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Water bodies, such as rivers, are fundamental to life on earth because 
they act as habitats for a multitude of species, provide drinking water, 
and provide both physical and mental benefits for the communities that 
surround them. Due to increased urbanization, these environments 
have been drastically changed as the quality of the water bodies and 
the land around them has degraded over time. The Bronx River serves 
as an example of the importance of water bodies and the impact 
urbanization has on them. The Bronx River, which flows for 24 miles 
through Westchester and the Bronx, is the only freshwater river in New 
York City. The various parks and greenspaces that border the river act 
both as habitats for flora and fauna and provide essential mental, 
physical, and social benefits to the local community. These areas allow 
for community members to connect with nature when they otherwise 
would not be able to. 
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In our survey, 67% of 
respondents who work in 
restoration efforts reported 
lack of funding as a major 
setback. Westchester has 
seen drastic cuts to it’s 
environmental department, 
reducing the number of 
people working to restore 
the river and the amount of 
grants available to start 
new projects. 

    Water Quality 
We used data collected by the NYC 
Department of Environmental Protection 
(DEP) on water quality in the New York Harbor 
and accessed such data through the NYC 
Open Data site (data.cityofnewyork.us). The 
data were collected between 2000 and the 
present. We cleaned and analyzed the data 
on fecal coliform, nitrate, total phosphorus, 
and total suspended solids amounts in the two 
sites that had the most complete data 
available, BR1 and BR3 (see Figure 3) to form 
our understanding of the river’s water quality 
and how it has changed through the past two 
decades. 

Survey 
We generated a survey addressing the Bronx 
River and its surrounding areas’ perception 
among the community and its recreational 
usage. It was administered to Project TRUE 
Alumni friends and family, Fordham Alumni, 
the Fordham Commuter Student’s 
Association, The Point, and the WCS Youth 
Network (n= 20). 
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Figure 2: Map of the 
Bronx River Watershed  
(Crimmens, et al., 2006)  

67% of respondents who 
work in restoration efforts 
reported lack of 
accountability as a major 
setback. Accountability is 
difficult to maintain due to 
the lack of cooperation 
between Westchester and 
Bronx governments, and 
volunteer groups within 
these counties. 

1799 - the NYC 
Assembly deemed 
the Bronx River as 
safe to drink and 
a possible water 
source for the city 
(Pierce, 2015) 

50% of survey 
respondents reported 
slow bureaucratic 
processes as a major 
barrier to restoration. 
Government 
procedures can make 
even simple requests 
take over a year to fill, 
and budget cuts only 
slow things down 
further.

1841 - the Harlem 
Railroad was 
constructed (Pryor, 
2018)  

Weckquaesgeek and the 
Siwanoy lived on the 
banks of the river, which 
was known as 
“Aquehung” or “river of 
high bluffs” (Pryor, 2018) 

1896 - The 
Bronx River 
was deemed as 
an “open 
sewer” by the 
Bronx Valley 
Commission 
(Pryor, 2018) 

1972 - The 
Clean Water 
Act became 
law (Pryor, 
2018) 

1974 - The 
Bronx River 
Restoration 
Group was 
founded 
(“History,” 
2020) 

“In the last ten years the number of people that maintain the 
parkland and the river has been slashed by more than half.” 
   - Bob DelTorto, president of The Bronx River Parkway Reservation Conservancy

Our research supports the conclusion that the water quality of the Bronx River has not 
significantly improved in the past two decades (Figure 4 and Figure 6). We recommend 
the implementation of structures along the Bronx River such as rain gardens which 
reduce the amount of polluted runoff entering the river and lessen the likelihood of CSOs. 
Survey respondents who do not have a backyard are less likely to visit the greenspaces 
along the Bronx River (Figure 5) pointing to the lack of accessibility of such greenspaces, 
due to the development (Figure 1) of urbanized sections of the watershed such as the 
South Bronx. Considering the purpose of greenspaces in urban settings is to provide a 
natural environment to the community which in turn fosters positive mental, social and 
physical benefits, we recommend that improving accessibility be at the forefront of city 
planning efforts. Over 60% of respondents (Figure 7) said that they would like to see 
hiking trails, paved walking and/or biking pathways, and garbage and/or recycling bins. 
We recommend that these features be added to existing restoration plans for green 
spaces around the river. We also recommend an increase in intergovernmental and 
intermunicipal work when implementing restoration efforts, fostered by groups that work 
in both counties, such as the Bronx River Alliance. 

1917 - The 
Kensico 
Reservoir 
was 
completed 
(“Kensico 
Dam Plaza,” 
2020) 

1680 - the first 
mills and dams 
are constructed 
(“Bronx River 
Parkway,” 2020) 

1925 - The 
Bronx River 
Parkway 
was 
completed 
(HAER 
Report, 
2001) 

1639 - Jonas 
Bronck 
purchased 
land from the 
Lenape. 
(“Bronx River 
Parkway,” 
2020) 

Figure 3: Map of NYC DEP water quality 
testing sites in the Bronx River, BR1 and 
BR3 (purple pins) and the NYC DEP Hunts 
Point Water Pollution Control Plant (green 
square) which contains two CSO outfalls. 

2001- The 
Bronx River 
Alliance was 
founded 
(“History,” 
2020)  

Timeline 
Figure 1: Timeline of the Bronx 
River’s history, with years 
1500-1900 condensed. 
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1906 - 
Construction for 
the Bronx River 
Parkway and a 
sewer system 
began (HAER 
Report, 2001) 

https://westchesterarchives.com/BRPR/Phot
os_hist_fr.html

https://mashable.com/2016/05/07/building-ne
w-york-water-supply/

1500
1930 - The 
process of 
redlining in 
the Bronx 
began 
(Pryor, 
2018) 

https://westchesterarchives.com/BRPR/
Photos_hist_fr.html

1952 - The extension 
of the Bronx River 
Parkway was 
completed in the 
Bronx, without 
greenspace buffers  
(HAER Report, 2001) 

1955 - The first 
section of 
Robert Moses’ 
Cross Bronx 
Expressway 
was built over 
the river. 
(Pryor, 2018) 

1963 - The Sheridan 
Expressway was 
completed, cutting 
off access to the 
river for Bronx 
residents on the 
river’s west bank  
(Pryor, 2018) 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/21/nyregion/robert-moses-a
ndrew-cuomo-and-the-saga-of-a-bronx-expressway.html

1997 - 
Partnership 
for Parks 
founded the 
Bronx River 
Working 
Group 
(Pryor, 2018) 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/21/nyregion/robert-mo
ses-andrew-cuomo-and-the-saga-of-a-bronx-expressway.
html http://bronxriver.org/?win&pg=p

hoto&album=14&ph=48

https://www.linkedin.com/co
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Our project explores the Bronx River Watershed’s 
history, its current condition, and how the river and 
the greenspaces around it are used and perceived in 
order to assess how it can continue to be improved to 
benefit the local community.

Fordham University & Wildlife Conservation Society 

Water Quality Survey 

Figure 6: Average Top Total Phosphorus (mg/L) 
measured at sites BR1 and BR3 (See Figure 3) in 
the summers from 2000-2002 and 2011-2019. Site 
BR3’s top total phosphorus levels are continuously 
larger than site BR1’s, possibly due to the presence 
of two CSO outfalls upstream. 
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Figure 5: Comparison of Bronx River 
greenspace usage between survey 
respondents with and without backyards, 
showing that those without a backyard are less 
likely to visit greenspace around the river.

Do you have a backyard where you live? 
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Figure 4: Average Top Fecal Coliform (cells/100mL) 
measured at sites BR1 and BR3 (See Figure 3) in the 
summers from 2000-2002 and 2011-2019. Site BR3 has a 
consistent increase in Fecal Coliform possibly due to the 
presence of two CSO outfalls upstream.  
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Figure 7: Most popular Bronx River greenspace 
improvement types reported by survey respondents

                       Improved Feature Types
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