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On Evaluating the Plan for a Citywide Ferry System 
 

Thank you to the New York City Council Committees on Transportation, Waterfronts, 
and Economic Development for giving Riverkeeper an opportunity to testify on the proposed 
Citywide Ferry System expansion.  

 
Riverkeeper is a member-supported watchdog organization whose mission includes 

safeguarding the environmental, recreational and commercial integrity of the waters of the 
Hudson River, including the East River, New York Harbor, and tributaries thereto. Riverkeeper 
has a long history of community involvement, advocacy, citizen science, and litigation (where 
necessary) along the very same sections of the City where this proposed Ferry expansion is 
planned.  

 
Overall, Riverkeeper lauds the plan to bring more people, attention, and beneficial uses to 

the East River and New York Harbor. We respectfully request, though, that the City work to 
ensure that this project minimizes impacts to the River from system construction and operation 
while maximizing the opportunity for public education and engagement.  

 
I. Minimizing Impacts  

This proposal, first and foremost, involves creation, expansion, or modernization of over 
a dozen ferry landings. Included in this construction is a significant amount of in-water work, 
including pile driving, bulkhead stabilization, and in some places, fill. Clearly, these impacts 
should be assessed individually and cumulatively for their impact on the East River ecosystem.  

 
During operation, these ferry docks will attract – indeed are designed to attract – 

thousands of people on a daily and weekly basis. Whether they are commuters or tourists, people 
generate trash (including cigarette filters, plastics, and food waste). On streets, in parks, and at 
ferry docks, these pollutants usually end up in adjacent waterways. From the ferries themselves, 
during operation, this system expansion will introduce new, localized, marine engine pollution 
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(including soot, oil discharges, and noise pollution). Collectively, clearly, there are potentially 
significant impacts to the East River from ferry expansion. 

 
Given this potential, we call on the City to take all reasonable steps to avoid – or 

minimize where avoidance is not possible – these impacts. A non-exhaustive list of steps that can 
and should be taken includes: 

 
• Development of a full environmental impact statement under the State Environmental 

Quality Review Act, wherein mitigation and avoidance measures would be developed 
that specifically address the potentially significant impacts from construction and 
operation activities. 

• Creation of a robust debris-management program with a zero-pollution goal of keeping 
human-generated trash out of the water. 

• Holding the ferry operator to a zero-oil-discharge standard. 
• Mandated local post-construction air quality monitoring, with a goal of protecting public 

health and East River air pollutant deposition. 

Many of these initiatives are already part of the City’s planning processes, ferry operator best 
management practices, and environmental justice community protection protocols. These 
solutions aren’t meant to burden Citywide Ferry System expansion, but protect the environment 
and public health from avoidable, known risks. We have – as a City – been relying on ferries for 
centuries; it is only appropriate that we should implement the best ideas and solutions from the 
lessons we have learned over that history.  
 

We ask that the Council monitor and manage this goal, and truly make New York City’s 
development of this ferry system as innovative, transparent, inclusive, and environmentally-
friendly as possible. 
 
II. Maximizing Opportunity 

The proposal at hand is a great opportunity for the City to be a leader in waterfront 
education, public access, and urban waterway innovation. Riverkeeper urges the Council to work 
to ensure that these opportunities are maximized. 
 
• Education. In our experience, people need to see waterways before they fully understand 

why it is important to keep them clean. Across the City’s 535 miles of waterfront, recent 
investments in access, open space, and community hubs have brought millions of New 
Yorkers closer to the water, and thereby, closer to full recognition of the connection between 
our City and the waterways that surround it. This ferry system expansion will bring 
thousands – if not millions – of new visitors to the East River and New York Harbor, from 
the Bronx to the Rockaways. Whether on a ferry or along the docks and esplanades proposed 
for reconstruction as part of this project, visitors to this system should be presented with 
information on the waters around them – both the good and the bad. This public education 
opportunity could include information kiosks, signs, and murals detailing: 
 



Page 3 of 3 
 

o The history of the New York waterfront, the legacy pollution problems facing the 
waterways, and the initiatives by the City, State, and communities that are working to 
remedy this legacy; 

o The species, ecosystems, and dynamics of the Hudson River, East River, and New 
York Harbor, including the historical oyster beds, fisheries, and wetlands; 

o The ways by which human activity affects the waters around New York City (e.g., 
plastic pollution, trash, and stormwater discharges), and the solutions that individuals, 
communities, or businesses can implement to reduce these impacts; and 

o The American Indian, colonial, and industrial-era histories and traditions of the 
region’s water uses. 

 
• Public Access. Given that the proposed system expansion would require waterfront 

construction (to varying degrees of complexity) at over a dozen sites City-wide, Riverkeeper 
suggests that the Council explore how these sites could be designed to allow for multiple 
forms of public access. As we have seen elsewhere in the City, waterfront projects like this 
can be the perfect opportunities for human-powered boat access, fishing piers, or green docks 
– each with several significant co-benefits for the community and aquatic ecosystem. The 
Council should ask the proponents of this plan to explore such access opportunities. 
 

• Innovation. As stated above, this expansion is an opportunity to implement the best 
management practices we’ve learned over the past decade for minimizing impacts from 
construction (of pilings, bulkheads, and piers) and operations. This expansion is also an 
opportunity for innovation in how we approach community engagement around water issues, 
urban planning along climate-vulnerable waterfronts, and multiple uses. We urge the Council 
to consider all of the ways that this proposal could be used to further the City’s connection to 
the waters around it.  

* * * 
 

To close, with structured Council oversight that demands environmentally conscious 
construction and operation that avoids or minimizes potentially significant impacts, Riverkeeper 
supports this plan wholeheartedly. This is an opportunity to connect millions of people to the 
waterways around them, educate the public, and create meaningful change in the way we access, 
use, honor, and perceive the waters of New York City. 

 
 

Thank you again for this opportunity to testify. 
 
/s/ 
Chris Len 
Hudson River Program Director 
Riverkeeper, Inc. 








