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My passion is climate resilience and adaptation. I am propelled by the 
research behind changing our society and infrastructure to best thrive in a 
changing climate, and halting the use of climate changing practices. I 
received my BA from Temple University and currently work as the Heat 
Resiliency Fellow for the Philadelphia Office of Sustainability. My goal is to 
attend continuing education focusing on Climate Resiliency. 

 

Hi, I’m Cheye and I have a passion for equity and climate resilience. In the 

summer of 2019, I was extremely lucky to work with the Philadelphia Office of Sustainability as the 

Heat Resilience Fellow. The unique opportunity to work in city government and in the field of 

sustainability came from the EDI Fellowship, created by the Urban Sustainability Directors 

Network, which allowed for me and six others to work on important projects in sustainability and 

equity across North America. Each of the Fellows in the program worked on different projects 

within their respective sustainability offices to advance a cleaner, greener, and more inclusive city. 

My journey began in a small town in Pennsylvania, where my mom grew up, and my dad moved 

to, to start a family and work at one of the best hospitals in the area.  

  

My childhood was almost perfect. I grew up with a loving family, a unique community of Waldorf 

families in my pre-k to high school education, and caring people around my neighborhood. I got to 

live amongst endless trees and dense forest, while surrounded by small, often organic, family 

farms. Privilege was all around me. I went to what you might call an alternative school. The 

Waldorf school system is modeled like an environmental education with an emphasis on arts and 

creativity, so, in addition to traditional topics, I was taught how to do biodynamic farming, 

gardening, knitting, painting, woodworking, blacksmithing, performing plays and choral recitals, 

dancing, singing, and playing instruments. In addition, meals were catered by the garden-to-

school lunch program run by my mother. To give credit to all the topics I learned during my 

education would take an entirely separate blog post. I am forever indebted to my family and 

teachers for my experience there. With my foundation in this eco-conscious and hyper creative 

experience, I was set on my path towards a career in environmental sustainability.  

 

Two worlds ruled my life; with a wealthy mother from a Jewish, Caucasian family in Pottstown, PA, 

and a middle-class father from a Catholic, Puerto Rican family in Red Hook Brooklyn, finding unity 

in otherness became my north star. Watching my white relatives have lavish lives in big houses, in 

nice neighborhoods, thanks to the hard work of their father, I understood the stark contrast 

between that privilege and the modest, densely urban community of my brown relatives. They 

often shared housing in neat apartments nowhere near trees or greenery. Besides place of living, 



another stark contrast was access to resources. My white family was well traveled, educated, and 

always up to date on the newest health trend. My brown family stayed in Brooklyn mostly, worked 

through high school, and suffered several chronic and acute illnesses. I knew I wanted to work 

towards bridging the gap between these two populations. It was clear to me then, as it is now, 

that the best strategy for equity comes from prioritizing marginalized communities without 

isolating privileged ones.  

 

During my undergrad at Temple University in Philadelphia, I majored in Environmental Studies. 

Temple’s program focused on environmental justice, physical and human geography, ecology, 

urban planning, and geographic information systems. With this array of topics, I latched onto the 

idea that all people deserve clean air and water, and access to reasonable resources. When I was 

rounding the bend to graduation, the EDI Fellowship offer made me feel like I could work on that 

idea with the Philadelphia Office of Sustainability (OOS). The Heat Resilience Fellowship there put 

equity first and was centered around finding neighborhood-driven heat mitigation tactics. When I 

got the call that I was hired, I was absolutely thrilled. I danced in the kitchen at one of my three 

jobs with my senior thesis in one hand and my phone in the other. I felt empowered and so 

blessed to be given the opportunity to work in a powerful office in my field of study.  

 

Under my supervisor, Saleem Chapman, I was brought on to Beat the Heat Hunting Park: a 

neighborhood heat plan (BTH), a one-year-old project that was getting ready to be released to the 

public. The project is as it sounds, a neighborhood-driven plan to increase heat resilience. Using 

survey results, neighborhood background information, and community meetings and events, OOS 

worked with Hunting Park residents to identify how they cope with extreme heat, what tools they 

need to cope better, and what cooling interventions they wanted for their community. I was lucky 

enough to be part of editing the plan, editing and assisting in the Spanish translation of the plan, 

and putting together the plan’s release party. The goal of my fellowship was to start designing the 

implementation of the cooling interventions identified by the Hunting Park residents.  

 

The residents expressed interest in developing a Heat Relief Network, which is designed to pool 

community cooling resources and designate community centers with an appropriate physical 

location as a cooling center, a place where community members can come in the event of a heat 

health emergency to stay cool. After meeting with all the BTH partners individually, I created a 

stakeholder analysis matrix with all the interested parties’ past involvement and potential for the 

Heat Relief Network. During this time, it became clear that piloting the Network was not possible 

just yet, so I was guided through another project that incorporated a different cooling 

intervention: urban greenery. Increasing tree plantings and green space was the number one heat 

mitigation strategy identified by the community but finding funding for such a feat required 

preliminary steps. I was ecstatic to be part of writing two different grants for this endeavor. After 

receiving the first seed money to invest in greening, I began the other leg of my Fellowship, the 

GIS Cooling Benefit Analysis, which was a pilot project to use heat sensors in order to detect the 

heat reduction co-benefits of Green Stormwater Infrastructure in heat vulnerable neighborhoods. I 

got to work with three academics familiar with the topic and combine two of my favorite subjects: 



community development and science. The ultimate goal of the project after ground-truthing the 

heat reduction theory, was to turn the work into a citizen science workshop, wherein residents in 

heat vulnerable neighborhoods would be instructed on how to build the sensors and would be 

able to see the cooling co-benefit of Green Stormwater Infrastructure for themselves. This goal 

was the genesis of the second grant that I was able to co-author. After reported findings and next 

steps, I finished my fellowship having had an interdisciplinary, multifaceted work experience.  

 

I really cannot explain how grateful I am to have worked with USDN and OOS. In just three 

months, I feel like I learned a year’s worth of marketable, applicable, and unique skills. All the items 

on my personal check-list were completed with intentionality thanks to Saleem Chapman and the 

whole Philadelphia Office of Sustainability. Thanks, team! And, the experience with USDN 

absolutely blew me away. I expected to have a typical, college gen-ed-like coursework with the 

organization but instead I received priceless coaching and history on equitability and professional 

development. Thank you so much to Sara McKinstry-Wu, Desiree Williams-Rajee, Lukas Soto and 

all the helpful trailblazers at USDN. I will never take this opportunity for granted and I look forward 

to sharing my experience in both my professional and personal life. 


