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Joint Oversight Hearing on “The Role of the Parks Department in Regulating Recreational Waterfront Access” 
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Members of the Committees, 

 The Long Island City Community Boathouse is an all-volunteer non-profit organization that has provided free 

boating programs to the public in Long Island City and Astoria for more than 10 years.  We have served 4000+ 

participants per year at our various on-water events, hosting a range of adults, children, and even pets.  We require 

no prior experience to participate in most of our programming. 

Beyond providing a purely recreational outlet, we aim to foster a sense of stewardship of the waterfront and 

the waters themselves among residents and other members the local community who would otherwise have no 

direct access to such on-water activities in their own neighborhood. 

 Irrespective of their age, a good proportion of our participants are first-time boaters.  Many may have never 

even made direct contact with the waters in their own neighborhoods before at all.  Indeed, most City waterfront 

neighborhoods have no easy means to access their local waters directly, despite it often being less than a stone’s 

throw away, just on the other side of a railing or other blockade.  They are blocked by private property or other 

obstacles that make it inaccessible or otherwise less than safe to do so.  Certainly, very few people own their own 

boats.  For those that do not own powered vessels, their primary means of access will usually be through Parks 

lands. 

Risk to a Public Program at Parks 
For 10 years our flagship “walk-up” paddling program catering to beginners has operated from DPR-

managed property at Hallets Cove in Astoria.  The cove itself is a protected embayment situated between Socrates 

Sculpture Park to the south and the Astoria Houses NYCHA complex to the north.  Even though the upland access 

operated by Parks is but a small corner of the Cove, it is the only means of access to (or egress from) the water for 

some distance in either direction. 

The other surrounding frontage may be under the management of other City agencies or privately owned, 

but apart from fishing from the NYCHA promenade, the water itself has had basically no other use over that period 

beyond that offered through Parks.  Whomever “owns” the space or other frontage, the water body itself has 

effectively been “Parks space” over that time, and our program certainly accounts for the lion’s share of use by the 

local residents. 

Despite that history, the existence of that walkup paddling program is now in jeopardy due to the 

introduction of the new NYC Ferry “Astoria” line into the Cove.  The specific placement and orientation of the 

landing within the cove chosen by EDC has called into question the ability to operate the program safely (i.e. to 

operate at all) in such close proximity to a ferry.  We are in the process of evaluating whether it can be done, but it is 

far from a foregone conclusion that it can be, despite claims by outside parties to the contrary.  The parties making 
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such claims do not speak for LICCB nor other knowledgeable paddling groups and are unqualified to make such 

baseless claims. 

Recent statements from the Ferry operator, Hornblower1, represent good intentions, but do not amount to 

a solution or a likely favorable outcome.  They draw a false equivalence between the experienced kayakers 

encountered on the open waterways and the novices who participate in walkup programs.  EDC reassurances that 

the service is taking lessons from examples where such boating programs and ferry services currently coexist in the 

same space are specious, if not outright disingenuous, as there ARE no such locations.  When pressed for an 

example of such a location, they misidentified one as Brooklyn Bridge Park Boathouse, which does not operate 

anywhere near a ferry.  It is hard to conceive of what lessons could supposedly have been drawn from an example 

that no one could actually point to. 

Lack of Consultation with Community 
This situation is especially frustrating because it was avoidable with a simple compromise.  Were the ferry 

landing placed a mere 300 feet further west, to the edge of the cove, there would essentially be no conflict.  EDC 

was told about this issue by us and other similar organizations during multiple forums and advised about the above 

compromise, but the “explanation” we received (after construction began) was that the current placement and 

orientation was chosen “for the good of the ferry program” – seemingly dismissing the concern over existing use of 

the space. The difference in distance amounts to all of one minute of walking - less if running for a rush hour ferry 

that has landed as one would for a bus. 

This decision was taken without soliciting feedback from local residents about their feelings over our 

concerns of its impact on the kayaking program or informing them about the aforementioned proposed 

compromise.  In fact, we have learned that residents groups were told in response to their own independent 

questions that there would be no problem with the kayaking due to the ferry, in direct contradiction to what we told 

EDC many times. 

EDC claims that they solicited and incorporated “community input” and “kept the community informed” 

about the ferry.  That may be true in a purely general sense, but they certainly did not solicit the local community’s 

input regarding this particular tradeoff that they chose for the placement of this landing. 

EDC ironically did explicitly solicit the input of the human-powered boating community regarding various 

aspects of the ferry program over the course of two years.  We from LICCB attended such meetings, and the 

feedback we consistently gave was that situating it as originally described would pose a major problem for the 

Hallets kayaking program and that the landing should be located further away as mentioned above to mitigate this 

issue.  However, none of this feedback was incorporated into the final designs as constructed.  Quite the opposite – 

in fact, the situation was made worse at Hallets Cove with respect to these concerns between the initial proposals 

and the final construction. 

LICCB made both in-person and written submissions to have these specific concerns included in the 

Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for the Ferry program, but the issues we raised were conveniently left out of 

the final EIS, and thus never available for discussion by policy makers, regulators or the community.  According to 

one EDC rep, they were left out because “on-water uses are never part” of the scope of EIS under the category in 

which we raised it (‘Open Space’). 

None of the above concerns or tradeoffs were relayed to the community or its representatives as part of any 

decision process.  To whatever degree EDC may claim that they did keep the community informed, we feel justified 

                                                           
1 New York Times, Aug 28, 2017,  “NYC Ferry is Expanding Again, but Not Without Growing Pains”, 
<https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/28/nyregion/nyc-ferry-astoria-kayakers.html> 
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stating that they did not do so regarding this particular issue, because once construction began, none of the 

residents groups to whom we spoke - the Astoria Houses Residents Association (AHRA), the Old Astoria 

Neighborhood Association (OANA), and others – were aware of this tradeoff made by EDC.  The residents’ groups 

were taken completely by surprise when we told them that we raised this as a major problem for the program 

multiple times over two years because they had received reassurances that it would NOT pose a problem for the 

kayaking.  To quote NYCHA resident Claudia Coger, President of the AHRA, “they told us it [the kayaking] was going 

to be fine.”  Whomever “they” were in this case, they did not speak for the organization that runs the program, and 

had no business to make such assurances. 

The local Councilman’s office was likewise kept uninformed about our specific concern, despite their own 

funded initiative through EDC to place a recreational dock within the Cove from which to run such a boating 

program.  The Office was only made aware of this problem (by us) after the landing was already under construction.  

Documentation from the local Community Board makes only a single mention of the Ferry service, in November 

2015, and no such concerns were brought forth to them, either.  The only documentation available in the CB records 

is a copy of virtually the same Ferry service brochure as was distributed within two months of the start of local 

service, and a few notes about some service features in the minutes. 

No Alternative Locations for the Public Recreation on the Water 
Protected areas on the water like Hallets Cove where such a recreational program can be run are especially 

rare along the NYC waterfront.  Despite its overall length, such places that are out of the navigation channels and 

protected from the faster currents and much of the wind are few and far between.  Much of the waterfront is 

fortified with tall, steep, straight bulkheads or rock embankments, subject to the currents which would often be 

faster than a novice paddler could compete against, even near the shore.  Sadly, and not coincidentally, such places 

are also where EDC has decided it is “ideal” to place ferry landings.  (One other example is Stuyvesant Cove, a place 

where locals have long sought to have a permanent walk-up paddling program – sadly, a ferry landing is also being 

installed there). 

The sentiment by some that the paddling program should just be run “somewhere else” belies this reality.  

Related newspaper reader commentary2 that “the kayakers” should just “find someplace else to paddle”, because 

the ferry is more important also misses the point; it misunderstands who “the kayakers” are in this case, and the 

flexibility available to the Ferry but not the public paddlers.   It suggests that this is somehow an attempt by LICCB to 

“defend its turf”.  To be clear, it’s not the LICCB volunteers who will be deprived of their recreational space.  Hallets 

Cove itself is not typically a destination for non-public recreation by our volunteers – it is too close to our home base 

to be worth an excursion for its own sake.  Our recreational trips for volunteers go a good deal further away.  Our 

reason for going there is to run the public walkup program, and it is the public at large who will be deprived. 

We make no claim that the needs of the paddling program should somehow supersede the need for ferry 

service in the neighborhood, or that any encroachment is unacceptable.  It was never viewed as an all-or-nothing 

arrangement.  Coexistence would certainly have been possible, however, the ferry’s presence in that general 

location (the Cove) didn’t require the exact placement chosen or the degree of problems that will pose.  The 

specifics of the installation of the ferry there ignored the existing use of the water itself, altogether, and local 

community itself was never consulted on the tradeoff. 

Being powered vessels, ferries have a good deal more flexibility with respect to these placement issues.  In 

fact, the other landings installed along the Astoria route itself have no difficulty being outside of protected areas, 

                                                           
2 New York Times, Aug 28, 2017,  “NYC Ferry is Expanding Again, but Not Without Growing Pains”, 
<https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/28/nyregion/nyc-ferry-astoria-kayakers.html> 
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along with many other landings throughout the city.  For the local residents of Astoria, on the other hand, there is 

no “other place” near their homes where such a paddling program could take place.  It is in the Cove, or nowhere. 

“Sharing” 
EDC has made statements to us about their desire to “share” the water body for multiple uses.  We are not 

opposed to that, but as is often the case, it is an ill-defined term in this case.  Their seeming understanding about 

what is necessary for a viable boating program is most charitably described as ‘deficient’.  Their particular choices, 

and subsequent expression of confusion at our concern (despite the two years of repeating ourselves), and 

subsequently expressed ideas for solutions demonstrate a basic lack of understanding of the nature of our program 

and our participants.  There is apparently some belief there that an “equal partition” of the water in the cove is 

somehow a suitable compromise that would be workable for both uses, or even easily achievable.  Neither is the 

case. 

Novice boaters of the sort that participate in our program safely within the protected cove cannot be 

precisely penned in by markers or instructions, or even reminders on the water.  Boundaries will be breached by 

such boaters due to a number of factors including currents, mild breezes or simple inattention while taking photos.  

They are not robots, nor pets on electric collars, and they do not move swiftly to get out of the way.  A suitable, 

significant buffer space is required between any demarcated boundary and nearby (sometimes invisible) hazards, be 

they rocks, pilings, landings, navigation channels or fast-moving water, or now a ferry approach and propeller wash 

outside of said navigation channels.  Placing the Ferry landing as they have in the middle of what has effectively 

been Parks “play” space for so many years is equivalent to placing a ground-level subway stop in the middle of a 

park field, and telling people that it’s OK to play on the [invisible] tracks as long as they don’t see the train coming.   

A suitable ‘sharing’ arrangement would have been one that understood and accommodated both the 

existing recreational uses and the lack of alternative locations for the said use - one where the Ferry service 

minimized its footprint in the waters of the cove itself, rather than effectively take away 50% or more of the space, 

and expecting the recreational program to be able to safely adjust.  It can hardly be qualified as ‘sharing’ if the way it 

is done renders us unable to realistically run the program. 

Conclusion – A Request for Regulation 
In response to this failure to keep the community informed and involved in the decisions and compromises 

that affect it in this case, and the potential long-term effects of rendering a long-standing program non-viable, we at 

the Boathouse seek to have Parks be involved in the regulation of waterfront development to protect the limited 

number of areas that are suitable for recreation in the water, even if that development may not occur on Parks 

property itself.  This should most certainly be the case where the proposed waterfront changes touch on existing 

Parks property, but also what we’ll call “Parks adjacent” – where the development would affect ongoing, or even 

future Parks activities by virtue of its proximity, even if from non-Parks land. 

Parks is the agency best placed to represent the local community’s recreational interests to balance against 

the other development interests that dominate choices made by other arms of the government (or quasi-

governmental organizations like EDC).  They should be a voice in the room for relevant decisions and should bring 

together the relevant community groups to make sure they have a voice in the room when such final decisions are 

made, rather than just have the public be “informed” about them after they are fait accompli. 

 

Sincerely, 

David Matten, LICCB Senior Administrator  

senior_admin@licboathouse.org 



TESTIMONY OF  

PAUL GERTNER, CHAIR HARBOR RING COMMITTEE 

LAURA BARLEMENT, HARBOR RING STATEN ISLAND REPRESENTATIVE 

IN BEHALF OF HARBOR RING AND TRANSPORTATION ALTERNATIVES 

NEW YORK CITY COUNCIL HEARING SEPTEMBER 18, 2017 

THE ROLE OF THE PARKS DEPARTMENT IN REGULATING RECREATIONAL WATERFRONT ACCESS 

 

Thank you very much for the opportunity to testify about this issue which is important to us and many 

other New Yorkers.  We would like to bring the perspective of Harbor Ring and Transportation 

Alternatives. 

The Harbor Ring Committee began its campaign in 2012, envisioning a largely waterfront regional pathway 

for bicyclists and pedestrian, utilizing existing dedicated paths and on-street routes that can eventually 

become part of a dedicated protected pathway.   The importance of pathways like this to the city can be 

seen in the multiple benefits they provide, such as: 

 Routes for alternative (cyclist and pedestrian) transportation. 

 Recreational and related health value. 

 Impetus to desired economic development in the form of tourism and real estate. 

Probably no place in New York achieve these results better than the West Side pathway.  It offers a direct 

route for many commuters and other travelers, attractive recreational space, and a tourist destination.  

Pedestrians are by and large safely separated.  The pathways themselves are wide enough to provide safe 

comingling of serious bikers on their way to work and children just learning under the watchful eyes of 

their parents. 

The Harbor Ring advocates for the creation of such pathways along all parts of the extensive NYC 

waterfront. We would like to see the Department of Parks work with the Department of Transportation 

and other agencies (including the MTA Bridges and Tunnels Division, which controls the Verrazano-

Narrows Bridge) to create the envisioned Harbor Ring pathway in places where it does not yet exist. One 

example would be the waterfront of Staten Island’s North Shore, along the Kill Van Kull and New York 

Harbor. West of the St. George Ferry, cyclists use a lane on heavily trafficked Richmond Terrace. This lane 

is not protected and squeezes cyclists between two lanes of moving traffic and a line of parked cars. New 

development in the area is drawing ever more traffic. The 2017 NYC Bicycle Map shows this area as the 

“North Shore Greenway.” This pathway does not exist; currently, the new parking garage and NY Wheel 

construction has made it impassible). It should be restored (it was severely degraded by Hurricane Sandy) 

and new development (i.e., the NY Wheel in progress and new parking garage that has already been 

opened) should integrate this pathway for pedestrians and cyclists. It would provide great value as a 

recreational and transportation option, when integrated with the on-street lane system.  

 

 










