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Alex Severino was a student in an environmental education program at Rocking the Boat in the 
Bronx. Now she works in this organization as a program assistant. Rocking the Boat has helped 
her to discover the environment, rivers, and animals in this borough. Alex’s story tells about her 
experiences on the Bronx River, how she perceives the Bronx, and how she shares her experiences 
with others. 

 
My name is Elizabeth Alexandra Severino, but my friends and people at work call me Alex. I am 19 years old and I 
live in the Bronx on 225th Street and Broadway. My father is a proud Dominican, and my mother is originally from 
Curacao, but she is of Dominican descent. I have a brother and a sister, who are much older than me, so I did not 
really have my siblings around because they were already in college. I was kind of alone, except for my parents. But 
when I was five I got a dog, and I named him Balto because of a Disney movie that I loved. Balto became my best 
friend. He was talking to me physically instead of verbally, “I don’t want to eat right now, I am going to sit on a 
couch.” Since that time I wanted to work with animals. My interests jumped from veterinarian to wildlife 
veterinarian, to wildlife conservationist, to what I’m doing now on the Bronx River. Although I was always 
interested in environmental aspects, I never did anything with it. I was just going to a normal public school, some 
after-school programs, and home – the same things every day. 

 
I have lived in a project housing near the Harlem River for at least 10 years now. Projects are apartment buildings 
owned by New York City. New York City is taking care of the projects, but often unsuccessfully. Housing projects 
tend to become a place for people to do illegal things. Now there are many efforts trying to clean it up. I still live 
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there till this day, and I still never feel comfortable there. My friends don’t live in that area, but most of them live in 
the Bronx. When I talk to people, for example, from California, they would ask, “Where do you live?” and I answer, 
“In the Bronx,” and they say, “Oh my gosh, how do you walk home every day?” When they think of the Bronx, they 
think of gang wars every day. They think that New York City is Manhattan, and everything else is the ghetto. Maybe 
Queens is okay, Staten Island is alright, but the Bronx – oh no, it’s bad, evil. It’s very interesting what they think 
because it’s not like that, not really. Maybe just in certain spots. 
 
My apartment overlooks the Harlem River, but there is no access to that river. It’s all fenced up and trains pass by, 
so you never can go to this river or at least you never thought you could. I always thought that Harlem River was the 
Hudson, but now I realize it isn’t, the Harlem River actually expands to the Hudson. Teachers never educate you 
about the rivers, parks, and your neighborhood, they just expect that you already know about it. The only park that 
you hear about once in a while is Central Park in Manhattan because it is in movies and shows, and that’s pretty 
much it. When you go to school, they talk about different countries and the history of New York City. But they 
never talk about the environmental aspects of the city or its rivers and parks. Teachers don’t tell you that hawks fly 
and catch some pray in the city. Tons of people still do not know it. No one in classes gives you the geographical 
aspect of where you live, they only tell you obvious information like the Statue of Liberty is one of few historical 
things that are being taken care of in the city. 
 
I was a very good student in middle school with 95 averages. But during high school, I just stopped caring about my 
grades because I was tired of the same life. I went to DeWitt Clinton high school in the North Bronx. The school felt 
like a jail, with gated windows, dull-blue painted walls, and light flickering in the hallways. On student IDs there 
were numbers and a barcode to identify students. The teachers barely knew students by their names, and they often 
identified us only by numbers. We teenagers were so disrespected that I did not see the reason to go to school, and I 
started skipping classes and not even going to school for days. I decided to leave that high school, but I did not know 
how to and I did not know how to tell my mother. The only thing in Clinton High School that I enjoyed was the 
Small Animal Care program. The program had a laboratory filled with different animals such as a hedgehog, 
tarantulas, several types of turtles and snakes. Students had to care for them, learn about the anatomy of these 
animals, classification systems, and so forth. So I continued going to this class. 
 
During that time in 2006 one of my friends told me about Rocking the Boat, “Why don’t you go to Rocking the 
Boat. We go rowing all the time,” and I said, “Rowing? How do you row in the Bronx?” Then I joined the program, 
and became an after-school On-Water student. Since then I had a lot of discoveries because of Rocking. One of the 
first things I had was sailing with other students and educators on a 106-foot mast sailboat called Clearwater. We see 
sailing in movies like Pirates of the Caribbean, and I never thought I could go sailing in New York City. I did not 
think that people with mediocre lives would go sailing on 14-foot boats with five people. The first day I ever went 
sailing I was happy. I was the happiest person to sail along the Long Island Sound. We learned all the parts about the 
boat, and we were learning not in a classroom with a blackboard, we were learning on the boat, while it was moving. 
If you don’t pay attention, you’ll mess it up. And the best thing about a 14-foot boat is that when it slants all the way 
to one side. So you have to go all the way to your left side when the boat is going to be slanted to the right, and you 
see students running from one side of the boat to the other together in unison. If you don’t do it, you will fall or get 
wet. Sometimes I was using the tiller and telling where the boat would go, which was so relaxing and therapeutic 
because you are doing something that not many teenagers are doing. One day we also went on a powerboat from the 
Bronx River to East River, then to Harlem River and the Hudson River. When we were on Harlem River I looked to 
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my right and I saw my house in the Bronx, my area, and my apartment. I was like, “Am I on the river that I look at 
every day? I am on this river!” In Rocking the Boat I started sailing, and rowing almost every day, and it was a great 
form of going outdoors, a great form of recreational sports, and then meeting with scientists. 
 
One of my educators in the On-Water program was Chrissy Word. She and other educators taught me tons of 
different things, from navigation to water quality testing, how to sail, row, and conduct bird surveys for 
organizations like the Audubon Society. When I first got to boats, aside from being excited, I was a little nervous 
because I’ve never been on a boat till that time. Boats with the current go from side to side a little, and I thought to 
myself, "I like the environment, but I don’t know whether I really want to go on this boat." But once we got on, and 
I continued rowing, I thought that I wanted my friends to know the cool stuff we do here. I don’t know whether I 
saw my first bird with Chrissy that day, but when I first saw a Great Egret or Blue Heron, and I thought, “Wow, this 
bird isn’t a pigeon, nor a sea gull,” because these are the first and sometimes the only birds that people in the city 
tend to see. But this bird had blue on its wings and a black top on its head. These were tropical birds in my mind 
because if I went on vacation or on Discovery channel I would see colorful birds. But on TV they always say, “In 
Florida” or “In California,” and never “In New York.” And I never imagined these birds flew by here. I asked why 
would they even come here. And then one day I saw one bird fish something, just swoop down and get something 
out of water. That’s amazing! If I had a camera, I would make my own discovery movie. On another day I saw a 
Red-Tailed Hawk perched on a tree. This is a predator bird, a bird that kills cats if he wants to. If you see a little 
pigeon you don’t think that it’s going to give you a challenge. But if you see a predator weighing several pounds and 
a wingspan of about four feet with a beak that is strong, it's cool. I realized that all these amazing things are going on 
in the Bronx. I realized that I enjoyed the Bronx River more than I thought I would ever enjoy it. I could enjoy birds 
and the river when I thought I could never enjoy New York City in general. Then I went home and I told my friends 
and my mom, “Do you know that you can do this and that?” My mom was so happy for me because a few weeks 
before that I did not want to do anything. Rocking the Boat also encouraged me to go to high school, “You got to go 
to school, you can’t be here if you don’t go to school.” 
 
One day at Rocking the Boat that I remember was with Tony Archino, another educator. Tony picked me and said, 
“Hey Alex, do you want to come with me to check oysters?” Instead of taking a regular Whitehall rowboat we took 
a kayak that students had built. We paddled out to the artificial oyster reef in the mouth of the river. I was talking to 
Tony during that time, and we had a great time. We were working with some of the Parks and Recreation staff 
monitoring these oysters. We had waders on, which are waterproof overalls. We had to get into water and I am about 
5 foot one, so I’m pretty short and this water was deep, so I was practically up to my chest. I remember that I almost 
fell in the water, I did get wet, but not fully. My foot got stuck in the mud because on the bottom of the Bronx River 
there is mud instead of sand. My foot was stuck in the mud and I’m here trying to get my foot out while trying to 
push the boat in. It happens often when you are restoring a salt marsh; you put your foot into mud when you get out 
of the boat, and you can’t pull your foot out because it’s like quicksand. Then I got into a boat and learned how to 
measure oysters in the artificial oyster reef. An oyster reef is similar a coral reef except that the main life substance 
are oysters. Other animals thrive there too but the main tenants are oysters. An oyster garden is like a cylinder-type 
of grate, in which you put oysters, and it floats in a specific way, so the oysters are in the water and you know their 
location. We took out the oysters and put them in buckets to measure them and see which ones were alive. The 
oyster is alive if it is closed when it’s out of water because it needs to keep the moisture. This anecdote is an 
example of something that I did here after school, and I will always remember that adventure. 
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I have a few great stories of working with the Bronx River Alliance crew. One day RTB canoed with them all the 
way from a park to the Botanical Garden, to the Bronx Zoo, and all the way to here in Hunts Point. That little stream 
that you see in the Bronx Zoo and in the Botanical Garden is the Bronx River. I went to the Bronx Zoo for at least 
25 times in my life, but never knew that it was the Bronx River. And they even have a waterfall. You would not 
know they have waterfalls in New York City, but it’s a big enough waterfall that we could not row there. We had to 
leave our canoes and pass the waterfall by walking and then drop in. There were also rapids, and we were paddling 
in canoes, and all of a sudden you see white water and currents. It’s white water rafting the Bronx River, it felt like 
maybe a level one or two rapids, “Am I white water rafting right now?” I actually got hurt that day. I bashed my 
knee on a rock because the rock was slippery. It was painful but I did not care, I knew there is only one way of 
going, I would not get a cab here, and I had to finish the trip all the way. I did not need to use my legs in the boat, so 
I just continued. On our way there was a big floating boom across the river. We had to pass it by. We had to "super 
paddle" our way to get some speed, so we could pass over the boom. And once we get on it, some of us got stuck in 
the middle. Passing pedestrians were watching this happen, they were seeing teenagers doing this on a Thursday 
afternoon and having so much fun. 
 
The second semester in Rocking the Boat I felt like it was my family. I would come here almost every day and knew 
what to do. During that semester my classmates from Rocking the Boat and I had a trip to Jamaica Bay, a bird resort 
in Queens. It’s a huge and beautiful wilderness area in the city, well maintained and taken care of. We were there to 
monitor birds and check how they are doing. When we came there, educators gave us a challenge to find birds. 
Students had to go around all by themselves, just us, through several acres. We went to a little lake section. There 
were some Canada geese, and we wanted to come closer to take some photos. We approached them and one goose 
came up, “Why are you here?” and he was coming up to us. These birds were tall, and their wings expanded about 4 
feet wide. You don’t really want to get too close to these birds because they could peck you, they get a little 
territorial, and we were backing up as they approached. Then we went to another site, and there was a beach. I got to 
observe Seagulls swoop down and take oysters and fly all the way up, and drop oysters and then go pick it up. You 
would wonder why they were doing it, they were opening the oysters shell with the use of gravity, and once it was 
opened they could eat it. It was amazing! Birds tend to be viewed as a stupid animal. Velocity with speed equals 
crush, birds fly all the way up, drop oysters, and eat them, which doesn't seem stupid to me. I love animal behavior; 
it’s my fascination. 
 
We also measure water quality at Rocking the Boat. We regularly test the water quality of the Bronx River on the 
shoreline, in the middle of the river, and on the end of the river. We measure nitrate, pH levels, temperature, 
turbidity, and dissolved oxygen. We send most of our results to organizations like the Bronx River Alliance and 
other electronic databases. During a heavy rain the sewer overflows and pollutes the river, and we notice the level of 
oxygen in the river goes down, which is bad for the aquatic animals. The water is rarely very clear in the river 
because the bottom is mud, and because there are very few oysters to filter the water. 
 
I was in Rocking the Boat for a while. And then I went to a new high school after Clinton. My new principal 
connected me with a book publisher from California. She was looking for 8-18 years old girls that are 
environmentally friendly or are environmental activists. The writer wanted to feature these girls in a new book 
called “Girls Gone Green.” I spoke to a publisher by phone for an hour about my life and environmental 
experiences, and she decided to put me in a book. A photographer for this book came on a cold and icy winter day, 
and one of my educators Tony Archino helped me pull a boat out to the river to take photos for the book. I was just a 
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normal person that thought that I could make a difference, and I never expected to be featured in a book. It makes 
you feel appreciated when your name is in a book that is in Barnes & Noble and Amazon. When you are being 
noticed, it gives you extra energy to make a difference. 
 
In 2008 I graduated from high school with a scholarship to one of the most known private environmental colleges 
called Unity College in Maine, which is all the way in another state. The main focus of the college is the 
environment, and the school itself is environmentally friendly. With other students we did country skiing, dog 
sledding with Alaskan Huskies, stayed in a hut in the woods, went snowboarding and deer tracking. Some classes 
were indoors, while other classes were outdoors, which I have enjoyed. Then something happened, something that I 
thought would never happen: I got homesick. I thought I would never get homesick for New York. I realized that I 
was homesick not just because of my family, but also because of how people knew me already. In Maine I did not 
feel like I was involved with the environment as much as in the Bronx, which is interesting because it should have 
been the other way around. Maine is so open and natural, but it’s here in the Bronx where there are many 
environmentalists. 
 
I have realized that so many things happened to me in the city since I started at Rocking the Boat. I met scientists 
from different organizations and colleges. In the South Bronx I have met a very inspiring woman called Majora 
Carter, who used to work with Sustainable South Bronx and then left to continue her own organization. I wanted to 
meet more of these people, who can help me make a difference. So I decided to take a break in my college education 
and come for a while back to the Bronx. When I came back, the book “Girls Gone Green” was published. I got it 
and called to tell my educator Tony Archino in Rocking the Boat. Next day Chrissy said that there was a job for me 
at Rocking the Boat. My first teacher Chrissy Word is now my boss, and I was her program assistant. 
 
As a program assistant at Rocking the Boat I helped Chrissy conduct the On-Water Classroom activities with day-
time groups. For example, last fall we went with the Bronx International High School students to Drew Gardens on 
the Bronx River. We guided students to remove invasive species and help gardeners with landscaping. We worked 
in Drew Gardens because the land and river are connected – fishes eat insects, and insects need plants. So, I was 
helping to organize students that day. One of students was shoveling, and he did not see an approaching snake, he 
accidentally shoveled right in snake’s stomach area. The snake was dying. When I was younger, I thought all 
animals have to be saved. But in college I learned that sometimes you have to let them go because this is nature. The 
student felt bad about what has just happened, and everybody asked why he cut the snake, but it was not intentional. 
The snake was still alive and was bleeding and suffering. So I said, “Okay guys, it’s not like we gonna call a vet for 
a garden snake. What we have to do is to put it out of misery.” Personally, I could not do it, so I asked if anyone 
would be brave enough to do it. It’s a brave thing to do, to take something’s life to save it from suffering. I picked 
the snake up and gently put it on a rock. And I told a student who was willing to do it, “Take the back of your 
shovel, and hit it on the head to break his skull.” I stepped back and turned around, some people were also turning 
around because they did not want to see it. The student smashed the reptile. Then other students volunteered to bury 
it because they wanted to give it a little burial ceremony. They buried it, eventually it will biodegrade in due time, 
and will always be part of Drew Gardens. So everybody was fine at the end, and the student was okay, he did not 
feel as bad because it just happens. 
 
Recently on Earth Day we had other students from Harbor School. It was their first day here, and we took them on 
water.  While rowing, we talked to them about the Bronx River. One of students said, “Hey, look there. What is that 
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company doing?” It was the Hunts Point food market, and they were putting cement around their wall near a barge. 
They were doing it carelessly, so a lot of cement was falling into the river. And the students got so aggressive, “You 
can’t do that, it’s Earth Day! Don’t you know about the Bronx River?” But the construction men continued doing 
the same thing. We did not ask students to fight for the river, but they started recording this issue by taking pictures. 
And it was interesting because they were so enthusiastic about the river, whose history and problems we have 
discussed a few minutes ago. This is just because students got on water, because they were in boats. I love the fact 
that students care about the river because all you need is something physical, to go on the river. The river will not 
matter to you if you just hear how people say stories about it all the time. But if you do something, you see can see 
the difference. So once students get on the boat, they feel like they are part of the Bronx River. They become the 
Bronx River, and have to defend it. When the students came back the next time, Chrissy wrote a complaint letter 
about the falling cement, so that the Department of Environmental Protection could come. She did it before students 
left, so they could see that they did something. They stood up because what they say really matters. You can be 
fourteen, and make a complaint letter, and they will listen to you. 
 
Today we taught a group of students from Satellite Academy High School. There were some students in my boat 
who were enthusiastic about rowing. But you don’t just go and row on these short trips with new people. We go to 
the river, and then I tell students a story about the river, how it was polluted and how it’s getting better. If you just 
show students how to row, they will not care about the river. They will be eating a sandwich and drop trash in the 
river. But when we go and learn how to row, we always explain how we restore the river. I have picked up a bottle 
from the river as I told the Bronx River story. Students understand the story and start caring, and they see that they 
can make a difference. So, today some of these new students saw a plastic bag in the river, and picked it up. I did not 
ask them to get the bag. Did you see how one influence makes another happen? And on another day I was walking 
on a sidewalk from Rocking the Boat after finishing my day of work, and I saw a fire hydrant that got popped out 
and gallons of water were pouring out of it every minute. That water goes to sewage system, and it’s going to 
contribute to the sewer overflow and pollute the river. So, I called “311” to make my complaint to the Department of 
Environmental Protection, so they come and fix the hydrant. I would never have done that before. Never in my life I 
would have done that because I thought I never mattered. 
 
Sometimes we go to the river just for fun. One day after community rowing we were done with the job and 
everybody was gone. Addy, some other program assistants and me jumped on a few boats. We were rowing all the 
way to the Concrete Plant Park. We were passing the bridge, and there was a Canada goose near us. We were about 
to hit him because he was on our way. We were like, “Excuse me.” But the goose was not listening, so the person 
that was on the boat with me was screaming. The goose heard it, and he got up, and he was like running on water 
with his wings as if he was flying, but his feet were still touching the water. It was right next to us. It was so 
beautiful because you could see him very close doing this beautiful natural thing. It was so much fun to see that, 
though the goose was not happy at the moment. 
 
I think that my experiences at Rocking the Boat have changed a lot what I think about the Bronx and the city. Many 
people say that where I live in the North Bronx is the best part of this borough, and that the South Bronx is where 
prostitutes and drug dealers are, especially in Hunts Point. When you think of Hunts Point, you think of a lot of 
factories, companies, and organizations. Even the Rocking the Boat building is in-between a garlic factory and a 
metal scrap recycling facility. You can see many trucks around here. On the top of the hill there is a community and 
churches, and on the bottom of the hill there are all these factories and the shop for cars blocking access to rivers. 
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There is an invisible line between two realities, and so many people in the community don’t see this industry next to 
their community. People wonder why their children have asthma. But now Hunts Point is becoming a very good 
environmental place. Now I just feel like I want to live here, it’s the new place to go, it’s becoming a greenbelt. So 
my experiences have changed my view of what side of the Bronx is right. I have also found that there are nice 
people in the Bronx. And I also find more parks, which I have not seen in the past. 
 
This place in the South Bronx is very organized. Many people in the community know what is going on. More 
community gardens are being created, which is something new in some parts of the Bronx. I found that this area in 
the Bronx in general is becoming green, or at least green-aware. The housing that are being built are green. I would 
like more people to experience what I see on the Bronx River. I can't wait for Community Rowing to start because I 
got a few friends to bring here. I made a list of them. Even people who don’t like water said, “We are coming!” My 
mother is afraid of water, but she promises me that this year she is going on a boat. I’ve already had my brother here 
and his girlfriend. My two best friends came over for Community Rowing last year, and they got on a rowboat.  That 
was one of the most exciting things because they are dear to me, and they have never seen the Bronx River. It was 
amazing to see them do what I do almost every day. I believe we should invite more residents to come by instead of 
discouraging them because they could pollute it. Some people think that there are too many of us, and that we are 
going to ruin ecosystems. But I think people should come and experience it, and learn how to save it and to see 
nature. 
 
If we had more nature around, then the behavior of that person would be a little bit brighter than gloomy. If they 
know that they can’t do anything outside they would close the shade and watch television. But if the sun was shining 
and a few kids playing soccer on the grass, then they would go out and play soccer with their friends. The thing is, 
though, in teenage world, your friends influence you a lot. So if your friends don’t want to play, you just don’t play 
either because you don’t want to play with that stranger across the street, you want to play with your friends near 
your house. 
 
What am I doing next? I need to finish college education. I have already done one year of college in Maine, and I 
need three more years to finish school. Probably I will transfer to another school closer to a big city. In the future I 
want to be someone like Anderson Cooper mixed with the Crocodile Hunter. Anderson Cooper is a well-known 
journalist, and he goes around the world and talks about things that are going on. The Crocodile Hunter was a man 
named Steve Irwin who used to wrestle crocodiles and educate people about large animals, even though they are 
dangerous. He would pet a crocodile, and say, “Isn’t she a beauty?” He has passed away because a stingray at the 
Great Barrier Reef stabbed him, but he wanted people to love animals. I want to be like these personalities because I 
want to educate people about saving the environment. The first dog in my childhood, birds around the Bronx River, 
and other animals can’t talk, but I want to speak for them, I want to be the voice of nature. 
 


