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Beacon Institute to study Hudson ecology 
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The Journal News  

BEACON, N.Y. - Bricks are a fact of life on Denning's Point, a peninsula on the Hudson River just 
south of Interstate 84 in Dutchess County. 

They protrude from the ground like broken teeth, detritus from the land's past. 

"This whole thing was a brick factory. You can't walk anywhere on this peninsula without tripping over 
thousands and thousands of bricks," John Cronin, chief executive officer of The Beacon Institute for 
Rivers and Estuaries, said on a recent afternoon. 

Some seven decades after the Denning's Point Brick Works churned out its last, the land is home to 
the institute - a research organization that former Gov. George Pataki envisioned on par with the 
world-famous Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution in Massachusetts. Last month, The Beacon 
Institute unveiled the first part of its riverside campus, a "green" renovation of the brickworks' former 
machine shop and generator building. 

The transformation - from a dusty, noisy plant to a modern, technology-stuffed building - fits with what 
Cronin, a Yonkers native, argues is a change of course concerning the Hudson. Gone from its banks 
are the factories and mills that used the river as a sewer. 

"I did not believe I'd see in my lifetime people running to the Hudson to go swimming," said Cronin, 
58. 

For that, he credits a list of saviors familiar to anyone schooled in the river's resurrection: Pete 
Seeger; Robert Boyle, a Sports Illustrated writer, naturalist and founder of the Hudson River 
Fishermen's Association; and Franny Reese, an activist and founder of the preservation organization 
Scenic Hudson. 

"We're now living in that river. We forget how brave and imaginative they had to be to envision a 
better river," said Cronin, who now lives in Cold Spring. "This is the century where we have to get 
smart. We need a 21st-century vision for the Hudson." 

Almost nine years after Pataki outlined his concept and about six years after the Beacon land became 
home, the institute is banking on real-time technology to safeguard the Hudson and, eventually, other 
large rivers. The organization deployed a platform with a robotic sensor in the river during the 
summer, capable of measuring salt levels, temperature and other water characteristics. The 
information is posted on the Internet. 

A dozen or more sensors are planned for 2009. Cronin and company - including a partnership with 
IBM Corp. - envision fashioning and deploying a network of sensors along all of the river's 315 miles 
and its major tributaries. It's a system that one day could prevent water pollution and protect drinking 



water worldwide. 

Their hope is to unveil the daily dynamics of the river and how it reacts to stimuli, such as power 
plants sucking in cooling water or a rainstorm inundating the salty estuary with fresh water. Someday, 
environmental impacts could be predicted like weather forecasts. Call it real-river time. 

"No institution, no group of researchers had really chosen technology," Cronin said. "If The Beacon 
Institute starts with a strong technology mission, it will be doing a program that will advance the work 
of others. We're creating a replicable model that can be used all over the world." 

The institute isn't alone in trying to discover the river's secrets. A coalition of federal, state and private 
research groups set out seven stations along the Hudson during the summer, from south of Albany to 
near Hoboken, N.J. Known as the Hudson River Environmental Conditions Observing System, the 
instruments provide real-time, Web-accessible water-quality and weather data. 

"We can see rare events and events that could occur during times when you don't want to have 
someone out there in a boat," said Stuart Findlay, an aquatic ecologist with the Cary Institute of 
Ecosystem Studies in Dutchess County, part of the coalition. 

Findlay said HRECOS' sensors were stationary, unlike Beacon's mobile one. Also, The Beacon 
Institute's sensor was pulled from the river until spring. HRECOS left three in for the winter. 

The institute's recently refurbished former factory was christened the Center for Environmental 
Innovation and Education. Its moniker points to its function: the education and outreach headquarters 
as well as an initial workshop for river-sensing technology. Wired for videoconferencing and data 
transmission, the one-time machine shop will host teacher and scientist training. 

Michelle Land, director of the Environmental Consortium of Hudson Valley Colleges and Universities, 
said the institute will be "a hub for consortium educational programs and workshops focusing on the 
Hudson River ecosystem as a learning laboratory." She is based at Pace University in White Plains, 
and the consortium is a faculty partner of the institute. 

"The Beacon Institute's distinct vision to use technology, science, and policy to innovate problem 
solving for today's complex environmental issues aligns with research at many of our higher 
education institutions," Land said in an e-mail. 

Cronin said the campus' next phase will be turning the nearby former home of the Noesting Pin Ticket 
Co., a paper clip manufacturer, into the institute's Center for Advanced Environmental Research. The 
sensors will be researched and built there. 

For now, that work will happen inside the education center. Two gray steel doors swing wide, allowing 
scientists and engineers to cart in the institute's sensor platform for modifications. 

On a gray afternoon, the past beckoned the future. A chunk of brick wedged open one door. 

Additional Facts 
Learn more  

- For more information about The Beacon Institute for Rivers and Estuaries, visit www.bire.org. 
- For more information about the Hudson River Environmental Conditions Observing System, visit 
www.ecostudies.org/hrecos/. 
 


