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I. Waterfront Introduction 

Coney Island Creek is a tidal creek located in the southwestern most part of Brooklyn, stretching 1.8 

miles inland from its mouth at Gravesend Bay. Prior to the 1920s, the creek was three miles long, 

connecting Gravesend Bay and Sheepshead Bay, and separating Coney Island from the mainland 

(Immerso 2002). During the 1920s and 30s the eastern half of the creek was filled for highway and other 

development projects. Currently, the Coney Island Creek is an important body of water for ecological, 

social, and economic reasons. It contains more than 4 miles of waterfront, including sandy beach and 

tidal estuary ecosystems (NYCEDC 2016). Each year, countless birds migrate along the NYC coastline, and 

the brackish waters of the Coney Island Creek provide a welcome resting spot (Kensinger 2014; Rivel & 

Rosenheim 2016). The creek is also home to many species of marine life, including blue crab, bass, 

mullet, and mussels, which attract fishers and nature lovers alike (Kadinsky 2016). 

The creek is lined by a mix of parks, capped landfills, industrial waterfront, and residential 

neighborhoods. The easternmost portion of the creek begins where Shell Road intersects with the Belt 

Parkway. Also along the eastern section of the creek are several warehouses, a remediated brownfield 

site, and an active combined sewer outfall, which results in raw sewage and stormwater bypassing 

treatment plants and overflowing directly into the creek during storms (NYCEDC 2016). The regular 

influx of sewage into the creek leads to nutrient loading and coastal eutrophication, where low oxygen 

zones limit the abundance and distributions of marine species, and can adversely affect the health of 

humans who consume fish and other aquatic life caught in these areas (HEP 2012; McPhearson et al. 

2013).  

Parks and other green space line most of the western half of the creek, including Six Diamonds Park and 

Calvert Vaux Park on the northern shore, and Kaiser Park and Coney Island Creek Park on the southern 

shore. These parks support a multitude of official recreational and leisure activities, including sports, 

walking, biking, fishing (for sport), and picnicking (Auyeung et al. 2016). Unofficially, the lands 

surrounding the creek provide campment areas for homeless individuals, and the marine life in the 

creek is caught or trapped for sustenance (Kensinger 2014).  The sandy mouth of the creek is also a 

frequent location for bathers, and religious activities (e.g. baptisms, ceremonies) have also been 

reported to occur in this area.  

In 2013, the storm surge from Hurricane Sandy caused the creek to flood and eroded some of the sandy 

beach in the Seagate area (at the mouth of the creek) (Kensinger 2017). To address future potential 

flooding and erosion, the New York City Economic Development Corporation conducted a resiliency 

study of Coney Island Creek, which resulted in several proposals for flood mitigation (NYCEDC 2016). 

One of these proposals included the insertion of a tidal barrier, which was widely challenged by local 

community members due to concerns that the barrier would exacerbate existing pollution problems 

(REF). Previous studies have indicated the water quality of the creek to be among the worst in the city, 

with fecal coliform counts deeming the water unsafe for most water-related activities (NYCDEP 2017; 

Mccann 2019). It was due to the high level of pollution that the Department of Environmental 

Conservation initially denied a permit sought by the Billion Oyster Project (BOP) to install a community 
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oyster reef in the creek, based on concerns that the oysters could be inadvertently consumed and lead 

to sickness (Mccann 2019). Members of the community organized in support of the permit, and in July 

of 2018, the BOP installed a community reef off the Kaiser Park fishing pier (Zone 4 in Figure 1).  

The research described below demonstrates the wide array of activities that people engaged in along 

the Coney IslaƴŘ /ǊŜŜƪΦ CƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ǎǇƛǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŜƪΩǎ ǊŜǇǳǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ 

polluted water bodies in the city, many local users of the creek do not share the perception that the 

water is dirty. Several of our interviewees reported feeling safe eating fish from the creek, and a 

minority indicated that they would swim in the water. This raises interesting questions with regard to 

how polluted urban waterways are perceived by local communities, especially if these water bodies 

support activities that they deem important to their well-being. 

 
Coney Island Creek from Western Natural Area    Soccer Fields in Recreation Zone                             Beachfront fishing in Seagate 

 
Rocky Shore in Seagate                           Fishing Pier in Fishing Nook              Ship remains in Western Natural Area 

 
Sand dune fences in Coney Island Creek Park        Coney Island Creek from Eastern Natural Area    Recreation courts in Kaiser Park 

Insert photo here 
Insert photo here 

Insert photo here 
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Garden plots and building in West 23rd Garden  Sand dune and creek in Fishing Nook            Waterfront path in Kaiser Park 

   
Beachfront in Eastern Natural Area                        Informal path in Coney Island Creek Park            Baseball field being used for dog in Rec. Zone 

 
 Baseball field in Home Depot Baseball Fields      Picnic area in Eastern Natural Area                     Encampment in back of West 23rd Garden 

 
Rocky shore in Western Natural Area        Beach and wildlife in Fishing Nook                        Paved path in Western Natural Area 

(Photographs By Lindsey Strehlau-Howay) 
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II. Research Questions and Methods 

We explored the following questions:  

 

1) What uses, values, and meanings are associated with the Coney Island Creek waterfront?  

2) To what extent are local users aware of the ecological conditions of the Coney Island Creek?  

3) To what extent do local users engage in stewardship activities associated with the Coney Island 

Creek? 

 

This waterfront study was adapted from the existing methodology for studying the use, value, and 

meaning of parks and natural areas created by the USDA Forest Service, NYC Parks, and the Natural 

Areas Conservancy (Auyeung et al. 2016).  Social and site data were collected in order to understand 

how urban waterfront users engage with Coney Island Creek. Primary means of understanding were 

direct observations of human actions, observations of signs of human use, and assessment of language 

and narrative conveyed through interviews with waterfront users. 

 

Data collection was carried out between October and December in 2018 by four field researchers. Pairs 

were always used in order to enhance reliability through corroboration and to provide greater richness 

of daily debriefs and qualitative field notes.  In addition to paired debriefs, full team debriefs were 

conducted at the end of each day in order to gather overall impressions, observations, and questions 

about sites as a whole. An end-of-season debrief was held with the full team. 

We triangulated three data collection approaches: direct observations of human activities, observations 

of signs of human use, and interviews with waterfront users.  Human activities were grouped 

functionally by type (e.g. sitting, socializing, bicycling, exercise, nature recreation). Field observation 

protocols (Appendix A-D) guided a mix of structured, quantitative counts; qualitative field notes; and 

photographic documentation. 

The direct human observation protocol (Appendix A) was implemented throughout the study area, 

which was subdivided into zones according to park boundaries, management practices, uses, 

infrastructure, and cover type (see map). The prior protocol was modified to include a broader range of 

specific waterfront activities.  Pairs implemented the protocol, taking photographs and logging 

observations of waterfront users and signs of human use, with debriefs conducted at the completion of 

a zone and at the end of a day of fieldwork.  Research crews covered all terrain that was navigable 

without extensive bushwhacking, following all established trails and desire lines within each park site 

before moving onto another site.  Crews were instructed to complete zones in a single day (i.e., not to 

split zones across visits). Type of activity and level of sociability (individual, pair, small group, large 

group) were recorded for all people observed in a particular zone. A total of 1921 observations were 

made through this protocol. 

Observations of signs of human use (Appendix B) were collected through attention to the following key 

areas: signs of activity; signs of neglect, decay, or damage; signs of environmental stewardship; and 



 

 

6 ///  WATERFRONT PROFILE ς  2019  

 

signage, writing, and art. In other words, these signs are part of the traces that people leave behind in 

waterfront parks, offering important clues and insights into the use and value of a particular area.  

Photos of key signs (as indicated with the camera symbol on the forms) were also collected. Field 

researchers observed 451 signs of human use and captured 716 images through photographic 

documentation.  

Finally, the interview protocol (Appendix C) was implemented throughout the study area. The prior 

protocol for park users was modified to gather additional data about waterfront use and perceptions of 

waterways. Minors under the age of 18 were excluded from interviews and not approached. 

Researchers selected any waterfront user encountered and approached them for a rapid interview, 

unless they were overly occupied (i.e. playing sports, talking on a phone) or if the situation deemed too 

uncomfortable (i.e. approaching homeless individuals around a camp). This technique was used due to 

the limited number of people found in each zone. Interviews were voluntary and remained anonymous. 

This included 49 in-place interviews with waterfront users. Of the interviewees, 73% were male and 27% 

were female. 69% of participants fell in the age range of 18-65. 31% were over the age of 65. Research 

teams found that language was a barrier when conducting interviews, with some park visitors only 

speaking what was observed as possibly Russian, Chinese and Spanish languages.  

 

III. Waterfront Observations 

When did we see people in the waterfront?  

People were counted throughout the park during weekday, evening, and weekend visits. Tides had a 

large influence on when people and wildlife would be present in certain zones, particularly the ones 

containing beaches and natural or nature-based shorelines. We would learn through visiting how low 

tides would open up more shore to walk around and enjoy, expose large beds of ribbed mussels, 

influence when and what type of fish would be present for fishermen, and create access to areas 

otherwise blocked with water.   
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Who are they? 
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What are they doing?  

The activities listed below represent categories of activities observed at Coney Island Creek. Some 

categories represent a singular activity observed, such as walking, bicycling, or fishing. Other categories 

represent an overall theme of the activity observed. For example, the majority (365) people were seen 

engaging in sports and recreation. This theme includes activities such as playing, free play in the park 

area or on playground equipment, or practicing for a sport. For the socializing category, people were 

observed sitting together on benches, meeting up to talk, or resting together on the grass.  
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Where did we observe them? 
  
Seven out of the ten zones fall directly alongside Coney Island Creek. Both the Recreation and Fields 
zones are set inland behind the Western Natural Area zone on the north side of the creek. The third 
inland zone is the Home Depot Baseball Fields as it sits behind the Eastern Natural Area, again on the 
north side of the creek. Seagate, Coney Island Creek Park, Fishing Nook, Kaiser Park, and the West 23rd 
Community Garden are all on the south side of the creek and have direct access to the waterfront. 
 

 

 

 

  


