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The Stephen L. Newman Real Estate Institute

A Recap of the Institute’s “Reconsidering Gowanus” Conference, Held on May 12, 2010

The Newman Institute's recent forum on the future of the Gowanus Canal section of Brooklyn brought together an unusually diverse group of community stakeholders who expressed confidence in the redevelopment potential of the unique neighborhood, as well as the vigorous democratic process that will shape it.  
The forum, 'Reconsidering Gowanus,' held at Brooklyn Borough Hall on May 12, came at an important juncture in the neighborhood's history, just weeks after the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency declared the canal a Superfund site. The conference drew business leaders, developers, elected officials, community development advocates and residents, all eager to discuss planning goals and to understand the designation's impact on their community. 

"Simply put, Gowanus is a unique urban environment. Restored and redeveloped, it becomes not just a green and livable community, but a true urban treasure - an exciting destination for visitors from all over the world," said Jack Nyman, director of the Newman Institute, who opened the conference with a call for "all stakeholders" to voice their views on the neighborhood's challenges and opportunities.
At the conference, the Institute released its report, "Reconsidering Gowanus: Opportunities for the Sustainable Transformation of an Industrial Neighborhood," which examines economic and demographic trends shaping the neighborhood and offers a roadmap toward redevelopment. Rezoning that sets residential, industrial and mixed-use blocks, the creation of substantial new affordable housing, and new recreational amenities are among its recommendations. 
Rosemary Scanlon, a professor of real estate at New York University and one of the principal authors of the report, also noted the high-profile role that public agencies on the local, state and federal level must play in securing the neighborhood's sustainable future, because of its "industrial heritage and its vast amount of pollution."
"For Gowanus to turn around, the public sector must play a pivotal role, " Scanlon said, in environmental remediation and in planning and investment.  This would include waterways, parks and other recreational amenities along the canal.
Indeed, the forum's intent, Nyman said, was to establish  "a new model for redevelopment: a coordinated, integrated approach that creates partnerships among stakeholders, between the public and private sectors - and, in Gowanus in particular - among the government agencies that will be instrumental in achieving these ambitious goals."

Among the diverse opinions expressed by the day's speakers and by participants on the forum's two panels there was an emerging consensus around planning features such as mixed-use blocks, new affordable housing, zoning that supports dynamic, new commercial sectors while protecting existing businesses - particularly in manufacturing - and sustainable development throughout the neighborhood. 
"Gowanus has become a hub of artistic and creative activity in Brooklyn and we should support these creative endeavors,"  said Brooklyn Borough President Marty Markowitz, a keynote speaker. "Perhaps we should consider making ground-floor storefronts available to the artisans who drive Brooklyn's economy."
Carl Hum, president and CEO of the Brooklyn Chamber of Commerce, argued strongly as a panel speaker for zoning that preserves manufacturing jobs, which provide relatively high wages and ensure economic diversity in the borough. 
Participants agreed generally that plans should preserve the neighborhood's distinctive industrial heritage with its eclectic mix of jobs, housing options and architectural styles. 

"There should be a strong push to make mixed-use zoning work," said panel speaker Daniel Wiley, community coordinator for U.S. Rep. Nydia Velazquez, who represents the neighborhood.
"To genuinely curate a mix of uses, it's going to take really creative thinking. I'm glad we have the time to do that," said City Councilman Brad Lander, who represents the 39th District in Brooklyn and was a keynote speaker at the forum. 
Echoing Lander, many stakeholders said they viewed the Superfund designation as a welcome hiatus from potentially speedy redevelopment.

"This pause allows us to engage more people in the conversation so we get the outcomes we seek," said panel member Michelle de la Uz, executive director of Fifth Avenue Committee, a non-profit community development organization that advocates for preserving affordable housing while creating new units, among other goals.
But Purnima Kapur, director of the Brooklyn office of the New York City Department of Planning and a panel speaker, said the designation in no way stops planning.
"The EPA doesn't see any problems with the city moving forward with rezoning," she said, of a plan that reserves tracts for manufacturing, mixed-use blocks and new housing, among other features.
Hilary Semel, an expert in environmental law with the firm Tannenbaum Helpern Syracuse & Hirschtritt,  noted that the EPA's cleanup standards - and obligations - for contaminated properties are long established. 
"I tell my clients to think of environmental costs as operating costs - they are incorporated into the cost of the property," said Semel, also a panel speaker.  Of Gowanus, she added, "I'm optimistic it's going to be a great place."
Indeed, Kapur said signs of the neighborhood's sustainable future are already emerging. She called a locally designed "sponge park" proposed for the canal banks that uses plants to capture runoff and draw heavy metals out of the water through the process known as phytoremediation, as a "first step" in reimagining the industrial canal as a true waterfront.

Following the conference, Nyman said he was greatly encouraged by the candid exchanges among stakeholders and by a clear, growing consensus in the Gowanus community around fundamental redevelopment goals and principles.  
"This has been an extraordinary session at a pivotal moment in the life of this neighborhood, and the Institute is truly pleased to have played a role in it," he said. "In our report, we are calling for a new, collaborative model for redevelopment that engages all stakeholders and ensures their diverse needs are both acknowledged and met. I feel very confident that is what took shape here today."
