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Executive summary
The time is now. As the Federal government prioritizes infrastructure, and the Secretary of Transportation 
publicly acknowledges the destructive and racist impacts of past highway construction, a commitment to the 
21st Century transformation of the BQE is an historic opportunity to invest in our city’s infrastructure, address 
the need for more green space, combat climate change, and undo historic inequities. The BQE is a major 
infrastructure project which will create good jobs and better lives for hundreds of thousands of New Yorkers.

The BQE

The Brooklyn-Queens Expressway – commonly known as the BQE – was built under Robert Moses to connect 
Southern Brooklyn with the Grand Central Parkway and Triborough Bridge in Queens, thereby providing a new 
link between New Jersey and Staten Island with the Bronx and Westchester County. Like other urban highways 
built in this era, the BQE physically and psychologically divided neighborhoods, saddling nearby residents with 
a legacy of high rates of asthma, a lack of access to the waterfront, and overall disinvestment.

The deteriorating Cantilever section of the BQE

One section of the BQE is a unique feat of engineering: a triple cantilever, where north and south-bound 3 
lane sections are stacked and cantilevered off the bluff of Brooklyn Heights, then topped by a third cantilever –
the world-famous Promenade, with its iconic views of Lower Manhattan. This 1.5 mile cantilever section of the 
highway has exceeded its lifespan and is in urgent need of repairs. If significant repairs and replacements are 
not made by 2026, vehicle-weight limits and truck diversions may be necessary to prevent the risk of collapse. 
In the fall of 2018, the NYC Department of Transportation put forth a repair plan which involved a 6-lane 
highway temporarily replacing the Promenade. This proposal was immediately met with outrage from the 
communities affected. In response to this opposition, Mayor Bill de Blasio appointed an independent Expert 
Panel to review the proposal. In January 2020, the Expert Panel concluded that while the cantilever was indeed 
in dire need of urgent repairs, its life could be extended with the implementation of traffic-reducing measures 
and certain repairs. In addition, the Panel recommended that the future configuration of the cantilever be 
considered as only a part of the need to address the future of the entire BQE corridor.

The BQET

In response to the community outcry, and in an effort to offer progressive and transformational solutions to 
the BQE problem, The Brooklyn Heights Association, A Better Way, and the Cobble Hill Association led the 
formation of The Coalition for the BQE Transformation or “BQET.” The Coalition’s goal is to expand its 
membership to include community groups along the BQE corridor to collectively advocate for a 21st century 
solution, starting by undoing the destruction and pollution caused by the BQE. The BQET supports community-
driven solutions for each section of the highway, whether decking over the existing roadways in order to re-
connect communities long divided and create public green space, or tunnels for the elevated sections with 
street-level roads for buses, cyclists, and local traffic in order to reduce pollution and ease pedestrian mobility.

BQET principles

• Rethink transportation and the movement of goods so that large trucks are not the only priority

• Implement forward-thinking design that addresses our future traffic and transportation needs

• Create new connections between the bridges and the BQE

• Emphasize enhanced public transportation

• Reduce noise and air pollution

• Create, expand, and connect green spaces and walkways



The Brooklyn–Queens Expressway, or BQE, is the section of I-278 conceived by Robert Moses in 1936 to 

connect southern Brooklyn and the future Verrazzano-Narrows Bridge with the Grand Central Parkway and 

the Triboro Bridge in Queens.  Some sections of the BQE run below grade in trenches, others are elevated 

viaducts.  Jurisdiction over the BQE is divided between the New York State Department of Transportation 

and the New York City Department of Transportation. The State controls the roadway with the exception of 

the triple-cantilever section, which is the responsibility of the City. This 1.5 mile section is included on the 

List of Nationally and Exceptionally Significant Features of the Federal Interstate Highway System.  

A short history and some facts about the BQE
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The Triple Cantilever is in imminent danger of failure 
This section of the BQE currently carries more than 150,000 vehicles per day, including 15,000 trucks.  

When it was built, it was designed to accommodate 47,000.  It is a primary route for vehicles traveling 

from New Jersey and Staten Island to the toll-free Brooklyn and Manhattan Bridges.

A series of abandoned initiatives

In 2006, the New York State DOT convened a conference of engineers to assess the options for repair of the 

cantilever section of the BQE.  

In 2009,the NYS DOT issued a draft scoping document in preparation for an Environmental Impact Statement 

(EIS).  

In 2011, the NYS DOT abruptly abandoned the project, citing lack of funds. 

In 2014, the New York City DOT picked up where the State left off. An in-depth 2016 study concluded that the 

deterioration of the cantilever could cause sections of the road to become unsafe and unable to carry existing 

levels of traffic within five years.



“This is the most challenging project not just in New York City, but in the United States right now.”

Polly Trottenberg: former NYC DOT Commissioner 
US Deputy Secretary for Transportation

On September 27, 2018 the NYC DOT hosted a community meeting to unveil two proposals for the 
reconstruction of the cantilever section of the BQE, between Atlantic Avenue and Sands Street:

The “Traditional” Approach: a lane by lane method of reconstruction, which would necessitate 
significant road closures, overnight and weekend work resulting in major traffic delays, and potential 
overflow onto local streets.  
The cost was estimated to be $4B over 8 years. 

The “Innovative” Approach: proposed building a six lane temporary highway on top of the Brooklyn 
Heights Promenade to carry the 150,000 daily vehicles while reconstruction of the highway 
cantilever would take place underneath. This “temporary” highway would be slightly above the grade 
of local streets and within feet of homes, schools, and playgrounds in Brooklyn Heights. This 
approach was heavily favored by the NYC DOT. 
The cost was estimated at $3.6 B over 6-8 years.

These approaches took for granted that all work would stay within the jurisdiction of the NYC DOT –
i.e. between Atlantic Avenue and Sands St. – and would not address the BQE in any other way.

NYC DOT’s proposals to repair the cantilever 
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The Community opposition to the 
proposed plans is swift and 
relentless
Immediately following the NYC DOT presentation, a Change.org
petition was launched to protest the Innovative Approach.  The 
petition garnered over 70,000 signatures.

Community groups rallied residents, business owners, and local 
elected officials to demand a more transparent and forward 
looking approach to the BQE reconstruction.

Historic Preservation groups issued a unified statement in 
opposition to the proposal.  Signatories included: The New York 
Landmarks Conservancy, Preservation League of New York State, 
World Monuments Fund, Historic Districts Council and City Club of 
New York.

The Brooklyn Heights Association began a collaboration with Urban 
Planner Marc Wouters to explore other options that would cost 
less, cause less disruption, and leave the Promenade intact.

A Better Way, a newly formed activist organization enlisted the 
Regional Plan Association to perform a traffic study and evaluation 
of the key DOT assumptions that informed their proposals.

Community groups from adjacent neighborhoods joined the 
discussion.  What impacted one neighborhood impacted all.

The legacy of Robert Moses was examined and called into 
question.   New transportation models from cities around the 
world were studied.

These forces converge to issue a clear call for a new 
paradigm in NYC highway construction that prioritizes 
communities, resiliency, public health and 
environmental impact.Ph
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Four alternative plans are put forth

• Marc Wouters’ Parallel Path
• Scott Stringer’s Two Mile Greenway & Truck Only 

Option
• Mark Baker’s Triline Plan
• The BIG Plan- aka Brooklyn Queens Park

The proposals shared a common visionary thread 
regarding the future of highways and transportation in 
NYC.  
Rather than spend billions to replace like with like, 
these plans aimed to right the wrongs of Moses era 
construction.  

The Triline



APRIL  3, 2019 
Over a thousand members of the community convened 
at the Town Hall in Plymouth Church organized by the 
Brooklyn Heights Association and A Better Way to 
protest NYC DOT’s proposals and to see other options.

Borough President Eric Adams, City Comptroller 
Scott Stringer, State Senator Brian Kavanaugh, 
State Assembly Member Jo Anne Simon, City 
Council Speaker Corey Johnson, and City 
Council Member Stephen Levin all spoke and 
said that they would not support the NYC DOT 
proposal.  

The same day, Mayor DeBlasio announced that he would 
be creating a “blue ribbon commission” tasked with 
finding consensus around a new plan for the 
deteriorating section of the BQE.



January 20, 2020: Expert Panel releases their Report

Key Conclusions:

1. The BQE roadway is suffering from significant deterioration and work 
must begin this year (2020) to fix it.

2. The cantilevered section of the BQE will need to be repaired 
immediately.

3. The Panel specifically rejects any proposal to build a temporary 
highway at the Brooklyn Heights Promenade or Brooklyn Bridge Park.

4. Work needs to be undertaken to immediately devise a broader 
transformation of the entirety of the BQE corridor from Staten Island 
to Queens

February 2020: City Council’s Report on the Future of the BQE

Working with Arup, a leading engineering and design firm, the City 
Council reenforced the findings of the Expert Panel regarding the 
condition of the BQE.

Arup identified the BIG Concept and a Tunnel Option as the most viable 
options for consideration.

The Council recommended the swift establishment of a state sponsored 
I-278 corridor Governing Body with the goal of creating a corridor-wide 
solution.

From Cantilever to Corridor

April 2019, RPA releases their Study

The Regional Plan Association examined and refuted the DOT’s assumption 
that the BQE must maintain the current level of traffic volume during and 
after construction. 

The RPA proposed strategies to allow for a four-lane replacement of the 
current six-lanes:

• Two-way tolling on the Verrazano (already enacted)

• Congestion Pricing

• HOV Lanes



THE COALITION FOR THE BQE 
TRANSFORMATION
Founded by the Brooklyn Heights Association, A 
Better Way, and the Cobble Hill Association, the 
BQET name was formally adopted in January 2020 
when the organization testified at the City Council 
hearing on the BQE.  

The Coalition’s goal is to expand its membership to 
include community groups all along the BQE corridor 
to collectively advocate for equitable infrastructure, 
which starts by undoing the destruction caused by 
the original BQE construction. The BQET supports 
community-driven solutions for each section of the 
highway, whether decking over the existing 
roadways in order to re-connect communities long 
divided, or tunnels to replace the viaducts, 
combined with street-level roads for buses, cyclists, 
and local traffic in order to reduce pollution.

The BQET Coalition already includes 12 community 
organizations and continues to grow.  We are 
working with our elected officials to create a 
governance structure to implement a plan for the 
BQE corridor in which local, state, and federal 
representatives work together with community 
stakeholders in a transparent, efficient, and 
collaborative manner with the shared goal of  
building a re-imagined BQE for the 21st century. 

www.bqet.nyc

Photo: Katherine Belsey



Community-based design

The Coalition supports solutions like the 
BQGreen project, a community-based design 
waiting to be built. Designed by Dland Studio 
with the South Williamsburg community 
organizations, El Puente, Los Sures, and St. 
Nick’s Alliance, the project brings parkland to an 
underserved community by decking over the 
trench.  

This concept is replicable in other trenched 
sections of the BQE corridor and is an example 
of how the BQE can be transformed.

Images: DLand Studio



The BQET Coalition supports solutions to the 
BQE’s crumbling infrastructure which prioritize 

immediate safety and long-term goals –
including carbon reduction and equity for all 

communities along the BQE corridor.



BQE TIMELINE 
via 
THE HEADLINES

Nov. 6, 2018

Oct. 5, 2018

Nov. 1, 2016

Nov. 28, 2016

Sept. 21, 2018

Sept. 22, 2018

Oct. 4, 2018

Nov. 21, 2018

Dec. 18, 2018

Jan. 13,  2019

Jan. 24,  2019



Apr. 3, 2019

Apr. 3, 2019

Feb. 4, 2019

Mar. 13, 2019

Mar. 20, 2019

Apr. 3, 2019

Apr. 3, 2019

Apr. 3, 2019

Apr. 10, 2019

Apr. 25, 2019

Jan. 28, 2019



Jan. 31, 2020

Jan. 30, 2020

June 16, 2019

Sept. 16, 2019

Jan. 20, 2020

Jan. 30, 2020

Jan. 30, 2020

Jan. 31, 2020

Feb. 21, 2020

Feb. 26, 2020

May 18, 2019

Mar. 5, 2020



2021: Back in the News
Jan. 24, 2021

Ross Sandler- January 24, 2021

The Brooklyn-Queens Expressway’s 65-year-old, 
concrete cantilevered bridge section adjacent to 
Brooklyn Heights suffers from similar water and salt 
infiltration. As with the Morandi Bridge, the engineers 
in 2016 warned the city that the BQE’s cantilevered 
bridge is fast corroding. The engineers found 
excessive salt infiltration, confirmed that corrosion had 
progressed, and rated parts of the cantilevered bridge 
as poor — and predicted that by 2026, it would no 
longer be safe without restrictions.

Despite the urgency, the city and state have yet to agree 
on a plan for reconstruction. It is time for Gov. Cuomo 
and Mayor de Blasio to get the engineers and officials 
in a room and compel agreement on a reconstruction 
plan. The risks of delay are restrictions, closures 
and potentially a collapse.

A year has passed since the BQE Expert Panel 
recommended the four-lane highway and the state and 
city still have not announced a plan. Without a decision 
soon, there is little hope that the BQE will continue 
beyond 2026. Time is running out.

Sandler was New York City’s transportation 
commissioner from 1986-1990 and a member of the 
BQE Expert Panel appointed by Mayor de Blasio in 
2019.  He is currently Professor of Law at New York 
Law School.

Jan. 26, 2021

Hizzoner did not give any more specifics on 
the work to fix the highway’s decaying triple 
cantilever section around Brooklyn Heights, 
which could deteriorate to unsafe levels 
within five years, according to a year-old 
report released by a 17-member expert panel 
which the mayor convened to study the 
project.

Feb. 25, 2021

Feb. 19, 2021

”The governor, the mayor, our 
elected reps from Washington 
must come together,” said 
Scissura. “Unless there is a true 
entity that has teeth, that has 
money and actual power to 
build, nothing will get done.”

DeBlasio and Cuomo must bury the 
hatchet to fix crumbling stretch of 
BQE, says top NYC construction 
honcho

“There probably could be money 
if they ever figure out what to do 
with the BQE overpass,” he said. 
“I’m not going to tell them what 
to do, they’re going to have to 
figure it out for themselves.”

Feb. 4, 2021

Senator Schumer:

-Brooklyn Chamber of Commerce Zoom


