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Mayor Bill de Blasio: Thank you Chris. And Chris, I want to tell you, for years and years, you have served this city in so many ways and your passionate advocacy for the waterfront is one of things that help us to keep moving forward. Let’s thank Chris Ward for all he does. 

[Applause]

And I want to say up front, I want to express my admiration about the work of my colleague Mayor Ross Baraka of Newark, because he is taking a city forward that everyone knows has had its share of challenges. But it takes vision to recognize that a waterfront there could be transcendent for his city. And I want to say to everyone, I know everyone here in this room believes in the importance of turning to the water, of cherishing our waterfront, of making it something for everyone. We’ve come a long was in New York City, it’s taken a lot of work, we have more to do, but in Newark the task for years has been even harder and it takes vision and commitment to get it done. So, for everyone here who believes in the tristate area and believes in going back to the water, I want to ask you to give your full support to his work, and I want to ask you to applaud the work of Mayor Ross Baraka. Thank you.

[Applause]

Just got to say upfront – some thanks to people here – old friend and colleague – also one of the great passionate voices for our waterfront in this city – Roland Lewis of the Waterfront Alliance, thank you so much. Our partner in the work of creating a citywide ferry service for the first time in a century, and I want to thank him and everyone at Hornblower have done an outstanding job already. Thank Terry MacRae, CEO of Hornblower for all they are achieving. 

[Applause]

And I believe Congresswoman Nydia Velazquez is here, or if she’s not, I still want to say she’s been a great proponent of focusing on the waterfront. Her district includes some of the crucial areas we have to do more on the city. So, thanks to Congresswoman Velasquez. 

[Applause]

So look, we have to turn to the water. I’m preaching to the converted, I know, but I want to say very clearly, look at the history. For decades and decades, this city and cities all over the country have made a mistake; we turned away from our most precious resource. And you know it’s so interesting in the context of history. New York City became great [inaudible] the water; one of the great maritime cities on the globe for decades and decades. And we became great because we were given this beautiful resource to cherish and then somehow it fell out of vogue. Somehow the idea was put everything that people didn’t want to be around by the water and block off the water from the people.

It made no sense, and it was part of a time in our history where we unfortunately as a society were degrading our environment all the time. And the last few decades people got wise, they understood that we have to clean up the water and turn back to the water. But it’s been in fits and starts, and each successive generation has to do more. We have to get it right. We have to return to our roots. 

And with Citywide Ferry service we recognize that we can do something again that hasn’t been done in a century, that we could connect New Yorkers all over the city in the one place where you don’t have a traffic jam, and there’s not a stop sign in the way, or a stop light stopping you from moving around. A place that you know you look out sometimes on our beautiful harbor and you only see a few boats or ships going by, and once upon a time it was one of the busiest harbors on the Earth. So, we believed that New York City ferry service could be a game changer in so many ways, that it could redefine how people get around in so many of our communities that are close to the water. That it could help people get off of the roads. Can I get a survey of the room, how many people think more New Yorkers need to get out of their cars?

[Applause]

And we love that more and more people are taking mass transit every year, but now we have subways that are overcrowded, and we need to get people to take different alternatives that will help us spread out all the people in this ever growing city. And here are the waterways waiting to be part of the solution. 

So NYC Ferry really opens up a new era for this city. And it’s got limitless potential; I want people to understand this. We started on May 1st knowing that this could keep growing and growing. The famous phrase, if you build it they will come. Well, I’ve got to tell you, we’ve seen 49,000 people take this ferry already just in the course of days. 49,000 people have shown that they wanted to be part of this ferry service. This has limitless potential to change this city, to provide a clean and positive and safe and enjoyable way to get around. And to address the congestion problem that we all face all the time. 

So, I’m so proud of the folks who made this happen. And let me say at the outset, everyone associated with NYC ferry, to all of our colleagues at EDC, they did something, I want to remind everyone, ahead of schedule, on budget. They have done something amazing. Let’s give them all a big round of applause. 

[Applause]

We knew it was important to make ferry service something for everyone. Everyone in this room knows there has been ferry service in different pieces around the city for years but part of the problem was it costs too much for everyday New Yorkers. This is an administration that believes in inclusion, believes in equity, my fear, and I’ve stated it many times, is a New York City that loses its way because it becomes exclusive. A New York City that becomes a place only for those of means and not for everyday people. 

The magic of New York City for generations has been it’s the open city, it’s the city for people from everywhere, every part of the globe, every walk of life, every faith, it’s been a place where anyone could make it. It’s been a place that rewarded the folks who grew up here, went through our public schools, went to our city universities; this has been a place with an egalitarian soul that worked because we always made sure it could be for everyone.

That’s been threatened in recent years with an affordability crisis that we’ve never seen before, literally never seen anything like it in the history of the city until the last decade or two. So, ferry service existed and it was good, it was good, it existed but it was priced so high that for so many New Yorkers it just couldn’t be part of their lives. So many people just struggling to get by each day economically. So we made a decision, we said we want ferry service to be for everyone. So we made sure when you get on that ferry you pay the same price as a subway fare. It is ferry service for everyone.

[Applause]

And I’ve got to tell you, the start again has been absolutely outstanding. Asking people to create something from scratch is never easy. And when you’re out there on the water, there’s plenty of challenges. 

There was an oil spill the other night at a Con Ed facility, and NYC had to keep going – NYC Ferry had to keep going despite it, and they managed to keep going on schedule despite that curveball thrown at them.

This service has been extraordinary. And I talked to some folks in the Rockaways who feel, particularly, a debt of gratitude to everyone who’s created this ferry service.

You know the Rockaways – and true by the way of the Rockaways but of other communities that are going to be served by NYC Ferry including Soundview in the Bronx and Red Hook in Brooklyn – in the Rockaways folks felt for so long that they didn’t have enough access to the rest of the city. And they had heard promises for a long time that their issues would be addressed but they didn’t see it. 

What everyone involved at NYC Ferry has done is they have really righted a historical wrong. Instead of allowing the sad disconnect between the Rockaways and the rest of the city continue, the folks who created this ferry system went out to the Rockaways asked people what they needed, created a brand new ferry dock, created a shuttle bus service to make sure people from all over the peninsula could reach the ferry. 

There’s a lot of people in Rockaways who have every right to be cynical about whether government would deliver for them. But I got to tell you, when I was out there the day we took the first trip I heard from people something really powerful. They said this administration kept our promise.

And the Rockaways now can feel more connected than ever, and people can have opportunity they would not have had. And that means people in the Rockaways having easier access to jobs [inaudible] it also means that for people from all over the city it’s easier to get to the Rockaways – a beautiful part of our city, a place that now I think is going to see a surge in business and employment in the Rockaways because more and more New Yorkers will go there.

So, there are so many reasons to turn back to the water because it’s beautiful, because in so many ways it is a cleaner and safer way to get around, because it’s a nicer way to get around but also it creates opportunity. 

For all the people now working this part of NYC Ferry, they’re experiencing opportunity. For all the folks who are going to be able to get to school or get to a new job more easily, they’re experiencing opportunity. For all the communities that felt cut off, they’re experiencing opportunity. This is what it’s all about, and we’ve only just begun. 

Now, I got to tell you – commitment to getting back to the water takes many forms. And another thing we announced in the last few days, I’m very proud of. We knew that the idea of a greenway all around the island of Manhattan had been talked about for decades. And there had been real progress along the way like Hudson River Park, but still to this day you just can’t go all around this beautiful island. You can’t experience the waterfront as a whole. 

And that’s a lost to everyone in this city, and it’s a lost to our visitors. And it’s a lost to folks particularly in neighborhoods that have been underserved in the past because some of the places where we have the least access to the waterfront are also places of lesser means. 

We want to right that wrong so I announced in this budget, we have started the process with, first, a major leg on the east side of Manhattan – the biggest piece that we have to address to get this whole thing done. 

We’ve committed $100 million to the next phase of finishing the greenway around Manhattan. And in the coming months we will create a plan to finish it all, so one day all of us will be able to go around the whole thing and experience the waterfront together. 

[Applause]

And finally there were some other crucial things that had to be done. There’s a lot of unfinished business in this town when it comes to our waterfront and we are going to systematically work through the agenda. 

One of the things right here [inaudible] which everyone knows was in great danger – literally physically crumbling. We came up with a plan working with our local elected officials and secured $100 million to save Pier 40, to make it a place for everyone. We’re very proud of that initiative and we’re very proud of having acquired the last piece of Bushwick Inlet Park in Brooklyn for that community.

[Applause]

So, look, all the pieces come together. Folks in this room have fought long and hard and worked so diligently piece by piece to return us to our roots, to connect us to the beauty around us, to let the people in the greatest city in the world have the joy and the comfort that comes from being connected to the water, and understanding of our place in the greater environment.

We have more to do but I can tell you just based on the things I’ve mentioned already, this city is surging forward. We are getting people back to the water more than before. And there’s limitless possibility of what it’s going to mean for our people. And we’re going to make sure it serves every one of our people. We’re going to make sure the water is for everyone. 

Thanks so much. 
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