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INTRODUCTION
The following report documents Design/Relief’s Red Hook project, exploring the creation, development, and 
launch of the Red Hook HUB - a public communication system that helps inform and engage Red Hook.

Working collaboratively, Team Red Hook hoped to effectively and efficiently engage community participation in 
besting the challenges of our initial timeline and budget: 1 year / $30K.  (Additional funding was secured 
through partnerships to maintain HUB activities, and our timeline was extended due to the approval process for 
HUB installation.) 
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DESIGN/RELIEF is a participatory design initiative to help three New York City neighborhoods - Red Hook, the 
Rockaways and Lower Manhattan - imagine a more vibrant future for themselves as they overcome the 
lingering effects of Superstorm Sandy. Design/Relief aims to demonstrate design’s role in creative placemaking 
and to help these neighborhoods be more livable, walkable, and enjoyable for the community at large.

Design/Relief was created by AIGA’s New York chapter and is supported by ArtPlace America.



DESIGNERS

STORYTELLERCOMMUNITY
STRATEGIST

Alicia Cheng 

Anke Stohlmann

David Al-IbrahimJames Andrews

TEAM RED HOOK

Alicia Cheng is a founder of mgmt, a collaborative design studio based in Brooklyn. mgmt approaches all 
projects with substantive research and a conceptual rigor that is an integral part of our process. What they like 
most is taking complex information and translating it into visually effective and intelligent design solutions. 

Akne Stohlmann is the principal and creative director of Lil’ Robin, the multi-disciplinary studio she founded in 
2005. Anke has created brand identity systems, publications and websites for clients including LIFE Books, 
Sterling Publishing, The New York Times, Pratt Institute, Maxwax, IFP and Global Writes. 

James Andrews is a founder of Amplifier, a nonprofit organization that partners residents and a wide range of 
other stakeholders with artists and designers to transform communities in cities around the country.  James 
work involves exploring new forms of social organization and experimental groups.

David Al-Ibrahim is a communication designer and strategist in Brooklyn. David crafts stories that incite action 
and engage communities. He has managed projects marketing campaigns, and media relations in a range of 
industries from economics to healthcare, rural education to urban farming. 
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PROCESS

DISCOVER DEFINE DEVELOP

Creative placemaking is not linear.

While this report roughly follows our five-phased design process, one must embrace that true community-driven 
design is fluid and dynamic, iterative and ongoing. It requires trial and error. It must adapt to the changing 
needs of the people it serves.

(1) Discovery informed phases of project (2) definition and (3) development to ultimately support (4) delivery 

and (5) implementation.  That said, the process of discovery is continuous. The challenges of development 
demanded revisions.  Goals and processes were redefined.  And as the HUB is implemented in the coming 
months, new insights will inform updated designs and models for informing the community.

DELIVER IMPLEMENT
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REFLECTION #1
place /plas/ noun

a portion of space available or designated for 

being used by someone

space /spas/ noun

a continuous area or expanse that is free, 

available, or unoccupied

SPACE vs PLACE 

As we explore the definition of “creative placemaking,” it is worth examining the words and rhetoric central to 
the placemaking conversation. 

Though “space” and “place” are often used interchangeably in this field, I believe their distinct meanings shed 
light on the essence of placemaking. Where space defines an unoccupied area without specified purpose, place 
is a type of space intended for use.  Space is can be devoid of people, whereas place is defined by how it is 
used by people. 

Similarly, placemaking is people-centric: an activity where design must be driven by community engagement, 
from the ground up, in order to serve people in a given place.
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DISCOVER: LISTEN
“Red Hook did what Red Hook does - came together and took action.”

- Jill Eisenhard, Founder & Executive Director of Red Hook Initiative (RHI)

Red Hook is committed to community. That was our first challenge. The diverse and vibrant neighborhood 
united to confront Sandy and proved its resilience in the face of adversity.  Since the storm, Red Hook has 
experienced a growing number of aid initiatives that require ongoing involvement from residents and local 
organizations. 

As newcomers tasked with identifying and designing a post-Sandy placemaking solution, we were inspired with 
Red Hook’s activist spirit and wary of contributing to “project fatigue.” We began a phased design process that 
centered on listening.  We attended as many existing community events as possible to require less time from 
stakeholders.  

We went to New York Rising meetings and joined tenant assemblies in Red Hook’s public housing. We 
frequented businesses and visited local officials.  What we heard informed what we asked, how we designed 
workshops, and how we engaged partners.
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Anke Stohlmann
Alicia Cheng

James Andrews David Al-Ibrahim

Jill Eisenhardt

Red Hook Initiative

Red Hook Initiative
Team Members 

Red Hook WiFi Project

Pratt University

Red Hook 
Public Library

Red Hook Communication Brainstorm/
Project

Local Business
Owners 

Digital Stewards

Tony Schloss

Andrea Sansom/
Rebuild by Design 

Dan Wiley/
Congresswoman 
Velazquez’s Office

Gita Nandan

Red Hook 
Star Revue

Online Research

Red Hook West Tenants
Council Meeting

Taste of  Red Hook
Pioneer Works

Neighborhood Walks

RHI/Digital Stewards 
Workshop

Public Art Survey

Interviews with
Residents 

Survey of Dark/ 
Empty Streets

30+ Residents

Elected Officials

NY Rising Red Hook Miccio Center/
Good Shepheard

Red Hook Innovation Session 
Presentation

John McGettrick /
Red Hook Community Leader

Alexis Taylor/
Municipal Art Society 

DISCOVER: ENGAGE
Community Engagement Map

Team Red hook logged over 90 hours collectively engaging stakeholders and residents during the initial 
phases of discovery.
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DISCOVER: INSIGHTS
Cut off: Red Hook‘s geography and lacking transportation infrastructure contribute to a sense of isolation from 
the rest of NYC. Sandy revealed that the neigborhood‘s independence can inhibit people‘s access to 
information. 

Public housing community: The vast majority of Red Hook residents live in public housing, creating 
socioeconomic divisions that can cause further isolation within the community. 

Without center: Red Hook‘s location and socioeconomic divide hinder the formation of a natural public 
community center, a place for all (or most) people to gather, mingle or share information.

Trusted information, open communication:  All of the above perpetuate the need for more consistent trusted 
information, open to all — the need expressed most commonly in workshops, public forums and stakeholder 
meetings. 

Out of roughly 
12,000 residents, 
over 9,000 live in 
public housing.

Red Hook is 
surrounded by water 
on three sides and 
does not have a 
convenient subway 
station. 
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REFLECTION #2
“Creative placemaking is helping people prosper in place”.” 

- Jamie Bennett, Executive Director at ArtPlace America

In a discussion about the methods of assessing impact in creative placemaking, ArtPlace’s Jamie Bennet 
offered candid insights on some approaches used to measure “vibrancy” in communities. 

The process used by ArtPlace is adapted from Richard Florida’s “vibrancy indicators” and looks at: people 
(population density), activity (employed population of working age), and value (employed population working in 
creative occupations).  While not a conclusive model, Bennet explained that these indicators often reveal useful 
information and identify broad trends.  

As it relates more directly to Design/Relief, Bennet expressed that creative placemaking should “help people 
prosper in place.” It shouldn’t displace. It shouldn’t discriminate. Design must be driven by the specific place.  
Function must meet the distinct needs of the people who live there. 
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BEACON

Emergency Activated

LED

Official Information

BULLETIN BOARD

Participatory Space

CHALKBOARD

Participatory Space

HUB IDENTITY

Recognizable and Visible

 

 

INFORMATIVE

PARTICIPATORY

CURATED

DEFINE: CONCEPT
Extensive conversations with local stakeholders highlighted a need for more consistent, trusted, and publicly 
accessible information.  Focusing on the 80% of Red Hook residents who live in public housing, we identified 
the local organizations that shared our objective: create a communication and information hub to serve Red 
Hook.  

The HUB would bring people together where they can share and access relevant community information in a 
range of formats.  Content would include emergency information, local news, upcoming events, and community 
initiatives. 

Initial Design Concept:
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DEFINE: WORKSHOP/DIGITAL STEWARDS
We hosted a series of workshops with the Digital Stewards at the Red Hook Initiative, a group of young adults 
from the community successfully implementing a “wifi mesh network” to provide free internet access 
throughout Red Hook. 

Participants helped better define communication and information needs in Red Hook.  We explored how a 
new system could be used by residents of Red Hook public housing and narrowed our list of potential HUB 
locations.  

Being tech-savvy, the Stewards noted the communication challenges perpetuated by a generational divide in 
Red Hook.  Members also stressed the importance of prioritizing information for the community/by the 
community, favoring a system that allowed open posting as well as space for trusted information.   
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DEFINE: WORKSHOP/MICCIO CENTER
In February of 2013, we hosted a public design charrette at the Miccio Center, which is managed by Good 
Shepherd Services and owned by the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA).  Throughout the workshop, 
Design/Relief Red Hook team members rotated between four tables to address HUB siting, content, design and 
operations. Tables then presented information to the assembly, provoking an open and inclusive dialogue.

Findings demonstrated the need for a grassroots platform that would:
- provide both crisis (periodic) and non-crisis (ongoing) information
- combine digital, physical, and social components
- exist in multiple locations that consider flood zones and natural pathways
- be managed by an independent committee of residents/partners
- adapt to meet the changing information needs of Red Hook

Participants included members of the Municipal Art Society, South West Brooklyn IDC, South Brooklyn Community High School, Carroll Gardens 
Association, Miccio Center and Good Shepherd Services, Red Hook Initiative and the Digital Stewards, Red Hook Star Revue, Gowanus Bay Terminal, 
Rebuilding Together, Pratt Graduate Design Studio, the Brooklyn Public Library, MGMT. design studio, Red Hook East and West tenant councils, local 
business owners, and office of local official Nydia Velazquez.
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After months of community meetings, workshops, presentations, one-on-ones, site visits and research, we 
finalized partnerships with Good Shepherd Services at the Miccio Center, the Digital Stewards at the Red Hook 
Initiative, Brooklyn Public Library in Red Hook, and the Red Hook Coalition’s Communications Working Group.

Creating strong partnerships was a critical component to both the HUB’s development and implementation, as 
the HUB’s community partners would be the eventual hosts and managers of the Red Hook HUB.  While we 
hoped to build official relationships with a number of our eventual partners from the initial stages of discovery, it 
was important that these organizations wanted to establish official partnerships with us.  

The HUB partners played an integral role in designing and launching the HUB, and continue to drive HUB 
content and operations in Red Hook.

DEFINE: PARTNERS

Digital Stewards, 
Red Hook
Initiative

Miccio Center, 
Good Shepherd
Services

New York 
Public Library, 
Red Hook

Communication 
Working Group, 
Red Hook Coalition
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DEFINE: PRATT COLLABORATION 
Through Design/Relief, we collaborated with a team of Pratt Institute Communication Design graduate 
students exploring creative placemaking in Red Hook. Led by adjunct professor Andrew Shea, students 
applied people-centric placemaking methods inspired by architect and urban designer Jan Gehl to help 
map potential HUB locations.

Due to the limited population size of their survey, we were unable to use the data as definitive information.  
However, the students’ extensive qualitative research and stakeholder interviews help confirm our final 
decisions for locating the HUB. 

The Pratt Mapping Red Hook project can be viewed at: http://mappingredhook.prattgradcomd.com/
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Based on feedback received during community workshops, there was a strong consensus for three primary 
locations: the Miccio Center at 110 West 9th Street at Clinton Street, the Brooklyn Public Library at the 
intersection of Dwight and Wolcott Streets, and in the center of Coffey Park.  

These locations were selected for their proximity to public transportation, community meeting centers / 
gathering points, popular dining and shopping establishments, as well as community foot traffic patterns. 

Ultimately, we worked with our partners to create HUB Bulletin Board sites at the Public Library and Miccio 
Center.  Realty Collective on Van Brunt Street was selected for the HUB’s Digital Ticker. 

DEFINE: LOCATIONS
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Coffey Park House
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REFLECTION #3
Lighter, quicker, cheaper?

With the intention of advancing scalable and tangible solutions for creative placemaking by graphic designers, 
AIGA charged Design/Relief with the Project for Public Spaces manifesto: lighter, quicker, cheaper (LQC).  
Given our budget and timeline, we initially took this component of the program for granted. 

However, as we continued to engage with the various stakeholders and programs heavily invested in Red 
Hook’s future, it became clear that the project could become a much larger, longer, more involved, and 
expensive undertaking.

With other organizations advocating similar solutions to increasing communication and information in Red 
Hook, and with the plethora of funding entering Red Hook through initiatives like Red Hook Rising, we began to 
explore how additional funding might impact the project. This provoked questions about our objectives.  

What about lighter, quicker, cheaper? Was our goal to create a model of placemaking that can be applied to 
areas with limited funds? Or was our obligation to prioritize the community in which we are working?
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DEVELOP: THE RED HOOK HUB
The HUB is a public communications system that helps inform, connect, and engage Red Hook. People can 
share and access community information in a range of formats at HUB locations and online.

HUB locations include HUB bulletin boards, smaller HUBlet stations for weekly flyers, and a digital HUB ticker 
for emergency news and official information. The most important information is collected by the HUB 
coordinator and reposted as official HUB news.  

- weekly summary email
- interior locations TBD
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DEVELOP: HUB BOARDS

PARTICIPATORY SPACE
(protected but 
unsecured)

TEMPLATED FLYERS
Curated space (secured)

 

RH WEEK LY EVENTS
weekly 
events
updated 
regularly

HUBlet

Developed Concept: MICCIO SITE
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The HUB bulletin boards were fabricated by Kammetal in Red Hook, and the Hub LED Ticker was made by 
Sunrise Systems Inc.



DEVELOP: www.redhookhub.org
In our initial design phases we did not prioritize website development. As it quickly became clear that 
redhookhub.org would be an essential component to the project, we were forced to get creative.  Lacking 
substantial resources, including funds, time, and wo/manpower, we tapped a local hackathon to kick things 
off and collaborated with developer Tim Halbach at InDepth Marketing to build the site.
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DEVELOP: HUB OPERATIONS
At its core, the HUB is a network of 
people and local organizations 
working together to share important 
information. 

Managing the website, collecting 
posts, publishing weekly news 
bulletins, and maintaining bulletin 
boards requires an immense deal of 
coordination and commitment. 

Developing the HUB’s back-end 
was our greatest design challenge 
and further emphasized the 
importance of strong partnerships 
and a community-driven design 
process.
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REFLECTION #4
balancing act: community driven / designer led

Prioritizing a community-driven design process made it increasingly difficult to make final design decisions.  
There is no end to discovery or feedback, yet in order to advance website development, fabrication, and system 
designs, we had to make executive direction judgments.  

While difficult, balancing a desire for maximum participation and unanimous support for a given design with the 
realities of the project has ultimately determined the HUB’s initial success.

As a team, we were wholly committed to focusing on communication and information, which we felt was the 
most pressing issue addressed by Red Hook residents.  More importantly, solidifying partnerships and 
managing community participation is more effective when stakeholders have supported the cause from the 
get-go. 
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DELIVER: RED HOOK FEST
The HUB was officially introduced to the community at Red Hook Fest on Saturday June 7, 2014.  Roughly 150 

people visited the HUB booth showcasing a HUB Bulletin Board, a HUBlet, and the HUB’s digital ticker. 

Information and flyer submission forms were also provided to help educate residents about using the HUB.  

Due to our extensive engagement with the community from the beginning, many who visited our booth were 

familiar with the concept and excited to get involved.  
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DELIVER: ROAD BLOCKS
The bad news first: as we finished fabricating the HUB Bulletin Boards, HUBlets, and the LED HUB ticker, we 
hit a roadblock in gaining final approval to install the HUB Board at Good Shepherd's Miccio Center owned by 
the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA). Though we anticipated potential snares in dealing with public 
property procedures, we did not expect the chaos of working with NYCHA. Having been circled through endless 
approval loops and legal mires, we came to better understand the frustration many residents had with NYCHA’s 
response to Sandy.  

The good news: we hope to install at Miccio before April 2015.  
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DELIVER: HUB COORDINATOR
Dabriah Alston is now in charge! 

In October of 2014, the HUB secured additional funding through its partners to hire a full-time coordinator.  
Dabriah now manages the HUB’s local bulletin boards, weekly bulletins, website, hotline, and social media 
platforms to collect and shared Red Hook neighborhood information. 

Dabriah is a graduate of Stony Brook University and holds a Master’s degree in Adolescent Counseling.  She has 
over 10 years of experience in nonprofits and is a long time Red Hook resident.
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DELIVER: RED HOOK HUB LAUNCH
The HUB has launched at the Brooklyn Public Library’s Red Hook Branch, The Red Hook Communication 
Working Group, and at www.redhookhub.org/  

At the December 6, 2014 event, the HUB Board was unveiled at the Public Library. A HUB website tutorial was 
run for visitors on the library computers, and people were invited to submit upcoming events and post 
community news. City Council Member Carlos Menchaca spoke to the importance of the HUB system in Red 
Hook, as did a number of local stakeholders from the Public Library and Red Hook Initiative.
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REFLECTION #5
“One day, while speaking with my father – also a long time Red Hook resident – I complained of missing yet 
another community meeting due to the lack of centralized information. I wish there was a place, one place 
where all community information and events were located.” 

- Dabriah Alston, Red Hook HUB Coordinator

A few days later, Dabriah saw the HUB Coordinator job posting and promptly applied. The rest is history.

Hiring people who share a passion for the project and the job may seem like icing on the cake, but it is a 
critical component to implementing successful and sustainable community designs. The funding provided 
by our partners to hire a full-time coordinator demonstrates the very need for the Red Hook HUB, as does 
Dabriah’s interest in the position.  It is a real and immediate component of advancing community wellbeing.

Creating jobs that employ local residents and support community development is what creative placemaking 
is all about - it should help people prosper in place.
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IMPLEMENT: MOVING FORWARD
We see ourselves - the Red Hook Design/Relief team - as a catalyst in helping launch the first phase of a 
much larger project, which has been ruminating in Red Hook long before we began.  

The HUB is a prototype that will be used and tested by the community in the coming year.  It should help 
inform future efforts to improve communication and the sharing of information. The HUB grew from a 
community-driven design process, and it will continue to expand and evolve to better meet the needs of 
people in Red Hook.
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Design/Relief Red Hook would like to extend a special thanks: 

Red Hook Hub Partners
Good Shepherd Services at the Miccio Center, the Digital Stewards at the Red Hook Initiative, Brooklyn 
Public Library in Red Hook, and the Red Hook Coalition’s Communications Working Group

Supporters and Advisors
Dabriah Alston, Jonathan Baldwin, Devin Balkind, Josh Breitbart, Amy Cohen, Glen Cummings, Eli 
Crumrine, Jill Eisenhardt, Reginald Flowers, Fritz Francis, Craig Hammerman, Stephen Hrivnak, InDepth 
Marketing, Kammetal, Carlos Menchaca, Charlie Meyers, MGMT. design, Annie Minguez (GSS), Manuel 
Miranda, Jesse Montero, Gita Nandan, NY Rising, Vietnhi Phuvan, Tony Schloss, Robert Smith, Mike 
Spiegel, Sandra Sutton, Rafael Vasquez, Miguel Vias, Dan Wiley, Marcus Willock, Laetitia Wolff, Willy Wong, 
Greg Yang Design, and Jennifer Zanger

AIGA/NY and ArtPlace America
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