Harlem River Watershed Management Plan       

Applicant Organization and Training Needs

Highbridge Community Life Center is partnering with the Bronx Council for Environmental Quality in a Joint Venture for purposes of this grant.  They have partnered as stakeholders for almost ten years in work along the Harlem River, including initiating the Harlem River Working Group to protect the river’s watershed.  As with any watershed protection plans, there is a need for organizational training in consensus building techniques for diverse interested groups, organizations, agencies, and/or individuals.  Up to this point, the coalition is formed, but needs to be strengthened and provided tools to keep it together. 

Highbridge Community Life Center is a nonprofit located in the Highbridge Neighborhood of Bronx County in New York City.  For over three decades, this group has focused its work on improving the lives of the residents of Highbridge and Bronx County.  For the people of Highbridge, bringing about a better life means breaking the cycle of poverty and building assets for community change. Its mission is to empower the people of Highbridge through a rainbow of services that include: counseling for families and children, adult basic education, job training, after school activities for youth, community improvement, organizing and many other services through a vast network of collaborative organizations spread across the Bronx.  Highbridge Community Life Center has been actively involved in parks and community restorations projects, having served as a board member for the High Bridge Coalition for nearly a decade and playing a key role in the parks replacements resulting from the Yankee Stadium Project. They have numerous staff and many community volunteers that volunteer with the HRWG. However, under a NOAA grant for the past 18 months, they have only one half-time coordinator working on the Harlem River Working Group.(http://www.highbridgelife.org/)

The Bronx Council for Environmental Quality (BCEQ) is a non-profit 501(c)3 membership organization located in NYC’s only mainland borough — The Bronx. Founded over forty years ago, they are a diverse collection of volunteers all seeking to leave our great grandchildren better air, land, and water quality than we have at present.  We are teachers, community activists, health professionals — environmentalists. (http://www.bceq.org/) 

The Harlem River Working Group (HRWG) is a coalition of nearly fifty community organizations, city, state and federal agencies, and elected officials focused on improving access to and along the Harlem River -- an area stretching 9.3 miles from the Randall’s Island to the Hudson River in Bronx County, New York City.  The group’s goal is to work toward restoring the Harlem River; reconnecting the waterfront with the people; recreating the water’s edge; and reinvigorating in-the-water recreational and commercial activities.  The HRWG plans to accomplish these goals by creating linear greenway routes linked to existing on and off street routes, restoring the river’s water quality to swimmable/fishable, providing access points into the water body, protecting and conserving natural habitats, monitoring and publicizing water quality sampling, create new parkland trails and parks both linearly and at the waterfront access points, and organize the community by creating a unified Harlem River Working Group.(http://www.bceq.org/category/projects/harlem-river-working-group-projects/)

Training Needs Identified:   

Strengthening Partnership Strategies though outdoor events with major partners:  March is the annual Water Conference of the BCEQ and the HRWG, the month of   May with the Bronx Borough President on the Bronx Environmental Day;  July with a city-wide waterfront group as City of Water event, including Manhattan side of the River, and in September, the large community activist event, including a trip on the water.(http://www.bceq.org/2010/09/23/harlem-river-festival-land-water-boat-bike-walk-learn/)

Consensus Building Training to bring together and strengthen the coalition, through workshops for partner organizations in our committee structure:  Outreach and Advocacy; Greenway; and Education, Environment and Water Access.  During the two year period, the project will hold training sessions -- water restoration and watershed protection planning;  fiscal/fundraising management plans for the larger organization as well as the partner groups; water-related human health concerns, including CSO imputs; and environmentally sensitive greenway designs aka green infrastructure.  Prior to the training all three committees will be invited to training on the web-based tools developed by federal agencies, River Network, and others (presumably through individual computers).

Targeted Body of Water and its Significance

The Harlem River forms a part of the Hudson estuary system, serving as a narrow strait that divides the island of Manhattan from the mainland of Manhattan and the Bronx.  It runs from the Hudson River to the East River, including the Bronx Kill which separates Randall’s Island from the Bronx.  According to the primacy agency, the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation, the Harlem River is classified as a Class I saline surface water, indicating that the NYS DEC has determined that its best use is for secondary contact recreation and fishing and suitable for fish propagation and survival.  Water quality data collected are typical of surface waters receiving urban runoff, and while the dissolved oxygen and pH measurements are adequate to support aquatic life, other tests show that the River is turbid.  High levels of phosphorus and nitrogen indicated potential nutrient enrichments, which is  supported by the presence of fecal coliform and high concentrations of suspended solids in all samples. (http://www.nyc.gov/html/dep/pdf/croton/7-15waterresources.pdf)

The Harlem River is spanned by seven swing bridges, three lift bridges, and four arch bridges, and is navigable to any boat with less than 55 feet.   The Croton Aqudeuct spans the river, both along the Highbridge -- a pedestrian walkway, and underneath in a u-shaped tunnel.  The Harlem River Drive and Greeway run on the western side, and the Major Deegan and the Hudson Line of the Metro North runs on the east side of the river.
The corridor continued to fill high recreation and transportation demands until the arrival of the expressways in the 1950’s.  The Major Deegan Expressway continued to deprive the Bronx waterfront of its natural public—the residents of University Heights, Morris Heights and High Bridge. On the Manhattan side, the Harlem River Drive cut off those residents from their waterfront, which had been inextricably linked to the Bronx side by water and bridges. The parks on both sides were abandoned. The piers and docks rotted. The famous promenade over the Aqueduct was closed.

The vacuum left by the withdrawal of the public recreational uses was filled by utility and transportation industries, often for temporary uses, many of which polluted the land and the river.  This section of the Bronx waterfront was never suited to heavy industry and recent attempts to introduce it have been firmly rejected. Yet the large-scale but piecemeal residential, commercial, and park developments to date have failed to revitalize and clean-up the brownfields that have come to be known as the public waterfront.

Today the upland communities host a transportation corridor used by almost one million people a day, for which they pay a heavy price in public health, reduced property values, quality of life, and loss of the use and view of their waterfront. They reap virtually no economic benefit in return. No signs on the highway direct motorists to the gas stations or amenities available. Billboards, lucrative for the railroads, only degrade the value of local property. The highway has created an envelope of visual blight through which the rest of the world perceives their neighborhood, and through which their residents must pass to get to their waterfront.

Targeted Community and Key Partnerships
The targeted community lives near the waterfront lined with potential brownfields left by empty industrial facilities that historically blocked access to the water’s edge.  The upland community along the Harlem River (most of the catchment area) has a median household income of $25,000 with more than 33% of the residents in the community boards within the area are younger than 18 years old.  (See detailed community profile prepared by the Borough President’s Office.)
The Harlem River Working Group (HRWG) is a project that grew out of small planning meetings between park advocates, environmental organizations, community organizations, and the Office of the Bronx Borough President in late 2008.  The Working Group was made official at the Bronx Council for Environmental Quality’s Annual Water Conference in March 2009.  Highbridge Community Life Center, an active Community Based Organization located and operating for over thirty years in the Highbridge Neighborhood of the Bronx acted as the fiscal conduit for the coalition.  Through the efforts of all coalition members, the Harlem River Working Group was able to secure funding through the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) partially funding the position of the Harlem River Coordinator, as well as receiving two to three years of technical support from the National Parks Services’ Rivers, Trails, and Conservation Assistance Program.  http://www.bceq.org/2009/07/31/harlem-river-working-group-nps-application-filed/ 
At BCEQ Water Conferences, the community expressed its vision to create a linear parkway and access to and along the Harlem River, thereby connecting the East River, Randall’s Island, the High Bridge, Roberto Clemente State Park, Mill Pond Park and other new parks and recreation areas to one another and to the surrounding communities to Spuyten Duyvil and the Hudson River..  The public vision also included cleaner water in these sensitive areas (http://www.bceq.org/2010/10/04/sensitive-area-letter/), a request that was denied as the NYC Department of Environmental Protection was working on developing the CSO Consent Order and Long Term Control Plan.
On the Bronx side, the area along the river is mostly depopulated, except for the River Park Towers, a housing development built in conjunction with Roberto Clemente State Park.  However, the surrounding communities in the project area include the densely populated neighborhoods immediately upland on a ridge. They are parts of Spuyten Duvyil, Kingsbridge, Fordham, University Heights, Morris Heights, Highbridge, Concourse, Lower Concourse, Melrose, Mott Haven, and Port Haven. They include five Bronx Community Board Districts (1, 4, 5, 7 and 8) and drain to the Ward’s Island and North River water treatment plants, some CSO or separate storm drainage..  
Other community partners contributing are the Urban Divers Ecology Center, the Friends of Brook Park, and the Friends of the Woods.  Municipal partners are major supporters of this project including the Bronx Borough President’s Office (one of the five counties of NYC), the local Bronx Community Boards (there are 59 in NYC), and the NYC Parks Department local center, its Partnerships for Parks as well as its citywide planning office. The two Congressional offices are active partners, as well.  The New York City Soil and Water Conservation District, Manhattan College, the Gaia Institute, the Metropolitan Waterfront Alliance, Harlem River Community Rowing, and the Trust for the Public Land, are in many ways, experts in select areas of interest to the project.  A class of city planning students from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology currently is devoting a semester to solving some of the obstacles to getting access to and along the waterfront.  At this point, the one group from Manhattan (the other County in the watershed), is the Friends of Sherman Creek.  Targeted inclusions will be the Manhattan Borough President and the New York Restoration Project.

Project Vision
This project will assist the HRWG to progress to the other side of the River.  Forming a cohesive organization directory, and branching out to the other county, will help get the interest needed to develop a Watershed Protection Plan, whereby city, state and federal agencies, community groups, business community and others work toward understanding mutual needs and finding common interests.  Continuing on the communities’ vision, work will continue on the preliminary design of the East side Greenway in the Bronx, and at the same time, review the West side Greenway, street ends, and other access points in Manhattan.  In addition, working on the opening and designs for the Highbridge -- the oldest bridge in the city and the first aqueduct to provide clean water to a thirsty city, will be a common interest for joining the two counties and communities.

The Bronx Council for Environmental Quality (BCEQ) completed the Harlem River Brownfield Opportunity Area Project, Step I with the report, 2007 Harlem River Waterfront: Linking a River’s Renaissance to its Upland Neighborhoods. (http://www.bceq.org/2008/09/07/harlem-river-brownfiled-opportunity-area-boa/)   This study “analyzes the potential of seven miles of the Bronx waterfront of the Harlem River to catalyze the revitalization of the river and waterfront” and its benefits.  One of the most important findings of this study is that only 26.3% of the waterfront area is parkland, while the majority of the area is property of the railroad.  Given that there is little or no chance of moving the railways, it is clear that they need to be a permanent partner any successful work on Greenway development along the Harlem River. The New York Department of Parks and Recreation and the Bronx Overall Economic Development Corporation are currently in the planning stages to redesign Depot Place and Bridge Park, both areas lying south of Roberto Clemente State Park, with a focus on Greenway development and community access.
The Greenway will provide additional access not only to the Harlem River, but also to and from park and cultural institutions: Roberto Clemente State Park, Urban Divers Harlem River Ecology Center, University Woods Park, Friends of Brook Park, Yankee Stadium, the Gateway Mall, local schools, Bronx Community College, Metro North stations, and Target Shopping Center. Creating this access is important because it allows educational institutions better access to programs such as the Urban Divers Harlem River Ecology Center and the Friends of Brook Park that provide educational opportunities to study and work with the Harlem River.  Many of our partner organizations along the Harlem River, such as the Urban Divers, have large number of participants throughout the year.  The Urban Divers currently have over 5000 participants yearly. 
Clearly increasing access and traffic on the water’s edge will increase participation for many of our partner organizations. Therefore, it is important that these institutions are not only linked together in the new Greenway but also included in stakeholder meetings to provide insight into the development of the greenway and programmatic collaborations. While this grant for the Harlem River Greenway Coordinator position is for two years, the results of this work will be ongoing.  An interactive Harlem River Greenway Map will allow community residents and institutions to continue to express their opinions about the Harlem River Greenway.  Stakeholder meetings will bring in local residents, students and teachers, along with cultural institutions and environmental education organizations to provide an ongoing Harlem River Working Group that can make certain that the Harlem River continues to grow as an important resource for these communities.  
The Harlem River Working Group is working with the National Park Service Rivers, Trails & Conservation Assistance Program and the Student Conservation Association to create a Harlem River Rangers program using media and networking skills to help establish young environmental stewards The Harlem River Rangers will be one of the beginning steps to educate the local community about the working group's efforts in transforming the Harlem River's reputation. The students will be creating and maintaining a Facebook Group page, Twitter account, website, email and YouTube channel. During this time, they will learn proper networking skills, environmental and media communication along with media production skills. They will learn various ways of researching including researching on the web, interviews, newspaper archives, even present day articles. Teamwork will be encouraged as well as working independently when needed, gaining both strong introverted and extroverted skills.

Project Strategies and Activities
Our strategies follow the three parts of our vision. As we solidify the Working Group on the Bronx side, we will be able to make further connections to organizations and individuals on the Manhattan side of the river. Creating a common agenda on both sides of the river will allow all interested stakeholders to work toward the development of a Watershed Protection Plan.  City, State and Federal agencies, community groups, the business community and others need to work toward together with an understanding mutual needs and finding common interests if the Harlem River is to be restored to ecological health and reach its potential as a recreational and educational resource.

The community has a vision for what the Harlem River can be. That vision has to be turned into a preliminary design for the East (Bronx) side of the waterway, taking into account developments of the West (Manhattan) side in terms of connections and access points. In addition to developing such a plan we need to train community members to assist the public in responding to opportunities to comment on water related issues concerning CSO abatement, EPA nutrient indicators, and other health and environmental issues. Community input is also vital for the city’s waterfront plan. This would also include advocacy for an environmentally sensitive designed Greenway; increase programming activities on the water, and greater on water access. A strong and diverse group of Bronx side stakeholders is needed to join forces with groups on the Manhattan side of the river.
Many of the stakeholders included in the Harlem River Working group have been deeply involved in a decade long effort to re-open the Highbridge -- the oldest bridge in the city and the first aqueduct to provide clean water to a thirsty city. The project, scheduled to being in 2011 will be a common interest for joining the two counties and dozens of communities on both sides of the River. It will be a visible symbol of stakeholders coming together around common goals. 

Activities will include monthly HRWG meetings, training events for community spokespeople,  a cross river Harlem River Conference to discuss creating a watershed management plan, our Bronx-side fall festival, and a cross river event with Manhattan stakeholders. The development of a Bronx-side schematic plan and outreach materials is being prepared with existing resources. It will be a tool for the use of community advocates gathered and trained through this grant.   Strengthening the three HRWG subcommittees who will work together to plan events, including but not limited to those listed about, near or on the water.
Project Evaluation
The project will be evaluated based on the effectiveness in training in watershed skills. We will have more community leaders speaking out, greater community attendance at or submission of comments to the various governmental hearings/meeitngs concerning water quality and infrastructure at or in the River.  We will continue photo-documentation of identified CSO sites and more education programs and materials on the impacts of water quality on fishing, boating and/or swimming.  Photo and Video documentation will include the community Ranger participants working on the waterfront, interviewing people, and their work will be distributed through social media and on the web.  All minutes of the HRWG meetings, Calendar of Events, and Organizational materials charting growth will be presented.  We will develop increasing partnerships and linkages with groups and individuals on the Manhattan side.
We will evaluate the feasibility and desirability of developing a separate structure for a whole river multi-agency task force, similar to a Corridor Management Plan, with the community commenting but not coordinating the many projects, including bridge reconstruction projects. The community would be sensitive to the stormwater issues surround the rehabilitation of infrastructure.
