
Community Tech for Place-Based Change

NYCx Co-Labs: Safe and Thriving Nighttime Corridors Challenge Report

Reactivating public space using co-created tech 
solutions in Brownsville, Brooklyn.
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Community Tech Board Members 

Brownsville Community Technology Advisory Board

Name Organization

Keith Tubbs Assembly Member Latrice Walker

Anthony Collins Bloc Bully IT Solutions/Collins Creative Consulting

Jimmi Brevil Brooklyn Community Board #16

Erica Mateo Brownsville Community Justice Center

James Brodick Brownsville Community Justice Center

Layman Lee Brownsville Partnership

Mary Tobin Brownsville Partnership

LaShawn Allen Muhammad Central Brooklyn Economic Development Corporation

Jaydell Howard DOHMH Neighborhood Action Center

Pernell S. Brice, III Dream Big Foundation

Samuel Walker Engineering for Kids

Clinton Dyer Legal Hand/Brownsville Community Justice Center

Quardean Lewis-Allen Made in Brownsville

Daren Duffie Made in Brownsville

Jamar Smith Made in Brownsville

Markel Jordan Made in Brownsville

Nakisha Evans Office of Workforce Partnerships at C.U.N.Y.

Nicholas Pilarski Peoples Culture

Jesse Gericke Pitkin Ave BID

Daniel Murphy Pitkin Avenue BID

Mark Tanis Pitkin Avenue BID

Lloyd Cambridge Progress Playbook

Raul Rothblatt Senator Jesse Hamilton

Jonathan Kronert Senator Jesse Hamilton

Duane Kinnon The Kinnon Group/Friends of Brownsville Parks

Stephany Garcia The Knowledge House

Lennie Carter TruCircle

Johnnymae Robinson What About the Children

Challenge Winners

Brownsville Community  
Justice Center

The Brownsville Community Justice Center (the 
Justice Center ) works to reduce crime and incar-
ceration and increase public safety. We develop 
innovative, place-based strategies for community 
resilience building, healing, and economic vitali-
ty. The Justice Center aims to support communi-
ty healing and mobility out of poverty to lead to 
long-term sustainable community-driven change. 

The Brownsville Partnership
The Brownsville Partnership engages residents 
and partner organizations from many sectors in 
measurably improving the health, safety, and eco-
nomic prosperity of the Brownsville neighborhood 
of Brooklyn. The Partnership builds on Browns-
ville’s considerable strengths to find solutions to 
its most pressing challenges. It is coordinated by 
Community Solutions, a nonprofit that works na-
tionally to help communities end homelessness 
and change the conditions that make people vul-
nerable to future homelessness.

Peoples Culture

Peoples Culture is an arts and placemaking col-
lective focused on advanced XR storytelling for 
policy advocacy using co-creation. This work aims 
to re-imagine shared narratives through collabo-
rative art-making practices, embracing technol-
ogy as a way to create connections to places and 
people, spanning diverse contexts and topics. 
Peoples Culture partnered with the Browns-
ville community and the Brownsville Communi-
ty Justice Center to establish (2015-present) the 
Brownsville Technology Lab/Brownsville Neigh-
borhood Innovation Lab using technology as a 
tool for place-based neighborhood change. 

 
Anyways Here’s The Thing

Anyways Here’s The Thing is a Brooklyn, NY based 
creative technology studio with a focus on user ex-
perience and interaction design. From gestural to 
body movements to traditional tangible mediums, 
Anyways’ work has utilized multiple forms of 
control to provide sensory experiences that span 
from simple LEDs to video walls to AR/VR.

https://www.courtinnovation.org/programs/brownsville-community-justice-center
https://www.peoplesculture.org/
http://anywaysheresthething.com/
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NYC Department  
of Transportation 

The New York City Department of Transporta-
tion’s (NYC DOT) mission is to provide for the safe, 
efficient, and environmentally responsible move-
ment of people and goods in the City of New York 
and to maintain and enhance the transportation 
infrastructure crucial to the economic vitality and 
quality of life of our primary customers, City resi-
dents.

Neil Gagliardi Director of Design Review

 
Acknowledgements:
Christina Yoo

Betsy Jacobson

The NYC Mayor’s Fund to  
advance New York City
The Mayor’s Fund and its partners advance initi-
atives that improve the lives of New Yorkers from 
all walks of life and across all five boroughs. In 
particular, the Mayor’s Fund has made strategic 
investments to promote mental health services 
for all New Yorkers, increase workforce devel-
opment opportunities for young New Yorkers, 
and meet the needs of New York City’s diverse 
immigrant community. In building partnerships, 
the Mayor’s Fund seeks to seed promising, ev-
idence-based models; evaluate the efficacy of 
new programs and policies; bring innovative solu-
tions to scale; and respond to the emerging needs 
of the city. 

 
Sophie Pauze Strategic Partnerships

Irfan Ahmed Chief of Staff

Acronyms

BCJC Brownsville Community  
Justice Center

DOT NYC Department of Transportation

HPD Community-Based Organization

MOCTO Mayor’s Office of the Chief  
Technology Officer

MOCJ Mayor’s Office of Criminal Justice

NYCHA New York City Housing Authority

NYCEDC New York City Economic  
Development Corporation 

STE(A)M Science, Technology,  
Engineering, Arts, and  
Mathematics

XR Extended Reality

Agency Partners

Mayor’s Office of the Chief  
Technology Officer

Our mission is to ensure that technology is inclu-
sive, accessible, human-centered, and works for 
all New Yorkers. We view technology as a critical 
tool for making New York City the fairest big city 
in America. Our work is organized around four 
pillars: Universal Broadband, Inclusive Innovation, 
Digital Services, and Emerging Tech & Society; 
advancing laws, rules, and plans that promote 
the public good and protect New Yorkers’ digital 
rights. 

Oscar Romero Director of Inclusive  
Innovation & International  
Cooperation 

Paul Rothman Director of Smart Cities and 
IoT Lab

Ayesha Issadeen Senior Advisor for  
Multimedia Design

Shanna Crumley Senior Innovation Advisor

Priya Shrinivasan Director of Policy, Standards, 
and Legal Affairs

Nicole Vogt MOCTO Fellow

Larisa Lustik MOCTO Fellow

Eduardo Valdez MOCTO Fellow

Julianna Galvão MOCTO Fellow

Liliana Avila MOCTO Fellow

Jessica Copi MOCTO Fellow

Adriana Lasso-Harrier MOCTO Fellow
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Lindsey-Paige McCloy 
Chi Nguyen 						    
Mark Johnson 

New York City Economic  
Development Corporation

New York City Economic Development Corpo-
ration is a mission-driven, non-profit organiza-
tion that creates shared prosperity across New 
York City by strengthening neighborhoods and 
growing good jobs. NYCEDC works with and for 
communities to provide them with the resources 
they need to thrive, and invests in projects that in-
crease sustainability, support job growth, develop 
talent, and spark innovation to strengthen the 
City’s competitive advantage. 

Sander Dolder Senior Vice President

Jonathan Lane Vice President

Nicholas Kraus Senior Project Manager

Mayor’s Office of  
Criminal Justice
The Mayor’s Office of Criminal Justice works with 
New Yorkers, law enforcement, the courts, other 
City agencies, non-profits and foundations to 
ensure that each part of the public safety system 
works well and works together so that every New 
Yorker is safe and treated fairly.

Tamara Greenfield Tamara Greenfield, Deputy 
Executive Director, Office of 
Neighborhood Safety
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In December 2019 the Justice Center installed 
the equipment of the two winners of the Safe 
and Thriving Night Time Corridors Challenge 
in Osborne Plaza and along Belmont Avenue in 
Brownsville, Brooklyn. This included a premier 
LM3X 3D projection mapping system  installed 
on a light pole in Osborne Plaza and Belmont 
Avenue, and seven GFCI receptacles with LED 
light strips installed on five poles along Belmont 
Avenue. The Justice Center inaugurated the safe 
and thriving nighttime corridor pilots at their 
Open House. As of 2022, the projection mapping 
system and the light strips continue to be utilized 
in the Brownsville community. 

Program Outcomes
The NYCx Co-Labs open innovation challenge 
served as a framework to leverage public invest-
ment: $40,000 ($20,000 for each pilot) to attract 
private and philanthropic resources to community 
needs.  

Thanks to a generous donation of $200,000 USD 
from BNY Mellon Foundation in 2018 and 2019, 
the partnership was able to advance the Justice 
Center’s Young Innovator Program which includ-
ed a series of events to expose youth to the tech 
used in the pilot and a training program tailored 
to the pilot for youth in the community.

The NYCx Co-Labs framework provided both a 
platform for community members, as well as a 
broad network of government agencies, which 
ultimately reduced risks for private investment. 
That generated a 5:1 ratio of private:public dollars 
investment in community needs.  

The Brownsville Tech Lab (Tech Lab) was original-
ly established in 2015 as a community-led project 
that attempts to fabricate technological innova-
tions in design, narrative storytelling, and eco-
nomic development to challenge, redefine, and 
document historicized community problems. Its 
formation was process oriented using a co-crea-
tion ethic, relying on lived experiences as a form 

of expertise to drive positive change.1 Co-created 
by Brownsville youth, the Brownsville Community 
Justice Center (the Justice Center ), and Peoples 
Culture, the Tech Lab has produced large-scale 
works that aim to shape community change 
through interactive place-based strategies.  

The Tech Lab has been further advanced through 
City support since 2017 as the Brownsville 
Neighborhood Innovation Lab (the Tech Lab/In-
novation Lab). New tech education programs 
for Brownsville youth to focus and learn about 
STEM concepts are part of a new Young Innova-
tors Program, supported through generous funds 
from the BNY Mellon Foundation. The Innovators 
Program encompasses both the Young Innovators 
Series and the Young Innovators Academy, two 
programs that engage youth and young adults 
in tech education rooted in neighborhood issues. 
The Young Innovators Series focuses on expos-
ing youth to STEM concepts through hands-on 
engagement. The Young Innovators Academy 
focuses on career development and mentorship 
while also leveraging youth talent and skills to 
develop tech-based solutions to community chal-
lenges.

Over the course of the NYCx Co-Labs Safe and 
Thriving Nighttime Corridors Challenge period, 
the Tech Lab/Innovation Lab and the Young Inno-
vators Program has engaged over 500 Browns-
ville youth in tech education, developed and 
piloted a 3D projection lighting installation on the 
Belmont Avenue Corridor and coded and pro-
grammed heat-sensored LED light strips to be 
installed on lamp posts to track pedestrian traffic 
along Belmont Avenue. This helped to maintain 
existing programming and projects at the Justice 
Center  including its young women’s empow-
erment brand through the Tech and Arts track, 
Neighborhood Hub space, and its interactive im-
mersive games and education models, which ad-

1  From the forthcoming Reimagining Reality: A Brownsville 
Story: Reconstituting spatial histories through co-created,  
technological innovation by Peoples Culture and the Brownsville 
Community Justice Center.

Executive Summary 

In Spring 2017 NYCx Co-Labs, formerly known as 
Neighborhood Innovation Labs, inaugurated the 
Brownsville Community Technology Board with 
the participation of 25 community members rep-
resenting 18 organizations. Throughout the spring 
and summer the board gathered to identify com-
munity needs. After eight community workshops 
and three public forums, two issues were select-
ed as the priority challenges: Waste Management 
and Safety at Night.  

In October 2017, The NYC Department of Trans-
portation, The NYC Mayor’s Office of Criminal 
Justice, New York City Economic Development 
Corporation (NYCEDC), and NYC Mayor’s Office of 
the Chief Technology Officer (MOCTO) launched 
the NYCx Co-Labs Safe and Thriving Nighttime 
Corridors Challenge. The team received 35 appli-
cations, including from startups in the Urban Tech 
NYC network, large corporations (AT&T, Intel, 
G&E), teams at leading academic institutions 
(MIT, Harvard, Columbia), and local orgs/technol-
ogists, and foreign companies. 

 The goal of the challenge was to address the  
following outcomes:

•	 Enhance the experience and use of public 
spaces at night  

•	 Increase nighttime activity in neighborhood 
corridors 

•	 Help to unlock Brownsville’s nighttime activity 
and cultural life 

 The Brownsville Community Justice Center 
(the Justice Center) in partnership with Peoples 
Culture presented the project Ville-luminate the 
Block, and Anyways Here’s the Thing presented 
Nightlight. Both initiatives were selected as the 
two winners of the competition to increase safety 
in public spaces at night through education, mul-
timedia design, projection mapping, XR story-
telling, pedestrian sensor technology to cultur-
ally activate the built environment through smart 
lighting.

https://lm3x.com/
https://edc.nyc/press-release/new-york-city-will-pilot-smart-lighting-brownsville-illuminate-public-spaces-night
https://edc.nyc/press-release/new-york-city-will-pilot-smart-lighting-brownsville-illuminate-public-spaces-night
https://edc.nyc/press-release/new-york-city-will-pilot-smart-lighting-brownsville-illuminate-public-spaces-night
https://www.wnyc.org/story/seeing-light-brownsville-not-just-virtually/
https://immerse.news/behind-the-scenes-with-fireflies-a-brownsville-story-ddf43fb6d060
https://immerse.news/behind-the-scenes-with-fireflies-a-brownsville-story-ddf43fb6d060
https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/463-17/de-blasio-administration-launch-new-smart-city-technologies-young-innovators
https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/463-17/de-blasio-administration-launch-new-smart-city-technologies-young-innovators
https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/463-17/de-blasio-administration-launch-new-smart-city-technologies-young-innovators
https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/463-17/de-blasio-administration-launch-new-smart-city-technologies-young-innovators
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2015/09/14/fact-sheet-administration-announces-new-smart-cities-initiative-help
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2015/09/14/fact-sheet-administration-announces-new-smart-cities-initiative-help
https://www1.nyc.gov/html/nycx/nighttime/nighttimechallenge.html
https://www1.nyc.gov/html/nycx/nighttime/nighttimechallenge.html
https://www.courtinnovation.org/about
https://www.courtinnovation.org/about
https://www.peoplesculture.org/
https://www.peoplesculture.org/
http://anywaysheresthething.com/
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dresses and provides youth-led solutions for com-
munity violence. 

Since the Tech Lab/Innovation Lab’s original in-
ception in 2015, youth participants presented at 
the MAS Arts Summit in New York City (2017), 
annual Stavros Niarchos Foundation Internation-
al Conference on Philanthropy, Disruption Con-
ference in Athens, Greece (2018), MIT’s Collec-
tive Wisdom Symposium (2018), Immersive Media 
Summit at John Hopkins University (2018), Afro-
Futures Festival at the Institute For the Future 
(2018), the Camden International Film Festival 
(2019), among many other Brownsville-based and 
the Justice Center hosted events.

In total, these efforts served the following: 

•	 500 youth participated in at least one work-
shop in community events 

•	 55 participants enrolled in the Young Innova-
tors Academy program administered by the 
Brownsville Community Justice Center 

•	 90% graduation rate (50 participants com-
pleted the Young Innovators Academy) 

The two pilots, Ville-luminate the Block and 
Nightlight, have demonstrated to be useful as 
education tools allowing youth to learn valua-
ble skills on coding, filmmaking, video and sound 
editing, 3D modeling, and basic circuit design. 
Both the 3D projection mapping system and the 
LED lights allow youth to interact with the urban 
space, and take ownership of public spaces as 
they learn.  

Throughout the course of the pilot and continuing 
through today, the Ville-Luminate the Block 3D 
projection mapping system runs on an automated 
system and can be regularly updated in response 
to community desired projection needs. When 
running at night, there has been increased night-
time activity in Osborn Plaza and along Belmont 
Avenue. The Nightlight installation has been as-
sessing the usage of the sidewalks along Belmont 
Avenue through motion activated sensors, which 
are triggered by activity and its data stored in the 
cloud. 

PHOTOS // PEOPLES CULTURE, LLC

Top: Brownsville Tech Lab/Innovation Lab 
associates building computers for the Lab 
space (2015);

Bottom: The BCJC and Peoples Culture 
team (left-right: Jasmine Bowie, Sarah 
Bassett, Nicholas Pilarski, Ray Graham, 
Adrian Richardson) speaking at MIT’s 
Collective Wisdom Symposium (2018)

PHOTO (OPPOSITE) // PEOPLES CULTURE, LLC

Community showing of the Brownsville Tech/Innovation Lab and Peoples 
Culture “Fireflies: A Brownsville Story” VR game (2017)   

https://docubase.mit.edu/project/fireflies-a-brownsville-story/
https://docubase.mit.edu/project/fireflies-a-brownsville-story/
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Introduction 

The NYCx Co-Labs: Safe & Thriving Nighttime Cor-
ridors Challenge emerged from a participatory 
design process led by the Brownsville Community 
Technology Board, which included 25 community 
members from 18 local organizations in Browns-
ville. After eight community workshops and three 
public forums held throughout the spring and 
summer of 2017,  the issue of safety at night was 
identified as a top community priority. 

As a result, The NYC Mayor’s Office of the Chief 
Technology Officer, The NYC Economic Develop-
ment Corporation, The NYC Mayor’s Office of Crim-
inal Justice and the NYC Department of Transporta-
tion partnered to launch the following challenge:

How might we encourage more people to enjoy, 
navigate, and use Brownsville’s public spaces at 
night?

The workshops and participatory sessions re-
vealed the Brownsville community’s preoccupation 
with safety. A 2016 community survey, designed 
and conducted by the Brownsville Communi-
ty Justice Center (the Justice Center), The Youth 
Design Center (formerly known as Made in Browns-
ville), and NYC Small Business Services found 
that having more people navigating, enjoying, and 
activating Brownsville’s public spaces after 7pm 
was perceived to have an impact in reducing crime, 
reducing the need for enforcement actions, and ac-
celerating commercial and cultural opportunities in 
Brownsville.

According to the same survey, 45 percent of 
people reported feeling “not very safe” or “not 
at all safe” during nighttime hours on one of the 
neighborhood’s three main commercial corridors, 
Belmont Avenue and its adjoining Osborne Plaza. 

Brownsville residents reported a few factors that 
influence their lack of nighttime space usage:

•	 Businesses and restaurants mostly close 
around 7pm.

•	 Few options exist for cultural or community 
activities at night.

•	 Many corridors feel unsafe due to emptiness, 
light levels, and crime.

•	 Historic perceptions of safety along Belmont 
Avenue. 

Businesses also face constraints when choosing 
when to be open. Some would like to stay open 
later, but there often are not enough customers to 
make staying open later worthwhile.

Smart city approaches, such as interactive street-
scape amenities, responsive services, and cre-
ative use of infrastructure to provide additional 
services, present opportunities to use technology 
to help increase the perception in Brownsville’s 
commercial corridors at night. Important to the 
Brownsville community through this process was 
to make sure the community designs and owns 
local smart city approaches to circumvent top-
down planning historically common in the neigh-
borhood. 

In October 2017, after launching the NYCx 
Co-Labs Safe and Thriving Nighttime Corridors 
Challenge in conjunction with the NYC Depart-
ment of Transportation, The NYC Mayor’s Office 
of Criminal Justice, New York City Economic De-
velopment Corporation (NYCEDC), NYC Mayor’s 
Office of the Chief Technology Officer (MOCTO) 
selected two challenge winners: Ville-luminate 
the Block by Brownsville Community Justice 
Center and Peoples Culture and Nightlight by 
Anyways Here’s The Thing. Both projects used a 
creative approach to placemaking, lighting, and 
multimedia storytelling to propel nighttime acti-
vation and safe nighttime use of outdoor spaces. 

Residents need to be 
centered as the experts on 
their own neighborhoods to 
creatively lead designs 
and activation of public 
space. Brightening up 
neighborhoods with creative 
lighting and community 
programming addresses a 
critical programming gap 
that leaves many communities 
with dark empty streets, 
locked parks, and high 
crime rates at night.

Tamara Greenfield, Deputy Executive Director, 
Office of Neighborhood Safety

http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycx/nighttime/nighttimechallenge.html
http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycx/nighttime/nighttimechallenge.html
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B9slAus1HYmSd3U4LU1FZUU5S2c/view
https://www.courtinnovation.org/programs/brownsville-community-justice-center
https://www.courtinnovation.org/programs/brownsville-community-justice-center
https://www.youthdesigncenter.org/
https://www.youthdesigncenter.org/
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/sbs/index.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/html/nycx/nighttime/nighttimechallenge.html
https://www1.nyc.gov/html/nycx/nighttime/nighttimechallenge.html
https://www1.nyc.gov/html/nycx/nighttime/nighttimechallenge.html
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The City’s vision on safety at 
night in public spaces 

At the neighborhood-level, this challenge wel-
comed proposals for tools and approaches that 
support our partners in Brownsville as they work 
toward their goal of zero assaults, zero arrests, 
zero crashes and zero vacancies. By increasing 
safe nighttime activity in Brownsville, the hope 
was to support the economy of the neighbor-
hood by providing better economic conditions for 
entrepreneurs and small businesses, helping to 
create jobs in the community. 

This challenge also supported several of the goals 
and objectives laid out by the City’s OneNYC 2050 
Plan. In this Plan, the city names access to recrea-
tional space -- particularly for youth-- as a top pri-
ority for supporting thriving NYC neighborhoods. 
Shared cultural spaces, such as parks, libraries, 
art venues, and plazas “enrich neighborhood life,” 
and foment “civic engagement, interaction with 
neighbors, economic development, and commu-
nity revitalization.” (OneNYC 2050) Activation of 
spaces that prioritize pedestrian safety and use 
are of particular importance. 

OneNYC 2050 also advocates for the inclusion of 
community members in neighborhood policing. 
The Plan maintains that “[r]ates of violence are 
lower in urban neighborhoods with high collective 
efficacy” and that access to safe public spaces 
that promote mingling and celebration is an es-
sential component of neighborhood safety. The 
Plan calls for the creation of design solutions for 
public safety through neighborhood activation, 
which this pilot falls under.

Finally, this pilot furthers OneNYC 2050’s goals 
for health equity. In the Plan, social determi-
nants of health such as education, income ine-
quality, and neighborhood safety are named as 
factors that impact health equity for New Yorkers. 
The Safe and Thriving Nighttime Corridors pilot 
tackled issues of equity in job training and educa-
tion for Brownsville youth as a way to overcome 
issues of neighborhood safety. 

Community Overview

Brownsville is a neighborhood of approximate-
ly 116,3342 people located in 1.9 square miles in 
the eastern portion of Brooklyn. Brownsville is 
a deeply entrepreneurial community with many 
vibrant civic, social, and community organiza-
tions. Despite this, residents continue to recover 
from decades of planned disinvestment and gov-
ernment-sanctioned segregation along racial 
and economic lines, facing significant challeng-
es in nearly every domain of well-being. Many 
households are economically insecure, health 
and education outcomes are poor relative to the 
rest of New York City and Brooklyn, and housing 
quality and conditions in the community are often 
not conducive for healthy development. Some 
Brownsville residents suffer from cycles of vio-
lence and trauma and many struggle to find work.  
Nearly 21,000 of Brownsville residents live in 
public housing, the highest concentration in the 
United States. Brownsville is the second poorest 
neighborhood in Brooklyn and the eighth poorest 
in NYC with 28.2 percent of its residents living 
below the national poverty level, 16 percent un-
employed, and 56 percent suffering from rent 
burden, based on the Poverty Rate Index from 
NYC Opportunity.3,4  

2  Brownsville-Ocean Hill PUMA (2019); US Census
3  “New York City Government Measure 2005-2016: An Annual 
Report from the Office of the Mayor.” https://www1.nyc.gov/
assets/opportunity/pdf/18_poverty_measure_report.pdf.  
Accessed March 12, 2019. 
4  King L, Hinterland K, Dragan KL, Driver CR, Harris TG, Gwynn 
RC, Linos N, Barbot O, Bassett MT. Community Health Pro-
files 2015, Brooklyn Community District 16: Brownsville; 2015; 
40(59):1-16.

While the Brownsville neighborhood is focused 
on redefining traditional stereotypes of violence 
and poverty, understanding the community by the 
numbers5 is important as a foundation to recog-
nizing the dedication and long-term effort of to 
place-based investments. 

•	 Of the total population, 71.4 percent were 
Black, 22.5 percent were Hispanic,and 3.15 
percent were White.6 

•	 The median age was 25.2 of native-born res-
idents and 31.6 of all residents living in the 
neighborhood. 

•	 The median household income was $28,315, 
significantly below the New York City median 
of more than $60,000 and the national 
average of more than $55,000.

•	 Nearly 34.1 percent7 of Brownsville’s residents 
live below the federal poverty line, including 
over 14,000 people who lived in deep poverty. 
The national average is 14 percent.

•	 Over a quarter of residents age 25 and older 
lacked a high school diploma and another 37 
percent had only a high school diploma.

•	 More than one-third, 36 percent, of all house-
holds in Brownsville were families living in 
NYCHA developments, representing over half, 
52 percent, of all families in Brownsville.

5  Data from Center for Court Innovation (2015), the Citizens’ 
Committee for Children, Brownsville Community Asset Mapping 
(2017), and the United States Census, American Community 
Survey data (2016-2017).
6  Brownsville-Ocean Hill PUMA (2019); US Census.
7  According to the 2019 poverty rate for Brownsville-Ocean Hill 
PUMA (US Census and Data USA, 2019); A 2.25 percent decrease 
over two years. 

•	 The Brownsville-Ocean Hill community dis-
trict had the third highest number of families 
entering homeless shelters in Brooklyn.

•	 The incarceration rate for adults, 16 years and 
older,in Brownsville-Ocean Hill was 348 incar-
cerations per 100,000 adult residents.

•	 Youth detention admissions from Browns-
ville-OceanHill represented 15 percent of 
Brooklyn youth detentions (161 out of 1,041), 
despite representing less than 5 percent of 
the borough’s child population.

•	 The average life expectancy was 74 years old, 
the lowest in New York City.

•	 The infant mortality rate was significantly 
higher in Brownsville at a rate of 6.1 deaths 
per 1,000 babies born, higher than Brooklyn.

http://onenyc.cityofnewyork.us/
http://onenyc.cityofnewyork.us/
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/opportunity/pdf/18_poverty_measure_report.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/opportunity/pdf/18_poverty_measure_report.pdf


2120

Brownsville’s Tech 
Solutions for Place-
Based Change

The Brownsville Tech Lab (Tech Lab) was original-
ly established in 2015 as a community-led project 
that attempts to fabricate technological innova-
tions in design, narrative storytelling, and eco-
nomic development to challenge, redefine, and 
document historicized community problems. Its 
formation was process oriented, using a co-cre-
ation ethic and relying on lived experiences as 
a form of expertise to drive positive change.8 
Co-created by Brownsville youth, the Brownsville 
Community Justice Center (the Justice Center), 
and Peoples Culture, the Tech Lab has produced 
large-scale works that aim to shape community 
change through interactive place-based strate-
gies using emerging technology. 

8  From the forthcoming Reimagining Reality: A Brownsville 
Story: Reconstituting spatial histories through co-created,  
technological innovation by Peoples Culture and the Brownsville 
Community Justice Center. 

The Tech Lab has been further advanced through 
City support since 2017 as the Brownsville Neigh-
borhood Innovation Lab (the Tech Lab/Inno-
vation Lab). New tech education programs for 
Brownsville youth to focus and learn about STEM 
concepts are part of a new Young Innovators 
Program, supported through generous funds from 
the BNY Mellon Foundation. 

The NYCx Co-Labs: Safe & Thriving Nighttime 
Corridors Challenge (Nighttime Challenge) in 
2017 further advanced tech solutions for place-
based change by supporting the Young Innova-
tors Program to engage over 500 Brownsville 
youth in tech education. In addition to the coding 
and programming skills youth learned through 
the Nighttime Challenge, Ville-Luminate (see 
Case Study 1, following) and Nightlight (see Case 
Study 2, following), some of the Justice Center’s 
existing programming and projects were able to 
be maintained. This included its young women’s 
empowerment brand through the Tech and Arts 
track, Neighborhood Hub space, and its inter-
active immersive games and education models, 
which addresses and provides youth-led solutions 
for community violence. 

These investments have 
collectively allowed 
youth to benefit from 
tech partnerships, build 
visibility of community 
innovation, and bring new 
community-led investments 
to Brownsville. 

Since the Tech Lab’s original inception in 2015, 
youth participants have presented their work at 
the MAS Arts Summit in New York City (2017), 
Stavros Niarchos Foundation International Con-
ference on Philanthropy, Disruption Conference 
in Athens, Greece (2018), MIT’s Collective Wisdom 
Co-Creation Symposium (2018), Immersive Media 
Summit Conference at John Hopkins University 
(2018), AfroFutures Festival at the Institute For 
the Future (2018), the Camden International Film 
Festival (2019), among many Brownsville-based 
and Justice Center-hosted events.   

Programs of Significance:      
Tech Programs Supporting 
Neighborhood-led Investment

Young Innovators Program (ongoing) 

The Young Innovators Program encompasses both 
the Young Innovators Series (the Series) and the 
Young Innovators Academy (the Academy), two 
programs that engage youth and young adults 
in tech education rooted in neighborhood issues. 
The Series focuses on exposing youth to STEM 
concepts through hands-on engagement.  This 
includes interactive activities, demonstrations, 
and experiments at community events through-
out Brownsville, ranging from drop-in workshops, 

PHOTO // PEOPLES CULTURE, LLC

Left-Right: Tech/Innovation Lab associates Candace 
Richards, Ray Graham, and Adrian Richardson 
presenting at the Stavros Niarchos Foundation 
International Conference on Philanthropy, 
Disruption Conference in Athens, Greece (2018)

PHOTO // PEOPLES CULTURE, LLC

Brownsville Tech/Innovation Lab associates showcasing 
the launch of the “BCJC Live” AR app (2016)

https://www.wnyc.org/story/seeing-light-brownsville-not-just-virtually/
https://immerse.news/behind-the-scenes-with-fireflies-a-brownsville-story-ddf43fb6d060
https://immerse.news/behind-the-scenes-with-fireflies-a-brownsville-story-ddf43fb6d060
https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/463-17/de-blasio-administration-launch-new-smart-city-technologies-young-innovators
https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/463-17/de-blasio-administration-launch-new-smart-city-technologies-young-innovators
http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycx/nighttime/nighttimechallenge.html
http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycx/nighttime/nighttimechallenge.html
https://docubase.mit.edu/project/fireflies-a-brownsville-story/
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demos, and access to makerspace. The Series 
has attracted  more than 500 middle school youth 
through two large-scale community events since 
2018. The Academy focuses on career develop-
ment and mentorship while also leveraging youth 
talent and skills to develop tech-based solutions 
to community challenges. This programming has 
played an integral role in the Justice Center’s 
placemaking and neighborhood planning pro-
jects, which supports community healing  by 
forging strong connections between individuals 
and their environments and capitalizing on exist-
ing resources to create public spaces that foster 
community well-being. The program connects to 
the activities and technologies of the Young Inno-
vators Series programming in Brownsville, while 
also expanding opportunities to solve neighbor-
hood issues through youth-driven tech solutions. 
The Academy is an intensive sixteen-week skill 
development and  professional training program 
that uses project-based learning to teach the 
foundations of  product design and application 
development.  

Neighborhood Hub (ongoing) 

In November 2018, the Justice Center  accom-
plished its longstanding goal of opening a Neigh-
borhood Hub (Hub) on Belmont Avenue to support 
community healing and mobility out of  poverty. 
The Hub space, informed by the vision and re-
search of Young Innovators alumni, was built as 
a co-working space to facilitate opportunities 
for youth who are receiving training in the Tech 
Lab and entrepreneurship programs. This allows 
them to apply their technology and coding skills 
to support local businesses and social ventures in 
Brownsville. The Hub also serves as a networking 
space for individuals interested in collaborating in 
projects as they relate to technology. To support 
this work, the Hub offers free training in applica-
tion development, website, and graphic design, as 
well as open access to hardware and software. As 
a makerspace, the Justice Center has partnered 
with The Youth Design Center (formerly known 
as Made in Brownsville). As a  retail space, the 

Hub allows youth entrepreneurs to gain hands-
on business operation experience while offering 
a prime storefront location on Belmont Avenue to 
showcase their works. 

Sisterhood Summit Symposium (ongoing)

The Sisterhood Summit Symposium is a day-long 
forum, aimed at connecting Brownsville girls to  
women of color influencers, trailblazer’s, entre-
preneurs, political figures and activist across 
the nation, in an effort to increase participants’ 
access to representation of women in industries 
where they are traditionally under-represented, 
as well as to combat the isolation young women 
in Brownsville face. Participants focused on their 
intersection of racial and gender identity, self-es-
teem,  holistic wellness and financial capacity 
building. During the empowerment symposium, 
four members of the Young Innovators Program 
developed and facilitated two youth-led conver-
sations on technology and social media. Partici-
pants shared the work they have accomplished 
through the SAFElab program and discussed 
ways in which tech innovation can be used to 
problem solve issues impacting community vio-
lence. There were 69 people in attendance. 

Be on Belmont (ongoing)

Be On Belmont is part of the Belmont Revital-
ization Project and the Justice Center’s efforts 
to restore a crime-ridden retail corridor into a 
striving business district that promotes positive 
pedestrian activity and strong community. It is 
a Multi-Block Street festival that promotes the 
use of streets as public space as well as a way to 
increase positive pro-social activity and pedestri-
an foot traffic to the Belmont business corridor. 
The annual event aims to push innovation through 
highlighting Brownsville’s community-led arts, 
performances, and music. Youth have displayed 
VR games, AR apps, new pedestrian traffic track-
ing techniques, indoor peacemaking methods, 
transformative justice practices to transform  
public spaces marked by trauma, and connect-
ed local entrepreneurs and artists to economic 
education/activity. The Ville-Luminate the Block 
and Nightlight projects were launched during the 
Be On Belmont event in 2019 in partnership with 
the Department of  Transportation, Mayor’s Office 
of Criminal Justice and The Mayor’s office of the 
Chief  Technology Officer.

B LIVE (ongoing)

B LIVE Music + Arts Festival engages youth ages 
13-24 in an intensive seven-week social enter-
prise training that creates viable economic oppor-
tunities for youth who are interested in technolo-
gy,  entrepreneurship, and the arts, but who have 
historically been marginalized from opportunities 
in these sectors. Key concepts include political 
education, youth organizing, and community plan-
ning, while working in areas including arts entre-
preneurship; DJ’ing and music production; virtual 

and augmented technology; and event planning 
and marketing. The festival’s success has shown 
that B Live not only serves as a vehicle for eco-
nomic empowerment, but also as a catalyst for 
re-imagining interactions with community  spaces 
that are associated with narratives of trauma, vio-
lence, and disinvestment. 

Projects of Significance:  
Immersive Media and Tech  
Entrepreneurship Influencing 
Place-based Change  

Fireflies: A Brownsville Story VR Docu-
Game (2015-ongoing) 

To address the intensity of community violence, 
the Fireflies, A Brownsville Story (Fireflies) is a 
co-created “docu-game,” where residents nav-
igate Brownsville in a way that combines tradi-
tional ethnography with cutting-edge immersive 
technology. The goal is to foster understand-

PHOTO // PEOPLES CULTURE, LLC

Nicholas Pilarski (Peoples Culture) and Jon Bryant (BCJC Tech/
Innovation Lab Associate) exhibiting the “BCJC Live” app at NYC 
MAS Arts (2017)

PHOTOS (OPPOSITE) // PEOPLES CULTURE, LLC

Production of the Brownsville Tech/Innovation Lab and Peoples 
Culture “Fireflies: A Brownsville Story” VR immersive game 
(2015-ongoing)
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ing and connection between youth fragmented 
by real-world conflict, allowing for community 
members to engage in dialogue to identify shared 
dreams and goals for the community. Considered 
one of the largest interactive, oral histories of 
its kind, Fireflies was (and is) developed by more 
than fifty Brownsville youth and over one hundred 
community members who built computers, pro-
grammed the game design, captured community 
interviews through 3D volumetric video, authored 
the game script, and music design. Key partner-
ships established with premier tech companies 
include Unity, Scatter (DepthKit), and Mantel. 

Shero Brunch (ongoing) 

The Shero Brunch is an annual women’s empow-
erment event that celebrates the young women 
of the Young Innovators Program and honors 
the phenomenal women in the community who 
have made an impact on participants’ lives and in 
the larger Brownsville community. Participants 
were able to share the projects they worked on 
throughout the program cycle including their em-
powerment brand. Over the course of 8-months, 
participants engaged in youth-led technology 
(Tech Lab) and music production (Girls Who Spin 
DJ Collective) programs.  

Self-Care Social (ongoing) 

The Self Care Social is an empowerment mixer 
aimed at cultivating a safe space for girls to 
explore the intersections of their identities, forge 
life-long bonds with other girls from their com-
munity, while introducing practical approaches to 
self-care through interactive activities and work-
shops. The Self Care Social is the ultimate cul-
tural celebration of sisterhood and radical self-
love. Participants were provided with tools and 
resources to cultivate self-care in their personal 
lives, as well as create a shared vision on ways 
they as young women can maintain their physical 
and emotional well-being beyond our safe space. 
There were 98 people in attendance. 

Quality of Public Life on Belmont Ave (2018) 

The Justice Center  partnered with the Gehl In-
stitute to gather baseline data on the quality of 
public life on Belmont Avenue. Youth participants 
and staff members engaged in an intensive train-
ing  with the Gehl Institute in this process, utiliz-
ing several measurement tools to gauge pedestri-
an traffic on the corridor, consulting ethnographic 
studies surrounding how residents utilize public 
space, as well as conducting community surveys 
to gauge residents’ perceptions of the Belmont 
corridor. This data will be used to measure the 
impact of the Ville-Luminate Lighting Project on 
increasing positive pedestrian traffic and enticing 
businesses to stay open later. 

SAFELab (2017)

Youth in the Young Innovators Program partnered 
with SAFElab, a tech incubator housed at Colum-
bia University that focuses on leveraging technol-
ogy and social media to reduce youth violence. 
SAFElab  recognizes youth as community experts 
and collaborates with them to develop technology 
tools that focus on youth experiences with social 
media. The Young  Innovators supported the de-
velopment of interactive digital games, apps, 
and immersive  learning modules based on youth 
expertise, creativity, and inspiration. SAFElab 
partners with ICE Lab and Teaching Systems 
Lab at MIT on this project. SAFElab is facilitat-
ing  weekly workshops for 10 participants, giving 
them the opportunity to gain tech skills such as 
game design, content development, storyboard-
ing, research, social media use,  privacy, and com-
puter programming. In May, participants’ work 
was featured in the A&E documentary Secret Life 
of a Gang Girl: Untold Story. Through the Justice 
Center’s work with SAFElab, there is opportunity 
for continued partnerships to build pipelines for 
program graduates to pursue further education at 
Columbia University.

BCJC Live AR App (2016-2017) 

Creating “Brownsville owned stores in digital 
space,” youth looked for ways to open storefronts 
along Belmont Avenue after being denied busi-
ness loan applications. The BCJC Live app was 
created to act as a virtual prototype for local de-
velopment and entrepreneurship in under-utilized 
public areas and business corridors. The app, 
ideas, implementation, and works featured gal-
leries co-created by and for youth who have been 
historically left out of discourses around devel-
opment, economics, and technology. Available 
on both IOS and Android, markers are posted on 
vacant or boarded-up storefronts along Belmont 

Avenue. The application reads these markers, 
opening up a seller’s virtual shop where patrons 
are able to purchase merchandise through the 
app directly. This forces users to be aware of the 
“possibilities of space” by making them go to the 
geolocations versus a truly virtual store. Addi-
tionally, by virtualizing storefronts, local business 
owners from the community who lack access 
to capital are able to launch local businesses 
and reduce barriers to entry for community-led 
economic development. The BCJC Live AR App 
premiered in 2017 at a B Live event and was also 
showcased at the MAS Arts Summit in New York 
City. 

Solar-powered smart waste and recycling 
system (2016-2017) 

To improve the quality, usefulness and cleanliness 
of Osborn Plaza for the general public, waste col-
lection and recycling had to be considered along 
with the aesthetics of the plaza. To help conceal, 
contain, and reduce the impact of the waste, so-
lar-powered smart waste compactors and recy-
cling bins were installed. The bins themselves are 
wrapped with Justice Center information, with 
the colors and font to match other plaza furniture 
which helps blend the waste collection in with the 
rest of the plaza. The solar-power helps power 
two additional features. First, it runs a compac-
tor which allows for the bin to hold a high capaci-
ty of waste before it needs to be maintained. This 
is perfect for long weekends when maintenance 
is not always available, and for large events so 
that the bins do not need to be emptied during a 
function which are both important to the success 
of events and programming of the plaza. Second-
ly the solar-power connects the bins to the cloud 
where it can communicate with maintenance on 
when it is full. This helps reduce the need for 
daily maintenance and allows them to concen-
trate on other projects, and respond as needed. 

PHOTOS // PEOPLES CULTURE, LLC

The Brownsville Tech/Innovation Lab and Peoples Culture “BCJC 
Live” app (2017)
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CASE STUDY 1

Ville-Illuminate
the Block
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“We’re here, and we’re not 
going anywhere. People see 
me as a stereotype they 
want to change, but I have 
thoughts and feelings, 
I have a light that I 
think no one sees.” 

Adrian Richardson, a Brownsville resident and 
Tech Lab/Innovation Lab participant discussing the 
process of making Ville-Luminate the Block, 2018.

In collaboration with The Mayor’s Office of the 
Chief Technology Officer (MOCTO), NYC Mayor’s 
Office of Criminal Justice (MOCJ), New York City 
Economic Development Corporation and the 
Department of Transportation (DOT), the city 
launched the NYCx Co-Lab Challenge to seek 
creative technology solutions for the neighbor-
hood of Brownsville. Proposals were reviewed 
based on their ability to enhance the experience 
and use of public spaces at night, increase night-
time activity in neighborhood corridors, and help 
unlock Brownsville’s nighttime activity and cul-
tural life. Ville-luminate the Block is a collab-
oration between the Brownsville Partnership, 
the Brownsville Community Justice Center, and 
Peoples Culture. NYCx Co-Labs sponsored and 
supported these partnerships to implement the 
Ville-luminate the Block project. 

The pilot centered local youth in the design 
and  installation of premier LM3X 3D projection 
mapping system to showcase community-created 
art, computational design, and multimedia pro-
jects. The project utilizes MadMapper, Isadora, 
Unity 3d and custom software to create 3D pro-
jection mapping and interactive projection to light 
the Osborn Plaza and the Justice Center building 

along Belmont Avenue. Participants have worked 
to address the lack of lighting in the corridor in 
the hopes of increasing positive pedestrian traffic 
and entice businesses to stay open later for 
greater economic impact.  

In addition to training the youth to use the rele-
vant technology, they were also trained in design 
and storytelling methods to share their stories 
and experiences through computational design 
and worldbuilding. This multifaceted creative and 
technological solution aimed to enhance the ex-
perience and use of public space at night. It also 
aspired to increase nighttime activity, increase 
perceptions of public safety, and reinforce the 
positive momentum of changemakers and crea-
tives in the community to animate Belmont into a 
hub for thriving businesses and cultural activity. 
The projections are easily adaptable to serve the 
corridor’s needs: they could be used to highlight 
a local businesses or community event, as well as 
to showcase community-created art and digital 
design projects.

Pilot Theory of Change 

Osborne Street Plaza, known today as a com-
munity public space where residents gather and 
organize, has been known in its past as a place of 
trauma and historic issues around safety. Perpen-
dicular to Belmont Avenue, the Plaza is adjacent 
to the Justice Center  and has been fitted with 
seating areas, lighting, trash receptacles, and a 
mural designed and painted by Brownsville youth. 
In an ongoing effort to activate the space and 
highlight activity along Belmont Avenue, the Safe 
& Thriving Nighttime Corridors Challenge was a 
response to the community’s call to action. 

Conceptually, Ville-Luminate the Block project 
represents the idea that the “light in Brownsville” 
has never truly gone out, developing a form of 
public art that represents the artistic brilliance 
and dreams of the Brownsville community.PHOTOS (OPPOSITE) // PEOPLES CULTURE, LLC

The Brownsville Tech/Innovation Lab and Peoples Culture “Ville-
Luminate the Block” NYCx Co-Lab Challenge initial pilot (2018)

https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/cecm/downloads/plaza-maps/bk-osborn-street-plaza.pdf
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The pilot was implemented in collaboration with 
the Justice Center’s youth-led technology and 
place-based initiatives. Youth interns identi-
fied and developed content for the projection 
mapping, designed the concept of the 3D pro-
jected art, installed the 3D projection mapping 
system on the Osborn Street Plaza, and devel-
oped processes for community involvement and 
space activation. Over a period from June 2018- 
December 2019, youth conducted research, 
engaged the community, and gathered resident 
feedback, designed and adjusted the project 
model, and implemented the project. 

Tech Lab/Innovation Lab participants designed 
and installed a festoon light installation and 3D 
projection system over the Osborn Street Plaza, 
and corresponding light installations on par-
ticipating storefronts on the Belmont Corridor. 
Working with Sarah Bassett and Nicholas Pilarski 
of Peoples Culture, who provided artistic direc-
tion and technical training, Brownsville youth de-
signed an installation responsive to sensor-mon-
itored pedestrian traffic, and custom designed 
artwork. The festoon lighting system was pro-
grammed to change colors and patterns, forming 
a visual beacon that could be seen from above by 
residents living in adjacent developments and pe-
destrians along Belmont – attracting activity and 
encouraging socialization in the plaza. Addition-
ally, the 3D projection system provided increased 
lighting on the Belmont Corridor, showcased 
youth and community design, and activated the 
space with interactive features. When an individu-
al walked within a certain proximity to the pro-
jection, or when a certain number of individuals 
entered the plaza, it would shift brightness, color, 
or images. The projections were easily adaptable 
to serve the corridor’s needs – showcasing com-
munity created art and digital design projects. As 
of 2022, they continue to activate Osborne Street 
Plaza and Belmont Avenue. 

Villuminate the Block 
“project[s] the dreams 
of what the space can be 
onto the plaza itself.” 

Destinee Rowe, a Brownsville resident and Tech 
Lab/Innovation Lab associate discussing the 
process of making Ville-Luminate the Block, 2018.

Pilot Timeline

Community Identifies Safety as 
Focus Area

2016-2017

Safe & Thriving Nighttime 
Corridors Challenge Awarded

Winter 2018 

Projection Content Development 
with Youth &  Tech Training; 
Coordination with City Agencies

Spring-Summer 
2018

Ville-Luminate the Block Pilot 
Installation

August 2018

Projection Content Development 
with Youth & Tech Training; 
Coordination with City Agencies

2018-2019

Ville-Luminate the Block 
Installation

December 2019

Operation and Ongoing 
Installation 

2019-Present

About Pilot Winners 

The Brownsville Community Justice Center 
(Justice Center)

The Justice Center, an initiative of the Center for 
Court Innovation, was founded as a public/private 
partnership between the NYS Unified Court 
System and the Fund for the City of New York. 
The Center creates operating programs to test 
new ideas and solve problems, performs original 
research to determine what works, and provides 
expert assistance to justice reformers around the 
world.

The Justice Center is a multi-faceted initiative 
that seeks to prevent crime by investing in local 
youth and improving the physical landscape of 
the neighborhood. The Justice Center also seeks 
to forge better responses after crime occurs, of-
fering meaningful alternatives to incarceration. 
Integral in carrying out the design and implemen-
tation of this project will be the Justice Center’s 
Tech Lab/Innovation Lab, a youth-led augmented 
and virtual reality incubator space that provides 
training in cutting edge industry standard tech-
nologies, connections to employment, and local 
economic development and reinvestment within 
Brownsville.

Peoples Culture

Peoples Culture is an arts and placemaking col-
lective focused on advanced XR storytelling for 
policy advocacy using co-creation. This work aims 
to reimagine shared narratives through collab-
orative art-making practices, embracing tech-
nology as a way to create connections to places 
and people. Peoples Culture partnered with the 
Justice Center in 2015 to start the Brownsville 
Technology Lab/Neighborhood Innovation Lab. 
The team is a partner with the Justice Center on 
Brownsville tech-based projects, including B LIVE 
and the BCJC Live AR app, and provide technol-
ogy curriculum for the Tech Lab/Innovation Lab. 
Peoples Culture are leading the development of 

the Fireflies: A Brownsville Story VR docu-game 
in partnership with the Justice Center and have 
also created a toolkit for the planning and imple-
mentation of Ville-Luminate the Block projection 
mapping system. 

Team Members

Kevin Rivero, Development Coordinator at  
Community Solutions International, Inc.

Layman Lee, Neighborhood Development and 
Placemaking Manager

Jasmine Bowie, BCJC, Deputy Director

Ionna Jimenez, BCJC, Associate Director of Place-
making & Workforce Development

Peta-Gaye, BCJC, Manager, Operations  
and Logistics

Sarah Bassett, Peoples Culture, Director of  
Urbanism 

Nicholas Pilarski, Peoples Culture,  
Artistic Director

BCJC, Tech Lab Associates:

Adrian Richardson, BCJC, Tech Lab Associate  

Destinee Rowe, BCJC, Tech Lab Associate  

Ray Graham, BCJC, Tech Lab Associate 

John Bryant, BCJC, Tech Lab Associate 

Darren Duffie, BCJC, Tech Lab Associate 

Tommy Feliciano, BCJC, Tech Lab Associate 

Mikala Greenidge, BCJC, Tech Lab Associate 

Tahliyah Griffin, BCJC, Tech Lab Associate 

Reuben Johnson, BCJC, Tech Lab Associate  

Marcus Peoples, BCJC, Tech Lab Associate  

Neveah Rios, BCJC, Tech Lab Associate  

Starquan Stevenson, BCJC, Tech Lab Associate 

	

https://www.peoplesculture.org/
https://www.peoplesculture.org/
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High-level Output & Outcome Indicators

Deliverable Description Output Indicator

Youth Engagement Youth involved in the Tech Lab/In-
novation and the Young Innovators 
Program

Number of youth participants since the pilot 
launched in 2018

500

Industry Engagement Engagement with industry experts 
during production

Number of experts engaged since the pilot 
launched in 2018

8

City Engagement NYCx Co-Labs Safe and Thriving 
Corridors Meeting & Coordination 
with City agencies

Number of meetings 32

Local Businesses 
Engaged

Businesses engaged located along 
Belmont Avenue

Number of businesses engaged 12

Activity Analysis Metric-based activity analyses 
include: light metering, pedestrian 
counts, and surveys to determine 
usage and perceptions of safety

Number of metric-based activity analyses  
completed

4

Community Feedback Community feedback provided on 
projection design and content

Number of community feedback sessions 3

Projection Mapping 
Curriculum 
Development 

Development of tailored projection 
mapping curriculum

Number of program-based curriculum, tailored 
to projection mapping

5

Outcome Deliverables Outcome Anticipated 

Increase nighttime activity along Belmont Avenue and in 
Osborne Street Plaza

Brownsville developed creative content and enhanced, in-
teractive lighting experience encourages residents to use 
Belmont Ave. and Osborne St. Plaza as a community desti-
nation during evening and nighttime hours

Increase perception of safety along Belmont Avenue and 
in Osborne Street Plaza

With more pedestrian activity in the area both along/sur-
rounding Belmont Ave. and Osborne St. Plaza, community 
members feel safer and are more apt to activate the space 
after business close for the day

PHOTO (OPPOSITE) // PEOPLES CULTURE, LLC

The Brownsville Tech/Innovation Lab and Peoples Culture 
“Ville-Luminate the Block” NYCx Co-Lab Challenge initial 
launch pilot (2018)
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Pilot Co-Design 

Ville-luminate the Block reflects the drivers of 
the community through a rigorous participatory 
and co-created  process. Brownsville youth, with 
the support of the Justice Center and Peoples 
Culture, led the design and tech process. Belmont 
Avenue businesses were also participants in the 
lighting installation. The projections were used 
to showcase community-created art and digital 
design projects. A social media campaign invited 
residents and businesses alike to be involved, and 
the B Live app, a project which uses augmented 
reality to imagine alternative community devel-
opment strategies, spark entrepreneurship, and 
support community ownership, was used to boost 
involvement. 

The Justice Center engaged over 500 young 
people yearly. At the time of the project, there 
were two cohorts of young people in place. In 
addition to the Tech Lab/Innovation Lab, youth 
focused on self authorship by designing, docu-
menting and assembling narratives using mixed 
media (video, sound, animation, performance, and 
writing), and built from this work to define the 
features of positive placemaking interventions. 

After multiple prototypes and trials with other 
projection systems, the LM3X (formerly Lumitrix) 
T2 series offered the ability to create professional 
video using 3D projections for permanent outdoor 
installation, with 6000 ANSI Lm, 20000 lamp 
life, remote Internet access, and humidity/dust/
tamper resistant encasements.  

The project was designed in several phases, 
each phase focusing on a different aspect of the 
Ville-luminate the Block project. Phase 1 includ-
ed community engagement, research, and design. 
Phase 2 included youth training, content develop-
ment, project promotion, as well as securing the 
permits needed to implement the project. Finally, 
Phase 3 included the plan for ongoing mainte-
nance and sustainability of the project and hard-
ware. 

Phase 1: Community Engagement,  
Research, and Project Design

During the initial project kick-off in 2018, the 
Justice Center recruited 10 youth interns to par-
ticipate in a one-month community engagement 
and planning process. The interns developed and 
executed a public realm and placemaking survey 
to gain feedback on the project design, current 
nighttime activity on the corridor, and perceptions 
of public safety. Additionally, the interns conduct-
ed observations of usage of the public space ac-
cording to a framework that they were trained in 
with support from MOCTO and its partners. 

The Justice Center conducted a light meter 
survey to gauge community perceptions around 
the appropriate brightness level for the installa-
tion. 

The Justice Center coordinated one communi-
ty feedback session for youth interns to present 
their design to the community at large. 

Phase 2a: Youth Training, Content  
Development, and Project Promotion

A six-week intensive training at the Justice Center 
was conducted with Brownsville youth to learn 
and teach how to install the technology and 
develop XR (extended reality) content. Peoples 
Culture developed a six and 10-week curriculum 
for teaching the coding, multimedia design, 3D 
modeling, fabrication, creative design, and in-
stallation for the 3D projection mapping system. 
Youth interns applied concepts of creative arts-
based placemaking, as well as furthered skills 
in graphic design, cinematography, 3d design,  
coding, and adapting new technologies. They 
specifically learned software programs including 
DaVinci Resolve, MadMapper, Photoshop, visual 
programming, Unity 3d, Isadora, and operation of 
the LM3X (formerly Lumitrix) projection mapping 
system.  

The Justice Center and Peoples Culture pro-
grammed the technology to display interactive 
projections during agreed upon times with City 
agency partners, after consultation with commu-
nity stakeholders. The projection system show-
cased youth and community art and design. 

Three community events were organized by the 
Justice Center to promote the Ville-luminate the 
Block project: the first event focused on project 
introduction and initial feedback, the second 
event focused on a demo and lighting-level 
survey, and the third event celebrated the project 
unveiling. Each event engaged a minimum of 500 
community members.   

Phase 2b: Securing permits  
and agreements

The Justice Center sought approval from DOT to 
amend the amenities list of their existing mainte-
nance agreement with DOT to include the phys-
ical hardware that needed to be installed in the 
ground surface of Osborn Street Plaza. Peoples 
Culture developed location diagrams and spec-
ification drawings to secure the DOT approval 
necessary for installation of hardware compo-
nents on DOT street lights. A series of meetings 
between the Justice Center, Peoples Culture, 
and DOT over a nine-month period was used to 
develop, coordinate, and confirm the location and 
placement specifications of the 3D projection 
mapping system.     

Phase 2c: Physical Installation

The Justice Center hired a bucket-truck and an 
in-house electrician to physically install and 
mount the 3D projection mapping system on two 
designated light poles in accordance with DOT 
specifications. Peoples Culture worked with the 
Justice Center and Tech Lab/Innovation Lab par-
ticipants via masterclasses on the installation 
and programming of the 3D projection mapping 
system. The LM3X (formerly Lumitrix) projec-

tion mapping system (T2 series) are professional 
video projectors designed for permanent outdoor 
installation, with 6000 ANSI Lm, 20000 lamp 
life, remote Internet access, and humidity/dust/
tamper resistant encasements. Peoples Culture 
programmed with Tech Lab/Innovation Lab par-
ticipants the motion depth-cameras consisting of 
multiple sensors and the installation directly onto 
the ground surface at Osborn Plaza in an encase-
ment that is weather and tamper resistant.  The 
sensors powered the interactivity of the projected 
content. 

Phase 3:  Maintenance and Plan  
for Sustainability

Ville-luminate the Block is operated, maintained, 
and monitored by the Justice Center. They cur-
rently maintain Osborn Street Plaza, which in-
cludes a robust sanitation and programming 
schedule throughout the year. Installation mainte-
nance was included in the daily operations of the 
Plaza, and included any necessary maintenance 
needs by the Justice Center’s Street Team, as 
well as support with application troubleshooting 
by the Tech Lab/Innovation Lab. Peoples Culture 
continues to work with the Justice Center and 
Tech Lab/Innovation Lab participants to provide 
support for the 3D projection mapping system 
installed on the light poles. The Justice Center 
ensures the installation is continuously active 
using a custom-coded, automated projection 
schedule developed by Peoples Culture. Addition-
ally, the Justice Center coordinates twice-monthly 
special events to draw residents to the installa-
tion and engage community partners.

The Justice Center developed a toolkit contain-
ing best practices and findings from the project 
implementation process. The toolkit included 
specs of the equipment used, descriptions of 
the electricity and infrastructure required, event 
programming and photo documentation. It also 
included images and video taken throughout the 
process, a summary of the community observa-

https://lm3x.com/
https://lm3x.com/
https://lm3x.com/
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tions and feedback, and descriptions of all pre-in-
stallation outreach activities. 

For long-term implementation, Peoples Culture 
created a curriculum series focused on the de-
sign-deployment pipelines of the projection 
mapping system as well as a user training guide 
for running and managing the technology.   

The Justice Center ensures that Tech Lab/Innova-
tion Lab participants have the appropriate train-
ing, certifications, and workforce development to 
act as consultants to other neighborhoods who 
may want to implement a similar project. 

Pilot Deployment

On Saturday, August 25, 2018, participants 
launched the pilot of the Ville-Luminate the Block 
project at the 4th annual Be On Belmont street 
festival series, with more than 400 residents and 
visitors in attendance.  

In August 2019 during the 5th annual Be On 
Belmont street festival series, the projection 
mapping system - installed on light poles in 
Osborne Street Plaza and one along Belmont 
Avenue - was unveiled. The event had more than 
500 residents and visitors in attendance. 

The 3D projection mapping system installed in 
Osborne Street Plaza and Belmont Avenue con-
tinues to remain active as of 2022. 

The Osborne Street Plaza is undergoing capital 
renovations to turn the interim plaza into a per-
manent public space that will include a mix of 
stationary to immovable seating, small scale 
gardens, open space for public events and activi-
ties as well as a kiosk that can house a small busi-
ness vendor. The capital renovations are sched-
uled to begin in Fall 2023. The Justice Center 
and Peoples Culture have been working with all 
the City agencies involved in the NYCx Co-Labs 
partnership to acquire the necessary approvals 
to permanently mount the 3D projection mapping 
system in Osborn Plaza using a kiosk or similar 
installation. This will allow for ease of permitting 
with NYCDOT as well as ongoing maintenance of 
the 3D projection mapping system for the Justice 
Center.  

PHOTO (OPPOSITE) // BCJC 

NYCx Co-Lab Challenge (2018)



3938

CASE STUDY 2

Nightlight
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About Nightlight

One of the winning proposals of the NYCx 
Co-Lab Challenge, Nightlight was a collaboration 
between Anyways, Here’s the Thing, a creative 
Brooklyn-based studio, the Justice Center, and 
NYCx Co-Labs. 

Nightlight mounted programmable Light-emit-
ting Diode (LED) strips and sensors on 5 (five) 
existing street light poles along Belmont Avenue. 
The sensors detect pedestrian presence and, 
in response, the LED strips are programmed to 
produce animated patterns with varying color and 
brightness. This light difference subtly indicates 
the presence of pedestrians and alters the quali-
ties of a space along the Belmont streetscape. 

Anyways, Here’s The Thing also collaborated with 
youth from the Justice Center’s Tech Lab/Inno-
vation Lab to assist with the programming and 
coding.

About Pilot Winner 

Anyways, Here’s the Thing (AHTT) is a creative 
studio based in Brooklyn, NY. AHTT is a hybrid 
design/technology service studio creating design 
& production across platforms. They specialize in 
interactive installation design, digital storytell-
ing on emerging platforms, enhancing experience 
design through technology, and more. In their 
work, the poetic qualities of an emotional element 
and tangible materials are treated as equally im-
portant as cutting-edge technology. They believe 
technology does not need to stand out as the face 
of a project; an enjoyable moment does.

Team Members

Henry Lam,

Tyler Henry

Geyao Zhang

Nitcha Tothong

Yunfei Xiang

Luobin Wang

Chenghan Kuan

About the Pilot Project 
In response to the NYCx Co-Lab Challenge for 
Safe and Thriving Nighttime Corridors, Anyways 
Here’s the Thing deployed a networked and re-
sponsive Internet of Things (IoT) system of deco-
rative lighting that serves as indicators of human 
presence and pedestrian traffic. They call this 
system: Nightlight.

On the technology side, Anyways, Here’s the 
Thing deployed a series of nodes mounted to light 
poles along Belmont Avenue. The nodes are part 
of an interconnected mesh network. In addition 
to each node having a set of LED strips for visual 
and decorative output, every node has sensors to 
detect ambient light levels and human movement. 
The information captured at each of these nodes 
is recorded in a centralized location. From there, 
instructions are relayed to other relevant nodes 
in the network. Using these instructions, the LED 
strips of each of the corresponding poles and its 
neighbors illuminate in a preprogrammed pattern 
based on the detected movement.

The LED’s visual effect for pedestrians along the 
roadway and sidewalks of Belmont are indicators 
of other human presence. These subtle indicators 
allow for people to feel at ease, knowing they are 
not alone on the street at night. This increases the 
perception of public safety and reinforces the use 
of Belmont Avenue at night.

Pilot Theory of Change 

Anyways chose to address the challenges of low 
light levels, crime, and empty commercial corri-
dors by making the pedestrian space more invit-
ing and active through responsive functional and 
decorative street lighting. First, existing street 
lights were retrofitted with low color temperature 
(2700K-3000K) LED lamps that allow for better 
color rendering and warmer ambient light. This 
provides a more flattering illumination of people, 
businesses, residences, and the night time city-
scape. Second, existing street lamps posts were 
augmented with programmable, networked, deco-
rative LED light bars. Through passive sensors, 

these light bars would respond to passing pedes-
trians, turning the entire streetscape into a subtly 
animated light experience as a creative supple-
ment to the functional street lighting system. The 
animation, based on simple transitions of hue and 
luminance, would create an active, responsive at-
mosphere, capable of highlighting the presence 
of pedestrians in the space while also livening the 
atmosphere of the area when there is low traffic.

The LED’s visual effect for pedestrians along 
the roadway and sidewalks of Belmont Avenue 
are indicators of other human presence. These 
subtle indicators allow for people to feel at ease 
because they know they are not alone on the 
street at night. This increases the perception of 
public safety and reinforces the use of Belmont at 
night.

Pilot Co-Design 

Along with capturing data via an IoT mesh 
network and the use of decorative LED lights, 
Anyways engaged the community through the 
teaching and training of the use of their system. 
Anyways collaborated with the Brownsville 
Community Justice Center’s Innovation Lab as a 
place to connect with community members and 
Brownsville youth to teach the use of Raspber-
ry Pi (a small open source modular computer) 
and programming and coding in Python (a pro-
gramming language) in a series of linear work-
shops. This allowed trained participants to direct-
ly access and program the lighting system to use 
their own lighting sequences and parameters, and 
in turn train others.

Cohort 2 of the Young Innovators Academy 
worked with Anyways Here’s the Thing to 
augment the existing street lamp posts along 
the Belmont Avenue corridor with programma-
ble, networked, decorative LED light strips that 
respond to passing pedestrians with fluctuating 
radiance. As pedestrians pass under the lamps, 
the lights will shine brighter and trigger other 
nearby lights, creating wave-like effects. The an-
imations, which will also be triggered by external 

data such as bus arrival times at the nearest bus 
stop, will create an active, responsive atmosphere 
that subtly indicates the presence of activity, 
and reinforces the use of Belmont Avenue after 
dark. The Young Innovators worked with  Anyways 
Here’s the Thing to design their own lighting cho-
reographies, as well as learn coding to program 
the lighting system. 

Phase 1: Software and Hardware Development

Anyways, Here’s the Thing worked on a number 
of software and hardware products to set up 
the lighting system, as well as a data collection 
system. 

This included a client/server communication pro-
tocol for aggregating sensor data, and instruction 
distribution written in Python. 

The lighting programming library included a 
Python library for easy command and lighting se-
quence configuration.

This process included user testing, as well as 
testing the mesh framework and the lighting pro-
gramming library. 

Phase 2: Deployment

Anyways was responsible for making ready all 
electronics, enclosures, lighting, and cabling, to 
be handed off the hardware to the DOT for instal-
lation. Anyways was on site during the installation 
to provide support. The hardware was equipped 
with infrared sensors that captured anonymized 
movement.  

Phase 3: Community Engagement

Anyways developed a curriculum of combined 
lecture and lab instruction for the Brownsville 
youth to introduce Raspberry Pi and Python, 
which allowed participants to program LED light 
sequences and displays. 

The curriculum covered the following topic areas: 

Design basics:
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color, animation, the psychological in color, light 
as medium in design and art (case studies), Color 
mixing RGB-CMYK.

Basic electronics:

what’s circuit, LED, Parallel and series circuit, how 
breadboard works, digital and analog electronics.

Basics of Python Coding

Python on Pi.

Structured coding basics (conditional statements 
and loops).

Through this classroom instruction, Anyways 
helped to promote science, technology, engineer-
ing, art, and math (STEAM) fields of study.

Pilot Deployment 

Youth Education  

Anyways engaged the local neighborhood youth 
associated with the Justice Center ’s Tech Lab/
Innovative Lab by way of developing a curricu-
lum of combined lectures and lab instructions to 
introduce the programming technology. Anyways 
administered a minimum of 24 hours of lecture, 
lab instructions, and creative workshops so youth 
could ultimately modify the code to change the 
output and visual effect. These included weekend 
workshops and/or evening classes. Anyways in-
volved youth in the Measuring and Documenta-
tion phase.

Software and Hardware Development 

Anyways attended meetings with DOT and rel-
evant agencies to introduce the project and 
discuss design parameters. Then, they built the 
underlying software. This software integrated the 
coding modifications created as part of the Youth 
Education phase. Prior to the light installation, 
Anyways developed and submitted design docu-
ments, specifications, fabrication, and installation 
drawings of all hardware to DOT, so that any com-
ments or concerns on the part of DOT could be 
addressed prior to installation.  

Anyways procured all equipment necessary for 
the successful installation. This may include, 
but is not limited to the passive infrared sensor, 
weatherproof LED strips, and cabling. 

Installation and De-Installation Support

The Justice Center in partnership with MOCJ, DOT, 
NYCEDC and MOCTO hired a bucket-truck and an 
in-house electrician to physically install the LED 
strips and sensors on street light poles. The con-
tractor was responsible for the following support: 

•	 Installing a temporary demonstration along 
Belmont Avenue to user-test the software 
and hardware. This initial test was not to be 
installed on street light poles, instead, the 
contractor provided the temporary support 
and power source. This demonstration was 
observed by MOCTO, DOT, and other relevant 
agencies.

•	 Coordinate with DOT to oversee the instal-
lation of a second demonstration on a street 
light pole. This may or may not be located 
along Belmont Avenue. 

Based on the two above mentioned demonstra-
tions, Anyways incorporated or addressed to 
DOT’s sole satisfaction any design changes. 

Data Insights

In order to assess pedestrian activity in the 
Belmont neighborhood, and along Belmont 
avenue, data was collected to better inform the 
impact of technological innovation. Data was col-
lected from four primary sources:

1.	 Five pedestrian count sensors installed by 
MOCTO in the Belmont corridor in 2019, which 
take readings in 15-minute intervals.

2.	 Local climatological data from NOAA on 
hourly precipitation and temperature from the 
monitoring station at JFK International Airport 
between October 2019 and September 2021

3.	 Daily sunset times for the Belmont corridor 
latitude and longitude coordinates collect-
ed from the sunrise-sunset.org API between 
October 2019 and September 2021

4.	 Outcomes from the Public Space Public Life 
Survey, hosted by Gehl Institute and conduct-
ed by Brownsville youth, between August 
and September 2018. The Survey focused on 
measuring how people move through or stay 
in the built environment, with a focus on pe-
destrian and cyclist counts, age and gender 
counts, and stationary activity counts. This 
was conducted to better understand public 
life in Brownsville.

Pedestrian count data was then analyzed based 
on different seasonal trends (by month, day of 
week, week of year, and time of day). In addi-
tion, the Gehl survey data was pre-processed for 
analysis. The team also merged NOAA data with 
pedestrian count data in 1-hour increments to 
explore correlations between temperature vs. pe-
destrian counts and inches of rain vs. pedestrian 
counts. 

Ideally, the pedestrian count sensor data could 
have been used to assess trends around activity 
after dark if they had been installed prior to the 
introduction of new lights on Belmont, to directly 
assess the effect of installing lights on nighttime 
pedestrian activity. Since the impact cannot be 

assessed in this way, it was theorized that com-
paring pedestrian counts around a narrow time 
window prior to and after sunsets would allow a 
proxy to be used for the impact of reduced light 
levels on pedestrian activity. In order to account 
for the fact that sunset times shift each season, 
the pedestrian count reading timestamps was re-
scaled to be converted to the number of minutes 
relative to each day’s sunset times, and filtered 
the data to a more narrow two-hour bound before 
and after sunset. This subset of the data was used 
to build the “Pedestrian Counts Before and After 
Sunsets” chart.

The following provides graphical representa-
tions of pedestrian activity in Brownsville, along 
Belmont Avenue, according to the data collected 
and compiled. As a general outcome prior to light-
ing interventions from the Safe & Thriving Night-
time Corridors Challenge, it can be determined 
that pedestrian activity remained higher during 
daylight hours, warmer seasons, and milder 
weather.

Activity according to age and gender track with 
general neighborhood demographic trends, with 
a higher rate of women and children who remain 
active along the corridor.

Bicycle activity remained high on thoroughfares 
alone, which may signal that cycling as a trans-
portation mode is used most by those commuting 
(see Chart X). In general, there is strong corre-
lation between pedestrian activity and business 
operation, indicating an opportunity for interven-
tions that promote safe, nighttime pedestrian ac-
tivity. Additionally, pedestrians trend toward ac-
tivities focused on staying-in-place using various 
forms of seating, which could support the devel-
opment of more vibrant places that invite people 
to stay longer. 
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Safe & Thriving 
Nighttime Corridors: 
Lessons Learned

Since the spring of 2018 the NYCx Co-Labs Safe 
and Thriving Nighttime Corridors Challenge has 
served as a platform for the Brownsville Commu-
nity Tech Board as well as NYC Agencies to attract 
investments to pressing Brownsville needs.  

Below are a series of lessons learned from the 
process of implementing tech-enabled initiatives, 
career development programs, community events, 
and capacity building for community based or-
ganizations in the Brownsville community with the 
project partners, Brownsville Community Justice 
Center, Peoples Culture, and Anyways Here’s the 
Thing.  

Agency through placemaking: 
Brownsville voices taking back 
Brownsville public spaces

Placemaking, an approach that focuses on defin-
ing and strengthening the connection between 
public space and residents, is an integral compo-
nent of ensuring inclusivity and equity are built 
into a city. “By recognizing and developing the 
positive potential of their public spaces, cities can 
enhance safety and security, create economic op-
portunity, improve public health, create diverse 
public environments, and build democracy” 
(Project for Public Spaces/UN Habitat, 2012).

For the Brownsville Community Tech board it was 
a priority to make sure that tech-enabled solutions 
would contribute to the ways in which Brownsville 
residents took advantage of their public spaces.9

9 From the forthcoming Reimagining Reality: A Brownsville Story: 
Reconstituting spatial histories through co-created,  
technological innovation by Peoples Culture and the Brownsville 
Community Justice Center.

“Such an approach meant to 
change the script regarding 
the role of technology 
and safety, by moving 
away from surveillance, 
crime predictability and 
policy enforcement towards 
community ownership and 
youth education.” 
 
Oscar J. Romero Jr, Director of Inclusive Innovation  
& International Cooperation, NYC Office of Tech-
nology and Innovation.    

Placemaking through community events, and 
community-led transformations of the urban 
space were identified as key strategies to in-
crease safety. Placemaking melds the practical-
ity of urban planning with community relation-
ship-building and places emphasis on problem 
solving through creative practice (Stern 2014).

The process of building livable and welcoming 
neighborhoods extends beyond traditional urban 
policy areas such as housing or transportation. 
Urban design - or the process of crafting how an 
urban space feels or is used by citizens - is an 
equally important consideration. Lighting design, 
the sensory experience of a space, opportuni-
ties to sit or gather, and opportunities to walk 
and cycle are all elements that contribute to the 
security of a space (Gehl Institute, 2017). Pedes-
trian lighting is a design element that is particu-
larly important. Research has shown that day-
light increases pedestrian activity by 62%, and 
cycling by 38% (Uttley, Fotios, 2017). Bright lights 
do make people feel safer, and feeling safe will 
promote use - particularly for vulnerable groups 
(Fotios & Castleton, 2016). Most compellingly, a 
2019 randomized experiment in New York City 

found that nighttime outdoor crime dropped by 
36 percent in areas that were randomly assigned 
more lighting (Chalfin et. al, 2019). Road and pe-
destrian lighting is therefore an important invest-
ment.

Local leaders can build support, sense of 
purpose, and project efficacy by incorporating 
multiple and diverse voices early on. However, it is 
essential that community members are not aren’t 
merely informed as a method of involvement, but 
actually allowed active participation and project 
control (Arnstein, 1969). On projects that focus on 
safety or security, collective participation and the 
cooperation of neighbors willing to work togeth-
er has been shown to improve safety in neighbor-
hoods and reduce violence (Sampson, Rauden-
bush, and Earls, 1997).

In response to community feedback, the scope 
of the NYCx Co-Labs Safe and Thriving Night-
time Corridors was expanded to include removing 
barriers to opportunity and education as a way to 
promote safety for youth. From the very begin-
ning of the pilot program, community engage-
ment and placemaking was an integral compo-
nent of our process.

The NYCx Co-Labs Safe and Thriving Nighttime 
Corridors Challenge started with a basic premise: 
if youth feel represented in their public spaces, 
how will this affect the environment they live in? 
The creative placemaking and tactical urbanism 
practices incorporated into this pilot were an es-
sential component of strategy and engagement 
design.

The pilot program also incorporated elements 
of tactical urbanism, a low-cost, grassroots ur-
banist approach that empowers citizens to take 
charge of their spaces in order to affect long-term 
change (Tactical Urbanism Guide). An action-cen-
tered and accessible practice at its core, tactical 
urbanism has been shown to be particularly ef-
fective at catalyzing change in distressed com-
munities (Harrison, S. 2016). 

http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycx/nighttime/nighttimechallenge.html
http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycx/nighttime/nighttimechallenge.html
https://assets-global.website-files.com/581110f944272e4a11871c01/5f0f1f9e47f9663f207396ac_59f1fb530aad1d00010a6186_PPS-Placemaking-and-the-Future-of-Cities.pdf
https://repository.upenn.edu/siap_placemaking/
https://gehlinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/CPTED-Public-Life-Approach.pdf
https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/science/article/pii/S0272494417300762
https://www-tandfonline-com.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/doi/full/10.1080/15502724.2016.1169931
https://urbanlabs.uchicago.edu/attachments/e95d751f7d91d0bcfeb209ddf6adcb4296868c12/store/cca92342e666b1ffb1c15be63b484e9b9687b57249dce44ad55ea92b1ec0/lights_04242016.pdf
https://doi-org.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/10.1080/01944366908977225
https://www-jstor-org.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/stable/2892902?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www-jstor-org.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/stable/2892902?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycx/nighttime/nighttimechallenge.html
http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycx/nighttime/nighttimechallenge.html
http://tacticalurbanismguide.com/
https://www.acsa-arch.org/proceedings/International%20Proceedings/ACSA.Intl.2016/ACSA.Intl.2016.39.pdf
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Relatedly, this pilot gave youth the platform to 
explore the connection between their identi-
ties and their neighborhood through a creative 
and artistic process. Not only is making young 
people “active partners in crime prevention” a key 
element of fighting crime, but art is also an im-
portant and therapeutic tool for justice-involved 
populations (National Crime Prevention Council, 
1996). Art has been used as a tool for public 
safety for almost a century, and is frequently em-
ployed in therapy, career training, and in activism  
(Yahner et al, 2015, Urban Institute).

Art, and by extension creative or artistic place-
making activities, hold particular importance for 
both youth and justice-involved populations. Re-
search has shown that avenues for self-expres-
sion and the opportunity of identity reclamation 
are important for justice-involved populations, a 
process that can be explored through art (Wolf 
and Wolf 2012). The Safe and Thriving Nighttime 
Corridors Pilot incorporated these same modes 
of creative placemaking and artistry to give teens 
the platform to tell the stories of their own identi-
ties and their hopes for their neighborhood.

Lessons Learned:

1.	 Youth (and, by extension, citizens) need to 
have agency over their neighborhood narra-
tive. Often, the narratives about a place are 
extended to the people who live there as well. 
Youth in Brownsville are well aware of the 
negative and harmful narratives about their 
neighborhood’s safety and opportunity. They 
are also determined to prove these narratives 
false. Not only were youth able to talk about 
their hopes or visions for Brownsville, they 
were actively able to represent these visions 
and shape their environment through creative 
placemaking. This is the first and most funda-
mental step in a participatory design process. 

2.	 Youth (and, by extension, citizens) need to 
“see themselves” in their neighborhoods. 
This pilot gave teens the platform to quite lit-
erally showcase their visions of themselves 
and/or their neighborhood right onto the built 

environment of Brownsville. The images that 
teens coded, photographed, and/or designed 
in workshops were then projected upon build-
ings in Brownsville. Teens and other residents 
were able to then see their visions of them-
selves and their neighborhood reflected back 
to them. 

3.	 Incorporate a nighttime element into public 
art programming. Too many public art pro-
grams are dependent upon daylight or 
daytime activity, leaving a large gap for poten-
tial engagement and participation. The unique 
timing of the public art installations was part 
of the draw for Brownsville citizens. Public 
art organizers should keep in mind the high 
capacity for community building, econom-
ic activity, or other indicators of success that 
nighttime programming may bring.

Community Driven Pivoting: 
Flexibility & Feedback

The NYC Mayor’s Office of Chief Technology 
Officer kicked off the Brownsville NYCx Co-Labs 
challenge with an event of 25 participants rep-
resenting 18 different organizations. After 8 
community workshops and 3 public forums, the 
theme of nighttime safety was chosen. 

In response to community feedback, the scope 
of the NYCx Co-Labs Safe and Thriving Night-
time Corridors was expanded to include removing 
barriers to opportunity and education as a way to 
promote safety for youth. From the very begin-
ning of the pilot program, community engage-
ment and placemaking was an integral compo-
nent of the process.

Lessons Learned:

1.	 Flexibility within projects is critical when en-
acting community-conscious change. Even 
though the theme of nighttime safety was 
chosen early on in the primary phases of en-
gagement, the objectives of the project were 
slightly altered in response to community 

feedback. The shift of focus that prioritized 
pathways to career development as a mode of 
creating safety was not only deeply important 
to youth, parents, and community leaders, but 
ensured that impact lasted after the comple-
tion of the project.

2.	 While work is ongoing, build out a  knowl-
edge base that allows for the project to be 
replicated in the future. Although challenge 
winners have been selected and the first 
series of educational workshops have con-
cluded, this project has sparked further com-
munity goals. The Brownsville Community 
Justice Center plans to continue holding these 
workshops in subsequent years. We also will 
be able to use the model to expand this pilot 
to other areas of the city. 

Innovation in Government

Community members were not the only group 
whose support was needed to advance the Safe 
and Thriving Nighttime Corridors pilot. Buy-in and 
cooperation from other city agencies was essen-
tial to project implementation. Several sticking 
points were encountered in three areas: the insti-
tutional level, the cultural practice level, and the 
regulatory level. 

After choosing two challenge winners who had 
pitched project ideas that focused on projec-
tion and artistic lighting, it became clear that we 
would need to collaborate with Street Lighting 
and DOT to arrange permits for putting a projec-
tor on street poles. Institutionally, no such permit 
or precedence of making such a permit existed, 
an issue which significantly delayed project im-
plementation. 

Eventually, a permit was written and submitted 
to DOT. The permit was then approved. Part of 
the hesitance or lack of precedence for a permit 
was related to both regulation and cultural prac-
tice. Agency officials expressed concern that 
the projector was too valuable, posing a risk for 
theft after installation. There was also concern 

that the projection mapping system might cause 
accidents due to light interference with traffic, 
opening the city up to liability.. Furthermore, 
there are also regulations in place against pro-
jecting images or statements upon buildings in 
NYC, which have roots in the 2008 Occupy Wall 
Street movement. These concerns were ad-
dressed by moving the projectors from the orig-
inal intended location on rooftops to DOT owned 
light poles and the use of a projection mapping 
system that provided safety and tamper-resist-
ance in the design of the equipment. 

Working in tandem with other agencies on a 
project that had very little precedent taught the 
project team valuable lessons on innovation in 
government. Not only were these lessons applied 
to the project, they helped ensure the pilot was 
implemented and completed successfully. Im-
portantly, these lessons will be applied to future 
Co-Labs challenges as well. 

Lessons Learned:

1.	 Identify key players who you will need 
support from early on. Every agency, de-
partment, and partner organization has a key 
person or persons who will be able to help you 
get where you need to go. These are people 
who have the power to brainstorm solutions 
or even change old rules that no longer are 
serving the public. Gain buy-in from these key 
players early on, in the very beginning of a 
project.

2.	 Build coalitions that are willing to push for 
change. No matter how innovative or compel-
ling a project idea may be, it cannot be ac-
complished if only one agency is pushing for 
it. A broad coalition of agencies, community 
members, advocates, and other leaders/sup-
porters who are vocal about change and un-
afraid to push for it will be integral to project 
success. 

3.	 There is no such thing as an ecosystem that 
invites innovation. Government is built to 
be methodical and risk averse. This metic-

https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/Digitization/164254NCJRS.pdf
https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/Digitization/164254NCJRS.pdf
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/arts-infusion-initiative-2010-15-evaluation-report/view/full_report
https://www.carnegiehall.org/uploadedFiles/Resources_and_Components/PDF/WMI/MaytheSongsIHaveWrittenSpeakforMe.pdf
https://www.carnegiehall.org/uploadedFiles/Resources_and_Components/PDF/WMI/MaytheSongsIHaveWrittenSpeakforMe.pdf
http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycx/nighttime/nighttimechallenge.html
http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycx/nighttime/nighttimechallenge.html
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ulous quality of government is beneficial in 
that it is a system of checks and balances 
that often keeps citizens safe. However, this 
same system does not easily invite innova-
tion. Within government, your ability to be 
successful on innovation projects is depend-
ent on your ability to convince people to make 
change.

Safety through Opportunity & 
Education

Brownsville community leaders were vocal about 
the link between neighborhood crime and a 
lack of educational or career opportunities for 
Brownsville youth. The community’s econom-
ic indicators show disproportionate levels of 
poverty within Brownsville. Twenty-one percent of 
Brownsville’s residents have a Bachelor’s degree 
or higher (compared to 43 percent of NYC resi-
dents overall). Similarly, 14 percent of Brownsville 
residents are unemployed, higher than the city 
average of 9 percent. The majority (57 percent) of 
Brownsville’s renters are rent-burdened, meaning 
that they pay 30 percent or more of their house-
hold income on rent (Community Health Profiles, 
2018). Brownsville has the second-highest incar-
ceration rate and the highest injury assault rate in 
the city (Community Health Profiles, 2015).

This demonstrated link between conflict/crime 
and poverty is well-supported by a wealth of ac-
ademic research, with many scholars in agree-
ment that economic hardship can cause conflict 
or crime within a community (Bloomberg et. al, 
2002; Braithwaite et. al, 2014; Flango et. al, 1976; 
Imran et. al, 2018). The most common types of 
crime in the United States -- theft, larceny, and 
burglary-- all indicate economic distress (Pew Re-
search, 2020).

Researchers have shown that both education 
and employment have an effect on crime rates. A 

study by Lochner & Moretti (2004), which meas-
ured changes in state compulsory schooling laws 
and their relationship to crime rates, found that 
“schooling significantly reduces the probabili-
ty of incarceration and arrest.” One study from 
the Prison Policy Initiative and VOCAL-NY, which 
focused on New York City, found that neighbor-
hoods with high incarceration rates also had 
lower 5th grade math scores (Prison Policy Initia-
tive & VOCAL-NY, 2020).  

Availability of employment opportunities also in-
fluence crime. Adults with steady and adequate 
income generated through a meaningful job that 
allows them the opportunity to develop creative 
skill sets are less likely to commit crimes. (Allan 
& Steffensmeier, 1989 ; Sampson & Laub, 1993 ;  
Shover, 1996 ; Uggen, 1999) For youth in particu-
lar, employment mentoring programs that prepare 
them for the labor market have been shown to 
have a positive impact on a young person’s ac-
ademic and personal development. Studies of 
summer youth employment programs in New 
York City, Boston, and Chicago all found posi-
tive effects of these programs, including higher 
school attendance, fewer arraignments for violent 
(-35 percent) and property crimes (-57 percent), 
and even decreased mortality rates(-20 percent) 
(S. Heller et al 2017, AS Modestino 2017).

In a recent study by the National Innovation 
Service and the NYC Mayor’s Office of Criminal 
Justice, residents who live in areas with high rates 
of violence - including Brownsville - were asked 
what they need to be safe and thrive. Residents 
overwhelmingly identified safety as economic, ar-
ticulating the connection between disinvestment 
and feeling unsafe, as well as the ability of resi-
dents to meet economic needs and build secure 
lives (M. Buxton et al 2021).

Lessons Learned:

1.	 Technology should be used as a tool in an ed-
ucational process, but not as a means to an 
end.  An essential objective of this pilot was 
that youth participants gained foundation-
al skills in coding, multimedia, 3D modeling, 
and basic circuit design. While technology 
was central to their education, the resulting 
educational or career opportunities that could 
be gained upon completing the program were 
the main goal. 

2.	 Career development programs for youth 
should focus on building skills that are both 
economically relevant and creative. This pilot 
program’s educational curriculum focused 
on building foundational skills in STEAM 
(science, technology, engineering, arts, and 
mathematics). Through hands-on learning, 
students were prepared to continue career 
pathways in economically relevant and sus-
tainable STEM fields, while also sharpening 
their artistic and creative skills. 

Reclaiming tech for co-existence

Digital tools are used globally in security and po-
licing, most often applied to efforts of crime pre-
diction or deterrence. Here in NYC, the New York 
Police Department employs a cache of digital 
tools to address issues of security. At the fore-
front is a network of over 15,000 surveillance 
cameras, which are used both for routine sur-
veillance as well as facial-recognition searches. 
Drones, x-ray vans, Stingrays (cellphone surveil-
lance devices), and Shotspotter (a third-party 
platform that can detect the location of gunshots) 
are also employed (NYCLU, 2021).

While these tools can be beneficial in prevent-
ing crime, researchers, advocates, and commu-
nity members have spoken up about potentially 
harmful applications. Facial recognition software 
has been shown to be less accurate based on 
race and gender. Research has shown that facial 

recognition AI works best in recognizing light-
er-skinned men, while darker-skinned females are 
the group most at risk of misclassification (Klare 
et.al, 2012). One study found that facial recog-
nition AI had an error rate of almost 35 percent 
when classifying darker-skinned women, while 
that error rate was only 0.8 percent for light-
er-skinner men (Buolamwini & Gebru, 2018). 
Recent reporting also demonstrates trends of 
over-policing in Black neighborhoods throughout 
the city, with Black New Yorkers twice as likely to 
be stopped by police (Scrivener et. al, 2020). This 
trend is demonstrated in digital policing as well, 
as surveillance tools are more likely to be placed 
in non-white neighborhoods. 8000 surveillance 
cameras are located in Brooklyn – over half of the 
NYPD’s total network (Wired, 2021). 

Technology can be applied in ways that are in-
clusive and human-centered. When asked what 
makes safety, “residents see sustained commu-
nity safety as possible only through Black and 
Brown community ownership and power, and in 
particular, the power to direct community invest-
ments.” (Bruxton et. al 2021). Throughout the 
Safety at Night pilot, the project team specifically 
chose to reclaim and change the script of tech in 
safety by embracing it as a tool for artistic ex-
pression, career development, neighborhood en-
hancement, and ultimately, community power. 

 

https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/data/2018chp-bk16.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/data/2018chp-bk16.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/data/2015chp-bk16.pdf
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/doi/abs/10.1177/0022002702046001005
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/doi/abs/10.1177/0022002702046001005
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/doi/full/10.1177/0738894214559673
https://onlinelibrary-wiley-com.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1745-9125.1976.tb00027.x
https://www-emerald-com.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/insight/content/doi/10.1108/IJSE-04-2017-0167/full/html
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/11/20/facts-about-crime-in-the-u-s/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/11/20/facts-about-crime-in-the-u-s/
https://eml.berkeley.edu/~moretti/lm46.pdf
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/origin/ny/report.html
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/origin/ny/report.html
https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/ojjdp/grants/251101.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/metro_2018jan_how-can-summer-jobs-reduce-crime-among-youth-final.pdf
https://www.nyclu.org/en/news/nypd-published-its-arsenal-surveillance-tech-heres-what-we-learned
https://s3.documentcloud.org/documents/2850196/Face-Recognition-Performance-Role-of-Demographic.pdf
https://s3.documentcloud.org/documents/2850196/Face-Recognition-Performance-Role-of-Demographic.pdf
http://proceedings.mlr.press/v81/buolamwini18a/buolamwini18a.pdf
https://datacollaborativeforjustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/2020_08_31_Enforcement.pdf
https://www.wired.com/story/all-seeing-eyes-new-york-15000-surveillance-cameras/
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 “Technology is definitely 
a viable vehicle that can 
transform public safety 
issues: whether it is 
around lighting or creation 
of projection spaces, our 
community is safer now.”  

-Jasmine Bowie, Executive Director of Brownsville 
Community Justice Center 

Lessons Learned:

1.	 Expand uses of technology to placemaking. 
As discussed, technology’s use in security 
has historically played a role in surveillance, 
crime prediction, and policy enforcement. 
Such types of frameworks assume an associ-
ation between the usage of space and crime. 
These pilots instead depart from the assump-
tion that spaces can be taken and shaped by 
their communities. Leveraging technology 
to support the process of creating communi-
ty ownership instead encourages residents 
to use their spaces rather than assuming 
that people in such communities will commit 
crimes that ought to be prevented or record-
ed.  

2.	 Technology is one piece of a crime preven-
tion toolkit. While lighting installations, or 
technology in and of itself, is not the solution 
to solve issues of safety, technology can be a 
tool within a more complex process. Address-
ing access to opportunity, ownership of public 
space, and representation of community/self 
within a physical environment has been shown 
to make public spaces safer. 
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