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The Waterfront Alliance is a non-profit civic organization and coalition of more than 900 
community and recreational groups, educational institutions, businesses, and other 
stakeholders committed to restoring and revitalizing New York Harbor and the 
surrounding waterways. New York City is a city of water, with our waterways serving 
as a vital resource for commerce, transportation, education, and recreation.  
 
More and more New Yorkers are interested in getting not only to the water’s edge, but 
onto and into the water: from paddling and sailing, to fishing and oyster monitoring. 
NYC Parks is a recognized leader in providing public access for boating on our 
waterways. In addition to overseeing the City’s public marinas and power boat 
launches, its marine division provides free and low-cost access for non-motorized 
uses, at dozens of locations connecting the New York City Water Trail. This extends 
to educational opportunities as well, with marine science lessons and oyster restoration 
stations in situated across waterfront parks. 
 
Waterfront parks are a great investment, though the dedicated and skilled staff of the 
marine division work with a fraction of the budget that other agencies enjoy. As long-
needed capital improvements to the 79th Street Boat Basin or World’s Fair Marina 
demonstrate, our city’s marinas present an untapped economic opportunity.  
 
With the launch of NYC Ferry bringing heavier vessel traffic to our blue highways, it 
will be important for NYC Parks to have sufficient resources continue its important work 
in existing forums for regulators and commercial and recreational users to discuss 
safety protocol and “rules of the road.” Furthermore, NYC Parks has a set of 
procedures in place for permitting waterfront access and informing permittees about 
safety practices. This includes distributing and linking to US Coast Guard standards, 
which already apply to recreational boating. For example, these standards include 
guidance that all kayakers must wear a personal floatation device (PFD), and carry a 
whistle or device to produce a warning sound. 
 
It would be unnecessarily burdensome to add new legislation to the thorough set of 
safety rules in place with the New York State and the U.S. Coast Guard. Many 
waterfront partners are already addressing safety concerns through existing 
educational meetings and programs, including the NY-NJ Harbor Operations and 
Safety Committee, or Harbor Ops, which comprises maritime experts of all stripes and 
is overseen by the Coast Guard. A better way forward would be to identify additional 
funding for improved signage or expanded boater education and training programs that 
would help the City and its partners channel growing interest in our waterways into 
improving a culture of safe practice and good communication. 



 
 

 

While we enthusiastically support the work of NYC Parks marine division in facilitating 
access to our waterways, Waterfront Alliance recognizes there are still too few 
neighborhoods with access to the full scope of educational, cultural, and environmental 
resources our 520 miles of coastline can offer. This year we launched a new initiative, 
the Harbor Scorecard, a district-by-district dashboard for strong, healthy, and open 
waterways, measuring coastal flood risk, water quality, and public access to the water. 
Using data from research institutions, City agencies, and citizen scientists, the Harbor 
Scorecard demonstrates how access to swim in the water for recreation and or touch 
the water for education is unevenly distributed, with more than half of all of New York’s 
waterfront districts significantly restricted from using the waterways.  
 
Counting recreational boat launches, historic boat programming, ferry landings, tour 
and charter locations, and marinas, there is just one place to board or launch a boat 
for every four miles of our city’s coastline. We can do better to ensure that all New 
Yorkers have equitable access to the waters that surround us. Many new waterfront 
spaces have been built or retrofitted with upland uses in mind, restricting access into 
and onto the water. The many historic, educational, and cultural vessels that call the 
harbor home have very few places to berth, particularly outside of Manhattan, and piers 
are too often designed without maritime access in mind. Many prospective vessels opt 
to pass over New York altogether when visiting historic port cities on the east coast.  
 
The City Council should work with the administration to develop a plan to expand on-
water opportunities citywide, through a network of environmentally-friendly community 
docks and water access infrastructure, which will strengthen connections across our 
city of water and improve safety in times of emergency. As NYC Ferry has employed 
a network approach to building new landings serving several commuter routes, 
recreational water uses could benefit from a similar approach. A multi-year citywide 
capital program for new floating docks, get downs, or soft shorelines in public 
waterfront spaces, especially in districts with limited access, will reconnect residents 
with our waterfront and our maritime tradition.  
 
Working with Brooklyn Bridge Park and dozens of water users and community 
stakeholders, Waterfront Alliance has developed a Maritime Activation Plan to highlight 
additional opportunities for expanding use and enjoyment of the park’s shared 
waterways. That plan includes addressing the necessary upland supports to facilitate 
water-based programming. Waterfront parks across the city, including waterfront open 
space not managed by NYC Parks, could benefit from a similar exercise. 

 
Safety is and should always remain the highest priority when considering when and 
where water access is available. At the same time, access to the waterways for 
temporary use could be more widely available, as a complex network of permissions 
pose obstacles to all but the most seasoned maritime users. Beyond the scope of NYC 
Parks-managed land, there is no single point of contact for prospective water users 
seeking permission. In many ways restriction, rather than permission, has in many 
ways become a default position. The public trust doctrine, that our natural waterways 
are to be preserved for public use, must continue be our bedrock guiding principle.  
 
The Waterfront Management Advisory Board should be well-positioned to convene a 
working group of mariners, educators, park managers, City agency staff with waterfront 
oversight responsibilities, and other stakeholders to develop permission standards that 
increase safe access to the waterways for temporary recreational, cultural, and 
educational uses. We look forward to working with the Council and other partners to 
ensure that New York City can be a world leader in building equitable access for use 
and enjoyment of our waterways across all communities. 


