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Abstract 

Following Superstorm Sandy, the City and the State of New York initiated two separate, 

federally funded, recovery programs for residents along the East Shore of Staten Island. New 

York State offered a retreat style buyout program for three small neighborhoods which would 

require the purchased land to remain open space in perpetuity. The Cityôs program, conversely, 

rehabilitates, reconstructs, or acquires properties with the goal of building back more resilient 

housing. This thesis aims to understand why both approaches were being offered to residents 

along the East Shore and what impact this might have on the communityôs resilience to future 

flood events. 

Through an examination of the history of the East Shore, as well as the post-Sandy 

planning processes and recovery programs I uncovered a complex set of interactions between 

various levels of government and between residents and government. Through archival research 

and interviews I attempt to unpack this complex web of interactions. Additionally, through a site 

visit I examine what this complicated recovery process has meant for the character of the three 

neighborhoods targeted for buyout and the choices the city now faces about the areaôs future.  

In the conclusion section I set out potential recommendations for the future resiliency of 

New York City, as well as best practices for future post-disaster recovery efforts in New York 

and other cities, especially as it relates to the pursuit of retreat as a climate adaptation strategy. 
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Introduction  

In October 2012 Hurricane Sandy ï also called ñSuperstorm Sandyò ï devastated the 

Northeast and officially registered as the second costliest Hurricane in US history (first is 

Katrina) causing $75 billion in damages with 233 fatalities (EM-DAT Database). Extensive 

disasters such as Sandy require intense collaboration among various levels of government to 

create and coordinate recovery programs and administer aid to those in need. 

The primary aim of this research is to understand what lessons can be learned from 

previous attempts at flood recovery, specifically the myriad of planning activities and recovery 

programs rolled out for residents of the East Shore of Staten Island after hurricane Sandy. The 

research also takes a particular look at the Stateôs buyout program for three specific communities 

of the East Shore to understand why this was pursued as a strategy as well as how, and if, 

buyouts and retreat should be pursued in future recovery efforts. Additional lessons are learned 

from an examination of post-disaster recovery in New Orleans following Hurricane Katrina.  

In the aftermath of Superstorm Sandy, two parallel, federally funded programs began 

purchasing homes from those who volunteered along the East Shore of Staten. One, offered by 

Governor Andrew Cuomo and the State of New Yorkðthe New York Rising Buyout Programð

began acquiring properties within three specific communities, with the requirement that the 

newly public land be forever preserved as open space. The other, offered by the City of New 

York under first the Bloomberg and then the de Blasio administrationðthe Acquisition for 

Redevelopment pathway of the Build it Back programðacquired properties with the mandate to 

redevelop the acquired parcels as new, resilient structures. My research began with the 

fundamental question of why these two separate processes, working toward divergent ends, had 

been established for residents of the East Shore. The presence of both retreat and redevelop 
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strategies within overlapping and adjacent areas of communities along the East Shore provides a 

unique case study to better understand the complex social and political decisions that led to this 

phenomenon, as well as the challenges such a community may face moving forward. 

 

Figure 1: LƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪ /ƛǘȅΩǎ CƛǾŜ .ƻǊƻǳƎƘǎ. Wikimedia Commons. 

 
Figure 2: Map Showing Parts of Staten Island and Brooklyn with Sandy Inundation and Location of East Shore Buyouts. Map by 

Emily Schmidt. In Rush, 2015. 
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Figure 3: Map Showing the Locations of the East Shore Buyout Areas Along with the Framework from the Resilient 
Neighborhoods Plan. New York City, 2017. 

The recovery paths available for residents may have had more to do with neighborhoodôs 

abilities to politically mobilize than based on sound land use policy. While the City, State, and 

outside groups all launched a number of formal planning processes, each of these unfolded 

largely independently of one another, and the acquisition programs themselves were only loosely 

affiliated with them. This created a situation which left many residents frustrated and confused 

about what their options were and how to even pursue them. In addition to the confusion for 

residents, it seems that some of these processes may have actually developed in response to, or 

even competition with, alternative programs.  
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The East Shore presents an interesting case study, several communities self-organized 

and lobbied for buyouts to be offered. My research uncovered a history of numerous floods and 

wildfires in the areaôs past that seem to be key as to why these communities were willing to 

pursue retreat as a recovery strategy. Additionally, a history of long promised but undelivered 

protection systems may have lowered residents trust that the City would protect them moving 

forward. The presence of this community led retreat strategy and the subsequent high rate of 

buyout participation of at least one buyout area, Oakwood Beach, along with lower rates of 

participation in Graham Beach and Ocean Breeze (who were offered the option nearly a year 

after Oakwood Beach) make the East Shore a compelling example to study.  

I begin with a history of the East Shore, highlighting the repetitious cycle of floods and 

fires along with residentsô frustration with being the óforgotten boroughô. In chapter three I speak 

about Superstorm Sandy and the initial response which took place. In chapter four I chronical the 

bottom-up organizing that resulted in the State stepping in to offer a buyout recovery program to 

three neighborhoods along the East Shore. In the fifth chapter I dive deeper into the Cityôs 

parallel recovery program, Build it Back, and speak about its preference to rebuild structures in 

place, or acquire for redevelopment when necessary, with Mayor Bloomberg proclaiming his 

distaste for retreat as a strategy. The sixth chapter is an analysis of post-disaster planning 

processes, highlighting first the numerous planning processes that took place in New York, with 

a specific emphasis on those with relevance to the East Shore, and second, post-disaster planning 

and recovery in New Orleans in terms of its relevance for buyout and acquisition strategies. 

Finally, I conclude with recommendations for moving forward which might aid the East Shore, 

New York City, or other future recovery processes, especially as it relates to buyouts and 

acquisitions and the use of retreat as a post-disaster strategy 
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Methodology 

 In support of this thesis I utilized several sources of information. The first was nine 

formal interviews I conducted with a variety of individuals including: academics, city planners, 

agency administrators involved in managing recovery programs, a participant in the Build it 

Back program, and a sociologist who conducted extensive research along the East Shore. My 

formal interviews were supplemented with additional informal conversations that occurred as the 

result of various events I attended such as panel discussion as well as guest lecturers at academic 

events or in coursework. 

 Second, I relied on extensive archival research. This included familiarizing myself with 

the academic literature as well as case studies on climate adaptation, disaster recovery, and 

acquisitions, buyouts and retreat. I utilized government documents including the Action Plans 

governing the recovery programs and monitored the public statements of the Governor and 

Mayor through an analysis of news articles. I was also able to comb through historical news 

articles which helped me understand the history of the East Shore in terms of its relevance to 

contemporary issues. Additionally, I examined numerous planning documents to understand the 

various planning studies and activities taking place in order to better understand the post-disaster 

planning process.  

I supplemented all of this with a site visit to assess the current conditions of the buyout 

areas as of Spring 2018 along with some demographic and land use analysis attained from the 

Census and New York City PLUTO (Primary Land Use Tax Output) data. The following thesis 

is a synthesis of my findings from all of these sources, along with potential recommendations for 

New Yorkôs continued recovery efforts as well as future recovery efforts in general. 
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The History of the East Shore 

Summer Getaway 

 To understand the dynamics of the East Shore, both in terms of its hazard vulnerability 

and its unique social characteristics, you need to understand its history. The area now occupied 

by the East Shore, in fact, was not even always land at all. The East Shore was created as the 

result of the recession of the Laurentide Ice Sheet around 16,000 BCE. As a result of the 

recession of the glacier, new flat land was formed in what is today the East Shore of Staten 

Island. This type of land formation is known as a glacial outwash plain. Along much of its edge, 

land can be found at even lower elevations as developers filled in wetlands (Collins, 2005) 

(Urban Waterfront Adaptive Strategies, 2013). 

 Initial settlement of the East shore was by the Dutch, whose first community was Oude 

Dourp (Old Town) in what is present day South Beach in 1661 (Steinmeyer, 1987). In the late 

19th century, the East Shore gained popularity as a summer getaway destination. This beach 

tourism was further encouraged by new rail infrastructure, connecting to South Beach in 1886. 

(Leng and Davis, 1930). In 1890, a reporter for the New York Times remarked that ñSouth Beach, 

on Staten Island, has grown wonderfully in popularity in the last few years. It is about forty 

minutes rideé by the Staten Island Ferry boats and rapid transit trainsò (ñPhases of City Life,ò 

1890).  

 Soon, the area became a regional attraction sparking development to continue farther 

South along the East Shore. In 1901, the Midland Railroad Terminal Company received a grant 

from the State Land Board for ñabout seventy-six acres of land under water at Midland Beaché. 

The company is to erect piers, wharves, and buildingsò (ñStaten Island Land Grant,ò 1901). By 

the following year, The New York Times was reporting that more than 7,000 people had visited 
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Midland Beach and 6,000 visited South Beach in a single day (ñNew Yorkôs Sunday Outing,ò 

1902). 

 This development led to the construction of bungalows all along the East Shore. By 1930 

there was as many as 10,000 people who rented bungalows between Midland Beach, Graham 

Beach, and Woodland Beach alone and the bungalows in South Beach also numbered in the 

thousands (ñScores of Homes Burned,ò 1930) (ñ40 Police Called Out,ò 1930). Many of these 

homes were built in areas vulnerable to flooding. According to Alan Benimoff of the College of 

Staten Island, the number of homes built in ñSLOSH zones,ò (Sea, Lake, and Overland Surges 

from Hurricanes; a methodology used to determine an areas vulnerability to storm surge) 

increased from less than a hundred to more than a thousand during the 1920s alone (Beminoff et 

al, 2015, 26). 

 Around the 1950s many of these seasonal bungalows became year-round residences. At 

the time of Sandy many of these homes were still in use, having been grandfathered in as 

compliant despite their inadequate building standards (Special Initiative for Rebuilding and 

Resiliency, 2013). Once again, the population grew as the result of transportation infrastructure 

with another wave of development and inhabitants following the construction of the Verrazano 

Narrows Bridge in 1964. Some thought that the construction of the Verrazano Narrows Bridge 

might triple the population by 1980 (Bennet, 1959). 

 While not quite reaching the heights projected, indeed the islands population had nearly 

doubled by 1980 (Tumarkin and Bowles, 2011) (ñStaten Island Growth Management,ò 2014). 

The increased connectivity of the island combined with the lack of available land in the other 

four boroughs led Richmond County (Staten Island) to continue to grow at a rapid clip well into 

the 21st century. In fact, the period from 1990-2010 saw nearly 25% growth, making it the fastest 
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growing county in the state (Tumarkin and Bowles, 2011). Much of this additional construction 

was again occurring in flood prone areas (Beminoff et al, 2015). Between 1980 and 1990, 

according to Benimoff, as many as 1,800 new homes were built in the islandôs ñSLOSH-zones.ò 

Much of this occurred along the East Shore, and the area saw a further decrease in its marshes as 

more and more land was reclaimed. 

 As construction continued at a high rate many of the older style bungalows were replaced 

by larger more modern structures. However, the remaining bungalows were often isolated, 

surrounded by larger homes. Additionally, the average price of a three-bedroom home doubled in 

a five-year period in the late 90s (Fioravante, 2002). These changes led Mayor Bloomberg to 

launch a taskforce to study neighborhood change and character in the area in the early 2000s. 

The resulting recommendations were formally adopted as the Lower Density Growth 

Management Area (LDGMA), a zoning overlay for the Staten Island that reduced density 

(ñStaten Island Growth Management,ò 2014).  

 As the transportation and connectivity of the island continued to increase - whether 

through ferry, train, or bridge - the population and the development of the East Shore grew as 

well, often times in flood-prone areas, or the site of former marshes. Despite the obvious benefits 

of higher quality home construction in reducing residentôs vulnerability to natural hazards, this 

development did little to upgrade other forms of collective protection, reduced the wetlands in 

the area, and placed thousands more residents in high risk zones. 

 Communal protections were upgraded, but not sufficiently. A 2002 Times article stated 

that ñThe Army Corps of Engineers replaced a berm that was eroding and planted trees and 

bushes, and it repaired floodgates near the sewage treatment plantò (Fioravante, 2002). Despite 
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these minor upgrades, they did not stop flooding from occurring during a 2010 storm, let alone 

Superstorm Sandy (Platt, 2010).  

Fire and Water 

 Flooding in Staten Island is well documented. As far back as 1932 there are New York 

Times articles documenting extensive flooding. One article chronicled that ñthousands of 

Summer bungalows at South, Midland, New Dourp, Oakwood and Great Kills were flooded and 

badly damageò (ñTide Floods Big Area,ò 1932). Another report the following year documents 

flooding at Midland Beach (ñGale and Floods Hit Coast,ò 1935). 

 During the 1950s, as bungalows began to be used as year-round permanent residences the 

vulnerability increased. In 1950, it was documented that more than 300 families were living in 

small dwellings at Ocean Breeze during a flood that occurred in November (ñ1500 Families on 

Staten Island,ò 1950). Additional flood events in 1953 and 1955 resulted in 700 evacuations 

each. (ñBeach Area Aided on Staten Island,ò 1955) (ñTide Floods Homes,ò 1953). A devastating 

Norôeaster hit Oakwood Beach in 1992, which damaged coastal defenses, and left the area more 

vulnerable to additional floods in 1994 and 1996 (Knafo and Shapiro, 2012).  

 The East Shore also experiences wildfires. This is largely the result of a non-native 

invasive species, the Phragmites australis, which provides ample fuel to wild fires (Foderaro, 

2012). The East Shore has endured thousands of blazes of various sizes, with 103 major 

outbreaks reported between 1996 and 2010, prompting a mandated Federal Community Wildfire 

Protection Plan (Community Wildfire Protection Plan, n.d.).  
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Figure 4: East Shore Wildfire Incidence. Community Wildfire Protection Plan 

 At the same time, flooding became exacerbated occurring frequently as the result of even 

small and moderate storm events. As early as the 1930s many were complaining of flooding due 

to moderate rainfall and tidal events ("Staten Island Group Asks Flood Control,ò 1937). This is 

believed to have grown much more severe following the development post-Verrazano Bridge 

construction ("Staten Island Group Asks Flood Control,ò 1937). The effect was two-fold: 

increased development meant that more people resided in flood prone areas, and new 

development increased the flooding of existing structures in the form of runoff from increased 

impervious surfaces and roadways. 

 The City itself may be to blame for some of the areas flooding problems, selling off large 

portions of ñswampy landò in the early 1960s to developers (New York City Planning 

Commission, 1966, 30). A 1966 City Planning report showed that, ñflood plain and drainage 

problems are particularly apparent in the Graham Beach, Midland Beach, and Oakwood Beach 
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areas. These difficulties are exacerbated when homes which are built below the finally approved 

grades are threatened by run-off from legally conforming streetsò (New York City Planning 

Commission, 1966, 62). 

 This same report recommends a local body to address development issues, however, it 

does not appear one was ever created. Despite the serious issues outlined in the Planning 

Commissionôs report, they ultimately assigned the issue a low priority. ñThe Staten Island 

development problem is not the single most important issue confronting the City of New York at 

this timeé. It cannot be assigned unlimited fiscal and manpower resources, nor should itò (New 

York City Planning Commission, 1966, 2). 

 The Stateôs major post-Sandy report, the New York Rising Community Reconstruction 

(NYRCR) Plan for the East and South Shores, states that ñrapid development and lack of 

planning during a period of extreme growth led to overdevelopment across Staten Island,ò 

concluding that ñwhile new homes were constructed infrastructure did notðand in most cases 

has notðkept up with pace of new developmentò (Perkins Eastman, 2014, 21-24). This 

mismanagement has resulted in homes built below street grade, and inadequate drainage and 

storm sewer systems, as well as reductions in natural wetland systems (Perkins Eastman, 2014).    

There is some indication that the City may be at blame for some of the flooding issues 

due to loose regulations and the granting of variances as well as a lack of enforcement for 

existing rules (Peters et al, 2014). According to former Department of Environmental Protection 

Commissioner Albert Appleton the City, ñroutinely sold land to developers without 

environmental restrictions, anxious for the revenue from such sales and also believing that 

promoting residential development on Staten Island was a way to keep middle class families in 

the Cityò (Appleton, n.d.). These sales sometimes blocked the path of proposed flood protection 
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measures such as a proposed Army Corps of Engineers levee (Knafo and Shapiro, 2012). These 

failures are key as the lack of adequate coastal protections was identified as a cause of the 

vulnerability to Sandy (Perkins Eastman, 2014). 

Failure to Protect 

 As far back as 1937 residents of the East Shore have petitioned for increased coastal 

protections. In that year an organized petition to authorities for the Army Corps of Engineers to 

provide protections for Midland Beach was launched. The response, as was often the case, was 

the promise of a report (ñStaten Island Group Asks for Flood Controlò, 1937). An historical 

analysis uncovered a repetitious pattern of residents lobbying for more protections, authorities 

producing reports, but very little actually being constructed. Additionally, what did get built was 

often temporary or otherwise inadequate. 

The Army Corps released a comprehensive report all the way back in 1964 calling for a 

15-foot levee to protect Oakwood and Midland Beach as well as additional protections for the 

entire length of the East and South shores. These recommendations did not materialize 

prompting yet another report in 1976 again calling for the additional levee protection 

(Schuerman, 2013). Again, no action was taken leading to another study in 2000, which still 

wasnôt complete by the time Sandy struck in 2012. Finally, with an infusion of Federal post-

disaster funds, NYC Planning completed the study as part of its Resilient Neighborhoods 

planning program. The East Shore Resilient Neighborhoods report was completed in April 2017. 

Additionally, the funds to finally implement many of the reportôs recommendations, including 

the Army Corps levee, is in place with the City, State, and Federal government all chipping in 

(Shapiro, 2015). Along the way, spurred in part by a continued lack of investment for 

protections, following a norôeaster in 1992 residents of Oakwood beach organized a flood 
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advocacy group, the Flood Victims Committee. Their efforts were met with additional temporary 

protection measures, but not the permanent or adequate protections necessary (Staten Island 

Advance Editorial Board, 2012). 

Bluebelt 

 Another report in Staten Island aimed, in part, at flood mitigation stands out for its use of 

nature, not manmade protections, to reduce flooding on the island, the Staten Island Bluebelt. As 

Albert Appleton, the DEP Commissioner who inaugurated the program, explains: ñnature has 

been managing floodwater successfully for a long timeò (Appleton, n.d.). The program identifies 

parcels that could be tied into its network of open space, then obtains those parcels and directs 

storm water to them.  

 

Figure 5: Staten Island Bluebelt Watersheds. New York City Department of Environmental Protection, n.d. 
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The Bluebelt, contrary to the manmade protections, actually moved fairly rapidly toward 

implementation. The program had been implemented in three different stream corridors in just 

three years and the originally conceived system is now completely built out (Appleton, n.d.). One 

reason the Bluebelt was implemented so much quicker than the other forms of coastal protection 

was its considerably lower cost. The program didnôt need to use Federal funds and land could be 

obtained incrementally, over time as funds became available. The project also benefitted from 

strong public support, whereas the Army Corps plans were often controversial (Peters et al, 

2014). The Bluebelt system is also tied into the plans for the levee as well as the acquisition and 

buyout programs along the East Shore. Perhaps most interesting, however, is that the bluebelt 

provided a pre-existing example of a buyout program on Staten Island for the express purpose of 

mitigating flood impacts and restoring the areas wetlands. 

Future From the Past 

 Many contend that the East Shoreôs past is instrumental in understanding its path forward 

post-Sandy. The areaôs prior experience with both small and large scale environmental problems 

and the history of repetitive loss was in large part responsible for its residentsô advocacy for 

buyout. 

 Additionally, the East Shoreôs development as a summer getaway led to a development 

typology that is vulnerable to storms, not just the older wooden structures, but also small lot, 

narrow roads, and poor infrastructure. There is considerable debate, however, about how the area 

should be reconstructed post-Sandy, with the Stateôs plans to convert buyout property to open 

space with the potential to tie in with the existing Bluebelt, as well as other plans to redevelop 

the area, whether by government or private market intervention. Various actors are operating 
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with a variety of goals including how to balance resilience with affordability and concerns over 

the future of neighborhood character. 

 It is important to understand the motivations people may have for living in such a 

vulnerable area. Some may feel compelled to feel unsympathetic to those who knowingly reside 

in areas that flood. Yet, many residents of the East Shore have lived there for generations, often 

settling out of an understandable desire to live near the beach. Additionally, they are victims of a 

government that has repeatedly promised to address the flood issues with little to no action over 

the years. Staten Island is sometimes called the ñforgotten borough,ò and residents have 

repeatedly been promised that protections were on their way. This history has left residents 

feeling ignored and largely distrusting of plans and promises made by the City. This lack of trust 

shaped the residentsô interaction with recovery actions post-Sandy as will be further discussed in 

this paper. 
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Superstorm Sandy 

The Surge 

On October 29, 2012, Superstorm Sandy struck New York City. The storm took an 

unusual perpendicular trajectory which aligned with both the daily and monthly high tide to 

produce a large storm surge (Beminoff et al, 2015). As a result, the vulnerable neighborhoods 

fronting the Atlantic Ocean saw the most extensive inundation and damage from the storm. Due 

to the geographical location of the East Shore, along with other factors such as housing type, 

development patterns, topography, and lack of coastal protections, the area suffered more than 

other regions of the City. Storm surge levels were reportedly up to five feet higher along the East 

Shore than the 14 feet recorded at the Battery in lower Manhattan (Perkins Eastman, 2014). 

The result of Staten Islandôs vulnerability combined with large storm surge meant that the 

island saw extensive property damage and loss of life. The Special Initiative for Rebuilding and 

Resiliency (SIRR) report cited bungalows as being four times more likely to sustain severe 

damage than other housing types (City of New York and Bloomberg, 2013. Along the East 

Shore, some bungalows were ripped completely from their foundation and carried off to adjacent 

marshland (Hunter College East Shore Studio, 2013) (Knafo and Shapiro, 2012). About 16% of 

the islands population resided in inundated areas, more than any other borough (City of New 

York, 2013). Furthermore, the island saw twenty-three fatalities, with seventeen (40% of the 

total for the whole City) of those occurring in Oakwood Beach, New Dorp Beach, Midland 

Beach, and South beach (Scheurman, 2013). Elderly and young children were especially 

vulnerable with reports of some drowning in their own homes, and others being rescued from 

rooftops (Hunter College East Shore Studio, 2013). 
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Figure 6: Map of Staten Island communities included in the State-led buyout program with the ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ƻŦ {ŀƴŘȅΩǎ ǎǘƻǊƳ ǎǳǊƎŜΦ 
Map by Emily Schmidt. In Rush, 2015 

Initial  Response 

 

 In the immediate days after the storm the needs in many areas, including the East Shore, 

were greater than what the government and nonprofits could swiftly address. As a result, 

community and faith groups as well as neighbors intervened to provide immediate aid. To the 

residents of Staten Island this lack of City support appeared to be a continuation of the islandôs 

status as the ñforgotten boroughò (Connelly and Barr, 2012). Whether the response in Staten 

Island was more delayed than other areas of the City is somewhat irrelevant as the mere 

perception that this is the case would continue to shape residentsô attitudes toward government 

recovery policy moving forward. Some I have spoken with have indicated that the area may have 
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already had a pre-disposition against government intervention both in terms of the failure of 

government to build out flood protections, but also that some local residents were predisposed to 

a libertarian world view (Pawlowski, in discussion with the author, 2018) (Koslov, in discussion 

with the author, 2018). 

 On the day before Sandy, President Obama signed an emergency declaration authorizing 

funding to the region for immediate life-saving activities and followed-up by declaring a ñmajor 

disaster,ò on October 30th which opened up additional funding for individuals through FEMA. 

The City also mobilized emergency and coordinating activities for the initial damage assessment 

and cleanup.  

It immediately became clear that due to the extensive residential damage and 

displacement from the storm, that housing was going to be one of the Cityôs biggest challenges. 

As a result, Mayor Bloomberg created the Office of Housing Recovery Operations (HRO, 

conceived as temporary but still in operation today) designed to be a single agency to coordinate 

housing recovery money received through HUD and deliver it to residential applicants (Office of 

Housing Recovery Operations, 2012) (Burley, in discussion with the author, 2018). Within about 

a week the City had launched the Rapid Repairs program, an initiative designed to allow 

residents to return to damaged homes as quickly as possible by providing free repairs to ensure 

the safe occupancy of a home while processes were formed to assist with more permanent 

repairs. About 2,300 properties on Staten Island participated in the program in the first four 

months (Chaban, 2013). In addition to these initial and temporary repairs, Mayor Bloomberg 

called together a taskforce to create the Cityôs long-term recovery strategy, the Special Initiative 

for Rebuilding and Resiliency. Specifically, to aid in the creation of a long-term housing 
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recovery policy, what would come to be known as Build it Back, the City hired the Boston 

Consulting Group in 2013 to devise a program for one-to-four family buildings. 

 Delaying the ability to provide relief to those on the ground was the inability of the 

federal government to move swiftly. It wasnôt until January 29, 2013 that the Disaster Relief 

Appropriation Act was signed into law. Within the bill it appropriated more than $3 billion 

dollars each to New York State and City for housing recovery efforts through the Department of 

Housing and Urban Developmentôs (HUD) Community Development Block Grant-Disaster 

Recovery (CDBG-DR) program (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2014). 

Each time HUD releases funds through the CDBG-DR program it must write the rules for how 

the funding will be governed, which was not completed until March of 2013. Additionally, HUD 

required the City and State to create ñAction Plansò for HUDôs approval as to how the programs 

would work to disperse the money to residents. These Action Plans required a couple additional 

months. 

 It is through this Action Plan that the City, along with numerous other types of recovery 

programs, describes the design of Build it Back, then going by the name of NYC Houses 

Rehabilitation and Reconstruction. From the very beginning of its inception as outlined in this 

Action Plan, the City is prioritizing rebuilding over retreat. While the plan lays out methods for 

outright purchase of a home, it clearly labels these as ñadditional pathsò and ñsecond priority 

optionsò (City of New York, 2013, 63). 

 The primary options, or ñCore Paths,ò are offered for participating owners of one-to-four 

family structures. On the highest end is complete ñreconstruction,ò ñresidential property that has 

been destroyed or is more expensive to rehabilitate than to reconstructò (City of New York, 

2013, 50). These building would be rebuilt, but would be subject to enhanced resiliency 
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standards, the most common of which is elevation of the structure. The middle path is ñmajor 

rehabilitation,ò suitable for structures which are not completely destroyed but are ñsubstantially 

damagedò (meaning rehabilitation would cost more than 50% of the assessed value). These 

homes would also be subject to enhanced resiliency standards such as elevation (City of New 

York, 2013, 50). The third path is ñRehabilitation,ò suitable for homes with less than ñsubstantial 

damageò (City of New York, 2013, 50). An additional option according to Talley Burley of HRO 

was also reimbursement, suitable for homeowners who had already paid for their own repairs. 

This path provided reimbursement to homeowners within strict guidelines subject to extensive 

verification and documentation of money spent on repairs and fair value paid (Burley, in 

discussion with the author, 2018). 

 ñSecond priority optionsò include acquisition for redevelopment, where structures would 

be purchased from their current owners using, notably, post-storm (later changed to pre-storm) 

value with the intention of repurposing the parcels for future development that would ñmitigate 

future risks in limited and targeted casesò (City of New York, 2013, 54). Additionally, the 

document lays out a pathway for buyouts, where unlike acquisition for redevelopment the land 

must remain as open space in perpetuity. In both cases, the Action Plan makes clear that the 

programs will be voluntary, and the City will not use eminent domain. While the language of the 

Action Plan makes it clear that the City can pursue a pathway for buyouts, it is also clear that 

such a strategy is a ñsecond priority.ò Furthermore, in the language of the Action Plan the City 

states that it will work closely with the Stateôs Action Plan to identify and target areas suitable 

for buyout, indicating that the City would be coordinating with the Stateôs buyout plan (City of 

New York, 2013, 54-55). However, as will be further discussed, coordination problems between 

the two programs soon emerged. 
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 The State also created an Action Plan which, among various programs, proposed the 

Recreate NY Home Buyout Program which later became the New York Rising Buyout and 

Acquisition Program. This program included similar buyout pathways to the Cityôs action plan. 

One pathway would be a ñstandard buyout,ò similar to the Cityôs acquisition for redevelopment, 

these properties could be redeveloped in a resilient manner. Another pathway would be 

ñenhanced buyouts.ò These enhanced buyouts would act as a retreat mechanism requiring that 

acquired land be used as open space (New York State Homes, 2013, 40-41).  

The ñenhanced buyoutò strategy is the one the City refers to in its own Action Plan when 

it mentions its intention to coordinate. A crucial difference between the Stateôs buyout plan and 

the Cityôs is that the State is willing to offer pre-storm value for homes and also includes a 

number of additional add-on incentives to encourage participation and relocation nearby. These 

include an additional 15% of the pre-storm value as well as a 10% ñenhanced buyout incentiveò 

(a tactic the City will later adopt as well) (New York State Homes, 2013, 40-41). These extra 

incentives are deemed necessary as the program recognizes that if retreat is to be effective as a 

strategy it must include as many homeowners in the targeted area as possible.  

In lieu of eminent domain the program chooses to remain voluntary and use incentives to 

encourage participation. From my conversations with experts it appears that one of the barriers to 

implementing buyout programs is the fear of losing population and tax base, in an apparent 

attempt to rectify this issue provisions were made for an additional 5% incentive for residents 

who relocate within the City. The Stateôs plan also makes explicit that residents of New York 

City will be eligible for the buyout options provided by the State, whereas other parts of its plan 

will operate outside of New York City (New York State Homes, 2013).  
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Through these Action Plans it is already clear that residents will soon be confronted by 

multiple recovery options, with perhaps conflicting overall strategies, options, and goals. In fact, 

considerable confusion was created by the presence of the two programs, as well as seeming 

antagonism between the City and State. Despite the Stateôs goal of working with localities to 

help determine areas eligible for buyouts, and the Cityôs language in their own Action Plan that 

they would support the Stateôs buyout program, it appears that the Governor announced plans to 

offer buyouts to residents along the East Shore in defiance of the Cityôs own plans for the area. 

Additionally, it appears that residents of the East Shore worked around the City, rather than 

through it, when it appealed to the State to qualify for its buyout program. These issues are 

further illuminated in the following chapter. 
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East Shore Buyouts 

 

Figure 7: Graham Beach Buyout Sign from 2013, Still Present in 2018. Photo by Author, March 24, 2018. 
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Bottom-Up Committee 

 Residents along the East Shore have been organized for flood resilience advocacy as far 

back as at least the Norôeaster of 1992, after which the neighborhood of Oakwood Beach formed 

the Oakwood Beach Flood Victims Committee. The advocacy did not immediately pay off, but 

by 2000 construction of a temporary levee was started by the Army Corps. Following Sandy, the 

areaôs long history of flooding combined with the slow or absent construction of adequate 

protections were strong factors influencing the consideration of advocating for buyouts (Knafo 

and Shapiro, 2012). Knafo and Shapiro (2012) confront the seeming contradiction that a 

neighborhood distrustful of government would seek a bail out from the government, but it is 

precisely this mistrust of the governmentôs ability to provide protection from future events that 

pushed residents to seek a way out. 

 Following Sandy, several residents came together to form the Oakwood Beach Buyout 

Committee in order to convince, first their neighbors and then the government, that a buyout was 

the best strategy for the neighborhood. Members soon realized that time was of the essence. 

They needed to organize before the government could mobilize contradictory plans which would 

be hard to overcome, and they needed to act quickly before local residents had a chance to repair 

and return to their homes. Still, it was unclear if the community would be willing to abandon 

their homes. At an organized meeting just three weeks after Sandy, local resident Joseph Tirone 

asked a crowd of nearly 200 residents, if they were offered the pre-storm value for their home 

who would they be interested in selling. Almost everyone raised their hand (Rush, 2015). 

 Staten Island, and particularly the East Shore where the buyouts took place, also has a 

different demographic and political makeup than the rest of NYC as a whole. Additionally, it has 

a different housing typology with vastly more single-family units and higher home ownership 
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rates. The chart in Figure 8 shows some of these key demographic variables according to who 

was living in the two census tracts prior to Sandy during the 2010 census. Oakwood Beach is 

located in census tract 128.05 and the neighborhoods of Ocean Breeze and Graham Beach are in 

the same census tract, 112.01. 

 

Demographic Variable Ocean Breeze and 

Graham Beach 

Oakwood Beach New York City  

Population 5,758 3,158 8,175,133 

Percent White 85.9% 91.6% 44% 

Percent Black 1.2% 0.8% 25.5% 

Percent Asian 8.2% 4.8% 12.7% 

Percent Hispanic 10.5% 8.8% 28.6% 

Median Age 40 39.7 35.5 

Percent Owner 

Occupied Housing Units 

71.2% 76% 31% 

Figure 8:  Selected Demographic Variables for Ocean Breeze and Graham Beach (Census Tract 112.01) Oakwood Beach (Census 
Tract 128.05) and New York City. Chart by Author from 2010 Census. 

Figure 8 clearly shows how different the makeup of the East Shore is compared with New York 

City as a whole. Particularly the predominately white racial makeup of the area along with the 

higher rates of owner occupied units and a slightly higher median age than the rest of the City. In 

addition to the demographic differences, the area also skews much more conservative with those 

I interviewed stating that there was a libertarian predisposition for some who lived in the buyout 

areas (Pawlowski, in discussion with the author, 2018)(Koslov, in discussion with the author, 

2018). 

 In conversation with Dr. Liz Koslov (a Mellon Postdoctoral Fellow at MIT and 

sociologist who has conducted extensive research along the East Shore post-Sandy) I was told 
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that the conversion of the land to open space was a key component of the neighborhoods 

willingness to participate. The distrust of government meant that they didnôt want to sell their 

land if it could later be sold at a profit to developers, nor did they want developers profiting from 

the land either. Additionally, residents perceived overdevelopment as one of the causes of 

flooding and didnôt want to see the pattern recreated. Instead, they thought additional open space 

would serve as protection for their neighbors who either chose to stay or resided outside of the 

designated buyout zone (Koslov, in discussion with the author, 2018). Others I spoke with 

(asking that they not be identified for these particular comments) were more skeptical stating that 

many residents opposed redevelopment because they were fearful of the governmentôs plan to 

build affordable or multi-family housing on the acquired land in their neighborhood. They 

remarked that there were existing tensions between the more affluent owners in the area and 

those who resided in more affordable bungalow-style older housing and that the prospect of 

buying out much of this older housing stock and clearing out some of the lower income residents 

was appealing to more affluent, largely conservative residents. Figure 9 shows the approximate 

locations of the buyout areas and shows that these areas had lower property values than much of 

the rest of the neighborhood. This was validated when I conducted a site visit and observed much 

larger housing types just a block or two away from the buyout areas as shown in Figure 10. 
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Figure 9: Assessed Value of Residential Properties Along the East Shore. Map by Author, NYC MapPLUTO 2012 and 
OpenStreetMap. 




