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INTRODUCTION

On June 14, 2007 at 10 A.M. in the Committee Room at City Hall, the Committee on Waterfronts, chaired by Council Member Michael C. Nelson, and the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Helen D. Foster, will hold a joint oversight hearing on “From Industrial Uses to Parkland: Adapting the Waterfront.”

Invited to testify are representatives of the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, New Yorkers for Parks, National Parks of New York Harbor, Metropolitan Waterfront Alliance, as well as elected officials and other concerned community groups and individuals.

BACKGROUND

The waterfront has always been an important natural resource for New York City.  Since the City’s founding, the harbor and waterways have made New York City a major port for trade, commerce, and transportation and its shoreline a home to maritime uses and manufacturing facilities.  New York City’s current Zoning Resolution, enacted in 1961, officially designated much of the shoreline a manufacturing zone. However, the Zoning Resolution did not anticipate the decline in New York City’s maritime and manufacturing activities that would occur in the 1960s and 1970s.  As the volume and number of maritime activities and manufacturing uses on New York City’s waterfront declined, vacant waterfront parcels became common.  Over time, the waterfront has evolved to provide New Yorkers with space for recreational activities.  Today, New York City’s waterfront areas are busier than ever.  Among the many different uses competing for space on our waterways are shipping lines, ferry boats, recreational, cruise ships, jet skiing and tour boat operations.  

Over the past several years, New York has invested hundreds of millions of dollars in the creation of parks, esplanades, piers, and other open spaces on the waterfront.  Specifically, over the last five years, the City has added more than 300 acres of new parkland, many of which were areas of the waterfront that were abandoned by industry.
  For example, Tiffany Street Pier in Hunts Point and the Ocean Breeze Fishing Pier in Staten Island have been built, as well as segments of Hudson River Park, and greenways are being planned and built to connect all of these spaces.  Plans for many more waterfront parks are in development, including the South Bronx Greenway, Governors Island, and along Manhattan’s lower east side waterfront.  Finally, there are parks along our waterfront that have provided open space for years that need continued maintenance and repair, such as the Shore Parkway in Brooklyn, the recreation pier at East 107th Street in Harlem, and Queensbridge Park, in Queens.

In response to a number of issues, including the need for more parks and playgrounds, Mayor Bloomberg established the Mayor’s Office of Long-Term Planning and Sustainability to develop, among other things, a long-term growth and development plan (“the Plan”) for the City and to incorporate sustainability goals and practices into all aspects of the Plan.  On April 22, 2007, Mayor Bloomberg released the Plan, which included ensuring that all New Yorkers live within a 10-minute walk of a park.  One of the ways the City plans to make this happen is by completing underdeveloped destination parks, many of which are on the waterfront, and opening up abandoned industrial waterfronts for park uses.

INDUSTRIAL WATERFRONTS IN NEW YORK CITY

Bush Terminal Industrial Complex

Bush Terminal Industrial Complex (Bush Terminal) is a City-owned industrial facility located on the Brooklyn waterfront between approximately 41st and 52nd Streets in Sunset Park.  Prior to 1974, the Bush Terminal was an active port.  In 1974, the former City of New York Department of Ports and Terminals contracted with a private company to fill in the areas between the four piers with clean construction-related fill.  In 1978, the private fill contractor was cited for violations related to the quality of the construction-related fill and filling operations at the landfill were halted at the request of New York City.
  During testimony presented before New York State Legislators in 1982, the City learned of alleged illegal disposal of liquid wastes at this site including oils, oil sludges, and wastewaters.
  The City subsequently secured the property with perimeter fencing.  Between May 1999 and May 2001, the Economic Development Corporation (“EDC”) conducted a wide-scale site investigation of the environmental contamination at the Bush Terminals with oversight from the State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC).  Further studies were conducted between March and July 2002.  Based on the results of the investigation, DEC issued a March 2004 Record of Decision for a cleanup plan.
  In April 2006, the federal government awarded $8 million, New York State awarded $17.8 million and the City budgeted $9 million for the cleanup of the site for a new multi-use public park.

South Bronx Greenway


The South Bronx Greenway Project (SBG) is a community-led plan for a bicycle/pedestrian greenway along the South Bronx waterfront, a formerly industrial region, which will provide open space, waterfront access and opportunities for mixed used economic development within the South Bronx.
  In November 2006, Mayor Bloomberg unveiled a master plan for the South Bronx Greenway, a key component of the Hunts Point Vision Plan that will vastly improve access to the waterfront, provide recreational opportunities, improve transportation safety and enhance the network of bike and pedestrian paths on the South Bronx peninsula.  The current plan is to begin the implementation of the Greenway plan with four short-term projects and additional improvements that will create 1.5 acres of publicly accessible open space and 2.3 miles of green streets.  Upon completion, the South Bronx Greenway will encompass 1.5 miles of new waterfront greenway, 8.5 miles of new green streets, and nearly 12 acres of new waterfront open space.

Williamsburg/Greenpoint


On May 11, 2005, the New York City Council authorized the rezoning of nearly 200 blocks in Greenpoint and Williamsburg, Brooklyn in order to transform the miles of neglected industrial waterfront in this area into a residential neighborhood with recreational uses.  The rezoned area is bound by the East River, the Williamsburg Bridge, the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway and McGuinness Boulevard.  The plan, which calls for 54 acres of new parkland and a new waterfront esplanade, will include three additional acres of active use parkland on Commercial Street in north Greenpoint and a public access route along the waterfront.  The plan will also create two acres of parkland adjacent to the existing paved “Barge Park Ballfield” on Commercial Street and Dupont, a site with a shoreline that wraps around from the East River to Newtown Creek.


In addition, the City is planning to transform the formerly industrial land of Bushwick Inlet Park into a 28-acre waterfront park with a two-mile long waterfront esplanade that will wind along the shoreline in Williamsburg and Greenpoint.  However, the City is engaged in a battle over this area with TransGas Energy Systems which wishes to place a large power plant on the Williamsburg waterfront along the Inlet.  The planned TransGas facility would “reduce carbon dioxide emissions from other sources by 730,000 tons per year, nearly 6 percent of Governor Spitzer’s goal of 12.8 million tons of annual CO2 reduction by 2015.”
  Yet, the Department and Parks and Recreation (“DPR”) would like to see this site condemned and the development of a park in its place.  The City is also in another battle over a one-acre lot in this area, opposite the TransGas parcel, that belongs to the Greenpoint Monitor Museum.  The Museum is fighting to keep its waterfront property from being seized through eminent domain in order to build a museum honoring the Civil War ship U.S.S. Monitor.

East Side Waterfront

In June 2007, six of the world’s foremost landscape architects, including the designers of Museum of Modern Art's (“MoMA”) roof garden, the High Line project, and Brooklyn Bridge Park, worked together to create a vision for the East River waterfront from 34th Street to 42nd Street, which includes land once occupied by the Con Edison power plant.  The plan includes adding a bikeway-walkway esplanade, which will also have plantings and benches, adding lights, pavilions and traffic sound mufflers over the F.D.R. Drive.  

In addition, Manhattan Community Board 6 has created a vision for an accessible green waterfront on the segment of the East River shoreline that spans from 14th Street to 59th Street.   Instead of rebuilding the highway as it is currently configured, the community wishes to rebuild the FDR Drive between 38th Street and 42nd Street into a deck above the roadway that would provide the foundation for a waterfront park similar to Carl Schurz Park on the Upper East Side.  “Current residents of adjacent First Avenue neighborhoods, and future residents of the redeveloped power plant site, would benefit from direct access to the water’s edge.”

NECESSITY FOR MORE PARKS AND TREES

Air Quality

New York County ranks in the 90th percentile of all counties in the United States in terms of levels of carbon monoxide, nitrogen oxide, sulfur dioxide, volatile organic compounds, fine particulate (PM2.5) and course particulate (PM10) emissions.  In 2005, Manhattan had the 15th highest level of particulates among all the counties in the nation, a decline from 22nd in 2004.  Besides having higher levels of air pollutants than most other areas in the nation, according to the United States Environmental Protection Agency (“EPA”), New York County does not even meet minimum air quality standards set by the Clean Air Act for PM10, PM2.5 and ozone.  Although many air pollutants originate far from the location of human exposure, in Northern Manhattan, a significant local source of air pollutants is diesel truck traffic.  Living in close proximity to major roads has been shown to increase the prevalence and incidence of asthma.  The health risk posed by diesel soot in New York County is the second highest out of all 62 counties in New York State.

Health Impacts


Poor air quality has a measurable impact on human health.  Several recent studies indicate that the risk of premature death increases with increased ozone levels.  Particulate pollution can also reduce one’s lifespan, as well as cause permanent respiratory damage, induce heart attacks, and trigger asthma attacks.
  Health professionals have known for some time that people with previous cardiovascular health conditions or lung diseases, children, and the elderly are most vulnerable to the health effects of air pollution.
  The American Lung Association now also adds diabetics to that list.

Asthma is an especially significant problem for children in New York City.    There has been a rise in asthma, particularly among children—who are most vulnerable to developing asthma—that corresponds with a rise in asthma-causing pollution emissions due to energy production and increased vehicle use.  In New York City, asthma hospitalization rates almost doubled between 1988 and 1997, a change most strongly felt in the Bronx, where rates fully doubled during this period.

BENEFITS OF PARKS, TREES AND OPEN SPACE 

Trees provide many critical services to our communities.  They improve water quality by filtering water and diverting storm water run-off, increase property values, filter high-frequency noises and provide habitat for wild life.  The most notable public health service trees provide is air quality improvement.
  Urban trees can significantly reduce the presence of many air pollutants that cause serious health problems.  Ground-level ozone, particulate matter, and nitrogen and sulfur oxides, are all known to trigger asthma attacks, permanently effect respiratory development in children and increase mortality.  Trees help reduce human exposure to these compounds by filtering the air, lowering air temperatures and reducing energy use.


Some gaseous pollutants, like sulfur oxides and ozone, are taken up directly through the tree’s leaves.  Other pollutants, such as particulate matter, are captured by deposition on the tree’s leaves, stem and bark.  These pollutants then wash to the ground after a rain, or become resuspended in the air by the wind.  Regardless, this sort of filtering still results in a net positive effect on air quality.


Trees indirectly clean the air by reducing energy use.  City temperatures measure 10 degrees Fahrenheit higher than surrounding rural areas because urban areas have less vegetation, reduced air circulation and more paved surfaces which absorb the sun’s energy.
  By shading buildings and lowering daytime temperatures, urban trees play a critical role in reducing electric demand in the summer, thereby minimizing the release of air pollutants from power plants.  In New York City, this reduction also amounts to an energy savings of about $11 million dollars each year.


Trees reduce daytime air temperatures by as much as two (2) to ten (10) degrees Fahrenheit by shading sunlight and by releasing water from leaf surfaces through a process called evapotranspiration.  A tree canopy cover increase of one percent (1%) can reduce maximum mid-day air temperatures by as much as 0.4 degrees Fahrenheit.
  Lower temperatures discourage the formation of ozone and other temperature dependent pollutants.  Shading parked cars also reduces the release of pollutants from gas tanks.

A comprehensive 1996 report by the United States Surgeon General found that people who engage in regular physical activity benefit from reduced risk of premature death; reduced risk of coronary heart disease, hypertension, colon cancer, and non-insulin-dependent diabetes; improved maintenance of muscle strength, joint structure, and joint function; weight loss and favorable redistribution of body fat; improved physical functioning in persons suffering from poor health; and healthier cardiovascular, respiratory, and endocrine systems.

Strong evidence shows that when people have access to parks, they exercise more. In a study published by the Centers for Disease Control (CDC), creation of or enhanced access to places for physical activity led to a 25.6 percent increase in the percentage of people exercising on three or more days per week.
  Among the most important benefits of city parks, although perhaps the hardest to quantify, is their role as community development tools.  City parks make inner-city neighborhoods more livable; they offer recreational opportunities for at-risk youth, low-income children, and low-income families; and they provide places in low-income neighborhoods where people can experience a sense of community.

Also, access to public parks and recreational facilities has been strongly linked to reductions in crime and in particular to reduced juvenile delinquency.  Recreational facilities keep at-risk youth off the streets, give them a safe environment to interact with their peers and fill up time within which they could otherwise get into trouble.
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� New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, “East Harlem Community Forestry Management Plan,” p. 29 http://www.nycgovparks.org/sub_your_park/trees_greenstreets/east_harlem_forest_plan/East_Harlem_Plan.pdf
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� For example, air pollution poses a unique concern for the residents of East Harlem. They have among the highest asthma rates in the nation, the diagnosis of diabetes within the population has reached epidemic proportions, and heart disease is the leading cause of death. East Harlem’s residents are three times as likely as other New Yorkers to be hospitalized for asthma and more than two times as likely to be hospitalized for diabetes. Low rates of physical activity and high rates of obesity contribute to the incidence of diabetes within the population. Diabetes is an important health indicator, because it is a chronic illness that is linked to another serious health complications, including blindness and amputation.


� People with asthma experience lung inflammation and episodes of airway tightening that cause symptoms such as wheezing, coughing, chest tightness, and shortness of breath. A period of acute symptoms is referred to as an asthma attack. It is still unclear why people develop asthma. On the other hand, the factors that exacerbate asthma symptoms are well-understood. Indoor airborne irritants such as, tobacco smoke, mold and pet dander are common asthma “triggers”. In addition, outdoor air pollutants, especially ozone, can trigger asthma attacks. Although the situation is complex, improved outdoor air quality is one important component of a larger plan to relieve communities of this public health burden.
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� In certain situations, a tree’s air quality impact can lead to a negative health effect. For some people, trees cause allergic reactions that can exacerbate asthma symptoms and trigger asthma attacks. Pollen is generally the culprit of the allergic reaction. The male flower produces the pollen which fertilizes the female flower and the fertilized female flower becomes the fruit. 


� Paul M. Sherer, “The Benefits of Parks: Why America Needs More City Parks and Open Space,” The Trust For Public Land. http://www.co.alachua.fl.us/assets/uploads/images/EPD/Land/Files/parks_for_people_Jul2005.pdf
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