
 

 

 People of low socio-economic status live in run-down neighborhoods; the majority of 

people who live in run down neighborhoods are racial and ethnic minorities; run-down 

neighborhoods populated by racial and ethnic minorities tend to contain environmental hazards 

and polluting sites. These conjectures are commonly accepted to be true in modern society, 

despite their egregious social implications. The unjust outcomes are products of an 

institutionalized way of thinking that some groups of people are better or more deserving than 

others. Environmental Justice seeks to attain equal health and standing for all peoples, regardless 

of whether or not the cause of such injustices current or purposeful. The first section of the paper 

explores the theory, implications and policy issues of institutionalized Environmental Injustice. 

More specifically, this paper then studies Environmental Justice through brownfields, which 

prove to be a significant detriment to economic development and revitalization efforts in 

Brooklyn’s Community Board Districts Six and Seven. In the final section of the paper I share 

my insights into practiced environmental injustice in Brooklyn; By working with the Southwest 

Brooklyn Industrial Development Corporation (SBIDC), I explored the Gowanus, Red Hook and 

Sunset Park neighborhoods, spoke with business owners, saw the true impact of brownfields and 

explored the incredibly nuanced meaning of Environmental Justice.  

 A safe environment for a person live, work and play in is considered to be a fundamental 

human right. However, environmental injustice has become institutionalized to such an extent 

that its ramifications are no longer recognized as racist. The initial, judicial constructions of 

racism restrict government officials from intentionally discriminating against a group on the 

basis of race, the operative word being ‘intentionally.’ Because racism has become entrenched in 

the fabric of American society, it can be very difficult to establish a clear racial motive, even if 

the outcome, such as segregation or socioeconomic stratification, is distinctly racist. As Luke 



 

 

Cole notes, even if we became a completely colorblind world, disproportionate and racialized 

environmental risk “would still persist absent affirmative efforts to dismantle the vestiges of 

historical racism.”1 The residual effects of racially-motivated policy still exist in underlying 

social structures and perpetuate environmental inequality in modern society. 

 The Environmental Justice movement can be described as the dedication to the equitable 

distribution of environmental benefits and burdens, but this definition is a gross 

oversimplification. Famed scholar and father of environmental justice Robert Bullard conceived 

a framework in order to uncover the “underlying assumptions that may contribute to and produce 

unequal protection”.2 Firstly, the frame delineates that all individuals have a right to be protected 

from environmental quality degradation, regardless of race, culture, income or other factors. The 

framework also adopts the “public health model of protection,” forcing policy makers and 

polluting industries to address the risk before it occurs causes irreparable damage3: in other 

words, the framework also calls for the Precautionary Principle, focusing on the outcome that 

would cause the least possible harm as opposed to the highest allowable amount of harm, before 

implementing any policy regarding workers, communities and ecosystems.4 Bullard’s framework 

demands for the burden of proof to fall on the polluters, concerning the safety and 

nondiscriminatory nature of the facility, instead of on the potential victims. As causality can be 

very difficult to prove definitely, who should bear the burden of proof has been a persisting point 

of contention between polluters and environmental groups. Relying strictly on hard science as 

evidence of environmental and human health problems is not always sufficient to keep minority 
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populations safe. However, documents, namely the Cerrel Report, state that a company or 

municipality should consider a high percentage of minority residents a significant criterium in 

communities that would offer the least resistance to toxic waste sites; the documents leads to 

racially biased action, but cannot prove a direct health impact. Therefore, the framework 

instructs that documents such as the Cerrel Report, would serve as adequate proof of 

discrimination. Corporation’s infringement on the rights of minority communities nationwide to 

environmental health and safety also clearly violate the defining principles of environmental 

justice.  

 The concept of place plays a significant role in the way people conceive Environmental 

Justice. The place we consider to be our home or neighborhood is not merely land, but helps to 

shape our identities and perception of self. In order to consider an environment domicile, the 

residents must maintain control over the place. In the case of Environmental Justice, corporations 

can impose an “authoritarian grip” on a certain place, namely a minority neighborhoods, and 

alter its perceived purpose and character;5 the relocation of a polluting company can transform a 

neighborhood from a safe environment for work and play into a toxic zone where human health 

is endangered. To have a corporation take over and pollute a community is to create a kind of 

“existential homelessness:” the residents no longer feel safe or at home in their communities, but 

do not have the financial means to relocate.6 Such instability can jeopardize identities, cultures 

and physical security of the residential population, which can lead to extreme, uneasiness, 

disorientation and stress.7 Because of documents like the Cerrel Report, corporations target 

minority communities, taking away their sense of security and endangering their way of life.  
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 At the core of understanding Environmental Justice is the acknowledgement societal 

diversity. The recognition of difference and the rejection of singularity and unity embody 

pluralism, a key aspect of the Environmental Justice movement. Pluralism does not just promote 

acceptance, but active engagement with diversity and minority cultures. People define and 

experience the environment in myriad ways, rendering environmentalism an inherently 

pluralistic concept.8 Pluralism assumes a character of inherent multiculturalism in contemporary 

society; in its application to environmental justice, the theory affirms the existence of varied 

minority groups, many of which struggle with disproportionate environmental risk in comparison 

to the resource-rich majority.9 However, there is immense diversity within minority populations 

as well, as their perspectives a certain issue may differ by age, gender, ethnicity, geography, 

religion and other factors. Environmental Justice theory initially relied on the inference of liberal 

pluralism, which is defined by its emphasis on united group action. The model is flawed in its 

assumption that interest groups are homogeneous, and if they are well organized and have access 

to ample resources, they will find success10. These views ignore inherent inter-group diversity 

and the tremendous political influence of more affluent, majority constituencies. 

 Even though the notion of environmental injustice was established with the 

conceptualization of  minorities as inherently inferior peoples, the public rejection of such 

institutionalized racism  only first made headlines in the 1960s. 1964 marked the passing of  

landmark Title VI,  which prohibited the use of federal funds to discriminate based on race, 

culture or national origin and later became a crux of Environmental Justice litigation.11 Although 
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the movement would not yet have a name or have its core values distinguished from the other 

racially motivated struggles of the American Civil Rights Movement, Environmental Justice 

gained its first moment of national recognition with Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968.  Shortly 

before his assassination, Martin Luther King Jr. went to Memphis on what would come to be 

known as an environmental and economic justice crusade for striking black garbage workers 

who demanded higher wages and better working conditions.12 While the environmental justice 

movement initially gained national recognition within the African American community, the 

movement soon became popular among Latino communities and grassroots organizations. 

Moreover, in the mid-1960s, California migrant farmworkers led by Cesar Chavez protested their 

overexposure to and lack of protection from toxic pesticides. 

 While the Environmental Justice movement initially gained recognition within the 

African American community, the movement soon became popular among Latino communities 

and grassroots organizations. Since the 1960s, the American Latino community had struggled 

against institutionalized environmental injustice with little success, resulting in general 

sentiments of hopelessness and futility. However, the victory of residents of Kettleman City, in 

which a small, Hispanic, agricultural community in California successfully fought off multi-

million dollar corporation Chemical Waste Management’s toxic waste incinerator proposal. 

Kettleman’s struggle was a defining moment in the early Environmental Justice movement 

which had a profoundly motivational impact on the the Latino community, as the triumph 

sparked a new sense of confidence and proved to environmentally oppressed Latino communities 

that their efforts are not in vain. 
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 The highly publicized struggle of Kettleman City, along with dozens of other 

environmental justice struggles, did not go unrecognized by policymakers. In February of 1994, 

Bill Clinton signed an Executive Order on Environmental Justice, transforming national policy 

and serving as a affirmation of the movement’s influence on high-level decision makers. The 

Order commanded each federal agency to “identify and address” any “disproportionately high 

and adverse human health or environmental effects” of agency actions on people of color and 

low-income communities.13 Garnering national and international attention, the Order was a 

massive victory for the Environmental Justice movement. Yet, despite gaining widespread 

recognition, the pursuit of equal environmental quality continues to be a long and trying struggle. 

 Researchers and activists alike can no longer deny the presence of inequitable distribution 

of environmental harms: there is far too much evidence proving the maldistribution of polluting 

sites in low-income and minority populated communities. In spite of policy implementation, 

public activism and general recognition of environmental injustice, some critics still question the 

issue’s roots in institutionalized racism. The critique is based in the fundamental difference 

between correlation and causation. While a study may be able to display a significant 

relationship between two variables, such as racial composition and presence of toxic waste 

dumps, it is merely a positive correlation: it does not prove causation, or that the toxic waste 

sites were intentionally placed in minority communities. Critics thus question whether the 

maldistribution is attributable to racism, or to another factor. Two of the most prominent 

alternative explanations offered to rationalize the disproportionate presence of environmental 

hazards in minority neighborhoods are the dynamics of the free market and lifestyle choices.  

 Market dynamics is the most commonly cited, and most significant, objection to racial 

causation of inequitable environmental burdens. Supporters of this theory question which came 
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first, the environmental hazard or the racial composition of the community. The question 

highlights the underlying suspicion that researchers did not compare the demographic makeups 

of neighborhoods from before and after the presence of the environmental burden. If the racial 

composition of the area was initially unclear, it may be that the environmental burdens were not 

purposely placed in minority or low-income areas, but by the “dynamics of the housing and job 

markets,” persons of color had “come to the nuisance” of environmental risks, i.e., the 

environmental risks.14 In other words, people might move to the areas surrounding the toxic 

facilities because they offered the lowest real estate prices; alternatively, the presence of a toxic 

facility may cause residents who have the financial means to move to become dissatisfied and 

choose to live elsewhere.  

 However, this argument treats the aforementioned housing decision as completely 

volitional: the people are choosing to occupy neighborhoods that carry significant environmental 

risks.15 What the explanation fails to recognize is the plausibility that the correlation between the 

location of environmental burdens and the socio-economic attributes of communities may be an 

outcome of a flawed or intrinsically racist free market system. The argument also fails to 

acknowledge that market decisions are not independent of their context. Market choices and 

preferences are indicative of the time’s socio-political institutions, where “current information, 

consumption patterns, existing legal rules, social norms and culture” shape the decision-making 

process.16 As a result, given the historical and current reality of racial discrimination in the 

housing market in the United States, such racialized institutions can unavoidably limit individual 
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preferences and mobility, rendering the market rather ‘restrictive’ instead of ‘free.’17 The 

implications of ‘market dynamics’ explanation is that if the free market is responsible for the 

current distributions, the outcomes would somehow be less harmful, when it is clear that even if 

deliberate racism cannot be statistically proven, the outcomes of such a market are racially 

skewed.  

 Alternatively, the lifestyle explanation uses a person’s social status as the defining, causal 

factor to explain the maldistribution of environmental ails. The theory, supported by the EPA’s 

1992 Equity Workgroup Study, claims that an individual’s activities are the determinants of the 

level of environmental risk one encounters.18 The 1992 study produced unsurprising results: the 

numbers concluded that a large percentage of ethnic populations live in metropolitan areas and 

experience an increased likelihood of living near a toxic facility.19 Since the vast majority of the 

agricultural workforce is comprised of racial and ethnic minorities, higher levels of pesticides 

and farm chemicals in the Latino community are considered an occupational hazard.20 

Additionally, the data noted that some ethnic groups consume higher quantities of fish than the 

average population, therefore incurring disproportionate exposure to toxins in seafood.21  

 These conclusions do not provide any new information. It makes sense that vulnerable 

populations would be subjected to labor-intensive, health-endangering professions like those in 

the agriculture and industry, the vast majority of which pay no higher than minimum wage. It 

also makes sense that the same ethnic populations experience increased levels of exposure to 

environmental hazards in the food they consume, in their homes and in their neighborhoods. 

Furthermore, a significant percentage of the same racial and ethnic groups live in urban 
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environments because of limited residential mobility, which is due to inferior economic status 

and other social factors; understandably, it is highly unlikely that any person would happily 

choose to live in the vicinity of a facility that could endanger human health. 

 Instead of questioning the status quo - why agricultural laborers are disproportionately 

poor and Latino or why some populations are forced to consume contaminated food for 

subsistence - critics of institutionalized environmental racism lean on the lifestyle explanation to 

explain the maldistribution of environmental risk. However, relying on such an explanation does 

little more than blame the victim, or holding the vulnerable poor and minority populations 

responsible for adverse circumstances and outcomes beyond their control. Attributing such 

unfavorable circumstances to a person’s choices is ill-fitting, as mere lifestyle choices are mostly 

considered ephemeral or changeable. The lifestyle explanation supports the idea that political 

and economic marginalization lead to greater exposure to environmental hazards, but the theory 

does not not address the underlying discriminatory that lead to such disproportionate exposure. 

 To accept the previously described theories to to accept the disproportionate distribution 

of environmental burdens, and therefore institutionalized racism, as a “natural and inevitable 

feature of social and economic life.”22  It is irrelevant if the disproportionate exposure is 

intentional or unintentional: the outcome is still unjust. The vestiges of America’s struggle with 

civil rights for minorities have become engrained in social structures; even if such racist 

institutions no longer exist, the ramifications of past racially discriminatory policies still effect 

current socio-economic structures and result in unfavorable living conditions for minorities. 

  A key issue in the Enviornmental Justice movement has been the treatment of 

brownfields. Brownfields are land previously used for industrial or commercial purposes that 

has been abandoned and contains levels of hazardous waste or pollution, which render the land 
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unusable until is it cleaned. Brownfields tend to be clustered in low-income, minority 

communities where there is a history of industrial use, illegal dumping, improper storage and 

handling of commercial products. These polluted lands take many forms, such as abandoned gas 

stations, vacant lots and empty manufacturing plants; while some sites may be covered by grass, 

others have such potent and unpleasant stenches that they can cause health problems among 

residents. Numerous researchers study the relationship between race, income and presence of 

environmental ails; this includes Andrew Maroko’s reasearch, which proves that Environmental 

Justice plays a role in the prevalence of asthma, the placement of polluting facilities and the 

maldistribution of open space in minority communities throughout New York City.2324  

 The start of the 21st century brought on a wave of brownfield legislation. Congress held 

brownfield hearings in February, March and June of 2001, specifically focusing on the levels of 

local, state and federal government involvement in cleanup initiatives. The first piece of  federal 

brownfield legislation was the Small Business Liability Relief and Brownfields Revitalization 

Act in January 2002. The program was designed to encourage the cleanup and economic 

redevelopment of low-level contamination sites and amended the Comprehensive Environmental 

Response, Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA, or Superfund) by providing more funds 

to assess and clean up brownfields; the legislation also eased the strict liability requirements 

imposed by CERCLA.  

 2003 was largely a year of disappointments for brownfield initiatives, as the Brownfield 

Cleanup Enhancement Act, Brownfields Redevelopment Enhancement Act and Brownfields 
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Redevelopment Assistance Act all failed to make it out of Congress. This year also marked 

Congress’ decision to create separate funding pools for brownfield and Superfund sites,  

clarifying the distinction between the two cleanup programs; in anticipation of decreased funding 

of low-contamination cleanups, the brownfield revitalization program included more extensive 

tax incentives not included in Superfund incentives. The authorization of the EPA Brownfields 

program was initially set to expire at the end of 2006, but was renewed until the end of 2011, and 

was recently reauthorized until the end of 2015. However, with the struggling state of the 

American economy, both the Brownfield and Superfund programs have suffered from 

continually increasing budget cuts. It should be noted, however, that brownfield revitalization 

has proven to be economically beneficial, as it is “a fiscally sound way to bring investment back 

to neglected neighborhoods, clean up the environment, maximize use of existing infrastructure, 

create jobs, and relieve development pressure on our urban fringe and farmlands."25 

 In recent years, New York’s state and local governments have given a lot of attention to 

brownfields and the city’s level of environmental degradation more generally. In 2007, New 

York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg announced the start of PlanNYC, which established 2030 

as a deadline to accomplish a number of environmental goals in order to make the city a cleaner 

and more sustainable. Thus far, in addition to increasing incentives for brownfield investment, 

PlaNYC has implemented stronger legal protections and new insurance products in order to 

decrease the environmental liability to lenders and property owners; to ensure that sites are 

redeveloped in a sustainable manner, the program also offers a pro-bono environmental expert 

referral program.26 Additionally, PlaNYC and the Office of Environmental Remediation 
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produced the Brownfield Incentive Grant Program (BIG). BIG supplies continuous grants which 

allow projects to receive funding throughout the BOA or Preferred Community Development 

projects processes.27 

 Another major piece of New York State brownfield legislation was passed in July of 

2008, when Governor David Paterson signed certain features of the brownfield program into law, 

setting national standards for the Brownfield Cleanup Program (BCP) and the Brownfield 

Opportunity Area (BOA) Program. Signing the updates into law effectively doubled New York’s 

tax incentives for site preparation, cleanup and on-site groundwater cleanup, increasing the 

possible credit range from 10-22% to 22-50%.28 The revisions also include a Tangible Property 

Component Credit: if a site was into the BCP after June 23, 2008, the tangible property credits 

increase by 2% for brownfields where redevelopment conforms with the goals and priorities of 

the program. The new credit also covers the costs of construction and structural improvements 

that will be in service within the next ten years29.     

 The source of strength of the environmental justice movement its rooted in its home 

frontier: grassroots organizations. Developed around ideas and issues central to specific 

communities, grassroots organizations allow people with common ground to unite and discuss 

solutions and plans of action against unfavorable circumstances. However, oppressed peoples do 

not have individual or compartmentalized problems. An issue, such as the presence of a toxic 

waste incinerator in the community, is a mere manifestation of a variety of other social ills.30 The 

environmental justice struggle is not motivated purely for the sake of protecting natural spaces 
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for their intrinsic value: it is a fight to protect minority populations’ families and homes from 

sources of political, economic and social domination and oppression. Environmental justice 

organizations only address environmental issues as they contribute to a broader scope of societal 

ills, including health, employment, education and other forms of institutionalized racial and 

ethnic injustice. The causes of physical manifestations of racial inequalities are rooted in dated 

conventions used to justify and reaffirm the innate inferiority of minorities; to be unable to see 

the connection between maldistribution and institutionalized racism is to consciously turn a blind 

eye to the problem.  

 Pre-existing relations and social networks are crucial to the development of the grassroots 

environmental justice movement; the significance and impact of grassroots action is dependent 

on “mobilizing people through social networks and around identifiable symbols that are drawn 

from cultural frames of meaning31.” Environmental justice organizations stem from pre-existing 

relationships and shared experiences, including family, neighborhood, workplace, religious and 

racial connections32.  A particularly powerful social network in uniting the Latino environmental 

justice community is church: places of religious worship provide a community gathering place 

for people who may not necessarily interact otherwise, and serves as a forum for discussions of 

community issues on a regular basis. The gathering of minority groups from the same 

neighborhoods allows for people to recognize their common experiences with others and build 

relationships around these connections. These social networks translate into political assets and 

strengthen organization and resistance to larger, resource-rich corporations.  

 Not only do grassroots environmental justice organizations start within existing social 

networks, but they derive their power by networking and combining resources in order to 
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achieving common goals.  It is very difficult for a single grassroots organization to attain enough 

power and influence on its own. However, by joining forces with related community 

organizations, grassroots campaigns accumulate enough resources to enact substantial change.  

In the process of working closely with different local groups, people are exposed to others with 

problems which relate to their own. As a result, grassroots organizations come to embrace 

different issues and alter their goals to encompass the new ideas and problems of their expanded 

membership. The interconnected growth of organization in the environmental justice movement 

explains the memberships’ multifaceted nature; instead creating separate campaigns for issues of 

environmental justice in relation to immigrant rights, health advocacy or homelessness, 

campaigns find some common ground and are willing to coordinate group efforts with the 

ultimate goals of social, political and economic justice. 

 In Brooklyn, New York, all environmental justice organizations serve the Latino 

community by default. Latinos comprise 19.8% of Brooklyn’s population;33 however, they are 

still marginalized regarding their underrepresentation in government, and lack of political and 

economic clout.34 While there are numerous non-profit organizations that fight against racial 

injustices in Brooklyn, the United Puerto Rican Organization of Sunset Park (UPROSE) and the 

New York City Environmental Justice Alliance (NYCEJA) specifically focus their efforts on 

empowering the Latino community.  

 UPROSE, the oldest Latino community organization in Brooklyn, works to heighten 

community awareness, develop environmental strategies, encourage participatory community 

planning practices and promote sustainable development and government accountability35. 
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Primarily concerned with waterfront development, land use, brownfields, transportation, air 

quality, open space, alternative energy, and environmental health, the organization has made 

significant impact in the environmental revitalization of Latino Brooklyn. Most notably, the 

organization helped to acquire $36 million in remediation funds for a contaminated waterfront 

park, which was the largest brownfield grant in New York State history.36 Additionally, in 

addressing the open space issue in Brooklyn, UPROSE designed a community Greenway-

Blueway in Sunset Park. Spanning two miles, the Greenway will add approximately 25 much-

needed acres of green space to the community and is designed to facilitate access to the 

waterfront park. 

 UPROSE and El Puente, an equally prominent Environmental Justice grassroots 

organization based in Williamsburg, are members of the NYCEJA: a city-wide network that 

links grassroots organizations, low-income neighborhoods and communities of color in their 

struggle for environmental justice. Non-profit and grassroots organizations from across New 

York City’s five boroughs coordinate their campaigns to promote sustainable energy, brownfield 

redevelopment, open space equity and solid waste management advocacy.37 Elizabeth 

Yeampierre, the Executive Director of UPROSE and the Co-Chair of the NYCEJA, takes a clear 

stance against anti-Latino discrimination in Brooklyn: many of the low income neighborhoods in 

Brooklyn, which are mainly populated by Latinos are centered around the Gowanus Expressway 

and the Brooklyn Queens Expressway, which both experience high levels of traffic on a daily 

basis. Statistics show New York City has one of the highest asthma hospitalization rates 
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nationwide, with Brooklyn having the top asthma hospitalization rate of the five boroughs.38  In 

spite of numerous “complaints about asthma, cancer, respiratory disease, the excuse for 

neglecting us is that it is too expensive to mitigate.”39 While the cries against environmental 

injustice are heard, many individuals with the political power to affect change in these 

communities do not fight for them, as it poses too extensive a challenge. 

 At the opposite end of the organizational spectrum from grassroots campaigns are the 

major environmental groups and the mainstream environmental lobby. While the vast majority of 

such large-scale campaigns are well-funded and politically well-connected, there seems to be a 

substantial alienation of grassroots organizations in mainstream environmental efforts. The strain 

between grassroots campaigns and government-funded programs is well captured in Brooklyn.  

For example, UPROSE aims to bring attention to the large number of polluting facilities in 

Brooklyn’s Latino neighborhoods and move them elsewhere. On the other hand,  SBIDC, 

partially funded by federal grants, is primarily interested in promoting and supporting industrial 

business growth in Brooklyn, even though such businesses can be highly toxic or polluting. 

Since both UPROSE and SBIDC operate in Sunset Park, tensions arise between their opposite 

goals. The two non-profit organizations advocate for environmental justice and have equally 

admirable goals, but seek two different ends; a massive, national organization like the EPA 

cannot possibly encompass and represent such a wide array of interests, especially when some 

tend to conflict with each other. As a result, issues get clumped together and generalized in order 
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to encompass the most basic values at the core of environmental justice, and thereby alienating 

campaigns focused on more localized issues.   

 Despite the Brooklyn grassroots’ discontentment with mainstream environmental efforts, 

the government-funded EPA brownfield remediation programs placed two highly contaminated 

Brooklyn sites on the National Priority List (NPL), designating them as Superfund Sites. As 

there are only three Superfund Sites in New York City, Brooklyn serving as home of two NPL 

sites further proves the maldistribution of environmental hazards.The Newton Creek Site, which 

runs along the northern border of Community Board District One, mainly affects the northern 

Greenpoint-Williamsburg communities. However, the Gowanus Canal Site, which will be 

discussed later in the paper, is highly toxic and poses a burden directly on Gowanus and 

surrounding industrial communities in Brooklyn.  

 Over this past summer, I had the privilege of interning at the Southwest Brooklyn 

Industrial Development Corporation (SBIDC). SBIDC is a nonprofit organization that serves the 

Sunset Park, Red Hook and Gowanus neighborhoods of Brooklyn. The organization advocates 

for the industrial businesses that make up these neighborhoods’ economies. SBIDC undertakes a 

variety of projects and tasks to help businesses grow and create employment opportunities for 

local residents. The three most significant programs at SBIDC are government navigation, 

financial services and employment. Government navigation works with the Department of 

Sanitation or the Department of Environmental Conservation to directly address a business 

owner’s problems. Whether a person is looking to start a business or find funding to keep an 

established business going, SBIDC meets with businesses individually to discuss their financial 

needs and how to best meet them; the organization simplifies the application process for 

numerous tax, energy, employment and relocation incentives. SBIDC knows that manufacturing 



 

 

and industrial jobs “help to stabilize the regional economy by providing a secure source of tax 

revenues and employment that is less susceptible to market fluctuations” and aims to works to 

match local residents seeking work with job opportunities advertised directly to the 

organization.40    

 As an intern, I managed the organization’s extensive real estate database, which contains 

all of the available industrial properties in Sunset Park, Red Hook and Gowanus, and worked on 

government navigation claims. My interactions with industrial businesses across Brooklyn got 

me well acquainted with the three neighborhoods. My work allowed me to further explore the 

history and current conditions of the three neighborhoods and and judge their bearing on the 

interpretation of Environmental Justice in low-income, minority communities.  

 Largely rural until the mid - 19th century, Sunset Park began to grow rapidly in the late 

19th century with the establishment of the Brooklyn waterfront and the New York Harbor as 

major ports for maritime trade. Fueled by successive waves of immigration and a steady demand 

for labor to work in its factories, warehouses, and piers, Sunset Park developed into a hub for 

growing businesses and anyone seeking employment. Bush Terminal, erected in 1895, initially 

served as a then center of industrial activity; however, it was overtaken during World War II by 

the Brooklyn Army Terminal, which employed 10,000 people to ship 80% of America’s supplies 

and troops.41 Unfortunately, Sunset Park’s prosperity waned as truck-based freighting and use of 

New Jersey’s ports became cheaper, and therefore increasingly popular. As the Brooklyn Army 

                                                
40 "About Us." Southwest Brooklyn Industrial Development Corporation. SBIDC, 2012. Web. 9 Sept. 2012.  
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41 "Sunset Park, Brooklyn, New York City: A Guide for Tourists and Visitors About, Tourism, Hotels, Restaurants, 
 Art, Museums, Theater, Culture." Sunset Park, Brooklyn, New York City: A Guide for Tourists and Visitors 
 About, Tourism, Hotels, Restaurants, Art, Museums, Theater, Culture. Sunset-Park.com, n.d. Web. 9 Sept. 
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Terminal closed down and residential properties decreased in value, white-European immigrants 

flocked to surrounding suburban areas.  

 Sunset Park’s economic slump continued until Hispanic immigrants moved to the area in 

large numbers, increasing property values and revitalizing the community; by 1990, over 50% of 

Sunset Park’s residents were Hispanic.42  The area is now a thriving center of Hispanic culture, 

housing immigrants Latin America, Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic and Mexico.  The 

massive Bush and Brooklyn Army Terminal edifices are now largely vacant, as industrial and 

manufacturing businesses no longer find it profitable to stay in Brooklyn and move to New 

Jersey, where real estate is cheaper. The formerly industrious piers of Bush Terminal, now 

rotting and contaminated, are fenced off. Because of extensive toxic waste dumping in the water 

and around the property, the waterfront lots, vacant spaces and the railway, which formerly 

brought in goods and raw materials for shipment and manufacturing, are now inside Sunset 

Park’s largest brownfield area. SBIDC’s main challenge in Sunset Park is to encourage industrial 

business to stay or relocate in the area: there is so much industrial infrastructure, but no company 

wants to take on the liability of the brownfield pollution when cheaper, cleaner property is 

available elsewhere. SBIDC works with new and established businesses in the area to find 

financial incentives which would make staying in the neighborhood more attractive to the 

company. SBIDC and UPROSE recently collaborated on the first step of the Sunset Park BOA; 

cleaning up the area would take the economic burden of clean-up off of prospective businesses, 

help bring industry back into the area and boost the economy. Sunset Park’s dilemma displays 

how brownfields serve as economic burdens to communities, as they deter business and thwart 

the revitalization of the industrial economy.  

                                                
42 Bennet, James. “Hispanic Voters and the Politics of Sludge.”  The New York Times. 5 March 1993. 
 www.nytimes.com. 9 Sept 2012.  



 

 

 Red Hook is a peninsula that is surrounded by the Gowanus Bay, Erie Basin and the 

Buttermilk Channel. In the 1840s entrepreneurs began to build ports as the "offloading end" of 

the Erie Canal.  By the 1920s, Red Hook had become one of the busiest freight ports in the 

world; however, the advent of containerization in the 1960s all but eliminated the need for Red 

Hook’s port. As industry left, poverty and crime moved in: Life Magazine listed Red Hook 

among the ten worst neighborhoods in the United States and dubbed it “the crack capital of 

America.”43 Only in the the late 1990s did Red Hook start bounce back, as middle-class artists 

seeking low-rent studio spaces moved in and began the area’s gentrification. While the 

construction of the Gowanus Expressway in the late 1940's and the opening of the Brooklyn 

Battery Tunnel in 1950 served to geographically sever Red Hook from the rest of the district, 

today these arteries have made Red Hook the ideal location for companies that depend on their 

proximity to New York City clients and water-born transportation such as barging and shipping. 

In recent years, restaurants, shops and bars opened on blocks that had lacked a commercial 

presence for decades. The formerly decaying waterfront has been rebuilt and bus and water taxi 

services allow for an easy commute from lower Manhattan and downtown Brooklyn. New York 

City’s 2005 deal with the Port Authority has reactivated Red Hook as a port, transforming it into 

a docking point for cruise ships from around the world.  

  For the residents and industrial businesses of Red Hook, gentrification is a highly 

divisive issue. As an employee who was commuting to and working in Red Hook, I was happy 

with the gentrification: the commute from my apartment in Greenwich Village was relatively 

painless, I felt very safe walking around the neighborhood and the new bakeries were a great 

place to break for lunch. However, the increased popularity of the neighborhood has drastically 
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increased real estate prices, putting extra pressure on the newly revived manufacturing 

community. A highly publicized example of Red Hook’s gentrification was the construction of 

Ikea; while the Swedish furniture store added jobs for local residents, local traffic increased 

exponentially, as thousands of trucks and vehicles crowd previously empty streets.44 

Gentrification of previously industrial neighborhoods continues to be a problem for low-income, 

minority communities in Brooklyn, namely in Gowanus, which I will discuss later.

 Additionally, Red Hook’s industrial past riddled the area with brownfields. CK Witco 

Corporation’s Red Hook facility, which was closed down in 1999, mismanaged three several-

thousand gallon capacity tanks holding volatile organic hazardous wastes, allowing the toxic 

pollutants to evaporate into the air.45 In March of 2012, SBIDC received a $106,650 grant from 

Governor Cuomo to complete a Pre-Nomination BOA study for the approximately 343-acre area, 

with the aim of improving the neighborhood economically and environmentally in order to 

attract new businesses and create employment opportunities for local residents.46 For Red 

Hook’s residents, the new funding for the clean-up re-emphasized the importance of sustainable 

development; Lou Sones, president of Red Hook Groups Against Garbage Sites, asserts that "the 

Witco site is a reminder that not all business is good business” and that economic growth "...is 

not only about creating jobs, but doing it in an environmentally friendly way."47  Like Sunset 

Park, Red Hook is similarly conflicted by the need for economic growth and the desire for 

sustainable development.  

                                                
44 Roth, Kenneth S. "Will IKEA Spark Red Hook's Revitalization?" Real Estate New York 24.7 (2005): ProQuest 
 Central; ProQuest European Business. Web. 14 Aug. 2012. 
45 Farrell, Bill. "Brownfield Legislation Eyes Reuse." New York Daily News: 1. Apr 22 2002. ProQuest Central; 
 ProQuest European Business. Web. 14 Aug. 2012 . 
46 "Governor Cuomo Announces $3.45 Million in Grants to Revitalize Communities Affected by Brownfields." The 
 New New York Works For You. Ny.gov, 20 Mar. 2012. Web. 9 Sept. 2012. <http://www.governor.ny.gov/>. 
47 Farrell, Bill. "Brownfield Legislation Eyes Reuse." New York Daily News: 1. Apr 22 2002. ProQuest Central; 
 ProQuest European Business. Web. 14 Aug. 2012 . 



 

 

 Gowanus’s industrial history shaped the neighborhood’s present status as an industrial 

center, but it left the area immensely polluted. Gowanus industry began to boom in the 1860s: 

the Gowanus Canal served as the main artery for cargo transportation between Brooklyn and 

Manhattan. Over a century of waste from petrochemical plants, fertilizer companies and glue 

factories along with raw sewage dumping and storm runoff rendered the egregiously polluted 

canal a health threat and environmental burdern to the surrounding Brooklyn neighborhoods.48  

In March 2010, the canal was labeled a Superfund Site, allowing government and outside 

agencies to develop plans to address the pollution. 

  My most important work as part of SBIDC, the first step pre-nomination BOA strudy of 

Gowanus, filled the last three weeks of my internship. Gowanus is primarily an industrial 

business zone, with few residential or commercial properties; therefore, in order to best 

understand which brownfields in Gowanus needed the most attention, we needed to speak to 

industrial and manufacturing business owners. The BOA project was a combined effort, with 

Pratt Institute constructing the survey instrument and Appleseed Inc. supplying the initial data to 

create the survey and the names and contact information of the businesses we needed to 

interview. As SBIDC is renowned for its close ties to the industrial business community in 

Gowanus, I was charged with the responsibility of surveying local business owners in Sub-Area 

C, which covers all of the industrial lots between Sackett and Baltic Street and 2nd and 4th 

Avenues. Sub-Area C is one of the two sub-areas in Gowanus selected for the preliminary 

brownfield study, as they are the two most heavily industrialized, and therefore most polluted,  

areas. Between Sub-Areas C and E, there are over 240 established industrial and manufacturing 

businesses, ranging from wood shops to truck repair to food services. Over my three weeks of 
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surveying, I spoke with almost all of the business owners in Sub-Area C (about forty) and was 

able to obtain interviews from half of them. These interviews and discussions allowed me to 

more fully understand how brownfields impact their businesses and community. It eventually 

became clear that Environmental Justice in low-income, minority Brooklyn communities is a 

nuanced and complicated issue, where the pluralistic ideology creates conflicts of interest.  

 Walking though Gowanus, it is apparent that the neighborhood used to be thriving center 

of industrial activity; the streets are crowded with storefronts and industrial manufacturing 

infrastructure. However, when I knocked on the doors or called the listed telephone numbers, no 

one was there and the lines were out of service: the listed business was no longer there, and no 

new business had come in to take its place. Although they are not necessarily toxic or polluted, 

these vacant, dilapidated buildings can be considered brownfields; because the buildings are 

unused and cannot be repurposed without significant investment, they pose an economic and 

environmental burden to the community. When discussing the vacancies with Gowanus business 

owners, the vast majority of them had considered moving out of Gowanus themselves. Owners 

see industrial business presence declining as Gowanus experiences a character shift and becomes 

increasingly gentrified. The most notable example is the construction of the Barclays Center on 

Atlantic Avenue. In addition to hosting numerous high-profile concerts, the Center’s stadium 

will be home to the Brooklyn Nets basketball team. The new stadium is expected to bring a lot 

more New Yorkers and tourists into Brooklyn; as a result, previously vacant lots and brownfields 

have been repurposed into hotels and the surrounding neighborhoods have become increasingly 

residential, effectively crowding out industrial business. The area’s gentrification is causing real 

estate prices to increase, and the current state of the American economy makes sustaining a 

business even more challenging. Financial problems combined with rezoning and residential-



 

 

izing of Gowanus  are causing businesses to seriously consider relocation. However, outside of 

the Barclays Center, industrial business is the lifeblood of the Gowanus economy.  

 Additionally, industrial and manufacturing businesses tend to be polluting businesses as 

well. Therefore, the drive toward economic prosperity directly conflicts with community 

organizations’ struggle for a greener community. While industrial businesses may also want to 

increase environmental health standards, changing infrastructure or buying different inputs in 

order to be more sustainable is not a priority: environmental sustainability is second in 

importance to making money. The issue can also be approached from the other perspective: 

Environmental Justice organizations seek economic development, but want to do so while 

improving environmental health and sustainability. In speaking with Gowanus business owners, I 

discovered the dichotomy between the pursuit of environmental and economic development. The 

Environmental Justice movement is a constant compromise, a balancing act between issues of 

varying importance; a low-income, minority community may want to eradicate toxic brownfields  

in the area, but needs the financial resources that would be spent on the clean-up to spur 

economic growth, education or numerous other societal burdens. The simultaneous pursuit of 

many different objectives clearly distinguishes communities rich in economic and political 

resources from those who are not: majority communities already have high standards for 

standard social programs and can therefore afford to focus to keeping environmental hazards at 

bay. Low-income, minority communities are struggling for social, political, economic and 

environmental equality, and each issue cannot be tackled at the same time with equal fervor: 

something must be sacrificed.  

 It was easy for me, a student who studies environmental justice theories in the comfort of 

a richly-resourced university setting, to assume that the maldistribution of environmental hazards 



 

 

is the sole affliction on low-income and minority communities. However, the research and field 

work presented in this paper prove how deeply the concept of environmental justice is 

intertwined with social, political and economic justice. Speaking with local business owners, 

researchers and non-profit organization leaders showed me that there can be not resolution 

without recognition of issue’s pluralistic nature, and thereby addressing equally important 

problems that lead to these communities’ oppression and inequality. The prevalence of 

environmental hazards in low-income and minority neighborhoods are physical manifestations of 

entrenched societal inequalities, which need to be fought against with equal fervor in order to 

ensure environmental justice for communities nationwide.  
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