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The Gowanus neighborhood is slated for significant land use changes and new public 
investment by the City of New York as part of the Mayor DeBlasio’s affordable housing 
plan to build and preserve 200,000 units over 10 years. Historically, City actions and 
inactions have accelerated the displacement of existing low- and moderate- income 
residents and industrial and small commercial businesses, and have otherwise had a 
major impact on the area. Current neighborhood planning efforts in Gowanus present 
an opportunity to curb destructive real estate forces and to combat negative trends 
that continue to displace members of our community.

The Gowanus Neighborhood Coalition for Justice represents a concerted effort by local 
residents and stakeholders to specifically elevate the priorities of low- and moderate-
income residents, industrial firms, and the neighborhood-based organizations and small 
businesses that serve them. In order to ensure the community’s comprehensive needs 
are met, the Coalition has developed a set of five overarching principles that must be 
included in any rezoning or land use action:

1. Advance racial and economic justice
2. Create real affordable housing and protect tenants from displacement
3. Promote environmental justice
4. Uplift the culture and community of longtime residents
5. Protect local businesses where we work and shop

This document aims to elevate the voices of our community that have not yet been 
heard in the City’s planning process, and makes the case for a community plan based 
on principles of social, economic, and environmental justice for a just, inclusive, and 
resilient Gowanus neighborhood.

FINDINGS

1. Advance Racial and Economic Justice

Income inequality in Gowanus is growing at a rapid pace, further deepening the 
existing racial and economic segregation. Rising housing prices will accelerate this 
trend.

 • The growth in gap between the lowest- and highest-income census tracts has 
significantly increased by 121% from 2000 to 2015.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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 • The rise in housing prices and displacement have displaced Latinos/as from the 
neighborhood. Latino/as went from making up 35% of the total population in Gowanus to 
25%.

There is a critical need to make targeted workforce development, adult education, 
and local hiring investments to ensure that individuals with barriers to employment 
benefit from the increased local economic activity and investment.

 • A 2015 study by the NYC Center for Economic Opportunity found that NYCHA residents 
living in gentrifying neighborhoods rarely benefit from the increased economic activity.

Overcrowding and segregation in local schools are severe problems that must be 
addressed by a concrete plan that is implemented before any rezoning.

 • In the most recent four year period, citywide enrollment increased by 4% while enrollment 
increased by 13% for District 15 (where students from Gowanus attend school).

 • Racial and economic segregation is a problem with 50% of White middle school students 
are concentrated in three of the district’s most selective schools, while students of color 
are not afforded the same educational opportunities. 

With the influx of wealthier people longtime residents may experience racial 
profiling without a concerted effort to build and improve community-police 
relations. 

 • In 2012, nearly 85% of all stops in the ‘immediately adjacent’ Park Slope, were of Black 
and Latino/a people in a neighborhood predominately White. Meanwhile, 90% of people 
stopped by police were innocent.

2. Create Real Affordable Housing and Protect Tenants from 
Displacement

Any rezoning or major land use action must address the conditions in Gowanus-
area public housing, which fundamentally aligns with the Mayor’s goal to preserve 
120,000 units of affordable housing citywide.

 • In Gowanus, nearly 2,000 units of public housing are home to over 4,300 residents.

 • Physically deteriorating and severely unhealthy conditions place residents at risk for 
displacement.

Past New York City policies and land use actions have failed to plan for the 
community as a whole and have contributed to residential and business 
displacement.
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 • On the eastern edge of Gowanus, the 2003 North Park Slope and 2007 South Park Slope 
rezonings along 4th avenue significantly increased market-rate residential development 
without providing any affordable housing, displacement protections, or infrastructure 
upgrades to the existing community.

Gowanus and the surrounding neighborhoods have experienced intense real estate 
pressures that have contributed to a major loss of rent-stabilized units.

 • From 2007 to 2014, Gowanus and the surrounding neighborhoods saw a 22% net 
decrease in rent stabilized housing stock, at a much faster rate than the citywide net 
decrease of 6%.

 • In 2016 an empty lot near the Gowanus Canal – the most densely populated EPA 
Superfund site in the country – sold for $2,775,000 or $338 per buildable square foot!

The community needs strategies to ensure the development and preservation of 
housing with deep affordability levels.

 • NYCHA residents, the largest residential population in Gowanus, have a median income of 
$30,000. The deepest affordability level available under Mandatory Inclusionary housing 
(MIH) only requires 20% of the rent restricted units to be affordable to households who 
earn below 40% of AMI —or $32,640 annually for a family of three, meaning the vast 
majority of units will not be affordable to those in most need in our own community.

3. Promote Environmental Justice

Gowanus has been subject to decades of environmental abuse and neglect, greatly 
impacting the working class and communities of color who live here. Environmental 
Justice requires that no community should bear a disproportionate burden of 
negative environmental, health, and climate impacts from private and government 
policies and activities. The Gowanus Canal is Brooklyn’s first Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) Superfund site, and sewage back-ups and toxic flooding 
frequently make their way into the neighborhood.

 • As the clean-up of the Canal proceeds, low income residents of color are already 

experiencing the impacts disproportionately. One of two Combined Sewer Overflow 
(CSO) multi-million-gallon retention tanks will be constructed near the Douglass 
and DeGraw (“Double D”) community pool. Disruptions to the Double D Pool and 
the adjacent Thomas Greene Park and will potentially take both offline for years in a 
neighborhood with scarce open space and public recreation.
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Three public housing sites, the Gowanus Houses, Wyckoff Gardens, and Warren 
Houses are located adjacent to the Superfund site and/or near upland brownfield 
sites, areas that are prone to flooding during normal rainfall and are vulnerable to 
climate change impacts.

 • At the Gowanus Houses 2,836 residents went without heat and electricity for 10 days 
when basement flooding destroyed boilers and shorted out electrical cables.

The City has a responsibility to ensure that any ongoing and future investment 
leveraged by public agencies and through the rezoning process advances equity 
goals and directly improves the lives of NYCHA residents.

 • The billions of dollars in public and private investment in the neighborhood is 
unprecedented. The Department of City Planning must work closely with NYCHA and 
other City agencies to ensure that residents see the economic benefits facilitated 
through this rezoning. This includes ensuring the enforcement of Section 3 Department 
of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) hiring requirements for Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA) funds and applying similar local hiring requirements for all 
public investments.

4. Uplift the Culture and Community of Longtime Residents

Longtime residents, particularly those who live in rent stabilized and public 
housing, have deep-seated roots in the community and deserve to experience the 
benefits of increased public and private investment coming into the neighborhood. 

 • The average Gowanus resident living in NYCHA or rent stabilized housing has lived there 
for 22 and 12 years, respectively, compared to 6 years for market-rate tenants.

 • In Gowanus, public housing and rent stabilized tenants make up a substantial portion of 
the neighborhood, living in 33% of rental housing.

The City must support the availability and affordability of cultural and recreational 
opportunities for low-income residents, especially to combat some of the negative 
impacts of gentrification, such as the feeling of isolation experienced by longtime 
residents from new establishments.

 • The Gowanus Community Center once served as an important hub, providing space to 
celebrate cultural events, offering job training and personal development to residents 
in the community. The center has remained closed for many years due to defunding. 
After Sandy the center was briefly reopened, serving as a crucial resource to meet the 
basic needs of NYCHA residents who lost heat, electricity, and hot water. Places like the 
Gowanus Community Center are important for keeping residents connected to their 
community and can be bridge to growing economic opportunities in the neighborhood.
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5. Protect Where We Shop and Work

In recent years, important mom-and-pop establishments and even locally-owned 
franchises that provided affordable goods and services have closed due to rising 
commercial rents and new development.

 • At 3rd Avenue and St. Mark’s Place, a bodega/local market, and Chinese takeout 
restaurant closed in 2015 to make way for market-rate housing development. This was one 
of the last affordable restaurants near NYCHA housing.

Within the area that is being considered for rezoning, there is an Industrial Business 
Zone (IBZ) as well as significant areas that are zoned for manufacturing that are 
outside the IBZ. 

 • Manufacturing and industrial businesses pay better wages for people with modest 
educational attainment than retail and the entertainment/hotel/food service jobs. 

 • 58% of manufacturing jobs pay more than $30,000 per year versus 33% and 39% of retail 
and entertainment/hotel/food service jobs, respectively.

Neither the IBZ nor the manufacturing areas outside the IBZ have protections 
that ensure that manufacturing uses will predominate in the area in the event of a 
rezoning.

 • The industrial areas in Gowanus have already experienced an explosive rate of hotel 
development, with hotels jumping from just one in 2006 to nine in 2017.

Conclusion

The land use and rezoning changes have the potential to address long standing 
challenges and problems in our neighborhood or to significantly increase the 
displacement of longtime residents and businesses and deepen existing inequality. 
No community should be forced to undergo a rezoning that fails to address issues 
of displacement and other critical needs of the people who already live there. We 
demand that the City include the people most deeply impacted by these changes 
in decision making to ensure that all stakeholders in our community can survive 
and thrive.
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GOWANUS NEIGHBORHOOD 
COALITION FOR JUSTICE

WHO WE ARE
Coalition Groups (List in Formation) 

Fifth Avenue Committee (FAC), Families United for Racial and Economic  
Equality (FUREE), Gowanus Houses Resident Association, Gowanus  
Houses Arts Collective, Wyckoff Gardens Resident Association, Wyckoff  
Gardens Resident Watch, Warren Street Houses Residents Association, RAICES 
Spanish Speaking Elderly Council, VOCAL NY, Christian Help in Park Slope 
(CHiPS), St Lydia’s Church, TRELLIS, Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary & St. 
Stephen Roman Catholic Church, Southwest Brooklyn Industrial Development 
Corporation (SBIDC), Gowanus Alliance, Gowanus Canal Conservancy (GCC), 
South Brooklyn Local Development Corporation (SBLDC), Forth on Fourth 
(FOFA) a Committee of the Park Slope Civic Council.
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