
Mogena 1 

Raul Mogena​

FIQWS 10108​

Leslie Carpenter 

19 December 2025 

 

Saving the South Bronx from Air Pollution 

Air pollution from diesel trucks is a public-health emergency in the South Bronx, 

particularly in the Hunts Point and Mott Haven neighborhoods. Local health data and academic 

studies link traffic-related diesel exhaust to elevated childhood asthma rates and increased 

emergency-room visits in these ZIP codes (NYC DOH 2018; South Bronx Unite 2025). Given 

these urgent and unequal harms, city leaders should not rely only on slow, city-wide measures; 

instead, a targeted program that focuses first on the oldest, highest-emitting diesel trucks will 

deliver faster and more cost-effective health benefits for residents while protecting small local 

truck owners. The “Saving the South Bronx” program proposes a combined strategy of focused 

replacement and retrofit incentives, financial protections for owner-operators, enforcement in 

sensitive zones, and complementary green-infrastructure investments to reduce exposure 

immediately. 

The rationale for prioritizing the oldest trucks is clear: emissions are highly concentrated 

in a small share of vehicles. Research from the International Council on Clean Transportation 

shows that pre-2007 trucks make up roughly 6–10% of New York City’s fleet but produce about 

two-thirds of the city’s diesel PM2.5 pollution (ICCT 2022). Replacing or upgrading those 

highest emitters therefore produces dramatically larger reductions in health risk per dollar than 

spreading funds evenly across the entire fleet. ICCT further reports that swapping a pre-2010 
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truck for a modern replacement can reduce its health impact by 81–96% (ICCT 2022). In short, 

targeted interventions deliver rapid air-quality improvements and maximize public-health returns 

on investment. 

These potential gains matter deeply in the South Bronx because the health burden there is 

severe and deeply unequal. In 2016 the asthma-related emergency-department visit rate for 

children in Hunts Point and Mott Haven was about 503 per 10,000, compared with roughly 172 

per 10,000 citywide (NYC DOH 2018). Higher rates of asthma translate into missed school days 

for children, lost work for caregivers, and long-term damage to lung development (Davis 2023; 

ERS 2017). Because diesel pollution contributes significantly to these outcomes, a concentrated 

program that reduces local diesel emissions is both an efficient public-health strategy and an 

environmental-justice imperative. 

The Saving the South Bronx program has five core elements. First, it prioritizes 

replacement and retrofit incentives for pre-2007 trucks through grants, vouchers, and 

low-interest loans. Owners would choose among options, complete replacement, verified engine 

upgrades, or installation of emission-control devices, so the program remains flexible and 

practical. Second, the program builds in financial safeguards for small, local operators: trade-in 

bonuses, flexible repayment schedules, and outreach tailored to independent owner-operators to 

avoid displacement. Third, the initiative begins with a focused pilot in Hunts Point to 

demonstrate benefits, refine outreach, and collect near-term data before scaling up. Fourth, the 

program strengthens enforcement of idling limits and emission regulations in sensitive zones 

near schools and homes, coupled with clear communication about compliance expectations. 

Fifth, truck interventions are paired with green infrastructure, street trees, pocket parks, and 
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vegetative buffers—to reduce immediate exposure and provide community co-benefits (ERS 

2017). 

Funding and implementation should leverage existing state and city channels. 

NYSERDA, DOT climate funds, and federal clean-air grants can finance grants and loans, while 

the city can coordinate through agencies that already run truck incentive programs (for example, 

the NYC Clean Trucks Program). Outreach and verification should follow proven practices: the 

original Hunts Point Clean Trucks initiative (2012–2020) replaced hundreds of high-emitting 

trucks and produced measurable emission reductions, demonstrating that targeted programs can 

work when paired with robust outreach and verification (NYCCTP 2025). 

Critics will argue that truck replacement is too expensive and unfair to small operators who 

depend on these vehicles for their livelihoods. These concerns are valid, and they shape the 

program’s design: assistance, not punishment, is central. By offering retrofit options, vouchers, 

trade-in incentives, cooperative vehicle models, and staged pilots, the program reduces 

immediate financial burden and avoids forcing small operators out of business. Where full 

electrification is not yet practical, retrofit packages and shared-vehicle solutions provide interim 

pathways while charging infrastructure expands. 

Success must be measured with transparent, concrete metrics: number of trucks replaced 

or upgraded, reductions in local PM2.5 and NOx, declines in asthma-related ER visits and school 

absences, and economic indicators such as loan repayment and small-business continuation. 

Regular, publicly available reports will enable course corrections and community accountability. 

In conclusion, targeting the oldest diesel trucks in Hunts Point and Mott Haven offers a 

pragmatic, evidence-based way to reduce harmful emissions rapidly and equitably. Combined 

with green infrastructure, enforcement, and financial protections for truck owners, the Saving the 



Mogena 4 

South Bronx program can improve children’s health, create local employment opportunities 

through retrofit and replacement work, and accelerate a just transition to cleaner freight. City and 

state leaders should fund a pilot immediately, using proven outreach and verification methods 

and scaling up once short-term health and air-quality gains are confirmed. 
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