
I n 1968, a bridge in Buffalo, New York was closed for several months due to a fire that had broken 
out in a layer of oil that floated on the Buffalo River. The river, which flows into Lake Erie, had 
become heavily polluted after years of industrial activities. Many of these businesses have since 

closed or moved to other parts of the world, and the Buffalo River Area of Concern was neglected 
for decades. Now it’s experiencing a revival. By removing contaminated sediments and restoring 
wildlife habitat, federal and state agencies, along with local organizations, have prepared Buffalo for 
a revitalization. On the banks where the river was once on fire, recreation and entertainment venues 
have taken the place of industrial facilities, and the waterfront is now available for residents and 
visitors to enjoy. 

Bringing Buffalo wildlife back

Through combined efforts of the U.S. EPA and other agencies and organizations in the Buffalo 
River Restoration Partnership, over one million cubic yards of contaminated sediment were 
remediated and several habitat restoration projects completed. From 2014 to 2019, approximately 
3.5 miles of river shoreline was restored. Up to 30 species of fish are now living in the lower river, 
a welcome change from 1968 when the river caught fire and fish were dying in the polluted waters. 
Peregrine falcon populations are also increasing in Buffalo after being absent in the area for over 
three decades.

Buffalo’s Revitalization

This factsheet is part of a series focused on revitalization in Great Lakes Areas of Concern.



New and better river access

The Buffalo Blueway, an initiative to create and enhance 
public water access, builds on river remediation and 
restoration efforts. With $10 million in state funding, 
Buffalo Niagara Waterkeeper is implementing paddling, 
boating, fishing, and birding opportunities. In 2021, a public 
water access site on Ohio Street, owned by the NY State 
Department of Environmental Conservation, was renovated 
to include an updated boat launch, parking facilities, and 
an accessible fishing pier. Buffalo Niagara Waterkeeper will 
create or enhance 10 access points along the Buffalo River.

The riverfront is where it’s at

When the unused Erie Canal Harbor was renovated in 
2008 and renamed Canalside, the riverfront saw a surge 
in engagement. From 2010 to 2016, visitors increased 
from 150,000 to 1.5 million annually, and now Canalside 
hosts hundreds of events each year. The site includes 
an entertainment complex with restaurants, ice skating, 
fitness classes, a hotel, and a children’s museum. Another 
complex, RiverWorks, opened in 2015 with a concert venue, 
kayak rentals, ziplining, a hockey rink, and an amusement 
park. Former grain silos on site have been repurposed into 
a $2.2 million brewery and painted as a Labatt Blue six-
pack. RiverWorks averages over 1 million visitors per year.

Young adults are choosing Buffalo

In 1950, upwards of 580,000 people called Buffalo home, 
but a steady decline over the decades had almost halved 
the population. Now, young adults are more likely to stay 
in the Western New York region—U.S. Census data reveals 
that from 2010 to 2020, the Buffalo population aged 20 to 
39 increased over 15%. The proportion of Buffalo’s young 
adult population is growing more than New York’s as a 
whole, with growth of less than 1%. Millennials’ attraction 
to Buffalo is also reflected in local real estate—in 2018, they 
accounted for more than half of Buffalo’s mortgages.

By the Numbers

This publication was funded by the Great Lakes Restoration Initiative. Sources include  
Great Lakes Revival (International Association for Great Lakes Research), Assessing the Investment  
(Great Lakes Commission), and other that are listed at iiseagrant.org/publications/buffalos-
revitalization/. For more information about Great Lakes Areas of Concern, visit greatlakesmud.org.
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