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Abstract:  
In December of 2013, Whole Foods, an American supermarket chain, 

opened a flagship store in the Gowanus section of Brooklyn, N.Y., on the banks 
of the environmentally degregated Gowanus Canal. While the company arrived in 
the area with promises of sustainability and commitments to its new neighbors, 
Whole Foods has been a catalyst for negative neighborhood change in the 
Gowanus. Examining the Whole Foods store on the Gowanus Canal through a 
lens of environmental inequality and gentrification reveals how the store’s 
presence proliferates the racial and class unevenness of the distribution of 
resources in the neighborhood. The origins of the unevenness lie in the 
colonization of both the people and the nature that occupied the canal area. This 
thesis project traces the historic roots of the creation of the Gowanus Canal from 
a naturally occuring creek to an industrial powerhouse to a neglected, polluted 
place ripe for commercial redevelopment and exploitation. Urban spaces are 
increasingly manipulated for the benefit of private, capital gain, as demonstrated 
in the example of the ways in which the economic interests of Whole Foods are 
favored over environmental justice and equality for all the residents of the 
Gowanus neighborhood.  
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INTRODUCTION: 
The Story of a Creek, a Supermarket, and the Convergence of the Forces of 

Gentrification 
 

On January 25, 2013, a dolphin glided into the Gowanus Canal, a small 

waterway that cuts through South Brooklyn. The dolphin, which was seven feet 

long and weighed three hundred and forty-five pounds, spent the day struggling 

to breathe and swim, getting covered in sludge near the Union Street Bridge, on 

the northern end of the canal. A small crowd of people gathered to watch the 

animal and take pictures; one man even climbed down to the water to rub it. After 

several hours of agony, the dolphin died. At the time, there was outrage from 

local activists and news outlets, questioning why the Riverfront Foundation (the 

group in charge of rescuing marine life in NYC’s waterways) did nothing to save 

the dolphin. The foundation defended its decision, explaining the difficulties of 

taking such a large marine mammal out of water and the risk of causing it more 

harm if they even attempted to do so. The foundation’s leader Robert DiGiovanni 

also expressed trepidation about sending human rescuers into the canal’s 

polluted waters, saying that he was extremely worried about exposure to the 

toxins in the Gowanus (Newman, 2013). This was a legitimate concern, because 

the Gowanus was so contaminated with industrial waste and fecal matter that it 

had been designated a Superfund site in 2010.    

Eleven months later, in December of 2013, a Whole Foods Market opened 

along the canal, a few blocks away from where the dolphin died. Situated in a 

small basin on Third Street Bridge, the Whole Foods boasts an impressive 

greenhouse, solar panels, and other hallmarks of sustainability. It also has a 
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remarkable rooftop restaurant and a pleasant walkway around its parking lot, 

both of which provide scenic views of the canal and the surrounding 

neighborhoods. The arrival of the Whole Foods symbolized the transformation of 

the Gowanus neighborhood from a decrepit, seemingly dangerous, post-

industrial wasteland into one of the most desirable neighborhoods in all of New 

York City. Even as the Gowanus neighborhood has become increasingly hip and 

trendy, though, the canal itself remains extremely polluted and environmentally 

degraded.  

The Gowanus Canal itself is a 1.8 mile long-channel located in Brooklyn, 

New York. It flows out into the Gowanus Bay, which in turn flows into Buttermilk 

Channel, and then the Upper New York Bay. The mouth of the canal, located at 

the southern end of it, separates the Greenwood Heights and Red Hook 

neighborhoods. The canal runs in a northeasterly direction from there, passing 

through Carroll Gardens, Park Slope, the Gowanus neighborhood, and parts of 

Cobble Hill and Boerum Hill, terminating at Butler Street, running parallel 

between Bond and Nevins Streets. Along its route, the canal goes under the 

Brooklyn Queens Expressway and the Culver Viaduct Subway bridge, which 

carries the F and G New York City Transit Authority Lines above the canal. There 

are five pedestrian and vehicle bridges that cross the canal1.  

The Whole Foods in the Gowanus is located right along the Gowanus 

Canal itself, on Third Avenue and Third Street, landside, and the Fourth Street 

Inlet section of the water itself. The designers made a point to place architectural 

                                                
1 Throughout my thesis, I use “Gowanus Canal,” “the Gowanus,” and “the canal” to refer to the 
canal and the land immediately touching it. When I am referring to the Gowanus neighborhood, I 
will specify by  using the terms  “the neighborhood,” “the area,” and “the community.” 
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focus on the store’s proximity to the canal. The terraced restaurant on the top 

floor provides scenic views of the water and the neighborhood around it. The 

promenade is right on the water, with benches and attractive landscaping that 

make it a pleasant place to walk and sit.    

All along the Whole Foods promenade, the store has put up plaques 

proclaiming “This is the Greenest Supermarket in New York State.” The store has 

been LEED certified, which means that the United States Green Building Council 

has deemed the building a “Leader in Energy and Environmental Design” 

(LEED). A LEED certification is a popular way to encourage businesses, 

developers, and even whole cities, to build in an environmentally conscious way. 

This means, for example, utilizing alternative energy sources and reusing 

materials, which the Whole Foods does. A major part of the Whole Foods 

marketing is the promotion of its supposed dedication to sustainable design and 

consumption. The fact that the Gowanus Whole Foods is LEED certified 

contributes to this perception. By doing so, Whole Foods has portrayed its 

Gowanus store as a healthy, sustainable part of the changing neighborhood.  

Whole Foods is situated at the center of the gentrifying Gowanus 

neighborhood that surrounds the canal, which lies between some other gentrified 

Brooklyn neighborhoods, including Carroll Gardens, Park Slope, Cobble Hill, and 

Boerum Hill. There are chic restaurants, art galleries, upscale bars, and other 

expensive establishments in the blocks surrounding the Whole Foods, from 

about Ninth Street to Union Street, south to north, and Bond Street to Third 
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Avenue, east to west. Just two blocks north from the Whole Foods is a gigantic 

new luxury apartment complex, also built on the banks of the canal.  

This luxurious pocket around the Whole Foods is not representative of the 

entire neighborhood, however. The mouth of the canal is located between the 

Greenwood Heights neighborhood, an area that is still industrial, and the Red 

Hook section of Brooklyn, which is home to many housing projects and light 

industry, though it is a neighborhood that is also rapidly gentrifying. At the 

northernmost edge of the canal, closer to the Whole Foods, there are the 

Wyckoff House and Gowanus Houses, two public housing projects. These areas 

are by no means luxurious and do not stand to benefit from the Whole Foods and 

the gentrification of the Gowanus.  

The Whole Foods, which is now owned by Amazon (the company bought 

Whole Foods in June 2017), is an expensive grocery store in the middle of an 

economically diverse section of Brooklyn. Branding itself “the greenest 

supermarket in New York State,” Whole Foods is positioning itself as a force of 

good in terms of the cleaning of the canal itself. In many ways, though, it 

represents the changes happening in the Gowanus that are only available to 

those who can afford it. The City of New York gave Whole Foods specific 

dispensation and special tax breaks to build on the Gowanus.I want to explore 

how city policies favor private business and encourage gentrification, which is 

exemplified in the Gowanus neighborhood. 

The Whole Foods embodies the environmental inequality that is occuring 

in the Gowanus neighborhood. The issue with the Whole Foods development on 
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the Gowanus Canal is that an environmentally degraded site lies at the heart of a 

rapidly gentrifying area, causing long-term socio-nature and economic 

ramifications and exacerbating racial and socio-economic discrimination. This is 

the problem I address in my thesis. Relying on well-established scholarship, I 

offer a unique way of looking at gentrification, not just in terms of environmental 

injustice but, just as importantly, environmental inequality. Both involve social 

and political imbalances, with some groups benefiting from urban amenities while 

others are excluded. The distinction between the two is one of scale. 

Environmental injustice is mostly seen when certain groups of people, based on 

race and class, are more likely to be exposed to environmental hazards than 

other groups, also based on race and class (Pulido, 2000). Environmental 

inequality is more about race and class based discrimination affecting different 

groups’ access to environmental amenities.   

The discord between commercial interests and environmental concerns 

that lays the groundwork for both environmental injustice and inequality has 

existed since the first conceptions of the Gowanus Canal. To understand the 

current debate surrounding the canal, it is essential to examine its history. The 

Gowanus was not always such a highly developed residential or industrial area. 

In the 1630s, Dutch colonizers began to settle in the land around what was then 

Gowanus Creek, a small saltwater creek located in the fertile marshland of 

Brooklyn. The name Gowanus comes from Gouwanee, the chief of the local 

Lenape tribe that lived along the creek. The Dutch were very interested in the 

creek’s potential as a trade route and center for production. (Peter Stuyvesant, 
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during his reign in New York City, was the first to propose a canal where the 

Gowanus Creek was.) They began building mills and houses along the creek, a 

practice that continued through the Revolutionary War period, as Brooklyn grew 

from marshland into a bigger city. When the city started to shift from a farmland 

to an industrial global power, New York City legislature began seriously planning 

a canal to cut through South Brooklyn. Construction of the Gowanus Canal 

began in 1849 and was completed twenty years later, in 1869.   

Once finished, the canal was the biggest transportation and trade center in 

Brooklyn. Goods from all over the country, indeed the rest of the world, flowed in 

and out of the canal, on barges and other ships. Factories, warehouses, and 

other industrial enterprises grew from the old Dutch farmland. As a result, water 

and airborne pollutants, like sulfur and oil, were released into the canal from the 

gas plants and scrap yards that began to line it.  

This pollution continued for the next century. The Gowanus became 

infamous as a stinking, disgusting trough of sludgy water, left behind as industry 

moved on to other areas and used as a dumping ground for bodies by the Italian 

mob (Lewine, 1998). The ultimate tragedy of the Gowanus Canal is that the once 

fertile beautiful farm- and marshland was ruined and pillaged by rampant and 

reckless industrialization. The Gowanus remains extremely polluted today, 

despite efforts made in both the beginning and end of the 20th century to flush 

and clean it out using a sewage pipe. In 2010, the Environmental Protection 

Agency declared the Gowanus Canal a “Superfund” site and placed it on its 

National Priorities list (NPL). The Superfund program was established in 1980 
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with the passing of the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, 

and Liability Act (CERCLA). The act gives the federal government the authority to 

remediate sites throughout the country that it deems contaminated and thus pose 

an environmental threat. The CERCLA also allows the government to force the 

“responsible parties,” i.e. companies, individuals, or cities that it determines are 

responsible for the contamination, to pay for the clean-up process (EPA, 2018). 

In the case of the Gowanus, the EPA named several different responsible 

parties, all of whom I name in my third chapter.      

Even after the canal’s designation as a Superfund site, the clean-up 

efforts have been sluggish, while other neighborhood revitalization projects have 

been prioritized. Development on Superfund sites is discouraged by the EPA 

until the clean-up process is well underway, yet the entire Gowanus area has 

been rapidly redeveloped over the past ten years, with those requisite special 

permissions granted to developers by both former Mayor Michael Bloomberg and 

current Mayor Bill De Blasio. (Whole Foods, for instance, was given tax breaks to 

build on the land where the Gowanus store sits.) Instead of turning the Gowanus 

into a place of environmental resilience, priority has been placed on the 

commercial viability of the area.       

I grew up in Carroll Gardens, Brooklyn, a five-minute walk from the 

Gowanus Canal. I trudged on the bridges over its murky waters every day on my 

way to middle school and countless more times to piano lessons, the public pool, 

or just walks with my friends. The Gowanus I saw growing up was vastly different 

from the neighborhood that exists today. The area was still very much a post-
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industrial one. There were abandoned warehouses and oil refineries, vacant 

parking lots, and giant piles of trash everywhere. Where Whole Foods now 

stands, there was a large empty lot that was being taken over by weeds and 

bushes. At the same time though, there was bustling industry of a different kind: 

lumber yards, sanitation salt plants, taxi depots, and a Verizon headquarters. At 

the middle of it all sat the canal, which seemed to smell and look worse every 

day. The color and odor would ebb and flow, on some days a darker color, on 

others a technicolor toxic mix, and on others still, the water looked glossy with 

oily patches.   

 I witnessed the dolphin dying in the canal, on my way home from school 

one day in January 2013. Living so close to the canal and spending so much 

time around it, I have always been curious about what it means to have such 

contaminated body of water in the middle of neighborhood, especially since the 

boom of the Gowanus as a desirably hip and fabulous place. The canal has 

played a vital role in the construction of Brooklyn as a borough throughout its 

history and continues to do so, as the canal was built to support Brooklyn’s 

growth as a powerhouse. It represents an interesting case study of the 

relationship between society and nature in Brooklyn. The Gowanus is a unique 

body of water that has been shaped by and, in turn, helped to shape the 

development of Brooklyn and New York City as a whole. The Whole Foods is an 

example of the relationship between environmentalism and gentrification, which 

is the relationship I explore in depth in my thesis. 
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I analyze the implications and making of the Whole Foods in the Gowanus 

as the “greenest supermarket in New York State.” The Whole Foods, with the 

complicity of the city government, uses this designation to justify its presence 

along the Gowanus Canal, which itself has been officially designated the 

opposite of this "green image," a Superfund site. I look at the relationship 

between the Whole Foods and the Gowanus Canal as a Superfund site, namely 

how has the Whole Foods helped to transform the Gowanus into one of the most 

highly sought-after neighborhoods in New York City. The canal, as a piece of 

constructed, human-made nature in an urban environment, has always been a 

tool for economic development. With careful planning and care, the Gowanus 

had the opportunity to become a dynamic neighborhood built around 

environmental resiliency and affordable housing; instead it has been redeveloped 

into a high-end commercial area that will only benefit a certain demographic, not 

the majority of Brooklynites and New Yorkers (Bellafante, 2014). I want to know 

the factors that created this situation.     

To begin my investigation of the Gowanus, I read Joseph Alexiou’s book, 

Gowanus: Brooklyn’s Curious Canal, which is an encyclopedic and hyper-specific 

retelling of the history of the canal. Beginning with an early ecological record of 

Gowanus Creek, Alexiou ends his book with an examination of the canal as a 

Superfund site. He writes about how the Gowanus Canal came to be built, how it 

became polluted, and why it held its status as a critical player in the growth of 

Brooklyn. He also investigates the canal’s place in the revitalization and 

gentrification of the area of South Brooklyn, particularly the Gowanus 
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neighborhood. He shows that although the Gowanus may have been a 

“forgotten” corner of Brooklyn during the second half of the 20th century, it was 

always an important precedent for the struggle between monetary interests and 

Brooklyn’s ecology. This book is vital to my understanding of the canal and its 

dialectical connection to the borough of Brooklyn. My thesis draws on Alexiou’s 

historical work, while moving into the present day and the aftermath of the 

Superfund designation.  

In order to answer my questions, I have conducted extensive archival 

research, starting with Alexiou’s book. He provides a comprehensive bibliography 

with other useful, scholarly sources about the canal. Books about gentrification in 

Brooklyn in general, such as Suleiman Osman’s The Invention of Brownstone 

Brooklyn, The World in Brooklyn; a collection of recent scholarship about 

Brooklyn edited by Judith N. DeSena and Timothy Shortell, and Jeremiah Moss’s 

Vanishing New York examine the broader changes in the borough. The 

photographs of Steven Hirsch, which show the level of pollution in the canal, are 

also very useful. Larger almanacs, like the AIA Guide to New York City and the 

Encyclopedia of New York City, provide context for the canal’s place in a bigger 

narrative of New York City. There are also works that inform my topic more 

broadly, dealing with issues of gentrification, geographic scale, environmental 

justice, and sustainability, such as Kay Hymowitz’s The New Brooklyn, Sarah 

Schulman’s Gentrification of the Mind, and Ronald Sandler’s Environmental 

Justice and Environmentalism.    
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I also, in order to fully assess the relationship between the Whole Foods 

and the Gowanus Canal, have developed a broad theoretical framework that 

deals with issues of environmental justice, sustainability, and geographical scale, 

based on existing scholarly work. When considering the presence of the Whole 

Foods on the Gowanus Canal, the issue of environmental justice is twofold: 

distributional environmental justice and procedural environmental justice 

(Pearsall & Pierce, 2010). This definition of environmental justice identifies the 

“distribution” of environmental benefits and burdens between different peoples 

and places and the procedural component as the “focus on the right of all people 

to participate in environmental decision-making” (Pearsall and Pierce, 2010, 

571). Pearsall (2010b) also examines the ways in which distributional and 

procedural justice are considered in urban sustainable planning and how they 

affect the human populations in cities. Laura Pulido extends the discourse 

around environmental injustice to include the concept of environmental racism, 

“the idea that nonwhites are disproportionately exposed to pollution” (Pulido, 

2000, 12).    

Environmental urban planning is directly related to issues of geographic 

scale and how the local and federal government deal with distributional and 

procedural environmental justice. Geographers Eugene McCain and Byron Miller 

both agree that “Scale...is not given but constructed” (Miller, 1997,173). McCain 

asserts that scale is a framing device, used by political actors, scholars, and 

planners to define specific spatial boundaries of a specific “focal setting,” thus 

making scaling a political act (McCain, 2003, 162). It frames a space with a 
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specific set of boundaries. Because scale is fluid, it leaves open the opportunity 

for both manipulation by those in power (state scale), but also for citizen 

involvement (local scale) in those spaces. When dealing with scales as related to 

both kinds of environmental justice, scholars like Pearsall and Pearce assert that 

the more localized procedural justice is, the more environmentally democratic a 

space can become. In the case of the Whole Foods, there seems to be a 

fundamental lack of both distributional and procedural justice, which stems from 

the lack of involvement of the citizens of the Gowanus, as well as the profit-

driven bias of the governmental policies around development. It is important to 

consider though, as Branden Born and Marc Purcell write, local scales are 

“equally likely to be just or unjust, sustainable or unsustainable, secure or 

insecure” (Born & Purcell, 2006, 195). Local isn't always better, as people in the 

community are often just as focused on short-term economic benefits rather than 

long-term environmental and civic benefits as their corporate or governmental 

counterparts.I use these ideas to dissect Whole Foods’ role in both continuing 

old, and establishing new, environmental inequalities in the canal area. Building 

on these existing theories, I look at the ways in which environmental injustice has 

always, since the arrival of European settlers, been tied to the industry and 

people in the vicinity of the Gowanus, on the political and personal scale.   

Additionally, I provide a theoretical definition of the phenomenon of 

gentrification to explore the extensive change going on in the Gowanus 

neighborhood in my fourth chapter. To fully understand gentrification, I describe 

the origins of property and the colonization of Brooklyn, using the work of 
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Nicholas Blomley, who writes that “the very creation of the city, and its symbolic 

value as a site of civilization and settled property has often been yoked to its role 

as a propertied space.” Property ownership contributes to the exclusionary 

structuring of urban spaces, as it breaks space up into private and public 

(Blomley, 2004, xvii). Access to space is thus divided into those who can own it 

and those who cannot. Invoking Blomley’s notions of property as inherently 

constructed to be unequal, I look at how developers and companies like Whole 

Foods are proliferating the inequality of private property.  

I also examine the Whole Foods’ place in the neighborhood changes in 

the Gowanus by combining a more traditional definition of gentrification, based 

on geographer Ruth Glass’s original scholarly definition of the wealthy, rural 

gentry class moving into to urban centers (Glass, 1964) and more recent work 

done by academics Jeremiah Moss and Samuel Stein. I use Moss’s and Stein's 

perspectives on gentrification to examine how the Whole Foods is related to the 

ways in which the administrations of Mayors Michael Bloomberg and Bill de 

Blasio have attempted to rezone the Gowanus neighborhood for increased real 

estate development, and how this lead to gentrification in the neighborhood. 

Moss uses his definition to bemoan the loss of a more “authentic,” and the 

proliferation of a more suburbanized, New York City. Stein (2019, 5-7) writes 

about the proliferation of “the real estate state,” or how “the state is both used by 

and uses (the) organized capital” of real estate developers and landlords. He 

opines that the partnership between governmental urban planners and private 

developers has transformed the ways cities function by prioritizing private capital 
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over public interests. I build upon their framework to examine the ways in which 

the gentrification occurring in the Gowanus neighborhood has economic 

implications for the neighborhood’s marginalized residents, in addition to the role 

of gentrification in the “greening” of the Gowanus neighborhood (Hart, 1996).         

Using a political-ecology lens and my understanding of socio-nature, I 

observed the Gowanus Canal and Gowanus area myself, in an attempt to 

understand the complex conflicts going on in the different parts of the 

neighborhood. The concept of socio-nature that I utilize comes from scholar Erik 

Swyngedouw, who says that “society and nature, representation and being are 

inseparable, integral to each other, infinitely bound up,” (Swyngedouw, 1996, 2). 

Swyngedouw’s work helped me assess the impact of the Gowanus Canal itself, a 

piece of human-made nature, on the residents of the Gowanus neighborhood 

and Brooklyn generally. When I was looking at the canal from this socio-nature 

perspective, William Helmreich’s book The New York NoBody Knows was a 

helpful text in making these trips to the canal and using effective research 

methods, including talking to strangers. I also researched the work of local 

activist groups and was able to talk with a leading officer from one of them. In 

addition, I met with a representative from the city council office that represents 

the neighborhood2. The NYC Planning Department also has a very useful 

website of up-to-date information about redevelopment projects in New York City, 
                                                
2 Brad Lander is the City Council member representing the Gowanus and has done a lot of work around the 
canal clean-up; I spoke to the Deputy Chief of Staff in charge of zoning and land use in his office to 
understand the political processes behind the clean-up and general development in the Gowanus area, as 
well as New York City as a whole. In addition, I was able to meet with one of the leading officers of the 
Friends of the Greater Gowanus (FROGG), a local advocacy group, who was heavily involved in the 
protests that happened when the Whole Foods’ plan was first announced and beginning construction, and 
was generous enough to speak with me. Another member of FROGG, Katia Kelly, has kept a 
comprehensive and encyclopedic blog on all of the current events in the Gowanus since 2006. Her work was 
extremely useful in informing my understanding of the recent history and conflicts in the neighborhood.  
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including the ongoing Gowanus project. The Brooklyn Historical Society and New 

York Public Library both have a collection of Sanborn fire insurance maps that I 

used to investigate the history of property ownership in the Gowanus area.    

My thesis begins with a retelling of the history of the Gowanus Canal, first 

as a creek, then as the canal we know it as today, as well as a historic site of 

conflict between economic and environmental issues. Thus, in my next chapter, I 

outline the history of the Gowanus: an ecological history of what would become 

the canal, the early settlements by the Lenape tribe who were in the area, the 

Dutch colonial period, the canal during its years as an industrial actor and its 

decline into post industrial ruin. I explore the making of the canal as an industrial 

tool and the dialectical relationship between the canal and the cities of Brooklyn 

and New York.  

Following that, in Chapter 3, I dissect the evolution and creation of the 

Whole Foods in the Gowanus Canal, as well as how and why the store came to 

be on the banks of such a polluted site. Whole Foods’ self-proclaimed 

classification as “the greenest supermarket in New York State” is of particular 

interest to me. I explore what the company means by this and how its definition 

of “green” relates to issues of environmental injustice.   

In Chapter 4, I write about the transformation of the Gowanus area from a 

neglected post-industrial area to the neighborhood it is today, specifically by 

looking at the struggles around the Whole Foods and examining the conflicts of 

socio-nature surrounding the canal. I illuminate the correlation between the 
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development of the Whole Foods and the rest of the neighborhood and the 

issues of environmental injustice and inequality that surround the canal.  

In my conclusion, I broaden my scope to illustrate the connection between 

what is going on in the Gowanus and the ties between socio-nature and the 

“green” neoliberal city more generally. This is especially relevant given the trends 

of rezoning and development occurring in New York City. The Gowanus Canal 

Whole Foods is a microcosm for the kinds of economic and environmental issues 

that plague post-industrial societies; it provides a great example of the conflicts 

present in these spaces. 
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CHAPTER 2:  
The Historical Geography of Block 978, Lot 16 

 
 At the heart of the changing Gowanus neighborhood, Whole Foods is 

situated about halfway down the canal from the mouth. It sits on the Fourth 

Street Basin, which dips from the canal towards Third Avenue, providing the 

store with direct access to the main waterway. Because of its prime position both 

on the canal and at the convergence of the major neighborhoods that surround it, 

this little, 2.15-acre-plot of land, now occupied by Whole Foods, has played a 

crucial role in the development of the Gowanus Canal. In this chapter, I tell the 

story of what is now Lot 16, beginning in the 1600s with violent colonization of 

the Lenape people by European (mainly Dutch) settlers, through the Industrial 

Age of the 18th and 19th centuries when the canal was at its peak, finishing in 

the 20th and early 21st century, when the canal and the neighborhood along with 

it was forgotten. I end the chapter with an examination of the Environmental 

Protection Agency’s decision to designate the canal as a Superfund site.    

Examining the historical geography of the lot and the canal helps explicate 

the roots of environmental inequality and racism that have been an integral part 

of the area’s development since it was first settled. We see this in the way the 

Gowanus was alternatively colonized by industry and commerce at different 

points of its history and then abandoned and left to decay, befouled by the 
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exploitive use, until the next round: the current revitalization that prioritizes profit 

over environmental health, exemplified by the Whole Foods. We also see this in 

the absence of the indigenous peoples in the Gowanus today, because of the 

violent colonization by the Dutch. Additionally, the colonization of the land in the 

Gowanus led to the construction of private property in the area, which we see as 

the beginning of establishing exclusionary spaces, like the Whole Foods today. 

Each of these layers built upon the next to become an efficient system of the 

environmental inequality and racism thriving in the Gowanus neighborhood.   

 Even before it was a fully realized and constructed canal, the Gowanus 

played a key part in the development of Brooklyn. Early maps of Brooklyn, under 

Dutch settlement, reveal that the Gowanus Creek was once connected to a small 

pond just south of where Whole Foods now stands, before splintering off into 

more tiny, winding creeks (see Figure 5, Appendix). The land that became the 

Gowanus neighborhood was a marsh with a tidal creek running through it. The 

Canarsie branch of the Lenape Nation lived in the area; the Whole Foods stands 

on land that was once home to Chief Gouwane and his people (some scholars 

contest the chief’s name as the origin of the word “Gowanus.” As Joseph Alexiou 

points out, other scholars believe the name to be derived from several different 

Dutch, Lenape, or Iroquois words, such as gawunsch, meaning “thorn bush,” 

gauwin, “to sleep,” or Ogowanda, “surrounded by hills” [Alexiou, 2015, 28]). The 

Dutch first started to colonize the land around the Gowanus in the late 1630s, 

establishing the Town of Gowanus as a tobacco plantation along the creek. 

Although the Dutch were the most influential colonial power in the area, the first 
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official “purchase” of land was actually made by two British men, William Bennett 

and Jacques Bentin from Native American chief Sachem Ka (Alexiou, 2015, 21). 

Though the specifics of the deal have been lost over time, this purchase and the 

colonizing activity by the Dutch in the Gowanus area was later categorized by 

historian Henry Reed Stiles as the “first step in the settlement of the City of 

Brooklyn” (Stiles, 1867, 24).  

The process of settlement was a violent one, in two different ways. The 

more direct violence was the physical war waged by the Dutch against the 

Lenape. In 1638, William Kieft took over as the director-general in charge of the 

increasing Dutch presence in Brooklyn. Despite a relatively good relationship 

between the Dutch owners and the Canarsee Tribe, Kieft sought to get the 

Native Americans off what he considered to be Dutch land. He attempted to tax 

the Lenape for living on the property that the Dutch had bought from them, and 

when they refused to pay, Kieft began sending the soldiers at his disposal to 

attack the indigenous people. This lead to a year-long bloody conflict between 

1642 and 1643 that left the Lenape mostly dead or “subdued,” the Dutch nearly 

bankrupt, and many of the settlements destroyed (Alexiou, 2015, 32). There were 

many Dutch colonials who were opposed to Kieft’s treatment of the Lenape, but 

no one tried to prevent him from waging war against them.  

By the 1670s, the Dutch were harvesting the oysters that were native to 

the creek and using those oysters as a major export for trading with England, 

Spain, and other colonial powers. Slowly, the area began attracting more Dutch 

residents, who built mills and small farm houses along the creek. The most 
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famous extant example of these early Dutch houses is the Old Stone House, built 

in 1700 by Dutch farmers, Claes Arentsen Vechte and his son Hendrick 

Claessen Vechte. The Old Stone House served as the rebel headquarters of 

General William Alexander’s army during the American defeat of the Battle of 

Brooklyn in 1776 (Plunz & Culligan, 2007, 34-35). Most of the rest of the 18th 

century activity is categorized by the Dutch farming that was common all over 

Brooklyn.  

 At the start of the nineteenth century, more and more people built along 

the creek. Then the small water body began to attract businessmen who were 

able to see the industrial potential of the natural landscape, for manufacturing 

and transportation. One of these business people, Edwin C. Litchfield, a lawyer 

and railroad tycoon from Albany, bought the plot where the Whole Food is now 

located in 1852 from a Dutch man named Jacques Cortelyou, whose family had 

owned the land since before the Revolutionary War. Litchfield also bought the 

marshy farmlands and mills that became Gowanus and Park Slope for $150,000. 

In that one year, he acquired over 200 acres of land surrounding the Gowanus 

Creek. Litchfield was not alone in his investment in the area, but he was the 

biggest player in Brooklyn real estate at the time. With Litchfield’s investments in 

the area, the Gowanus began to industrialize quickly. His money and influence 

were key not only to getting the Gowanus Canal built, but also in the creation of 

the Park Slope neighborhood (Alexiou, 2015, 140-160).   

During the 1850s, the New York State Legislature dredged and widened 

the creek into a slightly larger canal that would be the starting point for the fully 
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formed Gowanus Canal. This dredging was first ordered in 1849 to connect the 

increasing number of mills and industries being established along the creek to 

the Upper New York Bay and Manhattan. Coal, oil, and garment factories were 

the main industries that clustered along the newly built canal, in addition to many 

different construction companies, like one that set up on the Whole Foods lot.     

At this time, Brooklyn was growing as both a city and an industrial force in 

the nation. Bud Livingston, in his book on Civil War-era Brooklyn, refers to the 

borough as “Lincoln’s third biggest city” (Livingston, 2012). As of 1869, around 

seven hundred industrial and residential buildings were built in South Brooklyn 

per year, a phenomenal growth (Plunz & Culligan, 2007, 34). Litchfield took 

advantage of the sudden boom on the canal and had both the Fourth and Eighth 

Street Basins built off of the main canal. These 100-feet-wide basins provided 

direct water access to the plots of land he owned that were just off the canal 

proper (Postal, 2006, 6). This convenience attracted a growing number of 

Brooklyn business, including the New York and Long Island Coignet Stone 

Company, which leased the land around the Fourth Street Basin from Litchfield.   

There is still evidence of the New York and Long Island Coignet Stone 

Company’s presence on that lot. At the very tip of the block of Third Street and 

Third Avenue stands a relatively small, square, concrete building. With Whole 

Foods looming over it, the Coignet Building serves as a reminder of the lot’s 

industrial past in the face of its shifting present and future. The Coignet Building 

was the administrative building for the New York and Long Island Coignet Stone 

Company starting in 1872, designed for the company by the construction firm 
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William Field and Son (Postal, 2006, 4). More significantly, however, the building 

was the initial use of the then-revolutionary Coignet concrete technique. It was 

patented by French entrepreneur Francois Coignet as the first form of iron 

reinforced concrete for building. Though popular because of its cheap prices and 

relative durability, the design limitations of the Coignet concrete caused concern, 

so William Field built the Coignet Building to show off the capacity of the material 

to create a beautiful and structurally sound building. Field’s work was such a 

success and the building was so well received by the Brooklyn media that, in 

1873, the NYLICSC made 765 building facades with the Coignet material 

(Alexiou, 2015, 208). Like many of the rest of the industrial powers that once 

occupied the area, the New York and Long Island Coignet Stone Company is 

long gone from the Gowanus, but the Coignet Building still stands on that corner. 

It was designated a historic landmark by the New York City and has been 

undergoing a restoration since 2016.   

The New York and Long Island Coignet Stone Company occupied two lots 

on the Fourth Street Basin, the eventual Whole Foods land, and the space 

directly across the water from it on Third Ave and Sixth Street. The company was 

first situated elsewhere on the Gowanus, on modern-day Smith Street and 

Hamilton Avenue. However, as the business grew, it needed a larger 

headquarters, which is why it moved onto Litchfield’s land on the Fourth Street 

Basin. Initially, the company was extremely successful, contracted to construct 

big projects in the growing city, including parts of St. Patrick’s Cathedral in 

Manhattan, bridges in the newly established Prospect Park, and multiple building 
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facades on Atlantic Ave. Despite its strong beginnings, the NYLICSC had to file 

for bankruptcy in 1874 and went out of business in 1882 (Padwee, 2014).   

It was also around this time that the first negative effects of the 

industrialization of the Gowanus began to show. Less than ten years after the 

canal was completed, in April 1876, the Brooklyn Daily Eagle published an article 

titled, “A Stench in the Nostrils of South Brooklyn.” The Eagle reported that the 

Gowanus Canal and the area around it had a developed a particularly horrible 

odor. This was caused by thousands of pounds of ash and other “offensive 

materials” being dumped both into and around the canal daily. A build-up of 

these materials, mixed with the natural marshes that had been cut off from the 

tidal canal during its construction, produced “foul, mismanaged swamps,” around 

the canal (Alexiou, 2015, 221). The Eagle article pointed to the Fourth Street 

Basin as a particularly egregious example of the foul, polluted water. This 

newspaper article reveals three important things about the state of the canal in its 

first decade. First, just seven years after the canal was completed, there were 

already signs of the permanent ecological damage the industry along the 

Gowanus would cause. Second, the presence of the swampy, odorous marshes 

shows how the architects of the canal were ignorant of, and likely indifferent to, 

the environmental consequences of its construction: namely, the separation of 

naturally occuring marshes that caused them to stagnate. Finally, as far back as 

one hundred and forty years ago, there were prescient calls to clean up and 

protect the canal.  
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The Eagle continued publishing articles about the degradation of the canal 

during the end of the 1870s. A piece from August 1877, revealed that a total of 

1,676 tons of “solid waste” (sewage) were dumped into the canal every year. 

One landowner pointed to Litchfield’s properties, specifically those along the 

Fourth Street Basin as one of the worst offenders, calling the basin a “perfect 

cesspool...day after (day) I have seen the same carcasses floating in the water 

by the half-dozen,” (Alexiou, 2015, 222). All of this pollution and press coverage 

of it forced the New York State Legislature to pass laws in attempt to protect the 

canal and prevent further damage. Despite the protests of Litchfield and other 

powerful landowners in the Gowanus (Alexiou, 2015, 225-227), the State of New 

York enacted a law to build a giant waste pipe to divert and control the combined 

sewer overflow from harming the canal (Plunz & Culligan, 2007, 35).          

When the Stone Company closed, the Coignet became the headquarters 

for Litchfield’s Brooklyn Improvement Company, the organization Litchfield had 

established to oversee all of his land holdings, which operated out of the building 

until 1957 (Postal). Litchfield himself experienced a quasi-fall from grace in the 

1880s. After a series of both financial and personal scandals, he sold his land on 

the Gowanus in the Fourth Street Basin to Nicholas Cowenhaven, a descendant 

of one of the early Dutch farmers in the Gowanus. Cowenhaven, in turn, rented 

the land to a stone yard, a coal yard, and the Pure Oil Company (Sanborn, 

1904). These were some of the biggest industries in the Gowanus and some of 

the worst polluters.   



29 

In 1920, the Gowanus Canal was the single busiest waterway in the 

country, with six million tons of cargo passing through it every year (Plunz & 

Culligan, 2007, 35). This prosperity did not last. Many changes occurred during 

the twentieth century in Brooklyn that had a mostly detrimental impact on the 

Gowanus. It started in 1933 with the completion of IND Subway line, which 

included a bridge that took the subway over the Gowanus. The Verrazano 

Narrows Bridge opened in 1959, connecting South Brooklyn to Staten Island. 

This meant that Brooklyn was now accessible to the rest of the United States by 

car and truck for the first time, further diminishing the need for water transport 

(Lewine, 1998). Robert Moses, in one of his many highway projects, created the 

Gowanus Expressway, which opened in 1964 and diverted traffic around the 

canal, rendering it irrelevant. This was at the same time that, country-wide, 

industrialization was in decline. In 1948, just after World War II, eighty percent of 

Brooklyn’s coal and oil made its way through the canal. By 1970, fifty percent of 

the properties in the Gowanus were abandoned (Plunz & Culligan, 2007, 36).  

In a little over a hundred years, the Gowanus Canal had gone from being 

the linchpin of growth and industrialization in Brooklyn to a discarded, irrelevant 

canal and an abandoned neighborhood in decline. During this time of 

deindustrialization, the pollution in the canal actually grew worse. In 1961, the 

main flushing tunnel that had been finished in 1911 and was supposed to keep 

the canal’s waters moving failed, and the stagnant water allowed the toxics to 

begin to eat at the walls of the waterway, becoming embedded in its floor. Fifteen 

years later, in 1976, there was a devastating fire at the Patchogue Oil Terminal, 
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which caused nine hundred thousand gallons of oil to dump into the canal (Plunz 

& Culligan, 2007, 36). Bleak as this situation was, it mirrored what was 

happening across New York City. The government seemed to have abandoned 

urban areas in New York, as President Ford made clear when he denied NYC a 

federal bail-out, prompting the Daily News headline: “FORD TO CITY: DROP 

DEAD” (Van Riper, 1975).  

Things began looking up for the Gowanus in 1985, when the City of New 

York announced an Industrial Renewal Plan to help revitalize the area. This 

would include some sort of attention being paid to the environmental clean-up of 

the canal. Nothing was acted upon, however, until 1998, when the flushing tunnel 

was finally reactivated and allowed “clean oxygenated water to flow down the 

canal from the Buttermilk Channel,” for the first time in 37 years (Plunz & 

Culligan, 2007, 37). Four years later, in 2002, the United States Army Corps of 

Engineers began a study on the feasibility of a clean-up process. There was an 

increase in real estate speculation and renewed interest in rezoning the 

Gowanus neighborhood from Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s administration in the 

early 2000s, which I will talk about more in chapters three and four.  

This development was put on hold somewhat in 2008, after the 

Environmental Protection Agency found PCBs, PAHs, pesticides, and other 

toxins in the canal, in alarming, dangerous amounts. As Alexiou (2015, 351) 

describes, “There was an average of ten feet of toxic sludge on the floor of the 

canal...on the rating system for the level of toxic pollution, the Gowanus scored a 

50 out of 100, the same score given to the Love Canal in the early 1980s.” To put 
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that in perspective, the minimum score required to nominate a site to the 

Superfund is a 28. In April of 2009, the EPA announced its nomination of the 

Gowanus Canal as a Superfund site, causing an uproar in New York City. The 

Bloomberg Administration feared that the involvement of the federal government 

would infringe on the real estate development that it was strongly supporting and 

that the EPA would fine the city for its neglectful care of the combined sewer 

overflow that ran into the Gowanus, which the EPA determined contributed 

greatly to the pollution in the canal. The Bloomberg Administration came up with 

its own, alternate plan to clean the Gowanus and garnered the support of the 

development group the Toll Brothers, Bill de Blasio, then the councilman 

representing the Gowanus, and the Gowanus Conservancy, a community group 

lead by local heavyweight Buddy Scotto. This plan would favor real estate and 

commercial development over the environmental clean-up of the Canal. The 

city’s plan sought to fund the clean up with $150 million of the city’s capital 

budget, grant money from the federal government, and a $30 million contribution 

from the Toll Brothers. In exchange for their financial help, the Toll Brothers 

would receive “exclusive rights to canal front development,” but they would walk 

away from the project if the canal were Superfunded. The Bloomberg 

administration championed its plan as cost effective and time efficient, citing a 

2013 completion date (Farrell, 2014, 197-198). Mayor Bloomberg maintained that 

the involvement of the EPA and Superfund would be a hindrance to both the 

environmental and economic changes his administration prioritized.       
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The support for the Superfund, though, greatly outweighed that of its few, 

albeit influential and vocal, detractors. During the 90-day public comment period 

following the Superfund nomination, there were more than a thousand responses 

in favor of the EPA’s cleanup, compared to only two hundred comments 

protesting. Additionally, the City of New York was never able to provide a 

detailed plan for the clean up and was uncooperative when the EPA attempted to 

collaborate on any concrete clean-up methods. Finally, in March of 2010, after a 

year of the EPA negotiations with the city, community groups, businesses, and 

the general public, the Gowanus was named a Superfund site and placed on the 

National Priorities list (Alexiou, 2015, 350-354). The Toll Brothers abandoned 

their project on the canal, and Mayor Bloomberg’s rezoning plan was put on hold.         

Until the Whole Foods came to town, the lot on the Third and Third was 

home to the city’s largest concrete recycling plant, known as the Red Hook 

Crushers. Every major construction project brought concrete to the giant 

crushers that stood high along the canal, which smashed the concrete back into 

useable cement. When Whole Foods executives wanted to use the land for their 

store in 2005, the Department of Sanitation forced the family that owned the 

crushers to lease the land to Whole Foods for 99 years, otherwise threatening to 

sue them, based on a vague infarction involving alleged problems of “honest and 

integrity” that the DOS filed against them in the 1990s. New York City’s concrete 

recycling is now mostly shipped and trucked to New Jersey and Maspeth, 

Queens (Kuntzman, 2006).  
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One of the major conflicts surrounding the Whole Foods development 

initially was the fact that the lot lay in the Gowanus Industrial Business Zone. An 

IBZ, according to the New York City Economic Development Corporation is a:   

designation that fosters high-performing business districts by creating 

competitive advantages over locating in areas outside of New York City. 

The IBZs are supported by tax credits for relocating within them, zone-

specific planning efforts, and direct business assistance from Industrial 

Providers of NYC Business Solutions Industrial and Transportation. In light 

of the purpose of IBZs to foster industrial sector growth by creating real 

estate certainty, the previous administration stated that it would not 

support the rezoning of these areas for residential use (NYCDEC, 2014).    

This means that the area is zoned for the sole purpose of industrial businesses. 

Gowanus blogger and member of the community activism group Katia Kelly 

points out that the Whole Food disrupting the IBZ was a major concern, as it 

would be taking away several acres of land, jobs, and would increase 

commercial traffic in an industrial zone (Kelly, 2012).  

This is an example of one of the many conflicts at the center of Whole 

Foods’ move into the Gowanus neighborhood, which has, in turn, caused years 

of struggles and controversies, including an ongoing debate surrounding the 

rezoning of the area. In my next chapter, I dissect the conflicts that characterized 

the building of the Whole Foods and the continued strife caused by the store’s 

presence in the neighborhood, particularly its environmental impact. 
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CHAPTER 3:  
Brownfield to Whole Foods: The Greening of Second Nature  

 
The process of making the Gowanus Canal and the neighborhood around 

it, from the original creek that was home to the Canarsie Lenape Native 

Americans to the industrial powerhouse it was in the 19th and early 20th 

centuries, can be characterized as a journey from “first nature” to “second 

nature.” First nature describes nature in its original state, outside of human 

influence. Second nature, on the other hand, applies to nature as altered by 

humankind (Smith, 1984, 6-7, 40). People have always influenced the natural 

environment in which they live. In the Gowanus, both the Lenape and early 

colonial settlers certainly had an impact on the nature they encountered. They 

hunted, fished, chopped down trees for lumber and fuel. But their transformation 

of nature did not permanently damage it. Then came the industrialization and the 

drive for profit in the 18th century and onward, which deformed the first nature of 

the Gowanus Creek into the polluted Gowanus Canal, contaminated to the point 

that it is now a Superfund site. As a result of human interference, the Gowanus 

became an environmentally damaged piece of second nature. With its Gowanus 
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store, Whole Foods brands itself as the remedy to this mutilation, through 

allegedly green building materials and supposed environmentally conscious 

products. Throughout this chapter, I demonstrate Whole Foods’ methods of doing 

this and the negative effects of a kind of greening that is environmentally 

inconsequential and causes race and class based exclusion.   

We can see this calculated branding of Whole Foods as the salve to the 

problems in the neighborhood in the official announcement video for the opening 

of the Whole Foods in the Gowanus. The Northeast Regional Manager for Whole 

Foods Christina Minardi proudly says, “Our goal with the Whole Foods Brooklyn 

store was to create a store that looks like it’s been in Brooklyn for a hundred 

years,” (WholeFoodsMarket, 2013b, 1:20). Later in the same video, various 

Whole Foods administrators and the co-founders emphasize the positive effect 

the Brooklyn store would have on the community and strong relationship the 

company was forming with the neighborhood residents. As examples of Whole 

Foods’ investment in the borough, they cite their commitment to locally-sourced 

products and the impressive number of employees who are native Brooklynites. 

In a separate interview, Minardi calls the store “groundbreaking” and says that it 

was the intention of the company to build a store that the Brooklyn community 

“felt best represented their borough, its rich history, and forward-thinking 

residents” (Whole Foods, 2013).   

At the grand opening, former Brooklyn Borough President Marty 

Markowitz gave an impassioned speech about the store’s contribution to 

Brooklyn, proudly proclaiming: 
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I am here not only as your borough president, but as the borough’s 

foodie in chief. There is an old saying, “Man and woman does not 

live on bread alone.” And that’s why there’s Whole Foods! For all 

the organic, artisanal, local, ethical, hand crafted, grass fed, free 

range, sustainable, eco-friendly, gluten free, rooftop hydroponic 

grown, gourmet, cruelty free food that you could ever dream of. 

Congratulations!  

Markowitz was notorious during his tenure as a boisterous, outspoken, quasi-

caricature of a Brooklynite. In some ways, this speech is the embodiment of his 

outrageous rhetoric; calling himself the borough’s foodie-in-chief, for example. At 

the same time though, Markowitz points out important aspects of the store’s 

essential characteristics.   

 As Markowitz asserts, Whole Foods is a natural foods supermarket. In all 

its branding, the company focuses on the fact that it doesn’t not sell any products 

containing artificial ingredients or hydrogenated fats. They employ an aspirational 

idea of food that’s “artisanal, gourmet, organic,” or any of the other adjectives 

Markowitz used, to justify exorbitantly high prices. Stores like Whole Foods that 

use their organic, health-centric rhetoric to drive up prices create a racial and 

economic injustice, points out Isabella Anguelovksi. She writes that the presence 

of Whole Foods in diverse and gentrifying neighborhoods like the Gowanus 

create “food mirages,” or neighborhoods where “grocery stores abound, but they 

are unaffordable for lower�income residents...Such grocery stores are the 

traditional shopping places of higher�income and whiter residents, who see them 
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as destination stores because of their aesthetically pleasing, relaxing and calm 

atmosphere,” (Anguelovksi, 2016). This holds true for the Gowanus, a 

neighborhood that is home to people of all different backgrounds (29 percent of 

the neighborhood population is Latinx and 25 percent is African American [Niche, 

2019]). The Whole Foods only attracts a certain segment of these residents: the 

more affluent, mostly white citizens. After repeated observations, the racial 

dynamic of the store is clear: the majority of the shoppers are white 

professionals, the creative class, or white families with small children. The 

employees, on the other hand, are largely people of color (Personal observation, 

2019). The store reproduces race and class divisions already at play in the 

gentrifying Gowanus neighborhood.    

This food racism and classism is one kind of injustice, but the 

development of the Whole Foods in the Gowanus exemplifies yet another 

pervasive strain of injustice. This kind of large-scale construction (commotion and 

disruption) always creates some issues for a community, but in this case it 

negatively affected the physical infrastructure (the polluted canal and the traffic) 

and failed to adequately address the inherent environmental hazards. The 

struggle between the company and the city government, on one side, and 

Gowanus residents, on the other, over the building of the Whole Foods lasted for 

years, and continues to shape the neighborhood to this day.     

To understand how the Whole Foods store came to be in the Gowanus, it 

is useful to look at the history of this American supermarket chain. It was started 

in 1978, in Austin, Texas by friends John Mackey and Renee Lawson, as a 
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vegetarian-only health food store called SaferWay. Two years later, Mackey and 

Lawson merged with another Austin health food store Clarksville Natural 

Grocery, owned by Craig Weller and Mark Skiles. These four rebranded as 

Whole Foods and were extremely successful in Austin. By the mid-1980s, Whole 

Foods was able to expand outside of Austin, first to Houston and Dallas, then to 

New Orleans, LA, and Palo Alto, California. In the 1990s, the chain was so 

successful that they were able to “continue to open new stores from the ground 

up, (and) fueled rapid growth by acquiring other natural foods chains” (Whole 

Foods, 2017). The company expanded internationally to Canada in 2003, and to 

the United Kingdom in 2004.      

The year 2001 saw the opening of the first Whole Foods in New York City, 

on 24th Street and 7th Avenue in Chelsea, Manhattan. Four years later, Whole 

Foods turned its eyes on New York’s up-and-coming borough: Brooklyn. It makes 

sense that the chain would want to move into Brooklyn, as at the turn of this 

century Brooklyn was being “rediscovered” by hipsters and developers alike. Yet 

to the casual observer, it might have seemed perplexing that the Gowanus 

neighborhood was chosen, as it was still viewed as a seedy, rundown place.  

Despite these perceptions of the area, the Whole Foods began working on 

its “Third and Third” store in 2006. There were incentives to build at this location, 

given the lower real estate prices, proximity to transportation, and the promise of 

tax incentives from both the city and federal government. Almost as soon as the 

Whole Foods plans were made public, the community board and activist groups 

like Friends of Greater Gowanus were extremely concerned by the proposal, 
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which initially included a below- ground parking lot, then an alternate plan with 

rooftop parking (Durkin, 2012). In 2011, the Friends of Greater Gowanus local 

advocacy group argued at hearings before the NYC Board of Standards and 

Appeals in favor of denying any variances that would allow Whole Foods to 

sidestep the traditional Gowanus zoning laws in the neighborhood and the canal 

itself (Kelly, 2011). There was particular controversy around the store's proximity 

to the historic Stone Coignet Building and the number of entrances to the parking 

lot for the cars because of the disruption of traffic. Although the city panel did, in 

fact, deny Whole Foods’ request for variances, delaying construction in 2011, 

eventually, the grocery store chain prevailed by making a few concessions to the 

community concerns. As the New York Times points out, while the company 

ended up building a 248-space ground floor parking lot, “original plans called for 

a parking deck and for the building to be partially underground” (Robbins, 2012). 

By February of 2012 however, Whole Foods succeeded in getting the zoning 

changes from the Board of Appeals: “The board voted 5-0 to let Whole Foods 

build a 52,000 square foot store - about five times bigger than what zoning 

regulations would otherwise approve” (Durkin, 2012).  

 One city and federal requirement did have to be addressed though: Whole 

Foods needed to prove that the land in question was suitable for human 

occupation and public use. The years of industry on the canal left behind toxins 

imbedded in the soil. To mitigate these concerns, beginning in 2009, Whole 

Foods took part in the New York State-sponsored Brownfield Cleanup Program. 

According to the official website of the New York State Department of 
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Environmental Conservation, the goal of the Brownfield program is “to encourage 

private-sector cleanups of brownfields and to promote their redevelopment as a 

means to revitalize economically blighted communities. The BCP is an alternative 

to greenfield development and is intended to remove some of the barriers to, and 

provide tax incentives for, the redevelopment of urban brownfields” (NYSDEC). 

Both the NYSDEC and the United States Environmental Protection Agency have 

their own criteria for classifying a site as a brownfield. A brownfield is a piece of 

property that the “expansion, redevelopment, or reuse of which may be 

complicated by the presence of a hazardous substance pollutant, or 

contaminant” (EPA, 2018). The Whole Foods was definitely one such site. The 

“soil, (on the Whole Foods lot), was laced with toxins such as xylene, cadmium, 

benzopyrene, mercury, benzene, lead and phenol,” (Albrecht, 2017). All of these 

toxins were cause for concern, but the presence of benzene, a natural gas 

byproduct that is classified as a carcinogen and escapes from crude oil tanks into 

the ground or air, forced Whole Foods to pause construction of the Gowanus 

store in 2009. Although Whole Foods was aware of underground oil tanks as 

early as 2006 (Shield, 2006), the discovery of the actual tanks themselves in 

2009 meant that construction was halted. To remedy this, Whole Foods simply 

had to remove the oil tanks, excavate two feet of the contaminated land, and 

replace it with new topsoil in order to receive a “certificate of completion” for the 

NYSDEC (del Signore, 2012). The Brownfield Program does not require that its 

participants complete a comprehensive clean up; the sites simply have to be 

deemed suitable for human use. The program has faced much scrutiny and 
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skepticism from environmental activists because of the fairly low standard for 

“completion” and because of the ample tax incentives the program offers to 

private companies, like the ones it gave to Whole Foods.  

In 2017, it was revealed that Whole Foods received 12.9 million dollars in 

tax credits (Alrecht, 2017) for its participation in the State Brownfield Program. 

This is a trend in urban environmental cleanup, one with a proliferation of 

incentives like those offered by the Brownfield program. Local and federal 

governments grant private companies land and tax incentives to transform areas 

that have been neglected in one way or another: in the case of the Whole Foods, 

it was environmental. 

  To underscore this image, the Whole Foods website for the Gowanus 

store boasts: “...Our Brooklyn store offers electric vehicle charging stations, wind 

turbines built into the parking lot light poles and solar panels on our carports to 

help sustain operations while minimizing our carbon footprint” (Whole Foods, 

2019). The company asserts that the store is the “Greenest Grocery Store in 

New York State.” With the impressive visuals of a rooftop greenhouse, wind 

turbines, and solar panels, the LEED certified store checks all the boxes for a 

commercially green space. When constructing the store, Whole Foods pledged 

not to add any more contaminants to the area. They used reclaimed bricks and 

wood (the wood came from pieces of the Coney Island boardwalk when it was 

damaged by Superstorm Sandy [Piccoli, 2013]) and sustainable construction 

materials (WholeFoodsMarket, 2013a, 2:11-2:30). As laudable as these efforts 

may be, they are still largely superficial and symbolic, not nearly significant 
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enough to offset the damage of the construction and operation of the store at that 

location. The additional pollution and interruption of natural processes caused by 

the store are in opposition of truly effective sustainability.  

Writing on her blog, “Pardon Me for Asking,” in 2013, Katia Kelly poses the 

question “Is the Whole Foods’ Gowanus Store Really that Green?” (Kelly, 2013). 

Kelly points out that though the Whole Foods has a greenhouse, electric car 

charging stations, and wind turbines, its presence on the canal is an 

environmental injustice in it of itself. The store sits on a naturally occurring 

marshland, which could have continued to exist if it had been simply cleaned up 

for environmental use, rather than commercial profit. As Kelly points out, the 

National Wildlife Federation strongly discourages building on marshlands 

because it prevents the wetland from ”act(ing) like natural sponges on the 

landscape, absorbing and then gradually releasing storm waters and lessening 

flood damage.” Additionally, by Whole Foods’ own admission, 68 percent of the 

visitors to the Gowanus store drive there, thus contributing to air pollution and 

greenhouse gases in an already overly motor-vehicle-trafficked area. This is an 

alarming number considering the store’s proximity to NYC’s extensive mass 

transit system and the environmental costs of increased fossil fuel use and 

exposure (Kelly, 2013). Though the store installed wind turbines, they have not 

been in use for years, having broken soon after the store opened.     

The store’s mere presence on the canal has had additional 

consequences. The natural slope of the Gowanus also forces rainwater run-off to 

flow straight into the canal. The built environment of the Whole Foods blocks a lot 
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of this rainwater, despite the use of permeable concrete. This is causing the 

bulkheads holding the land itself from sliding in the water to buckle and move 

away from the land towards the canal. If they break, the Whole Foods 

promenade will fall into the canal, further polluting it and creating the need for a 

more expensive clean-up (Donnelly, 2019). 

Despite these detrimental consequences of the Whole Foods presence, in 

November of 2018, the Environmental Protection Agency declared a portion of 

the Gowanus Canal free of pollution for the first time in a hundred and fifty years. 

The EPA successfully dredged the bottom of the canal of its toxin filled bed and 

capped the newly clean canal floor with a “a multi-layer protective cover...to keep 

new debris from settling at the bottom,” (Walker, 2018). Although the clean-up 

process took twice as long as predicted (a full year rather than six months) the 

EPA viewed the trial clean up as a triumph and will continue using this method to 

clean the rest of the canal. Tellingly, this particular trial clean up took place in the 

Fourth Street Basin, adjacent to the Whole Foods (as an aside, the Whole Foods 

promenade touted as a public amenity was damaged during the clean up and 

continues to be closed to the public). The EPA maintains that it chose the basin 

because it was the smallest polluted section of the canal, so that the EPA could 

test the clean-up techniques in a controlled area. In fact, there are two other 

small basins, the Sixth Street and Eighth Street Basins, that the agency could 

have been cordoned off, as well as several natural sections of the canal that 

could have served as adequate testing areas. Starting with the portion of the 

canal nearest to the Whole Foods sends the distinct message that the Whole 
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Foods matters more than other residents of the canal, something I dissect more 

thoroughly in my next chapter.     

Whole Foods maintains that it's a green influence on the Gowanus 

neighborhood and its residents, one and all. To frame its existence on a heavily 

polluted Superfund site in a positive way, it touts eco-friendly construction 

materials, solar panels, and other hallmarks of "greening." As opposed to true 

sustainability, greening makes use of the rhetoric of sustainability without making 

a commitment to substantial environmental improvements. Stuart Hart (1996, 67-

68) points to the common practice for companies to institute pollution prevention 

programs in their businesses that bolster their public images and saves them 

money by lowering their rates of waste. At Whole Foods, that is evident in its 

recycled building materials and abundance of compost bins in the store, among 

others. All the while however, Whole Foods encourages people to drive to shop 

there (use of fossil fuels) and to purchase large quantities of its products. The 

company supports a kind of high-end consumption that is inherently 

unsustainable, whether or not it is marketed through the lens of “green.”    

None of that is illegal, but it belies the heavily branded image upon which 

Whole Foods is banking. As Wolch et. all (2014, 235) point out, access to the 

green work that Whole Foods is doing “is often highly stratified based on income, 

ethno-racial characteristics, age, gender, (dis)ability, and other axes of 

difference.” The organic food and products allow Whole Foods to use a 

supposed dedication to health and wellness for profit, which, in turn, excludes 

people who aren’t financially able to participate. The Whole Foods version of 
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greening is superficial. All of these purported greening efforts have had grave 

consequences for the whole neighborhood, which I talk about more in depth in 

my next chapter.   

 

 

 
 

 
CHAPTER 4:  

Whole Foods and the Gentrification of the Gowanus Neighborhood 

 

 While Whole Foods has attempted to “green” the polluted area of the 

Gowanus, it has worked in concert with the larger neighborhood changes. By 

examining the gentrification occurring in the Gowanus neighborhood in the 

present day, a history of policies designed to exclude certain groups (the working 

class and people of color) from cities and public space becomes clear. As high-

end realty has moved into the neighborhood, it has displaced many of the 

working-class people that lived in the area before this current revitalization. There 

is a symbiotic relationship between the larger scale political-economic forces of 

gentrification and the unique process of the Whole Foods development project in 

the Gowanus neighborhood. Wrapped in the trappings of on-trend green 

amenities, this combination has actually undermined the environmental equality 

and community cohesion of this part of Brooklyn. Throughout this chapter, I point 

to the systemic causes of gentrification that are negatively impacting the 

Gowanus community, specifically its residents’ access to public resources such 
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as green space. By examining historical tactics of spatial exclusion, like redlining, 

and more modern phenomena as hyper-gentrification, I illuminate how the 

Gowanus Whole Foods is concurrently part of a larger series of changes in 

Brooklyn and also a cause of change in the Gowanus.       

 The Gowanus is a neighborhood that is rapidly gentrifying. British 

geographer Ruth Glass is credited by most scholars with the first use of the term 

gentrification in 1964, when she described the process of middle-class rural 

dwellers (the Gentry) in England moving into London and displacing the lower-

class people who worked there (Glass, 1964). More recently, urban geographer 

Tom Slater (2011) has expanded on Glass’s ideas and defined gentrification as 

““the transformation of a working-class or vacant area of a city into middle-class 

residential and/or commercial use.” In its 2016 report on gentrification in New 

York City, New York University’s Furman Center for Real Estate and Urban 

Policy simply defined gentrification as, “neighborhoods that had households 

earning lower incomes later experienced rent growth at a higher rate than the 

median neighborhood” (Small, 2017).    

To say that Brooklyn as a borough has been gentrified is to more than 

state the obvious. It's an observation so often repeated in media and daily 

conversation that it has just about lost its meaning. Brooklyn is a poster child for 

urban gentrification. It has become part of the cultural lexicon to talk about 

gentrification in the borough. From Brooklyn residents themselves to late-night 

talk shows to the various movies, songs, and other works of art made about the 

changes in Brooklyn, it’s well-established, almost a cliche. While gentrification 
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itself has serious repercussions for the people and neighborhoods it touches, the 

concept is an over-beaten dead horse. It is so commonplace that it no longer 

seems threatening. Yet it is, in fact, a major crisis in cities all over the world, 

including Brooklyn and NYC in general.    

 Evidence of gentrification in the Gowanus neighborhood abounds. For 

example, in 2015, the readers of Curbed NY, an online real estate blog that 

focuses on New York City neighborhoods, voted Gowanus the “Neighborhood of 

the Year” (Plitt, 2015). This is a symbolic honor; the Curbed readers voted online 

for their “favorite” neighborhood in New York City that year. Similarly, the 

magazine Condé Nast Traveler named Gowanus one of the “Hippest Hoods” of 

2016, saying “Brooklyn's hip neighborhood of Gowanus packs in great coffee, 

cutting-edge shopping and the city's coolest new restaurants. Go now, before 

word gets out” (Marx, 2018). The neighborhood guide website Compass 

describes the Gowanus as “a creative, stylish crowd tucked into old school 

industrial Brooklyn. There’s still an intimate, frontier feel and people are happy to 

be part of the adventure. The charm of Gowanus doesn’t present itself 

immediately...while cleanup of the canal is well underway (and developers have 

taken note), an intimate feel and sense of frontier living are still palpable” 

(Compass, 2014). The fact that these sites are branding the Gowanus 

neighborhood as such a hidden hipster gem, as an appealing place to live, and 

as place with a rich blend of Old and New Brooklyn characteristics represents the 

changes going on in the neighborhood. In the early 2000s, residents, developers, 

and city officials alike perceived the Gowanus as deserted; an area of industrial 
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ruin, devoid of any redeeming qualities. By the turn of the decade, a new 

attention had been turned to the Gowanus. It has become one of the most 

sought-after neighborhoods in New York City.      

Since the Whole Foods opened in the Gowanus in December 2013, the 

neighborhood around it has undergone some of its most dramatic changes, and 

not simply in the branding rhetoric used to describe it. Across the canal from the 

store, there is the new luxury high-rise apartment building known as “365 Bond,” 

which is owned by the real estate conglomerate the Lightstone Group. The 

building boasts beautiful “Italian kitchens,” hardwood floors, and stunning views 

of the ever-growing Brooklyn skyline, as well as impressive amenities like valet 

dry cleaning, workout and yoga rooms, a private library, and the white whale of 

New York City living, in-building storage units. On the website for 365 Bond, the 

group cites Curbed NY’s 2015 Neighborhood of the Year award, in addition to 

Travelers Hippest Hood designation, calling the Gowanus “New York’s most 

celebrated neighborhood” (Lightstone Group). There are ads with impeccably 

dressed young people enjoying themselves on Brooklyn streets that look more 

like Park Slope and Brooklyn Heights, historically wealthy neighborhoods in 

Brooklyn, than the traditional grittier image of the Gowanus. One of the other 

major selling points of the building is, in fact, its proximity to the Whole Foods. 

The Lightstone Group is using this reinvented version of Gowanus to sell its  

apartments, distancing the high-end building from the formerly seedy Gowanus; 

365 Bond is a firmly established component of the Gowanus Renaissance.  
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The idea of a Gowanus “Renaissance” or transforming the Gowanus into 

Brooklyn’s Venice was most ardently articulated by Buddy Scotto. Scotto, known 

as the “Mayor of Carroll Gardens,” was a longtime activist in South Brooklyn and 

one of the most important figures in the nonprofit sector around the borough. He 

founded the Gowanus Canal Community Development Corporation (GCCDC) in 

1978. The GCCDC is an advocacy group that “...was formed to revitalize the 

communities of South Brooklyn, with particular emphasis on the area surrounding 

the Gowanus Canal,” which the group says is “one of the most challenging, 

exciting and complex urban revitalization projects in the country” (GCCDC). One 

of the organization’s (and Scotto’s) numerous accomplishments was to raise the 

money from the federal government to reactive the flushing tunnel at the mouth 

of the canal in the 1990s. Scotto had a vision of a commercially vibrant, 

redeveloped Gowanus area, with affordable housing, (particularly for seniors,) 

built along the canal and businesses, like Whole Foods, taking over the former 

industrial warehouses and lots. He was one of the voices most vehemently 

against the canal’s designation as a Superfund, as he saw the EPA’s 

involvement detrimental to the neighborhood’s “renaissance.” Though the EPA 

won the Superfund debate, development still continued, and the neighborhood 

currently looks more like Scotto’s dream for it than the future he feared under the 

Superfund.    

Now there is an official attempt to make the Gowanus Renaissance a 

reality. In October 2016, the City of New York Planning Department announced 

plans to rezone the Gowanus into a “a sustainable, inclusive, and mixed use 
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neighborhood” (NYC Department of Planning, 2019). The plan, the most recent 

draft of which was released in February of 2019, places an emphasis on 

affordable housing, commercial development, and revitalization. The city 

government sees the neighborhood as a viable place for urban and commercial 

growth. The attitudes of real estate investors, the city government, and Gowanus 

newcomers towards the area has transformed, and the neighborhood has with it. 

The Whole Foods is itself one of those major changes, also acting as a catalyst 

for the larger shifts occurring in the area; it is both a cause and an effect of the 

change occuring in the Gowanus.    

Namely, this change is a case of active and violent hyper-gentrification, a 

process that is a step beyond a so-called normal gentrification. Jeremiah Moss, 

in his book on the changes occuring in New York City, Vanishing New York, 

considers hyper- gentrification to be “the complicity between municipal 

government and big private money to reconfigure whole sections of a city, with 

dubious consequences, chief among them the ceding of space, goods and social 

currency from the ordinary classes to the ruling order” (Bellafante, 2017). When 

describing the phenomenon, Moss clearly articulates that hyper-gentrification is 

intentional. Moss defines this as the partnership of both city government and 

private developers to reconstruct entire neighborhoods to suit the needs of the 

wealthy in New York City (Moss, 2018, 7). This partnership is particularly 

beneficial to the real estate developers like the Lightstone Group in the 

Gowanus, who profit from turning properties bought at low value, often with real 

estate tax breaks from the city, into high-end housing. By doing so, they foster 
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gentrification by preventing those who cannot afford their high prices from living 

in the area (Stein, 2019, 19-20.)  

As a result of hyper-gentrification, the Gowanus has become an 

astoundingly wealthy and unaffordable neighborhood. In January of 2000, the 

median price of a home in the Gowanus neighborhood was $277,500. By April of 

2010, after the Gowanus Canal had been designated a Superfund site, that price 

was up to half a million dollars, close to double what it had been at the beginning 

of the decade. At this point, that price seems cheap though, considering that in 

2017 the median price of a home in the Gowanus was $2,333,619 (Trulia). By 

comparison, the median price of a home in all of New York City, one of the most 

competitive and expensive real estate markets in the country, was $620,000, (the 

national median was still half that at $355,400) (Zillow). In December of 2013, 

when the Whole Foods opened on Third Street and Third Ave, the median price 

was $728,049 (Trulia). That means that after the Whole Foods opened, in a span 

of only four years, the median price of a home in the Gowanus rose by 

$1,605,570.  

The racial makeup of the neighborhood has also undergone significant 

change since 2000. A map showing the demographic transformation produced by 

online urban studies website CityLab details the increases in the white population 

in Brooklyn neighborhoods. In the Gowanus, a 30% increase of (18,043) white 

people have moved into the neighborhood since 2000. That is not as 

transformative compared to the 1,235% (38,116 people) increase seen in the 

northern Brooklyn neighborhood Bedford-Stuyvesant, but 30% is still a notable 
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population change (Small, 2017). Equally notable is the class shift in the 

Gowanus. The neighborhood has long been home to working-class citizens of 

Brooklyn, like Irish, Puerto Rican, and Italian families who worked in the 

industries on the canal and at the docks on the Brooklyn side of the New York 

harbor. There was a small number of Native American residents starting in the 

1920s, who moved down state from the Mohawk reservation to work in New York 

City’s steal plants. In the 1970s, artists starting moving in, attracted by the space 

and ample light available in the abandoned warehouses along the waterfront 

(Moss, 2017, 349). These are the groups that are now excluded and displaced 

from the Gowanus as gentrification has taken hold.        

Systemic, widespread gentrification is caused by years of oppressive 

policies made by local and federal governments. Scholars like Peter Moskowitz 

point to long-term methods of excluding and displacing certain groups of people 

from urban centers as the driving force of gentrification. According to Moskowitz, 

hipsters and business people with families, or the other stereotypical gentrifiers 

are symptoms of a larger problem, rather than the cause. He explains this 

further, saying, “Gentrification is not about individual acts; it’s about systemic 

violence based on decades of racist housing policy in the United States that has 

denied people of color, especially black people, access to the same kinds of 

housing...as white Americans” (Moskowitz, 5). Gentrification, by Moskowitz’s 

definition, is a decades-long process, ingrained in urban politics and occuring 

from the top-down.   
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Moskowitz outlines how the City of New York government worked with real 

estate developers in order to transform and gentrify supposedly dilapidated 

neighborhoods in New York City. In the 1970s, when New York City was 

bankrupt, the city began appealing to private developers by subsidizing them for 

choosing to spend money in New York (Moskowitz, 192). This practice continued 

in the 1980s-90s, with the city working with real estate developers, giving away 

land and tax breaks with few restrictions on equitable use or access. Stein details 

this process: the city will divest from certain neighborhoods, cutting social 

services, which causes forced displacement and abandoned neighborhoods. 

With property values and real estate taxes lowered, real estate developers are 

able to purchase mass amounts of land for small amounts of money (Stein, 2019, 

47-48). These neoliberal practices have continued today, alive and well in the 

Gowanus. Mayor Bloomberg and Mayor de Blasio encouraged developers to 

move into the Gowanus in order to revitalize the neighborhood, giving tax breaks 

to the Lightstone Group and Whole Foods for their investments. The city’s 

involvement moves beyond allowing private groups to reconstruct the built 

environment, giving these kinds of commercial developers basically unfettered 

access to land in the city that should be used to benefit the public. Moskowitz 

points to the double-dealing of Mayor de Blasio’s apparent do-gooding zoning 

policies, writing, “Bill de Blasio’s plan to rezone areas of the city to add more 

market rate and affordable housing rarely mentions the West Village...instead 

relying on rezoning large sections of low-income neighborhoods…” (Moskowitz, 

190). Rezoning is a way to configure the neighborhoods where land is cheap to 
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reflect the goals of the mayoral administration. In the case of the Gowanus, de 

Blasio is rezoning to make room for more upscale housing and commercial 

development on the once-industrial land.     

The mayor’s current policies of rezoning have historical roots that also 

affected the construction of its neighborhoods, like the Gowanus. The 

government's practice of redlining played a role in establishing the Gowanus as a 

neighborhood ripe for cheap development. In the 1930s, the Home Owners’ Loan 

Corporation, as part of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, sent appraisers to 

neighborhoods to determine the value of homes in those districts. The areas that 

were deemed most desirable were highlighted in green and the least desirable in 

red, hence the term “redlining.” The distinctions were based on what were 

considered “hazardous places to underwrite mortgages,” and these 

classifications, as well as the work of the HOLC, had lasting consequences. “The 

lines they helped draw, based in large part on the belief that the presence of 

Blacks and other minorities would undermine property values, altered what would 

happen in these communities for years to come” (Badger, 2017). Banks were 

less likely to approve mortgages for homes in the red areas, which lead, in part, 

to the disparity in housing ownership between people of color and white people. 

Gowanus was one of the Brooklyn neighborhoods originally labeled red or 

“hazardous” (Badger, 2017). In the 1930s, the Gowanus Canal was at its peak in 

terms of industrial power. Historically, housing around centers of industry were 

undesirable to those who could afford to live elsewhere. The Gowanus was not 

an area that higher income people lived in, thanks to the air and noise pollution 
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from all of the activity and businesses, like the concrete plants and oil 

companies, on the canal. The redlining of the neighborhood made the land and 

housing in the neighborhood extremely cheap. This is what allowed working-

class Brooklynites and artists to live there, but is also what attracted real estate 

developers to the neighborhood. Redlining is not the sole cause of gentrification 

in the Gowanus and beyond, but the practice of devaluing the homes of certain 

groups and areas certainly contributed to the phenomenon of developers being 

able to snatch up properties cheaply and flip whole neighborhoods.              

Some of these changes in the Gowanus are not necessarily sinister or 

even bad for the neighborhood. There is a danger in gentrification discourse that 

opposes all change, that creates a negative perception of newcomers, and 

glorifies a violent or poverty-stricken vision of New York City. There are definitely 

positive, healthy changes taking place in the neighborhood. For instance, it didn’t 

used to be safe to walk around the Gowanus3. However, most of these new 

spaces are mostly, if not entirely, racial and economical segregated.   

This segregation of space is evident in the distributional injustices of urban 

green space that run rampant in cities in the United States. Geographers Jennifer 

Wolch, Jason Byrne, and Joshua Newell say that “...(t)here is abundant evidence 

of environmental injustice in the distribution of urban space … racial/ethnic 

minorities and low-income people have less access to green space, parks, or 

recreational programs than those who are white or more affluent” (Wolch et al., 

236). This kind of environmental injustice is writ large around the Gowanus 

                                                
3 In 1990, 5,173 crimes were reported in the 78th Police precinct, which includes the Gowanus. 
Comparatively, in 2018, there were 864 reported crimes, a 83.3 percent decrease (NYPD, 2019).  
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Canal. The one pumping station, which chugs out clean water into the canal to 

keep the water from becoming stagnant, is situated where the Gowanus Housing 

Projects meet the canal, not where the Whole Foods, with its landscaped 

walkway or expensive wedding venue sit. While Whole Foods and 365 Bond, the 

luxury apartment complex, each have expertly curated water promenades along 

the canal with well-manicured green space, the areas to the north and south of 

the Whole Foods, especially by the housing projects, lack such pedestrian-

friendly waterfront green space. There are pitiful “Green Streets” that lead up to 

the canal, with tree pits and flower beds choked with dead plants and litter. This 

shows the inequality in environmental amenities, with people with low income 

and people of color having disproportionately less access. The most egregious 

case of environmental inequality and racism, however, is the case of the Double 

D pool.  

The Double D pool is a public swimming pool on Nevins Street (which 

runs directly parallel to the canal,) between Douglass and Degraw Streets, hence 

the moniker “Double D.” It has kiddy pools, lap swim for adults, and is one of the 

most popular and busiest attractions for neighbor residents in the Gowanus 

during hot weather. In the summer of 2016, 28,000 people visited the pool 

(Kamin, 2016). Because it is a public pool, it is also one of the only places where 

the residents of wealthy parts of the Gowanus and Park Slope, (those who shop 

at Whole Foods,) and residents of the nearby projects interact. The pool was built 

in the 1950s as an amenity for the largely Irish population that then lived in the 

Gowanus Houses and Wyckoff Gardens. It sits on the site of the former Brooklyn 
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Union Gas, a utilities company that left a large deposit of the dangerous 

carcinogen coal tar in the land below the pool (Kamin, 2016). The EPA wants to 

move the pool to a vacant lot closer to the Wyckoff Gardens, clean up the coal 

tar, and place sewer tanks where the pool currently is to prevent the combined 

sewer overflow from further polluting the canal. The de Blasio administration has 

other plans for the lot where the EPA proposes to put the new pool, having 

already promised that land to two developers, Two Trees and Arker Companies, 

for two sixteen-story apartment towers with half of the units designated as “below 

market rate” in each (Cuba, 2018). The residents of the NYCHA houses have no 

other pool, yet by swimming in the Double D are risking exposure to coal tar4. 

The city is prioritizing real estate development over cleaning a toxic site that is 

dangerous to both neighborhood residents and the canal itself.               

Writing about the Gowanus in comparison to other neighborhoods around 

it, Dennis Holt said, “And in truth, there are three Gowanuses--the large housing 

projects, Gowanus Houses and Wyckoff Gardens, in the northern part; the neat 

row houses west of the canal down to about 4th Street; and the eastern part, 

which also contains row houses especially in the southern part, but is mainly the 

remains of a once thriving industrial center” (Holt, 2003). Too often, the housing 

projects are left out of the conversation surrounding all the changes and the 

environment issues that plague the Gowanus. The City of New York proposes 

vast rezoning plans to open up the neighborhood to more real estate 

development. Whole Foods is used by developers to draw a wealthier, mostly 

                                                
4 Exposure to coal tar increases the risk of skin, lung, bladder, kidney, and digestive tract cancer, 
among other health issues. (NCI, 2018.) 



58 

white demographic, to the new apartment complexes, while less affluent people 

of color, who make up almost of all of the residents of the Gowanus Houses and 

Wyckoff Gardens, are excluded from the grand Gowanus Renaissance. They 

cannot afford the upscale housing, yet the increased tax base is not used to 

improve existing public housing (Greene, 2019).       

Additionally, the businesses that serve these lower-income residents are 

also being driven out of the neighborhood. Since the grand opening of the Whole 

Foods in 2013, three grocery stores have closed in the area directly around it: 

Met Food on Smith Street, Pathmark on 9th Street, and Key Food on Fifth 

Avenue, each about a ten-minute walk from the Whole Foods, each largely 

serving the original residents of the Gowanus rather than the newcomers. There 

is no way to definitively say that the Whole Foods is the cause of these store 

closures. However, these closures do coincide with the influx of the wealthy 

young people who shop at Whole Foods moving into the area. As more people 

shop at luxury brands like Whole Foods, or the many Starbucks in the 

neighborhood, it makes it difficult for smaller, more affordable stores, coffee 

shops, bodegas, and restaurants to stay open. Whole Foods is thus both a cause 

and a reflection of the demographic shifts in the Gowanus.  

As their local stores are shuttering, long-time residents are left without 

convenient access to food shopping. Residents of these housing projects are 

neither the intended market for Whole Foods, nor can they necessarily afford to 

shop there. Commonly known as the “whole paycheck” store, Whole Foods does 

accept food stamps, but so much of its food is so expensive (Peterson, 2016) 
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that it would be an inefficient use of those stamps. Food stamps cannot be used 

at the restaurant and bar on the top floor of the store, with its outdoor deck and 

artisanal menu, yet another way in which the Whole Foods is exclusive. Whole 

Foods advertises its outreach to the housing projects by touting its hiring of local 

residents and its job fairs in those projects. However, the jobs are mostly low 

paying and not unionized. Now that Whole Foods is owned by Amazon, given 

that company's track record on employment equity, it is unlikely that situation will 

improve (Godlewski, 2018). 

Even in its basic construction, the Whole Foods does not fit into the needs 

of those living near it, or physical neighborhood it occupies. The architects who 

designed the building chose a neo-colonial style brick pattern and color, which is 

popular in suburban construction, but not at all in keeping with the neighborhood 

aesthetic or the other buildings around the store. Architectural continuity with the 

warehouses and row houses that characterise the Gowanus is not a necessity, 

but failing to even make an attempt to respect the predominant architectural style 

shows a disinterest in becoming a part of the visual fabric of the neighborhood. 

This disregard is evident in the enormous parking lot for Whole Foods, which not 

only disrupts the entire flow of traffic on Third Street ,which poses more dangers 

to pedestrians and cyclists, but also indicates that most of its customers will be 

driving to the store. The design of the loading dock indicates this, as well. Instead 

of setting the area back from the road, to avoid blocking traffic, it is flush with 3rd 

Avenue. Delivery trucks frequently take up half of Third Ave, choking the bike 

lanes and clogging traffic. This is out of step with the typical Brooklyn shopping 
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experience, in which people walk to their closest grocery store and buy what they 

can carry, as opposed to the big box store model of Whole Foods. It 

demonstrates a certain level of privilege expected of the Whole Food shoppers. It 

also signals the corporate vision of drawing car-owning customers from beyond 

the Gowanus, eschewing the idea of a local market. Whole Foods wants and 

expects people to drive from all over Brooklyn and New York City to shop at their 

store. Rather than working to “create a store that looks like it’s been in Brooklyn 

for a hundred years,” as Christina Minardi said at the grand opening (Whole 

Foods, 2013b, 1:20), Whole Foods seems to be doing everything in its power to 

force the neighborhood to change around it.     

This establishes Whole Foods as the embodiment of the worst kind of 

gentrifier. The store was drawn to the cheap land prices and local flavor of the 

Gowanus, but instead of integrating, acclimating, accommodating itself to its 

neighbors, Whole Foods created a store for its particular customers; affluent, 

mostly white newcomers to the Gowanus or other gentrifying Brooklyn 

neighborhoods.There is a clear lack of regard for the functioning of the 

neighborhood.The building eclipses the historic Cogent Concrete building, 

symbolic of the Whole Foods eclipsing the rest of the neighborhood. Beyond this 

physical footprint, Whole Foods merchandise underscores its disregard for its 

position in the neighborhood. In chapter three, I discussed the ways in which  

Whole Foods’ emphasis on healthy foods are intended to be part of the greening 

of the Gowanus neighborhood. The sourcing for Whole Foods products is also a 

part of its gentrifying influence on the neighborhood. It tends to purchase from 
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small-batch companies from other parts of gentrifying Brooklyn, selling 

homemade mayonnaise and small-batch coffee and beer. These companies are 

mostly from expensive neighborhoods and reflect the buying habits of wealthy 

Brooklynites. The Whole Foods does not embrace nor represent the rich diversity 

of cultures in Gowanus and other non-gentrified parts of Brooklyn. In no 

substantial way is Whole Foods a good neighbor.  

The Gowanus neighborhood has been gentrified and changed by massive 

redevelopment, as the Gowanus Canal on which it lies remains a site of 

environmental injustice and toxicity. Unfortunately, the case of the Gowanus 

Canal and surrounding neighborhood is not unique in the modern urban 

landscape. It is emblematic of many neighborhoods throughout New York City 

and the world more broadly. In my final chapter, I will discuss how the Gowanus 

serves as an example of a larger urban problem.   
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CONCLUSION:  

Our Shared Urban Future 
 

“All this prosaic attention to infrastructure and repair, strewn haphazardly on 

either side of the canal amid weeds and ailanthus trees, this strange combination 

of industrial, residential and bucolic speaks to the plain, somnolent essence of 

Brooklyn." -Phillip Lopate (2006, 4).  

Phillip Lopate captures the three main features of the physical 

environment in Brooklyn that converge at the Gowanus Canal: the industrial (or 

commercial) the residential, and the bucolic (or the natural landscape). In the 

Gowanus neighborhood, the increasing exclusivity of commercial, residential, 

and environmental amenities reveal how our cities have been transformed by 

state-sponsored gentrification, creating urban oases for only those who can 

afford them. Similarly, as environmental features are cordoned off by private 

establishments, like Whole Foods, our society’s relationship to nature is 

inequitable. Ultimately, the case of the Gowanus Canal shows us that we are in 

need of new socio-natures. In this final chapter, I dissect the implications of my 
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thesis: how the Gowanus Canal is an example of larger changes occuring in 

urban centers. While looking gentrification and environmental inequality, I parse 

the ramifications of our shifting socio-natures while providing alternatives to our 

hierarchical urban policy making. The Whole Foods development in the Gowanus 

provides entry into all these critical issues. 

An upscale grocery store chain moves into a seemingly derelict area, 

containing a heavily polluted, toxic waterway. Those are the simple facts, the 

bare bones, of the story of the Whole Foods development along the Gowanus 

Canal, in Brooklyn, New York. Yet in examining the layers of this densely 

complicated tale, the issues of environmental inequality, environmental injustice, 

government support for the interests of private corporations over public health, 

and race and class based exclusion, become clearer and clearer. The 

environmental and social costs of the current frenzy of gentrification are 

demonstrated at every stage, painting a stark picture of the way we are allowing 

our cities to be dominated by forces that run counter to the creation of healthy 

urban communities.    

The Whole Foods opened in the Gowanus because the city and state 

governments offered this private company incentives to build on the canal. It is 

“no accident” as Jeremiah Moss points out (Moss,194). This common practice of 

governments providing tax breaks to improve or clean up derelict areas, as seen 

in the state’s Brownfield program, which rewarded the Whole Foods for its 

removal of oil tanks and soil remediation, fuels many urban improvements in New 

York City. Thus the financing for neighborhood environmental improvements 
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often comes from the private sector, although the taxpayers wind up shoring up 

these corporations with tax breaks. Industry City, a former industrial park in 

Sunset Park, Brooklyn, that has been remade as a mixed-use office park is an 

another example of this kind of neoliberal partnership. When private interests 

control the ways in which our cities are built, and what kind of spaces we inhabit, 

the influence of those private investors then dominate those spaces, spaces that 

should instead reflect their communities. Private interests can then dominate who 

benefits from the places they make, who gets access to the city’s built 

environment, and just as importantly, who does not.  

In almost all of its messaging and corporate branding, Whole Foods 

stresses the importance of community and portrays its stores as catalysts for 

community building. As Christina Minardi, the Northeast Regional Manager for 

Whole Foods stresses, “It was our goal from the beginning to not only create a 

store that the Brooklyn community wanted to shop, but a place they felt best 

represented their borough, its rich history, and forward-thinking residents. We’re 

excited to continue to support the growth of hundreds of producers and 

neighbors who, like us, call Brooklyn home” (Whole Foods, 2013). To them, 

“community” seems to mean uniting people over a shared shopping experience 

and cloaking what is essentially retail consumption in eco-trendy trappings and 

faux greening. In theory, they are transmuting the desire for this kind of 

consumption into a perceived need and then satisfying it. In reality, they are 

invading existing communities with unique characteristics, like the Gowanus, and 

failing to either redress existing problems or substantially improve them. The 
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investment that Whole Foods has undeniably made over the years, in the long 

process of delays and zoning waivers, building and state-supported 

environmental remediation, community opposition and some requisite corporate 

compromise, was self-serving and profit-driven. Few retail establishments would, 

in fact, be community-oriented, but in the case of the Gowanus Whole Foods, the 

dynamic with the residents of the neighborhood is even more troubling. Rather 

than serving their needs or creating a shopping experience that would be 

inclusive and egalitarian, these kind of aspirational, expensive so-called health-

centric “food mirages” (Anguelovski, 2016) exacerbate wealth and racial 

disparities in the Gowanus. Community is not shaped by exclusive expensive 

grocery stores. In terms of what does shape a community, Brooklyn as a whole 

has endured waves of community tumult.  

Etymologically, “Brooklyn” comes from the Dutch word breuckelen 

meaning “marshland.” It is hard to imagine a time when Brooklyn was anything 

but the over-built, concrete jungle we know today. Over the last hundred years, 

cycles of industrialization, transportation shifts from water to rail to highway, and 

economic peaks and valleys have shaped the once bucolic borough. From the 

colonizing Dutch to mid-twentieth-century Robert Moses to the real estate barons 

of today, Brooklyn has been irrevocably altered. The first nature was 

transformed, replaced with brownstones, highrises, factories, warehouses, 

subway tracks, roads, and the canals that were used for Brooklyn’s industrial 

revolution. The “marshland” theory has no connection to the second nature that 

exists in Brooklyn today.  
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 There is another theory of the origins of the name Brooklyn that might be 

a more accurate descriptor for much of the borough now. Instead of “marshland,” 

some definitions of breuckelen translate to “broken land.” The promise of 

Brooklyn was that it existed as an accepting welcoming place for people from all 

walks of life and all parts of the world. Dinaw Mengestu, an Ethiopian-American 

author and current Brooklynite, writes optimistically about his experience in the 

borough, saying, “...Brooklyn is always reinventing itself, (so) that there is room 

for us all” (Mengestu, 218). This is maybe the rosy part of the picture, but there is 

a dark side, too. From the beginning, Brooklyn was shaped by outside forces to 

exclude. It started with the Dutch, killing, stealing, and driving out the Lenape 

Native Americans. It continued with the government’s redlining practices from the 

1930s onward that relegated people of color and poor people to certain areas, 

creating long-lasting racial and economic disparities. It lives on today, in the form 

of state-sponsored gentrification and environmental inequality that is fostered in 

New York’s public-private development relationships and practices. The case of 

the Gowanus Canal reveals the connection of these practices to environmental 

and economic inequality, in the form of gentrification.   

Gentrification and environmental inequality are increasingly linked. 

Gentrification is a worldwide phenomenon due to the public-private re-

development partnerships between real-estate and commercial developers and 

city governments that has led to mass displacement and mass 

disenfranchisement of people from their homes and neighborhoods, based on 

race and class. As a result of gentrification, environmental injustice excludes 
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those who can’t afford it from taking part or benefitting of environmental 

amenities that often accompany these new urban spaces. Green spaces created 

in these kinds of renovated urban areas are ostensibly public, but positioned to 

be accessible to the gentrifiers (residents of the highrises, for example, or 

shoppers at the high-end stores), rather than the community at large. Our socio-

nature has shifted, becoming one that is reserved for the wealthy, while cutting 

off lower income people and people of color. The use of these amenities is also 

rigidly prescripted, to limit universal use and favor the newcomers, further 

maintaining the exclusivity of the space. This becomes a struggle over how land 

is owned and used, whether it favors private, corporate actors or long-time 

residents and community members in these gentrifying areas.  

Geographic scale is also a factor in the hyper-gentrifying urban structure. 

A great deal of both gentrification and environmental inequality is coming from 

historic state-sponsored policies, like redlining, eviction, and disinvestment of 

poorer neighborhoods (Stein, 2019, 195). Larger governments, state and city, 

control what happens to smaller entities, like neighborhoods and communities 

who then, in turn, suffer from these on-high policies. The natural alternative or 

solution to this issue would be local, neighborhood-based planning where the 

citizens control and shape policies at a local level. However, as we know from 

Born and Purcell (2006, 195) and have seen through the work of Buddy Scotto in 

the Gowanus, local is not always the solution, either. Local government is not 

necessarily morally superior to larger governance. It can also be driven by profit. 

What is needed in order to move away from this cycle of private commercial 
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bodies owning and controlling public land is a new perception of planning that is 

not based on capital gain. Instead, it has to be based on principles that are 

environmentally sustainable and equitable. The Superfund designation should 

have brought some measure of environmental sustainability and equality to the 

Gowanus neighborhood. In theory, these principles are inherent in the goals of 

the program. 

One of the stated objectives of the Superfund program is to “return 

Superfund sites to productive use...generally reuse falls into one of six 

categories: green space; commercial; residential; public service; industrial; 

military/federal use; and mixed use” (EPA, 2016). The Gowanus area has 

already been established as an area of commercial and residential reuse, in fact, 

increasingly so. As part of the mayor’s rezoning plan for the neighborhood, the 

de Blasio administration announced a construction goal of 8,200 new apartments 

units, with 3,000 being designated as affordable. While the need for affordable 

housing is crucial in New York City, building that housing on a Superfund site that 

is leaking toxins detrimental to human health is a continued form of race and 

class based environmental inequality. It seems that, given the opportunity for a 

equilitable revitalization project on the canal as it is cleaned up, the mayor’s 

office is instead continuing the trends of injustice we have seen throughout the 

history of the Gowanus.       

As an alternative to the city sponsored plans, Eric W. Sanderson (2009) 

advocates for a New York City that returns to a closer version of the marshland 

that the Dutch saw when they began colonizing the land and people. He believes 



69 

in a harmonious coexistence of city and nature, with public transportation and 

pedestrian traffic replacing cars, and green land taking over parking lots and 

skyscrapers. As the Whole Foods lot evidences, even when land is left alone for 

a few years as it was when Whole Foods was still fighting for permission to build, 

the earth begins to take over again, and we get a glimpse the islands that the 

Lenape called home (Kelly, 2012). Sanderson wants us to embrace the 

ecological past of New York City and to plan the city around an increased natural 

presence. His vision is one that allows for more environmental justice for all New 

Yorkers, not just the chosen few.   

 If I were to make further examinations into the relationship between 

environmental inequality and gentrification, I would follow Sanderson’s proposal. 

I would want to look closely at alternative revitalization projects that could 

transition the Gowanus neighborhood into an environmental sustainable and just 

area. Another way to continue my research would be investigating more fair and 

equitable ways to re-develop sites like the Gowanus by creating natural solutions 

that would help deal with issues of flooding, severe storms, and climate change. 

After writing and researching my thesis, I am also curious about the ecology of 

the canal itself, and the changes in that regard that have occured over time; how 

has the pollution affected non-human lives. If I had more time and resources, I 

would have liked to explore other aspects of pollution in the Gowanus, such as 

air pollution, water quality, or soil health. While I do generally cover Whole Foods 

sourcing for its local produce and commodities, I would be curious to investigate 

a more complete picture of the products the company sells; where they come 
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from and how they are shipped using what methods; and the economic, as well 

as environmental, cost involved. Tracing the overall environmental impact of the 

company would be a natural extension of my exploration of the Whole Foods’ 

detrimental effect on the Gowanus. Additionally, I am interested in the strain 

Whole Foods puts on public resources like transportation and sanitation, and 

how that impacts already marginalized residents in the Gowanus.  

But while all these areas are all worthy of further examination, I wrote this 

thesis because I wanted to understand one critical relationship: the one between 

the exclusive Whole Foods store and the tragically polluted Gowanus Canal, as a 

symbol of what generations of pro-business, pro-industry, environmental 

indifference looks like. I saw a contradiction in the revitalization of the Gowanus 

neighborhood to further narrow commercial interests and the continued 

degradation of the ecological health of the canal, which in turn endangers the 

larger ecological health of the area and its residents. After growing up near its 

banks, as putrid as they may have been, I felt like I owed an extended 

exploration to this beleaguered waterway. This was very much a personal project 

for me, which I think reveals the impact of the Gowanus Canal on its residents.  
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Appendix: Maps5 

                                                
5 Figures 1-3 were mapped using NAD83 New York Central in ArcMap.  
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Figure 4. This a Sanborn Insurance Map from an 1886 atlas of Brooklyn, showing the property 
owners on the Fourth Street Basin and the surrounding blocks. It includes Edwin C. Litchfield’s 
properties on the canal.  
 
Source: “Brooklyn Atlas: No 63. Vol. 1, 1886.” Sanborn Map Company, 1886. New York  

Public Library Digital Collections, Last Accessed: 24 April, 2019,  
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/7b035af8-6257-07e3-e040-e00a18 
064b5a.  
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Figure 5. The map above, from 1767, shows the Gowanus Creek and some early Dutch 
settlements in Brooklyn, before industrialization.  
 
Source: “Plan of the Town of Brooklyn and Part of Long Island-1767.” NYPL Digital  

Collections, 2015, Last Accessed: 24 April, 2019, 
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/871fda48-ba46-c1d9-e040-e00a18064c0a.  
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