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Instead of formatting this as a traditional paper, I wanted to discuss my interest and 

thoughts on Vision 2020, and then accompany it with my research findings. As it has been 

established, I am a novice in environmental matters. However, I have always been a 

person who is interested in fully knowing their surroundings, beyond obvious surface 

knowledge; I have also always enjoyed history, which I think has aided me in my foray into 

environmental studies. It is imperative to know the issues and surroundings of the past and 

use it as a helpful contextual reference to understand the future. With that being said, I 

came across Vision 2020 briefly when I was working on my interview blog post. I just 

wanted to look into some current developments happening on the waterfront to make my 

questions as relevant as possible. When I asked my person, Kara Gilmour, Director of 

Education and Stewardship for the Brooklyn Bridge Park Conservancy, what her thoughts 

were on Vision 2020 she said: “The Comprehensive Waterfront Plan that it is based on is 

woefully out of date, having been first developed in 1992. I commend the extensive efforts 

of the New York City Department of Planning and MWA to include the many stakeholders 

of the harbor in the updated plan. This is not an easy task but will only serve to create a 

more accurate and comprehensive plan that reflects the issues of the harbor today.”  

Her answer, as well as what I briefly read, intrigued me because they generally 

reflected positive sentiments. However, her opening, mildly negative jab, peaked my 

interest even more. Thus, when I saw this as an option for a final project, I wanted to 



pursue it because it was something I was familiar with, a rarity in environmental matters for 

me, and thought that I would be able to efficiently expand on and fully research.  

After looking into Vision 2020 more comprehensively, my thoughts are essentially in 

concurrence with Kara Gilmour. I feel that it is a really positive initiative that has the 

potential to significantly alter the way New Yorkers interact with the waterfront, increasing 

their recreational space and access to nature. However, I feel that it is extremely broad 

and incredibly ambitious, potentially to its detriment. At the time that this “goes to press”, it 

is difficult to make a more informative analysis, as the official plan will not be released for a 

few weeks. Similarly, due to its tentative stage and its emphasis on community feedback, it 

is difficult to completely criticize the wide net that Vision 2020 casts, as I’m sure it will be 

more focused when officially released, especially when financials become involved. 

Nonetheless, the tentative plans outlined in drafts are really positive and encouraging and 

could really diversify and expand the urban experience for a wide range of New Yorkers in 

all five boroughs. I especially commend the plan for so thoroughly examining the 

waterfront, and doing so from a use perspective as opposed to geographically. I also like 

that the plan took careful measures to take into account all possible stakeholder 

perspectives and ways that the city can benefit from both market and societal objectivity. 

By so fervently encouraging the active and ongoing participation of the community, the 

plan has exponentially greater chances of success, as the process was so inclusive, giving 

the public an opportunity to craft their own user experience, which is vital. 

I also commend this revamped plan’s inclusion of what has been coined “The Blue 

Network”, or the network of waterways that connect the city’s boroughs. It appears that 



these channels have been paid little attention as of late and their inclusion in Vision 2020 is 

commendable and shows how thorough and comprehensive the revised plan is. 

With that being said, some concerns I would express about Vision 2020 is its’ 

potential to alter the waterfront, and possibly taint it, with too many commercial endeavors. 

I feel like it’s easy for residential and commercial developers to bypass bureaucratic red 

tape with the encouragement of the city for the sake of quickly implementing Vision 2020. 

It puts the city in a favorable light, as it appears that they have done good on their promise 

in a relatively efficient manor. There needs to be a precise, fine line that is very clearly 

spelled out when it comes to the matter of development. If not, it is possible to further 

alienate New Yorkers from their waterfront, all for the sake of the bottom line. I feel that I 

am discussing this in severe, worst case scenario terms, but it should be a real 

consideration for concerned community members who want positive measures 

implemented. 

Ultimately, Vision 2020 is a wonderful initiative on the city’s part and development of 

any one of the numerous proposals being discussed will be beneficial to New Yorkers. The 

plan’s intelligence lies in its consideration of a wide variety of New Yorkers and the range 

of potential uses, spanning everything from industry to recreation and beyond. In 

developing the final, concrete plan, a concern would be that the plan fairly reflects interests 

of both the stakeholder and the shareholder, meaning that the priority is expansion of 

public access and not just an enabler of commercial development. It will be interesting to 

follow the developments of Vision 2020 and see the process of New Yorkers developing a 

relationship with the waterfront, an invaluable resource that can positively impact us all.  



 
VISION 2020 RESEARCH  
-INTRODUCTION 

New York harbor consists of over 500 miles of waterfront in length and is regarded 

as the longest and most diverse municipal shoreline in the nation. Over 200 miles of New 

York’s waterfront is publicly accessible waterfront space, meaning it is enjoyed in the 

capacities of parks as well as private property. New York City’s maritime industry sustains 

31,800 direct and indirect jobs, generating $1.3 billion in tax revenue. As we have 

discussed in class, New York harbor is considered to be the cleanest it has been in nearly 

a century. 90,000 commuters use the waterways daily, an example that illustrates what a 

vital resource New York City’s waterways are in multiple capacities. 

-VISION 2020 PROJECT OVERVIEW	  

The Department of City Planning is currently preparing a comprehensive plan for      

the over 500 miles of New York City’s waterfront, defined as New York Harbor and its 

tributaries, creeks and bays. Entitled Vision 2020, it will build on the original 

Comprehensive Waterfront Plan, published in 1992, and the city’s experience over the 

past 18 years trying to set forth a new long range vision for a 21st Century NYC 

waterfront. Specifically, Vision 2020 will identify key opportunities for improving NYC’s 

waterfront and outline strategies to realize this new vision.  

          The City’s original Comprehensive Waterfront Plan established a framework for the 

citywide reclamation of the waterfront, guiding land use decisions along New York City’s 

shoreline for the last 18 years. The plan recognized the diversity of the waterfront and the 

importance of balancing the needs of environmentally sensitive natural areas and the 



working waterfront with opportunities for public access, open space, housing and 

commercial activity.  

          Since 1992, as a result of the original Comprehensive Waterfront Plan, New York 

City has made great progress in redefining its waterfront as a critical asset, understanding 

the sense of place it can create, and reconnecting New Yorkers to the water as an 

additional form of open space. It is estimated that since 1992, the city has increased 

publicly accessible waterfront by approximately 29 miles of shoreline with an additional 13 

miles in progress, fundamentally altering the city’s landscape for generations to come. At 

the same time, critical environmental habitats have been preserved and areas for maritime 

uses, balancing the many functions the NYC waterfront performs for its residents. 

         The Department of City Planning is required by local law to complete Vision 2020 by 

December 31, 2010 and to revise the report every 10 years thereafter to ensure that the 

city’s waterfront policies are updated. 

          Vision 2020 is one component of the Waterfront Vision and Enhancement Strategy. 

The other component is the New York City Waterfront Action Agenda that will set forth 

priority initiatives to be implemented within three years. Together, the initiatives will provide 

a blueprint for the City to balance competing critical uses and conservation.  

          Vision 2020 will identify key opportunities for improving the waterfront and outline 

strategies to achieve these goals, setting forth a new long range vision for a 21st Century 

NYC waterfront. Building on the original 1992 plan and a strong set of existing policies 

regulating NYC’s waterfront, Vision 2020 will:  

 
 



• Set out a vision for the city’s waterfront for the next 10 years (2010 – 2020). 
 
• Provide an assessment of waterfront resources to include the current opportunities 

and challenges.  
 
• Develop planning policy alternatives for discussion with the public, and in 

consultation with appropriate governmental agencies and elected officials. 
 
• Provide a statement of the planning policy of the Department of City Planning, and 

proposals for implementing the planning policy by amendment of the zoning 
resolution, development of plans or otherwise. 

 
          The revitalization of the waterfront has been accompanied by significant 

improvements in water quality, presenting new but untapped opportunities for the use of 

the water by the public.  However, with these new opportunities come new challenges.  

Issues such as climate change and sustainability, which were not addressed as part of the 

original plan, will be integral to Vision 2020 and beyond. Vision 2020 will include the 

following components:  

• Expanding public access to the waterfront on public and private property. 
 
• Enlivening the waterfront with attractive uses, high-quality public spaces, and 

publicly oriented water-dependent uses, integrated with adjacent upland 
communities. 

 
• Supporting economic development activity on the working waterfront. 
 
• Restoring degraded natural waterfronts and protecting wetlands and shorefront 

habitats.  
 
• Enhancing the public experience of the “blue network” by expanding waterborne 

transportation, in-water recreation, as well as water-oriented educational and 
cultural activities. 

 
• Maintaining and improving the environmental quality of our water bodies. 
 
• Pursuing strategies to improve the sustainability of the city’s waterfront, including 

increasing resilience to climate change and projected sea-level rise. 
The ‘Blue Network’ section of the plan will take the form of a coordinate  



framework for the future of the city’s network of water bodies that connects    
           the boroughs and reaches across the four functional elements of the plan –  
           the natural waterfront, the public waterfront, the working waterfront, and  
           the redeveloping mixed use waterfront. It will identify significant  
           opportunities for expanding the use of the water for transportation,  
           recreation, education and improving water quality, but also for the first time  
           address the challenges of global warming and sea-level rise. 

          To respond to these new challenges, the plan will articulate a general strategy for 

creating a more flood-resilient city, including studies of global best management practices 

for coastal management, shoreline protection, flood-resistant building design, and other 

climate change adaptation strategies in dense urban areas.   

          Based on City Planning’s inventory of the entire waterfront, a full range of issues 

have been established and will be addressed by the Comprehensive Waterfront Plan. 

These issues cover the full extent of the waterfront within the lens of five functional 

categories - The Natural, Public, Working, Mixed Use-Residential & Commercial, and the 

Blue Network. These categories represent the broad range of topics the plan will address 

and are not geographically distinct. The Blue Network is a new addition since the 1992 

Comprehensive Waterfront Plan and represents the water itself – the network of bays, 

rivers, inlets and streams that connect NYC’s boroughs, complete the city’s ecology and 

offer a diversity of uses and activities that extend city residents’ experience of the city 

beyond the edges of the land. These issues provide greater specificity than the goals and 

highlight the difficult decisions that lay ahead: 

• Protecting and Enhancing Habitat 

• Remediating Contamination of Land and Water 

• Improving Regulatory Predictability and Efficiency 



• Addressing Climate Change and Climate Resilience for Natural Systems 

• Improving Connectivity and Continuity of Public Access 

• Securing Funding Necessary to Construct and Operate Public Access 

• Strengthening the Economic Vitality of the Working Waterfront and Addressing 

Major Changes within the Port Industry 

• Providing Locations for Necessary Public Infrastructure 

• Increasing Environmental Stewardship of Waterfront Industrial Areas 

• Advancing Projects Planned and Approved 

• Remediating Contaminated Sites 

• Improving Infrastructure Capacity in Redeveloping Areas 

• Preserving Historic Properties on the Waterfront 

• Addressing Climate Change and Improving Resilience of Existing Buildings and 

New Waterfront 

• Providing Water Taxi and Ferry Service 

• Addressing Challenges of Waterborne Freight Movement 

• Planning for Waterborne Emergency Evacuation 

• Creating Provisions for In-Water Recreation 

• Increasing Public Awareness and Education of the City’s Waterways 

• Advancing Marine-Based Alternative Energy 

• Addressing Climate Resilience 

• Rebuilding Aging Bridges and Tunnels 

 



          These areas identified present an opportunity for enhancing the waterfront. 

Opportunities are not limited to new housing and commercial uses, but also include 

opportunities for new parks, the enhancement of natural resources, or new industrial uses. 

An opportunity site could provide:  

• Access to the water for recreational boating 

• A new public park or esplanade 

• New waterside restaurants or housing 

• The expansion of maritime industry 

• A nature preserve 

 
The development of this Plan is informed by an extensive public outreach process with 

three main phases: 
 

Phase 1: Identify Goals and Issues, Spring 2010 

          In this phase, City Planning will look to identify the full scope of goals and issues that 

the plan will seek to address. The first citywide public meeting to kick off the outreach 

process was held on April 8th, 2010. At this meeting, City Planning presented a 

preliminary set of goals and issues for public feedback. 

 

Phase 2: Identify Opportunities and Priorities, Summer 2010 

          During Phase 2, City Planning will study the whole length of the waterfront, following 

the framework of the 1992 Comprehensive Plan. Phase 2 will include a series of borough 

specific workshops, including breakout sessions addressing specific neighborhoods. 



These workshops are intended to go into site-specific locations, identifying specific 

opportunities and priorities. After five Borough specific workshops, a sixth workshop will 

focus on “the Blue Network” – issues that are not specific to any one borough but which 

affect the whole of the water, including waterborne transportation and recreation. This 

workshop will also address the city’s strategy for increased climate resiliency. 

Phase 3: Identify Recommendations, Fall 2010  

          A public meeting was held October 12th to identify the Draft Recommendations and 

solicit feedback in advance of issuing the new Comprehensive Waterfront Plan in 

December. Comments on the draft recommendations were due on November 12th. 

 
Ultimately, Vision 2020 can be boiled down to 4 outcomes: 

 

1. A vision for the city’s waterfront 

2. An assessment of waterfront resources 

3. Planning policy alternatives for discussion 

4. A statement of the planning policy and proposals for implementation 

 
In arriving at these outcomes, 6 firm goals have been developed for Vision 2020 and 

within that, draft programmatic representations have been developed. City planning is 

actively seeking community involvement, which they are receiving from conducting their 

public meetings and workshops, in addition to online feedback. With these 

recommendations, the City will decide which projects to pursue and further develop.  

 



These goals include:  

 
1. Expanding public access to the waterfront and waterways on public and private 

property for all New Yorkers and visitors alike and enliven the waterfront with 
attractive uses, high-quality public spaces, and publicly oriented water-dependent 
uses, integrated with adjacent upland communities. This can be achieved through:  

 

• Creating a more connected waterfront  

• Improving inspection, maintenance, and operations funding for the public 

waterfront 

• Protecting historic resources on the waterfront 

• Spurring reinvestment in the waterfront 

• Providing a varied experience on the waterfront 

• Ensuring high quality public open spaces 

 
2. Support economic development activity on the working waterfront. This can be 

achieved by: 
 

• Analyzing and promoting policies to support maritime and industrial 

businesses 

• Encouraging green technologies and practices to make waterfront industrial 

areas and ports throughout the city more environmentally sensitive and to 

reduce negative impacts on neighboring residential areas 

• Encouraging maritime training and recruitment programs 



• Creating maritime “hubs” to support workboat operations in geographically 

strategic areas. These hubs could consolidate maritime support activities 

such as repair and refueling 

• Prioritizing dredging projects to support industrial uses in navigable and 

formerly navigable channels adjacent to significant maritime and industrial 

areas 

• Collaborating with partners in the New York-New Jersey-Connecticut region 

to promote short sea shipping and bargaining by leveraging federal funding 

opportunities and other strategies 

• Establishing buffers adjacent to significant waterfront infrastructure for 

security and safety 

3. Restore degraded natural waterfronts, protect wetlands, and shorefront habitats, 
and improve the environmental quality of our water bodies. This can be obtained 
by:  

 

• Establishing a citywide plan and policies for wetlands and coastal habitats 

and designating an office or agency to track and coordinate citywide 

wetland and coastal habitat improvements  

• Developing programs such as wetland banking and in-lieu fees to expand 

the tools available in mitigating significant and unavoidable impacts to 

sensitive wetland resources 

• Targeting City-owned wetlands for restoration opportunities 



• Completing current NYC DEP projects to upgrade Water Pollution Control 

Plants to increase the system’s capacity and the level of treatment of 

discharged water 

• Promoting sustainable storm water management strategies on a watershed 

basis to improve water quality, including maximizing the use of green 

infrastructure and other controls 

• Promoting ecological restoration projects that encourage biodiversity with a 

focus on native species 

• Adapting the recommendations of the Draft Comprehensive Restoration 

Plan for the Hudson Raritan Estuary 

• Considering modification of the Waterfront Revitalization Program (WRP) to 

include additional designation of sites of ecological importance 

4. Enhance the public experience of the “Blue Network” by expanding waterborne 
transportation, on-water recreation, as well as water-oriented educational and 
cultural activities. This can be achieved by:   

 

• Promoting on-water recreation in suitable locations by establishing access 

points, docks, and on-shore facilities 

• With input from stakeholders, establishing design guidelines for in-water 

construction projects, such as piers and bulkheads, to meet structural and 

ecological goals and accommodating a wide variety of uses 

• Clarifying and enhancing regulatory and organizational mechanism to ensure 

safety of in-water recreation in order to reduce the potential conflict between 

the various users of the waterway 



• Increasing public knowledge and awareness of our waterfront and 

waterways 

• Exploring renewable energy opportunities at our waterfront and in our 

waterways 

• Increasing waterborne public transportation 

• Supporting NYC Office of Emergency Management’s creation of a plan for 

waterborne emergency evacuation to supplement other means of 

emergency evacuation 

• Increasing environmental stewardship of the waterways 

 
5. Pursue strategies to increase the City’s resilience to climate change and sea-level 

rise. This can be accomplished by: 
 

• Exploring a range of options that can be used where appropriate to protect 

against sea level rise and storm surges-for example, raising the land, levees, 

wave attenuating features, soft edges 

• Conducting a citywide strategic planning process for climate resilience 

• Analyzing urban design implication of more stringent flood protection standards 

for buildings 

• Working with FEMA to update flood maps to reflect increased coastal flooding 

risks 

• Modifying Waterfront Revitalization Programs to include policies for increasing 

climate resilience  

 



6. Increase the efficiency of waterfront construction and operations by:  
 

• Improving regulatory predictability and efficiency for waterfront permitting 

• Analyzing the options to streamline City operational procedures dealing with the 

waterfront and considering the establishment of a City office to oversee all 

operational matters of the waterfront 

• To make our waterways more usable for all forms of transport and keep them 

navigable, pursuing long-term dredged material management strategy 

	  

-1992 COMPREHENSIVE WATERFRONT PLAN: VISION 2020 

ORIGINS 

The 1992 Comprehensive Waterfront Plan was the first thorough inventory of the city’s 

entire waterfront and the Plan provided a framework to guide land use along the 

waterfront. The Plan identified and planned for four major functional categories to frame 

long-term land use decisions:  

• The Natural Waterfront: 

o comprising beaches, wetlands, wildlife habitats, sensitive ecosystems and 

the water itself.  

• The Public Waterfront: 

o  including parks, esplanades, piers, street ends, vistas and waterways that 

offer public open spaces and waterfront views.  

‘ 

 



• The Working Waterfront: 

o where water-dependent, maritime and industrial uses cluster or where 

various transportation and municipal facilities are dispersed.  

 

• The Redeveloping Waterfront:  

o where land uses have recently changed or where vacant and underutilized 

properties suggest potential for beneficial change. 

The 1992 Comprehensive Waterfront Plan represented the foundation for all 

waterfront policies in NYC and recommended a number of regulatory changes that 

have been largely implemented through two means: the Waterfront Revitalization 

Program and the Waterfront Zoning Amendments. 

The New York City Waterfront Revitalization Program (WRP) is the city's principal 

coastal zone management tool. As originally adopted in 1982 and revised in 1999, it 

establishes the city's policies for development and use of the waterfront and provides 

the framework for evaluating the consistency of all discretionary actions in the coastal 

zone with those policies. When a proposed project is located within the coastal zone 

and it requires a local, state, or federal discretionary action, a determination of the 

project's consistency with the policies and intent of the WRP must be made before the 

project can move forward. The WRP, as defined in 1999, is a critical tool to ensure that 

the overall goals for the NYC waterfront are met with each proposed project. Following 

the production of Vision 2020, the WRP will be updated to reflect the goals defined for 

the next 10 years.  



Following recommendations of the 1992 Comprehensive Waterfront Plan, the 

Zoning Resolution was revised in 1993 to include special regulations for waterfront 

properties. These regulations require new developments, except for industrial, low-

density residential and City infrastructure, to build and maintain waterfront public 

access areas. In 2009, the Zoning Resolution was further refined to address the public 

experience of the waterfront. The design requirements were updated to ensure they 

respond to the context and constraints of a diversity of waterfront locations to provide 

public access areas that are inviting to the public. In recent years, as a result of DCP 

initiatives and other private waterfront redevelopment projects, these rules have 

successfully produced public waterfront access areas in the city. 

An excerpt from the 1992 Comprehensive Waterfront Plan’s executive summary 

gives further insight into Vision 2020’s origins: 

“New York City's waterfront is a valuable but still untapped resource. Decades of 

declining maritime activity have left much of the city's waterfront dormant. Today, after 

years of neglect and revitalization attempts stalled by the clash of competing interests, 

New Yorkers are coming together to fulfill the public's claim to productive use and 

increased enjoyment of this resource.  

The Comprehensive Waterfront Plan proposed by the Department of City Planning 

responds to this extraordinary planning opportunity. For the first time in the city's history, it 

provides a framework to guide land use along the city's entire 578-mile shoreline in a way 

that recognizes its value as a natural resource and celebrates its diversity. The plan 

presents a long-range vision that balances the needs of environmentally sensitive areas 



and the working port with opportunities for waterside public access, open space, housing 

and commercial activity.”  

The 1992 plan envisions a 21st century waterfront where:  

• Parks and open spaces with a lively mix of activities are within easy reach of 

communities throughout the city 

• People once again swim, fish and boat in clean waters 

• Natural habitats are restored and well-cared for 

• Maritime and other industries, though reduced in size from their heyday, 

thrive in locations with adequate infrastructure support 

• Ferries crisscrossing the city's harbor and rivers, and interconnected 

systems of bikeways and pedestrian pathways help lessen traffic congestion 

and air pollution 

• Panoramic water views of great beauty are preserved or created 

• The city's needs for new housing and jobs for people of diverse income 

levels are satisfied in attractive and safe surroundings. 

	  

-PUBLIC OPINION OF VISION 2020 THUS FAR 

This first citywide public meeting was held on April 8, 2010 and kicked off the extensive 

public outreach campaign that will continue throughout the planning process. At this 

meeting, the Department of City Planning presented a preliminary list of goals and issues, 

which will form the scope of the plan. Over 200 members of the public attended and 

approximately 50 people spoke.  



      The general theme of the evening was the desire for New York City to fully realize its 

potential as a waterfront city. Speakers offered many suggestions on how to make better 

use of the city’s waterfront and waterways - by improving the quality of waterfront public 

spaces, expanding public access opportunities to the waterfront and into the water itself, 

and promoting waterborne transportation for commuters and for freight. There were also 

those who spoke of their desire to see more activities and events on the waterfront, such 

as educational programming, recreational events, and more places to shop and eat. 

The following is a summary of comments from the April 8, 2010 meeting: 

• Many in attendance on April 8th and those who have commented online have 

discussed improving the quality of waterfront public spaces and expanding public 

access opportunities to the waterfront and, importantly, into the water itself. Several 

speakers offered the idea that waterfront public spaces be designed to be 

functional, not just aesthetic, and provide access points to the water for a variety of 

activities, including recreational boating, ferry service, and small human-powered 

crafts. Public spaces should also accommodate a variety of educational, 

recreational, and cultural activities that bring people to the waterfront. Speakers 

indicated their desire for enhanced connections to inland communities through 

greenways, recreational trails, and other forms of transportation. Many recognized 

the challenges to funding the creation of new waterfront parks and their ongoing 

maintenance, which typically have far higher costs associated with them. Speakers 

suggested the plan look into creative means of financing waterfront parks while 

ensuring that they remain open and public. 



• Several speakers suggested that the concept of the natural waterfront not be 

limited to certain areas, but be addressed in all areas of the waterfront and be 

considered in relation to all aspects of the plan. For example, promotion of 

waterfront industry should not be at the expense of environmental and public 

health. Some speakers wanted to see waterfront parks throughout the city 

accommodate ecological processes and wildlife habitat. Many who have submitted 

comments have identified the important connections between the health of the 

city’s waterways and greater public awareness and interaction with the water. 

Water quality is a key determinant in expanding access to the water for a variety of 

recreational activities, including boating, swimming, and fishing. Moreover, 

education and cultural programs have the	  opportunity to advance public 

understanding of the ecology of our waterways. 

• Many have voiced their opinion on the importance of the waterfront to the city’s 

economy. Speakers spoke with pride of the historic importance of New York City’s 

working waterfront, and how it continues to provide many jobs and tax revenue. 

The supporters of maritime industry have told us of the need to promote these 

economic activities through dredging and infrastructural investments that will 

prepare the port for the future. We’ve also received comments on the desire to 

modernize waterfront industrial practices through sustainable practices and to 

expand the use of waterborne transportation for industrial and commercial 

activities. 



• There have been many public comments from those who enjoy having active uses 

on the waterfront. Upland residential, commercial, and retail uses create waterfront 

destinations with lively public spaces. Speakers commented that such development 

requires careful planning as to provide adequate infrastructure, such as public 

transportation, and should allow for the integration of public open space. Some 

have suggested that waterborne transit expand to serve newly developed areas on 

the waterfront. Speakers added that the preservation of historic structures is 

important to consider when areas are redeveloped, and that new development 

should participate in existing programs like inclusionary zoning to expand affordable 

housing on the waterfront. 

• The “Blue Network,” or the waterways themselves, has been the most popular 

topic of conversation throughout the Comprehensive Waterfront Plan process. The 

question of how to create a more water-centric city has clearly captured the 

imagination of many New Yorkers. We’ve received extensive comments on how to 

expand the use of the city’s waterways to serve many functions, from 

transportation (freight and passengers), to recreation and education. We’ve also 

heard many ideas on how to promote the ecological functioning of the waterways, 

through innovative ideas such as oyster restoration. On April 8th and in subsequent 

online comments, representatives of the recreational boating community, including 

“human-powered” boaters such as kayakers and other types of rowers, have 

advocated for an expanded network of launch points and waterside facilities that 

can accommodate a diverse range of boats, from small canoes to larger ships, and 



including historic vessels which have special needs. People have also commented 

on their concern about the potential impacts of climate change on the city’s 

waterfront neighborhoods and coastal ecology. 

A citywide public meeting on the draft recommendations of Vision 2020: the New York 

City Comprehensive Waterfront Plan was held on Tuesday, October 12th, 2010 at NYU’s 

Kimmel Center. The Department of City Planning presented the draft recommendations to 

a diverse audience of over 250 members of the public, including community activists, 

government officials, industry representatives, city residents, and many others with a 

passion for the waterfront. Amanda Burden, NYC Planning Commissioner, presented the 

water as the Sixth Borough, whose planning deserves the same amount of attention as 

planning for the land. Following the presentation, approximately 40 people testified on a 

broad range of issues, summarized below: 

• While many praised the extensive and transparent public outreach process thus far, 

participants offered a range of specific suggestions to the Dept. of City Planning on 

how to refine the plan’s reach and programmatic recommendations. New areas 

worthy of examination were suggested, such as Lemon Creek on the South Shore 

of Staten Island. Several speakers called for existing recommendations to be made 

more specific, such as waterfront access in Co-op City in the East Bronx.  

 
• Equity was one of the major themes of the evening. Environmental justice 

advocates urged the City to examine the permitting process for industrial projects in 

Significant Maritime and Industrial Areas (SMIAs), predominantly located in 

communities of color, to ensure that policies do place disproportionate burdens on 



these neighborhoods. Advocates were concerned with impacts of industrial 

activities and hazardous materials on public health and the environment, as well as 

potential implications of storm surges. Speakers recognized these industrial 

businesses as valuable sources of jobs, but spoke of the need to grow these areas 

in ways that promote environmental sustainability and meet the needs of local 

residents, through green jobs, job training, etc. 

 
• Permitting reform was also on the mind of many environmental advocates. These 

speakers expressed concerns over potential environmental degradation as a result 

of any efforts to make permitting more transparent and efficient. 

 
• Equitable access to the Blue Network was another major topic. Some spoke of the 

opportunity for greenways in all five boroughs to unite the city’s waterfront, while 

others spoke of water as a public resource that should be accessible for everyone. 

There is an incredible diversity of recreational boaters beyond canoes and kayaks, 

several speakers noted, and all these types of vessels should be recognized by the 

plan and accommodated in design guidelines for access points and storage. There 

was a call to create a more equitable distribution of waterfront public access with 

particular attention to neighborhoods such as the North Shore of Staten Island, the 

South Bronx, Canarsie, Sunset Park, Red Hook, and others. 

 
• Many comments reiterated that the waterfront should be put to productive uses, 

providing the housing and jobs a growing city needs. Speakers recommended that 

the plan consider economic development in a wider lens, with consideration of how 



to promote cultural events and tourism as a means to grow New York City’s 

economy. In terms of housing, one speaker noted that housing on the waterfront 

should be affordable and accessible for all New Yorkers. 

 
• The concept of enhancing the use of the Blue Network for recreation, 

transportation, and more, continues to garner extensive support. Speakers asked 

for more specific recommendations regarding short-sea shipping (regional freight 

movement by water), suggested waterborne emergency evacuation plans that 

include refueling, and suggested new sites for ferry service, such as Roosevelt 

Island. 

 
• A couple of comments concerned plans for creating climate resilience. One speaker 

noted the plan should address the causes and effects of climate change, and of the 

need to identify climate sensitive zones of the city.  

 
• Several spoke of the need for the plan to recognize and protect historic resources 

on the waterfront, and one speaker urged the plan to consider historic vessels as 

part of this category.  

 

In terms of the media’s feelings on Vision 2020, it currently is that of mixed 

emotions on the commercial side of things. There is skepticism due to the extremely 

broad scope of the project. However, many commercial and residential real estate 

developers are extremely excited about the waterfront, as it is regarded as an 

untapped resource for the city. In a November 11, 2010 New York Times article 



entitled “New York’s Next Frontier,” discusses the demands being put on developers 

as a result of all the Vision 2020 proposals and how that pressure can stifle 

construction even taking place now. Gary Barnett, president of Extell Development 

Corporation is quoted as saying: “The question is whether some of these projects will 

ever get going,” he said. “Is it financially feasible because of all the requirements?” The 

article goes on to say “The city is dictating that most of the new waterfront projects 

have a below-market-rate component, usually starting at about 20%.” Finally, the 

article closes with a quote from Seth W. Pinsky, the President of the NYC Economic 

Development Corporation, who says: “The waterfront in the city is so extensive, that 

we really have the opportunity to do everything.” 

However, many local harbor-related groups have really praised Vision 2020 and are 

very optimistic about the good it can bring the waterfront. Some examples of this 

praise include: 

• "It's great to see the City taking a hard look at the waterfront and the 

immense opportunities and challenges we have there. I'd like to help make 

sure it's a resource for all New Yorkers," -Linda Cox, Executive Director of 

the Bronx River Alliance. 

• "Vision 2020 is an incredibly exciting opportunity to implement a smart, well-

crafted and multi-faceted plan for New York City's waterfront," said Marcia 

Bystryn, president of the New York League of Conservation Voters. "The 

health of this critical natural resource has improved dramatically in recent 

decades but there is much more work to be done. By convening all 



stakeholders and adopting a comprehensive approach, Vision 2020 will set 

the stage for a vibrant and healthy waterfront." 

  

-REACH 1-EAST RIVER SOUTH OVERVIEW  
For the purposes of the Comprehensive Waterfront Plan, the city’s waterfront was 

divided into 22 reaches, or segments. For each reach, the plan identifies a set of site-

specific recommendations of how to improve the use of the waterfront - for public access, 

maritime industry, water recreation, environment, new development, etc. These 

recommendations are based on the Department of City Planning’s studies, as well as 

extensive input from local stakeholders at public workshops held in each borough. To 

better comprehend how Vision 2020 will affect me as a New York City resident, I have 

chosen to hone in on proposed projects for East River South, the segment in which I live 

and whose approved projects would benefit me most.  

 East River South is defined as Reach 1, Manhattan’s East River Waterfront from the 

Brooklyn Bridge to East 59th Street, with its upland neighborhoods being the Lower East 

Side and Midtown East. 

-EAST RIVER SOUTH PROPOSALS 

Some preliminary recommendations for East River South include: 

• East River Greenway 

o Form a long-term management strategy to design, fund and maintain 

the East River esplanade 



o Explore alternative edge conditions and opportunities for in-water 

recreation in configurations that ensure boater safety and minimize 

conflicts with commercial shipping, such as “faux-coves” 

o Provide concessions for boaters and other visitors 

• East River Greenway-East 53rd Street to East 59th Street  

o Build esplanade on existing out board piles between East 53rd Street 

and East 59th Street 

• East River Greenway-United Nations 

o Study options for UN Consolidation building in exchange for funding 

of park improvements and waterfront esplanade 

• East River Greenway-East 38th Street to East 41st Street 

o Improve former ConEd waterfront platform for public access 

o Study pedestrian access options from upland areas to the waterfront 

pier 

• East River Greenway-East 23rd Street to East 34th Street 

o Explore long-term opportunities for maximizing water-dependent and 

water-enhancing uses along the waterfront 

o Upgrade esplanade to continuous, consistent design with amenities 

o Study opportunities for additional temporary uses of the 34th Street 

heliport 

 

 



• East River Greenway-East 25th Street 

o Improve signage at Waterside Plaza from southern esplanade 

entrance at E.25th Street 

o Make bridge at East 25th Street ADA accessible 

• East River Greenway-East 13th Street to East 15th Street 

o Explore opportunities to improve bicycle and pedestrian connections 

in the area where the path narrows adjacent to the steam plant, 

including better lighting, screening, and signage to advise users of the 

limited right-of-way 

o Improve upland access to East River Park, especially ADA access at 

East 14th Street 

• Stuyvesant Cove 

o Support Solar 2 and expansion of environmental educational center 

 

• Pier 42 

o Study for use as a park with water-dependent community uses 

o Explore potential for emergency access 

• Pier 36 

o Support plans to create public waterfront area as part of Basketball 

City development 

• Pier 35 

o Support plans to create public pier with an eco-park component 



• Lower East Side 

o Improve upland streetscape connections, along Montgomery, 

Rutgers, and Catherine Streets, as described in the East River 

Waterfront master plan 

-EAST RIVER WATERFRONT ESPLANADE AND PIERS PROJECT 

 In examining an initiative taking place in East River South, the city of New York has 

proposed an ambitious plan for improving the East River Waterfront, a 2 mile long, city-

owned public open space. The East River Waterfront Esplanade and Piers Project (ERW) 

seeks to improve access to the waterfront, enhance pedestrian connectivity, and create 

waterfront amenities for public use and enjoyment. The existing esplanade will be 

enhanced, new sections of esplanade will be created, and several piers will be renovated 

and redeveloped. This bold and ambitious plan will revitalize the lower 

Manhattan waterfront that currently suffers from weak connections, a lack of amenities, 

and underutilization. The project aims to improve the quality of life for local residents, 

workers, and visitors alike. The project has received critical acclaim and recognition in 

national and international award ceremonies, including the Excellence on the Waterfront 

Award from the Waterfront Center (2006), which recognizes high quality waterfront plans 

and projects from all over the world; the 55th Annual P/A Award granted to SHoP 

Architects (2008); and the Design Award from the NYC Public Design Commission to the 

project team for the Reconstruction of Pier 35 (2009). In response to input from various 

stakeholders, the East River Esplanade plan features: 

 



• Sustainability 

o The project will showcase NYC Economic Development Corporation’s 

continued commitment to sustainability through a variety of initiatives 

regarding open space, air and water quality, energy, climate change, and 

congestion. For example, lighting will be upgraded to low energy, long life 

cycle fixtures; recycled materials will be used for the project wherever 

feasible; regional, low maintenance plants will be used for landscaping; and 

rainwater harvesting of storm water runoff to maintain the esplanade's 

various planted spaces. 

• Community Programming 

o The East River Waterfront provides ample space throughout for the 

community to gather and host events. Such spaces include a non-profit 

educational pavilion on Pier 15, available community space in the Rutgers 

Slip Pavilion, two step-down lookouts across from Wall Street and Rutgers 

Slip, respectively, and plentiful seating for pedestrians along the entire 

walkway. 

• Active Recreational Space 

o In keeping with the long-term goals of the City, the East River Waterfront 

project includes actively programmed space that the public can access 

year-round. Such features include two half basketball courts, a 

bocce/petanque area, a dog run, and an open, elevated exercise area with 

publicly-available equipment. 



 

• Continuous Bikeway 

o The ERW project will connect the Manhattan greenway not only for 

pedestrians, but for bikers as well. Along currently funded sections of the 

project, cyclists will enjoy two-way bike lanes fully separated from 

automobile and pedestrian traffic. In addition, these lanes will be lit 24-hours 

per day via the FDR above. 

NYCEDC (the New York City Economic Development Corporation), working in 

conjunction with City partners, is currently implementing Phase I of the East River 

Waterfront Esplanade design plan, developed by the award-winning team of SHoP 

Architects, PC, Ken Smith Landscape Architects, and HDR/Arup engineers. 

Milestones include the completion of the Uniform Land Use Review Procedure, 

environmental review, and schematic designs in Fall 2007, as well as the 

groundbreaking of stage 1 of the first phase in 2008. For reasons of design, 

schedule, and cost, and as a result of the large project size, the ERW project will be 

constructed in two separate phases. 

 One section of Phase I is roughly bounded by the Battery Maritime Building 

(at Broad Street) and the Pier 35 (slightly north of Rutgers Slip). Construction of the 

esplanade from Wall Street to Maiden Lane is the first construction package, which 

began in Spring 2009. This portion of the project will showcase the Esplanade 

design including the seating, planting, paving, railing, and lighting that are proposed 

for the entire Esplanade. In these two blocks, there will also be unique amenities 



including steps that lead to the water’s edge at Wall Street, a future commercial 

pavilion set back under the FDR near Maiden Lane, and a fully-fenced, landscaped 

dog run. In addition, crews have already made tremendous progress on the dual-

level Pier 15, which features an elevated lawn area, boat-mooring infrastructure and 

two distinct pavilion spaces. EDC hopes to begin construction on the north section 

of the project, including the Rutgers Slip pavilion and look-out, the basketball and 

petanque/bocce courts, as well as the Ecopark at Pier 35 in Summer 2011. 

Construction will include improvements to the existing esplanade to enforce 

continuity along the edge and connect a major broken link in the proposed 

Manhattan Greenway. It will include elements such as integrated lighting, paving, 

furniture and other programming. Additionally, small pavilions will be built under the 

FDR Drive for community and commercial uses. Pier 15 will be built as a two-level 

pier with educational programming and open space, and Pier 35, currently 

inaccessible to the public, will also be redeveloped into a destination pier with open 

space and an innovative habitat restoration project. A Class I Bikeway will be built 

along South Street, which will also be narrowed and reconstructed to improve 

traffic flow improvements. This phase will include completion of the esplanade, and 

a new Battery Maritime Building Plaza.  Unfortunately, Phase II is not yet funded. 
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