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Staten Island’s North Shore Community Resiliency Assessment Memorandum
This memorandum will speak about the concerns residents and businesses have in reference to sea level
rising, storm surges and flooding on the North Shore of Staten Island, New York. Being that we are
experiencing extreme weather conditions now this is no longer a situation that we feel that we can
afford to take a wait and see approach on as the events are already happening.
Since Hurricane Sandy almost three years ago, the North Shore Waterfront Conservancy has discussed
the need for increasing resiliency with the residents, businesses, and public officials in the
Environmental Justice Communities on Staten Island’s North Shore. The general consensus is thus far
the City’s response to climate change events has been inconsistent, especially when it comes to
acknowledging that water rises and floods on all sides of Staten Island, making many businesses and/or
residential communities vulnerable to the effects of sea level rising, storm surges and flooding.
The City’s recent decision to undertake a design and planning study of an integrated flood protection
system on Staten Island’s North Shore is an important opportunity to address these concerns and the
public’s perception. We cannot emphasis enough that this is a time sensitive matter and that the
businesses and residential communities are only as safe as the next nor ‘easter and or hurricanes as
outside of Arlington Marsh’s 80 acre tidal wetland, there are no resiliency buffers that are sufficient
enough to protect Staten Island’s North Shore waterfront communities. This is a situation that even
though residents may not be talking about in general conversation, they are nonetheless keenly aware
of it on some level.
NSWC has taken the lead in identifying issues in this report, that we feel will enable the city and their
consultants to move faster toward identifying possible solutions. We look forward to discussing these
with the City as it launches its study.
Coastal Flooding/ Sea Level Rising:
Since many of us were in our homes and only a few of the North Shore residents have actual view points
of the Narrows, Kill Van Kull, lower Newark Bay and the Arthur Kill. Keep in mind that before the night
that Hurricane Sandy hit none of the North Shore residents had ever heard of zone A. In addition most
of the maps showing inundation areas are too small to be able see any identifiable land marks or street
names.
The entire North Shore of Staten Island is vulnerable to coastal flooding. In particular, North Shore
communities of Rosebank, Stapleton, West Brighton, Port Richmond, Elm Park, and Arlington have low
lying areas that are extremely vulnerable to coastal flooding. While Fort Wadsworth, sections of Clifton,
Tompkinsville and St. George, New Brighton, and Mariners Harbor are generally at a higher elevation
and not as vulnerable. However, these communities mentioned for having higher points of elevation
also have low lying areas. Therefore any treatment to eliminate coastal flooding must be done in a
unified manner that makes the coastal protections congruent.
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The City study should take the following actions:


It would be useful for the City to have film or even a model of what flood prone areas look like
during storm surges when they hit land, preferably densely populated areas.



The City should provide detailed maps (on line and in hard copy) to acquaint residents with what
the new zones are and to zoom in on inundation points so that residents can see land marks and
or street names in order that they can identify how close they are to those areas and which way
they will need to go to evacuate.



The City should work with television and other media outlets in ensuring that the public sees
film and/or visual models showing inundation points and nearby landmarks and or street names.

Storm water Management:
If the next hurricanes are as predicted the North Shore will be in serious trouble especially if there are
heavy rains and high winds involved. Staten Island’s North Shore’s drainage system is at least 100 years
old. Catch basins often become full and or blocked are useless in dealing with storm water runoff. There
are also areas that have no sewers or catch basins and dependent on streets and curbs to move the
storm water. This causes the streets to become flooded and the water to jump the curb and flood
sidewalks and nearby properties. In densely populated areas where development has brought a lot of
impervious surfaces leaving no place for rain to go, it has ended up in basements as it goes downhill
during major rain events such Hurricane Irene.
Staten Island has more fresh water and tidal wetlands than any other borough in New York City and in
dealing with storm water management, we need to begin recognizing and enhancing the value of the
fresh water wetlands in protecting existing communities.
NSWC has asked many times over that NYS DEC review its mapping of wetlands and to decrease the size
of the wetlands’ protection mandate in order to capture more of them in their mapping so that the fresh
water wetlands can continue to be used as rain/snow runoff points. Currently in order for a fresh water
wetland to be mapped and protected it has to be no less than 12.4 acres. With the antiquated storm
water system that we are currently operating under we need every last one of the existing wetlands
even though they are privately owned to help with protecting existing communities.
In addition because we are on a Combine Sewer Overflow system the Port Richmond DEP Sewer
Treatment Plant easily becomes overwhelmed during rain storms and closes the water gates to the plant
allowing the runoff and household waste to go directly into the Kill Van Kull. This plant located on
Richmond Terrace is in a low line area and was flooded during Hurricane Sandy although it never went
off line.



The City should assess the contribution made by all existing freshwater wetlands and other
public and private green spaces and retain storm water and reducing flooding. It should identify
ways and means to ensure that flooding in communities is not made worse by allowing
permitting for development of wetlands less than 12.4 acres.
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The City should assess the benefits of acquiring easements and/or to purchasing private
properties with wetlands for storm water management similar to Mid Island Blue Belt system.



The City should identify means of capturing and redirecting surface runoff through green
infrastructure practices so that storm water can be filtered, treated and released before causing
overflows in the combined sewer system or separate storm sewers.

Coastal Erosion:
The entire North Shore of Staten Island is suffering from severe coastal erosion and it is our
understanding that unless the area had a bulkhead at one time NYS DEC will not allow for any new
development to take place in the water. The North Shore waterfront has a gap tooth smile where there
are properties with bulkheads sitting next to properties that don’t have any resiliency buffers. As we
have documented in the NSWC SUCRA Power Point Presentation on resiliency. Therefore when storm
surges happen the properties without any protections become the access points to flooding the
properties with a bulkhead from the sides and rear of the property. Most of the businesses on the
waterfront are willing to allow their properties to go under water and allow for the insurance companies
to take care of any damages.
Quite a few of the properties that are not resilient to climate change are City owned and have not been
maintained by the agencies that they are under DCAS, SBS, EDC as these agencies state that they do not
have the resources to maintain these waterfront properties. In addition many of these properties have
never been tested for contaminants. Something that we feel should be a matter of ownership, if you
own the property then at the very least a Phase 1 and 2 report should be done on the properties before
coming up with a plan of action to what to do next with them especially if these properties are within a
few feet of a water source and residential communities.


The City should assess the importance of consistent action across individual waterfront
properties on flood protection for the whole community. The City should develop a long term
strategy across property lines in particular looking at its own management practices of its own
shore lines. The City should consider the possibilities of taking immediate action even if it is for a
short term solution to shore up City waterfront properties. And have businesses waterfront
properties enter into an agreement to shore up their properties, all of this should be done in a
unified way even it is through a mandate from the City and State. The waterfront properties on
Staten Island’s North Shore are quickly eroding and in order to prevent further erosion and loss
of land and adjacent property damages. A short or even medium term shore up solution must
be implemented. The City and State need to coordinate that these needed shore line
improvements can be permitted by the state.



In addition the DEP & DEC should come up with permitting strategies to allow consistency in the
building of bulkheads, berms, or soft shore natural areas in order that they provide protections
for adjacent properties and the residential communities that are behind the waterfront
properties.
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The City should have Phase 1 and Phase 2 reports done on all City Owned waterfront properties
in order that they are aware of any contamination issues as well as the community.
These properties should be assessed to see if they can be used to help with storm water
management and/or Resiliency efforts.

Parks and Public Access:
North Shore waterfront communities have far less park space than any place else in this borough. We
also have a denser population that are in need of active recreational space and waterfront access. In
dealing with climate change issues we should combine the need for more active recreational space with
that of waterfront access and resiliency and develop waterfront recreational areas that do both along
the North Shore.
Making our waterfront parks also parks that combat sea level rising, storm surges, flooding with their
design is an innovative idea whose time has come. We need to expand our parks and enhance our tidal
wetlands. For example by expanding Faber Park west to the Bayonne Bridge for the purposes of active
recreational space and resiliency protection for the 10,000 residents that live near this area of the
waterfront. http://www.nycgovparks.org/parks/faber-pool-and-park/history
The North Shore tidal wetlands require break berms and break waters to slow down the wakes and tides
as they come in, in order to protect them. These berms and break waters can be designed to be natural
habitats for oysters and other shellfish. They can be developed as protected access points along the
waterfront for direct people contact such as fishing, kayaking and swimming near the shore line.
At the time of a nor ‘easter or hurricane, these locations can become sea walls to help with the
protecting of the communities behind them, perhaps by using water resistant features or removable
Flood Controls: http://floodcontrolam.com/




The City should work with Trust for Public Lands to purchase the private properties from Faber
Park and Pool to the Bayonne Bridge for open active recreational uses as well as for Climate
Change Resiliency buffers to protect the flood prone waterfront communities from the Kill Van
Kull.
The City should assess the opportunity to create berms and breakwaters to reduce erosion of
vulnerable wetlands at Arlington Marsh and elsewhere, create additional habitat, and enable
public access.

Brownfield Remediation:
Due to Staten Island’s North Shore being an industrial waterfront most of the properties have legacy
contaminants and therefore they must be tested and remediated. It is essential that full remediation
take place and not partial remediation where contaminants are left behind. The reason being is that
during storm surges partial remediation are encapsulated in vapor barriers, black top, and or cement
and those capping(s) can be damaged or cracked releasing the contaminants into the
water/environment and exposing residents to harm.
http://www.nyc.gov/html/oer/html/brownfield-incentive-grants/big.shtml
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Residents are aware of the contaminants on the waterfront and that many of the contaminants at the
waterfront can cause cancer or neurological disorders, therefore they want full remediation of these
properties where exposure to these toxins are no longer an issue.
http://www.nyc.gov/html/oer/downloads/pdf/repository/NYCBCP_Staten%20Island/12CBCP032R/2013
-06-24.12CBCP032R.Devon_Self_Storage.RAR.pdf
Some properties that may have been capped are now an issue because they are adjoined to City owned
waterfront properties that have not been maintained and are badly eroding. Such as the case with the
West Brighton, North Shore rail line and the Con Edison parking lot that was formerly a power plant
location. Due to severe erosion of the City property it has now compromised the Con Edison property
allowing for the water from the Kill Van Kull to go underneath the capping causing breaks and sink holes.


When dealing with waterfront properties seeking grant assistance the Office of Environmental
Remediation must require full remediation of the waterfront properties in order to guarantee
residents the most basic level of safety from possible exposure to hazardous
materials/contaminants.



The City’s Resiliency plan should account for flooding that will carry contaminants from
waterfront properties to nearby residential communities. Proposed flood controls should be
coordinated with the policies and actions recommended by BOA, NYS DEC and U.S. EPA to
address mitigation of contaminants.

Industrial Practices:
Environmental Justice Communities on the North Shore need to see tangible improvements to the
quality of life for their communities and the people that are living in them. There are some industrial
businesses that are willing to make the necessary changes to their operations that would be helpful to
the environmental justice communities that are behind them, given the risk of flooding and other
climate change impacts. And there are some industrial businesses that are unwilling because they fear it
will be more expensive for them to upgrade and or make operational changes. Due to the lack of
significant space and opportunities to create buffers, some businesses have few choices if they are going
to remain on the North Shore waterfront in proximity to residential properties.


The City should assess opportunities for working with businesses to improve operations so that
nearby residents are protected from activities, especially given the risk of flooding and climate
change impacts.



Given limited space and options for many of these businesses, the City should mandate the
relocation of some industrial businesses to Staten Island’s West Shore that are M3 and M2 and
require space and buffers between their operations and nearby residential communities. The
City should then replace these M3 and M2 businesses with businesses that are more self –
contained in their operation and conducive to being in proximity to the waterfront and
residential waterfront communities.

Coordination between City Agencies:
The environment is ever changing and in order for humans to continue to live on this planet we must
change as well and become more aware of what our limitations are. Including how our activities have a
direct impact on humans, communities and the environment that sustains us. It is essential that all
conversations involving these communities are done in an open and honest manner. As these are the
5
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communities who will receive the greatest impact and therefore the greatest risk when it comes to
safety.
It is not to say that the government is not working on solutions, however, the efforts are not connected
and so as one project is taking place it is literally undermine the actions of another project. There is no
oversight to make sure that everyone understands what the end goal is and to make sure that all of the
agencies and people are all working together to make sure that they meet the end goal. Residents are
seeing lots of unorganized activities with most of it having little to do with providing them with safety
from Climate Change issues. In short there is no leadership involving this issue.
At the same time, the City does not take ownership for any of the events that they encourage by
allowing permits and activities to take place in areas that have no resiliency measures in effect. This is
making living on or near the waterfront a buyer beware situation in terms of exposure to contaminants
via climate change issues. Or living near a fresh water wetland that is only looked at by developers as an
opportunity to build a big box store or more housing because it may or may not fall under the NYS DEC
mapping policy. For example: Nicholas Estates, built on 3 fresh water wetlands, 9.5 acres and directly
across the street from 3 contaminated flood prone properties including the Archer Daniels Midland
Manhattan Project (radioactive) Storage Site. http://nicholasavenueestates.com/


The City needs to do a better job of coordinating their resiliency efforts and that of other
agencies at various levels so that the resiliency work that is being done is functional and
therefore is sustainable.



The City should develop a mechanism by which it can reference likely climate change impacts.
For example, understanding how a fresh water wetland is actually protecting an existing
community by keeping it from being flooded and therefore should not be developed.

Social Resiliency Awareness:
Because residents in Environmental Justice Communities will be directly impacted by Climate Change
and they have the least amount of resources to deal with the negative outcomes. It is essential that the
people of these communities participate in a meaningful way in the resiliency development of their
communities from the beginning, through the middle and to the end of the process.


The City has to do a better job of engaging and listening to the residents of the Environmental
Justice Communities and acting on their recommendations. Because they are speaking from
experiences of living in the community and observing the environmental outcomes.

Conclusion:
When you live on an island you need to have that kind of leeway in your policies to help to protect
existing communities.
People are waiting for the City to live up to the leadership role that it claims it is has in dealing with
climate change. But that residents have seen little of in terms of action. Everything that is happening is
happening because of the lack of action to mitigate poor practices and policies.
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Residents are beyond venting their frustration at meetings. They want to see tangibles in terms of
actions. Tell us what you have and we’ll tell you whether or not we think it will work. With this being
said residents are anxious to see what the City will bring before them and out of those plans what will
be implemented.

References:
NSWC’s “Staten Island’s Gold Coast: 5.2 miles from St. George to Arlington”
NSWC’s “Shore Up: Community Resiliency and Adaptation Project Power Point Presentation”
U.S. Department of Energy’s Legacy Department:
http://energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2013/05/f0/FUSRAP%20Stakeholder%20Report_1.pdf
Gotham Gazette: http://www.gothamgazette.com/index.php/environment/227-staten-islands-toxic-stew
Is Bayonne Bridge Project Unearthing Harmful Radiation? By Scott Marlow
http://bayonnelocal.com/uranium-still-contaminates-kill-van-kull-gateway-to-port-elizabeth/
Dr. Nicholas K. Coch; http://grist.org/cities/nyc-hurricane-expert-sandy-wasnt-the-big-one/

Contact:
Beryl Thurman, Executive Director/President
North Shore Waterfront Conservancy of Staten Island. Inc.
P.O. Box 14502 Staten Island, New York. 10314
nswcsi@nswcsi.org
www.nswcsi.org
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Testimony of Sean T. Dixon, NYC Staff Attorney
Riverkeeper, Inc.
New York City Council
Committee on Environmental Protection, with the
Committee on Recovery and Resiliency
Oversight Hearing
December 14, 2015
OneNYC - Review of the City's Resiliency and Sustainability Plans
Thank you to the New York City Council Committee on Environmental Protection and
Committee on Recovery and Resiliency for giving Riverkeeper an opportunity to testify at this
oversight hearing on the City’s resiliency and sustainability plans.
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 advocacy, citizen science, and litigation (where necessary) on key climate
change, coastal development, and industrial, and aquatic ecosystem issues facing the City.
In the years since Superstorm Sandy, we have seen huge strides in making the City more
resilient to coastal storms. PlaNYC and OneNYC programs have kick-started everything from a
renewed focus on hyper-local community resiliency to changes in City-wide planning standards.
Federal-state-local programs have led to an emerging plan for a living breakwater reef off the
south shore of Staten Island. Council- and Mayor-led initiatives have created a new series of
codes, programs, and incentives to make homes, businesses, and industries along the water’s
edge more resilient.
That said, it shouldn’t surprise the Mayor or the Council that more needs to be done.
Indeed, with sea level rise an ever-growing threat, a constantly growing urban population, and
increased pressure on all aspects of our City’s infrastructure (from sewer systems to roads,
bridges, and tunnels), we’re looking at a future were we will likely need to keep doing more and
more every year – just to keep pace with the growing, changing risks we’re facing.
Overall, Riverkeeper thanks the Council for its leadership on climate change resilience
planning, and the work of the agencies, experts, and stakeholders working during the years since
Superstorm Sandy on putting OneNYC into effect.
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We respectfully request, though, that the City work to ensure that several key issues are
resolved, reconsidered, and/or included in the City’s resiliency planning moving forward:
•

Open Industrial Uses. One of the first things we want to flag for the Council is the matter of
open industrial uses of our waterfront. Almost two years ago, the Department of City Planning
issued its final recommendations for Open Industrial Use site planning. These recommendations –
developed as a guide for improving conditions and resiliency at open industrial uses – included
specific deliverables for a host of City agencies and calls for increased transparency,
enforcement, and planning around industrial use sites. This report, however, has languished on a
shelf. We ask that the Council work to ensure that the OIU Study recommendations are included
as a milestone for OneNYC, and implemented as soon as possible.

•

Action vs. Action Plans. One of the most concerning parts of OneNYC, to Riverkeeper, was the
City’s focus on developing new plans, as opposed to taking immediate, direct actions. Every day,
permits, approvals, variances, and other authorizations are issued by a host of City agencies for
activities ranging from developing new skyscrapers to retrofitting historic facades. Every day that
passes, then, the City is allowing projects (public and private) to progress without incorporation
of best practices directly related to sustainability and resiliency. New school playgrounds are built
without green infrastructure. Roofs are approved without enough structural support capacity for
solar panels. Roads are repaved without porous pavement. Through initiatives like OneNYC, the
City is developing plans to address these concerns – many of which are great, some of which
have been rolled out, but more, immediate action is needed, not more review and report
milestones. The City has the power to immediately require a sea change in our urban
infrastructure ecosystem, but has not yet fully committed to that target; Riverkeeper urges the
Council to demand this change in the City’s approval activities.

•

Using the Waterfront. As we patrol the City’s waterways, Riverkeeper sees lot after lot along
the water’s edge occupied by parking lots, open storage sites, warehouses, and other uses that do
not rely on the water for transportation, for materials handling, or even for aesthetics. These sites,
in short, could be anywhere – a parking lot is a parking lot, and warehouses are warehouses.
Riverkeeper is very cognizant of the role that industrial business zones play in communities – not
the least of which is economic resiliency – but more eco-region-wide planning seems to be called
for along our waterfronts. These coastal sites have enormous value if they would be used as green
spaces (to absorb stormwater), as wetlands (to filter debris and shelter fisheries), and as open
areas that could host resiliency infrastructure (such as berms, barriers, and evacuation routes),
water access points, or community open space. Each of these uses contribute positively to local
community sustainability, safety, and resiliency – more so when multiple uses are made of these
sites. At the very least, if waterfront sites not in industrial business zones were tied to waterfront
uses (including trade, transportation, or ecosystem services), our communities could recover more
quickly after the next storm as they take advantage of these access points. Riverkeeper asks that
the Council push City Planning to take a cumulative look at some of the key waterfront
communities in need of sustainability and resiliency guidance that are not receiving
comprehensive plans under OneNYC (e.g., Sunset Park, Greenpoint-Williamsburg Waterfront,
Harlem River, Flushing Bay, or Bronx River and Westchester Creek in the Bronx).
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•

Community, Climate, and Program Integration. Beyond the work already proposed in
OneNYC, Riverkeeper asks that the Council and the Mayor prioritize community-based climate
readiness planning requirements and strategies such as those required of City agencies in 2012
upon the passage of Council law Int 834-A (2012). Specifically, we ask that the Council work to
ensure compliance with that law’s requirement for development of communications strategies to
ensure that all city residents can be informed about how to deal with impacts of climate change,
from extreme temperatures, more intense storms and higher sea levels. This issue is particularly
relevant today; the State DEC is in the process of issuing a set of scientifically defensible sea
level rise projections, the City DEP is in the process of building an environmental risk and
stormwater control communication strategy as part of the newly-issued “MS4” permit, and
rainfall patterns (including, largely, how rainfall patterns are changing) are a key element in the
community-level conversations and comment periods going on citywide as part of the Long Term
Control Plan process for abating combined sewer discharges. In short, robust, defensible, and upto-date climate information, disseminated to communities and integrated across the City’s
programs, is vital to the future of our City.

•

Enforcement. Over all of these issues, enforcement might be the most crucial. The Council could
implement the best policy solutions available for coastal resiliency and they’d be for naught
without implementation and enforcement. The Open Industrial Use Study recommendations
could be locked in and promulgated, but they’d create no lasting changes without enforcement.
Green infrastructure could be installed on every right of way throughout the City, but it wouldn’t
function over the longer term without maintenance and enforcement. As we patrol the City’s
waterways, we see countless cases of booms askew, debris falling into the water, sites operating
outside of their stormwater management plans, and debris, chemicals, waste, soils, and oils being
stored, dumped, and abandoned – all without universal enforcement. The City’s DEP, the State’s
DEC, and citizen watchdogs like Riverkeeper are working hard, and at the extent (or beyond) of
their capabilities, but more needs to be done. We ask that the Council work to give the agencies
the tools they need to enforce the suite of resiliency, ecosystem, and environmental protection
measures being implemented as part of Superstorm Sandy recovery.

*

*

*

To close, with structured Council oversight demanding a thorough implementation of the
outcomes of OneNYC studies and action plans, the City can position itself well in terms of
ability to cope with the next Superstorm, rising sea levels, and an increasing population.
Riverkeeper looks forward to working with the Council and the City on this initiative in the
future.
Thank you again for this opportunity to testify.
/s/
Sean Dixon
NYC Staff Attorney
Riverkeeper, Inc.

Mr. Costa Constantinides
Chair, Committee on Environmental Protection
250 Broadway, Suite 1808,
New York, NY 10007
212-788-6963
Mr. Mark Treyger
Chair, Committee on Recovery and Resiliency
250 Broadway, Suite 1785
New York, NY 10007
212-788-7045
Re: OneNYC - Review of the City’s Resiliency and Sustainability Plans
Dear Chairs Constantinides and Treyger,
OneNYC is a clear, continued commitment by the City to the goals of sustainability and
resiliency. At the Science and Resilient Institute at Jamaica Bay (Institute), the region’s
leading universities are excited to partner with the City to support a healthy and
resilient city, including especially the coast.
In OneNYC, the Office of Resiliency and Recovery critically acknowledges the goal to
bounce back and emerge stronger. Resilience includes the ability to continually adapt.
No single strategy can accomplish this goal, which is why the broad scope of strategies
in OneNYC is appropriate and needed. Within this scope, the role of science and
research remain clear. We support a process of continual learning and innovation,
identifying where strategies increase resilience and clarifying where adaptation is
necessary.
In Jamaica Bay, improving resilience is a priority for many of the region’s public
agencies, Jamaica Bay is a heavily populated coastal region with high economic and
ecosystem value that has experienced significant historical disturbance and
concentrated impacts from events such as Hurricane Sandy. Because of the complexity
of conditions with multiple uses and the magnitude of stresses, Jamaica Bay is an
important test bed for developing approaches that can help to strengthen coastal
resilience.
The Institute looks forward to providing the science and research required to inform
the ongoing development and implementation of OneNYC.
Sincerely,
Adam Parris

Science and Resilience Institute @ Jamaica Bay | Brooklyn College | 2900 Bedford Avenue, Brooklyn, NY 11210

Testimony by Michael Menser, Brooklyn College
for RE:

Oversight: OneNYC - Review of the City's Resiliency and
Sustainability Plans, December 14th, 10am, City Hall
My name is Dr. Michael Menser, I teach Philosophy and Urban Sustainability Studies at
Brooklyn College and the CUNY Graduate Center and work with the Science and Resilience
Institute at Jamaica Bay (SRI@JB). I am also an active member of the faculty and staff union
at CUNY, the Professional Staff Congress (AFT) and President of the Participatory Budgeting
Project. My testimony is informed by all these connections but it is on behalf of myself as an
individual. My theme today is that making NYC more resilient is going to require a true
commitment to establishing regular channels of community participation at various levels
of government and if that is not done, well intentioned top-down proposals could actually
further displace and endanger people and even entire neighborhoods.
This past weekend in Paris, 200 world leaders put the finishing touches on a landmark deal
to actively respond to the climate crisis. The time is right for major action and NYC has
already begun to take it. Mayor’s Bloomberg’s PlaNYC put NYC on a course to reduce its
carbon footprint by 30% and the SIRR aims to spend 20 billion to enhance resiliency. But as
Mayor De Blasio’s One New York plan makes perfectly clear: a truly sustainable and
resilient NYC requires inclusion and equity. Compared to PlaNYC and the SIRR, One New
York makes significant improvements with respect to both inclusion and equity. Resilience
requires addressing climate change and economic inequality, and One New York’s focus on
affordable housing, workforce development and transportation offer hope, if not always
specifics, in actually creating a more equitable city with respect to its physical and social
infrastructures. However, One New York gives much less attention to community
participation. Without robust and regular community participation, the One New York plan
could waste millions of dollars on projects that don't respond to community needs. Even
worse, it could put 100s of thousands of people at risk of displacement not just from rising
sea levels but rising rents. To put it bluntly, without robust and regular community
participation, the One New York plan could make us less safe, less resilient, and more
unequal. Yet, unlike the problem of global climate change, the problem of local public input
is solveable in a short-term framework. My remarks today will focus on this incredible
opportunity to make create a process for a democratic resilience across all 5 boroughs.
There are elements in One New York that offers glimpses of sucha democratic
resilience. The plan mentions community participation on two different levels. The first is
at the level of community-institutional infrastructure:
“Goal: All New Yorkers will have access to high- quality, conveniently located,
community-based City resources that promote civic engagement and enable
residents to thrive.” (One NY 2015, 126)
One New York aims to enhance or proliferate community based infrastructure such as
libraries, schools, workforce development centers, and small business services, as well as
care new community health hubs and further support community based organizations and
settlement houses; all of these are essential grassroots spaces that enables residents to
respond to both climate change and the inequality crisis: they are places to create social
cohesion, share knowledge, and as well as locations for after school programs and job
training. But for this infrastructure to be properly developed and utilized, community input

and collaboration is necessary. And this is where One New York is much less clear: how is
this participation in planning and governance to occur? To quote the plan:
This plan enhances the focus on strengthening communities by building the
community, social, and economic resiliency of our neighborhoods. It will include a
new emphasis on deepening resident, non-profit, and business participation in
emergency planning, and exploring social cohesion as a strategy for resiliency,
which would include forming a task force to study the role of community
institutions, like houses of worship and community-based organizations, in
resiliency planning. (One NY 2015, 219)
It is at the level of planning and implementation that we are most concerned. Community
participation is necessary to make sure that community priorities are being addressed,
projects are developed with community needs and aspirations in mind, the process of
implementation does not displace but instead reduces inequality and enhances community
resilience capacity through partnerships and contracts with groups that are experts in their
sector and have the trust of the respective communities. And communities must be active
in project review and monitoring; regular feedback is absolutely necessary because both the
economic and ecological crises are dynamic situations and communities and agencies will
need to make adjustments as conditions change. Communities then are not just necessary
for the effective functioning of projects and programs, they also in many cases best know
the impacts and effectiveness of the projects. For example, DEP is currently constructing
bioswales throughout Brooklyn and Queens. For these flood mitigation and biodiversity
enhancing spaces to function well, the sites must be properly maintained (the plantings
cared for and sites kept free of trash and debris). This requires community vigilance and
skill. Also, local community members will possess important information about how these
sites function during rain events. But for this to happen agency-communication must be
well supported and long term.
We are not calling for public participation in every decision--we don't think that there
should be a series of public meetings on the proper width of sewage pipes--but there are
many programs and projects that should be vetted by the public at the beginning of the
process, others should be commented on during the proposal generation stage (as in
participatory budgeting). This is not only democratic, it can potentially save the city
millions of dollars by avoiding implementing projects that don't meet community needs. In
other cases, it might be appropriate for the public to choose the project to insure that the
project is in sync with community wants and aspirations. For example, recent discussions
about expanded ferry service has shown the complexity of transportation issues. Yes,
ferries are in many ways a resilient form of transportation in the context of rising sea levels
for a jurisdiction made up of several islands. But who will have access to them? How much
will they cost? How will they impact on the interrelationships among neighborhoods in
terms of jobs, schools, social service delivery and recreation? These are tough questions
that MUST have community input to be adequately answered. And if the city plows ahead
without such interactive collaboration, millions of dollars could be misspent and
neighborhoods could become more vulnerable.
There is a section in One New York on “Diverse and Inclusive Government” which calls
attention too the important issue of the demographics of the city workforce and its
education. Yet, although an extensive academic literature has shown that community

participation is necessary for both efficacy and equity1, One New York does not utilize such
mechanisms or talk about the need for community diversity in the governance process.
This is especially disappointing because some such processes are already in play in NYC.
Not only have community boards played key roles in introducing community input in terms
of planning and zoning, but participatory budgeting has brought 10s of thousands of new
Yorkers into the proposal generation process for capital budgets. In depth meetings such as
those convened by the Alliance for a Just Rebuilding and the NYC Environmental Justice
Alliance have produced powerful reports on community needs and policy proposals. And
specific planning processes such as those conducted by DEP and Parks have shown that
meaningful public engagement can be done such that community needs are addressed in
planning, and in implementation. The Jamaica Bay Task Force and the recently formed
Science and Resilience Institute at Jamaica offer a model for not just “listening to
stakeholders,” but developing long term relationships among communities, CBOs, city (and
state and federal) agencies, and elected officials. I think that this interactive triad—of
communities working with agencies and elected officials--is innovative and crucial; this is
not just outreach and information sharing, it is a ground breaking social-public
collaboration that could make NYC a global leader in both climate justice and democratic
resilience.
To conclude, in my discussion with colleagues, community actors, and advocates, what is
needed is a community participation process that is not a just another town hall meeting or
community survey, but a regular supported multistage process that is long term. And it
needs to be plugged into the city governance structure at the appropriate level: with city
council, but also with the Mayor’s office (MORR), and the appropriate city agencies (such as
DCP, DEP, NYCHA, HPD, DOT, DOE) Such a process could be anchored by a working group
made up of academic researchers, community based organizations and advocates and
representatives from city government. It could be similar to the recently launched SRI at JB
but expanded across the city or region. Such a working group could build familiarity and
trust among CBOs and researchers working on enhancing community resilience capacity
and inform the planning and implementation processes of the One New York Plan. It could
also develop “indicators” to measure and track equity and community resilience in each
neighborhood; make policy recommendations and proposal for capital projects and
programs; and propose specific communication channels and support mechanisms for long
term relationship building between communities and city agencies. CUNY would be an ideal
site for such a gathering and process. With its 26 campuses spread across all five boroughs,
the incredible linguistic and cultural diversity of its 500,000 plus students, and the expertise
and government and community connections of its 20,000 plus faculty and staff, the city’
public university system is uniquely situated to address one of the most daunting challenges
of resilience: the social and technical dimensions of effectively reaching all the relevant
communities.2
Keck, Markus and Patrick Sakdapolrak 2013. “What is Social Resilience? Lessons Learned and
Ways Forward.” Erkunde: Vo. 67. No. 1, 5-19.
2 There are already several models of multi-sector groups working on NYC sustainability and
resilience including the NYC Panel on Climate, SRI JB, and NYECJA. None of their missions aims to
have adequate geographic, demographic AND sector diversity to respond to One New York with
respect to its implementation. However, we aim to integrate the expertise and experience of the
aforemetioned to this group—and in no way aim to displace them relative to their jurisdictions or
communities.
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Seminar Structure and Budget for Democratic Resilience Working Group
Hosts/partners: the CUNY Institute for Sustainable Cities, the Doctoral Program in Earth
and Environmental Sciences (CUNY Graduate Center), the Murphy Institute (School of
Professional Studies), the Science and Resilience Institute at Jamaica Bay (based at Brooklyn
College).
Requirements/Budget:
Steering Committee (Feb-Aug 2016)
5-9 members
$50,000
WORKING GROUP (Sept 2016-May 2017)
-a seminar space available for 2 and a half hours a week, for 32 weeks over the course of the
Fall 2016-Spring 2017 academic calendar.
(CUNY in kind contribution)
-Administrative staff time for seminar logistics: 5 hours a week.
$30,000
-Food/events:
$10,000
-9 hours of reassigned time for two full time faculty members
($60,000)
-6 hours of reassigned time for 15 faculty members
($300,000)
-$50,000 for bi weekly commitment for each Community based organization (8-10):
$400,000-500,000

TOTAL Budget:
$850,000-950,000

Seminar Structure:
A two hour meeting, once a week, for 32 weeks (Sept 2016– May 2017);
-academics attend every week; CBOs every two weeks; agencies every month
Format: the seminar would be led by four co chairs (two CUNY faculty, two Community
based organization leaders); in each session, the co chairs would set the agenda and lead
the discussion re: the topic at hand. Some sessions will break up into groups of 5 for
facilitated more intimate discussion with report backs at the end; others will be full group
discussions.
Product: 1) for each sector “best” practices most appropriate for NYC re: the One New York
plan will be identified. A formal summary and more readable white paper will be generated
for each sector (e.g. best practices for workforce development re: One New York and
concerns for implementation…) The goal is to generate summaries that are usable for
outreach to key stakeholders (electeds, community leaders, agency employees, etc) 2)
during the last four weeks of the seminar, the working group will deliberate so as to make
recommendations for how city government should be restructured so as to integrate
community need, aspirations, and knowledges into future planning and redevelopment with
respect to priority setting, budget allocation, proposal generation, project review and
monitoring. 3) Specific policy proposals would be made.
FALL 2016: Focus on SIRR and One New York Plan by Sectors
Week 1: introduction to the SIRR plan and the One New York Plan; relevant history of NYC
in terms of built environment; “getting to know each other” exercises for researchers and
CBOs; orientation to the concepts of urban sustainability and socio-ecological resilience.
Weeks 2: One New York’s views of economic development; comparative analyses of
inclusive democratic models of economic development from other cities;
Weeks 3-4: Public Health
Weeks 5-6: Sewage and water management; hard and soft infrastructure
Weeks 7-8: Affordable Housing and Housing;
Weeks 9-10: Renewable and Resilient Energy
Weeks 11-2: Transportation and the Right to the City
Weeks 13-4: Workforce Development
Weeks 15-6: Summary of findings: concerns re: implementation and best practices
Spring 2017: Focus on SIRR and One New York Plan by Geography/Neighborhood
Week 1: geography of the NYC metropolitan region: infrastructure, ecology, demographics
Weeks 2-3: Manhattan
Weeks 4-5: Brooklyn
Weeks 6-7: Queens
Weeks 8-9: Staten Island
Weeks 10-11: Bronx
Weeks: 12-13 Governance and education for adaptive management
Week 14: Governance and programs for public engagement, “extension” and enhancing
community resilience capacity
Weeks 15-6: Governance and proposals for community-public partnerships for regular and
robust community input into agencies and departments re: ongoing redevelopment and
planning for sustainability and resilience.

Proposal for a CUNY based Working Group on Democratic Resilience and the
equitable implementation of Mayor Deblasio’s “One New York: the Plan for a Strong
and Just City.”
Summary of Proposal: to form a working group focused on enhancing social economic and
environmental resilience in NYC‘s communities especially with respect to the
implementation of Mayor De Blasio’s “One New York: a Plan for a Strong and Just City.” The
working group (WG) will be made up of academic researchers, community based
organizations and advocates and, as appropriate, representatives from city government.
The WG would meet from September 2016-May 2017.1 The purpose of the WG is to over
the course of the year: 1) share ongoing academic and community-based research and
advocacy work; 21) build familiarity and trust among CBOs and researchers working on
enhancing community resilience capacity; 2) discuss how to promote effective, equitable,
inclusive, and democratic implementation of the One New York plan (including developing
“social indicators” to measure and track equity and community resilience in each
neighborhood); and, 3) at the end of the year (may 2016) propose specific communication
channels and support mechanisms for long term relationship building between
communities and city agencies: re: implementation of One New York over the next ten years
and beyond; 5) make policy recommendations and proposal for capital projects and
programs.
The WG would be located at CUNY hosted and co-sponsored by the CUNY Institute for
Sustainable Cities and co-sponsored by the NYC Environmental Justice Alliance, the
Doctoral Program in Earth and Environmental Sciences (CUNY Graduate Center), the
Murphy Institute (School of Professional Studies), the Science and Resilience Institute at
Jamaica Bay (based at Brooklyn College).
Timeline and Structure of the WG: regular meetings over one year
Because increasing community resilience capacity requires both knowledge sharing and
trust, we are proposing that this WG meet regularly over the course of a year (Sept 2016May 2017) focusing on the implementation of One New York. At each meeting, academic
and CBO researchers would present in depth analyses of the plan and analyses of best
practices from comparable urban areas relevant to the needs and aspirations of the
community based organizations and advocates.
For example, a major theme of One New York is workforce development. For this section,
the WG would convene those communities most in need of it, those NYC organizations with
experience in setting up and running such programs, and researchers which have studied
different models of workforce development both in NYC and in other cities with comparable
populations and needs. The same kind of format would be brought to bear for other parts of
the plan and sectors including housing, transportation, water and sewage, public health,
economic development, and education.2
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Planning and outreach for the WG will take place in Winter/Spring 2016 with the
formation of a steering committee made up of a representative from each of the hosts/cosponsors and a representative from a community based organization from each sector. The
steering committee would also work with NYC government and funders in the spring to set
up the proper support and communication network.

This principle focus of this WG is redevelopment not emergency response. Also,
because of complicated jurisdictional issues, energy is less a focus of One New York.
2

Composition of the WG:
Resilience requires many different kinds of knowledges and actors, from specialized
scientists in hydrology and sanitation to electrical and mechanical engineers. It also
requires many different kinds of actors, from agency employees and elected officials to
professional NGO staff and unpaid community based advocates. The WG would be led by
two co-chairs (on from CUNY, one community based) and comprised of academic and non
academic researchers, community based organizations and advocates, representatives from
government in the aforementioned sectors.3
Location of WG: CUNY
Because of the wide array of knowledges needed and the incredible geographic and
democracy diversity of NYC communities, we would draw from institutions across all five
boroughs but the WG would be based at CUNY. With its 26 campuses spread across all five
boroughs, the incredible linguistic and cultural diversity of its 500,000 plus students, and
the expertise and government and community connections of its 20,000 plus faculty and
staff, the city’ public university system is uniquely situated to address one of the most
daunting challenges of resilience: the social and technical dimensions of effectively reaching
all the relevant communities.4
Next Steps
To construct and manage the working group, we will form a Steering Committee of 5-9
members to start meeting in January 2016. The purpose of the steering committee is to
begin the outreach for the WG, make sure it is diverse in terms of sector expertise,
geography and constituency, secure the resources necessary for it to function, set the
agenda, and create the connections to the appropriate city officials and agencies and
funders. And support/enable CBOs from affected communities to determine local priorities
for neighborhood based work.
All these tasks must be undertaken BEFORE the WG meets in order for it to pursue its three
goals (see 1st paragraph).

Several organizations from all of these types have already been contacted and have given input into
this proposal. Relevant government agencies include DEP, DIMH, HPD, NYCHA, DEC (NY
3

state), DCP, US Parks Service, Mayor’s Office of Recovery and Resiliency.

There are already several models of multi-sector groups working on NYC
sustainability and resilience including the NYC Panel on Climate, SRI JB, NYECJA, …
None of their missions aims to have adequate geographic, demographic AND sector
diversity to respond to One New York with respect to its implementation. However,
we aim to integrate the expertise and experience of the aforemetioned to this
group—and in no way aim to displace them relative to their jurisdictions or
communities.
4

Testimony by Marc Matsil, The Trust for Public Land before the NYC Council
Committee on Recovery and Resiliency December 14, 2015

666 Broadway
Ninth Floor
New York, NY
10012
t: 212.677.7171
f: 212.353.2052
tpl.org

Good Afternoon. My name is Marc Matsil, and I am the New York State Director
for the Trust for Public Land. For more than 40 years the Trust for Public Land, a
national non-profit organization with a robust presence in NYC, has conserved land
for people to enjoy as parks, playgrounds, gardens and other natural places, ensuing
livable and resilient communities for generations to come. More than four million
NYC residents now live within a 10-minute walk of a Trust for Public Land park,
playground, garden or natural area.
We are very pleased to partner with, and applaud the City of New York on their
timely application for a National Disaster Resiliency Competition (NDRC) grant to
HUD—which builds on the important work of OneNYC (vision 4). In the advent of
more severe climate-driven weather events, and recognition by the City and global
leaders of the threats and devastating impacts of Sea Level Rise and episodic weather
events on our neighborhoods and regional economy, the City is better prepared to
address many of the challenges. The role of land conservation and resilient green
infrastructure parkland development as buffers that protect our communities and
water quality has never been more important. As the Trust for Public Land's Return
on Investment Study shows, every $1 invested on land and water conservation
produces a $7 economic return for New York that supports local businesses and
better protects neighborhoods. .
In fact, the Trust for Public Land has a long history of working with the City on a
multitude of projects, including open space conservation in FEMA flood zones,
greenway development that encourages alternative transportation that reduces the Cfootprint, conservation of upstate watershed lands that protects drinking water for 10million New Yorkers, and the community and student-driven design and construction
of more than 70 inner-City Playgrounds. These include award-winning green
infrastructure playgrounds, designed and constructed by TPL, in partnership with the
NYC Department of Education, School Construction Authority, the Department of
Environmental Protection and the community. TPL also works with the Port
Authority of NY & NJ to conserve and remediate coastal and flood-prone lands. In
2014, following the conservation of land in NW Staten Island, and in partnership
with NYC Parks and the PA, TPL remediated, designed and constructed NYC’s first
new post-Sandy resilient waterfront park. These new (and older) green infrastructure
sites are examples of innovative design that provide significant multiple benefits.
Cumulatively, tens of millions of gallons of stormwater are absorbed—and at our
waterfront park sites—the new designs incorporate bioswales (with flood tolerant
plants), undulating topography, dune buffers, and permeable pavers that help buffer
and reduce storm impacts to our neighborhoods. As importantly, the new and
enhanced parks provide millions of children the opportunity to recreate in new park
spaces, helping to reduce obesity and diabetes—and provide shading through
enhanced tree planting that reduces urban heat island impacts and carbon footprint.
The City has brilliantly framed the NDRC application to couple innovative and
adaptive engineering, with green infrastructure design technologies. As part of the
NDRC process, the Trust for Public Land will undertake Green Infrastructure park

and open space projects that will be capable of managing stormwater, reducing flooding, buffering
the vulnerable neighborhoods, and protecting existing infrastructure. Importantly, TPL projects are
always completed with robust community input – through its hallmark participatory design and
stewardship process. All of our programs provide multiple benefits – from educational programs, to
access, to active and diverse recreation opportunities. They are also completed in a timely manner.
TPL recently developed a NYC Decision Support Tool, in cooperation with the City, Columbia and
Drexel Universities. This web-based GIS tool supports and assesses high priority areas for green
infrastructure investment, to reduce the impact and damage on critical infrastructure and socially
vulnerable populations. The development of this tool has been funded by the Rockefeller
Foundation, a NOAA Crest grant, and private donors. It incorporates research (led by Columbia
University, Drexel University, and The Trust for Public Land), and assesses the performance of
green infrastructure during Hurricane Sandy and the social resilience aspects of impacted
communities. The NYC Decision Support Tool will be used throughout the NDRC project in lower
Manhattan and two bridges neighborhoods (and elsewhere) to inform strategic site selection and
maximize impact of investments. TPL will work with the City and provide services for Coastal
Protection and Recreation through Resilient Park Spaces in Lower Manhattan.
Community Engagement and Participatory Design Process. During the NDRC process, TPL will
work with the City and engage the communities and students in its notable participatory design
process, an integral part of our program TPL engages community residents, students and
organizations, as well as local leaders in the design process. The Trust for Public Land leads a 3month participatory design program that brings community members together with The Trust for
Public Land’s landscape architects and engineers to design a site that meets the community's unique
needs and culture. Once the renovated park or schoolyard is opened, The Trust for Public Land
makes a 10-year stewardship commitment to the site by providing tree- and plant-care assistance,
environmental education workshops, and grants for after-school programming that help keep the
sites safe and vibrant centers of community life.
Design of Resilient Park Spaces. These sites would be capable of absorbing several million gallons
of stormwater, thus serving as a retention zone for storm-driven events, while also helping to buffer
and protect existing, vulnerable infrastructure. These resilient park spaces that will be designed for
lower Manhattan may be similar to the TPL’s recently constructed Heritage Park in Staten Island.
Green Infrastructure Fitness Zones and playgrounds will be integrated into the design. The multiple
benefits to the community are notable.
The Trust for Public Land applauds the City’s innovative approach in the NDRC application. The
City should be extremely proud of its post-Sandy progress as expressed in OneNYC, the NDRC
application, commitment to reduce the C-footprint, and the necessary steps that will help to address
the very real threats to the City’s infrastructure and our neighborhoods. This multi-pronged
approach offers the necessary, added protection for our neighborhoods and businesses, protects
jobs, and provides multiple benefits for our children. Your support and vison has translated into a
more resilient New York City.

