Noise in
Chinatown
An Overview of Issues
& Proposed Solutions
Noise or too much noise is more than just an annoyance – it is a public health
concern with harmful outcomes. Preventable noise-induced hearing loss is fairly
common in the US, affecting 15% of all Americans. As a bustling neighborhood at
the center of multiple subway stops, major cross streets and truck routes,
Chinatown is frequented by many New Yorkers and visitors. However,
Chinatown is also home, workplace, and community to more than 80,000
individuals, many of whom are older adults aged 65 years or older.
Approximately 24,736 of the people who live in Manhattan’s Community Board 3
(CB3), an area that includes Chinatown and the Lower East Side neighborhoods,
are older adults. Of these senior residents, 34% live below the poverty line, and
37% live with ambulatory difficulties. 43% of CD3 older adults speak an Asian
language at home.

Chinatown is part of Manhattan's
Community District 3, which also includes
the East Village and the Lower East Side.

How does noise affect health?

Permanent hearing damage can occur if
exposed up-close or exposed to long,
extended (over 8 hours) noise levels of 85 dB or
higher. Loud noise above 120 dB can cause
physical pain and immediate harm to your ears.

Sound waves are created by objects as they vibrate. These
vibrating waves are transmitted through the air, creating
pressure. The patterns of pressure of the sound wave
correspond to how loudly one hears the sound created by
that object: quieter sounds produce sound waves with
relatively smaller sound pressure levels and loud sounds
produce sound waves with higher sound pressure levels.
Sound pressure levels (SPL) are measured in units, called
decibels (dB). The range of sound that can be created is
quite large. As a result, sound pressure levels are represented
by a logarithmic scale rather than a linear scale. This means
that, for example, sounds registering at 60 dB are twice as
loud as sounds at 50 dB and sounds at 70 dB are twice as
loud as 60 dB!
Noise does not have to be loud to be harmful.
Being exposed to noise may lead to the following:
Mental well-being affected
Higher stress
Repeated, long term exposure can lead to the
following health issues:

Increased blood pressure and hypertension
Sleep disruption
Strokes and heart disease
Decline in cognitive ability in school-aged children

This chart shows the top noise complaints made to NYC’s 311 reporting system and the sources of noise in Community District 3
between 2010 and 2019. The majority of the noise complaints are related to loud music and partying, followed by banging and
pounding, loud talking, and construction.

Noise Sensors at the Chung Park Complex in Chinatown
The Chung Pak complex in Manhattan Chinatown consists of two nonprofit organizations that provide housing units for low-income older
adults, community facility spaces, and retail services. In February
2020, three noise sensors were installed on the 13th floor rooftop of
the Chung Pak building, located in the center of Chinatown, in order to
capture ambient noise level data, before anticipated construction at
the nearby Manhattan Detention Complex.

Noise sensor data is often presented as a series of heatmaps. A
heatmap is a visual way to understand sound data, where different
colors indicate different values. Below, each square represents one
hour of the day. Each square is shaded in a color based on its noise
level (its loudness).
The darker the color (the bluer) square, the lower the sound pressure level – this can be interpreted as
lower noise levels. The lighter the color (more yellow) of the square, the higher the sound pressure
level – this can be interpreted as higher noise level. The heatmaps from the rooftop of Chung Pak show
the average loudness for each hour of every day for a selected month, recorded as sound pressure
level (SPL) and measured in decibels (dB). Thus: the color scheme shows a range of SPL values
between 55 dB in dark blue and 85 dB in yellow.
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In April 2020, most squares fall into the dark blue to light green
color scheme, signifying that average sound levels were low.
There were no yellow squares in April which means that
average noise levels did not surpass 80 dB that month. This
could be reflective of NYC’s COVID-19 lockdown regulations.

By contrast, in September 2020, the heatmap is lit up with
lighter greens and yellows, indicating higher average noise
compared to April. Additionally, noise levels stayed higher later
into the evening.

Red Hook Case Study
An example of how noise sensor data was collected and effectively used to address a community
noise concern is that of the community in the Red Hook neighborhood of Brooklyn, New York.
Residents in Red Hook, Brooklyn were concerned about noise from trucks frequently passing through
quiet residential streets throughout the day and night. Trucks also cause potholes, which exacerbate
noise problems. Noise sensors were placed around the neighborhood and the data collected was
presented to Brooklyn's Community Board 6 to support a motion to request that the NYC Department
of Transportation suspend the truck route segment through Van Brunt Street. Video examples were
also gathered to highlight the noise impact of passing trucks on the community. The motion to request
rerouting of the truck route was unanimously approved.

Data showing that passing trucks cause a sharp spike in noise levels.

Community

Noise
Forum

On December 4th 2020, the NYU Center for the Study of Asian
American Health (CSAAH) hosted a virtual community forum and
listening session with the general public with two main objectives: To:
A) identify sources of noise concern in Manhattan Chinatown and B)
brainstorm and recommend potential solutions.

Major Sound Concerns
During the December 4th Community Noise Forum, participants joined small breakout groups to
discuss concerns and ideas. Attendees identified the following major noise concerns and possible
strategies to address them:

Transportation

Construction
Chinatown is the site of multiple plans for major
development projects, which would result in
years of construction, including the demolition
and construction of the new borough-based jail
adjacent to the Chung Pak residential building,
the four luxury towers in the Two Bridges
neighborhood, and the rebuilding of PS 23 at 70
Mulberry Street.
In Chinatown, a neighborhood with high density
and many older adult residents having mobility
challenges, standard guidelines for noise
mitigation may not adequately protect
vulnerable older adults.

Transportation sounds are a constant in
Chinatown. Canal Street is the main
roadway cutting through Chinatown and is
frequently clogged with vehicular traffic
extending from the Holland Tunnel to the
Manhattan Bridge.
Residents around the Manhattan Bridge
area of Chinatown are regularly exposed
to high noise levels that might exceed 85
dB due to traffic and the subway trains
that cross the bridge every few minutes..

Suggested Mitigation Strategies
Obtaining more independent noise data
311 noise complaints may not truly reflect the source and extent of noise in Chinatown,
since some residents may have limited English proficiency and are hesitant about
contacting a city-run hotline. Many residents may feel that noise originating from traffic
may be transient and outside their control, and hence will not make a 311-noise complaint.
Independent noise sensors – such as those placed at Chung Pak and in Red Hook – could
provide a continuous, reliable source of neighborhood noise data in addition to 311 noise
complaint data reports. Noise sensors could be placed in areas of high noise volume such
as around the Manhattan Bridge area, construction sites, and truck routes.

Strong Advocacy
Persistent and strong advocacy is important to drive change. Community stakeholders
should continuously advocate for specific changes they would like to see and bring it to the
attention of their local community board and to other policymakers at every opportunity to
be sure that the issue is prioritized.
Community stakeholders should also convey the scope of the noise problem to the
community board, policymakers, industry leaders and the media using the independent
noise sensor data.

Community education
Community residents and stakeholders should be familiar on the importance of reporting
noise concerns and should be comfortable accessing all methods of reporting noise to 311.
311 noise complaints are the most common way that city agencies and community
boards track noise violations. Often, city agencies and community boards use the noise
complaints to make policy decisions and regulate industries.

Legislation and enforcement
The City should create legislation mandating or incentivizing the use of new, improved
technologies and best practices in applicable industries such as construction, transportation,
garbage and nightlife to mitigate noise.
City agencies tasked with noise enforcement, such as the Department of Environmental
Protection (DEP) and the Department of Transportation (DOT) should actively work with
industry to address and regulate noise concerns and enforce the existing noise code. This
may include finding alternative ways of monitoring noise levels at areas with high noise
concerns, such as construction sites and truck routes.

Improved urban planning
City planners and industry should take into account noise levels when making design and
construction decisions, and actively work to alleviate the impact of noise on community
members, especially if there are vulnerable groups such as older adults, children and the sick
in close proximity to planned construction.

