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Introduction 

As a city of over 9 million citizens, New York City (NYC) is no stranger to wicked problems; 
with the issue of heating being no exception. The following document will address the 
interconnected factors that contribute to the complexity of this issue. Until 2010, most of the 
energy needed to heat residential homes and commercial buildings in NYC came from 
burning No.4 and 6 oil, a thick tar-like substance with biophysical and social issues 
surrounding its use (Frost, 2015). In 2010, a report for the Environmental Disease Fund found 
that 14% of fine particle matter emissions came from heating fuel, which contributes more to 
overall air pollution than traffic and power plants. Additionally, it was discovered that 1% of 
houses were contributing to 86% of overall soot (Mayor’s Office of Sustainability, 2014). 

On the surface the solution to the problem seems simple and straightforward; shift from using 
No. 6 oil to the cleaner alternatives of natural gas or No. 2 oil. The local government set the 
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deadline of June 2015 for tenants to make the switch to cleaner heating. However, there are 
many buildings that have yet to make the switch. This map from NYC Clean Heat displays 
both buildings that are still using No. 4 or No. 6 oil, and those which have converted to cleaner 
fuels: https://www.nyccleanheat.org/spot-the-soot. 

Moreover, this project will provide a comprehensive outline of the issues surrounding heating 
in NYC and the associated social, environmental, economic, and health impacts. Firstly, it will 
frame the problem of heating in NYC; secondly, it will display a mental map of the different 
stakeholders involved and will categorize the many tangents of the issue; thirdly, it will provide 
a detailed account of the global, international, and regional agreements, the federal, state, 
and local legislations, and the non-statutory and cultural traditions involved in the decision 
making process. Lastly, it will provide recommendations moving forward in solving the heating 
problem in NYC and the associated problems. 

Framing the Problem 

The broad issue of heating in NYC is composed of multiple environmental, social, and 
economic components – which are all intertwined.  In order to frame this issue, we must 
consider what makes it hard to solve, and which issues surrounding it are most important and 
why. 

One key element of this wicked problem, which makes it particularly difficult to solve, is the 
number of stakeholders involved.  The local government is the main stakeholder, as they 
have the authority to implement policies regarding which heating methods can be used. 
Another main stakeholder in this issue are energy companies, who are all competing to 
provide New York City with different sources of energy.  Thus, landlords in the city are key 
stakeholders, as they are the ones at the ground level who will be implementing any changes 
in policy the government makes.  The main concern of the landlords is that energy sources 
must be as low cost as possible, and they are unhappy about paying $5,000-17,000 to switch 
boilers that burn natural gas (Gregory, 2014).  Environmental groups such as the 
Environmental Defense Fund, PlaNYC, and Urban Green Council are concerned with which 
heating methods are being used in NYC and its impact on the environment.  Finally, tenants 
of the most polluted areas are concerned about cost of heating and how different heating 
methods will affect their health, shown in Figure 1. 
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Peggy Shepard and Chuck Sutton march in Martin Luther King Jr. Day rally against North River sewage 

treatment plant. “We Act For Environmental Justice” (2015). 

The next point of discussion is the disproportionate impact on public health caused by the 
burning of heating dirty oil and the resulting air pollution. This has not been highlighted as the 
most important issue, as most citizens and tenants living in New York’s poorest areas do not 
have an influence on how to solve this problem and are often overlooked when policies are 
formed. NYC has an incredibly diverse population in terms of race and socio-economic status, 
and this greatly impacts by how much they are exposed to the damaging effects of air 
pollution.  Such impacts on health include increased risk of cardiovascular disease (Haley et 
al, 2009) and is particularly dangerous for those with asthma in ethnic minority areas (Garg 
et al, 2003) with low socioeconomic status (Mortimer et al, 2002).  Furthermore, NYC is 
sparse, sprawling across 305 square miles and five boroughs, making it difficult to provide 
energy equally to all of these areas where people have a high demand for energy. An issue 
which comes into play here is that of environmental justice, which the Environmental 
Protection Agency (US EPA, 2012) defines as people being proportionately impacted by 
negative environmental consequences.  However, Figure 2 shows that children in the Bronx 
and Brooklyn are more likely to be hospitalized due to asthma. 
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The high level of inequality in NYC leads to another important facet of why this is such a 
complex problem to solve.  Although the local government has imposed a ban on burning 
dirty number 6 oil, a thick, tar like substance (Frost, 2015), in the hope that landlords will make 
the switch to using cleaner natural gas to heat their homes, many areas in New York City’s 
poorest boroughs don’t have access to gas pipelines, meaning they are forced to continue 
burning unhealthy dirty number 6 oil until the local government allow them access to gas 
mains.  This is an example of environmental racism, which is a key issue in resource 
management in NYC. 

The next most important issue is the climate of New York City; this issue would not be as 
complex if the city didn’t have such a large temperature range between winter and summer, 
especially due to the urban heat island effect, resulting in increased energy needs for heating 
and air conditioning. 
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Governance Framework 

Governance Practices and Key Decision Makers 

Solving the heating problem in New York City requires global, international, and regional 
agreements to mitigate climate change through cleaner heating processes. Government 
legislation towards this goal exists on federal, state, and local levels. Non-statutory 
institutions and cultural settings are also highly relevant. The decision makers at each of 
these levels impact resolutions to the heating problem in New York City to varying degrees. 

Global, International, and Regional Agreements 

Globally and internationally, the key decision makers that contribute to solving New York 
City’s heating problem are the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) and its Kyoto Protocol. The Kyoto Protocol strengthens the convention and 
provides a framework for action. The agreements of this convention and its resulting protocols 
are what guide New York City’s plan to become the world’s most sustainable city. For 
example, the UNFCC states that by 2050, developed countries must reduce their emissions 
by up to 80 percent to avoid the most dangerous impacts of climate change (UNFCC, 2014). 
It is this projection that guides New York City’s One City: Built to Last plan. 

Regionally, the most influential decision maker is the Mayor’s Office of Long-Term Planning 
and Sustainability. In particular, Mayor Bill de Blasio’s One City: Built to Last ten-year plan to 
transform New York City’s buildings for a low-carbon future through transforming buildings 
into energy efficient entities. The aim is to ensure that the city requires less energy for heating, 
cooling, and power. The energy that these buildings use will need to come from renewable 
sources that do not contribute to air and water pollution or to the increase in global 
temperatures. Further, the city adheres to the 257 initiatives included in PlaNYC: A Stronger, 
More Resilient New York, which aim to make the city, its communities, and its infrastructure 
more sustainable and resilient (One City: Built to Last, 2014). 

Federal, State, and Local Legislation 
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The U.S. Energy Department is the vanguard of decision-making on the level of federal 
government. Its mission “is to ensure America’s security and prosperity by addressing its 
energy, environmental, and nuclear challenges through transformative science and 
technology solutions.” Its goal is to include the expertise of citizens – in fields such as science, 
technology, engineering, national security, international affairs, business – in creating 
challenging and innovative solutions to climate change (U.S. Energy Department, 2015). 

On the state level of government, the New York State Department of Environmental 
Conservation is a key decision maker in creating greener buildings in the state of New York. 
In the “Greening Buildings” section of their website, the department sites that more than 70% 
of New York’s energy consumption comes from heating and cooling buildings (NYSDEC, 
2015). It provides programs with methods to further lower energy consumption and operating 
costs, for example Cleaner, Greener Communities, and Climate Smart Communities 
(NYSDEC, 2015). 

On the local level of government, and legislation pertaining directly to New York City in 
particular, the NYC Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) is the department at the 
forefront of the decision-making process. Their mission is to protect public health and the 
environment. The DEP provides a comprehensive account of the city’s policy on heating oil. 
It also has many resources for citizens to learn how to adhere to these regulations (NYSDEC, 
2015). The local government implemented the NYC Clean Heat program to phase out dirty 
heating oils (NYC Clean Heat, 2012), and is responsible for the aforementioned regional 
agreement—One City: Built to Last (One City: Built to Last, 2014). 

Non-Statutory Institutions and Cultural Traditions 

Heat Seek NYC is an NGO comprised of New Yorkers dedicated to ensuring access to 
heating throughout the winter by encouraging landlords to heat their buildings more effectively 
whilst reducing running costs. They highlight that the heating problem in New York City 
creates a public health hazard and causes animosity between tenants and landlords. They 
aim “to empower tenants, landlords, community organizations, and the justice system to 
tackle [New York City’s] heating crisis” (Heat Seek NYC, 2014). 

The actions and cooperation of the landlords and tenants of New York City’s buildings is what 
will cause these agreements and pieces of legislation to fail or succeed. Though citizens are 
most affected by the heating problem in New York City, there is no guarantee that their 
opinions will shape policy (Darby, 2010). This is clear in the government’s failure to recognize 
the disproportionate effect issues surrounding heating in New York City have on ethnic 
minorities and low-income communities. This issue of environmental justice is overlooked by 
most policies and legislation. To solve the heating problem in New York City, agreements and 
legislation on all levels are relevant. Global, international, and regional agreements, federal, 
state, and local legislation, and non-statutory institutions and cultural traditions are all vital in 
combating climate change in New York City. They must work together with landlords and 
tenants to create a healthy and just environment for all New Yorkers. 

Moving Forward 

There are four key themes in which solutions to NYC’s heating problem should address: 
health, economic, social, and environmental. 

Health 



Typically impacts on the environment are often the sole focus in campaigns for cleaner and 
renewable energy policies. However incorporating the detrimental health effects into the 
campaign for cleaner energy may lead to a greater impact. Individuals may more easily 
connect to health compared to climate change. A case could also be made for the economic 
benefits associated with improved health. 

Despite the scientific evidence about the health impacts of pollution, educating the public on 
the negative health effects of pollution is challenging because chronic diseases develop 
slowly and over long periods of time. Additionally, chronic health conditions are influenced by 
a range of factors. Finally, it may be challenging to use the economic effects associated with 
these public health impacts as a compelling argument to the public because these effects are 
largely indirect (Pope and Dockery, 2006; Auerbach and Flieger, 1967). 

Economic 

NYC must work in concert with private energy providers, specifically natural gas companies, 
to ensure that every citizen has access to clean, affordable energy. This will require massive 
infrastructure projects to build pipelines to all neighbourhoods and will demand substantial 
capital. 

Fortunately, this process has already begun with the completion of an expansion on of the 
existing Texas Eastern Transmission pipeline from Linden, New Jersey to Manhattan, New 
York (see fig. 3 containing the image and link to video). This project was competed on 
November 1, 2013 and has provided millions of New Yorkers with natural gas, with an 
estimated reduction of 6 million tons of carbon dioxide per year, the equivalent of removing 1 
million cars from the road (SpectraEnergy). 

This $1.2 billion, privately funded expansion was made possible with the approval of the 
Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) and carried out by Spectra Energy 
(SpectraEnergy). 

This is a great start, but there are still million of residents without access to clean and/or 
adequate energy. Private energy companies are encouraged to work with the city in a 
mutually beneficial partnership to bring all New Yorkers the energy they need. 

Social 



 

Fig. 3: Madrigal, A. (2013). 

Issues of environmental justice and racism do not have quick solutions, as these issues are 
embedded in structures that have formed over hundreds of years.  A progressive solution to 
this problem is allowing communities in Harlem and the Bronx to meet with policymakers 
throughout the year to raise concerns about the levels of soot and to work together to form a 
more inclusive policy.  The aim of this solution is to move forward to a more equal city where 
all citizens have a say in the governance of resources.  Furthermore, what heating method 
NYC uses is strongly connected to the community’s health, which is a key issue identified in 
low socio-economic communities for improvement (Velez, 2013).  The initial steps for this 
solution would be to advertise for people who are concerned with an environmental issue to 
come together to meet with a representative from the local government.  This could be the 
first step in tackling environmental injustice in NYC.  Furthermore, as mentioned previously, 
a solution could be building gas pipelines in all boroughs of New York City so everyone of all 
socio-economic status’ can have access to cleaner natural gas.  However, due to 
institutionalized inequality, the financial burden and consequences such as the disruption 
building of pipelines would cause, this solution may not be feasible. 

Environment 

The irrefutable impact heating in New York City has on the environment should continue to 
be at the forefront in future decision making. The local government should make an effort to 
invest more in supporting initiatives that advertise the damage burning No. 4 and No. 6 
heating oils have on public health and the environment. However, all of the current 
environmental initiatives rely on the participation and cooperation of New Yorkers. Therefore, 
the social, economic, and health impacts require more attention as they are all interconnected 
with environmental issues. It is vital that the citizens, landlords and tenants, in New York City 
are aware of their impact on climate change and are given the opportunity and guidance to 
mitigate the detrimental effects that their actions have on public health and the environment. 
The Mayor’s One City: Built to Last plan is a transparent initiative which aims to ensure the 
highest energy performance standards are available in every borough of NYC and claims to 
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be driven by stakeholder feedback (One City: Built to Last, 2014). While the initiatives 
proposed in the Mayor’s ten year plan are making clear progress in improving NYC’s air 
quality, they are not meeting the idealistic goals they propose. This is clear as issues of 
environmental injustice are still prominent in the poorest boroughs of NYC. 
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