Swimming in the Hudson? State, advocates look to give New Yorkers a new

beach  --------------------

By SAMANTHA GROSS

Associated Press Writer

May 28, 2006, 3:47 PM EDT

NEW YORK -- Water, water everywhere _ and not a single beach.

That is the summertime dilemma for Manhattanites, who must head for either

a bridge or a tunnel to find the requisite Memorial Day sandy spot.

But some state officials and environmental advocates are hoping to give

them an option closer to home: They want to develop a beach along the

Hudson River just steps from the Meatpacking District.

The plan faces several technical and regulatory hurdles and could take

years to complete, but perhaps the most daunting challenge will be

persuading locals and tourists alike to take a dip in the Hudson River,

with its reputation as a floating funeral home and garbage dump.

"Haven't they found bodies out here?" asked Sephora Rosario, 32, staring

out at the choppy water not too far from where she grew up. "Who would

jump in there?"

Often, those quickest to dive in are the environmental advocates who say

the Hudson River is far cleaner than it has been for most of the last few

hundred years.

"I'll swim in the Hudson now," said Carter Craft, director of the advocacy

group Metropolitan Waterfront Alliance, which works to increase funding

for city water access and ecological protection. "It's safe if you know

what you're doing."

Advocates warn that swimmers must stay out of the river for several days

after rainfall _ when the city's drainage system dumps raw sewage directly

into the Hudson. A three-minute walk from the proposed Hudson River Park

beach site, the muddy discharge is visible around one of the pipes.

Craft and other advocates say the sewage isn't usually a problem and any

future beach could simply be closed after storms. But city regulations are

more stringent, requiring that beaches be at least 500 feet from overflow

pipes.

That and other rules would need to be overturned before the Hudson River

Park beach could pass muster. One city regulation prohibits any beach

along the West side of Manhattan.

Analysts with the state's Hudson River Estuary Program have no such

qualms. They included the local proposal in a study of 13 possible Hudson

River beach sites between New York City and the upstate city of Troy. The

Hudson River Park Trust is considering including the beach alongside a

grassy park area they plan to create on the proposed site.

For now, the peninsula is hardly beach-like. It has long been a depot for

garbage trucks, and people hurry past to avoid the smell. One day workers

might cart in loads of sand, but for now, the north side of the

outcropping is covered with sharp rocks and jagged wooden stakes. Empty

purified-water bottles have washed up against an iron fence.

It wasn't until recent decades that environmental legislation and forceful

advocacy halted the nonstop flow of industrial waste into the river.

Other improvements are more visible. The once-industrial area along the

Hudson is now partially lined with parkland, where people in-line skate

and lay out in the sun. Eventually the greenery will stretch along much of

Manhattan's western flank.

Some of the city's fanciest neighborhoods sprang up centuries ago

precisely because they were far from the refuse-filled harbor. Now the

land alongside the park is some of the city's priciest real estate.

"It does look nicer," said Jeff Metzler, a 32-year-old lawyer visiting the

park with his 18-month-old daughter. "You don't see a lot of garbage

collecting along the sides."

Metzler said he would be hesitant to swim in the Hudson, though he has

gone water-skiing there. But if the improvements continue, he said, he

believes little Jacqueline could swim in the waterway someday.

The girl may have a chance to use a Hudson River beach not far from her

family's home _ but it won't happen until at least 2012, when the city

sanitation department is due to move its trucks off the proposed site.

But for the more devious, even Memorial Day 2006 can involve an illicit

river swim.

"We'll be getting in the Hudson," Craft said of his family's plans for

Monday. "Why go to the beach when there's water at the end of your

street?"
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