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PROPOSAL SUMMARY 

WHO WE ARE: CALL’s mission is to create 
more livable cities of sustenance through 
the arts.  We have developed an innovative 
FRAMEWORK for collective action to engage 
inter-disciplinary teams and urban residents to 
raise environmental awareness and promote the 
sustainable development. CALL’s programs are 
evidence-based, supported by in-depth research, 
and designed to enrich people’s capacity to make 
meaning of environmental challenges. Our artist-
facilitated collaborations with scientists and key 
community actors are grounded in place-based 
experience that fosters a deeper understanding 
of a site’s history, and the natural systems, social 
relations, and infrastructure that sustain life. CALL 
works with communities to translate this awareness 
into meaningful action in which people discover 
agency, purpose, and a voice in setting priorities 
for solutions that bring concrete improvements in 
their lives. 

• Support Innovative Art
• Improve the Environment
• Improve Health
• Invite Community input & Foster 

Ownership
• Advance Environmental Justice
• Provide Intergenerational Programs
• Improve Water Quality
• Create Diverse Partnerships
• Spark Creative Ideas

THIS PROJECT WILL:
Removing the Tibbetts Brook stream flow from the combined sewer 

would provide significant relief to the [water treatment] system in 

addition to providing other benefits. The restoration of the creek as a 

tributary to the Harlem River could reduce flow entering the combined 

sewer by up to 240 million gallons per year and could reduce the 

number of combined sewer overflows occurring on the Harlem River 

by approximately 15%. In addition, daylighting the stream through 

Van Cortlandt Park and adding a proposed greenway could create 

new economic, educational, cultural and recreational opportunities 

and provide aquatic and riparian habitat together with stormwater 

detention and treatment.

- Adrian Benepe, Trust forPublic Land

CALL/ CITY AS LIVING LABORATORY seeks support for Rescuing Tibbetts Brook, CALL’s network 
of community-based projects to advance the daylighting of Tibbetts Brook. This initiative will improve 
environmental conditions and quality of life in the Northwest Bronx and the waterways of New York City 
as a whole.

WHY TIBBETT’S BROOK: After several years of research and 
partnership-building in the Marble Hill, Kingsbridge, and adjacent 
neighborhoods surrounding Van Cortlandt Park in the Bronx, CALL 
has launched a multi-faceted initiative to address what has arisen 
as the community’s most pressing issue: rescuing the clean, flowing 
waters of Tibbetts Brook from its current location, in a sewer buried 
under the City’s streets, through the process of ‘daylighting’.

Tibbetts Brook once followed a picturesque winding path to the 
Harlem River, saturating lowland marshes that nourished an abundant 
variety of fish and wildlife. Today, it is funneled undergound into the 
NYC sewers, an arrangement that regularly causes flooding and 
combined sewer overflows (CSOs) after rain, damaging residences, 
businesses, and streets. The flooding isn’t just inconvenient, it’s a 
major cause of pollution to the surrounding waterways.

Daylighting Tibbetts Brook will bring it back to life as a linear park 
connecting Van Cortlandt Lake with the Harlem River Greenway. 
This will mitigate the sewage overflows, clean the air, combat the 
heat island effect, and help reconnect this urban community with the 
green space around them, improving life for many.



INTRODUCTION
100 YEARS AGO, Tibbetts Brook meandered 

through the Bronx wetlands, sustaining an enormous 

ecosystem on the edge of the booming industry of 

Manhattan. As the city began to grow the wetlands 

were paved over and Tibbetts Brook was buried in 

the Broadway sewer. 

Tibbetts Brook is the terminus of the 2500-acre 

Westchester/Bronx watershed. On a dry day 4 – 5 

million gallons of clean water from the brook is 

diverted, at great expense, to the Wards Island 

water treatment plant. During heavy rain falls, which 

are increasing in frequency with climate change, 

the combined sewers overflow sending waste 

directly into the Harlem River. In addition to water 

pollution, flooding plagues Marble Hill and the streets 

surrounding Van Cortlandt Park.

CALL/City as Living Laboratory has 
implemented a constellation of activities to bring 
attention to the solution: unearthing this buried 
stream and channeling it along an abandoned 
CSX railbed into the Harlem River as the spine of 
a beautiful new linear park with walking trails and a 
bike path. When the Tibbetts Brook once again can 
see the light of day it will allow the fresh water of the brook to bypass the sewer system, collect excess rainwater, help 
clean and cool the air and knit together the fragmented, disjointed neighborhood. 

Mary Miss, Founder and Artistic Director of CALL, envisions a visual and conceptual organizing motif – 
stitching the stream and its ecosystem into a new location – to focus and unify a responsive, iterative, and layered 
endeavor. This practical and metaphorical design concept amplifies the positive environmental and social impact of 
the RESCUE. Her concept will help galvanize current efforts to build awareness and community engagement around 
advocacy and design-development and will build toward community ownership of the park’s ultimate realization.

CALL/City as Living Laboratory has been working since 2015 to expand community engagement around this important 
initiative by means of its FRAMEWORK, which is structured on a wholistic process of research, consensus building, 
and collaboration.  CALL activates the FRAMEWORK through WALKS and WORKSHOPS, public programs and 
artist/designer-led PROJECTS. 

CALL’s endeavors to help RESCUE TIBBETTS have been inspired by and support key organizations behind the 
daylighting effort, most notably the Bronx Council on Environmental Quality (BCEQ) and the Van Cortlandt Park 
Alliance (formerly the Friends of Van Cortlandt Park).  Efforts of the BCEQ, the Alliance, members of the Coalition 
to Daylight Tibbetts Brook, along with the NYC Department of Parks have helped to mobilize concern for this 
transformative initiative. 

Map of the Original Course of Tibbetts Brook  by SLO Architecture



Mary Miss proposes a DESIGN MODEL...
Miss’s proposed design model will serve as a physical and conceptual framework for the park’s function and 
activation.  This concept utilizes seven bridges crossing the CSX railbed, the proposed daylighting site for Tibbetts 
Brook. Miss envisions these bridges acting as giant, infrastructure-scale stitches, helping to integrate the stream 
into its new location. The bridges will be literal and figurative platforms to imagine how the unearthed stream will 
connect with the surrounding neighborhoods, and an inspirational and creative device to invigorate community 
engagement. Offering birds eye views of the old rail corridor, the bridges can act observation lookouts where 
people can imagine the future of the corridor, as well as gathering and event locations. At the bridges, new ways 
of seeing and sharing knowledge can emerge. The bridges and stiches scheme has been conceived by Miss to 
stimulate and contribute to the design and future programming of the park itself. (The park will ultimately be the 
responsibility of the NYC Department of Environmental Protection and the NYC Department of Parks.) 

Beginning with a WORKSHOP...
CALL’s 2015 cross-sector WORKSHOP brought together community 
activists, educators, students, elected officials, environmental scientists, 
designers and artists. The the workshop’s goal was to identify the 
neighborhood’s most pressing environmental challenges and brainstorm 
ideas on effectively addressing them.  Two compelling suggestions 
emerged: Increase the number of and participation in community gardens 
and work towards the daylighting of Tibbetts Brook.  

RESCUING TIBBETTS BROOK
PROJECT DEVELOPMENT

Step by Step towards COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT...
A local volunteer group at a public housing complex adopted the gardening 
project. Working with artist Juanli Carrion, they have  built three new gardens 
to date as a part of Outer Seed Shadow. CALL has pursued the daylighting 
project supporting the efforts of the Friends of Van Cortland Park (now the 
Van Cortlandt Park Alliance), the Bronx Council on Environmental Quality, 
and the 21 other organizations and elected officials that have formed the 
Coalition to Daylight Tibbetts Brook. 

Since 2015, CALL has organized seven artist/designer and scientist/expert 
led WALKS exploring the territory and intricacies around daylighting, along 
with additional workshops and public forums. Responding to the outcomes 
of these pilot programs, CALL commissioned 2018 projects FINDING 
TIBBETTS 2.0, by SLO Architecture, and ESTUARY TATTOOS by artist 
Bob Braine. Reaching hundreds of local residents, these portable projects 
created powerful drivers to build awareness of and generate new thinking 
for the daylighting effort. As a traveling program, this connected with a 
wide swath of the community and laid the groundwork for attracting new 
advocates, adding hundreds of signatures to the petition for daylighting 
Tibbetts Brook. CALL’s initiatives have generated press coverage, pivotal to 
maintaining pressure on elected officials and the city agencies  responsible  
(NYC Department of Environmental Protection, the NYS Department of 
Environmental Conservation, and the NYC Department of Parks).



MAPPING TIBBETTS BROOK
BRIDGES AS STICHES

“The tracks have the ability to be something beautiful in this community instead of an eyesore,” says [Christina] Taylor, [Director of 

the Friends of Van Cortlandt Park]. “Ideally we would have bike paths along the brook that would connect the community to the river. 

It would give our community more access to green space as well.” In the Bronx, where childhood asthma rates are at 8.1 percent and 

obesity rates among children hover at about 32 percent, more access to parkland has the potential to boost neighborhood residents’ 

quality of life.”   

Amir Khafagy, Gothamist



CALL proposes a three-year plan of integrated programs that build on each other to maximize 
community engagement and offer creative solutions, including:

RESCUE PROGRAM PLAN
2019-2021

DEVELOPING AN INNOVATIVE DESIGN PLAN tying together conceptual planning, programming, and 
maintenance of the park as a place for learning, exercise, relaxation, and gathering. This plan will give voice 
to the diverse communities who live in close proximity to Van Cortland Park and the Harlem River, but are cut 
off by highways and congested, dangerous streets. This design employs the symbolic and literal strategies of 
stitching the neighborhoods together, utilizing the seven bridges that cross the proposed route for daylighting 

and the Major Deegan Highway as sites for CALL’s programming and future access points to the park. 

WORKSHOPS WILL INFORM THE DETAILS of this conceptual design. The WORKSHOPS will include local 
residents and stake holders, artists/designers, scientists and other experts. The WORKSHOPS will consider and 
prioritizes subjects or themes and activities of interest along with enhancements to connectivity that the park will 
offer. This creative, responsive and interdisciplinary programming will help sustain community ownership and 

participation over time.

A POP-UP EXHIBTION WILL ILLUSTRATE THE HISTORY of the buried Brook and surrounding wetlands, 
and proposed designs for the future.  Hosting a full platform of events, it will be a venue for sharing data 
and documentation of research currently underway by students and faculty at Manhattan and Lehman 
Colleges. The exhibition will extend to the bridges and streets, on billboards and fences, showing artworks 
accompanied by relevant, maps, diagrams and interpretive information.  Members of the Coalition to 

Daylight Tibbetts Brook will be invited to collaborate on programming. 

A SCHOOL-BASED EDUCATION PROGRAM for middle and high school students will utilize a 
cross-cutting curriculum employing artistic creativity and imagination, scientific, environmental, 

and engineering expertise, and practical life skills, such as political advocacy and community 
development. Students enrolled in ART, URBAN DESIGN & ECOLOGY//IMAGINING 
A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE will learn about environmental risk factors and see how ill-
conceived urban planning and unchecked development have negatively impacted their 
neighborhoods and the region’s waterways. In response, they will formulate proposed 
solutions through a simulated design process, within the context of climate change and 

the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals. This program has the potential to 
meet key learning objectives across the curricular map, draw connections between diverse 

academic subjects and build understanding of practical, real world implications of subjects 
which can, at times, seem abstract or irrelevant to many students. 

NEW ARTIST PROJECTS WILL BE COMMISSIONED BY CALL, responding to the community priorities that  
will emerge from  the  WORKSHOPS. Many of these projects may take place on the seven bridges in Van 
Cortland Park or at sites in the surrounding neighborhoods, as a part of CALL’s planned programming.

CALL/WALKS WILL CONTINUE TO INVESTIGATE THE AREA ON FOOT.  CALL’s signature WALKS series 
will keep exploring new ideas with teams of artists/designers and experts, inviting neighbors to participate in 

seeing the local environment in a new way and imagining the future. CALL  has  conducted over fifty  WALKS 
in New York City since 2012 and in 2019 launched a National CALL/WALKS program in six cities across the 
US.  The success of the National CALL/WALKS program has underscored the value artists bring to activating 

the senses and the mind to respond to complex environmental challenges. 



THE STITCHES
To take on this long-range, urban scale project we visualize a literal ‘stitching’ of the stream into place. A red ‘thread’ 
could run through the environs and appear at many different scales: giant stitches on the fence barriers of bridges; 
smaller ones appearing out on the nearby streets, sidewalks, fences and poles.

The act of making connections between the surrounding neighborhoods and the stream will be noted, celebrated 
and can materialize in many ways. In these adjacent areas the stitches can be locations where the former path of 
Tibbetts can be called out, the sites of future green infrastructure can be noted. A network can develop over time that 
knits the varied webs and systems into place connecting the stream to the surrounding cityscape.

PROJECT EVOLUTION: Development of the New Corridor
When the vision for daylighting Tibbetts Brook begins to materialize in its new location, red markers can be deployed 
along the new walkway next to the stream or the adjacent walls, street ends or undersides of bridges.

Stitches / knots / bows / twists / loops marking places to stop can call out things of note; people in the adjacent 
neighborhoods will be invited to offer their own means of stitching the new stream in place and describe their 
personal connection to it.

The term ‘suture’ seems appropriate in describing the process of routing  Tibbetts Brook from the semi-natural Van 
Cortlandt Lake into the narrow test tube-like CSX corridor adjacent to the Major Deegan Highway. The conditions 
are harsh and anything but natural, but there is potential to introduce and create habitat for many natural elements 
— the plants, mammals, reptiles, fish, amphibians, birds and insects. ‘Stitching’ can reveal our attachments to them 
and to each other. The notion of stitching Tibbetts Brook in place seems to come naturally and can operate on many 
levels.

To help imagine the future daylighting of Tibbetts Brook, the intention of this project is to activate the nearby 
communities with new ways of seeing, learning, and creating stewardship; to invite artists to create a multi-faceted 
corridor with places of engagement and to reveal the rich ecology of the stream and its functions and connections 
to this urban context. The primary goal of RESCUING Tibbetts Brook is to reveal that nature is present everywhere 
and in action at all times and that we are not separate from it.

Events, temporary and permanent art projects can extend the process of engagement with the many nearby 
communities. Through shared experience, community input and the creation of an ongoing discourse, we aim 
to radically change the way people view themselves in relation to their environment over time. WALKS and 
WORKSHOPS with artists and scientists, performances, exhibitions, scientists performing their research work in a 
public setting are examples of the possible activities.

tRESCUING TIBBETTS BROOK
ONE STITCH AT A TIME



CONCLUSION
CALL/CITY AS LIVING LABORATORY OFFERS THE RESCUE OF TIBBETTS BROOK INITIATIVE AT A CRITICAL 
MOMENT. Now more than ever the efforts of creative visionaries are needed to ignite civic engagement and unlock our 
collective potential to galvanize permanent change. The Tibbetts restoration will directly improve the lives of a specific, 
low-income enclave in the Bronx, while putting in place measures that benefit the entire region. Poor urban planning has 
divided the district with highways, elevated train lines, and multi-block building towers. It lacks well designed pedestrian 
and bicycle infrastructure, making many intersections dangerous or difficult to navigate. High levels of asthma and 
obesity plague its population. The greenway that this daylighting project promises will create an accessible urban park 
with a trail system to connect underutilized areas of the Bronx. It will also help prevent flooding, clean and cool the air and 
significantly reduce pollution into the NY waterways. The park will be a place of respite and a venue for informal science 
learning through the arts.

CALL’S FRAMEWORK FOR THE RESCUE OF TIBBETTS will give voice to local residents who would normally be left 
out of formulating an important environmental infrastructure project. Our alternative method will bring participants closer 
to the nature that surrounds them in the urban environment and ultimately give them perspective as well as agency to 
help make change.

The disused CSX railbed between Van Cortlandt Park and the Harlem River

An early sketch of how the railbed can be transformed into a new course for Tibbetts Brook



RECENT PROJECT DETAILS

FINDING TIBBETTS 2.0, designed and constructed by SLO Architecture 
(Alex Levy and Amanda Schachter), was a demonstration wetland on a 
mobile trailer.  FINDING TIBBETTS was constructed at a prominent location, 
directly adjacent to the 242nd Street elevated subway stop.  Thousands 
of passers-by witnessed its installation; many engaged directly with the 
designers during the two months construction period.  Large didactic 
banners with maps and diagrams were positioned on the fence surrounding 
the site. The concept for FINDING TIBBETTS 2.0 followed the success of 
a pop-up marshland created by the Bronx Council for Economic Quality 
(BCEQ) under the nearby Major Deegan Expressway. FINDING TIBBETTS 
presented an array of wetland plants and a schematic of flowing water to 
illustrate what a cross-section of the daylit stream would contain. Selection 
of the reparian plants was overseen by John Butler, Ecological Project 
Manager at the Van Cortlandt Park Alliance. Like a brightly configured 
parade float, FINDING TIBBETTS was a traffic stopper and a magnet for 
selfies, drawing passersby into quizzical conversations; and it presented 
a platform to share information on the prospect of daylighting. Viewers 
also learned why their neighborhood suffers from chronic flooding. This 
traveling wetland was a powerful driver to build awareness, new thinking, 
and encourage action around the Van Cortlandt to- Marble Hill landscape 
and its connection to regional ecological systems.

Artist Bob Braine’s ESTUARY TATTOOS, bodypainting events, were coor-
dinated with the launch and circulation of SLO’s “pop-up wetland”. ESTU-
ARY TATTOOS provided a platform to explore the history and function of 
the regional wetland ecology through highly personal and visceral means. 
Braine was advised by George Jackman, a CUNY professor of fisheries 
biology, and by Rebecca Swadek, a botanist with the New York City Parks 
Department. Braine’s goal was to contemplate the relationship between the 
life-giving human circulatory system and the terrestrial systems of estuary 
wetlands. While painting the buried Brook on the arms and backs of ea-
ger volunteers, Braine, a knowledgeable amateur ichthyologist, spoke in 
detail about the function of estuaries and riparian zones. By making local 
residents themselves into works of art, Braine helped them visualize and 
understand the estuary on a visceral level, the way Tibbetts once was, be-
fore urbanization, the way it currently is with diagrams of the sewer system, 
and the way it can be with the future daylighting of Tibbetts Brook. The tem-
porary tattoos were documented by Braine in still photographs and will be 
displayed at public outdoor sites near or around Van Cortlandt Park.

ESTUARY TATTOOS

FINDING TIBBETTS 2.0

Finding Tibbetts 2.0 on site at the roof of the Marshall’s Parking Lot

Estuary Tattoos by Bob Braine



FRAMEWORK
CALL’S MISSION IS TO CREATE MORE LIVABLE CITIES OF SUSTENANCE THROUGH THE 
ARTS.  We have developed an innovative FRAMEWORK for collective action to engage inter-disciplinary teams 
and urban residents to raise environmental awareness and promote the sustainable development. CALL’s programs 
are evidence-based, supported by in-depth research, and designed to enrich people’s capacity to make meaning of 
environmental challenges. Our artist-facilitated collaborations with scientists and key community actors are grounded in 
place-based experience that fosters a deeper understanding of a site’s history, and the natural systems, social relations, 
and infrastructure that sustain life. CALL works with whole communities to translate this awareness into meaningful 
action in which people discover agency, purpose, and a voice in setting priorities for solutions that bring concrete 
improvements in their lives. 

ASSESSMENT: Understanding the efficacy of the arts in working toward sustainable development is essential. Re-
searcher and social ecologist, Adrian Cerezo, has been working with CALL for four years to collect data and help syn-
thesize our FRAMEWORK or methodology. Cerezo has surveyed and interviewed program participants and has clearly 
documented the leaps of recognition and appreciation that CALL programs have sparked, especially in underserved 
segments of the community. In a 2019 report Cerezo observed, “CALL’s process of community engagement….relies 
on dialogue, relationship building, horizontal relationships, respect and adaptation and evolution allows for a fertile 
process of co-production. This process frames and facilitates the artistic practice…it influences in a positive way the 
general process of community dialogue and collaboration, spilling far beyond the borders of art to also include planning, 
development, natural resources advocacy and management, community organization, parks and recreation, business 
development, and the integration of scientific knowledge to this process.”



UNITED NATIONS 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS

CALL’S INCLUSIVE, MULTI-DISCIPLINE AND COLLABORATIVE FRAMEWORK subscribes to the complex web 
of intersecting commitments reflected in the seventeen United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDG). In 
carrying out its Tibbetts initiative, CALL seeks to address six of the Goals:

#3 Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages;
#4 Ensure inclusive and equitable education and promote lifelong 
learning opportunities #6 Ensure availability; and sustainable man-
agement of water and sanitation for all;
#11 Make cities and unman settlements inclusive, safe, resilient, 
and sustainable;
#12 Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns; and
#13 Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts.

UN Sustainable Development Goals embody the idea that sustainable development is a complex, interwoven and 
dynamic system where all elements are equally relevant. 

The Sustainable Development Goals serve as an ideological framework for all City as Living Laboratory work 
and challenge us to consider that human and social development are as important for a sustainable world as climate 
change actions and wildlife conservation. In addressing any single issue, the process is intended to maintain awareness 
and to support the overall resilience of the community and its transformation into sustainability in all areas.
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