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A $335M Project to Save NYC From Climate Catastrophe 
Margaret Rhodes Design, June 9, 2014, Wired 

 
Caption: The Department of Housing and Urban Development has awarded $335 million to Bjarke Ingels’ Copenhagen and 

New York-based architecture firm BIG, a winner in the Rebuild by Design competition.Image: BIG team  

 

After Hurricane Sandy wrecked the coastlines of New York City and New Jersey, and knocked the 

power out of lower Manhattan for a week in October 2012, the Department of Housing and Urban 

Development scrambled to make sure the catastrophe didn’t happen again. But they didn’t know 

exactly how, so they launched a competition called Rebuild by Design. Ideas came in from architects 

and urban planners, all of them aimed at fighting rising tides with some solution better than levees. The 

hope was to create a coastline intrinsically resilient against floods. 

Unlike standard dikes, the plan calls for a sloped barrier that’s built into the landscape.  

Bjarke Ingels’ Copenhagen and New York-based architecture firm BIG is one of six winners 

announced this week. The proposal is called the Big U, and it won $335 million to buttress Manhattan 

in preparation of the next superstorm. The other winners will focus on the Bronx, Staten Island, Long 

Island, and New Jersey. 

The Big U will stretch eight miles along Manhattan’s coastline, looping south from West 57th Street 

and then back up to East 42nd Street—a perimeter that hugs the area of Manhattan hit by the blackout. 

Much of the protection offered by the Big U will be from elevation. But unlike standard dikes, which 

can actually trap water, the plan calls for a more organic, sloped barrier that’s built into the landscape. 
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BIG's plan, the Big U, proposes to buttress Manhattan against   Elevated parks and walkways would both shield 

the next superstorm by creating sloping, organic landscapes near  downtown Manhattan from rising tides, and 

the water's edge.Image: BIG team  create more park space for residents.Image: BIG  

 

 
Here, a rendering shows how elevated green space   Instead of fighting against the water, the Big U 

would also buffer noise from FDR Drive, making the East  is designed with the expectation of floods.Image: BIG 

River Park more tranquil. Image: BIG team    team 

  

 
Underneath the FDR, further south towards    To determine what each neighborhood's needs are,  

Chinatown, will be pavilions made available as storefronts,  Ingels and his team at BIG interviewed businesses 

and public art spaces.Image: BIG team    and residents around the edges of the city. As a result, 
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       once finished, no two areas of the Big U will be identical. 

 

Not a War Zone 

“We’re doing it in a way that will be in dialogue with all the neighborhoods along the Big U, so that 

what we’re doing will never be perceived as a war zone, or a piece of resilience infrastructure,” Ingels 

says. Instead, “when you go there in the future you will see amenities that are tailored to the 

neighborhoods. Undulating landscapes, street furniture, pavilions, that are part of an environmental and 

social program.” 

To determine what those neighborhood needs are, Ingels and his team at BIG interviewed businesses 

and residents around the edges of the city. (“The list is almost endless,” Ingels says.) They met with 

various organizations—the LES Group, the Battery Conservancy, and so on—to determine how their 

plan could suit as many stakeholders as possible. As a result, once finished, no two areas of the Big U 

will be identical. 

 

 

Take the East River Park: currently, if you venture east past the FDR Drive freeway, there’s a hike-

and-bike path, and scattered soccer and baseball fields, overlooking the East River. It’s flat, and to get 

there, you cross over the highway on a small footbridge. Ingels proposes building a sloping landscape 

that would start at the top of the footbridge and curve down towards the water. 

http://www.wired.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/047-hud-by-big_original.jpg
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“Instead of a staircase or sagging ramp, people arrive at the top of a varied hill that seamlessly takes 

them to the water,” he says. “It’s a more three-dimensional landscape, more like Central Park, where 

you have different views.” Plus, it would buffer the noise from the FDR for park-goers, making it a 

more tranquil area. Also underneath the FDR, further south towards Chinatown, will be pavilions made 

available as storefronts. Hidden in their architecture will be a series of massive sliding doors that can 

be deployed as flood barriers in the event of a storm. 

That double-duty aspect prompts Ingels to compare the Big U to the High Line, the abandoned railway 

that’s been converted into one of New York’s most celebrated public spaces. “What if you could make 

a new piece of infrastructure for resilience that comes with social side affects,” Ingels says, “so that 

you would never guess that the bench you are sitting on, or the landscape you’re walking on, is also 

what will prevent a flood?” 

A Bigger Idea 

Ingels proposal is part of a larger shift in thinking. Historically, there are dozens of ways urban 

planners have prepared cities for storms—Ingels and his team actually cataloged all of them at the 

outset of this project. For instance, after Hurricane Katrina, city officials built 133 miles of levees, 

walls, and flood gates around New Orleans. There are points where the barriers reach 54 feet in height. 

In New York, where 8 million people seem to be constantly clamoring for new real estate, that kind of 

fortressing would make the city more cramped. Rather than barricade against the water, the Big U 

could create more land for New Yorkers in expectation of rising tides. 

Click here for information WIRED by Design, a live magazine. 

http://www.wired.com/2014/06/a-335m-project-to-save-nyc-from-climate-catastrophe/#slide-7 

1 Year After Superstorm Sandy: Quick Economic Facts 
October 29, 2013, Insurance Journal  

Total economic losses from Superstorm Sandy have now reached $70 billion, according to market 

estimates. 

• Sandy damaged or destroyed about 650,000 homes and knocked out power to 8.5 million customers 

• Insured losses total approximately $25.85 billion. Private insurance companies account for 

approximately three quarters (73 percent) of this total. 

• Auto, homeowners and business insurance claim payouts total $18.75 billion. 

• The rest is covered by the National Flood Insurance Program ($7.1 billion). 

• Sandy is the third costliest insured U.S. natural catastrophe after Hurricanes Katrina ($48.7 billion) 

and Andrew ($25.6billion), based on private insurance company losses only. 

• Some 1.58 million Sandy claims have been filed with private insurance companies, most of which 

were homeowners’ insurance claims (71.5 percent). 

http://live.wired.com/
http://www.wired.com/2014/06/a-335m-project-to-save-nyc-from-climate-catastrophe/#slide-7
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• Businesses accounted for almost half (47.6 percent) of the privately-insured loss from Sandy. 

• The average commercial claim was more than $44,500, compared with about $6,500 for 

homeowners. 

• It is estimated that the storm will cost $30 billion when flood, marine and aviation insurance claims 

are all included. 

 

Chart: Allianz Global Corporate & Specialty 

From Allianz Global Corporate & Specialty’s October report “Superstorm Sandy Lessons learned: A 

risk management perspective,” with figures from New York Climate Week 2013, Insurance Information 

Institute, Insurance Services Office’s Property Claim Services (PCS) unit, National Flood Insurance 

Program, Munich Re. http://www.insurancejournal.com/news/east/2013/10/29/309538.htm 
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