Subject: Brooklyn bridge beach and the east river waterfront esplanade

Seth,

Per our conversation of yesterday, I'm sending some comments on the LMDC's proposed 'scope of work' for the environmental impact statement on the East River Waterfront Esplanade and Piers Project. I'm also attaching some photographs that may help to illustrate some of the points made below. Please feel free to pass both comments and photos along to all interested parties.

Like a lot of downtown residents, I'm pleased with the idea of transforming the East River waterfront and piers into public open space, and of finding some alternate uses for the dead space beneath the FDR. I was dismayed, however, to find no mention in your proposal of what I consider to be the most remarkable element of the entire esplanade: the sandy beach under the Manhattan end of the Brooklyn Bridge. I don't know whether that omission came about by accident or design, but I would hope that subsequent studies and design briefs will give the place its full and proper due. It makes no sense for a project whose stated aim is, in part, "to increase public access to the waterfront [and] create a vibrant, active and welcoming water's edge" to ignore such an obvious, useful, and--yes!--attractive natural feature.

By the standards of New York harbor, the beach is a significant one. It's about sixty or seventy paces long and, at high tide, five or six paces wide (at low tide it can be three or four times that). As the only non-hardened piece of shoreline in Lower Manhattan, it absorbs wave energy and at the same time provides visual relief from the monotonous seawall. It collects a fantastic array of driftwood--logs and timbers that might otherwise be out there bobbing around and punching holes in tour boats. Furthermore, despite the lack of a gate in the esplanade railing, it's frequented by sunbathers and beachcombers, some of whom apparently care enough about it to clean it (I've seen the rake marks). 

For those reasons alone, I think the beach is too important to be overlooked or, worse, built on or covered with rip-rap. But to me--an avid recreational rower and paddler--the real value of the place is as a gateway to the harbor. In fact, I see it as the best access point in all of Lower Manhattan, and potentially a busy 'public landing' that could become a centerpiece of the redeveloped esplanade. Here's why:

1) Sand: Docks and floating platforms are expensive to build and install, and without regular maintenance they can become treacherously slippery. Landing on them in rough conditions can be dangerous. Sandy beaches are gently sloped and provide reliable traction, which makes them ideal for use by small, human-powered vessels. On this particular beach, there is enough foreshore even at high tide to pull boats beyond the reach of wakes and waves.  

2) Wind: The beach is nestled in a crook of the East River and in the lee of Manhattan Island, protected from the prevailing southwesterlies in a way that the Hudson, for instance, is not. That's why this same stretch of waterfront was the site of the city's original port, and why South Street Seaport is still there. 

3) Centrality: For rowers and kayakers, the beach is the recreational equivalent of the ferry terminal on pier 11--an convenient jumping-off point if you're a downtowner, and a prime destination if you're coming from somewhere else. At slack water, 'Dumbo Cove' in Brooklyn Bridge Park is just five or six minutes away. If the tide is running, boaters can reach a number of other safe landings up or down the river in remarkably little time. To the south, for example, there are beaches and pull-outs in Red Hook and on Governors Island, and to the north an increasing number of access points in Manhattan, Brooklyn, Queens and the Bronx. 

There are, of course, many people who see the East River as rife with "dangerous" currents, and no place for a small boat. It's true that ebb and flood tides sluice through there twice a day with incredible power, and certainly it is no place for inexperienced boaters or those unfamiliar with the navigational complexities of New York harbor. Many others, however, take great pleasure in knowing and using not just the tides and tidal currents but also the robust backeddies, or counter-currents, that they form. A good example of the latter is the backeddy that runs north along the seawall from the beach under the Brooklyn Bridge all the way to the Manhattan bridge. In creating a sort of conveyor belt that allows skilled boaters to move 'up the down staircase,' it makes the beach an even more useful and enjoyable launch site.

On this particular point, it may also be worth remembering the events of August 29-30, 1776, when the Continental Army under General Washington found itself pinned down in Brooklyn Heights by a superior British force. That night, all 10,000 troops made their escape across Brooklyn Ferry in small, human-powered boats, and as far as I know, none succumbed to "dangerous currents."

I'm not sure how or even if the beach should be developed. In a way, there's nothing to build or even tear down--the 'public landing' is already there and functioning. It would be nice, of course, to have a gate and stairs and a rack nearby where one could hang a boat, and I can even envision, someday, a glass-walled boathouse stuffed with sleek hulls and tucked in under the FDR. At the same time, I appreciate that it would be impossible for the many public agencies involved to simply throw open the door today. Ideas need to germinate, a community consensus has to build, and the various boating groups need to think hard about whether they want to be involved--I don't think, for instance, that the beach under the bridge will ever be a place where junior high school kids go to learn how to row. Still, it's an amazing spot, and I'm confident that given time, other people will step forward to speak for it.

In conclusion, then, here are my recommendations for your 'scope of work': 

A), study the beach and the people who use it now.

B), consider the impact on the beach of construction elsewhere in the project--ie, determine whether new piers or docks or alterations to the seawall will affect it environmentally or change its size or shape.

C), survey recreational boating groups that already exist on the east river, the hudson, and elsewhere, including other cities with 'active' waterfronts 

D), evaluate the possibility of 'growing' the site organically, via a series of interim uses 

Thanks for your thoughtful consideration of the above--I look forward to hearing your response. It's an interesting time on the waterfront, with the city's whole relationship to the harbor changing fast, and I think this little beach might be a great place to do something truly dynamic and forward-looking. 

Sincerely,

Rob Buchanan
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