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Waterfront	dump	site	a	nightmare	for	Queens	
residents	who	say	lot	is	toxic	

 
Ortiz says asbestos-laden bags are housed at the rough-looking site.  (DEBBIE EGAN-
CHIN/NEW YORK DAILY NEWS) 
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When Jeannie Ortiz was growing up, the vacant waterfront lot behind 
her apartment in Queens was a leafy, tree-filled haven. 
 
Now it’s a trash-strewn lot full of construction debris — and under 
investigation by the state for its alleged use as an illegal waste transfer 
site. 

 
Frustrated neighbors for the last few years have bombarded 311 with noise and other 
complaints. And they’ve called any agency they think can help. 
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“It’s been a nightmare,” said Ortiz, 45, who now looks down at a lot filled with trucks and 
dumpsters, many of which are stuffed with bags of what appears to be construction debris. 
 
“They’re using the lot as a dumping site. There are trucks bringing in trash from all around,” 
she said. “The noise, the dust, it’s horrible.” 
 
Officials with the state Department of Environmental Conservation confirmed they were 
investigating complaints at the site at 8-01 26th Ave. in Astoria. 
 
Ortiz and neighbors are also convinced hazardous materials are among the muck. 
 
“They’re not following the right safety steps — and we’re all breathing this in,” Ortiz said. 
“We’ve got seniors here and kids playing all around — not to mention the dangers to the 
workers.” 
 

 
Jeannie	Ortiz	says	the	dump	site	illegally	houses	toxic	waste,	poisoning	the	air	for	nearby	
residents.	(DEBBIE	EGAN-CHIN/NEW	YORK	DAILY	NEWS)	
 
The state wants answers. 
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“(We are) investigating the use of 8-01 26th Ave., Astoria, Queens, for the illegal dumping of 
hazardous substances and solid waste. The investigation is ongoing,” said Erica Ringewald, a 
spokeswoman for the Department of Environmental Conservation. 
 
Alma Realty, principal investor of 2030 Astoria Developers, the company intending to build 
on the site, denied any illegal activity had occurred. 
 
“Allegations concerning unauthorized waste handling are completely untrue,” 2030 Astoria 
Developers said in a statement. 
 

 
The	lot,	in	2010,	was	verdant	and	a	welcome	sight	for	Astoria	residents.	(DEBBIE	EGAN-CHIN/NEW	
YORK	DAILY	NEWS)	
 
Under state environmental law, anyone found guilty of dumping hazardous waste can face 
criminal charges and a fine of $37,500 for each day of violation and civil penalties up to 
$22,500. 
 
Three years ago, the now-blighted lot was going to be the next hot waterfront development 
— Astoria Cove. 
 
Renderings of the unrealized project include a tree-lined esplanade along the water. 
Gleaming condos look across the East River — offering wide-open views of the Robert F. 
Kennedy Bridge and the Upper East Side. 
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The plan was for 1,700 units in five mixed-use buildings each of them six to 32 stories high. 
Built in phases over 10 years, the project also included a school and commercial spaces. 
 
Mayor de Blasio praised it during his 2015 State of the City address — claiming its affordable 
housing component was a victory for his administration. 
 
But instead of the promised housing, and jobs and community benefits, Astoria Cove brought 
chaos and frustration, local residents say. 
 
Alma Realty owner Efstathios “Steve” Valiotis — who landed at No. 3 in Public Advocate Tish 
James’ list of worst landlords in 2016 — pledged to use union workers for all phases of clean-
up and construction at the site, according to Build Up NYC, an umbrella-group of various 
labor groups. 
 
Community Board 1 actually voted against Astoria Cove in June 2014. But after the developers 
agreed to increase the percentage of affordable housing to above 27% — 465 units — and let 
locals have first crack at jobs, the project got through. 
 

 
A	sanitation	worker	inspected	the	site	on	Thursday.	(DEBBIE	EGAN-CHIN/NEW	YORK	DAILY	NEWS)	
 
Right out of the gate, Valiotis went back on his word, said Mike Halpin, a steering committee 
member of Build Up NYC. 
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Instead of hiring union workers to do environmental clean-up at the site, he brought in a 
“low-road” company called Tristate Cleaning Solutions, Halpin said. 
 
“We’re very disappointed that the developer breached his agreement to use responsible 
contractors,” said Halpin. “His own environmental impact study found hazardous substances 
on the site and the contractor he used has no record of participating in any state-approved 
training on best hazardous practices.” 
 
Another snag followed. 
 

 
Residents	say	they've	tried	everything	to	get	the	city	to	resolve	their	troubles	with	the	dump	site	—	
to	no	avail.	(DEBBIE	EGAN-CHIN/NEW	YORK	DAILY	NEWS)	
 
The state’s 421-A tax abatement program — which gave subsidies to developers including 
affordable housing in their projects — expired in the summer of 2016. Without the tax break 
the project was completely stalled, Astoria Cove principals maintained. 
 
Since 2016, no meaningful work has been done on the massive waterfront construction site — 
but there’s a constant flow of material on and off the property, Ortiz and other concerned 
residents say. 
 
“They’ve had workers in here at all hours, doing who knows what — and trucks are just 
showing up with debris and material. It never stops,” she said. 
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The Daily News visited the site on a snowy day in January. Dumpsters full of black garbage 
bags lined the property and trucks backed in and out. 
 
But since then, activity has stepped up at the eyesore site. On a second visit Thursday, two 
derelict buildings on the edge of the property were in the last stages of being torn down. 
 
Workers were also using a backhoe to bring down a tree near the property line that slopes 
toward a row of single-family homes. 
 
None of the unions that were supposed to be the labor force for the project were contacted to 
do the demolition work, Build Up NYC said. 
 
“Our hope is that the developer will live up to his commitments to both the workers and the 
community,” Halpin said. “It was supposed to provide good jobs and more affordable housing, 
not just drag the community down.” 
 
Earlier this year, Gov. Cuomo came up with a replacement 421-a tax abatement program 
which might put Astoria Cove back on track. His “Affordable New York” plan is part of his 
2017 budget, which has yet to be voted on by the Legislature. 
 
Officials with 2030 Astoria Developers said Tristate was a one-time job. 
 
“Tristate Cleaning Solutions was hired on a limited basis for hazardous materials abatement 
and completed its work over a year ago. No violations were issued in connection with this 
work,” the developers said. 
 
“The work that has been done recently at the site involves the deconstruction of a building 
under a demolition order by the city. All permits for this work are accurately filed and all 
regulations pertaining to safety and environmental requirements have been complied with,” 
the developers said. 
 
“We look forward to continuing to work with all stakeholders in the community as we move 
head,” the statement concluded. 


