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Futuristic DUMBO: Rising Seas, Thriving Artists, 
Charming Alleys and Other Scenarios 

February 8 – 22, 2007, at 111 Front Street, Gallery 208 
 
BROOKLYN, NY – On February 8 at 111 Front Street, Gallery 208. the Dumbo 
Improvement District will unveil four dynamic plans for the future of DUMBO, each 
created by graduate urban design students from the Pratt Institute. The plans range from a 
vision of an elevated DUMBO dealing with global warming and rising seas to a DUMBO 
that supports artists studios in the park, one with moving theaters on trolleys and another 
with through-block alleys and passageways that enliven and reconnect the neighborhood.  
 
Last fall, the Dumbo Improvement District invited Professor Meta Brunzema and 12 
graduate urban design students from the Pratt Institute to perform an in-depth study of 
DUMBO. The semester-long study was an effort to help address the neighborhood’s 
infrastructure problems and to discover opportunities to reactivate underutilized public 
spaces throughout the neighborhood.  
 
“For many years DUMBO has essentially been cut off from the rest of Brooklyn by the 
Brooklyn-Queens Expressway (BQE) and the Brooklyn and Manhattan bridges,” said 
Tucker Reed, Executive Director of the Dumbo Improvement District. “These geographic 
barriers have protected the neighborhood from over-development, preserving our historic 
character and fostering a vibrant creative community. But they’ve also created long, dark 
swaths of retaining walls and underpasses. It’s these spaces that we wanted the students 
to help us examine.” 
 
The students studied the area from Fulton Landing through DUMBO and Vinegar Hill 
almost to the Navy Yard. They split into four groups, each charged with producing 
comprehensive plans for the future of DUMBO. The resulting plans reflect the Pratt 
philosophy: “We ask the students to think in new and interesting ways in response to 
urban problems,” said Prof. Brunzema. “These are not your standard solutions.” 
 
The students’ plans will be on exhibit at 111 Front Street, Gallery 208, from Feb. 8 
through Feb. 22, 2007. An opening reception with refreshments will be held on Feb. 
8 from 6 to 9 PM. Two Trees Management has generously donated the use of the 
gallery. 
 
DUMBO Under Water 
The most provocative exhibit of the four is the one in which students used NASA 
projections for rising sea levels for the next 50 years and found that, according to the 
data, DUMBO would be flooded up to the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway by 2056. 



 
In response, the students created a plan for building a new, higher ground and raising the 
streets, as well as creating a series of hydrodynamic islands and connecting upper floors 
of buildings. This plan also calls for moving the Empire Stores to a new, more elevated 
location.  
 
Visitors to the exhibit will be able to see a small-scale rendering of this futuristic, water-
challenged DUMBO. The students have created a laser-cut model of the neighborhood 
and several compelling images.  
 
Saving the Artists 
The second team of students performed a study of the social realities of DUMBO. “There 
is a transformation underway where artists are now being priced out even though they 
were the community that started the resurgence of the neighborhood and gave it its 
flavor. What is the future? Will the description of DUMBO as an artistic community only 
be a marketing veneer?” asks Prof. Brunzema.  
 
The students proposed reconnecting the artists’ social networks and physical networks 
between DUMBO and Vinegar Hill including reutilizing space under the Manhattan 
Bridge and connecting the F train stop under the BQE. A major linchpin of this plan is 
the relocation of the Consolidated-Edison substation. The remaining concrete pads would 
be used to build artist studios. Around the pads would be park land. “This would be a 
park interspersed with artists studios built on pads, extending the Brooklyn Bridge Park 
up to the Navy Yard. This would create a permanent home for artists and more visibility 
for their work and their community,” says Prof. Brunzema. 
 
The Pedestrian Experience 
The third group of students focused on the pedestrian experience. “DUMBO’s isolation 
has led to the neglect of many of the neighborhood’s basic amenities like sidewalks, 
streetlights and trash cans,” says Mr. Reed. “As more residents and businesses have 
begun to move into the neighborhood, we need to address theses shortcomings.” 
 
The students’ focus was on reducing traffic, creating more pedestrian-only zones and 
drawing more pedestrians across the bridges and into the neighborhood. A major part of 
this plan is to create a multi-modal station at the base of each bridge where people can 
leave their bicycles and cars and connect to public transportation. The stations would also 
be connected to a series of bicycle paths.  
 
The second portion of this study focused on using existing courtyard and alleyway 
entrances and expanding them to create a network of alleys and passageways throughout 
the neighborhood. “This is an idea that is modeled on the centuries-old European idea of 
the galleria,” says Prof. Brunzema. “Not only does this enhance the pedestrian experience 
but it increases the rentable ground-floor commercial space by 400%.” This plan could 
also help preserve the artist community while leaving lots of space for high-end retailers. 
“The artists can occupy the spaces in the through-block alleys while the retailers take the 
high-visibility street-front spaces.” 



 
A Trolley Runs Through It 
The fourth group of students felt the train tracks were an opportunity to differentiate the 
neighborhood. “They would revive the tracks, unbury them, reconnect them and activate 
them with trolley cars that could be used as mini-theaters and kiosks.” Many streets in the 
neighborhood would also become closed to traffic. The trolleys would reconnect the 
DUMBO and Vinegar Hill neighborhoods as well as reconnect the neighborhoods to the 
waterfront. The unique trolleys and the pedestrian-only streets would also make DUMBO 
a weekend destination for other New Yorkers and visitors to the area. 
 

* * * 
 

The Dumbo Improvement District is dedicated to the enhancement and promotion of one 
of New York City’s most historic, dynamic and compelling neighborhoods. In no other 
place throughout the five boroughs can one find such impeccable views, alluring public 
spaces, charming streetscapes, unique shops and restaurants and celebrated architecture – 
all within a five-block radius. The organization’s programs, which range from enhancing 
the streetscapes to supporting small businesses and hosting events to promote the 
community, are all geared toward developing the neighborhood’s intriguing and ever-
evolving sense of place. 
 

* * * 
Graduate Urban Design Students, Pratt Institute: 
Melissa Wilson 
Christine Longcore 
Corey Chapman 
Abhijit A. Shinde 
Jessica Lee 
Yashika Singla 
Manuel Mansylla 
Michael Dellefave 
Gagendra Pratap Singh 
Zhihai Ma 
Altinay Sezen 
Octavio Chavez 
 
Meta Brunzema, Adjunct Assistant Professor, Pratt Institute 
Eniko Marton, Graduate Teaching Assistant 
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