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INTRODUCTION


On June 14, 2012, the Committee on Waterfronts, chaired by Council Member Michael C. Nelson, and the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Melissa Mark-Viverito will hold a joint oversight hearing on the status of development of the Greenpoint-Williamsburg Waterfront Open Space Master Plan.
Representatives from Deputy Mayor Steel’s office and the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR) are expected to testify, as well as waterfronts and parks advocates.  The Committees also expect to receive testimony from local elected officials, community organizations and Brooklyn Community Board members. 

BACKGROUND

The Greenpoint and Williamsburg waterfront in North Brooklyn was rezoned in 2005 with the goal of renewing a vacant and under-utilized stretch of the Brooklyn waterfront.
  This area had a predominately agricultural landscape until shipyards, worker housing, and many types of industrial and manufacturing facilities replaced nearly all of the farmland by 1900.
  For over two hundred years, this stretch of waterfront was recognized as one of the country’s most active and productive shipping and manufacturing centers.
  However, changes in technology, economic patterns, and land development in the past several decades have resulted in the abandonment of many industrial waterfronts in New York City, including Greenpoint and Williamsburg.
  Current conditions along the water’s edge consist of both active industrial and deteriorating industrial landscapes, most of which are inaccessible to the public.
In order to make more effective use of this land, the City undertook a rezoning of the Greenpoint-Williamsburg waterfront in 2005.  The comprehensive rezoning of Greenpoint-Williamsburg “sought to reclaim two miles of long-neglected East River waterfront to create over 50 acres of open space, including a continuous public esplanade and a new 28-acre park surrounding the Bushwick Inlet.”
  The rezoning built upon the Greenpoint and Williamsburg Waterfront 197-a Plans, which was sponsored by Community Board 1 and officially adopted in January 2002 after years of community outreach and collaboration with the New York City Department of City Planning (DCP).  The rezoning included a Waterfront Access Plan, which specified public access points, a continuous shore public walkway, and public access to piers.
  A new inclusionary housing program was incorporated to create and preserve permanently affordable housing through a combination of zoning incentives, housing programs, and the commitment of public and partner land.
 

DPR, in conjunction with the Office of the Mayor, DCP and the New York City Economic Development Corporation, and with input from Community Board 1, local stakeholders, and the Open Space Alliance, developed a waterfront master plan to coordinate and refine the recreation and open space opportunities created by the Greenpoint-Williamsburg rezoning.
  The Master Plan serves as a guide for DPR and for future developers by providing a conceptual framework for the public esplanade that will be created by the rezoning plan, as well as schematic plans for new public parks along the waterfront.

The Master Plan encompasses the contiguous waterfronts of Greenpoint and Williamsburg from Manhattan Avenue to North Third Street between the shoreline and West Street (in Greenpoint) and between the shoreline and Kent Avenue (in Williamsburg).  The plan includes over 30 acres of planned public parks and 1 mile of waterfront esplanade to be designed, developed and maintained solely by DPR, in addition to over 15 acres of supplemental open space and 1.5 miles of shore public walkway that will be designed and built by private developers.
 

GREENPOINT-WILLIAMSBURG WATERFRONT OPEN SPACE MASTER PLAN

Bushwick Inlet Park
Bushwick Inlet Park is the centerpiece of the Greenpoint-Williamsburg waterfront.  The park site encompasses 28 acres of land and surrounds Bushwick Inlet, a narrow, protected remnant of Bushwick Creek.  At the time of the 2005 rezoning, six separate entities owned the 28 acres that would make up the park.
The Master Plan conceptualizes a juxtaposition of naturalistic and urban landscapes incorporating both active and passive recreation as well as restored natural areas.  Specific active recreation elements include a children’s play area, youth soccer and Little-League fields, volleyball courts, a pier for small boat and kayak access, a bike path, and a dog run. The passive recreation areas include an open lawn that can be used as a large performance space; a beach; smaller performance spaces near the water with amphitheater seating; picnic areas; informal seating terraces around the inlet; and a bird blind and look-out platform over a restored wetland area.  A combined comfort station and DPR District Headquarters building is planned for the North 9th Street park entrance. The Master Plan also includes space on Bushwick Inlet that would honor the memory of the USS Monitor and commemorate those who built and sailed the Civil War era battleship which was launched from Greenpoint on January 30, 1862.

Due to its heavy industrial use, some of the Bushwick Inlet Park parcels pose both known and potential challenges associated with contamination from a number of sources.
  The development of this park requires the City to purchase six separate parcels of land followed by remediation and development on each of them.  The City has acquired only three of the six parcels and has begun the development of only one of them.

The first parcel of land was acquired in September 2007 by eminent domain.
  The City had originally assessed the land for $13.6 million but eventually paid $93.4 for 8.7 acres after a legal dispute.
  The first phase of this development, a soccer field, began in March 2009 and was completed in January 2010.
  Construction on the second phase of this development began in the summer of 2010 and will include a sloping grass hill, underneath which will be a building for community meeting spaces, exhibition space, and the regional offices for the Parks Department and Open Space Alliance.  This stage of development will also include extending the parkland to the waterfront.  Phase Two construction is expected to be completed in the summer of 2012.
  
In September 2007, the City acquired 1.8-acres of unadorned hardtop at 50 Kent Avenue for $30 million.
  From approximately 1887 through the late 1930’s or early 1940’s, gas used for cooking, lighting, heating and commercial purposes was refined at the site.
  Substantial amounts of coal tar were produced as a byproduct, and some of that tar leaked into subsurface soils, where it remains today. National Grid, the successor in interest to the company that owned this lot at the time the contamination occurred, is responsible for the remediation of this site and has been conducting environmental testing on the lot since 2009.
  
The City reached an agreement to acquire the property between North 12th and North 14th Streets in the summer of 2011 from Bayside Fuel after a drawn-out lawsuit by TransGas Energy, which wanted to build a power plant on that site.
  The city agreed to buy this property for about $80 million by the end of fiscal year 2015.
  However, this property contains huge gas tanks and a depot and will likely need environmental remediation before parkland can be built and the City currently has no budget or timetable for this process.  In addition, the lot is home to a number of artists and music studios.  The second and third stories of the building on the property is divided into approximately 30 studio spaces which house independent artists, design companies, music/recording studios and photo and video studios.  
The Northern section of the planned park, which surrounds Buchwick Inlet, is mostly owned by Motiva Enterprises, a 50-50 joint venture between Saudi Refining and Shell Oil.  There are currently no active businesses nor are there any structures on this parcel.  In 2003, Motiva donated a portion of this parcel to the Greenpoint Monitor Museum.
  Currently without a home, the Greenpoint Monitor Museum plans to build a museum to commemorate the Civil War battleship USS Monitor, which was the first ironclad ship to be launched by the U.S. Navy.
  Motiva claims City officials have not reached out to them about the acquisition and development of this critical section of the park.

CitiStorage currently owns an 11-acre parcel near North 10th Street, a large section of the remaining land intended for park use that has not been acquired.
  In July 2011, a letter from the Parks Department to CitiStorage surfaced stating that the City does not have the funding or a timeline for purchasing this land.
  
Nearly $240 million has been spent on Bushwick Inlet Park to acquire three of six parcels and to develop on one of them.
  The City has constructed only six of the promised 28 acres since 2005, including a soccer field and a section of the esplanade.
  
Box Street Park - 65 Commercial Street

The Master Plan includes a 2.5-acre park located at 65 Commercial Street, a City-owned site at the end of Box Street.  The proposed Box Street Park will include a much-needed multipurpose field in addition to a shaded picnic terrace overlooking the public esplanade and the East River.  The design retains the existing bulkhead wall, which is in good condition and does not currently require extensive repair.  The site’s location, at the mouth of Newtown Creek, makes it an appropriate access point for kayaks. 

Even though the City owns this site, progress is currently stalled and development is not funded.  In 2005, the City included $14 million in the 2007 executive budget for construction of Box Street Park, but funds were later trimmed to $1 million.
 
Additionally, the development of this site is dependent upon the relocation of a Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA) garage/depot.  In an April 6, 2011 letter to Deputy Mayor Robert Steel, MTA Chairman Jay H. Walder agreed to relocate the MTA garage from 65 Commercial Street to sites in Maspeth and under the Williamsburg Bridge.  However, last month, the New York City Department of Transportation stated they would not allow the MTA to relocate emergency vehicles to a city-owned site under the Williamsburg Bridge.
  An alternative location has not been identified. 
Transmitter Park
The commitment to construct Transmitter Park predates the 2005 rezoning but is included in the Master Plan.  Located on the site of the former WNYC radio transmission towers and a ferry terminal at the end of Kent Street, the plan envisions a recreational pier, a scenic area that overhangs the water to the south, plus a public walkway that will connect with future esplanade sites.  The pier will consist of pods and connecting bridges with a fishing station and shade structure.  The former WNYC radio broadcasting building will be converted to a café.  At the water’s edge, the former relieving platform will be replaced with a natural wetland shoreline.  A large lawn defines the central space of the park and will slope up to a bird garden and children’s play area.
The City broke ground at Transmitter Park on August 3, 2010, and construction is expected to be completed this year.
  The Master Plan anticipates this park will be expanded upon by a private developer in the future.
Newtown Barge Terminal Playground and Greenpoint Playground
The Master Plan calls for expanding these two existing playgrounds, which are located across the street from each other at Commercial and Dupont Streets.  These are the only waterfront sites that contain existing, mature trees with generous canopies.  Therefore, the design concepts presented in the Master Plan prioritize the preservation of these trees, which are integral to the historical and aesthetic significance of these sites.  

As two of the few existing parcels of open space in Greenpoint, the existing Newtown Barge Terminal Playground contains a ball field, handball and basketball facilities, and the Greenpoint Playground contains children’s play equipment. The planned expansion of the Newton Barge Playground will allow DPR to further reorganize and expand the recreation activities in the two playgrounds to provide more space for picnicking, viewing games, and strolling. The plan also includes a ceramic mosaic wall as a tribute to the porcelain works which once occupied the waterfront sites.
The expansion of these playgrounds is dependent upon the demolition of a sewage tank adjacent to the existing park, which was used for storing effluent from the nearby waste water treatment plant.  This tank will not be removed until 2014, when upgrades to the treatment plant are completed.

CONCLUSION

This joint committee hearing will examine the progress of these projects, which will assist in further revitalizing Greenpoint and Williamsburg and making the waterfront area more attractive to both residents and visitors. 
The committee hopes to hear testimony from Deputy Mayor Steel’s Office on progress the City has made on the Greenpoint-Williamsburg Waterfront Open Space Master Plan and what the City plans to accomplish before the end of this administration’s term. 
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