ith a keen sense of urgency and opportunity, the City.ef NewYork has

developed an ambitious strategic vision for the sustainable treatment

of its open spaces and waterfront, 520 miles of shoreline accommo-
dating a wide range of uses and supporting a rich diversity.of wildlife and eco-
logical systems in need of protection and reintegration into the fabric of the City
and the lives of New Yorkers.
Making a concerted effort to pursue the highest level of responsibility in
sustainable design and practice, relevant city agencies have contributed to
the waterfront plan, Vision 2020: NewYork City Comprehensive Waterfront
Plan, which is itself part of PlaNYC, a goals-oriented plan for ensuring a
sustainable future for the City over the next 25 years, launched in 2007 by
Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg, to anticipate and enhance the City’s response
and resilience to climate change and the needs of a growing population.
As part of Vision 2020, the New York City Department of Planning will focus,
among other initiatives, on creating “soft edges”for the waterfront, green infra-
structure, and new zoning guidelines for the waterfront and its structures. In
addition, it will be addressing policies on restoring ecological systems and




mitigating the impact of climate change. The Department of Parks and Recre-
ation-has also developed new quidelines for a systemic approach to best sus-
tainable practices in the design, construction, and maintenance of established
and new parks. on city land. Pilot programs have already demonstrated the
transformative success of these new high performance parks.

The NYC Plaza Program developed by the Department of Transportation is an
innovative community-based initiative aimed at transforming roadways into
world-class public plazas through partnering with nonprofit public organiza-
tions to ensure appropriate programming, maintenance, and design of the pla-
zas in the neighborhoods where they are most needed. Addressing the impact
of population growth on the City’s waterfront, the Department of Environmen-
tal Protection is developing capital projects and grant programs focused on two
areas that it has identified as key priorities: sewer overflow and nitrogen remov-
al from wastewater treatment plants.

These four essays outline the City’s detailed roadmap for the decades to come
as it seeks to strengthen and protect its most precious natural assets for New
Yorkers of today and tomorrow. Adrian Benepe
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New York City is famous for its dazzling skyline,
iconic bridges, glorious parks, and grand ave-
nues. But this global city possesses two other ex-
traordinary physical assets: its waterfront and
waterways. New York City’s waterfront is 520
miles, the longest and most diverse of any
American city, which borders rivers, the Atlantic
Ocean, inlets and bays, and encompasses active
port areas, residential neighborhoods, wetlands,
14 miles of public beaches, and other natural ar-
eas and public open spaces, It is longer than the
combined waterfronts of Chicago, Portland,
San Francisco, and Seattle.

New York City’s waterfront is also home to a
maritime industry that supports 31,000 jobs
and generates USD$1.3 billion in tax revenue, as
well as 220 miles of public open space for New
Yorkers and visitors to enjoy. Boat launches, his-
toric buildings dating back to the 1700s, hous-
ing, and natural habitats for hundreds of species
of birds and fish are just a sampling of what
New York’s waterfront has to offer.

Since 2002, the Bloomberg Administration
has transformed the City’s waterfront. Under
the leadership of Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg
and City Council Speaker Christine Quinn, 373
acres of waterfront parks have been created, es-
tablishing neighborhood destinations such as
West Harlem Piers Park in northern Manhattan

and Barretto Point Park and Mill Pond Park in
the Bronx. The City has advanced other signifi-
cant open space projects, including Brooklyn
Bridge Park, Governors Island, Freshkills Park
in Staten Island, and the Harlem River Park
Greenway and East River Esplanade South, both
in Manhattan. The NYC Department of City
Planning has initiated rezonings in Greenpoint/
Williamsburg in Brooklyn, Hunters Point South
in Queens and the Lower Concourse in the
Bronx that have provided for hundreds of units
of new mixed-income housing on the water
through the City’s Inclusionary Housing Pro-
gram. Throughout the City, waterfront commu-
nities are accommodating a growing urban
population.

With these developments, the City has
transformed vast stretches of long neglected
waterfront land into active, vibrant, and eco-
nomically productive locations. Vision 2020:
The New York City Comprehensive Waterfront
Plan, released in March 2011 by the Depart-
ment of City Planning under the leadership of
City Planning Commissioner Amanda Burden,
builds on these accomplishments and estab-
lishes a sustainable blueprint for the City’s wa-
terfront and waterways and a framework for
action for the next decade. The goal behind Vi-
sion 2020 is to strengthen New York’s identity



Kayaking and canoeing are favorite activities in the water-
ways of New York City, and participants are treated to

unique landscapes, seemingly in opposition to the popular

conception of the metropolis.
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as a world-class harbor city and make its wa-
terfront and waterways part of New Yorkers’
everyday life.

The plan analyzes every inch of shoreline
and presents recommendations for every stretch
of waterfront as well as for citywide policies and
initiatives. With unprecedented commitment,
the City is shifting its focus from land to water —
giving planning for the water more focused at-
tention than ever before. The design of water-
front spaces and shorelines is a critical part of
achieving the goals of Vision 2020, from fully in-
tegrating the City with its waterways, to advanc-
ing the ecological vitality of the waterfront, and
making the City more climate resilient.

Design guidelines for waterfront public spaces.
As New York continues to expand its inventory of
publicly accessible open space at the water’s edge,
it is critical to ensure the design quality of these
spaces. Each portion of the waterfront demands
design that reflects its own distinctive landscape
and character, and all public spaces have to be in-
viting and accessible to the public. To accomplish
this, City Planning has created new zoning and de-
sign guidelines for waterfront public spaces. The
new zoning, which won an “Excellence on the Wa-
terfront” award from the non-profit educational
organization, The Waterfront Center, helps create
vibrant and attractive spaces by allowing a greater
diversity of experiences through design flexibility.
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New York City’s waterfront spaces should
not be homogenous — they should be diverse,
dynamic, populous, inviting, and fun. They
should communicate both the City’s values and
its heritage. The waterfront near IKEA in Red
Hook, Brooklyn features displays on the history
of maritime industry, while overlooking an ad-
jacent working barge-port — a reminder of the
ongoing vitality of the working waterfront.

When designed well, parks and open spaces
have the ability to transform whole neighbor-
hoods. The new Lower Manhattan East River
Esplanade South, designed by the award-win-
ning team SHoP Architects, Ken Smith Land-
scape Architects, and HDR/Arup engineers, will
enliven the dark spaces under the FDR drive,
overcoming this physical barrier and reconnect-
ing neighborhoods with the waterfront for the
first time in over 50 years.

To draw people to the water, the waterfront
zoning mandates that entrances to upland com-
munities have comfortable seating and a bal-
ance of planting and paved areas. To ensure that
the public space is well used, it must have a
range of features, including a variety of plant
species, seating in the sun and shade, tables, bike
racks, and trash receptacles. Fences and other
barriers are limited and as transparent as possi-
ble so that even when the space is closed, the
waterfront is still visible,

Where appropriate, to help people get onto —
and in some cases, into — the water, boat launch-
es and “get-downs” along the water’s edge are
encouraged as are dock construction and tie-up
space for recreational, educational, or commer-
cial boats. The waterfront needs to be as envi-
ronmentally sustainable as the rest of the City, if
not more so. The guidelines suggest maximizing
water-absorption for planted areas to minimize
stormwater run-off, by using water- and salt-tol-
erant plantings in areas subject to flooding and
salt spray, and by designing sites that anticipate
the effects of sea level rise and storm surges.

Perspectives of the Lower Manhattan
South by SHoP, Ken Smith Landscape
Arup show a renewed life for the curr
under FDR Drive and along the East |
to the water’s edge is essential to this
Manhattan with its true boundary — t!
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o Vision 2020 is increased use of waterfront spaces
s new access points to the water. Active recreation
rm of jogging as well more contemplative activities
uraged in these new spaces. At Barretto Park in the
1 amphitheater-style seating arrangement is placed

k sloping down directly to the water.
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Design guidelines for in-water structures.
Currently, there are no design guidelines for
piers, docks, bulkheads and other in-water
structures. By establishing guidelines, the City
will be able to better facilitate the permitting
process and encourage designs that achieve the
goals of Vision 2020, such as providing access to
the water for various types of vessels, improving
water quality, creating habitat, and increasing
climate resilience. A task force to develop these
guidelines will be created this year.

Vision 2020 recommends these guidelines
establish criteria for “soft” waterfront edges that
create habitat for marine life, enhance ecologi-
cal productivity, facilitate water access, manage
stormwater, mitigate flooding, and control
wakes. The plan also recommends developing
new pier and bulkhead regulations that inte-
grate ecosystem-enhancing features, such as
oyster baskets. The guidelines should cover the
shape and strength of piers, fendering, bollards,
water depth, wake protection, railings and rail
openings, floats, upland vehicle access, and in-
frastructure for water, electric, and sewer needs.

The guidelines should also include hard-
ware and structural standards that are function-
al for multiple types of vessels, including recre-
ational boats and historic vessels. For example,
Pier 25 in Hudson River Park in Manhattan in-
cludes a town dock, infrastructure for historic
vessels, provisions for utility connections for
historic vessels and a dockmaster office.

Ecological design. Much of the City’s natural
waterfront consists of wetlands, the biologically
rich area where water and land meet. Wetlands
are foraging and breeding sites for shorebirds,
fish, and invertebrates. They act as natural fil-
tration systems, retaining stormwater runoff
and trapping pollutants that would otherwise
contaminate waterways. And they mitigate
storm surges by absorbing the impact of waves.
Other parts of the natural waterfront — beaches,




oluffs, and dunes ~ provide habitat for shore-
sirds and native plants and help protect build-
ngs and infrastructure from wave action. Sub-
nerged lands in shallows and open water are al-
0 important foraging and breeding grounds for
narine and avian species. All these landscapes
e valuable assets, advancing biodiversity and
rerforming services vital to New York City.

Vision 2020 describes several ways of pro-
noting ecological systems on the waterfront
nd waterways, including environmentally pro-
ctive development. Innovative urban design
nd landscape practices have demonstrated that
levelopment does not have to be antithetical to
nvironmental protection. In fact, practitioners,
cientists, and policy makers have learned that
vith creative design and new technologies, de-
elopment along the water’s edge can benefit
he natural environment. For example, Harlem
iver Parl’s innovative bulkhead design by
arks Department Landscape Architect Ricardo
linkle with Marcha Johnson steps down to the
vater through a series of gabions planted with
alt marsh grasses. The design creates a larger
itertidal zone, an important breeding ground
»r marine life, such as fish and mussels, as well
s reducing the impact of wakes. And at Brook-
m Bridge Park, naturalized “soft edges” attenu-
le waves, capture stormwater, and provide
hallow water habitat,

The City is also working to promote ecolog-
al systems through restoring the habitat of
etlands, shorelines, and shallows, Working
ith private groups and state and federal agen-
es, the City is engaged in many large-scale res-
ration projects and research to further under-
anding of how to best manage and improve
atural resources. Over the next three years, the
ity will invest USD$50 million in waterfront
-ological restoration projects.

For example, “oysterculture” has been gain-
g momentum in recent years as evidence sug-
sts that oysters aid in filtering water and the

restoration of bottom-sea habitats. Many small-
scale restoration projects have been undertaken
in recent years, but further pilot studies are nec-
essary to fully assess their impact on water qual-
ity. The City is going to determine opportuni-
ties for large-scale oyster restoration efforts af-
ter evaluating the ccological and water quality
effects of oyster planting pilot projects under-
taken in partnership with the U.S. Army Corps
of Engineers, New York/New Jersey Baykeeper,
Hudson River Foundation, the New York/New
Jersey Harbor Estuary Program, and the Urban
Assembly New York Harbor School.

Green infrastructure. While continuing to in-
vest in traditional, or grey, infrastructure, the
City is also implementing measures to maxi-
mize the use of green infrastructure to reduce
stormwater runoff and improve water quality.
Green infrastructure encompasses cost-effec-
tive measures that collect and treat stormwa-
ter using natural, passive systems. These mea-
sures include blue roofs and green roofs,
which use mechanical devices or vegelation,
respectively, to prevent roof water from drain-
ing too quickly and overwhelming storm sew-
ers; porous pavement for parking lots that

A sectional rendering of Brooklyn Bridge Park by Michael
Van Valkenburgh Associates shows the essential relationship
between the neighboring expressway, occupyable surfaces
and the East River. This sequence of spaces culminates in
naturalized edges for ecological benefit.
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allows water to seep through and be absorbed
into the ground rather than running off into
the sewer system; tree pits and street-side
swales, or ditches, that allow water to pool in
underground holding arcas until it can dissi-
pate in the ground or be absorbed by plants;
wetlands and swales for parks; and rain bar-
rels in some residential arcas. Over the next
three years, the City will be investing USD$180
million in green infrastructure through pilot
projects and incorporating these measures in-
to capital projects. In addition to being more
cost-effective, many of these green infrastruc-
ture strategics provide benefits that tradition-
al grey infrastructure does not, such as cooling
the city, reducing encrgy use, cleaning the air,
and increasing property values.

Climaie resilience. Vision 2020 builds on the
City’s long-range sustainability plan, PlaNYC,
to further the City’s strategy on building cli-
mate resilience, As a coastal city, New York has
always faced risks from flooding and storm
surges. With climate change, these risks are ex-
pected 1o Increase. New York is providing world
leadership on facing this challenge. The City is
working to reduce its contribution to climate
change by reducing greenhouse-gas emissions
by 30 percent by 2030, The City is also explor-
ing its chimate resilience, the adaptive strategies
to increase the Cily’s ability to withstand and

recover from weather-related events.

Vision 2020 describes the implications of

climate change on the City's waterfront, with
its vast waterfront parkland, densely packed
high-rises, and active industiial zones, There
are nearly half a million people and almaost
300,000 jobs in the City’s flood zones. One op-
tien to build resilience is accommodation: a va-
riety of actions can be employed to minimize
damage from flooding and storm surges with-
out completely shielding a facility or site. This

involves requiring flood proofing for portions

of buildings located below projected flood cle-
vation in flood-prone areas. Tn addition, this
invalves using design to configure streels and
open spaces to accommaodate controlled flood-
ing, designing such arcas with salt water-toler-
ant plant species and elevated structures that
can survive temporary inundation.

Another option is develeping proteciion
strategies, including the deployment of struc-
tures that protect a building or the shoreline
from erosion and block floading, or reduce the
force of storm surges. These strategies often are
apphed al the building or sile scale, though
they could alse be used to protect an entire
netghborhood or reach. Among the many pro-
{ection strategies, the range of oplions inciude
huilding retractable water-tight gates or barri-
ers Lo shield a single structure and “soft edpes,”
or naturalized, graduated edges, which can be
created where possible to reduce the speed and
force of tidal action and waves,

Increasing the City’s dlimate resilience will
be a long-term project involving many sinke-
holders over many vears. However, there are
steps that the City can take in the short-term to
begin this process. To expand an understanding
of how to make the City maore resilient, the City
will identify the range of potential measures o
protect coastal arcas from fooding and storm
surges. This inctudes examining traditional
methods of flood pretection, such as dikes and
fevees, as well as innovative ideas, such as artifi-
cial barrier islands or reefs.

The City will also be exploring regulatory
and policy changes to improve the resilience of
new and existing buildings to coastal fooding
and storm surges. This could potentially in-
clude changes to the Zoning Resolution, con-
struction codes, nsurance vates, and design
standards for infrasiructure in waterfroni ar-
cas, The Brst step towards implementing these
changes is to study all the applicable uiban de-

sign implications, and act on them.




All of these design initiatives, along with the
many other recommendations and goals of Vi-
sion 2020, will truly transform New York City’s
waterfront helping to ensure the health of the
City’s waterways, the strength of the port, the
ecological vitality of natural habitat, the enjoy-
ment of the shoreline, and the economic bene-
fits of public and private investment.

New York City’s waterfront and waterways
are integral to its identity and its well being. The
Bloomberg Administration understands that
the waterfront is full of opportunities — it is the
City’s identity, its connective tissue — and Vision
2020 will move this agenda forward for genera-
tions to come, reestablishing New York City’s
standing as a world-class harbor city.

The ease of exploration in New York’s wild places allow:
ny to experience nature at a scale that can compare to
of the bustling metropolis. Vision 2020 will secure the |
of this experience into the future.
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