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Brownfields 101: Training for Community Liaisons
Brownfield Basics
What is a Brownfield?
A brownfield is a property where redevelopment or reuse can be complicated by the presence (or even potential presence), of hazardous substances or pollutants. 
· Brownfields can include former industrial sites, abandoned factories, mills, gas stations, dry cleaners, landfills, and even underutilized commercial properties. These sites are found in urban, suburban, and rural communities alike. Many brownfields sit vacant or underused for years, contributing to blight and community frustration. 
· For community liaisons, it is critical to understand that brownfields are not the same as highly contaminated hazardous waste sites. Most brownfields have manageable levels of contamination that can be addressed through established assessment and cleanup processes. Explaining this distinction clearly can help reduce fear and misinformation in the community. Understanding what qualifies as a brownfield helps liaisons explain why certain properties are eligible for specific funding, assessment, or redevelopment programs and why these sites are often targeted for revitalization efforts. 
While the general concept of a brownfield remains the same, community liaisons should be aware that different regulatory or funding programs have specific brownfield definitions. These distinctions are significant because they can set limits on site eligibility for funding, cleanup responsibilities, and available resources:
· Federal Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Definition – a real property, the expansion, redevelopment, or reuse of which may be complicated by the presence or potential presence of a hazardous substance, pollutant, or contaminant
· CT State Definition - any abandoned or underutilized site where redevelopment, reuse or expansion has not occurred due to the presence or potential presence of pollution in the buildings, soil or groundwater that requires investigation or remediation before or in conjunction with the restoration, redevelopment, reuse and expansion of the property
Why Brownfields Matter
Community Impacts 
Brownfields can affect how a community looks, feels, and grows. When these properties sit vacant or underused, residents may worry about safety or pollution. The sites can also attract dumping or vandalism, lower confidence in the neighborhood, and make it harder to attract new investment.
Common impacts of vacant or underutilized brownfield properties include:
· Illegal dumping and vandalism 
· Unsafe conditions and deteriorating structures
· Reduced property values in surrounding areas
· Loss of local tax revenue
· Negative perceptions of the neighborhood
· Community frustration and feelings of neglect
Opportunities for Revitalization
With the right assessment and cleanup, brownfields can become useful places again. Depending on the site and community priorities, they may be reused for housing, businesses, community buildings, parks, recreation areas, or mixed-use development.
Redevelopment can create jobs, increase the local tax base, improve environmental conditions, and attract additional investment to the surrounding area. 
Communicating the Full Story
Community liaisons should help residents understand both the challenges and opportunities associated with brownfield redevelopment. Acknowledging past harm, neglect, or community concerns helps build trust and credibility. At the same time, discussing future possibilities can encourage hope, engagement, and support for revitalization efforts. When redevelopment reflects local priorities and residents are meaningfully involved in the process, brownfield projects can become powerful examples of community resilience and reinvestment. 
Role of the Community Liaison
Building Connections
Community liaisons help residents, project partners, government agencies, environmental consultants, developers, and other stakeholders communicate with one another. Their job is to make sure residents understand what is happening, why it is happening, and how they can share questions, concerns, and ideas.
Supporting Community Understanding
Brownfield projects often involve complex environmental, regulatory, and redevelopment processes that can be difficult for community members to understand. Community Liaisons help by:
· Translating technical information into plain language (with help from the technical brownfields team)
· Answering questions from residents
· Identifying community concerns
· Connecting residents with appropriate resources
· Promoting transparency throughout the project
The community liaison’s work helps build trust and encourages meaningful community participation from project planning through redevelopment.
Key Responsibilities
Community Liaisons are responsible for:
· Sharing accurate and timely information about brownfield projects
· Explaining technical concepts in language that is easy to understand
· Collecting feedback from residents and stakeholders, including both concerns about the property or cleanup process and ideas and preferences for property reuse
· Documenting community concerns and communicating them to project teams
· Helping residents understand opportunities for input and engagement
Community liaisons provide information and facilitate communication, but they do not serve as technical or regulatory decision makers. What community liaisons are not responsible for:
· Performing environmental investigations
· Providing legal advice
· Independently interpreting laboratory data
· Making regulatory decisions
Brownfield Redevelopment Process
Brownfield redevelopment is a multistep process designed to identify environmental concerns, protect public health, and return properties to productive use. While every project is unique, most follow a similar sequence of planning, assessment, cleanup, and redevelopment activities.
Community Liaisons play an important role throughout the process by helping residents understand project activities, managing expectations, and ensuring community concerns are considered during decision making. 
Step 1: Site Identification and Prioritization
The process begins by identifying properties that may be suitable for assessment and redevelopment. Sites are often identified through:
· Community input and local knowledge
· Municipal brownfield inventories
· Planning and economic development studies
· Vacant property surveys
· Referrals from property owners or developers
Once Identified, sites may be prioritized based on factors such as redevelopment potential, proximity to infrastructure like water and sewer, community needs, environmental concerns, and available funding opportunities.
Community Liaison Role in Step 1 – Site Identification
Community liaisons can help gather local knowledge about site history, identify community concerns, and explain why certain properties are being targeted for redevelopment.
Step 2: Environmental Assessments
Environmental Assessment helps determine whether contamination is present and whether further investigation is needed.
Phase I Environmental Site Assessment (ESA)
· A Phase I ESA is primarily a research-based investigation which may include:
· Reviewing historical property records
· Examining aerial photographs and historic maps
· Reviewing regulatory databases
· Conducting site inspections
· Interviewing property owners or knowledgeable individuals
· A Phase I ESA does not involve collecting environmental samples. Instead, it identifies potential environmental concerns, known as Recognized Environmental Conditions (RECs).
Phase II Environmental Site Assessment
· If concerns are identified during the Phase I ESA, a Phase II ESA may be conducted. Activities may include collecting and analyzing:
· Soil samples
· Groundwater samples
· Soil gas samples
· Building material samples
· The Phase II ESA helps determine the type, location, and extent of contamination.
Community Liaison Role in Step 2 – Environmental Assessment
Community liaisons should explain that environmental assessments are information-gathering activities designed to understand site conditions. Assessment does not automatically mean a site is severely contaminated, and not all assessments result in extensive cleanup requirements.
Step 3: Reuse Planning and Visioning
Before cleanup plans are finalized, communities often evaluate how a site could be reused in the future. Reuse planning helps ensure redevelopment aligns with community priorities while also being economically viable. 
Reuse planning activities include:
· Stakeholder meetings
· Land use evaluations
· Site reuse assessments
· Site feasibility studies
· Market analysis 
Community Liaison Role in Step 3 – Reuse Planning
Community liaisons help facilitate discussions about future land uses, gather community input, and ensure residents understand how redevelopment priorities are being established.
Step 4: Cleanup Planning and Remediation
Based on assessment findings and future redevelopment plans, a cleanup strategy is developed. Cleanup, also known as remediation, is conducted according to state and federal environmental standards to protect human health and the environment. 
Remediation activities include:
· Removal of contaminated soil
· Groundwater treatment
· Building demolition and hazardous material abatement
· Installation of engineering controls
· Long-term environmental monitoring
· Institutional controls such as land-use restrictions
Community Liaison Role in Step 4 – Cleanup Planning and Remediation
Community liaisons can help explain cleanup plans, safety measures, timelines, and how regulatory agencies oversee remediation activities.
Step 5: Redevelopment and Property Reuse
Once environmental conditions have been addressed, redevelopment can move forward. 
Redevelopment projects may include:
· Housing developments
· Commercial and retail centers
· Community facilities
· Mixed-use developments
· Parks and green spaces
· Renewable energy installations
· Industrial or manufacturing facilities
Successful redevelopment can create jobs, increase property values, strengthen the tax base, and improve overall quality of life.
Community Liaison Role in Step 5 – Cleanup Planning and Remediation
Community liaisons help residents stay informed about redevelopment activities, construction schedules, and opportunities for continued community involvement.
Step 6: Long Term Stewardship and Community Engagement
Some brownfield sites require ongoing monitoring or maintenance after redevelopment is complete.
Long-term stewardship activities may include:
· Groundwater monitoring
· Inspection of engineering controls that prevent or limit exposure to known contaminants
· Compliance with long-term land use restrictions (depending on the final intended use, cleanup will occur to specific use standards, which is why reuse planning is so important!)
· Periodic reporting to regulatory agencies
Community Liaison Role in Step 6 – Long Term Stewardship
Long-term stewardship is a responsibility of the property developer. Community liaisons do not have a formal role in this stage. 




Brownfield redevelopment is rarely a quick process. Assessment, planning, cleanup, and redevelopment often take several years and involve multiple stakeholders. By understanding each phase of redevelopment, community liaisons can explain project progress, set realistic expectations, and help residents participate meaningfully in decisions that affect their community.
For the current role and project, Community Liaisons that are part of the SECOG EPA Coalition grant can expect the bulk of their activities to be associated with steps 2-4. SECOG or the Town of Windham will need to seek additional funding for cleanup activities, meaning that step 5 is largely outside of the present scope of the Community Liaison position. 


Next Steps:
1) View the three training videos below
2) Familiarize yourself with SECOG’s hours tracker for maintaining a record of your time spent on community liaison activities. 
3) Using SECOG’s engagement planner template, identify the engagement activities that you think would be most beneficial for your local context. Submit your preliminary plan to SECOG for review.
4) Sit for an initial meeting with SECOG and the environmental professionals team. 

Online Training Videos:
Community Engagement in Brownfield Redevelopment Webinar (50 minutes)
https://tab.program.uconn.edu/brownfields-library/#BF101:~:text=Community%20Engagement,Slides.pdf 

Planning and Funding Brownfield Site Investigations (Brownfield Redevelopment Overview) Webinar (42 minutes)
https://tab.program.uconn.edu/brownfields-library/#BF101:~:text=be%20available%20soon!-,Webinars,UConn%20TAB%20Planning%20and%20Funding%20Site%20Investigations%20Webinar%20Slides.pdf,-Public%20Health 

How to Build an Effective Community Engagement Strategy (3 minutes)
https://youtu.be/-mVFk3cfzPM?si=eVPlKG4nqZgeVIwq 
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