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INTRODUCTION


On January 23, 2019, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Barry Grodenchik and the Committee on Environmental Protection, chaired by Council Member Costa Constantinides will hold an oversight hearing entitled “The Status of the East Side Coastal Resiliency Project.” Representatives from the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR), Department of Design and Construction (DDC), Department of Environmental Protection (DEP), the Mayor's Office of Sustainability, the Mayor’s Office of Recovery and Resiliency (ORR), the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC) have been invited to testify, as well as parks advocates, environmental advocates and concerned community organizations.
BACKGROUND

Climate change is occurring at an unprecedented rate, and the current trend of warming in Earth’s climate system over the last several decades is clear—the atmosphere and ocean have warmed, sea level has risen, and snow and ice levels have decreased. In December 2015, world leaders came together and agreed on a landmark international accord—the Paris Climate Agreement—to combat climate change and to fast-track and strengthen actions towards a low greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions future.
 Through the Paris Climate Agreement, almost every country in the world committed to work to curb GHG emissions in order to limit the increase in the global average temperature to below 2°Celsius above pre-industrial levels, and to pursue efforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5° Celsius above pre-industrial levels, recognizing that this would significantly reduce the risks and impacts of climate change.
 President Donald Trump has since pulled the United States of America out of the Paris Agreement, several U.S. states and cities have mobilized to continue take actions that uphold commitment to the accord.

On October 8, 2018, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (“IPCC”) released a special report on the impacts of global warming of 1.5°C above preindustrial levels.
 The summary for policymakers in this report includes findings based on the scientific technical and socioeconomic literature related to global GHG emissions.
 One of the findings indicates that human activities have already caused an increase in global warming with a likely range of 0.8°C to 1.2°C.
 The report further finds global warming is likely to reach 1.5°C between 2030 and 2052.
 According to the report, if peak temperature reaches 2°C some impacts may be long-lasting and irreversible, such as ecosystem loss.
 Temperatures on land on extremely hot days in mid-latitudes are expected to warm by 3°C at a global warming of 1.5°C
 and by 4°C at a global warming of 2°C.
 Marine ice sheet instability could be triggered around 1.5°C to 2°C.
 Coral reefs are expected to decline by 70 to 90% with a warming of 1.5°C,
 with larger losses at 2°C.
  Finally, populations that have a disproportionately higher risk of adverse consequences include disadvantaged populations, indigenous people and local communities dependent on agricultural or coastal livelihoods.
 

New York City has 520 miles of coastline bordering the ocean, rivers, bays and inlets, which is longer than the coastlines of Miami, Boston, Los Angeles and San Francisco combined.
 This makes New York City particularly vulnerable to flooding related to sea-level rise, storm surge, high-tide and sunny-day flooding. On October 29, 2012, Superstorm Sandy struck New York City causing high winds and a 14-foot storm surge.
 Various sections of Lower Manhattan, Staten Island, Brooklyn and Queens were inundated with seawater, which accounted for approximately 17% of New York City’s total land mass, or 51 square miles, being flooded.
 

By 2050, the City’s annual precipitation is “projected to increase between 4 and 11 percent” and sea levels are “projected to rise between 11 inches and 21 inches, on top of a foot of sea level rise that we have already witnessed since 1900.”
 For the City’s waterfront communities, this is a life- and property- threatening reality. Further, extreme weather events could cost $90 billion in damages in 2050, compared to the $19 billion caused by Superstorm Sandy.
 

A recent report by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) found that by 2100, "high tide flooding will occur 'every other day' (182 days/year) or more often under the Intermediate Low Scenario within the Northeast and Southeast Atlantic, the Eastern and Western Gulf, and the Pacific Islands."
 The report also projected that flood frequency along the coast of the Northeast Atlantic “will reach on average about 235 and 365 days/year (with 95 and 100% from tides).” 
 New York City’s waterfront communities have already faced significant threats from extreme weather events and high tides, and projections show that even greater damages are expected from climate-related weather events and persistent sea level rise. 
DEVELOPMENT OF THE EAST SIDE COSTAL RESILIENCY PROJECT
In 2013, during the aftermath of Superstorm Sandy, President Barack Obama launched the Hurricane Sandy Rebuilding Task Force, which in turn initiated a design competition, called “Rebuild by Design.”
 The Rebuild by Design Competition sought proposals where federal funding would be granted for the development of innovative flood protection systems to better protect flood prone areas from future storms and rising sea levels resulting from climate change.
 The competition developed in partnership with various governmental and private organizations, including the United States Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), the Municipal Art Society, the Regional Plan Association, NYU’s Institute for Public Knowledge, the Van Alen Institute, and the Rockefeller Foundation.
 The Rebuild by Design Competition changed the way the federal government responds to disaster in that it was the first time recovery disaster funds were used to develop new projects to mitigate future disasters instead of simply rebuilding or replacing what was lost due to a prior disaster.
 It became the model now used in other regions to prepare communities for future uncertainties and has also inspired efforts such as the National Disaster Resilience Competition, which awarded $1 billion to 13 cities and states across the country to fund resilience-building projects.
 Eventually, the competition’s results led to the formation of the Rebuild by Design organization.

Among the finalists of the competition was the Bjarke Ingels’ Group and One Architecture & Urbanism’s proposed flood-barrier nicknamed the “BIG U.”
 The BIG U is a multicomponent plan to better protect the Lower Manhattan area from future storm surges.
 It is designed to be built on the low lying edges of Manhattan from West 57th Street to East 42nd Street, in the shape of a U, looping around the Battery.
 It would consist of self-sufficient flood zones that would surround these areas for 10 continuous miles and serve as flood barriers and shelters during a hurricane or severe storm, while serving as recreation areas at other times.
 The project is separated into three separate phases or compartments:  East River Park; Two Bridges and Chinatown; and Brooklyn Bridge to The Battery, which will have separate implementation schedules based on funding.
 Each compartment is intended to be comprised of a physically separate flood-protection zone, isolated from flooding in the other zones while still acting as integrated recreational areas designed to enhance community engagement.
 Currently, there is approximately $511 million in federal Community Development Block Grant Disaster Recovery (CDBG-DR) funding allocated to the Big U, of which $335 million is designated for the first phase, the East Side Coastal Resiliency Project (ESCR), with the caveat that such funds must be spent by the end of 2022 or the grant will expire.
 Since the initial federal allocation in 2014, the City has supplemented the $335 million with additional capital funding, bringing the total budget for the ESCR project to $760 million.

The ESCR was originally designed to cover East 25th Street south to Montgomery Street, covering 2.2 miles of coastline that would absorb flooding in the event of a storm surge, but act as an upgraded park with various recreational activities on a day-to-day basis.
 After almost four years of ongoing meetings between Rebuild by Design, Community Board 3, other community organizations and stakeholders, as well as representatives from various City agencies, the design of the ESCR started to take shape.
 It included a series of flood walls, berms, levees and green spaces rising 16 feet above sea level, that would line the border along the sections of the park and the FDR Drive, to keep flood waters at bay. 
 The design also included traditional earthen levees to minimize the use of gates that close to protect inland areas from rising waters, with the park itself being redesigned to act as a flood barrier and absorb much of the flood water that would threaten the area during a severe weather event. 
 Other park redesign features included raising playing fields in East River Park above the flood plain, creating new passive recreational areas, such as a great lawn, nature exploration area and water play area near Delancey Street, and the possible removal and replacement of 1,200 trees. 
 The plan also included a new playground and comfort station to be built at East 10th Street. Early versions of the plan included new bridges to cross over the FDR and enter the park, but after 2015 the plan called only for replacement bridges at Delancey Street and 10th Street.  Since 2014, the project has been met with various setbacks and delays, with construction having first been expected to start in 2017, but since being delayed until 2019, which has become problematic due to the looming CDBG-DR deadline of 2022.
  In March of 2018, the Mayors’ Office of Recovery and Resiliency (ORR) urged for a more rapid process by the various stakeholders as they outlined an aggressive timeline to get the project underway and asked Community Board 3 to meet in the summer months of 2018 (which does not normally occur) to schedule land use votes, a crucial step in the City’s Uniform Land Use Review Process (ULURP).  The ULURP process requires hearings by the affected Community Board, Borough President and the City Planning Commission before the City Council can approve a major land use project such as ESCR. Then, in May 2018 ORR asked that the requested Community Board meetings be cancelled and be rescheduled to a later date in the fall, due to complications with the flood wall design.
  

On September 28, 2018, the DeBlasio administration announced that it would pursue an alternative design to ESCR instead of the previous plan that had been developed over the prior 4 years.
 This revised design would raise the entire East River Park and move the flood wall and barriers to the water’s edge instead of being constructed on the border between the park and the FDR drive, with the goal of not obstructing views to the water.
 By raising the entire park, the protected area would extend toward the waterline and reduce the likelihood of the park itself being flooded during a storm.
 
According to the administration, the new plan will have numerous improvements when compared to the original.
 Some of the improvements include: a faster construction timeframe, as the updated plan will shave approximately 6 months off the projected timeline and provide flood protections for residents nearly one full year sooner; less invasive construction and fewer traffic disruptions, as the new design will shift heavy construction work away from New Yorkers who live near the FDR Drive and toward the waterline; improved access to the park, as the new design would provide better connections to East River Park replacing the Delancey Street and East 10th Street pedestrian bridges and creating an entry plaza on Houston Street with a direct connection to the water; an upgraded park, with various amenities added, such as 8 baseball fields, 3 soccer fields, a running track, a multipurpose field, 4 basketball courts, 12 tennis courts, and protection to ensure that it is not flooded from sea level rise and severe storms.

The proposed changes to the ESCR plan would now cost approximately $1.4 billion instead of $760 million for the original plan.
 Numerous concerns have been raised by stakeholders, policy makers and community residents regarding the new plan and how it was developed. Some of those concerns include the following:

1. The new design will require that East River Park be closed for three years while the project’s construction is underway, prompting concerns that the neighborhood will be without access to open space for too long.

2. It is unclear whether the new design’s flood protection system, which no longer uses the park to absorb a storm surge, would push water to other areas that would increase their risk of being flooded.

3. The almost doubling of the cost from $760 million to $1.4 billion will put a greater financial burden on the City than it had before, with little detail as to whether those additional funds have been committed.

4. It is unusual for a federally funded project to be drastically altered so late in the process without significant stakeholder input, especially after stakeholder input was previously an ongoing part of the design process and since the ESCR is already behind schedule when compared to other projects that were awarded funding through the Rebuild By Design Competition.

5. Very few details of the revised plan were released to the public or to stakeholders, which prevents them from properly analyzing it. Similarly, stakeholders were not engaged in determining the best use of the additional $700 million that is intended to be spent on the revised plan.

CONCLUSION


At this hearing the Committees will examine the process by which the ESCR was developed and provide a forum for policy makers, stakeholders, community members and other interested parties to understand and inform how the project can best be implemented going forward.
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