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INTRODUCTION 

I always thought that redevelopment of an area is always a positive thing, where new buildings are built,                  

new jobs are created, and the neighborhood itself will gain new, fresh people, adding to the existing                 

one. However, that is not the case, in Gowanus. Our class took an interest journey to the Gowanus and                   

did research about the area, and I learned that redevelopment comes with a price. To understand                

Gowanus, we need to look at its history, and the effects of gentrification in these modern years. The                  

Gowanus is area that is located on top of the Canal that it is named after, the Gowanus Canal, in                    

Downtown Brooklyn.  

Gowanus Canal was originally built by the Dutch who first seattle in the nearby swamp area. They                 

constructed the channel in order to power three major mills, which were used for agriculture purposes.                

During the industrial revolution later, a demand for coal as the major energy source causes the canal to                  

be redevelopment into an industrial zone, and with a side effect of dumping coal tar into the canal itself.                   

The city later then develop the combined sewage system in Brooklyn, where the drainage and sewage                

system goes through the same pipelines, which causes a situation called combined sewage overflow to               

pollute the canal even further.  

Today, Gowanus is now considered by the government to be a superfund site, where the cleaning of the                  

canal and redevelopment of the nearby areas are planned. We then now see the impact of these                 

redevelopments within the canals, and both positive and negative impact from it.  
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Bioswale - a natural bio sponge 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On our visit to Gowanus, one of the interesting thing I learn is that these new bioswale 

are placed nearby. This is the first time where I learn such structure are designed to 

absorb stormwater and serves as a way to reduce the load on the CSO in case of a large 

flood. The above picture is a bioswale that we visited, and one of the problems that is 

seen here is that a bioswale that is not maintain can potentially become another 

dumpsite for garbage. However, if well maintained, good amount of vegetation can be 

grown and produce a nice green environment.  

 

 

2   



 

 

Gentrification - redevelopment of the neighborhood 

 

The above picture shows the difference between the recent new luxury condo that was 

built on the right side of the photo, and the local old building on the left side of the photo. 

As shown, this street shows a contrast between the old and new, like a boundary 

between the rich and the poor. It shows that these redevelopments has bring new 

buildings to the neighborhood, but did not contribute to the street or the neighborhood 

itself. Perhaps the luxury condo can draw in new middle to high class people, but will 

they truly benefit the neighborhood? Only time will tell. 
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The above picture shows an empty area that is currently on sale, but you can seen that 

the local neighbor has put up these signs showing the tragedy that occurs in this area. It’s 

as if the local developments has ignore the problems, and the locals has use this chance 

to increase awareness of what’s going on in this neighborhood. This is just another 

example of problems that was brought along with gentrification and redevelopment.  
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SITE DOCUMENTATIONS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The above sketch is a layout of the first bioswale that we visited. I feel like it made an 

impact on me due to the fact that such a system is design to be self sufficient and at the 

same time, able to allow green life to grow, as a natural area rather than artificially 

absorbing the water using more machinery.  

This sketch shows some 

features of an old building in 

the neighborhood, with a 

distinct architectural feature 

of having a cornice and 

lintel, along with some old 

brick bonds. These building 

are originally design for 

industrial workers for 

housing purposes, but was 

later remodel into expensive 

residual buildings.  
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GENERAL NOTES: 
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INSIGHTS/DISCOVERIES  

As a natural trained engineer, the problem of gentrification was a new concept to me. It is part of my                    

major to learn how to calculate and construct a building that it falls under all kinds of regulation to                   

ensure the safety of the people, however, it has never occurred to me that not only, when buildings are                   

built not following the correct regulations, can hurt people, but even buildings, when built correctly, can                

hurt a neighborhood.  

I always thought that the redevelopment of an area is a positive thing, where old neighborhoods are                 

able to receive new buildings and local landowners are able to make money of the new changes, and                  

local neighborhood grow to accept its new neighbors. However, we’ve seen that in Gowanus, these               

changes are not a good thing. While new changes might bring new people to the neighbor, having the                  

changes occurring too rapidly will destroy the local business, as seen in Gowanus. Also, the choice of                 

structure is another problem, where luxury condos and residence does not create new jobs, but will                

create more sewage problems as well.  

On top of that, the local polluted condition of the canal and its historical periods of CSO, along with how                    

developers are trying to sell luxury housing in nearby areas has caused some major concerns in the                 

neighborhood, while the superfund project at the same time, is trying to clean up the canal to a certain                   

degree.  

KEYWORDS/VOCABULARY & DEFINITIONS 

bioswale: landscape elements designed to concentrate or remove silt and pollution from surface runoff              

water. They consist of a swaled drainage course with gently sloped sides (less than 6%) and filled with                  
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vegetation, compost and/or riprap. 

gentrification: The process by which an (urban) area is rendered middle-class. 

Combined sewage overflow: A combined sewer overflow (CSO) is the discharge from a combined sewer               

system that is caused by snowmelt or storm water runoff. 

Indigenous : Born or produced naturally in a land or region; native or belonging naturally ​to (the soil,                  

region, etc.). (Used primarily of aboriginal inhabitants or natural products.) 

Superfund project: The Superfund program is part of a Federal government effort to clean up land in the                  

United States that has been contaminated by hazardous waste and that has been identified by the US                 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) as a candidate for cleanup because it poses a risk to human                

health and/or to the environment. 

QUESTIONS for Further RESEARCH 

1. Will the superfund project be sufficient to clean the Gowanus canal? 

2. Will the new influx of the middle class actually bring a positive change to the neighborhood? 

3. Is it possible for the developers to show concerns for local small business owners, where they                

are able to receive actual help? 
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