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Talking Points for the NYC Waterfront Revitalization Program 

 
WHAT IS THE WATERFRONT REVITALIZATION PROGRAM (WRP)? 
NYC’s Waterfront Revitalization Program (WRP) consists of the regulations that guide development and land use in 
the City’s coastal zone. The City is updating the WRP to reflect goals set by the NYC Comprehensive Waterfront 
Plan (Vision 2020). When NYC initiated its overhaul of the Comprehensive Waterfront Plan in 2010, NYC-EJA 
created our Waterfront Justice Project to reform the regulation of industrial waterfront areas called Significant 
Maritime and Industrial Areas (SMIAs). 

 
WHAT ARE THE SMIAs? 
The SMIAs were created by the 2002 NYC Waterfront Revitalization Program (WRP) to encourage the protection 
and siting of industrial and maritime uses in six locations along the waterfront. Development applications in SMIAs 
are regulated by the WRP - the legal mechanism to determine consistency with NY’s waterfront policies and 
regulations. The SMIAs are treated differently by the WRP than other waterfront areas by assuming that industrial 
and maritime uses are consistent there, resulting in the siting and clustering of potentially noxious and polluting uses 
and infrastructure.  
 

WHERE ARE THE SMIAs? 
The SMIAs are located in coastal zones vulnerable to hurricane storm surges, flooding and severe weather associated 
with climate change. Moreover, the SMIAs are also located in classic “environmental justice” communities - largely 
low-income communities of color such as the South Bronx; Newtown Creek; Brooklyn Navy Yard; Red Hook; 
Sunset Park; and Staten Island’s North Shore. 

 
EXAMPLES OF TOXIC RISKS/CLIMATE CHANGE IMPACTS IN SMIAs: 
• Class 2 Superfund Sites (regulated by the NYS DEC) pose significant threats to public health or the 

environment, where immediate action is required. Of the total 43 sites in NYC, 8 (or 19%) are both vulnerable 
to storm surges and located within half a mile of the Newtown Creek SMIA.  (Examples include a metal 
fabricator where trichloroethylene has been documented -- a probable human carcinogen that needs to be 
handled with extreme caution, because there may be no safe level of exposure. 

 
• Active Chemical Bulk & Major Oil Storage Facilities (regulated by the NYS DEC) store hazardous 

substances or have the capacity to store 400,000 gallons or more of oil. Of 171 NYC facilities, 18 (or 11%) are 
vulnerable to storm surges and located within a half-mile of the South Bronx SMIA. (Examples include a 
petroleum bulk station and terminal where naphthalene has been documented -- a possible human 
carcinogen that can be absorbed through the skin damaging vision, kidneys and the liver). 

 
• Toxic Release Inventory (TRI) facilities: the US-EPA Emergency Planning and Community Right-to-Know 

Act identifies facilities using chemicals in the Toxic Release Inventory - a federal database informing 
communities about toxic chemicals. Of 234 TRI facilities in NYC, 17 (or 7%) are both vulnerable to storm 
surges and located within a half-mile of Sunset Park’s SMIA. (An example is a fossil fuel electric power 
generator where n-hexane has been documented-- a special health hazard substance that can cause 
reproductive damage, and high exposures can lead to unconsciousness and death. 
 

 



  

WHO IS AFFECTED BY TOXIC RISKS IN THE SMIAs? 
• Vulnerable New Yorkers living in census tracts within a half-mile of the SMIAs and subject to hurricane 

storm surge:  
o 430,000 New Yorkers of color (according to the 2010 Census); and 
o 283,000 low-income people; 132,000 people reporting a disability; 158,000 youth 18 and under; and 

33,000 linguistically isolated households (according to the 2000 Census). 
• According to the NYC Department of Health and Mental Hygiene’s Community Health Survey, these 

areas represent some of the highest levels of uninsured population - which means limited access to health 
insurance (and health care) if the population is exposed to toxic substances.  

 
REFORM THE WRP & THE SMIA’s NOW! 
NYC-EJA urges the City to fully address the contamination exposure risks associated with clusters of heavy 
industrial uses in these vulnerable coastal locations. WRP reform should: 

  
1. Require risk assessment to climate change impacts in planning / design of all projects on the coastal zone 
• When evaluating the consistency of projects in the coastal zone (such as siting of industrial uses; new 

residential & commercial development; infrastructure projects; and Brownfield remediation) require that a 
qualified architect or engineer conduct a formal risk assessment to evaluate vulnerability to storm surge, 
flooding, and sea level rise using current and best available science-based projections, and potential exposure 
to humans and the environment of chemicals / hazardous materials during extreme weather events; and 

• Unless proven infeasible, mitigate threats identified in the risks assessment using best management practices, 
industrial pollution prevention, and sustainable development best practices. 

 
2. Mandate safe & responsible use of hazardous materials and toxic chemicals 
• Require an adequate plan for pollution prevention, good housekeeping and control of hazardous wastes, toxic 

pollutants, and substances hazardous to the environment for any facility, not just handling, but transporting 
and storing these substances -- that considers the impacts of projected climate change such as storm surge, 
flooding, high winds and flooding and sea level rise; and 

• Risk assessments must address the threats posed by the synergistic effects of chemical mixtures. The city 
should develop guidelines to assess these risks and help businesses incorporate these guidelines. 
	  	  

3. Protect local industrial jobs and businesses 
• Provide a clear definition for “underutilized / underused land” in the working waterfront; and  
• Discourage discretionary actions in the SMIAs that reduce land zoned for manufacturing and introduce non-

industrial, non-water-dependent uses. 
 

4. Protect & restore wetlands 
• “Ecological Significant Maritime and Industrial Areas” (ESMIA) protections are limited to Staten Island -- 

WRP should protect other ecologically sensitive areas located inside or immediately adjacent to the South 
Bronx, Sunset Park and Newtown Creek SMIA’s, where Special Natural Waterfront Areas (SNWAs) or 
Recognized Ecological Complexes (RECs) have been identified. 

 
5. Require waterfront public access, unless proven infeasible and unsafe, in the SMIAs and ESMIAs 
 

 
NYC-EJA’S WATERFRONT JUSTICE PROJECT 

The Waterfront Justice Project is NYC’s first citywide community resiliency campaign.  We seek to promote climate adaptation and sustainability in urban 
industrial waterfront communities vulnerable to storm surges, sea level rise and flooding. We advocate for local industrial jobs and businesses while 

minimizing adverse environmental impacts and contamination risks to waterfront workers and residents. 
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