liability Act 
(CERCLA) in 1980. Today, it appears history is repeating itself, only now, the federal government is removing 
limits and regulations on toxic emissions.  

Since President Donald Trump’s second term began, his administration has moved quickly to slash EPA 
funding and weaken emissions standards for major industries. Congress overturned Biden administration rules 
regulating seven toxic air pollutants, marking the first efforts to curb the Clean Air Act since its inception. 

The rollbacks threaten cities like Niagara Falls, where factories still operate near residential neighborhoods. 

In 2025, the Niagara Falls City School District lost nearly $734,000 in funding to provide support services for 
students and families after the Trump administration cut funding for two school-based mental health grants. 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/40074563/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0048969724046643#s0060
https://dsl.richmond.edu/panorama/redlining/
https://experience.arcgis.com/experience/08b1dcca4fa24f26a77d31ac9cd1ff91/page/Buffalo/
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/b9308348446541ffad2c05e72f603c8f
https://publichealthwatch.org/2024/01/23/book-excerpt-the-cancer-factory-by-jim-morris/
https://publichealthwatch.org/2024/01/23/book-excerpt-the-cancer-factory-by-jim-morris/
https://www.epa.gov/ny/niagara-county-radiation-removal-sites
https://publichealthwatch.org/2024/09/18/niagara-falls-pollution-goodyear-cancer/
https://chej.org/about-us/story/love-canal#:%7E:text=The%20history%20of%20Love%20Canal,and%20three%20thousand%20feet%20long
https://www.epa.gov/superfund/superfund-cercla-overview
https://www.epa.gov/superfund/superfund-cercla-overview
http://www.epa.gov/newsreleases/trump-epa-announces-reconsideration-air-rules-regulating-american-energy-manufacturing
http://www.epa.gov/newsreleases/trump-epa-announces-reconsideration-air-rules-regulating-american-energy-manufacturing
https://publichealthwatch.org/2025/06/24/seven-federal-policy-changes-that-will-hurt-polluted-communities/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/senate-votes-to-overturn-epa-rule-limits-7-hazardous-air-pollutants-clean-air-act/
https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/resources/niagara-falls-city-school-district-nfcsd-using-mental-health-service-professional


Donte West. Credit: Jennifer Wybieracki 

That funding cut impacted the Niagara Falls Student Champion Team, a student group Hernandez and West 
were both a part of before they graduated. Members focus on mental health awareness and trauma-informed 
learning. The students meet with the office manager from the University at Buffalo’s Institute on Trauma and 
Trauma-Informed Care School of Social Work twice a month to learn about trauma, its causes and how to be 
sensitive when discussing traumatic experiences. Students also share ideas and develop strategies to support 
their school’s and community’s mental health efforts.  

The team is still active this school year, but has scaled back its activities due to budget cuts. 

With the death of another student at the beginning of the last school year, the district administration arranged 
for the team to present what they’ve learned to Niagara Falls’ mayor and city council in early 2025. In May, 
during Mental Health Awareness Month, the team also presented before the Buffalo Bills Foundation, a 
philanthropic arm of the NFL team that supports organizations that are committed to improving the quality of 
life in the Western New York region, which donated $10,000 to support trauma-informed care training.  

The school district used to conduct Youth Risk Behavior Surveys, but hasn’t since 2019. The surveys found that 
high school students in the city of Niagara Falls reported feeling more sad or hopeless in the past year than 
students statewide. More than 43 percent of students reported serious difficulty concentrating, remembering or 
making decisions due to physical, mental or emotional problems.  

https://www.niagara-gazette.com/opinion/laurrie-falls-schools-making-gains-in-risk-behavior-survey/article_d89d3395-f86f-5c95-a909-03a7702636e3.html


 
Niagara Falls High School neighbors a power plant and factories. Credits: Jennifer Wybieracki and Matt Hofmann 
 
In response, the Niagara Falls school district has hired 18 social workers for the district over the last seven 
years. Before that, there were zero. Each district school also has a family support center which offers students 

https://www.wkbw.com/news/local-news/niagara-orleans/theres-a-huge-need-new-family-school-resource-center-opens-for-hundreds-of-niagara-falls-families


and their families food, clothing and services they need to set students up for success. The district also 
offers Say Yes Buffalo opportunities which provides students tuition and support to increase the rates of high 
school and post-secondary completion. 

“[The surveys] showed that suicide and suicide ideation is high,” district Superintendent Mark Laurrie said. “I 
think that comes from a lot of people feeling hopeless. I think that poverty causes a lack of schema, and people 
can’t see what they can become, or what they can do, because we’re surrounded by poverty.” 

Roberts added that aside from poverty, family conflict, abuse, discrimination and other social trauma as a child 
can create a negative cognitive schema, which changes one’s basic beliefs and values about themself and 
changes their capacity for feeling in control. He said environmental stressors, such as pollution and violence 
that are elevated in sacrifice zones, make matters more difficult.  

While the district is developing more resources for students, the high school still sits across the street from some 
of the city’s largest polluters. 

Hernandez and West describe the school as run-down and likened it to a prison. They said they felt stressed at 
school because when they looked out their classroom windows, all they saw were factories. 

“We don’t got much going for us in terms of positivity,” Hernandez said.  

Hernandez was born and raised in Niagara Falls, but she lived with family in North Carolina for eighth and 
ninth grade, during the COVID-19 pandemic. She noticed her skin cleared up and her asthma symptoms 
disappeared after she left Niagara Falls. She was able to start running again, which is something she had to give 
up years ago because she could never catch her breath. 

https://sayyesbuffalo.org/story-mission/
https://gisservices.dec.ny.gov/gis/dil/


Julissa Hernandez played several sports throughout childhood, her favorite being softball. Credit: Matt Hofmann 
 
Hernandez grew up participating in a wide range of sports, including softball, soccer, lacrosse, track, dance, 
cheerleading and gymnastics. As she got older, her asthma got worse, forcing her to gradually drop every sport. 
She believes the poor air quality in Niagara Falls contributed to her asthma complications. 

Hernandez is now an early childhood education major at Niagara University. After graduation, she hopes to 
become a teacher with newly acquired trauma-informed tools to help students and educate parents and 
guardians. West joined the team after seeing their presentation to the Niagara Falls City Council and was 
interested in learning and advocating for students who don’t have safe living environments. He had an aunt and 
a cousin who died by suicide. 

“If you’re around nothing but drama and chaos, you’re not gonna be able to focus or feel right,” West said 
“There is no room for somebody to get their mental state right if they don’t even know how to do it.” 

Christen E. Civiletto, born and raised in the city, is now a lawyer, an environmental law adjunct professor at 
Buffalo State University and author of the forthcoming book “Thundering Waters: The Toxic Legacy of 
Niagara Falls,” set for release in April. She has spent more than 20 years researching contamination in Niagara 
Falls.  

“People are sick in numbers too high to ignore. Niagara Falls’ children are bearing the brunt of harm from past 
and ongoing pollution—these are generational harms that must be addressed before any hope of restoration in 
the Falls is possible,” she said. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=39Jxrf-7j5E&list=PLyAUVMum26LZgXKxHcwpY6-3kxqug2rBY&index=8


Industry along Buffalo Avenue in Niagara Falls, N.Y. Credit: Matt Hofmann 



Industry along Buffalo Avenue in Niagara Falls, N.Y. Credit: Matt Hofmann 
 
Brian Archie, a lifelong Niagara Falls resident, is tackling the city’s health epidemic from two angles. He is a 
current member of the Niagara Falls City Council and also serves as the executive director of the Creating a 
Healthier Niagara Falls Collaborative (CAHNF), which focuses on building community by improving the social 
determinants of health. The collaborative also educates residents about topics  such as air quality and mental 
health. 

The Community Foundation of Greater Buffalo recently awarded the collaborative $10,000 to host a youth 
workshop on organizing and environmental justice. 

The collaborative also partners with the Buffalo Clean Air Coalition, a nonprofit that develops grassroots 
leaders who organize their communities to lead environmental justice and public health campaigns in western 
New York. 

The coalition hosted three environmental justice meetings in Niagara Falls in between June and October. 

https://www.healthierniagarafalls.org/
https://www.healthierniagarafalls.org/
https://www.cacwny.org/


Brian Archie speaks at an event in the spring of 2025. Credit: Jennifer Wybieracki 
 
Archie and the Niagara Falls City Council are teaming up with residents to develop programs and policies that 
aim to improve mental well-being and physical health. Last fall, Niagara Falls became a New York 
state Climate Smart Community, a state program that provides climate assistance to local governments.  

“If I’m not working to change our city, then I’m complacent,” said Archie. 

Despite the legacy of pollution and intergenerational trauma there are still these places where hope is alive and 
community persists. Just like the Love Canal Homeowners Association back in the 1970s, the community is 
fighting back.  

“There’s this rule in organizing that if we can get just 3.5 percent of a population united behind a shared goal, 
we can make societal changes,” said Bridge Rauch, Clean Air Coalition environmental justice coordinator. 
“Three or four people out of 100 and you can make a lot of things happen.” 

With citywide groups such as CAHNF and student-led groups such as the National Champion Team, Rauch 
feels like the sky’s the limit. 

“Ultimately, I believe basic organizing is what will restore deep democracy and build community across 
movements and demographics, and allow us to tackle the issues of the 21st century,” said Rauch.  

https://climatesmart.ny.gov/actions-certification/participating-communities/municipality-detail/?tx_sjcert_applicant%5Bapplicant%5D%5B__identity%5D=1020&tx_sjcert_applicant%5Baction%5D=show&tx_sjcert_applicant%5Bcontroller%5D=Applicant&cHash=8838058dd2c07d81da87906de813266f


Donte West at his graduation in June 2025. Credit: Matt Hofmann 
In June 2025, West sat in a half-filled auditorium for the Coalition’s first ever environmental justice meeting for 
Niagara Falls residents. He listened to Rauch speak about his city’s history, including the Love Canal 
catastrophe and asked questions, including why he wasn’t taught about the environmental threats in school.  

“I don’t know why it isn’t brought up, it could literally happen again,” West said. “Trauma is passed down 
generation after generation, and people don’t know how to stop it.” 
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