In 1996, as a result of her investigative work, the Pacilic Gas and Electric Campany paid the largest
toxic tort injury settlement in the country's history 1o families living in and around Hinklay, CA, wha had
bean exposed 10 chromium 6, a cancer-causing chemical My father taught me that the greatest gifts
we have ara our lamily and our health,” Brockovich-Ellis says. “I'm not an expert. a palitician, a scientist,
or a doctor, but 've seen (oo many people lose those precious gifts.”

Her biggest challenge: “Gelting people in the community who have been Injured (o come forward and not
be afrald,” she says. "They feel hopeless. They feel like giving up, But I'm patient, It's a teaching process
What she's learned: “Persislence and determination get you evarything you aver hopead tor ™ says
Brockovich-Ellis, who has dyslexia and was told as a child that she'd be a failure. "In hindsight, my
chsahility was my grealest gift because it challenged me (o beligve in mysel

JUlieBURNS

Honored for: Murturing batwes born into
paverty, Burns is the founder and execu-
five director of Room to Grow. a nonprofit
organization that provides children's
clothing, equipment, books, loys, guid-
ance, and support Lo low=incomsa parant s
Parants are referrad to Room o Grow
thraugh pranatal programs tor disadvantaged families. Every three months,
from just betore their baby s Born until their child turns 3, the parents meet one-
on-gne with a social worker, who helps them select essenlial itarms and
provides information and resources lo help them care for their growing chil-
dren, Room o Grow's welcoming stora-like setting, with its racks and shelves full of neatly arranged gty s il
babwy gear and clolhing, makee the experience feel like a shopping trip and a friendly chat, “For the par e
ants we sarve at Room to Grow, the blessing of raising a child is tempered by the many emotional and [Hmrmiker Ken Bum
practical challenges of meeting their baby's needs,” says Bums. "Our work is 1o provide them wilh the K
lools they need to navigate this precious and fragile time, 1o honor the dignity thal is inherent in parent-
child relationships, and 1o recognize the responsibility each one of us has o care for another human
being, whether thal person is a strangar, Inend, or neighbor down the streset.”

How and why she got started: Burns was working as a child and adolescent psychotherapist when she
realized that many of the prablems of the kids she treated were related to the deprivation they had expe-
rienced (n thelr earliest years. That's when Burns had “the extracrdinarily simple idea” of collecting new
and gently used baby goods from more fortunate memiars of the community and giving therm o those in :
need. She openad Hoom to Grow in Mew York City in 1988 and this L
year has expanded to Boston, “When | first started. | envisioned this | 53 Was sush & Gl and joy
as an organization that should be in every city.” Burns says M o

Her biggest frustration: The lack of tederal pelicy addressing the

concerns of children during the ertical penod from birth 10 age 3.

She'd like to ses mors achon—and mare ampathy.

What she’s leamed: Caring is conlagious. “Love multiplies. The most

valuahle thing in lite is being kind to others,” says Burns, "l

feel blessed that | have been able to devote my professional

lite to striving toward this wonderful ideal, Room to Grow has

not only changed the ives of the familiss we serve, it has

changed ming too. Despite he fact that all the molthars

and fathers who are so devoted to our program are |iving in

paverty and with all the obstacles that breeds, they make theair

appointrments for three years. I'minawe of that commitment.” »
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