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Goals and Summary 
The goal of the topical lunch was to outline steps that Cornell could take to define an urban 
sustainability initiative in collaboration with ACSF. In particular, we focused on multiple mechanisms for 
facilitating urban research, teaching, and outreach that are complementary to, but cover areas not 
necessarily included in, the NYC Tech Campus. While recognizing the unique value of the Tech Campus, 
it is apparent that Cornell urban programs are more comprehensive than what the Tech Campus now 
encompasses. At the same time, given global demographics and those of our student body, it is 
important for Cornell to more broadly address urban sustainability issues. Our initiative dovetails with 
concerns Cornell University and Cornell Cooperative Extension have about addressing diversity among 
students, program audiences and participants, and staff. A possible outcome of this lunch is work 
toward focusing Cornell‘s cross-college capacity in urban and diversity issues for larger impact. 
 
Twenty-eight faculty and extension and academic staff attended the 21 March 2013, ACSF Urban 
Sustainability Initiatives lunch. After introductions of participants, Josh Cerra (Landscape Architecture) 
gave an overview of Cornell’s Urban Landscape Group, which is working with the NY Tech Campus to 
develop a living research and learning lab (plan attached to report), and has created the Urban Eden 
Cornell campus program to apply and test principles of landscape sustainability. ACSF Director Frank 
DiSalvo mentioned ongoing multiple efforts related to sustainable communities, which might overlap 
with a potential urban sustainability initiative. Susan Riha (EAS), Jonathan Russell-Anelli (CSS), Ruth 
Richardson (CEE), and others talked about the potential for “re-envisioning the urban infrastructure of 
the future,” including water, waste, energy, food/soils, and transportation systems, and Josh Cerra 
presented the landscape architecture view of cities as integrative systems. Also along the topic of 
infrastructure, Rich Geddes (PAM), Tim Mount (AEM), Stephan Schmidt (CRP), and others spoke about 
issues of financial investment, as well as innovative financial models for water and other infrastructure. 
David Cutter (Campus Planning) spoke to the university’s interest in value-added campus infrastructure. 
Finally, Kieran Donaghy mentioned a chapter he wrote entitled Managing Change in Urban 
Infrastructure Systems, which is attached to this report.  
 
We were privileged to have two county-based Cornell Cooperative Extension Executive Directors as 
participants, including David Skeval from Onondaga County, who shared a grassroots initiative to 
address urban forestry and water run-off (Save the Rain), and Ron Bunce from Oneida County, who 
spoke about sustainability initiatives conducted in cooperation with Landscape Architecture in the 
ethnically diverse communities of Utica NY (Rust 2 Green). Kathy Bunting-Howarth (SeaGrant) spoke of 
an emerging research/extension effort to address multiple destructive events in NYC and its environs. 
David Kay (CARDI) talked about the importance of considering the urban-rural interface and Tom 
Whitlow spoke to the trans-disciplinary and trans-spatial issues involved in addressing urban agriculture 
and other urban sustainability issues.  
 
Overall the group expressed interest in collaboration with the NYC Tech Campus as well as enthusiasm 
for forming parallel initiatives that capture, grow, and apply Cornell’s cross-department and cross-
college urban sustainability expertise and commitments.  
 



Follow up Recommendations 
White paper. ACSF is open to requests to support teams that lay out a white paper on sustainability 
issues. Given the cross-college interest in urban infrastructure issues, we should consider identifying a 
leader or co-leaders for such a team.  
 
Cluster hires. ACSF is open to proposals for cluster hires. A cluster hire in urban sustainability could be 
coordinated across multiple departments and colleges, to address the technical and socio-economic 
perspectives on urban sustainability or urban infrastructure more specifically, using a whole or 
integrated systems approach. 
 
NY Tech Campus theme. Approach the NY Tech Campus about adding a new theme focused on 
infrastructure.  
 
Development. Market a Cornell urban sustainability initiative for NYC donors who have been contacting 
Cornell and CCE about such issues as food production through green roofs. 
 
Next steps. We propose forming a smaller leadership team to push these and possibly other efforts 
forward. Suggestions for membership welcomed.  
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Research Ideas From Cornell Faculty For The Roosevelt Island Landscape 
 
Faculty from Cornell’s College of Agriculture and Life Sciences who have been working together 
for several months have a strong interest in developing the NYC Tech campus as a learning 
landscape that demonstrates, measures and improves landscape ecosystem services.  
 
Vision 
 The Cornell NYC Tech campus as a whole will be a locus of progressive education, research, 
and technology transfer.  The landscape that surrounds the proposed buildings should reflect and 
contribute to this aim by demonstrating ecosystem benefits generated by landscape elements such 
as enhanced hydrologic functions, healthy soils and vegetation, and human health and well-being.  
However, sustainable landscape design in an academic setting should go beyond demonstration.  
Just as we build landscapes on Cornell’s Ithaca campus to teach sustainable development and 
long-term management, the NYC Tech campus should do the same to engage students, landscape 
professionals and the public in sustainable landscape design.  The NYC Tech landscape should be 
an opportunity to showcase research, teaching, and implementation of the most cost effective, 
cutting-edge technologies and best practices that support sustainable design. 
It is the our intention that research results will inform the final landscape design of the NYC Tech 
campus and that this design will be accredited by the Sustainable Sites Initiative (SITES). 
 
We envision that this research will occupy approximately 5 acres on the south end of the site 
(Phase 1b) with 5 general areas of interest: 
 
1. Soil remediation and manufacture of blended soils 
 
2. Preservation of existing quality trees 
 
3. Enhanced stormwater capture and improved water quality. 
 
4. Testing trees, shrubs and ground covers for adaptation to site conditions and climate change 
 
5. Provision of compatible habitat for birds and pollinators. 
 
Because there is a long trajectory to the development of the site and until we have healthy soils 
we cannot grow plants on the site or enhance hydrological function, we envision that soil health 
and remediation will necessarily be our first project.     
 
1.Soil 
The entire NYC Tech campus landscape is dependent on a functioning healthy soil.  Currently, it 
is proposed to import a large volume of topsoil equivalent to 2 feet to cap the site after building 
demolition.  Our first objective would be to explore stockpiling existing healthy soil on site and 
remediating the ‘fill’ soil later if possible. The first step would be to test the existing soil using 
the Cornell Soil Health Test protocol as a baseline and the ‘fill’ soil again after building 
demolition.  Should the fill soil be suitable for amendment, it could be screened and amended 
with compost and/or sand to various proportions that would conform to the landscape functions 
(e.g. compaction resistance, improved water holding capacity and water infiltration, nutrient 
retention, etc.). This could be done on site.  Short-term cover crops might be utilized to reduce 
erosion and improve the organic matter and nutrient availability of the soil.  The various soil 
blends would be tested for their ability to sustain vegetation and hydrologic function/water 
quality and human use with and without irrigation.  This will save the project considerable funds. 
 



2. Preserving existing trees 
From an inventory done on site, we know there are 115 trees.  Many of these trees are Pin Oaks 
and some are exceptionally large, in excess of 30” diameter breast height.  Although some of 
these trees will need to be removed to make way for construction, the period of construction is up 
to 30 years allowing for the preservation of trees. In addition, it may be possible to save many 
trees using techniques that partially excavate root systems and backfill with load-bearing 
structural soil so that the roots may be preserved.  This would be an important large-scale test of 
techniques that could be used to save important trees on construction sites. 
 
3.Hydrologic functions. 
State regulations require that stormwater be retained on site.  There are many possible stormwater 
techniques and research questions that could be investigated at the NYC Tech campus.  For 
example, there is a concern about potential saltwater contamination.  We could investigate how 
designed stormwater runoff infiltration (via bioswales, rain gardens, etc.) can contribute to 
maintaining elevated water tables and hydraulic head gradients to reduce saltwater intrusion and 
to improve water quality.  Reduced hydraulic heads due to stormwater routing is a key issue in 
coastal habitats.  The site dimensions relative to the river edges makes the site ideal for this 
question and the research space/ equipment needs would be minimal -- basically a network of 3-4, 
small diameter groundwater wells with water monitoring access and instrumented with electronic 
pressure gauges and sampling of typical water contaminates.  In addition, porous pavements with 
and without structural soil underneath could capture precipitation and stormwater runoff to 
replenish the water table, improve water quality and provide a medium for growing trees.  These 
trees could assist with stormwater capture and cool the pavement, thus reducing urban heat island 
effect and promoting human health and well-being.  
 
4.Testing trees, shrubs and ground covers for adaptation to site conditions and as a bioassay 
for climate change. 
The microclimate of an island in the middle of the East River may provide conditions that mirror 
climate change.  The diversity of existing tree species on site is very limited, but many species 
might grow very well under these conditions.  By testing numerous species we could contribute to 
vegetation biodiversity on the site while providing guidelines for those trees that would meet 
design intentions.  Successful test trees could be grown in the soil and then transplanted into the 
designed campus areas.  Additionally, low maintenance turf and turf substitutes will be tested for 
use on site. For sites with traffic tolerance needs and for general lawn use, traditional low 
maintenance cool-season turfgrass species (Festuca spp.) with varying water use characteristics 
will be evaluated for storm water reduction (instrumented with simple runoff collectors) and for 
carbon/nitrogen sequestration. Non-traditional warm-season grass species will be evaluated for 
climate change adaptation.    
 
 5. Compatible habitat for birds and pollinators. 
 
Urban ecosystems play important roles in sustainable development of cities.  How bird species 
use urban ecosystems, particularly in cities like NYC that exist along major migration corridors 
like the Atlantic Flyway, is an active topic of urban ecological research. In partial association 
with testing of vegetation in (4) above, applied research at NYC tech campus could investigate 
which plant species and habitat features, and their bird-safe placement, can best provide avian 
habitat support, and be compatible with both 1) the existing and future site conditions on 
Roosevelt Island; and 2) the desired functional, programmatic and aesthetic features that are 
planned for the NYC tech campus. Similar investigations into pollinator support and 
compatibility with the design program for NYC Tech campus could also be made.   
Implementation of landscape research outcomes and guidelines could provide additional project 



benefit with potentially little inherent project cost. 
 
Public education 
Public access would be accommodated at all research sites. There is a central spine that runs the 
length of Phase Ib to accommodate visitors and researchers alike.  Along the first section of this 
pathway, a series of botanical garden beds that would flank both sides could be developed with 
each bed dedicated to some aspect of changing technology or the environment.  Further, this 
would be a dynamic garden, in which particular collections and/or their interpretation will change 
as the campus is built and new research emphases evolve. 
 For example, among the themes that could be portrayed in the garden beds are:  
- An explanation of research on site; 
- How the changing climate is altering the patterns of native plants; 
- How biotechnology is being used to create new plant forms; 
- How plants are being used to address world food and energy needs; 
- How changing phenology (dates of flowering) is affecting plant/pollinator relationships. 
  
Advantages of having the botanical beds be the first section visitors would experience in Phase Ib 
are: that they would be highly attractive and therefore inviting to the public; they would signal to 
visitors that this is a section of the campus landscape based on researchable concepts; and they 
would foster a respect for how the land should be treated and respected. 
  
 






















