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SBRWA’s Sheridan Expressway Campaign: 

Removing a Highway from the South Bronx

Presentation at “Towards Carfree Cities VI”  
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I. South Bronx History and Background

a. Highway construction, economic changes, and racism combine to create “The South Bronx.”

i. Between 1950s and 1970s, a network of superhighways was superimposed on New York City’s largely pre-automotive street grid.

ii. Robert Moses, the “Master Builder” of mid 20th century NYC both led and personified the anti-urban, car-centric dynamic of the era. Enormous power and lack of accountability were vested in one individual – BUT he was able to do this because he was carrying out an agenda shared by banks, the real estate industry, and other elites.

iii. Federal programs paid for highway construction, provided cheap mortgages to (white) homebuyers, and in many ways subsidized white flight and suburbanization.

iv. During this same period, de-industrialization of New York and other older US cities coincided with Black in-migration from the US south, and Latino migration from the Caribbean, and later from Central and South America. Poor people of color arrived in NYC as economic opportunities for working-class people were vanishing. 

v. Highway construction forcibly displaced thousands of people, and left neighborhoods physically and socially shattered. Concentrated poverty, and the withdrawal of public and private investment from all other forms of infrastructure, housing and public services, led to the abandonment of over 300,000 units of housing between 1970 and 1980.
b. Roots of the Environmental Justice movement in New York City

i. Since the 1990s New York City has grown rapidly. 

ii. New York’s political leaders view the reprogramming of waterfronts and the enhancement of public spaces in affluent communities as essential to NYC’s competitiveness as a world city

iii. Roots of NYC Environmental Justice movement  - increasing remand for energy, solid waste management, etc. concentrate noxious land uses and infrastructure that the entire region depends upon in low-income communities of color like the South Bronx. The Sheridan Campaign is an example of how people have organized to push back.

c. Statistics about the South Bronx today

i. Asthma rate is one in four children

ii. 70% Latino, 30% African American

iii. 40% of residents live below the poverty line

iv. As of February 2006, the Bronx County unemployment rate was 7.3%, compared with the NY State unemployment rate of 5.2%.  

v. 27% of adults in the South Bronx are obese, the highest rate in the City

vi. .5 acres of open space per 1000 people

vii. Home to the largest produce market in North America brings in 11,000 daily truck trips to the neighborhood

viii. Other environmental burdens – trash, power plants, sewage treatment plants

d. Sheridan Expressway – construction began late in the era of highway building. Was intended as a(nother) route through the Bronx to New England, but was stopped by patrons of the Bronx Zoo and the Botanical Garden. Only a 1.25-mile segment through the South Bronx was completed. This “Road to Nowhere” 

· Blights the Bronx River

· Does not provide access to the Market

· Underutilized

II. The SBRWA and the Sheridan Campaign

a. Collaboration between local grassroots organizations and citywide advocacy and technical assistance groups

i. Formed in 1999 in response to the New York State Department of Transportation (NYSDOT) plan to expand the Sheridan 

ii. NYSDOT’s argument for expanding the Sheridan expansion is based on the need for truck access to the Hunts Point Market, not so much about cars

iii. Truck dependence in NYC is a manifestation of globalization and is a major EJ issue in itself; projected to increase by 70% through 2025

iv. Mothers on the Move had already developed a Hunts Point Truck Plan, which was finally adopted by New York City DOT after several years of “study”

v. Several other SBRWA member groups were already working on restoration of the Bronx River and the creation of new parks and Greenways

vi. Developed the Community Plan for the Sheridan

b. The Community Plan

i. Provides direct access to the Market

ii. Removes the Sheridan

iii. Elevates portion of the Bruckner to improve safety (same as NYSDOT plan)

iv. Important – we did not ignore the truck problem, but instead offered a viable alternative solution

III. The Environmental Impact Study process

NYSDOT is the lead agency and directs a large team of consulting engineers in carrying out the study; the team includes a public relations firm.

a. 5 years of organizing by SBRWA >> victory in 2003 – the Community Plan is included among the longlist of alternatives to be studies in the EIS

b. Where we are now – a final list of between 1 and 4 alternatives will be analyzed in detail in the Draft Environmental Impact Statement – possible release in early 2007

c. We are participating in NYSDOT’s official “stakeholder” process, and also documenting its flaws for use in any future challenges. The EIS team is following NYSDOT’s lead – BUT – we are watching them. They know that we are watching them. We know that they know that we are watching them…

IV. Community Visions – what would be here if the highway is removed?

a. Series of land use planning meetings

b. Discussed existing land use, transportation, affordable housing, and open space

c. Developed a vision for the Sheridan Lands:

i. 1200+ units of mixed-income housing, maximizing affordability to area residents

ii. 200,000+ square feet of community & commercial space

iii. Maximize on-site management of storm- and wastewater, solid waste, energy

iv. Re-connect surrounding community to the Bronx River and Greenway network

v. Many options for connecting to transit and commercial nodes – minimize dependence on cars!

vi. Planning and governance structure accountable to (existing and new) community 

V. Challenges and how SBRWA campaign responds

a. EIS assumptions and methods – questionable model of “the future;” narrow definitions of “environmental, social, and economic impacts”

b. Political Process – NYSDOT’s boss is the Governor of New York State

c. BUT – highway engineers should not make land use decisions or design neighborhoods

d. So we combine a technical critique of EIS with a powerful alternative vision that people can organize around

e. Our next challenge – making sure that the redevelopment of the Sheridan footprint in a way that is accountable to the community and reflects its vision!
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