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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

OUR GOAL:
TO PROVIDE
RECOMMENDATIONS BY
WHICH THE BOROUGH
PRESIDENT’S OFFICE
CAN IMPROVE THE
PUBLIC HEALTH OF EAST
HARLEM’S RESIDENTS
THROUGH A PHYSICALLY
AND ENVIRONMENTALLY
STRONGER WATERFRONT.

The built environment has the power to impact health behaviors and outcomes; through it, we
can address chronic conditions, manage impacts of disease, and reduce stress. By incorporating
elements that promote exercise, access to nature, social engagement, and other factors associated
with healthy living, places can be designed and programmed to support the physical, mental, and
social wellbeing of the people who live and work in a neighborhood.
East Harlem is home to a large concentration of public housing, with over 30 percent of neighborhood
residents living below the poverty line. Residents suffer from asthma and obesity at higher rates
than surrounding neighborhoods. While many of the city’s former industrial waterfronts in
wealthier neighborhoods (midtown Manhattan, lower Manhattan, the west side of Manhattan, and
Brooklyn) have seen millions of dollars of investment for revitalization efforts, waterfront projects
in densely populated and growing neighborhoods with higher-than-average concentrations of
poverty, including East Harlem, have been chronically underfunded. Focusing on the East Harlem
Esplanade and improved access to the East River is an indispensable step in improving the health
of the East Harlem community and its residents. Our studio, El Paseo del Barrio, set forth to
examine the important, but often understudied, connections between the built environment –
and access to open space – and community health. We used the East Harlem Esplanade as a case
study for analyzing connections to negative health outcomes, ultimately concluding with a set of
recommendations for the Manhattan Borough President’s Office whereby they may advocate for
increased access to this underutilized and increase physical activity. Similarly, the studio examined
other factors that may contribute to the stress and long-term health of the community, such as
future flooding and impacts from climate change.
In addition to examining the connections between the built environment and public health, our
research methods (including site analysis, technical research, and several forms of community
engagement) and consideration of our client’s needs led us to look at the following overlapping
outcomes:
CULTURE: East Harlem is historically a diverse and culturally rich neighborhood. By using “creation
of place” as a means of fostering and strengthening identity, our studio examined ways in which
the waterfront could be used to define cultural identity and use programming and events to foster
pride in place.
RESILIENCY AND ECOLOGY: We propose transforming the waterfront into a bio-habitat area where
the urban and natural meet, and where the recreational waterfront can also become a place of ecoescape. Guided by the principles of “biophilia,” we would create and extend green space in order to
reflect our yearning for contact with the natural world and acknowledge its link to our capacity to
survive, create, and heal, improving physical and mental health. Using resilient and multi-purpose
infrastructure, the waterfront will also be better equipped to handle flooding and extreme storms.
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WAYFINDING: Our studio also seeks to promote a wayfinding program to increase awareness of
access to the waterfront. At its core, the wayfinding strategy will better identify points of access
over the FDR Drive and support the creation of recognizable places for residents and visitors of East
Harlem.
We make the corresponding recommendations:
HEALTH
Short Term
Create recreational areas and trails for running,
biking, and fishing
Implement educational programming
Biophilic upgrades to esplanade
Medium Term
Get Outside! Policy
Expand programming (ex: urban farming)
RESILIENCY AND ECOLOGY
Short Term
Bioswales and rain gardens on esplanade from
96th street to 102th street
Butterfly gardens
Soft edge: oyster beds
Natural area at Pier 107: Constructed Wetland
Medium Term
Expand bioswales
Expand constructed wetlands
Step down and seating area near Pier 107
Long Term
Establish continuous landscape corridor
Landbridge at Thomas Jefferson Park
Create an Ecological Education center
Hard edge: rip-rap protection

TRANSPORTATION AND INFRASTRUCTURE
Short Term
Permeable pavers
Amenities: Bathrooms, water fountains,
enhanced LED lighting
Rebuild Pier 107
Link to Harlem River Park
Connect to African Burial Ground
Foster creation of a maintenance/ fundraising
entity (“El Paseo Alliance”)
Medium Term
Construct three new bridges at 106th, 116th, and
120th streets
Long Term
At-grade crossings
New boardwalk over the water at 96th street
CULTURE AND WAYFINDING
Short Term
Directional, historical, cultural, and educational
signage on and near the Esplanade
Walking tours in collaboration with local
institutions (eg: El Museo)
Medium Term
Art and sculpture displays
Multipurpose furniture that doubles as
wayfinding
Digital placemaking using photography and
computer technology
Long term
La Marqueta outpost and other commercial
activities on and near the esplanade
Activation of space under FDR at 96th street for
retail opportunity
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
El Barrio, Spanish for “the neighborhood,” is a fascinating New York City neighborhood on the
Upper East Side, which is formally referred to as East Harlem. In the East River Esplanade, El Barrio
has a great asset that has unfortunately been underutilized by residents due to its current state
of disrepair, lack of adequate access and programming. In recent years, other neighborhoods
throughout New York City have seen significant investments in their waterfront parks. The residents
of the adjacent communities should be able to enjoy their waterfront park, or “El Paseo del Barrio,”
as we have proposed, as fully as residents of other neighborhoods, including, though not limited
to, the Upper East Side, the west side of Manhattan, and Williamsburg, Brooklyn.

EL PASEO
DEL
BARRIO

OUR CLIENT: The Office of the Manhattan Borough President has continually advocated for its
residents on key issues and has been interested in rectifying the neglect and lack of access to the
waterfront for its residents throughout the years. Renovations to the waterfront, starting from
the Lower East Side, have been realized in some concrete form or the other. Unfortunately, the
residents of East Harlem, after many years of community visioning, have seen few changes to
the Esplanade, aside from degrading infrastructure. As a result, the Office of Manhattan Borough
President Gale A. Brewer reached out to Hunter College’s Department of Urban Planning and Policy
and requested that a studio course focused on East Harlem’s waterfront be convened to examine
increased usage of the waterfront.
THE STUDY AREA: Located in Community Board District 11 in Manhattan, the neighborhood of
East Harlem can be geographically described with East 96th Street to East 132nd Street forming
the southern and northern boundaries respectively, and from Fifth Avenue on the west to the
Harlem and East Rivers on the east, with the Esplanade running along the edge of the waterfront.
Pedestrian access to the Esplanade is prohibited by the Franklin D. Roosevelt (FDR) Drive and its
corresponding onramps. To get to the Esplanade users have four options: an at grade crossing at
96th Street, and three foot bridges at 103rd, 111th, and 120th Streets. These pedestrian bridges
are difficult to locate, widely spaced apart, and not ADA compliant. The inadequate landscaping,
broken pavement, and lack of amenities and programming have forced residents to use spaces
elsewhere. The Esplanade is, therefore, underutilized. Through this report, the “El Paseo del
Barrio” team presents a comprehensive proposal to revitalize the parkland and promote its use by
the residents of East Harlem.
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Credit : East Harlem
Neighborhood Plan

STUDIO OBJECTIVES
The “El Paseo del Barrio” studio will examine the East Harlem Esplanade and develop a proposal
to connect the community of East Harlem and the Esplanade through Programming (PG), Physical
Entities (PE) and Policy initiatives (PO) that will promote Health (H), Culture(C), Resiliency (R),
Ecology (E) and Wayfinding (W) for East Harlem Residents.
The health of residents of the East Harlem neighborhood were examined to counter negative health
outcomes of obesity, diabetes, stress, high blood pressure/cholesterol, social well-being as many
residents of East Harlem, suffer from these aforementioned preventable diseases. Over 30% of
East Harlem residents are living below the poverty and experience one of the highest rates of crime
in New York City, which contribute to degeneration of the physical and mental health of residents
East Harlem has a rich and diverse culture that is known worldwide, with its melting-pot of
ethnicities and races and flourishing artistry of the neighborhood will be evaluated by the studio to
be preserved, curated and expanded to and on the Esplanade, in an effort to extend and establish
East Harlem identity on the Esplanade.
Considering that East Harlem is a low lying neighborhood, resiliency will play an important role in
safeguarding the health and wellbeing of the community as it responds to flooding and other storm
related event. Compiling a green infrastructure design program would be integral when focusing
on waterfront development.
The studio will investigate the existing and current ecology of East Harlem to possibly transform
the waterfront into a biohabitat that can be sustained within the urban landscape to be enjoyed by
the East Harlem residents.
Developing a wayfinding program is essential to ensuring that the East Harlem residents can utilize
all the aforementioned projects and the existing underutilized green space. This proposal would not
only address strategies for orientation but strategies for maintaining, encouraging and expanding
access to the Esplanade
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METHODOLOGY
SITE VISITS: The “El Paseo del Barrio” studio conducted several site visits to the Esplanade to gain
insight into the current conditions of the space. Team members initially accessed the Esplanade
through various entry points, noting the experience of approach from the main modes of
transportation within the neighborhood. First impressions relating to what they experienced on
the Esplanade and challenges they encountered as they used the space were recorded as graphic
notes. The team also conducted site visits with stakeholders of the East Harlem Esplanade and
discussed past and current advocacy work. A full 360 degree photo documentation of the East
Harlem Esplanade was completed, highlighting key problem areas which need to be addressed.
Using the aforementioned documentation, a holistic site analysis was completed in an effort to
identify key challenges and opportunities not just on the Esplanade, but within the surrounding
neighborhoods as well.
RESEARCH: East Harlem and its waterfront have been studied by a number of organizations over
the past decades. Early in the studio, the team evaluated these studies to ensure that the prior
recommendations of stakeholders around the neighborhood resonated throughout our proposal.
The full list of reviewed materials appears in greater detail further below.
OUTREACH: Community engagement is integral in developing programming that would revitalize
the Esplanade. As a result, we developed a survey for Spanish and English-speaking residents to
share their experiences and ideas with us during community canvassing. Team members walked
the streets of East Harlem and stationed themselves on the Esplanade in order to conduct surveys
requesting information on:
● Access points used by residents;
● What they would like to see happen on the Esplanade in terms of programming and
amenities on the Esplanade
● What they currently don’t like about the Esplanade.
Hunter College Student Canvassing in East Harlem
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METHODOLOGY
As a neighborhood that has recently undergone a number of planning initiatives and studies such
as a rezoning, there has been noted survey and community visioning “burnout” among the East
Harlem community. Therefore, the studio decided to focus on an underrepresented demographic
within the survey and community visioning process: the youth. In collaboration with El Museo del
Barrio, we were able to engage the youth through outreach during their “Super Sabado” and El
Museo teen programs.

Participants of the Dot Exercise at El Museo

At El Museo’s Día de Los Muertos Super Sabado event, studio members had the opportunity to
interact with members of the community. Adults completed surveys in either Spanish or English,
while children interactively participated by identifying activities they would like to see on the
Esplanade. They did so by placing dot stickers—each child was given five—next to the top activities
they would like to see on the East Harlem Esplanade.
Studio members also met with the El Museo teen program and conducted a short tour of the
Esplanade. While walking, we asked students to be aware of their surroundings and to make note
of anything that was unique to them on the Esplanade-such as anything they saw that they could
identify with. Following this activity, we asked students to take these noted elements and share
concepts that reflected their own ideas of the types of signage that could be developed for the
neighborhood. Students were encouraged to share their ideas for signage in a variety of forms
(drawing, painting, sculpture and/or writing).
During our field trip with the El Museo teen program, we also conducted a mental mapping
assignment. In this exercise, students were asked to visually represent their neighborhoods and
important landmarks, nodes, boundaries, and routes within them.
Finally, in an effort to synthesize our research efforts and experiences in the neighborhood,
we developed four technical memos that relate to our H-CREW (health, cultural, resiliency and
ecology, and wayfinding) objectives. These memos would aid us in highlighting the key needs and
opportunities of the East Harlem community as they relate to the Esplanade.
Hunter College Students with El Museo Teens
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RECURRING THEMES

CHAPTER II
SUMMARY OF REPORTS
In order to build upon the many years of studies,
reports, and research conducted by other
organizations and institutions, studio members
examined these documents and recorded
their many varied recommendations for the
East River Esplanade, the waterfront, and East
Harlem. These studies, dating back to 1992,
are included below, as are some of their most
important themes and recommendations. The
studio was fortunate that the Randall’s Island
Park Alliance and WXY Planning had recently
completed a similar analysis. As a result, the
studio team was the beneficiary of their labor
in this regard.
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Improve accessibility of the Esplanade
throughout East Harlem



Reconstruct or rehabilitate Esplanade



Consolidate maintenance, fundraising,
and planning for the Esplanade within one
organization



Create new pedestrian connections at 106th
Street and 116th Street and rehabilitate
existing pedestrian bridges throughout East
Harlem



Implement at-grade crossings of the FDR
throughout East Harlem, thereby turning
the drive into a boulevard



Improve access at 96th Street and turn this
entry point into a gateway to the waterfront.
Include retail opportunities beneath the 96th
Street overpass.



Separate modes of transit along the
Esplanade



Improve wayfinding from upland areas



Improve plantings; introduce salt-tolerant
plants and native species



Construct a soft edge, living shoreline along
the Harlem River



Fully reconstruct Pier 107



Improve lighting along the Esplanade and
add emergency call boxes to pedestrian
bridges



Install comfort stations somewhere along
the East Harlem length of the Esplanade



Explore vending opportunities

New York City Comprehensive Waterfront Plan
NYC DCP, 1992
 Improve access across FDR along length of
Esplanade
 Create a continuous esplanade around
Manhattan
 Reconstruct or rehabilitate Esplanade
and access points in conjunction with
redevelopment of waterfront municipal
facilities such as the FDR Drive or the seawall
 Consolidate maintenance of the entire
Esplanade under the jurisdiction of a single
management entity
Manhattan Comprehensive Waterfront Plan
NYC DCP, 1993
 Create new pedestrian connections at 106th
St and 116th St
 Study the feasibility of ferry service at 107th
St Pier
 Build more pedestrian overpasses where
FDR Drive is at grade
 Eliminate parking under the FDR at 96th St
 Transform 96th St into a gateway to the
Esplanade
 Develop kiosk and vendor opportunities at
107th St Pier
 Separate bicycles and pedestrians, where
possible
Comprehensive Manhattan Waterfront Plan
(197-a Plan)
City Planning Commission, 1997
 Improve lighting and pedestrian pathways
at 103rd St Footbridge to improve access to
Randall’s Island
 Study feasibility of ferry service at 107St Pier





Eliminate parking under the FDR at 96th St
Eliminate parking under the FDR at Stanley
Isaacs Park (96th St)
Redo underpass at 96th St for water-related
uses

Vision 2020: NYC Comprehensive Waterfront
Plan
NYC DCP, 2011
 Improve pedestrian access under the FDR at
96th St
 Increase hours of operation of 103rd St
Bridge
 Create new pedestrian connections at 106th
St and 116th St
 Ensure reconstruction of 111th St pedestrian
overpass provides a more direct connection
to the Esplanade and the waterfront
 Improve wayfinding from upland areas
 Widen 96th St Pier to accommodate
pedestrians with boats
 Widen 96th St access to accommodate
carrying boats
 Create a vessel tie-up at 107th St Pier
 Examine potential for boat launch on the
Esplanade at 96th St
 Install ecological edge (living shoreline),
including salt marsh restoration; aquatic
habitat enhancement; riparian vegetation;
and water access between 96th – 125th St
 Improve plantings; introduce salt-tolerant
plants
 Provide noise barriers where possible
 Improve lighting and critical design features
in remote areas of waterfront; consider
more careful siting of light poles; relocate
lighting obscured by trees
 Build green buffers/ living shoreline to
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absorb wave forces from 96th St – 125th St
Replace hard waterfront edges with “soft”
or graduated edges wherever possible
to create conditions similar to natural
shorelines
Rehabilitate and replace 107th St Pier
Repair and reopen 103rd St footbridge
Form a long-term management strategy for
the Esplanade
Introduce interpretive signage to educate
the public about marine natural resources,
historic sites and uses, and industrial history

East 107th St. Pier & Pavilion Inspection
AECOM for DPR/OMB, 2012
 Rehabilitate and replace 107th St Pier by
2033
Underwater Investigation & Assessment of the
Esplanade
Arcadis for DPR/OMB, 2013
 Rehabilitate the seawall at 114th St
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Greening the Gap
Hunter College UAP Studio, 2013
 Create new pedestrian connections at 106th
St and 116th St
 Conduct an impact study of turning FDR
Drive into an at-grade boulevard
 Improve wayfinding from upland areas
 Improve access across FDR along length of
Esplanade
 Transform 102nd, 106th, 111th, 116th
and 120th into “Green Corridors” using
streetscape improvements (bioswales,
trees, and signage)
 Rehabilitate chess tables from 112th St –







114th St
Create a down-to-the-water at 117th St
using existing graduated steps at the former
Washburn Wire Factory
Install fishing stations and rod holders from
117th – 124th St
Develop kiosk and vendor opportunities at
107th St Pier
Install ecological edge (living shoreline),
including salt marsh restoration; aquatic
habitat enhancement; riparian vegetation;
and water access between 96th – 125th St
Improve plantings; introduce salt-tolerant
plants
Capture and filter storm water inland of the
Esplanade
Improve lighting and critical design features
in remote areas of waterfront; consider
more careful siting of light poles; relocate
lighting obscured by trees
Replace World’s Fair type poles with either
Flushing Meadows pole or alternative pole
with LED luminaire; use low-wattage lights
at the path level
Add emergency call boxes to pedestrian
bridges
Replace hard waterfront edges with “soft”
or graduated edges wherever possible
to create conditions similar to natural
shorelines
Create an Adopt-the-Esplanade program for
financial sponsorship of small sections of
the Esplanade in exchange for signage
Formalize Trees New York green
infrastructure stewardship training into a
certificate program for residents
Install public art at 111th St footbridge

A Tale of Two Rivers
Office of Assemblyman Robert J. Rodriguez,
2015
 Improve pedestrian access under the FDR at
96th St
 Demolish pavilion roof and re-open 107th St
Pier
 Replace 107th St Pier with a multi-functional
pier
 Create comfort station at 96th St and 107th
St Piers
 Redo underpass at 96th St for water-related
uses and create boat access and storage
 Provide space for vendors
 Provide bike rentals / Citibike
 Provide bait and tackle stations
 Install soundproof barriers alongside the
FDR
 Improve signage and transportation to
existing footbridges at 103rd St, 111th St,
and 120th St to reduce isolation
 Initiate master planning process for
Esplanade
 Create an Esplanade Trust, where the
Esplanade continues to be publicly owned
but operated by a not-for-profit organization
that is able to receive contributions from
private donors



Reimagining the Waterfront
CIVITAS, 2015
 Create over-water boardwalks at 96th St
Pier
 Transform 96th St into a gateway to the
Esplanade
 Demolish pavilion roof and re-open 107th St
Pier





















Replace 107th St Pier with a multi-functional
pier
Widen Esplanade from 96th St – 125th St to
minimum 50 feet
Create continuity between Jefferson Park
/ MCSM and Esplanade with an expanded
land bridge over the FDR from 111th St –
116th St
Simplify the design from 117th St – 125th
St; remove cobbles and introduce plantings
Create outdoor classrooms; fishing stations
at 107th St Pier
Open lawn area and gardens; barbecue
knoll; fishing stations; comfort station from
111th – 116th St
Redo underpass at 96th St for water-related
uses and create boat access and storage
Create activity nodes and enhance activities
at 96th St and Thomas Jefferson Park (113th
St)
Develop kiosk and vendor opportunities at
107th St Pier
Install ecological edge (living shoreline),
including salt marsh restoration; aquatic
habitat enhancement; riparian vegetation;
and water access between 96th – 125th St
Improve plantings; introduce salt-tolerant
plants
Install soundproof barriers alongside the
FDR
Improve lighting and critical design features
in remote areas of waterfront; consider
more careful siting of light poles; relocate
lighting obscured by trees
Separate bicycles and pedestrians, where
possible
Build green buffers/ living shoreline to
absorb wave forces from 96th St – 125th St
Deck over the FDR from 109th St – 116th
15







St; integrate flood protection into the new
structure and Raise Esplanade above flood
levels
Undertake critical repairs of Esplanade to
ensure structural integrity
Remove empty tree pits, redundant benches
Replace lights with solar-powered lights
Create Randall’s Island / East Harlem
Gateway at 96th St
Install public art at 111th St footbridge and
119th St

East Harlem Neighborhood Plan
NYCC Speaker’s Office, Borough President’s
Office, CB11, CVH, 2016
 Study the feasibility of ferry service at 107th
St Pier
 Eliminate parking under the FDR at 96th St
 Demolish pavilion roof and re-open 107th St
Pier
 Create a vessel tie-up at 107th St Pier
 Install easily-removable and lightweight
shade structures, benches and other
elements at 107th St Pier
 Improve lighting and critical design features
in remote areas of waterfront; consider
more careful siting of light poles; relocate
lighting obscured by trees
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Introduce clear response systems and
protections for potential storm surges and
other extreme weather events



Build green buffers/ living shoreline to
absorb wave forces from 96th St – 125th St



Demolish above-grade structure atop 107th
St Pier; selectively repair existing handrails
and surfac

View of El Paseo
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EAST HARLEM HAS BEEN
HOME TO VARIOUS GROUPS
OF ETHNIC COMMUNITIES
- DUTCH, ENGLISH,
JEWISH, ITALIAN, AFRICAN
AMERICAN, AND PUERTO
RICAN - THROUGHOUT ITS
HISTORY.

BACKGROUND
Native Americans once called the area now
known as East Harlem, Muscoota, meaning flat
place. The Dutch were the first Europeans to settle
in this area, and began to construct settlements
in 1637. Nieuw Haarlem was incorporated in
1660 by Governor Peter Stuyvesant, though the
name was quickly changed to Harlem as rule
of Manhattan transferred to the British. The
neighborhood’s development accelerated as the
Commissioners’ Plan of 1811 and its grid system
were implemented. Real estate speculation
helped spur development in the area as the
Fourth Avenue New York and Harlem Railroad
was constructed. This was followed closely by
development of the Third Avenue railroad in
1853. Additional elevated transit would arrive
in 1880 with the Lexington Avenue subway line
opening in 1919.
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By this point, German, Irish, and Jewish immigrants were well-represented in the neighborhood. In
fact, with 90,000 Jewish residents in East Harlem and 80,000 in central Harlem, the area was one of
the largest Jewish communities in the nation.1 Near the end of the 19th century, Italian immigrants,
many from southern Italy and Sicily, began moving into the neighborhood en masse, establishing
their own sub-neighborhood toward the river (prior to the construction of the East River Esplanade)
in the vicinity of Pleasant Avenue. As a result of this immigration pattern and contrary to popular
belief, this resulted in East Harlem being designated as a “Little Italy” prior to its successor to the
south. While the Italian population has decreased over the past 70 years, residents still celebrate
the Feast of Our Lady of Mount Carmel and the “Dancing of the Giglio”.2
Although not an East Harlem native, Congressman and New York City Mayor Fiorello H. La Guardia
represented the district and held rallies on his “lucky corner” at Lexington Avenue and 116th Street.
3
Others, including La Guardia protégé Vito Marcantonio, would follow in his footsteps and continue
holding rallies in this location even as the demographics of the neighborhood changed. Following
World War II, Puerto Ricans became the primary ethnic group in the changing neighborhood,
resulting in its contemporary moniker: El Barrio. Puerto Rican immigrants brought their culture
and customs with them, including the founding of La Marqueta, a street market underneath the
MetroNorth Park Avenue viaduct between 111th and 116th Streets.4
Urban renewal, poverty, and high rates of violence affected the neighborhood during the latter
half of the 20th century. During the 1950s, superblock public housing projects were constructed
throughout the neighborhood, resulting in one of the largest concentrations of public housing
in New York City.5 These public housing projects, which continue to serve as critical housing for
low income individuals and families, still stand in the neighborhood and forever memorialize the
midcentury.

Mother A.M.E Zion Church
Credit: NY Daily News

Casa Latina
Credit: Harlem Bespoke

The studio conducted a group site visit on
September 16, 2017 that was guided by
Jennifer Ratner, President of the Friends of the
East River Esplanade. Prior to this visit, each
member of the studio conducted individual
visits and recorded his or hers first impressions.
These impressions were combined with group
observations from the full studio site visit and
incorporated in a First Impressions Map.
First Impression Sketches
Views From the Pier

First Impression Sketches
Approach from 96th Street

First Impression Sketches
Under the FDR Drive

The studio noted a number of conditions
through the study area. The most notable and
important of these are reflected in the map and
discussed here.
PEDESTRIAN BRIDGES: Pedestrian bridges are
uniformly in dismal condition. Paint is chipped
and falling off of these structures, their walkways
are narrow and uninviting, and the switchbacks
leading to the main spans are steep, reducing
their accessibility. Fencing along these bridges
is oppressive and prevents users from enjoying
the views granted by their elevation. Aside
from their drab and dismal appearance, studio
members expressed concerns that the bridges
might be in poor structural condition.
CRUMBLING AND FAILING INFRASTRUCTURE:
At various points along the Esplanade,
infrastructure appears to be failing, in some
instances catastrophically. Studio members
noted multiple sinkholes and locations where
pieces of the seawall had crumbled into the river.
Especially concerning is the structural condition
near 116th Street where a large portion of the
Esplanade has crumbled into the Harlem River.
At this location, temporary chain-link fencing
has been installed to prevent Esplanade users
from falling into the river or from accessing the
more dangerous portion of parkland.

CRITICAL ESPLANADE
INFRASTRUCTURE IS FAILING
WITH OBVIOUS RESULTS:
CRUMBLING SEAWALLS,
LARGE POTHOLES, AND
CHICKEN WIRE IN PLACE OF
STANDARD FENCING.

FIRST IMPRESSSIONS
As a result, walkers, joggers, and cyclists are
shunted onto a small pathway directly abutting
the Esplanade, placing them mere feet from
high-speed traffic and its attendant noise and
exhaust. Narrow conditions of this sort also
place users in direct conflict with one another
as pedestrians, cyclists, and runner attempt
to negotiate small spaces. Further south, a
temporary wooden section of the Esplanade
covers another large sinkhole, although access
to the temporary structure has been curtailed
and it, too, is now surrounded by chain link
fencing.
Pier 107 represents both the best and worst of
the Esplanade. Its unique position and length
across the East River provides users with
beautiful panoramic views of Randall’s Island,
portions of Queens, and Manhattan, while it’s
degraded condition and closed off pavilion
19

MAP OF FIRST IMPRESSIONS
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indicate its limited life span. This location is, as
observed by studio members, is also a valuable
spot for local fishermen.
While there is much to be critical of, the studio
did identify positive locations and features
along the Esplanade. Members were struck
by lush, peaceful planting areas near Thomas
Jefferson Park, just north of Pier 107, and near
105th Street. These locations provide wonderful
opportunities to sit and enjoy river views in
peace and relative quiet, though proximity
to the FDR Drive prevents volume levels from
decreasing too much.
Finally, while the studio noted a barren stretch
of Esplanade between 100th and 96th Streets,
members were impressed by the new planter at
96th Street and by boat access at this location,
although its narrowness presents obstacles
to park goers. This site also represents the
only current at-grade access point to the East
River Esplanade in East Harlem, albeit one
with inherent hazards as users must navigate
a complicated intersections serving on and off
ramps for the FDR Drive.

Fencing under FDR at 9th Street

Dangerous conditions, close proximity to
FDR and irregular surface

Dangerous conditions, close proximity to
FDR and irregular surface

Corroded Fencing

CURRENT ACCESS POINTS
ARE FEW IN NUMBER IN
POOR CONDITION AND OFF
THE BEATEN PATH
Poor Conditions at Pier

Cage Pedestrian Bridge
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EXISITNG CONDITIONS
East Harlem remains a dense, residential
neighborhood to this day. Commercial uses
are found on the major north/south avenues
(Fifth Avenue, Madison Avenue, Park Avenue,
Lexington Avenue, Third Avenue, Second
Avenue, and First Avenue), as well as on 96th
Street, 106th Street, 116th Street, and 125th
Street.
Notably, the neighborhood contains the
highest concentration of New York City Housing
Authority (NYCHA) development in the borough
of Manhattan.6 Approximately 28 percent of
the neighborhood’s residents currently reside
in NYCHA properties, indicating the high level of
poverty within the area.
Assessing land uses directly across the FDR
Drive from the Esplanade paints a slightly
different picture. Along the neighborhood’s
22

East Harlem Zoning Map, 2017

East Harlem Land Use Map, 2017

waterfront, aside from a large number of housing developments, we find public facilities and
institutions, a handful of parks, and East River Plaza (a mall). Public facilities and institutions are
mostly represented by schools (PS 50, Renaissance Charter High School, the Manhattan Center for
Science and Mathematics, PS 112, etc.), FDNY EMS Stations, and health care facilities.
Large portions of the neighborhood were rezoned as recently as November 30, 2017 when the New
York City Council voted in favor of a long planned and debated rezoning proposal. The resulting
rezoning includes significant up zonings on several avenues (Park, Third, and Second) where districts
now include R9 and R10 designations, as well as their commercial equivalents (C2-5, C4-6, etc).
These rezonings affected height restrictions in an attempt to help preserve the neighborhood’s
character, as well as a special district designed to promote ground floor commercial uses.

Notably, no portion of the neighborhood east
of Second Avenue was rezoned, leaving large
swathes of R7A, R7B, R7-2, and R8A untouched.
Similarly, nothing south of 104th Street has
been altered. It is unknown whether any plan
currently exists to rezone the eastern and
southern portions of the neighborhood, or
whether any such plans would have predicted
effects upon the Esplanade.
East Harlem is fairly well-served by various
modes of transportation, including subways,
buses, and bike lanes. The Lexington Avenue
Line (4, 5, and 6 trains) runs from north to south
underneath the street for which it is named and
provides access to the Bronx, Lower Manhattan,
and Brooklyn. The first leg of the Second Avenue
Subway, which primarily serves the Upper East
Side directly to the south terminates on East
Harlem’s southern border at 96th Street. Future
stations at 106th and 116th Streets (both on
Second Avenue), as well as a station at 125th
and Lexington, will provide additional rapid
transit options to residents and will allow for
increased accessibility to the Esplanade.
Manhattan buses servicing the neighborhood
include the M1, 2, 3, 4, 35, 96, 98, 100, 101,
102, 103, 106, 116 buses, in addition to the
M15 SBS express buses running north on 2nd
Avenue and south on 1st Avenue. All told, the
aforementioned bus routes offer access to
all neighborhoods south of East Harlem in
Manhattan, as well as, to the West Side and
northern reaches, and to Randall’s Island to
the east. The Bx15 bus offers transportation
between West Harlem and Fordhamville in the
Bronx with multiple stops in East Harlem, while
the M60 SBS express bus offers an efficient
route to La Guardia Airport in Queens.

Map of Transportation Modes in East Harlem

Map of River Depths of the East River

The neighborhood also has a number of bike lanes, both protected and separated from automobile
traffic, or standard white thermoplastic lines allowing cyclist to proceed alongside and in close
proximity to traffic. Protected lanes currently run north on First Avenue and south on Second
Avenue. Unprotected thermoplastic lanes run across town on 106th, 119th, and 120th Streets,
providing reasonable bicycle access to the waterfront.
The FDR Drive, of course, is one of the neighborhood’s most obvious transportation features and,
running along its entire length, greatly affects the Esplanade.
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CANVASSING AND RESULTS: Studio members
conducted canvassing within East Harlem and
on the Esplanade during an unseasonably warm
afternoon in October 2017. Studio members
were positioned near the 116th Street and
Lexington Avenue 6 train stop, and eventually
proceeded to the waterfront.
During the process of street canvassing,
flaws in our survey design became evident.
Many residents were unfamiliar with the
term “esplanade” and instead called the park
“the pier,” “the river,” or “the Robert Wagner
Walkway.”

COMMUNITY OUTREACH
The community outreach component of the
project involved a survey that addressed issues
of usage and programming on the East Harlem
waterfront. The survey was distributed through
both street canvassing and tabling at a local
cultural event.
SURVEY DESIGN: The survey was designed in
a collaborative process and was targeted at
engaging local residents in a discussion about the
Esplanade and relating to usage habits, desires
and needs for the waterfront park, and whether
they feel safe when within its bounds. Taking
into consideration the concentration of Spanish
speakers in the area, the hard copy of the survey
was provided in both Spanish and English. An
online version of the survey was also prepared,
though it was not as effective in providing
feedback as interacting with people face-to-face.
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Hunter College Student Canvassing in East Harlem

70
SURVEYS

Some residents also expressed ambivalence
toward particular questions, including gender
identification questions that attempted to
provide inclusive options. Requests for contact
information, too, were sometimes met with
skepticism and were, as a result, later moved to
the end of the survey.
In total, the studio received 70 completed
surveys from neighborhood residents. 44
respondents identified as female, 25 identified
as male, and one respondent selected “Prefer
not to say.” The youngest respondent was seven
years of age, while the oldest were both 72. The
average age of survey respondents was 34.4.
The results were tabulated and utilized in our
efforts to provide feasible, community-based
recommendations for the Esplanade. These
results are included in full in the appendix of
this report

HIGHLIGHTS


Most respondents (40) access the Esplanade
by walking from their homes. 14 respondents
use the subway and 13 ride bicycles.



The 103rd Street pedestrian bridge is
the most trafficked access point with
21 respondents using it to cross to the
Esplanade. 111th Street (18) and 96th Street
(14) are the next most-utilized.



A majority of respondents (46) visit the
Esplanade on a less-than-monthly basis,
using the park only “occasionally,” for
“special events”, or “never.”





ACCESS POINTS

MODES

“Fair” was the most frequently chosen
(26) category by users indicating their
opinion of the Esplanade. 14 respondents
felt the Esplanade is “Very Good,” while
five respondents each marked “Poor” and
“Excellent.”
A majority of respondents (41) use the
Esplanade to walk or stroll. 29 also enjoy
viewing the water, while 21 use the space
to run.



40 respondents indicated that their number
one desired amenity (of those included in
the survey) were restrooms. 17 selected
“lighting/safety box,” indicating the lack of
perceived safety along the Esplanade.



Increased shade and seating, swimming
opportunities,
playgrounds,
farmers’
markets, community gardens, and nature
play and education were among the top
choices for additional programming and
activities in the park.

ACTIVITIES

COLLABORATION WITH EL MUSEO DEL BARRIO
This studio’s research of existing reports
indicated a general resident fatigue regarding
outreach by planning entities, whether they
be the community board, graduate planning
programs, or professional planning firms. The
recent rezoning of East Harlem has also taken
a toll on residents, both in terms of time spent
at public planning sessions and meetings, as
well as the significant stress of an unknown
outcome. This required the team to think
creatively about how to engage with the local
community without stirring up frustration. The
studio uncovered that the majority of prior
engagements in the neighborhood focused
around the needs of adults, while little work
had been done with the youth of East Harlem.
It is the studio’s firm belief that all age groups
should be considered when planning for such a
significant piece of infrastructure.
The Studio leveraged an existing relationship
with El Museo’s Family Programs Coordinator,
Rosario Calatayud, to perform outreach with
East Harlem’s children. El Museo is a flagship
institution in the neighborhood that promotes
Puerto Rican and Latin American culture
and art. El Museo works closely with the
community, hosting events for local families
throughout the year, as well as providing after
school programs for the community’s youth.
The studio felt that El Museo’s long history
and positive reputation in the neighborhood
was the ideal channel for reaching out to East
Harlem’s youth and constructing valuable
feedback. Thus, our collaboration with El
Museo del Barrio consisted of three primary
engagements:
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SURVEYING AND DOT EXERCISE AT SUPER
SABADO: On Saturday, October 21st, El Museo
hosted its annual Super Sabado celebration.
The event celebrated the Mexican tradition of
El Dia de los Muertos, inviting families from
around the neighborhood to enjoy storytelling,
face painting, and music. This provided the
perfect setting to meet parents in East Harlem
and their children.
The studio hosted a table in the museum’s
lobby and conducted surveys about the current
condition of the waterfront with the parents.
The studio also engaged with the children,
having them participate in a dot exercise
where they were given five stickers to identify
the activities they would most like to see on
the re-envisioned Esplanade.
MENTAL MAPPING EXERCISE WITH EL MUSEO
TEENS: Every semester, El Museo organizes
an afterschool program, “El Museo Teens,”
for teenagers from East Harlem. The program
teaches teens about art, culture, history, and
politics in their neighborhood. The Studio
hosted a session of “El Museo Teens” at Pier
107 on the Esplanade as a way for the group to
learn about and experience space with which
they were generally unfamiliar.

Children Participating in Dot Exercise at El-Museo

El Museo Teens Participating in Mental Mapping Exercise

Children Participating in Dot Exercise at El-Museo

El Museo Teens Participating in Mental Mapping Exercise

The studio performed a mental mapping
exercise with the teens to understand how
they viewed the Esplanade within the context
of their daily lives. We encouraged the teens
to draw important nodes, edges, landmarks,
districts, and paths that were important to
them.
Sketches from El Museo Teen Mapping Exercise
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Sketches from El Museo Teen Mapping Exercise

Wayfinding signage pointing to the waterfront
around the subway stations would be
important, as this is how the teens orient
themselves within their own neighborhood.

SIGNAGE PROJECT WITH EL MUSEO TEENS:
As a final piece of outreach with El Museo,
the studio asked the teens to design signage
for the waterfront and neighborhood. In a
previous session prior to meeting with us,
the teens were hosted at a local print shop to
learn printmaking techniques. We encouraged
students to leverage their newfound skills
to make signs that captured the culture, art,
music, and politics of East Harlem.
OUTREACH FINDINGS

Sketches from El Museo Teen Mapping Exercise

MENTAL MAPPING FINDINGS: The Mental
Map exercise yielded four primary findings.
1. The teens do not perceive the Esplanade
as having a personal or integral meaning to
them. In fact, the esplanade did not feature
in the majority of the mental maps, which,
we feel, indicates that it does not have any
particular importance in how they view their
environment.

SUPER SABADO DOT EXERCISE: The dot
exercise helped to clarify which activities
children might like to see on the new
waterfront. This aided in the studios’
recommended programming along the
Esplanade, which can be viewed in the
Recommendations section. Among the top
activities were:
Sketches from El Museo Teen Mapping Exercise

2. The teens identify with food and retail
chains in their neighborhood. The studio
noticed places such as Dunkin Donuts,
Wendy’s, and Subway in multiple maps.
Through students’ verbal explanations, we
learned this is where they meet and socialize.
The studio interprets this as an indication of
the teens having few viable, healthy places to
meet within East Harlem.
3. The Subway system is a means of orientation
for the teens. They also view churches and
other well-known structures as important
landmarks within their environment.

4. Randall’s Island is viewed as separate
from East Harlem. The teens’ mental maps
frequently featured Randall’s island, but only
in the context of the place on the other side of
the river. The river served as a clear delineation
between East Harlem and Randall’s Island, and
indicates that the park does not belong to their
neighborhood.

•
•
•
•
•

MOVIES
SPORTS
PLAYGROUNDS
PAINTING
SWIMMING

SIGNAGE FINDINGS:
1. Emphasis on climate change, ecology
and resiliency, “Growth” sign
2. The Esplanade as the “door-step” of East
Harlem, “Skyline” sign

Top 5 Activities as a result of El Museo Dot Exercise

27

28

Health was a guiding concern for this studio—
as the “H” in H-CREW comes first, it underlies
the perspective and goals we worked towards.
Asthma, obesity, and mental health are the
most pressing health issues in the community.
Our research also led us to focus on an understudied population: the youth. Age, class, race
and ethnicity are important factors relating
to the health issues of this community. The
open space that the East Harlem Esplanade
has potential to provide would be beneficial in
contributing to improvements in community
health. The biggest concerns relating to
infrastructure were obvious from site visits; a
lack of amenities such as restrooms and lack
of consistent, general maintenance created
an unwelcoming environment. The underactivated space also loses out on the potential
to be a cultural reflection of the neighborhood
it serves. Furthermore, from the perspective
of sustainability, the park fails to act as an
impediment to flooding and does not serve to
promote biodiversity.

CHAPTER III
FINDINGS
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View from El Paseo

• 1/4 OF POPULATION IS CHILDREN

East Harlem exhibits similar health trends seen in low-income minority neighborhoods elsewhere.
This neighborhood is known as a health burdened community, and recent reports state that it
presents moderate risks for the well-being of children, ranking 18th out of 59 community districts
in New York City. As a part of this studio’s research, it was critical to take a look at significant
determinants of health to better understand the health issues within the community. The studio’s
research in this area focused on the impacts of socio-economic, environmental and neighborhood
determinants, and housing upon the health of this community. Prominent illnesses and disorders
included in this research are asthma, obesity and diabetes, and mental health.

• 93% OF RESIDENTS ARE RENTERS

DETERMINANTS OF HEALTH

• 75% OF APARTMENTS RENT
STABALIZED

SOCIOECONOMIC BACKGROUND: East Harlem’s majority minority population and low median
income provides us with a classic case of a health burdened neighborhood.

KEY FINDINGS

• 28 % OF NEIGHBORHOOD IS
NYCHA
• 47% POVERTY RATE AMONG
CHILDREN

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), income, race, social status, education and
access to health care are inseparably linked to public health.8 These socioeconomic factors also
affect household living conditions and areas of residency, which can influence health. Strikingly,
African Americans and Hispanics in New York City are more likely to have lower incomes as
compared to other racial groups. 9 Consequently, African American, Hispanic, and low-income New
Yorkers have a higher burden of illnesses and suffer from a higher rate of premature death10.
ENVIRONMENT AND NEIGHBORHOOD CONDITIONS: East Harlem residents live near two bus
depots, one garage depot and traffic-filled FDR drive. Residents also lack appropriate access to
healthy food options and open space compared to most neighborhoods.

HEALTH &
DEMOGRAPHICS
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Neighborhood and environmental conditions can massively affect the public health of area
residents. At the same time, New York City neighborhoods are often segregated based on
socioeconomic status.11 Neighborhood environmental quality is often determined by the amount
of green space, air quality, proximity to manufacturing sites, accessibility to food, goods and
services, and water quality of an area.12 Often, these conditions are the result of decades of policy
that leads to environmental inequity and the disinvestment of capital in low income and minority
neighborhoods.
OPEN SPACE: East Harlem has 1.2 acres of open space per 1,000 residents compared to the
recommended standard 2.5 acres of total open space per 1,000 residents. 13 The neighborhood
did surpass the recommended amount of fields, courts and play area per resident.14 Despite that,
the report indicated that Thomas Jefferson Park and Marcus Garvey Park are the only parks with
recreations centers that provide active programming with minimal charge15Limited green space
in the built environment can create the urban heat island. The lack of adequate green spaces and
green infrastructure reduces the amount of oxygen, which prevents toxic particles from being
filtered out of the atmosphere. In East Harlem, the urban tree canopy cover is only 12 percent with
the potential to increase the amount of green space to 39 percent.16

HOUSING: East Harlem has one of the highest concentrations of public housing in New York City,
second only to Brownsville.
There is growing evidence on the effects of housing conditions and their impacts on a variety
of health and chronic illnesses: specifically, asthma, obesity, poor nutrition and mental health17.
Exposure to toxins as nitrogen dioxide, pests, asbestos and uncomfortable indoor temperature can
spur chronic physical and mental illnesses. Poor housing conditions and overcrowding in housing
is also known to cause psychological distress as well as behavioral problems among women and
children. 18
A majority of the public housing and existing buildings developed in East Harlem are an aging
housing stock. Consequently, many of the subsidized buildings have maintenance defects and
quality issues. Many of the NYCHA buildings inherited decades of deferred maintenance which
will $17 billion dollars to full repair. 19According to the East Harlem Housing DRAFT Reported that
76% of housing units had maintenance defects, leaks, heat problems, pest infestation and peeling
paint.20
PRIMARY HEALTH ISSUES
ASTHMA: East Harlem has one of the highest rates of total asthma and childhood asthma in New York
City. According to the NYC Health Profile, East Harlem has up to 75 child asthma hospitalizations per
10,000 children. This rate is higher than the total rate for Manhattan, which has 36 hospitalizations
per 10,000, and relatively higher than the Upper East Side, East Harlem’s neighbor directly to the
south, which has 7 hospitalizations per 10,000. The rate of adult hospitalizations in East Harlem,
too, is relatively high with 648 per 100,000, as compared to 82 in the Upper East Side and 196 for
all of Manhattan. 21
TRIGGERS
1. OUTDOOR AIR QUALITY: Poor outdoor air quality is known to cause increases in respiratory
health issues, including asthma. The major cause of asthma and other respiratory illnesses
is fine particulate matter. PM typically comes from motor vehicle exhaust, power plants,
and manufacturing processes.22 The PM level in New York City from traffic is 50% higher in
impoverished neighborhoods than in more affluent areas. 23 As indicated in the previous
section, limited green infrastructure reduces that amount of toxins can be filtered toxins in the
air. In addition, the proximity of housing to bus depots and congested traffic on the FDR Drive
exposes residents to high emissions of PM and other air pollutants.
2. INDOOR AIR QUALITY: Poor indoor quality due to inadequate and poorly maintained housing
is a trigger for those suffering from asthma and allergies. Carpets, dust allergens, pests, and
cockroaches, among other factors, are known to trigger asthma and neurological illnesses.
East Harlem is known to have high maintenance defects within housing. As previously indicated,
there are numerous reports that New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) takes months to
respond to maintenance requests.

ASTHMA

PER 10,000 KIDS
AGES 5-14
EAST HARLEM

75

UPPER EAST SIDE
MANHATTAN
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OBESITY: The obesity rate in East Harlem also reflects similar trends seen in other low-income
minority neighborhoods. According to the 2004 Community Health Profile, one of three adults
in East Harlem are obese.24 As seen in the figure below, the neighborhood’s obesity rate has now
reached 33 percent, which is higher than rates in the Upper East Side and in New York City as a
whole. According to the Health Food Policy in 2011 it was reported that the childhood obesity
rate in East Harlem was 23 percent, which was the 13th highest in New York City’s 59 community
districts. 25

OBESITY

DIABETES: According to the City University of New York, “Eating in East Harlem” report, which
concerned a 12-year study conducted from 2002-2013, the diabetes rate in East Harlem was almost
1.4 times higher than that of the whole city.26 Despite the interest in resolving food disparities in
East Harlem, the health trends have not improved during the past ten years.
Alarmingly, the report also conveys that the death rate for diabetes in East Harlem was more than
1.6 times higher than in New York City in both 2000 and 2013.27 Unfortunately, this shows that
limited improvements have been made for this chronic health issue and more must be done to
address its effects. Many studies have been completed addressing food security and public health
in East Harlem. The contributing factors to high obesity and diabetes rates within the neighborhood
include access to healthier and affordable food, and nutritional education.
TRIGGERS
1. ACCESS TO HEALTHY FOOD MARKETS: Despite the change in demographics and increase in
retail and food options, East Harlem statistically has the highest rate of health issues and food
security problems in New York City. As a result, there is a pressing demand for better access to
healthy food. The amount of food available in East Harlem more than doubled between 2000
and 2013, though this increase included a large number of fast food chains. There was an 84
percent increase in fast food franchises and a 10 percent increase in fast food sales. 28
2. AFFORDABLE FOOD: East Harlem’s low median income and high concentration of public
housing makes it no surprise that at least 28 percent of residents receive29 SNAP (Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program), also known as Food Stamps, and utilize soup kitchens or food
pantries to get enough food for their families. East Harlem residents are said to spend about
$340 million on food every year which is the largest spending category within the district.30
Healthy food is known to be more expensive than typical fast food options. With the current
development and re-zoning of East Harlem, food prices may continue to rise in the community.
3. FITNESS & NUTRITION: According to the New York City East Harlem Health Profile, 34 percent
of East Harlem residents have one or more sugary drink per day. 31 According to the Eating in
East Harlem study, at least 91.9 percent of East Harlem Youth did not meet CDC recommended
daily fruit and vegetable consumption.32 There are current programs to solve these issues such
as Fittnessgram working with city schools to encourage active lifestyle and nutrition education.
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PERCENT OF ADULTS
EAST HARLEM 33%
UPPER EAST SIDE 11%
MANHATTAN

16%

MENTAL HEALTH
Those with the lowest incomes are two to six times more likely to experience serious emotional
distress than more affluent individuals. Additionally, Hispanic New Yorkers report the highest
levels of emotional distress.34 As seen on this chart, East Harlem has the highest rate of psychiatric
hospitalizations among adults in the entire city with 2,016 hospitalizations per 100,000 adults
compared to 755 hospitalizations per 100,000 in Manhattan.35
According to the report, “Health Disparities in New York City,” mental health problems are more
common among poorer New Yorkers than wealthier city residents. A New York University study
on East Harlem NYCHA residents indicated that poor mental health is associated with isolation.
The report stated that only 46 percent with “fair or poor mental health” leave their home on a
daily basis.36 Crowding and lack of green in urban dense areas may also have significant impact on
mental health37 In reference to East Harlem’s obesity rate, some studies suggest that there is also
a correlation with mental health, food security, obesity and other diet related diseases. 38
The indicators on mental health for the children of East Harlem are quite limited. Rising rent
costs and displacement from gentrification and development in East Harlem can cause distress to
low income residents. The New York Academy of medicine does indicate that displacement and
homelessness can cause mental issues particularly among children. In addition to that, multiple
studies demonstrate that children living in socioeconomically disadvantaged neighborhoods will
experience a higher rate of mental health problems than other children.39 The report suggests
that crowding in a home can have deleterious effects upon childhood learning, can encourage
sleeplessness and affect mood and behavior.

MENTAL HEALTH

HOSPITALIZATION
PER 1,000 ADULTS
EAST HARLEM

2,016

UPPER EAST SIDE

364

MANHATTAN

755

TALE OF TWO CITIES
This figure shows the median income and health statistics for East Harlem, Upper East Side and
ultimately, the borough of Manhattan. The numbers show a tale of two neighboring communities
with contrasting income and health outcomes.
Any plan for the waterfront should be implemented with the goal of solving health disparities
in East Harlem. Increases in green space and better connectivity to the waterfront are known to
reduce stress levels, increase oxygen, and filter toxic air substances. Additionally, open space can
provide an outlet for physical activity and provide educational opportunities for children and adults
in the community.
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KEY FINDINGS
• CRUMBLING SEAWALLS AND
FENCING
• NOISE AND PROXIMITY TO FDR DRIVE
TRAFFIC
• NARROW, DILAPIDATED BRIDGES
• UNDERUTILIZED SPACES
• DANGEROUS ACCESS POINTS

TRANSPORTATION &
INFASTRUCTURE

East Harlem, which mostly lies within Community District 11, is in the north-eastern portion of
the island of Manhattan. The neighborhood is bordered by the Harlem River and East River on
the northeast, and by the communities of Central Harlem to the west and the Upper East Side to
the south. The East River Esplanade, which this studio has focused its efforts upon, runs along the
neighborhood’s waterfront, though it is separated from the upland community by the FDR Drive,
a six-lane highway.
NEIGHBORHOOD TRANSPORTATION
Due to its proximity to the Bronx, as well as its numerous outer borough connections, a fairly large
number of buses traverse or originate and terminate in East Harlem. Manhattan buses include
the M1, 2, 3, 4, 35, 96, 98, 100, 101, 102, 103, 106, 116 buses, in addition to the M15 SBS express
buses running north on 2nd Avenue and south on 1st Avenue. All told, the bus routes offer access
all neighborhoods south of East Harlem in Manhattan, as well as, to the West Side and northern
reaches, and to Randall’s Island to the east. The Bx15 bus offers transportation between West
Harlem and Fordhamville in the Bronx with multiple stops in East Harlem, while the M60 SBS
express bus offers an efficient route to La Guardia Airport in Queens.
The neighborhood is also served by New York City’s subway system. The 4, 5, and 6 trains run
north and south below Lexington Avenue (five blocks from the Esplanade at its greatest distance,
roughly three at its nearest). The local 6 train has several stops throughout the neighborhood
(96th, 103rd, 110th, 116th, and 125th Streets), while the 4 and 5 express trains only stop at 125th
Street before continuing north into the Bronx or south to Grand Central Station. New York City’s
most recent addition to its subway lines, the fabled 2nd Avenue Subway, opened in 2017 and both
terminates and originates at 96th Street and 2nd Avenue. The Q train provides quick access to the
East River Esplanade at 96th Street, though, with no currently constructed stations further north in
East Harlem, is of limited use to neighborhood residents looking to access the park.
The neighborhood also has several bike lanes, either protected or standard thermoplastic white
lines. Protected lanes exist running north on First Avenue and south on Second Avenue. Unprotected
bike lanes (the standard white lines seen throughout the city) run across town on 106th, 119th,
and 120th Streets, providing reasonable bicycle access to the waterfront greenway.
Pedestrian bridges, which in this case are owned by the Department of Parks and Recreation and
inspected by the New York City Department of Transportation, provide access to the East River
Esplanade at East 103rd Street, East 111th Street via Thomas Jefferson Park, and at East 120th
Street. At grade access is possible at 96th Street, though it requires navigating a complicated set of
crosswalks and intersections containing on and off-ramps for the FDR Drive.
Of course, no discussion of the East River Esplanade would be complete without including the FDR
Drive, which runs parallel to the parkland in East Harlem. The drive serves as a crucial means of
access to the island’s business district and carries approximately 180,000 cars every day.
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EXISTING TRANSPORTATION CONDITIONS
Although East Harlem currently has a large number of bus routes, it is notable that the northbound
M15 SBS, the eastbound M96, 106, and 116 buses, and the crosstown M100 bus are the only
routes which drop visitors within one or two blocks of the East River Esplanade and its few East
Harlem Access points.
As previously mentioned, the Q train provides good access to communities south of East Harlem,
but is of limited use to neighborhood residents, especially in relation to Esplanade access. The
Lexington Avenue 4, 5, and 6 trains are also of limited use to a neighborhood residents looking to
access the Esplanade. As the line runs north and south, it is likely that a resident either A) lives east
of the line and might as well walk to an access point or B) could make the trip on foot more quickly
that the time it takes to access a subway station, wait for a train, and walk from another station
to an access point. Although more recent traffic counts are not easily found, 2014 traffic volume
reports from the New York State Department of Transportation indicate annual average daily traffic
- or “AADT” - (total traffic over the course of a year divided by 365) of 183,614. This number has
increased by approximately 30,000 trips per day since 2001. For comparison, the busiest section
of the West Side Highway, which runs between West 125th Street and West 158th Street, has an
AADT of 135,649 and carries roughly 45,000 fewer cars every day than the FDR.

Condition of Fencing and Paers on the Esplanade

INFRASTRUCTURE
PEDESTRIAN BRIDGES: In this report’s study area, there are three pedestrian bridges that allow
access to the esplanade from East Harlem: 103nd, 111th, and 120th streets. As per the annual
DOT Bridge and Tunnel Construction report, all three pedestrian bridges are rated “Fair”, which
is the second lowest assigned rating. While this rating does not indicate any need for immediate
structural failure, the “Fair” rating does place these bridges among the worst, because no bridges
in New York City were rated as poor. The bridges are narrow and feature long, sloping ramps
which accommodate for cyclists. Each bridge has narrow switchbacks, which makes it difficult to
maneuver bicycles and extend the time it takes pedestrians to cross.
There is no obvious signage directing pedestrians and cyclists to these bridges, all of which are
hidden at the end of low-traffic dead-end streets. One would have to have knowledge of the
neighborhood to find all three bridges. The 103rd street Bridge offers direct access to Randall’s
Island via the Ward’s Island Bridge.
Bridge

Inspection Date

Condition Rating

Replacement Cost

103rd Street

12/21/2016

4.683

$30,631,500

111th Street

10/08/2016

4.319

$19,143,000

120th Street

10/12/2016

4.143

$17,901,00

View from overpass
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AT GRADE CROSSINGS: There is a single at-grade crossing at 96th street underneath the FDR Drive.
This access point is the closest to major transportation; the 96th street Q station is just two blocks
away from the Esplanade. This access point is a clear opportunity to welcome potential park-goers.
While the crossing is at-grade, 96th street is also a major exit and entrance for automobiles using
the FDR Drive. The pedestrian crossing can best be described as a labyrinth of car-dodging. Traffic is
entering and exiting the FDR, so pedestrians have multiple “walk” signs to reach the Esplanade. The
current traffic flow leaves room for improvement to optimize access to the waterfront. It should be
noted that the underpass is dark, decrepit, and unwelcoming for pedestrians in the evening.
LIGHTING: Although the East River Esplanade is lined with lighting fixtures, many do not function
correctly or have burnt out bulbs. While some sections become well-lit as the sun sets and lamps are
activated, other stretches, including the area just south of the popular Pier 107 and north of the 103rd
Street Pedestrian Bridge and the Ward’s Island Pedestrian Bridge, have few functioning lights, resulting
in an ill-lit, unsafe environment for current and potential Esplanade visitors. Individuals surveyed
by the studio indicated that increased safety measures and lighting would be welcomed along the
Esplanade. Although no majority of respondents indicated whether they felt safe on the Esplanade,
some indicated that their perceived level of safety is dependent upon the specific portion of the
Esplanade they frequent, while another respondent explained that they only feel safe during the day.
PROMENADE: The promenade along the waterfront is primarily composed of hexagonal pavers.
There is no delineation between modes, so pedestrians and cyclists are often forced to mix.
According to DOT, the hexagonal pavers offer parklike character, are cost effective, and are easily
replaceable40. However, pavers can become loose over time and require regular maintenance. The
overall state of the pathway is fair.
RAILING: The entire length of the esplanade features a metal, arched railing, which creates a hard edge
with the river. The railing is in fair condition, meaning it appears to be structurally sound and serves
its intended purpose, however there is a significant amount of paint chipping. The railing is generally
unattractive, and given this hard edge, it prevents users of the esplanade from interacting with the water.
AMENITIES: The promenade features standard 1939 World’s Fair fixed benches along the route,
which are somewhat evenly spread along the Esplanade’s length. There are no restrooms or drinking
fountains along the entire stretch of the study area, though one can be accessed by crossing the
111th Street Pedestrian Bridge from the Esplanade to Thomas Jefferson Park.
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Map of Transportation Modes in East Harlem

FUNDING OTHER SECTIONS OF MANHATTAN’S WATERFRONT
One can look toward other sections of Manhattan’s waterfront to see realized examples of wellfunded and improved parklands, or of dedicated funding soon to be applied. Perhaps most
strikingly, $100 million was designated to a new portion of esplanade between East 61st Street and
East 53rd Street by Mayor Bill de Blasio in April 2017.41 According to the New York City Economic
Development Corporation, construction of this section of the waterfront will be complete by 2022,
a mere five years from now. One can easily contrast this to sections of the East River Esplanade in
East Harlem - the sinkhole and crumbling sea walls north of Thomas Jefferson Park come to mind
- where failing infrastructure has been left to deteriorate for years with little attention. Although
the aforementioned segment of crumbling seawall in East Harlem has now received funding, it will
not be repaired until a portion of seawall between 88th and 90th streets in the Upper East Side has
been rehabilitated.42 The seawall in the Upper East Side collapsed in May 2017, while the section in
East Harlem collapsed years ago.

Broken Fencing between the Esplanade and the FDR

Upper East Siders are also beneficiaries of a new riverside lawn at Andrew Haswell Green Park,
which opened in late November of 2017. The park, which was funded by local, state, and federal
governments, contains new seating areas and game tables, and cost approximately $4.6 million.43
Work will not stop with the improvements: beginning next year, work will commence on additional
lawns, a reconstructed esplanade, and additional new amenities, including seating and game
areas. Yet another section of Esplanade in the Upper East Side - this one between East 70th and
East 72nd streets - is also currently being improved. This project, which has received funding and
support from the adjacent Hospital for Special Surgery, will result in many improvements, including
irrigation for plantings, noise barriers, new light fixtures, new seating and paving, and long-term
maintenance from the hospital.44`The examples, which have received tens of millions of dollars’ worth of city, state, and federal
funding, are all located within one neighborhood: The Upper East Side. East Harlem, the Upper
East Side’s neighbor directly to the north presents a world of difference. Instead of ribbon cuttings,
we have a partially closed Pier 107. Instead of work to replace and enhance seating, lighting, and
irrigation, we see empty tree pits, crumbling infrastructure, and chicken wire in place of fencing.
Of course, one can look to other parts of Manhattan to identify funding disparities, as well. The
Big U project, which aims to bolster storm resiliency measures from West 57th Street around the
Battery at the tip of Manhattan, and up to East 42nd Street, has received $511 million in United
States Department of Housing and Urban Development funding, while New York City has committed
$305 million in capital funding.45 This project includes berms at the Battery and in other locations,
improved and expanded parklands, deployable panels to prevent flooding in Chinatown, new park
amenities, and increased waterfront access. These goals, and money allocated toward achieving
them, are worthy, yet one is left to wonder why East Harlem has received little to no funding for
increased waterfront resiliency measures. It did, after all, experience significant flooding during
Hurricane Sandy, which negatively impacted the neighborhood’s large number of low-income
households, many of which live in NYCHA projects.

Crumbling Sea Wall

Crumbling Sea Wall

View of the FDR
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Hurricane Sandy and Irene, and more recently hurricane Harvey and Irma, have left a devastating
trail of destruction, from which coastal cities are still struggling to recuperate. Unfortunately,
the threat of superstorms is not only real, but it is also increasing rapidly as rising sea levels and
warming ocean temperatures increase the intensity of future storms for coastal cities and towns
(Cockram, 2017).

KEY FINDINGS
• LACK OF WELCOMING SPACES
• 'LEFT OVER' WALKING PATH NEXT
TO THE FDR DRIVE
• LACK OF PEDESTRIAN
CONNECTIONS WITH HARLEM RIVER
ESPLANADE

ECOLOGY &
RESILIENCY
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In East Harlem, the floodplain encompasses $2.14 billion in physical assets, including critical
infrastructure that residents depend upon for personal health and community character (Blue
Barrio: East Harlem Resiliency Studio Report, 2017). 17,000 homes, 31 schools, four houses of
worship, one hospital, one library, and a huge number of pharmacies, daycares, and medical
facilities will all be flooded by future storms, as will an indeterminable number of storefronts and
places of employment (ibid). The expanded Second Avenue Subway will also run through the
floodplain, as will numerous new developments that are slated to follow the rezoning.
THE ESPLANADE
The esplanade is an ideal area to benefit from a strong resiliency plan. To be successful, a plan must
be implemented that not only focuses on reducing the potential risk of flooding, but addresses
environmental planning and public engagement services as well.
Today, much of East Harlem lies within what was the Harlem Creek Watershed. Tributary streams
flowed from higher ground to the south and west, and merged with the tidal shoreline and marshes
of the Harlem River. This low-lying area was known as the Harlem Meadows or Harlem Plains and
acted as an estuarial border zone, where the high tide in the Harlem River brought saltwater far
inland from today’s shoreline. Freshwater from the Harlem Creek merged with the Harlem River
waters, creating a fertile salt marsh in areas far below high tide level. In the late 19th and early
20th centuries, most of what was once Harlem Creek and its watershed was covered and drained.
Little visible evidence of the old Creek exists today, as its channels were filled in and the shoreline
extended through landfill. The salt marshes, watershed, and meadows have all been completely
transformed.
As a result of this topographical history, the area today is highly susceptible to flooding. Despite
the landfill that occurred in the last two centuries, much of the area’s elevation is still low lying.
During Hurricane Sandy, floods surpassed the Esplanade and FDR Drive and came inland several
blocks- following the former course of the Harlem Creek. According to FEMA Flood Risk maps, the
majority of the area is less than 15 feet above Mean High Water for both 100 and 500-year storms
(i.e. if a 100 or 500 year flooding event were to occur, much of the area would lie just 15 feet above
recorded high water height). As climate change continues to exacerbate the occurrence of “once
in a lifetime” storms, infrastructural resilience is of the utmost importance- the city can no longer
afford to simply rely on luck to endure future disasters.

The Esplanade features sparse and unkempt
landscaped areas. Apart from several trees
and planting areas along the FDR Drive, the
Esplanade is completely paved, meaning it is
mostly impermeable with limited storm water
drainage. On top of that, storm water from the
Esplanade directly drains into the East River
without any pollutant control. Although the
water quality in East and Harlem Rivers has
improved dramatically since the 1970s with
higher levels of dissolved oxygen for better
aquatic life, the East and Harlem Rivers still do
not meet all of the water quality standards,
mostly due to storm water runoff and CSOs
(Greening the Gap, 2013). Mercury is one of
the most hazardous pollutants transferred via
storm water runoff and CSOs. It gets stored in
the fatty tissue of fish, making the rivers unsafe
for swimming and fishing.
With the crumbling seawall and lack of natural
areas, this waterfront is left precariously
exposed to storm surges and supports very
little to no ecological habitat. The lack of shade 2015 Flood Map
and greenery presents challenges to activate
the Esplanade as an inviting public space and
initiate programming. Lush greenscapes with
native landscaping could be added to buffer
the noise and pollution from the FDR Drive as
well as create an exciting new waterfront. Small
vegetated areas with walking paths and seating
could be easily implemented. Stuyvesant
Cove Park and Glick Park to the south on the
East River and Hudson River Park to the west
could serve as precedents. In order to restore
the ecology of the historic Harlem plains,
multi-pronged resiliency approaches need to
be explored. From creating a living shoreline
and filling in several feet into the river and
incorporating green infrastructure, to building
new flood barriers, rip-rap and piers, should all
be seriously considered by the city agencies.

2050 Flood Map

View of Esplanade from Bridge

View of the Esplanade
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KEY FINDINGS: WAYFINDING
• HISTORY OF POLITICAL
RESISTANCE
• STRONG CULTURAL IDENTITY AND
ETHNIC DIVERSITY
• ARCHITECTURAL LANDMARKS
KEY FINDINGS: CULTURE
• LACK OF SIGNAGE AND DIRECTION
TO THE ESPLANADE
• NOTABLE LANDMARKS THROUT
THE NEIGHBORHOOD THAT AID IN
DIRECTION
• STRONG HISTORY THAT CAN BE
USED AS A WAYFINDING TOOL
• ARTISTIC RESOURCES

CULTURE &
WAYFINDING

East Harlem represents a unique melting pot of cultures, as New York City is well known for. Some
cultural expressions of the neighborhood could still be seen today, embedded in the architecture,
institutions, and public expressions such as parades and art events. Culture is usually shared
amongst people based on some unifying characteristics such as nationality or common place of
residence. Both characteristics play important roles in El Barrio: national and ethnic identity is
strong and visible from within, and, from a broader perspective is why the neighborhood culture is
visible in its geographic context. By observing the behaviors of people—amongst themselves and
with the surrounding environment—as well as analyzing the physical context, we were able to gain
an idea of culture through the senses of touch, sight, sound, feel, and taste.
During site visits to the neighborhood and the waterfront, it was evident that the esplanade was
not a place that evoked feelings or triggered the senses in the way El Barrio did. It felt altogether
different and distant from the neighborhood it belongs to. On the waterfront, many things to touch
could give you a reason to visit the nearby one of emergency rooms. It was loud and intense from
the rushing cars, which did not fit the serene view of the abutting East River. Arguably, there are
some similarities. Exhaust fumes and honking are familiar to the urban setting and the waterfront.
The park is missing music, the sound and scene of groups, the smell of food, interaction with the
physical, and any positively informative infrastructure. The edge does not lend itself to these kinds
of uses and activities.
Possibly the biggest issue, there is a lack of identification for the space as a destination in the
neighborhood. One of New York’s most well-known maps does not identify the park space; the
MTA Subway map does, however, clearly show Carl Schurz Park and Central Park, two of the more
popular parks adjacent to the neighborhood. Applying the insight from our engagement with El
Museo’s teens, a subway map will not inform residents or visitors of the potential destination.
From our own experiences we saw that signage guiding people to the waterfront from a few blocks
inland is non-existent. Given that direct access to the waterfront does not exist and requires the
use of one of four entrances, one would seek signs identifying these access points and the paths
to them. The opportunity to include such signage exists since, just like any other City sign, it can be
installed on a street pole or light pole. However, there is an apparent apathy about the East Harlem
waterfront, from the side of the City. Furthermore, before getting onto a pedestrian bridge to get
to the park and even at the park, there is no signage or map that could guide users to the next exit/
entry point or to any destination spots such as Randall’s Island Park. The lack of wayfinding tools
pointing people towards the waterfront park is striking.
For a wayfinding tool to be effective it must be universally informative and easily accessible. For
example, a printed subway map is both because its graphical design focuses on its legibility to show
routes and connections and because it is in your hands and can be carried. However, producing a
map that would mostly highlight only the waterfront to induce community residents to use the
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park would be a failure. When compared to
the subway map, a map like that would lack
the connections between different “lines”—
essentially, the pedestrian pathways and
personal walking routes—as well as “stops,”
which afford pedestrians different experiences
along the way. To improve that hypothetical
map, we could also highlight the potential
pedestrian paths and destinations along the
way. But the map becomes complicated given
these additional constraints: which paths and
destinations and why?
The mental map exercise with the teens gave our
team an important insight: people already have
“stops” and “lines” associated with their daily
lives. Perhaps the point of a useful wayfinding
tool in this case is to include the waterfront as
part of residents’ mental maps. Bringing the
teens out to the waterfront as part of their
program provided the students the opportunity
to connect El Museo with the waterfront in
their mental maps.
Through our research we also saw a few
recurring and established “lines,” namely
historical walking tours and parades. These
types of events create great linkages between
place, history, and present experience. The
esplanade itself contains some great history,
going as far back as the Native inhabitants to
the relatively more recent industrial uses. This
history may warrant a tour of its own, but it may
still be of value as an additional “stop” to other
tours.

Studio Mental Map of Cultural Elements o East Harlem
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CULTURAL DIVERSITY IN EAST HARLEM - ELEMENTS OF CULTURE
Paths
El Museo Walking Tours

Districts
La Marqueta

Edges/Boundaries
Esplanade (El
Paseo) Edge

El Dia de Los
Camaradas
Muertos Parade
Route

NYCHA Housing Districts

El Barrio

Three Kings Day El Paso
Parade Route
4/6 Train Line
La Fonda

Parks (Jefferson Park)

Parks (Jefferson
Park)

Q Train Line
Current & Proposed
Metro North
Train Line
Festivals

Nodes
Casa Latina

Celebrating
Puerto Rican Musicians Mural
Crack is
Wack Mural

Landmarks
Our Lady of
Mount Carmel
RC Church
Elmendorf Reformed Church
and African
Burial Ground
El Museo del
Barrio
Fiorello H. La
Guardia and Vito
Marcantonio
Headquarters
Site of the Former Washburn
Wire Factory
Young Lords Way
& First Spanish
United Methodist Church
Morivivi
Taller Boriqua

Maps can help identify these existing and relatable elements that are important to wayfinding tools. Signs are great wayfinding tools as well. It is
important, then, to recognize that a sign can be a map. Before, we looked at a hypothetical paper map, one that you can carry with you: a mental map.
Here, we look at a physical installation of a map at a given location. We found that the only map at the park was located at the 103rd Street pedestrian
bridge entrance at the park-side. It was installed by the Randall’s Island Park Alliance in order to promote the Randall’s Island Park and boost the
number of visitors. However, that map does not highlight any part of the East Harlem side and park, so it fails to connect itself to the neighborhood
and residents. Its placement permits potential users to plan out a path for exploration, but it applies only to those people already using the park at
that location. It does not bring people in from other places. However, the park could greatly benefit from several kinds of installed maps-as-signage.
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Continuing on mental map framework, landmarks serve as the personal representations of
orientation. It can be anything from a building to a sign, to a given place based on distance. It is a
recognizable element in the context of its physical presence. The neighborhood greatly benefits from
a host of unique and easily identifiable features. From the architecture of the mega-block NYCHA
housing and Italian churches, to the City-named streets recognizing prominent neighborhood
residents such as Tito Puente, and even wall-art and street murals. Past and present landmark
features exist within people’s experiences.
The potential in the neighborhood exists to make certain links between these landmarks and the
waterfront. Getting to the park is surely not easy given the limited number of pedestrian bridges
crossing the FDR. Furthermore, finding the right streets to enter from is not easy if one is just
walking around. Residents and visitors would benefit from having actual signage directing them to
the appropriate entry streets.
Our research has also revealed to us that the name “esplanade” does not help people identify
with it. The waterfront does not have a clear name for residents to use. Is it a walkway or the
waterfront? What is the difference? The difference in the naming brings to light the kinds of uses
and experiences the person has with the place. A landmark such as a building’s tower can be easily
demonstrated and related to another person. The esplanade is not clearly identified and related
with the residents. However, the solution may be to include a simple directional arrow with a
simple graphic pointing towards the park at the locations of current landmarks.
There is a lack of orientation and identification signage to answer the questions, “what is this place
and what is ahead?” The kinds of signs that were missing include directional signs toward exits,
park features, and streets. It is important for a user to know where they can exit so that they can
plan and respond to their life needs. The importance is magnified by the fact that even if a person
desired so, there is not an easy way to cross the FDR without the use of a pedestrian bridge. Also
surprising is that one of the park’s most prominent features, the 107 Pier, is not identified in any
way. People accessing the park from 96th street or 120th street can potentially exit the park at the
next available exit point without getting to the pier. It is visible once atop the pedestrian bridge,
which may or may not convince someone to go back. Just as 107 Pier is important to orienting users
as to their location, here 107th street, signage regarding the other streets is just as important. This
way, a person does not have to pull out a mental map and do simple calculations to understand
their position. Though there were a few signs below the 96th street entrance on light poles that
served this purpose, further up the esplanade only the bridges and highway signs indicated the
current location. Finally, there is little signage identifying the esplanade itself with its official name
(the best example is at the 96th street entrance). Residents probably have trouble identifying it as
at the “esplanade” because they do not see it named that often.

Taino Towers - Credit: Flickr

El Regalo - Credit: MágicoEl Mac and Celso Gonzalez of CERO
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Identity is an important concept that the studio would like to bring forward in many of its
recommendations. Existing residents are often forgotten about in the future planning of places,
including in East Harlem. The neighborhood is vibrant in its life and culture, and this should be
celebrated by its residents. They do so in many public spaces in the neighborhood already, but are
not so present on the waterfront. What we found was that the lack of amenities such as bathrooms,
water fountains, and proper lighting keep residents from using the park. Those limitations do not
permit residents to use the space as they could any other public space in the neighborhood.
Looking towards the artistic resources and expressions of the neighborhood, we find that the park
permits little space or opportunity for artists to present their work. There are a few examples,
however, that occurred thanks to a local group, Friends of the East River Esplanade. The views
and natural exposure that Pier 107 affords are subdued to the sad fact of poor maintenance. The
situation on the pier and the experience at the park are uninspiring and unwelcoming to local
artists.
When we engaged the El Museo teens with our signage exercise, we were looking to learn what
“signage” may mean to the youth community. The studio aims at recommendations that can help
with reducing the health risks of the youth population of the community, so it was important to
understand what kind of signage may appeal to the youth. The teens signage examples provided
us with the insight that wayfinding signage should be inspirational and interpretive. When it comes
to including identity through signage, we find that art, history, ecology, society, and culture are
themes that would support community identity. The two findings support one another as we found
some of the themes in elements of the teens’ artwork. Schools in the neighborhood could engage
in a similar exercise to raise awareness of the park and teach natural and historical facts.
Signage is also necessary to help residents understand the potential uses of the park. Signs can
point towards seating areas, areas with tables or shade, or bait stations for fishing. Without spaces
to use or amenities to enjoy, residents do not have much of an incentive to return multiple times.
A HISTORY OF RESISTANCE
East Harlem has a rich history steeped in political resistance and a strong artistic and cultural Identity.
The timeline above highlights major events that have secured the aforementioned identity of East
Harlem. Protest and resistance are an integral part of East Harlem’s identity as it has continually
challenged the structures of oppression and power that threaten the community’s needs, including
housing, human rights, and social services.
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19TH CENTURY - 21ST CENTURY TIMELINE
1830
1880
1880
1910
1930
1937
1938
1940
1965
1967
1969
1999

Harlem Railroad, 4th/Park Ave
New York Elevated Railroad - 2nd
Ave (Elevated)
Italian and Eastern European Immigrant Settlements begin
Puerto Rican, African American, West
Indian move into the area
Park Avenue Viaduct between 111th
and 116th street (La Marqueta designated by Mayor Fiorello La Guardia)
NYCHA Development built throughout
East Harlem
Federal Housing Act
East Harlem renamed - Spanish Harlem
Last large scale NYCHA property
formalized El Barrio
Establishment of Cultural Institution
Population Decline

View from the Esplanade
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Drawing on existing studies and reports, as
well our as research conducted by the studio,
we have created a set of comprehensive
recommendations addressing our H-CREW
topics. These recommendations consist of
physical entities, programming, and policy
initiatives and are presented with specific time
frames and cost considerations in mind.

View from the Esplanade

CHAPTER IV
RECOMMENDATIONS
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SHORT TERM AND HIGH PRIORITY
ECOLOGY/RESILIENCY
Bioswales between East 96th and East 102 Streets
Butterfly Gardens
Oyster beds
Natural shoreline at Pier 107
Constructed wetland
Bird watching
Nature walkways
Interpretive signage
Rip-rap protection
TRANSPORTATION/INFRASTRUCTURE
Amenities
Comfort stations
Fountains
Lighting
Safety call boxes
Link to Harlem River Park
126th Street Connection to African Burial Ground Site
WAYFINDING
Wayfinding Proposal (Directional Signage)
Historical Signage
CULTURE
Commercial Enterprise under the FDR Overpass
La Marqueta Outpost
Walking Tours
HEALTH
Get Out Policy
Partnerships and Collaboration
Education Programs with El Museo
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MEDIUM TERM AND MEDIUM PRIORITY
ECOLOGY/RESLIENCY
Expand bioswales
Expand constructed wetland
Get down and sitting area near Pier 107
TRANSPORTATION/INFRASTRUCTURE
Reconstruct Pier 107
Three New Bridges (106th, 116th, and 120th Street)
WAYFINDING
Wayfinding Proposal (Educational Signage)
Wayfinding Propoasal (Cultural Signage)
CULTURE
Art and Sculpture Display
HEALTH
Education Programs with El Museo

LONG TERM AND LOW PRIORITY

ECOLOGY/RESILIENCY
Establish landscape corridor throughout the Esplanade.
Expand constructed wetlands, bioswales and landscaped areas
Landbridge at Thomas Jefferson Park
Nature Center
Rip-rap protection
TRANSPRTATION INFRASTRUCTURE
At-Grade Crossings
96th Street Boardwalk/Pier
WAYFINDING
Multipurpose Signage/Furniture
Art and Sculpture display as a wayfinding tool
CULTURE
A Digital Place
HEALTH
Establish El Paseo Conservancy

Map of Zone 1 El Paseo Plan
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Map of Zone 2 El Paseo Plan
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Map of Zone 3 El Paseo Plan
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KEY RECOMMENDATIONS
SHORT TERM
Get Out Policy
Partnerships and Collaboration
Education Programs with El Museo
MEDIUM TERM
Education Programs with El Museo
LONG TERM
Establish El Paseo Conservancy

PUBLIC PROGRAMS
The main recommendation is to implement seasonal programming and activities to attract children
to the waterfront throughout the year. These programs will be free and open to the public and will
contain the following:
ACTIVE PROGRAMS: An El Paseo Alliance - to be discussed further in this document - will facilitate
the development of a variety of fitness programs. These programs will be aimed at children as well
as adults to promote physical and psychological connectivity to the waterfront and the natural
environment while performing physical activities:
Trails
Nature Walks
Biking
Running
Walking tours

Fitness Classes
Yoga
Aerobics
Tai Chi
Dance

Other Activities
Kayaking
Fishing
Gardening
Fishing

EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS: While integrating education programs with local schools, the “Get
Outside!” Policy will provide educational programs to the public. Educational programming will
provide supplemental learning for all ages relating to the importance of ecology, local wildlife
preservation and climate change prevention. The East Harlem waterfront already has a limited
number of educational wildlife restoration programs available on the waterfront. The “Get Outside!”
Policy will help to expand the existing programs while developing new, novel initiatives:
Oyster Bed Project
Daffodil Project
Bird Watching
Other Volunteer Opportunities

Programs
Movies
Reading in the Park
Food Markets
Conventions/Fairs

PHYSICAL INFRASTRUCTURE
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HEALTH &
DEMOGRAPHICS

GREEN INFRASTRUCTURE: The “Get Outside!” policy will help to allocate funding to agencies for
the installation of green infrastructure for the East Harlem Waterfront. The “Get Outside!” policy
will work with its partners to ensure a biophilic waterfront that will connect the Public and East
Harlem Residents to the waterfront and to nature.

ECOLOGICAL EDUCATION CENTER: The “Get Outside!” policy will also provide funding to construct
an East Harlem Waterfront Ecological Education Center on the water’s edge. This center will
promote supplemental learning on local ecology and other ecological and natural topics. Ideally,
this center will be run by the El Paseo Alliance and will have year-round learning, volunteer work
and other types of activities to encourage children to visit the water’s edge.
COMMUNITY GARDEN: The studio recommends the construction of a local community garden
along the reconstructed Esplanade. This community garden will work with GrowNYC and other
agencies to provide educational programs, including:
Nutrition
Ecology
Fitness

Teach children best nutrition practices and provide access to healthy food
Learn about native plants and crops that can grow in the neighborhood
Gardening and planting activities to encourage outside activity and passive
exercise

OUTDOOR FITNESS GYM: The “Get Outside!” policy will also advocate for the construction of
a small fitness park on the esplanade. This park will provide an outdoor fitness facility for the
neighborhood while also connecting people to the waterfront.
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KEY RECOMMENDATIONS
SHORT TERM
Amenities
Comfort stations - $$
Fountains - $
Lighting - $
Safety call boxes - $
Link to Harlem River Park - $$
126th Street Connection to African Burial
Ground Site - $$
MEDIUM TERM
Reconstruct Pier 107 - $$$$$
Three New Bridges (106th, 116th, and
120th Street) - $$$$$
LONG TERM
At-Grade Crossings
96th Street Boardwalk/Pier - $$$$$
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TRANSPORTATION &
INFRASTRUCTURE

AMENITIES: Currently, the Esplanade does not have comfort stations or water fountains in East
Harlem. Other basic infrastructure provisions are failing or missing, including adequate lighting and
safety call boxes. The studio recommends that all the referenced amenities be provided for in the
short-term future. Comfort stations could be provided at 96th Street and at the greenway link to
Harlem River Park, which is scheduled to be improved in the coming years. At least one additional
location should be identified along the Esplanade.
Water fountains, a fairly basic public park amenity should be installed alongside comfort stations, as
access to the necessary irrigation will be guaranteed with their construction. As other infrastructure
along the Esplanade is improved, additional fountains should be placed along the Esplanade near
Pier 107 and pedestrian bridges at 106th, 111th, and 120th Streets.
Respondents to the studio’s written survey indicated a strong preference for increased safety
measures, including improved lighting and call boxes. This option was ranked behind only the
construction of comfort stations by respondents. In addition, a number of respondents indicated
the perception of a lack of safety along this portion of the Esplanade. Drug use, lack of safety
at night, consumption of alcohol, and a lack of proper lighting contributed to respondents’ lack
of perceived safety. While addressing consumption of illicit substances within the park is surely
important, the implementation of effective infrastructure is absolutely crucial in providing safe
parkland to the adjacent community.
AT-GRADE CROSSINGS: Though unlikely in the short and medium term, at-grade crossings on the
FDR will be implemented as a means of restoring a connection between the waterfront and its
neighborhood. The plan does not view that this measure will have a significant impact on FDR
traffic speeds as this section of the highway is frequently congested. At-grade crossing would
create a more inviting environment for those in the neighborhood to rediscover the waterfront,
especially at 116th street, which is the commercial lifeblood of East Harlem.
126TH STREET CONNECTION TO AFRICAN BURIAL GROUND SITE: As a part of the link to Harlem
River Park, the studio recommends that a connection path to the 126th Street African Burial
Ground site be constructed. This recommendation has also been proposed in various renderings of
the site and should be a factor as the City chooses a developer. The studio certainly supports the
construction of affordable housing and a memorial to those buried in the location. A connection
to the Esplanade would ensure an additional access point to the waterfront park - currently there
are only four within East Harlem - and would provide open space for potential new residents of
the neighborhood, alleviating concerns over adequate open space for new East Harlem residents.
96TH STREET BOARDWALK/PIER: The report suggests taking advantage of the shallow waters
along the waterfront by creating an 1,800-foot boardwalk over the water from 100th to 93rd
streets. The boardwalk will resemble the Schuylkill Banks Boardwalk and provide a straight path
for pedestrians and cyclists. The boardwalk and pier will include bait stations to encourage fishing,
which is already an institution along he Esplanade. The new pier will create sweeping views of the
East River, Randall’s Island, Astoria, and the RFK Bridge and will serve as a new destination at an
otherwise dreary section of the park.

Proposed View of El Paseo at 96th

RESTORING, ENHANCING, AND EXPANDING THE ESPLANADE
BUILT INFRASTRUCTURE, ACCESS POINTS, AND AMENITIES TO
PROVIDE A MODERN AND SAFE PARK TO THE COMMUNITIES OF
EAST HARLEM AND NYC
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KEY RECCOMENDATIONS
SHORT TERM
Bioswales between East 96th and East
102 Streets
Butterfly Gardens
Oyster beds
Natural shoreline at Pier 107
Constructed wetland
Bird watching
Nature walkways
Interpretive signage
Rip-rap protection
MEDIUM TERM
Expand bioswales
Expand constructed wetland
Get down and sitting area near Pier 107
LONG TERM
Establish landscape corridor throughout
the Esplanade.
Expand constructed wetlands, bioswales
and landscaped areas
Landbridge at Thomas Jefferson Park
Nature Center
Rip-rap protection
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RESILIENCY &
ECOLOGY

One of the most fundamental and evident lessons to be learned from megastores of the recent
past is that nature cannot be controlled, so we must design infrastructure to work with and not
against natural systems.46 A balanced combination of man-made flood protection measures and
restored natural systems is required to create resilient spaces of the future. In 2011, hurricane
Irene highlighted the value of healthy ecosystems along Vermont’s Otto Creek riverbank when it
acted as a natural buffer absorbing storm waters and lessening the impacts of flooding in adjacent
communities. Similarly, the storm defense qualities of mangrove forests and oyster beds is well
documented. In addition to flood protection, the riparian and coastal ecosystems provide habitat
for marine and wildlife. When designed carefully, such ecosystems can also act as recreation
opportunities for waterfront communities.
At the East Harlem Esplanade, we aim to create physically and environmentally stronger waterfront
space where people can reconnect with their natural surroundings. The current dilapidated
state of the Esplanade creates physical and psychological barriers as a result of transportation
infrastructure and short-sighted design. We believe that an urban shoreline is a dynamic place,
shaped by competing interests and needs hence, instead of thinking of it as an edge, the studio
recommends that the esplanade be treated as a natural extension of the community and should
respond to the needs of local residents while protecting against climate change and sea level rise.
By redesigning infrastructure to work with and not against natural systems, we can create energetic
and welcoming new green spaces and re-introduce neighborhood residents to their natural
surroundings. The following section highlights our recommendations for a vibrant and resilient
waterfront at East Harlem.
GREEN INFRASTRUCTURE & LANDSCAPE
Resilient landscape planning and design starts with creating continuous landscape corridors that
support biodiversity, native plantings, and provide habitat for native wildlife including butterflies
and other beneficial insects. Green spaces like bioswales, rain gardens and butterfly gardens provide
porous surfaces for storm water infiltration. These initiatives could be relatively low-cost and shortterm implementations to include the much-needed green space on East Harlem Esplanade. New
York City’s Department of Environmental Protection’s sidewalk bioswales are a simple but effective
way of managing storm water and reducing discharges from combined sewer overflows in extreme
storm events. We recommend that a series of bioswales should be installed on the Esplanade
along the FDR Drive edge, where storm water could be stored or filtered before releasing to
the river. Use of permeable paving for the entire length of the walkway will also enhance storm
water management on site. Filtered water from these surfaces could either be released to the
river or stored in underground tanks below the FDR Drive roadbed, and be reused in landscape
watering throughout the site. Salt spray tolerant native plants could be used to mimic and restore
the marshland ecology of historic Harlem Plains. A carefully chosen plant palette will beautify the
esplanade with variety of color in terms of foliage and flowers and will attract insect and butterfly
population. Similar plants could also be planted in pollinator gardens at various locations on the
Esplanade where they can double as passive recreation.

USING ECOLOGY FOR
RESILIENCY BY CREATING
THRIVING NATURAL
HABITATS THAT NOT ONLY
RESTORE THE NATURAL
HABITAT AND SUPPORT
LOCAL ECOLOGY, BUT ALSO
PROVIDE PASSIVE AND
ACTIVE RECREATION FOR THE
COMMUNITY
Proposed View of El Paseo

In addition to bioswales and gardens, the studio recommends that a comprehensive tree planting initiative should begin on the esplanade right away.
Adding rows of trees along the esplanade will provide shaded walking, biking and seating areas and help activate the space while reducing the urban
heat island effect from FDR drive and paved surfaces on the Esplanade. New plants and trees should be selected to withstand urban conditions and
native plants should be included to increase species diversity and provide habitats for birds and beneficial insects. Swamp milkweed, wild bergamot
and switchgrass are some of the native plant species that would thrive in waterfront landscapes. An expansive list of New York City native plant species
suitable for bioswales, butterfly gardens and urban landscapes are listed in the appendix.
LIVING SHORELINES
Conscious design can be employed along the Esplanade to withstand the impact of storms and floods. Keeping this in mind, the esplanade’s elevation,
soil types, vegetation and edge design can be carefully selected and constructed to prevent future damage. “Living Shorelines” use natural approaches
(like oyster reefs and constructed wetlands) to reinforce shorelines by preventing erosion and maintaining wildlife habitats. They provide erosion
control and protect upland areas by absorbing energy from waves and currents; provide alternative options to bulkheads and rip-rap; protect water
by capturing polluted runoff; and increases coastal greenery- which not only adds beauty, but also increases the biodiversity of habitats. According
to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, Living Shorelines are also known to store carbon. Continued use of this approach will lead
to increased carbon sequestration and storage, potentially mitigating the effects of climate change. Materials such as coconut fiber logs, oyster
shells, mussels, and wetland grasses can be used to prevent currents from eroding edges and provide building blocks for new habitats that will in turn
repopulate the area’s ecosystem. Similarly, oyster reefs can be used to slow coastal deterioration, while also providing additional benefits. Oysters
act as filters- removing any particulate matter and nutrients from the water. As a result, the water quality improves and becomes cleaner- allowing
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sea/water grasses to grow. Living oyster reefs will also produce larvae- expanding the reef itself
and repopulating the oyster populations throughout the region. Lastly, they are able to regenerate
while damaged and adapt to sea level rise.
Along the East River Esplanade, we recommend that the waterfront from E 106th Street to East
116th Street be converted into a constructed wetland in order create a soft, natural edge on the
river. This area has some of the lowest water depths in the study area and would be ideal for a
naturalized shoreline. Stretching about half a block (insert approx. feet) into the water, the wetland
can incorporate nature walks with interpretive signage, bird watching areas, oyster beds and seating
areas. A landbridge from Thomas Jefferson Park is suggested to extend the upland park space onto
the esplanade, and make a landscape corridor connection for both pedestrians as well as wildlife.
Rip-rap protection at both ends of this natural edge and at reconstructed Pier 107 is suggested for
additional protection from storm surges. The new multipurpose space Pier 107 could be used as
a play area or sports area for youth in the community. Art events, markets, yoga, tai-chi, concerts
and movie screenings are some of the programming ideas that could be implemented easily on the
pier. Additionally, existing pilings north of Pier 107 could be retained and even expanded to provide
habitat for marine life and oyster beds. They may also be used to break up and reduce the force of
damaging waves during storms.

By combining green infrastructure and a living shoreline, we envision a continuous ecological
landscape corridor be established on the East Harlem waterfront. This corridor could potentially
connect to Harlem River Park in northern Manhattan, Randall’s Island as well as park spaces in East
Harlem. In addition to supporting biodiversity, this corridor will provide green space to the East
Harlem community. Access to such natural space itself would help alleviate some of the public
health issues such as asthma, depression and obesity.
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View of the Esplanade
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LINK TO HARLEM RIVER PARK: Although the
City has already begun planning for a connection
the Harlem River Park, the studio urges that this
plan be implemented with all due haste. For too
long, this portion of parkland has served as a
construction staging area and as the location
for a DSNY salt pile. While the studio applauds
the plan for this location, we also recommend
that the plan be implemented in the short-term
in order to begin providing a newly improved
parkland for a community in immediate need
of open, green space. A newly-constructed
link to Harlem River Park is - as discussed in
further recommendations - an opportunity
to implement additional amenities, including
a comfort station, water fountains, better
lighting, and call boxes; all of which would
make the Esplanade a more inviting, safe, and
accessible park for the residents of East Harlem
and northern Manhattan.
PERMEABLE PAVERS: In addition to the
numerous beautification and restoration
initiatives proposed by the studio, we
recommend that new, permeable pavers be
implemented along the length of the Esplanade
from 96th to 125th Street. Permeable pavers
should also be used on East/West streets
leading to Esplanade access points in order to
create a new gateway to the waterfront and
usher users toward the reimagined parkland. In
addition to creating a refreshed and welcoming
environment, permeable paving treatment will
improve the Esplanade’s ability to withstand
storm and flood events. According to New York
State’s most recent Combined Sewer Overflows
and CSOs map, there are currently 18 CSOs
lining the East Harlem portion of the East River
Esplanade. Implementation of permeable
pavers and other green infrastructure in this
location would help reduce the number of time
these outfalls are activated, providing a benefit
to both the neighborhood and the city in real
dollars and by reducing health concerns related
to outfalls.
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Proposed View at Pier 107

PIER 107: While Pier 107 is considered
structurally, the pier provides stunning
panoramic views of the waterway, Randall’s
Island and Manhattan. It is also currently one
of the few vibrant centers of activity along the
Esplanade. For these very reasons, the studio
believes that it should be entirely replaced
and enhanced from the original version. The
plans for the reimagined pier will feature a new
performance and recreational space, covered
by a glass canopy to allow plentiful light at
all times of day. The pier’s raised surface will
include a turf to accommodate movie watching,
performances, and soccer, which were
highly requested activities by children in the
neighborhood. The raised performance surface
along with the canopy are tributes to the original
structure. The pier will also maintain ample
space for fishing along the edge and will include
fish bait stations to encourage the activity.

THREE NEW BRIDGES (106TH, 116TH, AND
120TH STREET): Three brand new bridges will
replace the existing structures to enhance
mobility, safety, accessibility, and beauty.
The bridges are inspired by an existing design
from Vancouver, Washington, which features
a ‘greened’ curved bridge over a highway.
The bridge contains native plantings to create
a soft edge for pedestrians as they cross.
The bridges will feature gentle slopes and
wide curves to accommodate multiple modes
of transportation safely. With the wide curve,
the bridges will sweep over the shallow waters
and rejoin the Esplanade. The studio believes
this will be a tremendous improvement in
experience and safety over the existing bridges,
which narrow and have sharp switchbacks.
It will also give bridge goers the sensation of
hovering over the water.

Confluence Land Bridge - Maya Lin
Credit :Artworks Art

Proposed Land Bridge at 106th Street

The modes will be separated by demarcated lines on the surface of the bridge to prevent pedestrian and cyclist collisions. The studio chose to
locate two of the bridges (106th and 116th) on the same streets as the future Q train stops along Second Avenue line. This will eventually increase
connectivity and accessibility to the waterfront via mass transit, which is one of the key deficiencies with the current Esplanade. 106th and 116th are
also major thoroughfares with heavy foot traffic, so the bridges serve natural extension of these streets onto the waterfront. The construction of the
116th street will be tied into a public-private partnership with the local ‘big-box’ retailers that sit just north of 116th street. The studio views this as
an excellent opportunity to engage with this complex in ways that can benefit the community.

61

RECOMMENDATIONS
SHORT TERM
Wayfinding /Signage Proposal
Walking Tours
MEDIUM TERM
Art and Sculpture Display
Multipurpose Furniture
A Ditigal Place
LONG TERM
Commercial Enterprise under the FDR
Over pass
La Marqueta Outpost

CONNECTING
RESIDENTS TO THE
ESPLANADE THROUGH
COMMERCIAL
ACTIVITY
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CULTURE &
WAYFINDING

To reinforce the cultural identity of East Harlem on the Esplanade we propose the following:
COMMERCIAL ENTERPRISE UNDER THE FDR OVERPASS: We propose that the area currently fenced
off under the FOR overpass be utilized as commercial land use. This proposal would encourage the
revitalization of 96th street corridor at 1st Ave and the 96th street to the Esplanade. This will bring
patrons to the area and give them a glimpse of what the Esplanade has to offer. This commercial
area can give way to the establishment of small local businesses within the El Barrio community
and offer employment opportunities to the local community via jobs during construction, after
construction, as employees, as well as empower local businesses within the area.
Phase 1

Food Truck Outpost

Allowing food trucks to park and serve residents as they
travel to and from the Esplanade.

Phase 2

Commercial Buildings

Construction of physical structures to allow for the habitation of local business. Offering services to patrons travelling to and from the Esplanade

Implementing this commercial area poses a few challenges regarding traffic, garbage disposal and
health concerns that we hope can be mitigated with further examination.
WALKING TOURS: In collaboration with El Museo, the Museum of New York and the East Harlem
Health Action Center, we recommend integration of the walking tours to the Esplanade with. This
will allow for the integration of cultural, artistic historical, facts and anecdotes about East Harlem
and the esplanade.
ART AND SCULPTURE DISPLAY: In collaboration with El Museo, we propose the curation of an
outdoor Art and Sculptural display in wider-spaced areas on the Esplanade. This can be in the
form of seasonal murals and sculpture stands that dot the landscape and portray local artistry
and artisans from the community. This will encourage the engagement of art programming on the
Esplanade, a key feature in the East Harlem community.
A DIGITAL SPACE: We recommend following a recent precedent of digital space sponsored by
the Caribbean Cultural Center African Diaspora Institute called Mi Querido Barrio. Participating
artists displayed 24 different interactive art installations via an augmented reality (AR) smartphone
application, Blippar. Using available technology and existing 360-degree photography, local artists
can continue documenting places and events, as well as engage residents.

Commercial Activity Proposed for under the FDR
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La Marqueta Outpost

LA MARQUETA OUTPOST: In partnership with La Marqueta we propose the implementation of a food Market onto the Esplanade during certain
seasons. This outpost on the Esplanade can promote Healthy Eating by promoting healthier options and can bridge the cultural divide in ethnic food
offerings that are not currently available. Challenges may include providing amenities on site to ensure healthy conditions and proper clean-up
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WAYFINDING PROPOSAL
The El Paseo del Barrio studio proposes a
wayfinding program to aid in providing residents
and users of the East Harlem with signage to
direct and educate patrons on and off the East
Harlem waterfront.
HISTORICAL SIGNAGE: Historical signage boards
displaying significant historical information on a
specific location on the esplanade. 
SOCIAL /CULTURAL SIGNAGE: Signage boards
displaying significant social and cultural
elements found in East Harlem that relate to El
Paseo del Barrio. 
EDUCATIONAL/
ECOLOGICAL
SIGNAGE:
Signage boards that provide information in
regard to the flora and fauna of the esplanade
along with past and potential ecosystems.
ART AND CULTURAL SIGNAGE:  Locations for
large canvas and sculptural displays throughout
the esplanade

Proposed Signage Board

View from the Esplanade
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EL PASEO ALLIANCE
In order to fundraise, implement recommendations and
improvements, and maintain El Paseo into the future,
the studio strongly urges that a new alliance be founded
to serve this purpose. This alliance, which could be
modeled on similar organizations throughout the city
(Randall’s Island Park Alliance, Central Park Conservancy,
or the Battery Conservancy), would function as the
central locus of fundraising, programming, advocacy,
community outreach, and additional long-term planning
for El Paseo. Many of the recommendations included
in this report necessitate the creation of just such an
organization, in order that continuity and long-term
strategies be applied to effectuate their realization.
With the support and participation of elected officials,
private businesses, neighborhood institutions, local
nonprofits, and community members, this organization
can better serve El Paseo than any one of the preceding
groups or individuals can on their own. It is critical
that any potential management entity draw on lessons
learned from similar park improvement organizations examples are plentiful in New York City - and that those
employed by the El Paseo Alliance bring significant
and relevant experience to the fledgling organization.
Political, governmental, and nonprofit know-how are
absolutely essential to the success of a new alliance.
As noted in this report, the Esplanade in East Harlem has
no shortage of studies and recommendations. In fact,
there is nearly one study or set of recommendations
written for each of the past 20 years. Clearly, we do not
suffer from a lack of imaginative ideas, but rather a lack
of results and long-term strategies. The creation of an El
Paseo Alliance can likely serve to get the proverbial ball
rolling.

66

POLICY
RECCOMENDATION

“GET OUTSIDE!” POLICY
The studio’s assessment of the health and demographics
of the neighborhood depicts disparities based on the
low-income status of many neighborhood residents.
Additionally, the immediate environmental conditions of
the neighborhood contribute to these very same health
concerns for East Harlem Residents. Unfortunately, two
additional factors contributing to neighborhood health
problems are poor living conditions in public housing
and the lack of access to affordable healthy food.
Therefore, an improved waterfront must provide more
open space, a connection to water and landscaped
spaces, and should serve to mitigate environmental
stress factors of the dense urban landscape and alleviate
some of the health issues that affect the neighborhood’s
adults and children.
In order to tackle some of these issues, the studio
proposes a new” Get Outside” Policy. The policy and
accompanying campaign will engage in strategies to
encourage kids and adults to go outside and utilize their
waterfront park. The major goals of the policy include:


Spreading awareness of the waterfront



Connecting people to the waterfront



Promote physical and recreational activity on
the waterfront



Encourage
educational
programs
opportunities on the waterfront



Enhancing the communities’ presence on the
waterfront

POLICY
RECCOMENDATION

and
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Although this campaign and policy should be launched in the immediate future, its ultimate success
will be guaranteed through the El Paseo Alliance. In the short term, efforts should be made to connect
local institutions, nonprofit, and businesses to the waterfront, in order to begin implementing
programming in the park. A variety of family friendly programming and opportunities for vendors
should help tear down psychological barriers precluding use of the park by neighborhood residents
and will serve to increase the number of park users.
An “all of the above” outreach and marketing approach should be utilized to promote awareness
of this initial program, including canvassing, posting flyers, public service announcements, and
social media outreach. Outreach information should also be disseminated through local schools,
churches, community organizations, marketplaces, and various other neighborhood institutions.
Ultimately, as the El Paseo Alliance is formed, funded, and begin implementing its own plans, the
“Get Outside” Policy should fall under its purview. As Esplanade improvement measures are rolled
out and completed, the Alliance should begin a partnership program with local schools, whereby
children participate in activities in their newly improved open space. These activities could include
nature and historical walks, outdoor art classes, sports on the Esplanade, and, perhaps, nature
education and environmental stewardship of new planting areas. Every effort should be made to
partner with the local East Harlem Community Walking Trail and to amend the trail to include
a section of the Esplanade, preferably between the 111th Street Pedestrian Bridge and the 103rd
Street Pedestrian Bridge to the south.
Ultimately, this policy will serve to promote usage of the Esplanade and encouraging outdoor,
active recreational activities for neighborhood residents, all while building partnerships with local
stakeholders and bolstering the El Paseo Alliance’s team of supporters. City agencies, including
the Department of Education and the Department of Mental Health and Hygiene, should be
consulted at the earliest possible date, in order that they might improve upon the aforementioned
recommendations and participate in their implementation in East Harlem.
COLLABORATION WITH NEIGHBORHOOD INSTITUTIONS
One of the most significant challenges in promoting Esplanade as an East Harlem amenity is the
simple fact that many residents do not know it exists. Further, many residents who are actually
aware of the park feel psychologically cut off from the area due to the FDR Drive and the limited
access points from which one can access the waterfront. This situation presents a unique challenge;
should improvement efforts focusing on the built environment (seating, Pier 107, irrigation, etc.)
be prioritized in the hopes that their improvement will draw new users, or should significant efforts
be made now to entice residents to use the park, even in its current state.
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The studio recommends that, rather than wait for the built environment to improve, efforts be made
now to bring East Harlem residents to their waterfront park, to break down psychological barriers,

and to provide meaningful programming and
events for potential park users of all ages. While
the studio advocates that a park alliance be
formed with haste, this effort should begin now
and should draw upon the strong social fabric
of East Harlem and its resident institutions. As
evidenced by the studio’s collaboration with
El Museo del Barrio, partnerships with local
cultural institutions can serve as a way to bring
new users into the park. Collaborations with El
Museo or the Museum of the City of New York
could result in historical walking tours, including
portions of the Esplanade, or public art situated
along its length. The East Harlem Walking Trail,
which was developed with neighborhood
partners and the Neighborhood Health Action
Center, could be amended to include a section of
the Esplanade. And, perhaps, a La Marqueta East
River pop-up could be implemented on various
weekends throughout the year, providing local
vendors with another opportunity to sell their
goods.
Ideally, once an El Paseo Alliance has been
founded, staffed, and received initial funding,
it will take over managing collaborations with
local organizations and institutions. Not only
will starting collaborations now entice new park
users and provide a variety of fund events along
the Esplanade, but it will also serve to provide
the alliance with an immediate program to take
in-house and successfully manage and grow.

Hunter College Students interacting with El Museo Teens
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NEXT STEPS
This studio looked at the East Harlem Esplanade to improve neighborhood health, especially the
youths’. El Barrio by its very name indicates a certain uniqueness to the neighborhood presence
and character. However, the FDR Drive has long formed a barrier between the people and the
river, making the esplanade difficult to include and find inclusive in the community.
People we have spoken with sometimes do not recognize it as the “esplanade.” We thought that
El Paseo del Barrio, roughly meaning “El Barrio’s walkway” in Spanish, fits the vision we presented. We sought to recognize the culture and history of the area through our recommendations.
We also thought about the future needs of the neighborhood in terms of resiliency and ecology,
economy, education, and health.
Our research indicates a dire need of capital and short-term investments to improve the esplanade’s infrastructure and user space. Entrances to the park are sparsely spread apart, with little
signage identifying the access. Residents do not necessarily know of the park. Those that do may
be turned off from the lack of amenities to permit long-time enjoyment. Using a combination of
physical improvements, programming, and policy will revitalize the park to encourage its residents’ use.
We also found that the youth is an important population to plan for in this neighborhood. Many
of the neighborhood’s youth live in an impoverished household. Asthma and mental health are
major health issues to focus on. Improvements to the waterfront park can promote exercise, access to nature, social engagement, and other factors associated with healthy living.
With threats of greater storms and continually rising floodplains, there should be a greater effort
to improve infrastructure and community resiliency. We believe an ecological approach to the
area is warranted given the strong presence of the FDR Drive. A softer edge, extending further
from the FDR will permit residents and marine-based life to co-exist.
Our recommendations attempt to address several research points we focused on: H-CREW
(health, culture, resiliency, ecology, wayfinding). We see the opportunity to give the waterfront
park an identity by considering neighborhood context when suggesting capital improvement
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projects. But we also see that identity can be
expressed in signage that communicates to
the community, and others, the presence of El
Paseo del Barrio.
We call-out and recognize the need of government attention and investment in this neighborhood, and particularly at this waterfront
park. Residents in other parts of the boroughs
are experiencing newly revitalized and modern
waterfronts. The East Harlem Esplanade has
been isolated for too long.

View from the Esplanade

There are some limitations that the studio
came up against during its semester-long duration, the short timespan being one of them.
The follow-up to our research and recommendations is stated below:
•
Conduct park utilization counts for use
in policy arguments
•
Conduct traffic counts and speeds for
use in policy arguments
•
Encourage digital journalism of the
waterfront and neighborhood to save historical
views
•
Research cost-estimations of total
waterfront improvements according to Parks
standard cost guide
•
Determine wayfinding solutions and
placement with community engagement
•
Connect with local stakeholders to promote and continue re-envisioning the waterfront
•
Request government funding in relationship to programming and improving the
waterfront
•
Improving park brand and identity on
social media by showcasing community artists
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APPENDIX

cultural or personal act.
YOUR GOAL:
Inspired by your printmaking workshop last week, design an example of a sign
you would like to see on the Esplanade.
HOW DO YOU DO THIS?:
Think about social, political, historical, cultural and personal identity themes.
How can your signage promote healthy living, Resiliency, environmental
change or justice. Ask yourself, How do these themes affect you personally?
Does your signage express who you are and what you believe in?
YOU CAN :
Draw
Sculpt (with Paper )

Write about it
Use mixed media (all of the above)

Please note what colors and materials you would want to use for your signage in reality.

YOUR SIGN CAN BE:
On the ground
In the sky
You can sit on it /dual purpose
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East River Walk / East Harlem Esplanade / Robert Wagner Walkway
(Please mark all that apply)

East River Walk / East Harlem Esplanade / Robert Wagner Walkway
(Please mark all that apply)

Did you know there is an Esplanade in East Harlem?
Yes
No

Is it easy to find your way to and on the Esplanade?
Yes
No

How long do you travel to get there?

How do you get there?

~ 5 minutes

~10 Minutes

10+ minutes

Walk

Bike

Is it easy to find your way to and on the Esplanade?
Which access point do you use?
96th Street

Yes

Drive

No

Age?

¿Sabías que hay una explanada en East Harlem?
Si
No

¿Es fácil encontrar el camino a la Explanada?
Si
No

¿Cuánto tiempo viajas para llegar allí?
~ 5 minutos

~10 minutos

How often do you visit the Esplanade?

102nd Street Bridge 111th Street Bridge

120th ST Bridge

Subway

Gender: Female
Male
Non-Binary Prefer not to say
Prefer to self describe:_________________

Daily

125th ST Bridge

Weekly

Occasionally

¿Cómo se llegas?

10+ minutos

Camando

¿Es fácil encontrar el camino a la Explanada?

Monthly

Special Events

Never

¿Qué punto de acceso utilizas para llegar?
Calle 96th Puente en la Calle 102nd

Running

Biking

Kayaking

Very Good Fair

Poor

No opinion

____Restroom

Skating

_____Drinking Water

¿Te sientes seguro allí? ¿Por qué o por qué no?

¿Cuál es su opinión general sobre la Explanada?

____Benches/Seating

¿Qué te gusta hacer ahí?

____ Bike Racks

____Lighting/Safety Box

___Signage

_____Food ____ Bike Share ____ Wi-Fi ____ Other:
__________

Caminar

Correr

Viendo el agua

Swimming

Fishing

Kayaking

Performance_Area
Nature_Education

Tennis

Playground

Access_to_the_Water

Art/exhibitions
Nature_Play

Is there anything else you’d like us to know?

Muy buena

Regular

Pobre

Sin opinión

Swings

Shade_for_Sitting

Events Farmers Markets
Natural_Landscape

Skate_Park

Clasifique las comodidades que le gustaría ver (1-9):

Andar en Bicicleta
Kayak

Pasear con Mascota

What other activities you’d like to see there? (Circle all that apply)
Soccer

Nunca

Rank the amenities you’d like to see (1-9):

Other:

Handball

Sólo eventos especiales
¿Qué es lo que menos te gusta?

Excelente

What do you like to do there?

Basketball

Mensual De vez en

What is your overall opinion of the Esplanade?
Excellent

Viewing the Water

Semanal

Puente en la Calle 120th

¿Qué es lo que más te gusta de la Explanada?

Fishing

No

Puente en la Calle 125th Puente de Randall’s Island

What do you like the least?

Do you feel safe there? Why or why not?

Manejando

¿Con qué frecuencia visita la Explanada?

cuando

What do you like the most about the Esplanade?

Dog Walking

Si

Diariamente
Puente en la Calle 111th

Randall’s Island/Wards Pedestrian Bridge

Walking/Strolling

En Bicicleta En Subway

Pescar

Patinaje

____Baños

___Bancos y asientos _____Comida

_____Fuente de agua potable ____ Bastidores de bicicletas
____Iluminación y seguridad ___Señalización
____ Compartir bicicleta ____ Wi-Fi Other: __________

Other:

¿Qué otras actividades te gustaría ver? (marque todos que applican)

Adult_Fitness

Coot-out/Grilling

Gardens/Flowers

Community_Garden/Farming

Other:__________________________

Basketball

Handball

Fútbol

Fitness de adultos Nadar
Área de rendimiento
Jardin/Flores

Tennis

Patio de recreo

Juego de agua

Columpios

Parque de patinaje

Pescar Kayak Accessar al water Sentado en sombra Cocinar al aire libre

Exhibiciones de arte

Educación del ecologia

Eventos Mercado de frutas

Jugar en la naturaleza

Paisaje natura

Jardín comunitario/Semrar
Otro:__________________________

¿Hay algo más que quieras que sepamos?
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Plant Appendix

Asclepias syriaca, Common Milkweed

Shrubs:

Waterfront Trees

Asclepias tuberosa, Butterfly Weed

Cornus amomum, Silky Dogwood

Large Trees:

Aquilegia canadensis, Wild Columbine

Cornus racemosa, Gray Dogwood

Carpinus betulus, European Hornbeam

Caltha palustris, Marsh Marigold

Cornus sericea, Red Twig Dogwood

Ginkgo biloba, Ginkgo

Chamaesyce polygonifolia, Seaside Sandmat

Hudsonia tomentosa, False heather

Gleditsia triacanthos var. Intermis, Honeylocust

Elymus canadensis, Canada Wild-Rye

Ilex verticillata, Winterberry

Quercus acutissima, Sawtooth Oak

Eragrostis spectabilis, Purple Lovegrass

Lindera benzoin, Spicebush

Quercus palustris, Pin Oak

Eupatorium perfoliatum, Common Boneset

Morella pensylvanica, Northern Bayberry

Quercus rubra, Northern Red Oak

Iris versicolor, Blue Flag Iris

Prunus maritima, Beach Plum

Taxodium distichum, Baldcypress

Liatris spicata, Spike Gayfeather

Rhus aromatica, Fragrant Sumac

Tilia cordata, Littleleaf Linden

Lobelia cardinalis, Cardinal Flower

Rhus glabra, Smooth Sumac

Small Trees:

Lobelia siphilitica, Great Blue Lobelia

Rosa carolina, Pasture Rose

Cercis canadensis, Eastern Redbud

Maianthemum canadense, Canada Mayflower

Wetlands

Crataegus crus-galli ‘Inermis’, Thornless Cockspur
Hawthorn

Panicum virgatum, Switchgrass

Grasses and Perennials:

Phlox divaricata, Woodland Phlox

Bolboschoenusrobustus, Salt Marsh Bulrush

Rudbeckia hirta, Black-eyed Susan

Distichlis spicata, Salt Grass

Rudbeckia laciniata, Cutleaf Coneflower

Panicum virgatum, Switchgrass

Schizachyrium scoparium, Little Bluestem

Scirpus cyperinus, Wool Grass

Solidago sempervirens, Seaside Goldenrod

Hibiscus moscheutos, Rose Mallow

Sorghastrum nutans, Indiangrass

Limonium carolinianum, Sea Lavender

Symphyotrichum novae-angliae, New England Aster

Symphyotrichum novi-belgii, New York Aster

Tiarella cordifolia, Foamflower

Eupatorium perfoliatum, Common Boneset

Ferns:

Eutrochium maculatum, Spotted Joe-Pye Weed

Onoclea sensibilis, Sensitive Fern

Typha latifolia, Broadleaf Cattail

Malus sargentii, Sargent Crabapple
Prunus virginiana ‘Schubert’, Schubert Cherry
Syringa reticulata, Japanese Tree Lilac
Green Infrastructure: Bioswales and Rain Gardens
Trees:
Betula populifolia, Gray Birch
Ilex opaca, American Holly
Juniperus virginiana, Eastern Red Cedar
Grasses and Perennials:
Ammophila breviligulata, Beach Grass
Agastache foeniculum, Giant Hyssop
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Osmunda cinnamomea, Cinnamon Fern
Osmunda regalis, Royal Fern

Shrubs:
Baccharis halmifolia, Groundsel Bush
Iva fructescens, Marsh Elder
Cephalanthus occidentalis, Buttonbush
Rosa palustris, Swamp Rose
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