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ADMINISTRATIVE CODE:
Adds new section 10-158.1 and amends 
section 18-131

INTRODUCTION
On June 9, 2005, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John C. Liu, and the Committee on Waterfronts, chaired by Council Member David Yassky, will hold a hearing on Proposed Int. No. 495-A which would amend the Administrative Code of the City of New York by adding section 10-158.1 to create vessel regulation zones in the Harlem River and by amending section 18-131 of the New York City Administrative Code to require the Commissioner of the Department of Parks and Recreation to post signs informing vessels of the speed limits.  The new section would set the maximum vessel speed limit at four miles per hour in the vessel regulation zones.  The Committee has invited the following parties to testify, Commissioner Raymond W. Kelly of the New York City Police Department, Maryellen Kris, Assistant Deputy Commissioner, New York State Department of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation, Bette Midler for the New York Restoration Project, Tom Harrington, Director of the Davidson Laboratory, Stevens Institute of Technology, Carter Craft, Metropolitan Waterfront Alliance, and operators of vessels on the New York waterways, waterway advocates and operators of various rowing programs.

BACKGROUND

From its earliest days, New York City has been shaped by its harbor, its access to rivers and its 600-mile long waterfront.  Access to the water made New York City a major port for trade and commerce, but use of the waterways has evolved to also provide New Yorkers with space for recreational activities and as a means of transportation.  Due to many factors, including cleaner waters and the need for alternative modes of transportation, New York City’s rivers are busier than ever.  Among the many different activities competing for space on our crowded waterways include ferry service, kayaking, sailboating, cruise ships, jet skiing and tour boat operations.  

An unfortunate by-product of this extensive use are harmful and oftentimes dangerous wakes produced by motorized users of the waterways.  In the normal course of moving through waterways, all boats create a wake, but some wakes are powerful and fast moving.  These harmful wakes have caused damage to other boats, the shoreline, marinas, piers and other objects coming in contact with the wakes, as well as creating safety problems for rowers, people using canoes, kayakers and other motorless vessels.  

The Peter Jay Sharp Boathouse


In the 1800s, the Harlem River was a center for activities on the water.  There were 40 boathouses located along its shores and people lined its shores to watch regattas on weekends.  As late as the 1930s, there were still a dozen boathouses and weekend crowds to watch the regattas.  However, by the 1990s, these same banks had decayed into an area marked by junkyards and other symbols of urban blight.  On one of these sites on the Harlem River’s west shore in northern Manhattan, an unused city-owned site, there were half-sunken boats, overgrown weeds, abandoned appliances and the area was a dumping ground for all types of garbage.
  A service station on the site, which has since closed, was dumping antifreeze and other pollutants into the water.

In 1996, the actress Bette Midler and other volunteers began the large task of cleaning up this long neglected site.  The site would later be named Swindlers Cove Park, after Billy Swindler, a city gardens advocate who had been helping students from a local school plant at the site.
  Through the parks advocacy group that she founded, the New York Restoration Project (“NYRP”), the site was cleaned and the group raised $10 million to make the site into a park.  However, Ms. Midler had even more ambitious plans for this site.  She wanted the Harlem River to once again be a place to promote boating activities after seeing pictures of boating activities from earlier times.  Ms. Midler decided to help the river’s revival by building a boathouse on its shores.

On June 17, 2004, Bette Midler and the NYRP, with City and State assistance, officially inaugurated Swindler Cove Park and the Peter Jay Sharp Boathouse (“Sharp Boathouse”).  Designed by architect Robert A.M. Stern, the boathouse was named for a real estate developer whose foundation contributed $2 million to the construction of the boathouse.  To protect the restored waterfront, the boathouse was designed to float on a barge paid for with $300,000 from the New York State Department of Transportation.

The Sharp Boathouse helped to spur the renaissance along the Harlem River.  When it opened on June 17, 2004, it was the first new boathouse in New York City in 100 years and it had a mission to serve the local community.
  The Sharp Boathouse offers free programs for children in the Bronx, Washington Heights and Inwood to teach them the Olympic sport of rowing and is equipped with free weights, rowing machines, locker rooms and other amenities.
  In addition to teaching the children nautical skills and about the importance of the Harlem River, the programs help graduating high school students to apply for rowing scholarships at colleges.

The Effect of Wakes on Boaters and the Sharp Boathouse


The opening of the Sharp Boathouse and its many programs for boaters, along with the general revival of New York City’s waterways have brought more recreational boaters to the Harlem River.  These users include rowers, people using canoes, kayakers and people participating in programs offered by the Sharp Boathouse.  Wakes have disrupted the training routines for many of these boaters.  Many of the users of these motorless boats, when encountering a vessel creating large wakes, must steer clear of sea walls because the wakes can throw their boats against the walls, causing them to capsize or fill with water.  Wakes have ruined practice sessions and actual races, as boaters have had to alter their activities to protect themselves from wakes.  The problems caused by boat wakes will probably be magnified in the next few months as more people participate in activities on the water with the return of warm weather.


The effects of wakes have been particularly destructive to the one-year old Sharp Boathouse.  The New York Restoration Project, the organization that helped to raise the funds to build the Sharp Boathouse, estimates the damage to the boathouse and its supporting structures to be close to $100,000.  This estimate only includes the value of items that were damaged and not the replacement costs or the labor costs associated with making the repairs.

The damage from wakes began even before the Sharp Boathouse was installed at Swindlers Cove.  Fenders to protect the pier worth $18,000 were torn off and destroyed by wakes before the boathouse arrived.  Also, the New York State Department of Transportation installed plantings along the shoreline as part of their plan to protect the wetlands along the shore.  These plantings have since been destroyed by wakes.

As noted, the damage to the Sharp Boathouse caused by wakes has been extensive.  Among the damages are a ramped float attachment to the boathouse worth $10,000 and various sewer, sprinkler and utility lines connecting the boathouse to the land, estimated at $30,000.  Wakes have shortened also the useful life of the Sharp boathouse’s float docks.  The 120 feet long float docks have been battered by wakes for a year and have shown noticeable deterioration.  The float docks cost $106,000 and their manufacturer, Sullivan Floatation Systems, estimated their serviceable life spans to be at least 10 years.  Amortized over their life span, these floats cost approximately $10,000 per year.  But, because these floats are long and oriented parallel to the shore, wakes toss the sections up and down in a whipping action causing damage.  Although it is impossible to estimate future wear and tear with accuracy, the NYRP estimates that the lifespan of the floats have been shortened to seven years, equivalent to $30,000 in damage.

ANALYSIS


Proposed Int. No. 495-A would add a new section 10-158.1 to the Administrative Code.  This new section creates vessel regulation zones in the Harlem River in two sections – between the Spuyten Duyvil trestle and the Broadway Bridge and between the University Heights Bridge and the High Bridge and would include Swindlers Cove, Sherman Creek, Washington Bridge Park and Roberto Clemente State Park.  The vessel regulation zones would extend up to fifteen hundred feet from the shoreline at low water mark.  Section 10-158.1 is modeled upon Administrative Code section 10-158, which creates a vessel regulation zone in the lagoon in Pelham Bay Park.


New section 10-158.1 will reduce boat wakes and their damage in the vessel regulation zones by limiting the speed of vessels to four miles per hour.  This speed limit is to be enforced by the New York City Police Department and the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation (“Parks Department”).  However, Proposed Int. No. 495-A would exempt motorized floating crafts used primarily as a residence, commercial vessels carrying passengers or freight or are being used for towing or otherwise engaging in a compensated use, and vessels serving public resorts, public accommodations or amusement parks.  The bill also exempts vessels participating in duly noticed regattas
, vessels employed in safety or coaching activities and creates a defense for vessels that must violate the speed limit to maintain safe steerage.


There are several ways to reduce the impact of wake damage: altering hull design, installing wake barriers, expanding boat safety education, changing operating routes and limiting vessel speed.  Proposed Int. No. 495-A creates no wake zones in the Harlem River by establishing a vessel speed limit and through boat safety education.  Proposed Int. No. 495-A also amends section 18-131 of the Administrative Code to require the Commissioner of Parks and Recreation to post signs alerting boaters of the vessel regulation zone.  Pursuant to the bill, the signs must be placed in a conspicuous location and the lettering must be large enough to be easily read by boaters.


This local law is to take effect immediately after it is enacted into law.  
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�  Proposed Int. No. 495-A requires notice to be filed with the clerk of New York and Bronx Counties, the United States Coast Guard and the Department of Parks and Recreation at least ten days prior to the event.  Sponsors of these regattas are limited to six per calendar year.
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