
MAYOR’S  MESSAGE
I would first like to wish all the men and women of
the Department of Sanitation a Happy 75th Anni-

versary. The DSNY’s
commitment to our city
began in 1929 and has
continued over the
years making New
York one of the clean-
est, healthiest, and
safest major cities in
the country. Your extra-
ordinary efforts in col-
lecting thousands of
tons of daily residential
trash, cleaning our

streets, and plowing snow from our 6,000 miles of
roads clearly earns you the moniker of ‘New York’s
Strongest.’ I would like to thank the members of
this dynamic agency, uni-
form and civilian alike, for
your loyalty to the great
city we serve.  Again,
Happy Anniversary
Sanitation!  We look for-
ward to another 75 years.

COMMISSIONER’S  MESSAGE
It is with a great sense of pride that I am able to cel-
ebrate the Department of Sanitation’s 75th
Anniversary.  Known
as New York’s “dia-
mond in the rough,”
the Department cele-
brates its Diamond
Anniversary knowing
that New York City,
the “Capital of the
World,” shines bright
and remains clean and
safe.  Having been
with this vital depart-
ment since 1960 has
allowed me to experi-
ence its growth and maturity and has allowed me
the honor to oversee the various managerial initia-
tives that have made this Department the success it

is today.  I am proud to be
a part of a long tradition of
excellence and dedication
to service and I am certain
that the Department will
continue to thrive with the
same enthusiasm and com-
mitment that has sustained
it for the past 75 years.
Happy Anniversary to all,
and a job well done!
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Across  75  Years, 
the  DSNY Perseveres

New York City’s Department of Sanitation was established late in 1929, while the first shockwaves of the
Great Depression were rippling across the nation. The need for the DSNY was urgent; the city’s solid
waste concerns were only growing, and options for what was then called “final disposition” (today we
call it “waste disposal”) were increasingly limited.

The DSNY evolved out of the Department of Street Cleaning (DSC), which had been established by the
Department of Health nearly 50 years earlier to tackle problems of refuse collection and public hygiene.
The DSC made its first real mark in the 1890s, when Col. George Waring, who had earned his rank dur-
ing the Civil War, organized the city’s street sweepers along military lines. He created a chain of com-
mand, required workers to wear uniforms, and most importantly, made his “troops” accountable for their
work. 

By the late 1920s, however, the city needed more comprehensive ways to deal with the refuse generated
by its nearly seven million residents, and so the DSNY was launched. In response to lawsuits from
landowners along waterfront properties in New Jersey and Long Island, the U.S. Supreme Court ordered
New York City to stop all ocean dumping by July 1, 1934. This was almost as dramatic as the closing of
Fresh Kills landfill which occurred decades later. The DSNY had to scramble to find alternatives. By the
time the last scow was dumped, the city was operating 22 incinerators and 89 landfills.

By Robin Nagle, Ph.D.
Sanitation Worker, Appointment Date 8/16/04

   



Landfilling in particular had an irrevocable impact on the shape of the City. Landfills were euphemisti-
cally called “land reclamation projects,” since marshes and swamps thought useful only for mosquito
breeding were transformed into parks, airports, and highways. Recreational spaces still enjoyed today,
like Orchard Beach in the Bronx, Flushing Meadows Park in Queens, Great Kills Park in Staten Island,
Riverside Park in Manhattan , and the Gateway National Recreation Area in Brooklyn were created by
DSNY landfills and then turned over to the Parks Department.

All this work, of course, was only possible through the labors of the thousands of men (and eventually
women) who have always comprised the heart of the DSNY. The job has always been dangerous; early
annual reports list workers killed on the job when they fell off scows and drowned, or were kicked in the
head by horses, or were crushed beneath the wheels of newly motorized equipment. But the dangers of
the job didn’t detract from its appeal; the 1939 civil service exam attracted 85,000 applicants for a
$1860.00 annual salary. Even from the beginning, the work involved snow. The winter of 1947-1948 was
especially brutal, dumping more than 63 inches on the city. And all this labor happened without union
representation until 1956, when Teamster’s Local 831 bested Local 111-A in an election that drew almost
all the city’s 9000 sanitation men.

Today’s Department is responsible for keeping a city of eight million not just clean, but functioning
smoothly. The cost of solid waste disposal has always been high, both in measures of dollars and of
human energy expended, and the problems of 75 years ago remain, since New Yorkers, of course, still
generate trash.

The challenges of today dwarf those of prior years, however, since Gotham is without its own disposal
facilities for the first time in its history. But just as the DSNY has found solutions across the past three
quarters of a century, so it will continue to work with the public and with the city to develop innovative
answers to current solid waste dilemmas.

Dr. Nagle is working on a book about the DSNY, called “We All Wear Green.”  Besides giving a histo-
ry of the Department and its importance to the City, the book is rich with stories about day-to-day work
on the streets and the complexity of the Department’s responsibilities. One day she hopes to be the
DSNY’s anthropologist-in-residence.

1929 Sanitation Worker on Manual Litter Patrol

1940’s Morning Roll Call

1930’s Flusher

DSNY Collection Truck

Sanitation Worker on CFC (Chlorofluro Carbon) Patrol
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