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REIMAGINE PENN STATION
Marilyn Jordan Taylor

Marilyn Jordan Taylor, FAIA, is the Dean 

and Paley Professor at the University of 

Pennsylvania School of Design. She is 

recognized worldwide as a thought leader 

in urban design, infrastructure, architecture 

and city building. See the PennDesign 

website to learn more about the work of 

Penn students in advancing region-shaping 

infrastructure and high-speed rail.

For fifty years, New Yorkers moved 
through one of the world’s great 
urban gateways. Then, more than 
fifty years ago, victim to an age of 
decreased rail ridership, the station 
moved into the basement. Every day 
more than half a million people pour 
through the crowded, confusing 
corridors to platforms too narrow 
to handle passenger demand. It 
almost seems as if they — and we 
— have come to accept that it can 
never get better.

Pennsylvania Station must grow 
its capacity to serve 110 million 
passengers entering New York City 
annually — more than the three 
major metro airports combined. 
A new Penn Station will renew 
the competitiveness of the New 
York region in the global economy. 
Its high degree of connectivity—
including high-speed rail links 
to cities in the megaregion—and 
its public realm will catalyze 
the redevelopment of its sad 
surroundings. 

The new Penn Station includes 
three key pieces. First, a southward 
expansion of the sweeping but 
undersized track and platform plan, 
increasing capacity by 50% to meet 

the growing demands for service 
on Amtrak, NJ Transit, LIRR (even 
with the addition of East Side Access 
to Grand Central), and Metro-
North. Second, the replacement 
of the miserable basements with 
a grand civic gateway, full of light 
and providing the quality of services 
New Yorkers should expect. Third, 
the provision of a public realm: 
sidewalks for people, neighborhood 
cafes and shops, and places of 
social interaction that are the 
‘agora’ of the information-age city.

Do we need new tunnels from New 
Jersey to relieve the bottleneck and 
vulnerability of our 100+ year-old 
tunnels? Yes. Do we need to move 
Madison Square Garden to a nearby 
site where it too can set a new 
standard for the 21st century? Yes. 
Do we need to begin now? Yes.

Why hasn’t this happened? We 
have many conflicting plans and 
lots of independent authorities. 
What we need is one shared vision, 
one implementing authority, and 
one creative plan for funding and 
finance. We need to take advantage 
of this moment to move the Garden 
and create a new gateway that will 
move our city faster and forward.
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BUILDING A 
REGIONAL 
IDENTITY

established to get day-to-day 
politics out of the business so 
that we would have freestanding 
institutions with independent 
revenue streams. The problem is 
that both institutions have become 
intensely politicized. If we were 
going to build an entity to build the 
Gateway Tunnel and a new Penn 
Station, it might look a lot like the 
Port Authority! It would have to be a 
bi-state authority.

The key thing here is elevating 
everybody’s sights. We want to 
maintain the place that New York 
has in the global firmament, but the 
reality is that the rest of the world is 
making these investments and we 
are not. 

London is doing the state of good 
repair work that we are doing, but 
they are adding dramatically to 
the capacity of the transportation 
systems at the same time. Virtually 
every other global city is. We have 
to get out of the paralysis that we 
are in now. We have to return to the 
connection between infrastructure 
and development. It used to be 
hardwired! 

Grand Central and the subway 
system were real estate scams! 
These were designed to create 
value and to capitalize that value 
into supporting both capital 
and operating costs. We need 

JOEL ETTINGER:  It costs a fortune 
just to keep what we have in a state 
of good repair. The interesting issue 
to me is financing. How do we pay 
for great projects in the New York 
metropolitan area?

MARILYN TAYLOR:  We are not 
Denver. We cannot just take twenty-
three municipalities, vote on a sales 
tax, and dedicate it primarily to a 
single project. We have competing 
priorities here. We have to think 
about every single revenue stream 
that we have and how it is fairly and 
reasonably divided. We cannot just 
say, “Oh well, I need $10 billion for 
the Gateway Tunnel.” We have to 
make the case for it.  Only with a 
shared commitment can we make it 
happen.

. . .

ROBERT YARO:  Until 1989, there 
were two great world cities with 
divided transportation systems: New 
York and Berlin. Berlin fixed their 
problems but we still haven’t fixed 
ours. 

We have three not-quite-competing, 
but totally separate commuter 
rail systems that should not be 
functioning that way. We have 
underinvested in these systems 
for decades. And we have a set 
of institutional challenges. The 
Port Authority and the MTA were 
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about the connectivity of these 
systems. There has to be greater 
public knowledge about how these 
systems work. Unless there is a 
broad understanding and a clarity of 
vision, I do not really see us moving 
forward. 

. . .

ALEX GARVIN:  We have to face the 
fact that no regional decisions are 
going to happen without picking up 
all of the individual political entities 
that are involved. The reason that 
the governors will not do this is 
that they are not supported in doing 
this. How do we get to the point 
where it becomes interesting for 
the governor of New Jersey to get 
involved? 

ARTHUR IMPERATORE:  As far as 
the ARC tunnel was concerned, 
Governor Christie was objecting 
to what a lot of New Jerseyans 
were objecting to. As heavily taxed 
people in a very congested state, 
New Jerseyans felt that they were 
subsidizing the New York real estate 
community, and that the overages 
on the project were going to be 
borne by New Jersey taxpayers.

SAM SCHWARTZ:  I am looking 
for a new acronym. I have been 
calling it WIIFM – “What’s in it for 
me?” As I have been going around 
pitching this idea, people have been 

saying, “What’s in it for me?” A lot of 
people don’t draw relationships to 
the greater good. We have to show 
people what’s in it for them and for 
all of us, even if they live in Staten 
Island or Nassau County.

. . .

PAUL GOLDBERGER:  There are 
two big problems we have touched 
on so far in this discussion. One is 
the enormous sense of localism: 
the failure to see beyond local 
boundaries to look at these 
problems regionally. That’s not new. 
But beyond localism, I’m concerned 
about a much more profound 
problem that goes far beyond our 
region, and is relatively new to our 
age, which is the disinclination to 
believe in investment — or what 
we might better call the refusal, or 
inability, to see infrastructure as a 
form of investment.

Every day we live on investments 
that the past generations made for 
our benefit, building infrastructure 
even when the economy was in 
more difficult straits than it is now. 
They did it then because they felt 
they had to, and we benefit from 
that belief.  And yet we are doing 
nothing to follow that same principle 
today — we are not investing in the 
future the way the past invested in 
us. If people were asked every day 
what they were doing for the next 

generation and they were forced to 
answer “Nothing,” maybe the way 
we view this issue might begin to 
change.

What ties together all the plans 
presented here today is that every 
one of them is doing wonderfully 
creative things with existing 
infrastructure. That further 
underscores the benefit we get from 
our existing infrastructure. And it 
makes our disinclination to look 
forward and see infrastructure as a 
necessary investment in the future 
even more disturbing. 

I think this really is one of the major 
American political and cultural 
problems right now, because it is 
all about refusal to acknowledge 
the burden we are placing on future 
generations if we bequeath to them 
a nation that is physically crumbling. 
And even though New York is more 
inclined to invest in infrastructure 
than much of the rest of the country 
is, I think we still have by far the 
lowest amount of infrastructure 
investment among the world’s most 
competitive cities.

to get back to that and to other 
mechanisms to finance these 
improvements. I think that this is 
not a question of if we would like 
to do one or the other, because we 
would like to do all of these things. 
These are all going to be essential 
to the long-term wellbeing of this 
city and region. 

MARILYN TAYLOR:  I truly honestly 
worry that the 500,000 people who 
plod through Penn Station everyday 
have given up hope that it’s ever 
going to be any different. They’re 
just going to hunker down and walk 
down the corridor as fast as they 
can with no belief that anything 
else can happen. We must shift our 
thinking to what can be possible.

ROBERT PALEY:  The question that 
this raises for me is how do you first 
build a sense of regional identity? 
All these issues are fundamentally 
rooted in the notion that this is one 
economic region. Institutionally 
and politically it’s not a region; it’s 
a set of balkanized areas. We need 
to help the public understand that 
their well-being is connected to the 
region, not just where they live or 
work. 

. . .

DEBORAH MARTON:  I do not think 
it is just politics that are in the way. 
There is a kind of regional ignorance 
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EXPRESS CONNECTIONS TO THE REGION’S AIRPORTS
Grimshaw Architects: Andrew Whalley + Gregory Haley

Andrew Whalley is the Deputy Chairman 

of Grimshaw Architects and represents 

the Chairman’s Office for all international 

projects.  Gregory Haley is a Senior 

Architect at Grimshaw Architects’ New York 

City office.

Images: Grimshaw Architects.

All three airports serving New York 
— John F. Kennedy, LaGuardia, and 
Newark Liberty — are in need of 
retrofits and greater accessibility. 
Why not tie the redevelopment of 
our airports to the development of 
the greater city? 

We need to rethink access to our 
region’s airports within a broader 
vision for the city’s development. 
The goal of ‘Hub City’ is to create 
express connections between 
the airports and the city’s major 
transportation hubs — Grand 
Central Terminal, Penn Station, 
and the World Trade Center 
Transportation Hub. If we leverage 
existing infrastructure to create 
high-speed connections of 30 
minutes or less, we can link all 
three airports and entice travelers 
to spend some time in Manhattan. 

Also, in lieu of an airline ticket, we 
propose a smart card that operates 
seamlessly as a ticket to your flight 
and as a public transportation pass. 
This would allow travelers a couple 
of hours in the city to shop, eat and 
sightsee before jumping back on 
their flights.

In London, the city utilized existing 
infrastructure to create the 
Heathrow Express, which connects 
you from the airport to the city core 
in fifteen minutes. Funding was 
tied to the development of the fifth 
terminal at Heathrow, lightening the 
burden on the London Underground 
and taxpayers. 

POTENTIAL ‘SUPEREXPRESS’ 
RAIL SERVICE TO JFK FROM 

DOWNTOWN MANHATTAN

POTENTIAL ‘SUPEREXPRESS’ 
RAIL SERVICE TO NEWARK LIBERTY

POTENTIAL ‘SUPEREXPRESS’ 
RAIL SERVICE TO LA GUARDIA

POTENTIAL ‘SUPEREXPRESS’ 
RAIL SERVICE TO JFK FROM 

MIDTOWN MANHATTAN30 min30 min

30 min

30 min

AIRPORT

WEST
AIRPORT

EAST

AIRPORT

NORTH
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ONE-SEAT RIDE TO LAGUARDIA AIRPORT
Alexander Garvin

Alexander Garvin is President and CEO 

of AGA Public Realm Strategists, a 

planning and design firm specializing in 

the public realm. He is Adjunct Professor 

of Urban Planning and Management at 

Yale University. He currently serves as the 

President of the Forum for Urban Design.

Map: Forum for Urban Design.

Connecting LaGuardia Airport to 
Penn Station and Grand Central 
Terminal would require the 
acquisition of just one lot. 

A new rail connection could run 
express from the tunnels at Penn 
Station or Grand Central Terminal, 
via the new East Side Access 
Tunnels, through Sunnyside Yards 
toward the Hell Gate Bridge along 
the same right-of-way. The rail line 
would pass through one private lot 
before running along the Grand 
Central Parkway, then onto Port 
Authority of New York and New 
Jersey property, before stopping at 
each of the main LaGuardia Airport 
terminals. 

The total cost of the rail line would 
be $1.4 billion dollars, according to 
a 2005 Parsons Brinckerhoff study.

AMTRAK / LIRR

GRAND CENTRAL (NYS)

I-278

LGA

PENNSTATION
GRAND

CENTRAL

PRIVATE

PORT AUTHORITY
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SUPERCHARGED TRANSIT CORRIDORS
Claire Weisz, Mark Yoes + Jacob Dugopolski

Claire Weisz, FAIA, and Mark Yoes are 

Founding Principals of WXY architecture 

+ urban design, a New York-based firm 

focused on social and environmental 

transformation of the public realm at 

multiple scales. Jacob Dugopolski is an 

Architectural Designer and Project Manager 

with WXY. 

Images: WXY architecture + urban design.

Map: Forum for Urban Design.

The New York City streetscape 
should be designed for increased 
and evolving modes of transit. 
Think of it as Complete Streets 2.0: 
car-free streets with linear parks, 
protected bike lanes, and mass 
transit. These kind of parkway 
connections would contribute to 
reducing the heat island effect as 
well as reducing fossil fuel use.

We propose to pair a surface 
mass transit line — Select Bus 
Service or future Light Rail — with 
long-range bike corridors. These 
streets would be limited to shared 
vehicles, including taxis, carpools, 
and electric vehicles. By providing 
a diversity of opportunities for 
bicycles, transit, and carpools, we 
can allow a greater capacity of 
travellers, new social gathering 
spaces, and shared capital 
investment.

Imagine a park on Park Avenue, 
extending from Chambers Street 
in Lower Manhattan north to the 
Grand Concourse in the Bronx. 
We could link the growing edge of 
creative workplaces from Sunset 
Park to Astoria by creating a 
corridor along 3rd Avenue, Park 
Avenue, Marcy Avenue, and 21st 

Street. We could complete a major 
corridor along Brooklyn’s Atlantic 
Avenue to provide a direct link 
to the waterfront from Barclays 
Center. And finally, we could create 
a continuous greenway link along 
the East River in Manhattan, from 
Battery Park to Sherman Creek. 
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BUILD A BUS RAPID TRANSIT NETWORK
Ben Fried

Ben Fried is the Editor-in-Chief of 

Streetsblog, a national blog network for 

sustainable transport, smart growth and 

livable streets.

Image: Kohn Pedersen Fox.

NYC Department of Transportation’s 
“complete street” redesign of First 
Avenue — a dedicated bus lane, a 
pedestrian refuge, and a protected 
bike lane — carries more people 
in the same space as a regular 
avenue. Since they installed it in 
2010, biking is up almost 50%, bus 
speeds are up 18%, bus ridership 
is up 10%, and traffic injuries are 
down. New York needs overhauls 
like this on many more streets in 
every borough. Queens Boulevard, 
for example, is the classic example 
of a street that’s dangerous 
and inefficient because it’s only 
designed to move cars.

I propose that we re-design our 
wide, car-centric streets as true 
transit boulevards. This is a concept 
that goes beyond the Select Bus 
Service (SBS) model that the City 
and MTA have used so far. Painting 
bus lanes and collecting fares 
before passengers board have 
sped up SBS routes, but New York 
can do better. We need to build a 
world-class Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) 
network. Boarding platforms should 
be located in the center median 
of major two-way boulevards, 
sheltered from the elements, and 
level with bus doors for faster 

boarding. Bus passengers should 
get to bypass traffic congestion 
without getting blocked by double-
parked cars or turning motorists.

Other American cities are 
leapfrogging us. Chicago is moving 
forward with a true BRT corridor 
on Ashland Avenue. It will not 
only serve as a more efficient 
means of transportation, it will 
be an economic development tool 
for neighborhoods underserved 
by transit. Let’s not fall behind 
Chicago. Neighborhoods in every 
borough will have better access 
to jobs and opportunities if we 
transform their wide, dangerous 
streets into pedestrian-friendly 
transitways.

Part of the appeal of Bus Rapid 
Transit is that it can respond to the 
growth in travel demand, which is 
increasingly intra-borough and inter-
borough, not involving Manhattan... 
BRT would supplement corridors that 
are vastly underserved in terms of 
high capacity transit, such as Jamaica 
to Flushing, where most of the growth 
is going to occur. —David Bragdon
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BIKE SUPERHIGHWAYS
Paul Steely White

Paul Steely White is the Executive Director 

of Transportation Alternatives, the leading 

local advocacy group for bicycle, pedestrian, 

and transportation reform in the United 

States. 

Image: BrightNYC team from the New 

Amsterdam Bike Slam (Michael Mandiberg, 

Shachi Pandey, Wendy Schipper, Carmen 

Trudell, Stefan Verduin, and Claire Weisz). 

With the successful launch of 
North America’s largest public 
bike share system, Citi Bike, it is 
increasingly apparent that New 
Yorkers are embracing bicycling 
as an everyday mode of travel, 
especially for trips of two miles or 
less. But, for longer commutes, 
New Yorkers still lack adequate 
infrastructure. With the exception 
of the Hudson River Greenway and 
a few other continuous bicycling 
rights-of-way, long bicycling trips 
are hampered by frequent stopping, 
unsafe intersections, and circuitous 
routing. 

Bike superhighways, or ‘bike rapid 
transit,’ present a welcome solution 
to speed long-haul bike journeys in 
New York City. Already emerging 
in other world-class cities, bike 
superhighways are wide, continuous 
protected bike lanes with prioritized, 
unbroken rights-of-way. In 
Copenhagen, bike superhighways 
are supported by stoplights that 
are timed by bicycling speeds 
of 12-13 mph. With this kind of 
infrastructure, bicyclists could 
travel on longer, faster, and safer 
bike trips into the central business 
district and between boroughs. 

One potential candidate for bike 
rapid transit is Queens Boulevard, 
which is one of the deadliest 
arterials in the city. The wide 
median along the boulevard’s 7.2 
mile length is ideal for housing a 
wide, two-way bike superhighway. 
With bike-friendly signal timing, 
this corridor could speed thousands 
of commuters a day between 
Manhattan and the easternmost 
reaches of the city.

While the Bloomberg administration 
has taken huge strides in improving 
our city’s streets, the Department 
of Transportation has only begun 
to consider bike rapid transit as an 
option. We will need the help of the 
next mayor to make this a priority 
for our city’s infrastructure. 

EXISTING

PROPOSED

EXISTING

PROPOSED
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STREETS FOR THE 
TWENTY-FIRST 
CENTURY

Participants:
David Bragdon
Adam Forman
Roxanne Warren
Claire Weisz
Robert Yaro

DAVID BRAGDON:  Part of the 
appeal of Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) is 
that it can respond to the growth in 
travel demand, which is increasingly 
intra-borough and inter-borough, 
not involving Manhattan. In other 
words, much of the growth in travel 
demand is not associated with 
the same armatures of the radial 
subway system. This BRT would 
supplement corridors that are 
vastly underserved in terms of high 
capacity transit, such as Jamaica to 
Flushing, where most of the growth 
is going to occur. That’s a really 
important demand in advocating for 
this network.

We should also keep away from a 
debate about the choice of vehicle, 
pitting BRT versus Light Rail versus 
streetcar. We should really focus 
on the advantages to the user 
regardless of which of those three 
modes is used, which is partly a 
right of way design issue.  Features 
like the station area design, the 
off-vehicle payment, and most of all, 
the separated right of way, translate 
to speed and reliability for the user 
whether it is BRT or Light Rail.

ROXANNE WARREN:  I agree that 
we should consider banning cars 
from certain streets.  With our high 
percentage of transit usage in this 
city and the fact that, in Manhattan, 
only twenty-three percent of 
households even own a car, we 

should be combining auto-free 
streets with transit. 

ADAM FORMAN:  What about 
Green Streets? We should think 
of more ways that green space 
can protect bike lanes while 
capturing rainwater and relieving 
the sewer system. This will demand 
significant coordination between 
the Department of Transportation, 
the Department of Parks and 
Recreation, the Department of 
Environmental Protection, the 
Municipal Transportation Authority, 
Con Edison, and Verizon. I am 
wondering how to coordinate these 
city agencies and state agencies 
in order to build truly complete 
streets.  

ROBERT YARO:  That could be one 
of the priorities for the next mayor.  

One of the things we heard today is 
a really outlandish idea that Park 
Avenue ought to have a park in it. 

CLAIRE WEISZ:  A “supercharged” 
Park Avenue could connect all 
the way to the Grand Concourse, 
which is another example of how 
new transit routes could be inter-
borough.

ROBERT YARO:  Many of our 
boulevards and wider avenues 
could, in fact, become park 
avenues and multi-modal routes. 

Next New York:
Roads + Bridges
May 3, 2013
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I like thinking about how we can 
incorporate the next generation of 
infrastructure and get these streets 
built in a coordinated way. It just 
drives me crazy in this town when 
you see the number of times utilities 
will rip up the streets and then the 
city will come and do the same 
thing!

. . .

We really need to be planning 
for a polycentric city which is 
not all about getting in and out 
of Manhattan. Getting out of 
Manhattan is another thing we 
need to be thinking about, but we 
should be thinking about inter-
borough routes as part of a broader 
economic development strategy for 
the city.

CLAIRE WEISZ:  We have a real 
issue to grapple with in bringing 
roads and bridges design to the 
larger consciousness. This is 
such an important issue, and it is 
probably one of the most exciting 
topics for the future of public space. 
Not enough people understand 
that streets compose the largest 
percentage of New York City 
available to the public. It is sort of 
like the human skin, which never 
gets any recognition as the largest 
organ of the body.

ROBERT YARO:  It’s not an accident 
that the radio stations do traffic 
and weather together. These are 
the two systems that we assume 
there is nothing you can do, other 
than knowing what might be coming 
your way. You assume that there is 
going to be weather and that there 
is going to be congestion. That could 
change!

DAVID BRAGDON:  So are you 
saying that every ten minutes they 
should do a traffic and land use 
report?

ROBERT YARO:  There is a whole 
new world of opportunities that we 
can bring to the next mayor. 
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ACTIVATE THE QUEENSWAY
Laurie Beckelman

Laurie Beckelman is a Founding Partner of 

Beckelman+Capalino, which provides a wide 

range of project management and strategic 

advisory services to cultural, not-for-profit 

and historic preservation clients.

Images: Friends of the QueensWay.

Map: Forum for Urban Design. 

The next mayor should redevelop 
the abandoned LIRR Rockaway 
Beach Branch into a cultural 
greenway for Eastern Queens. 
Partially elevated and partially 
subsurface, the greenway would 
extend 3.5 miles from Rego Park to 
Ozone Park and would serve 140,000 
residents within a ten-minute 
walking radius and an additional 
250,000 people within a mile. 

Drawing on the success of the 
High Line, this greenway could 
transform an eyesore into a rich 
resource for the community.  The 
programming opportunities are 
incredible: walking, jogging, cycling, 
public art installations, multi-ethnic 
food festivals, concerts, teaching 
gardens, lectures and yoga, among 
many others. 

Supporters have created “Friends 
of the QueensWay” and enlisted 
the Trust for Public Land to study 
its feasibility. The challenge is 
raising the money to build it. It is in 
Queens, not Manhattan, and it does 
not share the same sexiness or 
appeal of development as the High 
Line. And yet, it fits well within the 
goals of PlaNYC 2030 by creating a 
green space and cultural resource 

for the outer boroughs. The next 
administration should do everything 
in its power to transform this 
idle infrastructure into a thriving 
amenity. 
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CAP THE BROOKLYN-QUEENS EXPRESSWAY
Susannah Drake

Susannah C. Drake, FASLA, is the Founding 

Principal of dlandstudio, an award-winning 

multidisciplinary design firm. She is also 

Visiting Professor at The Cooper Union.
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In Williamsburg, there is a 
tremendous opportunity to cap the 
trench of the Brooklyn-Queens 
Expressway and build an open 
space amenity for the South Side 
Williamsburg community. This is 
not a tunnel and not a “Big Dig.” 
Instead, it is a thin deck capping 
the BQE that could benefit over 
160,000 people in the surrounding 
neighborhood, which is a primarily 
low-income and Hispanic area. 

Aside from the benefits to the 
community, there are a number of 
economic benefits in capping the 
trench with a park. Increases in the 
land value, retail value and property 
taxes in the surrounding area could 
cover as much as 75% of the cost 
of the park alone. There is potential 
for new construction jobs and other 
related economic activity during 
construction.

Furthermore, the bridges crossing 
the BQE were built 50 years 
ago and are reaching the end of 
their lifespans. The City will have 
to spend $30 million on their 
replacement in the next five to ten 
years. We should leverage that 
local expenditure against a federal 
ask for an additional $70 million 

in funding. If we can secure that 
funding through a HUD community 
development grant or other 
infrastructure initiative, we can 
transform this piece of crumbling 
infrastructure into an incredible new 
open space for the community. 

Even in Dallas, they’ve covered over 
the freeway that runs into Downtown 
Dallas to join a business district with 
a residential district. And that was a 
very elaborate “covering over.” This is 
much less expensive. I think that this 
could be a signature project for the 
next mayor. —Adrian Benepe

LEVERAGE NECESSARY BRIDGE RENOVATIONS AND INCREASED REAL ESTATE VALUE INTO NEW OPEN SPACE
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LET THE WATER IN
Chris Reed

Chris Reed is Founding Principal of Stoss 

Landscape Urbanism and Associate 

Professor in Practice of Landscape 

Architecture at the Harvard University 

Graduate School of Design.

Image: Difei Ma and Miao Yu, Flux City 

Studio, Chris Reed, Coordinator and 

Instructor.

Water needs more space in the 
city. Over the past centuries, rivers, 
floodplains, and protective wetlands 
have been continually filled in or 
moved to make room for urban 
growth. This work was done with a 
mindset that once the water is taken 
away, it would not come back. We 
know better now.

In giving back space to water, I don’t 
mean to fully displace urban and 
social uses. In fact, reintroducing 
natural systems can bring new life 
and richness into the public realm. 
Fish parks, bobbing buildings, water 
plazas, canal streets: all can be 
designed to recognize both civic and 
hydrologic functions, and nod to 
their watery origins.

We can also transform vacant 
land into new wetlands—whether 
within the city (for stormwater and 
runoff) or at the edge (for tidal flux, 
sea level rise, and storm surge). 
Stormwater detention basins, 
small-scale rain gardens, and 
seawalls can now be re-thought 
and expanded into large-scale 
ecological parks that bring value to 
adjacent neighborhoods. 

Perhaps we can go further, 
integrating water into the fabric 
of the city itself. Public plazas, 
waterways, and boulevards in new 
or re-tooled neighborhoods can 
be designed to be floodable green 
infrastructures, creating new open 
space connections that could also 
work as elevated escape routes in 
the event of an emergency. 

Importantly, these strategies 
require a shift in thinking—we need 
to adopt an amphibious mindset. 
And they point to new coordinated, 
integrated, interdisciplinary, and 
collaborative roles that our public 
agencies can play in remaking the 
city.



52 53

RIPARIAN BUFFERS ALONG THE BROOKLYN WATERFRONT
Maria Aiolova and Mitchell Joachim

Maria Aiolova and Mitchell Joachim are 

Co-Presidents of Terreform ONE [Open 

Network Technology], a non-profit design 

group that promotes green design in cities. 

Aiolova presently chairs the ONE Lab NY 

School for Design and Science. Mitchell 

is also Associate Professor at New York 

University.
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How can we protect the Brooklyn 
waterfront from the threat of future 
storms and rising sea levels? We 
propose that the City investigate the 
adaptive reuse of former military 
vessels to create a riparian buffer 
zone that confronts the issues of 
storm surge and flood management 
in the New York Harbor. 

Our concept is to recycle ghost 
fleets or vessels from the National 
Defense Reserve Fleet (NDRF) and 
United States Navy. The vessels 
could be cut apart, cleaned, and 
used as riparian buffer zones to 
absorb large charges or surges 
in flooding areas. We could then 
combine natural sedimentation 
with the recycled ship parts to 
restore the natural water edge and 
slow down the watercourse. This 
aqueous zone would allow for a 
programmatic mix — recreational 
opportunities paired with natural 
stormwater retention. 

As we reimagine the waterfront, we 
need to design infrastructure that 
lets the water in, rather than keeps 
it out. New York does not need to 
defend against water but instead 
share its presence with the existing 
estuary. 
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FLOATING ISLANDS
Mark Thomann

Mark Thomann is the landscape design 

director with Balmori Associates where 

he has led the conceptual design and 

development of numerous international 

projects and strategic plans. He is on the 

Landscape Architecture faculty at the 

University of Pennsylvania School of Design.
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We propose to create a green 
edge of floating islands around 
Manhattan. A network of artificial 
islands is a productive, attractive, 
and cost-effective approach to 
create ecological infrastructure and 
new public space. Just as the great 
Aztecs produced agriculture on 
floating chinampas, or Bangladesh 
created societies around floating 
gardens, or just as Thailand’s 
floating markets attract tourists and 
drive the local economy, floating 
islands could be the future of open 
space in New York City. 

There are several ecological 
benefits to a network of floating 
islands. The island module is 
expandable and flexible — it can be 
deployed to protect the city from 
storm surge and accommodate 
the rising sea level. They can 
be designed as a network of 
landscaped sponges that filter 
and clean the river. They can even 
provide a framework for new 
infrastructure to capture tidal 
energy. 

Moreover, we can begin to look 
at their potential as productive 
agricultural spaces. The City 
could even develop a new market 

for specialty produce. There is 
a delicacy, La Bonnotte potato, 
from Íle de Noirmoutier, an island 
situated off the Atlantic Coast of 
France, that grows specifically in 
salt water. 

Finally, and most importantly, 
they can provide fun and exciting 
opportunities for recreational public 
space. We imagine a network of 
islands equivalent to the size of 
Central Park around Manhattan. 
Like Central Park, this landscape 
will serve as a productive landscape 
infrastructure and innovative public 
space model for coastal cities in the 
21st century. 
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Participants:
Deborah Berke 
Susan Chin
Adam Forman
Hugh Hardy
James Sanders
Carol Willis

ATTRACTING 
DIVERSITY IN AN 
AFFLUENT CITY

SUSAN CHIN:  What we are lacking 
is a discussion about how New 
Yorkers are advocating for more 
arts and culture as we see a shift 
from finance to more diverse 
industries.

We need to continue to attract 
people who are making things, who 
are creative. How do we create 
enough affordable space for those 
people to continue to be a part of 
that industry? How do you provide 
housing for young creators to bring 
new energy to the city?

. . .

CAROL WILLIS:  We should 
recognize that the arts are 
entrepreneurial in nature. The 
arts may be populist, but they are 
not likely to be voted upon by a 
majority. So, should the function 
of government be to facilitate the 
entrepreneurial nature of the arts, 
rather than to ensure funding and 
investment in areas that need to be 
contested by different groups?

HUGH HARDY:  That is something 
for the next administration to 
wrestle with, and it is our job to try 
and inform them.

. . .

ADAM FORMAN:  I want to introduce 
a little nostalgia for the bad old 

days. What the 1970s offered was 
art movements with proper nouns. 
Not just culture, but cultural 
movements, whether it was Punk 
Music, or Pop Art, or Hip Hop. 

I think a key element was the fluidity 
between boroughs and between 
income levels. The Bowery was 
a focal point and laboratory to 
propagate Hip Hop music from 
the South Bronx, or graffiti from 
Brooklyn. There was real integration 
of culture and of class that in many 
ways has been lost.

Some consider Williamsburg and 
Bushwick the city’s newest cultural 
pivot.  But I strain to think of a 
proper noun that has come out of 
Brooklyn, except for ‘Brooklyn’ 
itself. What’s missing is geographic, 
racial, and economic diversity.  I am 
wondering what arts planning can 
do to improve integration among 
boroughs, incomes, and ethnicities.

Toronto is very good about public 
arts investment because they index 
it to local income levels, and they 
are very intentional about dispersing 
it among a variety of neighborhoods. 

JAMES SANDERS:  I think you are 
right. But I think that the 1970s had 
‘privileges’ that we no longer enjoy. 
The city had contracted and that had 
left huge areas which were formerly 
very active economically and 

Next New York:
Arts + Culture
May 17, 2013
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industrially — including the Bowery, 
the South Bronx, and Brooklyn. The 
rents were low and hardly anybody 
lived there or even wanted to live 
there.

That provided an opportunity for 
all sorts of things. Whether it was 
Hip Hop coming out of the housing 
projects in the South Bronx — where 
no one would ever live if they did not 
have to — or the Bowery, which was 
a very self-selected community: a 
very small group operating in the 
East Village, because nobody else 
wanted to live there and the rents 
were low.  We do not have that 
privilege anymore.

We now have the opposite problem, 
which is a city that is outwardly 
incredibly successful  and 
naturally everybody is talking about 
unaffordability. That is the price of 
success! If people did not want to 
live here, the prices would be lower. 
The price of success of New York in 
the last 15 years is now a challenge 
that we have to confront. 

For 25 years, New York was 
hunkered down and not thinking 
about the future. The city was 
contracting. What new buildings 
were you going to need for a 
contracting population?

DEBORAH BERKE:  I want to build 
on something that James said: 

We’ve got it good, compared to the 
secondary and tertiary cities in this 
country, who would do anything to 
have New York’s problems. We have 
tourism. We have culture. We have 
extraordinary philanthropy. We have 
lots of rich people. We have visibility. 
Our problems get focused on and 
we attempt to get them solved. 
Other cities have the problems of 
New York City in the 70s, and they’d 
love to be like us.

We need to think even bigger and 
reach out beyond the boundaries of 
New York City. ‘No Longer Empty’ 
should share exhibitions done here 
with cities that don’t have arts 
capital. Maybe library courses could 
become online courses for cities 
that can’t fill their libraries with 
programs. Maybe the 7 Line should 
be extended to Pittsburgh and 
beyond!  Let’s think and plan and 
act regionally, even nationally.

If we think only about our backyard, 
we are losing urban capital that is 
building nationally. And in working 
with other cities, we can help them, 
and they can help us, and we can be 
about cities, not just our city.
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EMBRACE MODULAR CONSTRUCTION
MaryAnne Gilmartin

MaryAnne Gilmartin is President and Chief 

Executive Officer of Forest City Ratner 

Companies, a New York-based real estate 

development company. She has been point 

person in the development of several high-

profile real estate projects in New York City, 

including Barclays Center at Atlantic Yards, 

The New York Times Building, and New York 

by Gehry. 
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Since the 1870 introduction of 
the elevator transformed New 
York from a city of walk-ups to a 
city of high-rises, we have seen 
remarkably little change in the 
construction industry, even as we 
have developed better materials, 
more sophisticated technology, 
and a smarter means of enhancing 
building safety. 

Modular construction can 
transform how we build affordable 
and market-rate buildings with 
greater savings and a diminished 
impact on the community and the 
environment. At our first high-rise 
project at Atlantic Yards, we found 
that we can use a modern means 
of construction while embracing 
sustainability and delivering on 
world-class architecture. 

Modular units can be built in an 
off-site facility with all final finishes 
installed, like flooring, fixtures, 
appliances, and facades. And 
because modules are built indoors 
without risk of height hazards or 
inclement weather, we can forge 
new partnerships with union labor 
to build more safely and cost-
effectively. Once on site, modules 
can be bolted or press-fit together 

and facades are designed to lock 
into one another without any on-
site work. And because modular 
buildings are assembled faster, 
the community is less impacted by 
construction noise and traffic. 

This new means of construction 
could be a critical component 
of a greater strategy to address 
affordable housing in this city. 
At our Atlantic Yards project, we 
estimate that modular construction 
will generate 20%+ savings on a 
compressed timeline. We estimate 
70-90% less waste and 67% lower 
energy consumption. By using 
modular construction to build 
quickly, densely, affordably, and 
sustainably, we can radically shift 
how we build great cities. 

The one limitation in bringing it to the 
site is the width of the road and the 
height of underpasses.  You must stay 
within those limitations… You can’t 
build a theater in one piece. Housing 
in New York, however, can be built 
that way. —Theodore Liebman
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RE-SKIN PUBLIC HOUSING
Fred Harris

Fred Harris is the Executive Vice President 

of Development of the New York City 

Housing Authority (NYCHA). He previously 

served as the Senior Vice President of 

Development for AvalonBay Communities. 

The views expressed herein are those of Mr. 

Harris, not NYCHA.
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Most of NYCHA’s buildings are 50-
75 years old with billions of dollars 
in deferred maintenance. There’s 
a capital investment backlog of 
$6 billion today, increasing at a 
rate of $3 million daily. Rent from 
NYCHA residents covers at most 
50% of the operating budget. So 
while NYCHA is a great success — 
providing housing for 1 out of 13 
New Yorkers — it is also struggling 
to remain solvent. The habitability of 
its buildings will soon be threatened 
if capital investments are not 
forthcoming.

I propose to locally manufacture 
and apply new skins to the facades 
of our aging public housing stock. 
These skins would contain space 
to replace plumbing and electrical 
infrastructure and add new 
through-the-wall PTAC heating and 
air conditioning units and insulation 
without having to disturb residents’ 
apartments nor to remove or 
extensively repair the existing brick 
facades. I estimate that the cost of 
re-skinning would amount to about 
$100,000 per apartment, or $17.8 
billion for all NYCHA properties. 
(Additional money would be needed 
to renew apartment interiors and 
replace central plants.) 

This program could essentially 
finance itself through savings from 
electricity alone. NYCHA residents 
without electric meters use 6,750 
kWh a year on average, whereas 
the average rental in the Northeast 
uses 4,513 kWh a year. By halving 
the electric utility bill, we could save 
about $200 million a year, which 
could support as much as $5 billion 
of investment. If it were possible 
to resell electricity which NYCHA 
secured years ago for what is now 
a very low price, a similar amount 
could be generated. Proportionally, 
even greater savings would come 
from heating through the potential 
decline in NYCHA’s annual gas and 
oil expenditures.



64 65

AFFORDABLE HOUSING FOR YOUNG NEW YORKERS
Robert C. Quinlan

Robert C. Quinlan is Principal of Quinlan 

Development Group, a New York City-based 

real estate investment and development 

firm that he founded in 1971.
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New York must entice talented 
newcomers by offering them 
truly affordable housing. I 
propose to rezone outer borough 
manufacturing areas that adjoin 
emerging residential neighborhoods 
as micro-housing enclaves. 

Micro-Apartments, measuring 
between 250 and 370sqft, have 
become an accepted idea. The 
City is exploring amending 
Department of Building regulations 
to accommodate micro-housing 
citywide. Yet the prototype in Kips 
Bay championed by the Department 
of Housing Preservation and 
Development estimates monthly 
rents ranging from $940 to $1,800. 
We must create new housing with 
monthly rents no higher than 
$1,200 to attract innovative New 
York newcomers with technical and 
artistic skills to the city.

Under this proposal, the city would 
rezone manufacturing areas in 
the outer boroughs like Bushwick, 
Gowanus, Red Hook, and Long 
Island City to allow for micro-
housing development. These are 
outlying areas where studios, sound 
stages, and nightlife are already 
emerging, largely without existing 

housing. This rezoning should 
not mandate costly residential 
amenities like community rooms 
and in-house gyms. Younger 
residents of small living units will 
seek to spend more time outside, 
animating the surrounding streets 
with cafes, beer gardens, and delis.

In addition, the City must create an 
incentive for developers and lenders 
by reviving the successful J-51 Tax 
Exemption Program. Eliminating 
property taxes for ten years will 
dramatically lower annual carrying 
costs, enabling developers to pass 
the reductions through to tenants in 
their rent. A ten-year tax exemption 
would motivate banks to lend in 
these emerging areas without 
affecting a developer’s cash flow 
expectations.

INVIGORATE OUR PUBLIC LIBRARIES
David Giles

David Giles is the Research Director at the 

Center for an Urban Future, where he has 

written extensively on a variety of public 

policy issues including transportation, 

technology and the arts.

As New York City continues to adapt 
to the needs of an information-
based economy, the demand for 
life-long learning resources has 
never been greater. At all ages 
and educational levels, New 
Yorkers are looking to upgrade 
their skills in order to make use 
of new technologies and market 
themselves more effectively to 
employers. Public libraries are the 
city’s most important resource for 
non-institutional learning, whether 
it be English language workshops 
for immigrants, after school 
programs for kids, or computer 
classes for seniors. 

With 206 branches across the 
five boroughs, New York City has 
a tremendous physical legacy to 
build on, but the vast majority of 
branches are in desperate need of 
upgrades. Many Carnegie buildings 
were designed for solitary readers 
rather than classes and group 
work. Dozens of old branches have 
underutilized floors, many with 
shuttered custodial apartments, 
that could be tapped for new 
uses, including small business 
incubators, co-working spaces, 
community rooms and classrooms. 

In partnership with New York’s 
three library systems — New York 
(Manhattan, the Bronx, and Staten 
Island), Brooklyn, and Queens — the 
city should increase the general 
capital allocation for libraries and 
issue a $500 million bond to fund 
capital projects across the city. 
The libraries could aim to raise 
another $250 million through 
private donations and philanthropy 
to underwrite the city’s first 
comprehensive capital plan for 
libraries since Andrew Carnegie’s 
initial bequest over 100 years ago. 

With community input, a citywide 
plan could help all three systems 
realize efficiencies through 
branch consolidations, storefront 
expansions (so-called flex spaces 
with lower overhead) and mixed-
use developments that incorporate 
affordable housing.
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City government must be better equipped to confront 
the challenges of a growing population, ailing 
infrastructure and rising tide. Which agencies can 
be empowered to tackle regional planning? How can 
city government streamline regulatory processes to 
stimulate growth? And how can city government better 
capture the value of public assets to maintain and 
enhance the public realm?

IMPROVE CITY 
OPERATIONS
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THE NYC DEPARTMENT OF FOOD
Thomas Jost

Thomas Jost is a Senior Urban Strategist at 

Parsons Brinckerhoff, a global consulting 

firm assisting public and private clients 

to plan, develop, design, construct, 

operate and maintain thousands of critical 

infrastructure projects around the world.
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In the same way that New York City 
dedicates itself to building its water 
and waste infrastructure, we must 
recognize the importance of food to 
our health, security, and economy. 

I propose the creation of the New 
York City Department of Food to 
oversee food security, improve 
public health, grow the regional 
food economy, and put New York on 
the path toward a more sustainable 
future. There is a significant 
market for locally supplied food in 
New York City.  And, while there 
are ample farms and capacity for 
significant growth, upstate farming 
communities lack the processing 
and distribution infrastructure to 
effectively “ramp up” the supply into 
New York City.  

Currently, about 14% of the city’s 
food is sourced locally. New York 
City can create a graduating locally 
sourced food contract through 
major city institutions such as public 
prisons, schools and hospitals. 
This would enable farmers to 
“plan” for growth based upon a 
recognized demand and increase 
investor willingness to construct the 
necessary infrastructure to support 
that growth.  

Another challenge is efficient 
distribution. The State of New 
York should work to support 
the development of privately-
operated collection, processing 
and distribution centers located 
proximate to concentrations of 
farms and ranches.  A similar 
distribution network should be 
replicated within New York City, 
with a contracted operator providing 
storage, resorting, packaging and 
local distribution to end users 
through a fleet of energy-efficient 
vehicles organized to optimize 
final delivery. Through distribution 
infrastructure and an organized 
marketing effort to connect farmers 
with consumers, NYC can link the 
city marketplace with upstate food 
producers who do not yet have the 
business infrastructure to connect 
effectively with urban consumers. 

This system of creating a 
market, building the necessary 
infrastructure, and connecting 
farmers with consumers will restore 
a sustainable farming economy in 
New York State with New York City 
benefitting from a lowered carbon 
footprint, reduction of truck traffic 
on City streets, greater access to 
local food, and a healthier diet.

STATE 
DISTRIBUTION 
NETWORK

CITY
DISTRIBUTION
NETWORK



70 71

RESTORE THE CAPITAL BUDGET TO CITY PLANNING
Ronald Shiffman

Ronald Shiffman is a city planner with 50 

years of experience providing planning and 

development assistance to community-

based groups in low- and moderate-income 

neighborhoods and a former member of 

the City Planning Commission [1990-96]. 

He is a Professor at the Pratt Programs 

for Sustainable Planning and Development 

and the Founder of the Pratt Center for 

Community Development.

The next mayor will need to 
move quickly, decisively, and 
transparently to face the pivotal 
issues left unaddressed over the 
last two decades. Whether it is 
to sustain Mayor Bloomberg’s 
signature achievement —
PlaNYC2030 — and his coastal 
recovery and adaptation strategy; to 
address his failure to accommodate 
the city’s homeless population; or to 
confront the ‘sorting’ of the city that 
is pushing the poor to the periphery, 
the next administration must 
aggressively engage New Yorkers 
in a coordinated and participatory 
way. The ability to plan, prioritize, 
and apply capital infrastructure 
expenditures—subject to the 
participation of the public and 
consent by City Council—will be 
essential. 

NYC residents and businesses 
need to help set the framework 
for public and private investment; 
otherwise, land use decisions are 
liable to languish in courts for years. 
The framework for participatory 
planning exists in the City Planning 
Commission and our ULURP 
process. However, the capital 
budget powers of the Planning 
Commission were removed at the 

time that ULURP was strengthened, 
which has relegated City Planning 
to being a responsive agency unable 
to effectively engage in the planning, 
adoption, and implementation of 
mayoral-, agency-, or community-
initiated plans. 

We must restore the capital 
budget powers to the City 
Planning Commission. It is one 
of the few City entities with a 
charter mandate to engage the 
public. If that engagement is 
linked to reinvigorated citywide 
and community-based planning 
processes, maintained by a 
properly staffed agency that 
works directly with strengthened 
community boards, the City 
Planning Commission can become 
the proactive, independent and 
sustained force we need to address 
critical climate change and 
equitable development challenges 
facing the city. 

REFORM THE LANDMARKS PRESERVATION COMMISSION
Steven Spinola

Steven Spinola is President of the Real 

Estate Board of New York, the real estate 

industry’s leading trade association in New 

York City.

The landmarks system is broken. 
First, there is a serious lack of 
transparency surrounding landmark 
and historic district designations. 
The Landmarks Preservation 
Commission has the ability to 
designate substantial portions of 
the city as historic districts without 
justifying their rationale before they 
act. It can also shelve decisions 
for decades, creating de facto 
designations. And it is not required 
to issue design guidelines for 
historic districts that describe which 
windows, storefronts, entryways 
and cornices are permitted in these 
distinct sections of the city, unfairly 
burdening and confusing property 
owners.

Second, let’s stop pretending 
landmark designations are always 
used to protect our city’s cultural 
heritage. The curtain has come 
down on why so many historic 
districts have been designated 
in recent years. Preservation 
advocates have stated clearly that 
landmarking is a planning tool that 
can be used to stop or redirect 
development. We have to think 
about how to preserve the City 
of New York’s future, not just its 
buildings. 

We therefore propose that 
the Landmarks Preservation 
Commission be placed under the 
management of the Department 
of City Planning. City Planning has 
the ability to examine every aspect 
of development citywide, including 
the city’s housing, economic 
development and open space. The 
Landmarks Commission, on the 
other hand, cannot consider any of 
these aspects that are essential to 
the success of the city. 

We should not landmark away 
the economic vitality of New York 
City. Let’s reform the Landmarks 
Preservation Commission and 
empower the Department of City 
Planning to make those decisions.
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REDEVELOPED LOW DENSITY HOUSING BALANCED ZONING

FOUR FORMULAS FOR SENSIBLE DENSITY
Mark Ginsberg

Mark E. Ginsberg, FAIA, is a founding 

partner of Curtis + Ginsberg where he has 

led award-winning residential, institutional, 

and urban design projects. He is President 

of Citizens Housing and Planning Council, 

and past President of the American Institute 

of Architects New York Chapter.
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There’s a tremendous need for 
more density in the city. Our 
population is growing, and we’re 
projected to reach 9 million in 
2030. When the Zoning Resolution 
was passed in 1961, it estimated 
a full build-out of 12 million. With 
underbuilt sites across the city, the 
final build-out will likely be closer to 
10 million. We don’t have more land, 
so we need greater density.

First we need to implement a 20% 
optional FAR bonus for inclusionary 
housing in R6 and above residence 
districts. Although this is now being 
done on a case-by-case basis, 
this could be a citywide strategy 
to significantly up-zone while 
encouraging the production of 
affordable housing. 

Second, we need to expand the 
use of unconventional housing. 
We can explore 250-400 sq. ft. 
micro-apartments in developments 
citywide. We can legalize shared 
units, so that more than three 
unrelated people can live together 
legally. And we can legalize 
accessory units. There are as many 
as 100,000 illegal units in Queens 
alone — we can create policy

so extended family could live in 
basements or adjacent units.

Third, the City should begin 
purchasing and redeveloping low-
density housing. There are abundant 
opportunities where one-family 
houses could be redeveloped into 
multi-family walkups. “Towers 
in the park” projects could also 
explore infill housing to help fill our 
critical need. 

Finally, when a community votes 
to downzone a neighborhood, city 
officials should respond by asking, 
“Where will you upzone to balance 
the loss?” 

We also need to come up with a 
program that would mandate some 
low-income or middle-income 
housing in buildings throughout the 
city of New York that no longer work 
and could be converted to create 
more housing. —Steven Spinola

20% FAR BONUS FOR INCLUSIONARY 
HOUSING IN R6+ DISTRICTS

LEGALIZED SHARED AND 
ACCESSORY HOUSING



74 75

STREAMLINE AFFORDABLE HOUSING EXEMPTIONS
Kathleen Dunn

Kathleen Dunn is a Principal at Dunn 

Consulting and Development where her 

work has focused on affordable housing 

development and urban planning.  Ms. Dunn 

is also Adjunct Assistant Professor at the 

NYU Wagner School of Public Policy. 
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Since the federal government 
withdrew direct subsidies for 
affordable housing development 
about three decades ago, the City of 
New York has relied on three main 
vehicles to preserve or develop 
affordable housing: low-cost land, 
grants and low-interest loans, and 
tax abatements and exemptions. 
The City has successfully 
streamlined the delivery system 
for land sales and making grants 
and loans. But tax abatements and 
exemptions remain tangled. 

The City of New York has claimed, 
in a number of different venues, 
that they are exploring permanent 
affordability programs for housing, 
yet there is no tax abatement 
program that provides benefits to 
owners of that housing in perpetuity. 
Currently, there exists an array of 
programs with different terms and 
recipients. The housing finance 
program, for-profit or not-for-profit 
status of the developer, and whether 
a project is new construction or 
rehab lead each project down a 
different path. The process is taxing 
and does exactly the opposite 
of what it should do — it drives 
development costs up. 

The City should create one tax 
abatement and exemption program 
for affordable housing. If our 
primary goal is to create more low- 
and moderate-income housing that 
lasts, we can do that better with 
one simplified program. The term 
of that tax abatement should be 
equal to the length of the regulatory 
agreement that it complements. The 
additional cost to the City should 
be nil. 
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MAKE ROOM FOR MIDDLE-INCOME HOUSING
Steven Spinola

Steven Spinola is President of the Real 

Estate Board of New York, the real estate 

industry’s leading trade association in New 

York City.

We have a serious shortfall in 
housing. Our total population is 
expected to rise by another million 
by 2030. The vacancy rate has 
stayed below 5% since it was first 
recorded in the 1960s. And half of 
New Yorkers pay more than 30% of 
their income on housing. The costs 
of construction and the regulatory 
processes are extremely high in 
New York City, and property owners 
are paying as much as 30-36% of 
gross income in taxes. When the 
tax exemption expires in many of 
the properties in the 80/20 Housing 
Program, property owners will likely 
convert to condos since they can no 
longer maintain the rentals as low-
income housing. 

We propose to create a new tax 
exemption program that addresses 
the City’s affordable middle-
income housing needs. We propose 
implementing a new housing 
program for families making 80% of 
the average median income (AMI) or 
higher. Currently, the 80/20 Housing 
Program offers affordable housing 
to families living in the 40-50% AMI 
range, but we need to broaden our 
definition of affordability.  Higher 
AMI for some units should be 
permitted in exchange for a greater 

percentage of affordable units, as 
done in Williamsburg.

Furthermore, we need to consider 
how to extend the 20-year tax 
benefit schedule. A 25-year tax 
benefit schedule would provide 
sufficient benefits to build and 
operate the affordable units during 
the exemption period. And with 
a fair and predictable real estate 
tax, perhaps capped below 25% of 
gross revenue, we could extend the 
middle-income housing benefits in 
perpetuity.

REWRITE THE REQUEST FOR PROPOSALS
Carol Lamberg

Carol Lamberg is the Executive Director 

of the Settlement Housing Fund. She 

has over 40 years of experience as a 

housing professional, and is an expert at 

conceptualizing new projects and programs 

in housing legislation. Lamberg also co-

chairs the New York Housing Conference 

and is Regional Vice President of the 

National Housing Conference.

The affordable housing industry 
has mushroomed. Many qualified 
organizations compete whenever 
a government agency invites 
proposals and announces that 
subsidies or tax benefits are 
available. Typically, developers 
spend six months preparing 
responses to requests for 
proposals (RFPs). This has never 
been easy, but in recent years, 
the requirements have become 
extremely complex, arduous and 
expensive. Losing competitions is 
painful.

Typically, approximately 30 
documents are required, including 
detailed architectural submissions 
and financial projections. The 
developer must show combinations 
of subsidy and tax abatement to 
achieve affordable rents, and many 
sources are only sporadically 
available. Because it is challenging 
to document all the funds, an 
alternate “as-of-right” proposal is 
required. Many unfeasible proposals 
are submitted. Government 
agencies take a long time to select a 
winner. Construction and operating 
costs rise. Design changes and 
new financial arrangements are 
inevitable. 

It is time to streamline the process. 
An applicant would provide the 
track record of the development 
team, a zoning analysis, a short 
narrative, schematic plans and a 
preliminary financial projection. 
City agencies would provide a 
preliminary commitment to the 
winner and subsequently require 
advanced drawings, firm cost 
estimates, disclosure statements 
and community approvals. 
The developer would complete 
arrangements with banks, other 
funders, and investors, and would 
add amenities and programs, if 
appropriate. The architect would 
complete construction drawings 
and obtain a permit. The closing 
celebrations would come next.

If the RFP process were simplified, 
we would have more time to 
advocate for funds and create 
more affordable housing and better 
programs.
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EMPOWER SHARED RESOURCE MODELS
Elliot Felix

Elliot Felix is the director of Brightspot 

Strategy, where he leads projects that 

create brighter work and learning 

experiences by improving space, services, 

technology, process, and culture.

We have a tremendous opportunity 
to achieve economic, social, and 
environmental sustainability 
by promoting the shift from 
ownership to membership models. 
Membership models enable people 
to share resources they might have 
previously had to own. And while 
there is an emerging movement to 
share resources (in programs like 
Citibike or General Assembly), the 
city must do more to allocate new 
spaces to shared uses and foster 
the development of membership-
based service models.
 
The city should build on successful 
precedents so that people can share 
not only apparel, tools, toys, and 
bikes, but space as well. Sharing 
space results in greater potential 
for interaction among people, 
reduction in material and energy 
use, and access to services that 
might be otherwise unavailable. 
New York City should incentivize 
property owners and developers 
to allocate a greater percentage 
of spaces to co-working, shared 
meeting and educational facilities, 
and incubators. 

Shared spaces will only work if 
they use the right service model 

to recruit, support, and retain 
members — be they individual 
entrepreneurs, growing companies, 
or large universities. Therefore, 
New York City should provide 
expertise in service design, 
business modeling, and community 
management — three essential 
ingredients for successful shared 
spaces. Finally, New York City 
should explore opportunities for 
shared spaces to act as community 
hubs with access to shared goods 
and services, such as tool libraries 
in shared fabrication labs or 
business modeling in co-working 
spaces.

By encouraging the shift from 
ownership to membership, New 
York City can lead the way in the 
experience economy, creating 
opportunities for communities 
to interact, share resources and 
ideas, and achieve environmental 
sustainability.

A NEW GENERATION OF CONSTRUCTION TRADE WORKERS
Donald Capoccia

Donald Capoccia is the Managing Principal 

and Founder of BFC Partners, a real estate 

development company focused on the 

production of affordable housing.

Construction costs are one of 
the most significant barriers 
to the production of affordable 
housing. The NYC Prevailing 
Wage for electricians, carpenters, 
plumbers, and laborers is double 
or triple the wage costs to employ 
these tradesmen in the greater 
metropolitan area. Quite simply, 
that increases the cost of producing 
affordable housing by up to 30%. 

Because this is housing targeted 
to specific income bands, there is 
no ability to increase debt when 
using conventional financing, 
which is often found in the capital 
structure of affordable housing 
projects. As such, in order to 
finance the additional costs 
required by prevailing wages, 
government is required to provide 
those additional funds. Given the 
environment of restricted and 
constrained government resources, 
the only result of this is a reduction 
in the number of units that can 
be produced. If all projects were 
subject to the NYC prevailing wage, 
you would likely cut production in 
half. 

As developers of affordable housing, 
we have been struggling with the 

cost of producing affordable housing 
for many years. We have aimed 
not only to meet a critical demand 
for housing in NYC, but also to 
rebuild challenged communities. 
In order to do so, many developers 
have devised ad hoc recruitment 
and training programs to offer 
job opportunities to unemployed 
neighborhood residents. We must 
broadly expand this work under the 
leadership of our next mayor. 

The next mayor must mandate a 
labor partnership that includes 
REBNY, NYSAFAH, the Building and 
Construction Trades Council, CUNY, 
and NYCHA to address the needs 
for construction cost containment 
and the increased demand for 
affordable workforce housing. Our 
aim should be to invest in training 
and supporting unemployed and 
underemployed New Yorkers from 
transitioning neighborhoods where 
the majority of affordable housing 
is being built, and provide an 
economically sustainable pathway 
for a new generation of construction 
trade workers.  



80 81

REDUCING THE 
COST OF NEW 
HOUSING
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Next New York:
Housing
April 26, 2013

RICHARD ANDERSON:  One thing 
that wasn’t mentioned was the 
cost of government review and 
approvals. New York is the only 
place in the country that has 
an industry profession called 
expediters, and we know why. 
Would not this be a fruitful area 
for a new mayor to get into – how 
can we streamline, how can we 
reduce the cost of government 
review and approvals in the overall 
development process?

DANIEL BRODSKY:  That’s one of 
my favorite subjects. Constantly, 
when we confront the City about 
excessive bureaucracy, officials 
respond by saying that these are 
safety issues or corruption issues, 
so therefore we have to have more 
people and more processes. 

I think we all want to build safely 
and no one wants corruption. But, 
I think we also all want a more 
efficient government. 

. . .

CAROL WILLIS:  I wonder if we 
could bring together the idea 
of density that Mark Ginsberg 
suggested with some other 
integrating of mixed-uses. When you 
densify neighborhoods by rezoning 
areas that need new housing and 
commercials uses, there could be 
a targeted community development 

approach that would cross 
agencies. Not just Housing (HPD) or 
the Department of Buildings (DOB), 
but as a City Planning initiative. 

DONALD CAPOCCIA:  We have 
spent many billions across the 
city in a number of emerging and 
challenged neighborhoods. Some of 
those neighborhoods have done very 
well, and others haven’t performed 
to expectations. 

We have to take a close look 
at those neighborhoods that 
didn’t do as well and understand 
what is missing. When a public 
investment has been made in those 
neighborhoods, we now need to 
consider funding mixed-income and 
mixed-use projects aggressively, 
including providing for daycare 
centers and neighborhood retail. 
These are all components of a 
healthy neighborhood, which will 
ultimately attract market activity to 
these neighborhoods, as we have so 
clearly seen in Harlem, Downtown 
Brooklyn, and other locations that 
previously seemed unappealing.

STEVEN SPINOLA:  I want to make 
two more suggestions. First, we 
have many buildings that are 
overbuilt in the city. There ought to 
be an automatic grandfathering of 
buildings to be able to knock down, 
modernize, and build anew. 
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Second, there is no program right 
now for the conversion of obsolete 
office and industrial buildings to 
make them into housing, which is 
probably the most inexpensive way 
of doing it. 

We need to come up with a program 
that would mandate some low-
income or middle-income housing 
for buildings throughout the city of 
New York that do not work anymore; 
they could be converted to create 
more housing.

MARYANNE GILMARTIN:  The 
City’s housing programs presently 
incentivize based on unit count, not 
the size of the units themselves. 
Therefore, there is no incentive built 
into the system to create larger 
family units for middle- and low-
income housing. We are looking 
at micro-units for market-rate 
housing, and I think that gets to the 
way that people want to live, work, 
and play in a mixed-use, dense 
environment. 
 
For affordable workforce housing 
and family housing, the housing 
needs to be suitable for families. We 
need to address the fact that there 
is no incentive to build larger family 
units on affordable housing. You are 
simply penalized in the layering in 
of incentives. If there is a wholesale 
look at the way incentives work in 
the next administration, which is an 

absolute need, then that will help 
to develop the kind of affordable 
housing that this city needs. 
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THE CZAR OF PUBLIC SPACE
Lance Jay Brown

Lance Jay Brown, FAIA, is a New York-

based architect, urban designer, educator, 

and author. He is the principal of the 

award-winning studio Lance Jay Brown, 

Architecture + Urban Design, founded in 

1972 and is the AIANY President-Elect 2014.

Walking along 23rd Street from 
Chelsea to the Flatiron district 
I come across an ever more 
complicated agglomeration of open 
spaces and attendant furnishings. 
There are sidewalks, subway 
entrances, and streets that serve 
all traffic from trucks to cyclists 
to pedestrians of all stripes. There 
are news boxes, parking meters, 
hydrants, streetlights, waste 
receptacles, bus stops, and trees. 
There is the charming hodge-podge 
of pedestrian plazas at the 5th 
Avenue-Broadway intersection filled 
with periwinkle umbrellas, planters, 
and moveable chairs. To the east is 
Madison Square Park, a beautiful 
open space animated by public art, 
Shake Shack, lawns, dog runs, and 
a children’s playground.

The pedestrian plazas and Madison 
Square Park are divided not only by 
fencing, but also by the authorities 
that maintain them. The Department 
of Transportation rules to the west 
and east of the park and the Parks 
Department rules in between. The 
MTA, Con Edison, water, sewer, 
cable and other utilities rule below. 
Such is the case citywide.
 

Who is in charge of all this? How is 
it that adjoining public spaces are 
controlled by different agencies? 
Why is everything so “zoned”? 
Why can’t utility excavations 
and modifications be completed 
simultaneously rather than 
sequentially? 

Our overriding priority must be 
the public arena, the actual public 
space itself, the space we all own. 
And one department or commission 
should be responsible for its design, 
coordination and development. We 
need a Commissioner of the Public 
Realm, a Coordinator of the City 
Surface, a Director of Public Space!

FOSTER HEALTHY, INTEGRATED COMMUNITIES
Ronald Shiffman

Ronald Shiffman is a city planner with 50 

years of experience providing planning and 

development assistance to community-

based groups in low- and moderate-income 

neighborhoods and a former member of 

the City Planning Commission [1990-96]. 

He is a Professor at the Pratt Programs 

for Sustainable Planning and Development 

and the Founder of the Pratt Center for 

Community Development.

The planning policies that we have 
undertaken over the past three 
decades have led to greater income 
segregation citywide. At the same 
time, there is growing recognition 
in the health field that segregated 
cities are unhealthy, not just for the 
poor who bear the brunt of living in 
often substandard conditions, but 
for the wealthy and all other income 
groups as well. We must recognize 
that the process of displacement 
and replacement now occurring 
citywide will not foster integrated 
and healthy communities, and 
we must explore new zoning 
mechanisms to reverse this pattern.

First, we must pursue policies and 
interventions that protect against 
displacement. We should explore 
the implementation of mandatory 
inclusionary housing in all new 
developments through new tax 
abatements and other forms of 
public subsidies for building owners 
and developers. Moreover, we must 
develop a series of procedures to 
vigorously enforce fair housing 
statutes. 

Second, we must provide housing 
for all income groups in proportion 
to their need. Currently, our 

affordability standards are based 
on the Standard Metropolitan 
Statistical Area median income, 
which measures regional income 
and raises the boroughs’ averages 
dramatically. I propose to base our 
affordability standards on borough 
median income figures so that no 
community is developed to benefit 
any group over another on the basis 
of income, race, or class—though 
exceptions may be made where 
there is an affirmative obligation 
to overcome previous exclusionary 
practices.  

If the city continues to move in its 
recent pattern where Manhattan 
becomes an island for the super 
rich, we will have developed a 
sophisticated form of economic 
apartheid and will suffer the 
consequences of a less healthy city. 



86 87

DYNAMIC ZONING
Jonathan Rose Companies: Will Goodman

Will Goodman is the Chief of Staff for 

Jonathan Rose Companies, a leading green 

real estate development, investment and 

project management firm based in New 

York City.

Image: Forum for Urban Design.

The static nature of the zoning 
code can make it an ineffective tool 
in helping communities address 
changing needs and conditions in 
their neighborhoods. It’s time to 
create a more dynamic planning 
process that explicitly addresses 
community well-being, not just 
form. 

The next mayor should endeavor 
to create a nimble and responsive 
system that continuously collects 
data on performance and feeds it 
back into the planning process. 
As communities set goals for the 
well-being of their human and 
natural systems, emerging “Big 
Data” tools now enable us to get 
real-time feedback about the 
outcomes of development decisions 
and continuously adapt policy 
accordingly.

For example, neighborhoods 
could establish parking standards 
based on quality-of-life goals 
like walkability, bikeability, street 
vitality, and commercial presence. 
Communities could then collect 
real-time parking and mobility 
data and revisit zoning parking 
requirements each year based on 
current patterns. The city could tie 

this to a dynamic pricing system 
that increases prices during peak 
times to meet mobility goals.

Community health is another 
example. If a neighborhood is 
struggling with child asthma rates, 
it can set a reduction goal and use 
planning tools to address it. The 
zoning code could limit certain uses 
that create health hazards, and 
owners could gain “use it or lose 
it” density bonuses by retrofitting 
buildings using non-toxic materials, 
natural ventilation and green roofs.

Zoning is important, but it cannot 
achieve comprehensive results 
without being used in concert with 
other planning and policy strategies, 
including building codes, incentives, 
and investments in infrastructure. 
The key is creating a dynamic 
system that is always adapting to 
community needs and that features 
increased collaboration among a 
range of agencies (City Planning, 
Housing, Transportation, Energy, 
Health, Education, etc.) to achieve 
common goals.
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VERTICAL URBAN FACTORIES
Nina Rappaport
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educator and curator of the traveling 
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Urban Factory.  Rappaport serves as 

Publications Director at the Yale School 

of Architecture and editor of the biannual 

publication Constructs.

Image concept: Nina Rappaport and 

Natalie Jeremijenko. Illustration: Francis 

Waltersdorfer

How can we encourage 
manufacturing to take root in 
our city and thrive? Historically, 
factories provided stable jobs and 
built the urban economy. With the 
advent of containerization and the 
digital supply chain, factories left 
for cheaper land and labor in free 
trade zones with few human rights. 
Furthermore, New York pushed 
out manufacturing by shrinking or 
eliminating its industrial zones. 

Where can a manufacturer go if 
they want to build here? Is the city 
flexible enough to provide spaces to 
manufacturers hoping to reshore? 
City government must recognize 
industry’s potential to create high-
paying jobs with skilled labor and 
the pride of “working in place.”

The City should aim to create 
vertical urban factories. I propose 
the City convert M1-1 zones into 
multi-storied M1-4 zones to 
increase the value of manufacturing 
sites and spur taller development 
in both new and existing buildings. 
Second, sustainable industrial 
designs concepts could be 
promoted along with EDC’s existing 
loan programs for manufacturers 
to improve their spaces. Third, 

industrial uses should be integrated 
into mixed-use neighborhoods. 
New smaller-scale, clean, green, 
and robotic manufacturing enables 
us to live with side-by-side spaces 
for making. Finally, manufacturing 
needs to be made visible. This 
might be a physical change, like 
encouraging larger windows in the 
Garment District, or a marketing 
approach, like expanding the Made 
in NYC program.

The factory, once inspiring in its 
architectural innovation, must be 
considered equally significant today. 
Reinventing the factory has the 
potential to engage the public in the 
cycles of making, consuming, and 
recycling needed to create a self-
sufficient city.

NYC is successful because there is 
still some manufacturing here. The 
Garment District, the industry maybe 
least appropriate for Midtown, still 
exists because of protective zoning. 
Now we are seeing cutting-edge 
fabrication and design there. We 
don’t have to allow NYC to become 
completely deindustrialized.  
—Tobias Armborst
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LEVEL THE TOLLS
Sam Schwartz

Sam Schwartz is President and CEO of Sam 

Schwartz Engineering (SSE), a firm that 
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Robert Moses built the bridges and 
tunnels where we pay tolls today 
within the five boroughs. Nelson 
Rockefeller, as governor, created 
the MTA in 1965 and took the excess 
revenue to pay for transit shortfalls. 
There’s no other rhyme or reason 
for it. If we started all over again, 
we wouldn’t put tolls on the Throgs 
Neck, Verrazano or Rockaway 
bridges to pay for a radial subway 
system that goes to the Central 
Business District. Let’s be fairer 
about it. 

I propose lowering the tolls at all 
the outer crossings — Throgs Neck, 
Whitestone, Triborough Bridge, 
Verrazano and Rockaway bridges. 
Let’s return the East River bridge 
tolls (removed by Mayor William 
Gaynor in 1911) to the level that 
they are at the Battery Tunnel or 
the Queens Midtown Tunnel to 
prevent “bridge shopping”. And 
let’s introduce a charge at the 
60th Street grid line by EZ Pass or 
license plates. No tollbooths need 
be constructed. 

When commuters contribute to the 
congestion they create, the end 
result will be about $1.5 billion 
per year in new revenue. I would 

recommend directing a third of the 
revenue toward maintaining a state 
of good repair in the transit system, 
and two-thirds toward capital 
improvements of our transit and 
highway systems. 

The will to implement this could 
come from the outer areas, where 
we lower the tolls and from the 
downtown areas of Brooklyn, 
Queens and Manhattan where 
traffic will be relieved and transit 
improved. By bonding this at $12-15 
billion dollars to start, we could 
create 35,000 recurring local jobs!

LINCOLN TUNNEL
$9.50 ($12)

GEORGE WASHINGTON
$9.50 ($12)

HOLLAND TUNNEL
$9.50 ($12)

CBD

VERRAZANO NARROWS
$5.33 ($10)

GIL HODGES
$1 ($2.75)

CROSS BAY
$1 ($2.75)

BAYONNE
$9.50 ($12)

BROOKLYN-BATTERY TUNNEL
$5.33 ($7.50)

BROOKLYN
$5.33 ($7.50)

MANHATTAN
$5.33 ($7.50)

WILLIAMSBURG
$5.33 ($7.50)

QUEENS-MIDTOWN TUNNEL
$5.33 ($7.50)

QUEENSBORO
$5.33 ($7.50)

TRIBORO
$2.83 ($5)

THROGS NECK
$2.83 ($5)

HENRY HUDSON
$2.44 ($5)

WHITESTONE
$2.83 ($5)

GOETHALS
$9.50 ($12)

BROOKLYN
$5.33 ($7.50)

NAME

NEW
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N
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$667 MILLION

$1.5 
BILLION IN 
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35,000
JOBS

$12+ BILLION
BONDABLE TO START

$0
FARE REDUCTION
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EXPAND LANDMARKS’ ABILITY TO TRANSFER AIR RIGHTS
Vicki Been

Vicki Been is the Director of the Furman 

Center for Real Estate and Urban Policy. 

Additionally, she is the Boxer Family 

Professor of Law at New York University 

School of Law and an Associate Professor 

of Public Policy at NYU’s Robert F. Wagner 

Graduate School of Public Service.

Image: Furman Center for Real Estate and 

Urban Policy.

The historic preservation 
regulations governing New York 
City’s landmarked buildings make it 
costly for owners to maintain their 
buildings and can render buildings 
impossible to renovate or sell. 
Acknowledging the unique burdens 
placed on landmark owners, the 
city instituted a development 
rights transfer program in 1968 
that allows landmark owners to 
transfer unused development rights 
more widely than other property 
owners. However, because the 
required review process is lengthy 
and uncertain, few transfers have 
occurred since the program’s 
creation. 

Given the tremendous contribution 
that landmarks make to New York 
City, we need a more effective 
program to allow property owners 
to use untapped development 
rights to obtain funds needed for 
maintenance. We propose amending 
the zoning text to allow non-
profit landmarks to transfer their 
development rights anywhere within 
their community district, as of right, 
as long as the development rights 
can be used within existing building 
height and setback constraints.  
Increasing the market for 

development rights would create 
value for cash-strapped landmarks, 
enabling them to maintain their 
buildings without sacrificing their 
mission.  The program could also 
impose a fee on transfers for use 
by the local community or create 
a fund to help maintain landmarks 
throughout the city.   

Everyone in the city benefits from 
the preservation of landmarks, 
but only owners bear the cost of 
preserving them. Let’s create a 
process that—by appropriately 
increasing density—enables 
landmarks to sell unused rights 
to raise the necessary funds to 
maintain their historic buildings. 

“The transfer fee could be used 
to improve the capacity of local 
infrastructure or to improve the 
streetscape by adding parks —
appeasing and actually enriching the 
community.” — Adam Forman
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USING ZONING TO 
FOSTER VIBRANT 
COMMUNITIES

Participants:
Daniel Brodsky
Mark Ginsberg
Meredith Kane
Will Goodman
Theodore Liebman
Andrew Lynn
Ronald Shiffman
Marilyn Taylor

MARILYN TAYLOR:  Should we 
start thinking about shifting what 
zoning does? Should we get rid 
of the concentration on the tiny 
details, which we may not actually 
need anymore? You know, the 
800+ pages of the New York City 
Zoning Resolution contains a lot 
that we don’t need if we really shift 
to a focus on results rather than 
regulations.

RONALD SHIFFMAN:  What we 
attempted in the community’s 
proposed 197a plan for 
Williamsburg was exactly that. We 
proposed taking the King-Spadina 
zoning model up in Toronto and 
applying it in New York. The idea 
is simple: you set performance 
standards, you create the envelope, 
and you let the developer do 
whatever it needs within that as 
long as it’s predictable. You could 
increase densities here or there, 
but you could also do a lot of other 
things as long as you achieve both 
the urban design goals and the 
community goals.

WILL GOODMAN:  I don’t even know 
if the 800 pages of environmental 
impact statements ask the right 
questions. It’s so unwieldy it 
becomes almost impossible to 
change. We should start to really 
just think about performance and 
outcomes and start by asking: what 
are the outcomes that communities 

really want? What is a healthy 
community? What are the social, 
environmental and economic 
components that we really want to 
start shooting for? 

THEODORE LIEBMAN:  New zoning 
should benefit from hindsight. 
We have made big mistakes in 
quantifying everything for the 
sake of ease, rather than set out 
to create qualitative performance 
standards that truly improve how we 
live in our cities.

MARK GINSBERG:  Zoning is a 
tool of planning. Shouldn’t we be 
first talking about comprehensive 
planning? Maybe one could argue 
that PlaNYC is the closest thing 
that the city has to a comprehensive 
plan. We need to be talking about 
citywide issues and zoning individual 
communities as one component.

DANIEL BRODSKY:  I agree with 
you; zoning is just one tool. We 
should first consider the outcomes 
and then establish what the zoning 
should be.

RONALD SHIFFMAN:  Zoning 
really should allow you to build to 
the carrying capacity of the social, 
economic and physical environment. 
If you then allow a bonus above that, 
you are overburdening the existing 
infrastructure. Two examples 
are parts of the Williamsburg 

Next New York:
Zoning + Development
April 5, 2013
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ANDREW LYNN:  You ought to plan 
the transit before you upzone, but 
it’s often hard to know what to 
expect.

RONALD SHIFFMAN:  I always like 
to think of the sign along the train 
lines to East New York. It said: Lots 
for Sale. The train helped develop 
East New York. If you look at what 
developed the Grand Concourse, it 
was the train line! 

ANDREW LYNN:  One example 
where that recently worked very 
well was the 7 Train Extension.

RONALD SHIFFMAN:  Given 
Sandy, and given the fact we need 
communities in this region along 
the coast to work together, why 
isn’t the Port Authority being talked 
about as a robust vehicle for doing 
much of the planning for the region? 
I remember when the Port Authority 
funded some of the planning studies 
in Long Island City to look at how 
the waterfront should be developed. 

The Port Authority has a key role 
here to play because they’re the one 
entity that bridges New Jersey and 
New York, and they really can begin 
to bring the two states together and 
deal with some of the issues that 
we’re going to have to deal with 
over the next decades when we’re 
addressing climate change! 

waterfront and the proposed 
Atlantic Yards development. The 
only other possibility is to reduce 
the maximum and then to reach 
the maximum when you transfer 
development rights, which is unfair 
to the development community. We 
should begin to think about what 
the maximums should be given 
the infrastructure—transportation 
routes or street capacity, for 
example. 

Sometimes, by the way, we build too 
low as was the case in Community 
Board 4 in the Bronx and parts of 
East New York and the Broadway 
Triangle in Brooklyn.

. . .

MEREDITH KANE:  What the 
City has done, and it’s been 
an interesting approach, has 
been zoning that builds up with 
incentives, where you’re not just 
rewarding the property owner 
with windfall on an upzoning, 
but you’re actually using zoning 
as a tool to create value for the 
public. Basically, the City is having 
developers buy increased FAR, 
whether through a transfer fee or 
by building required improvements, 
and so is therefore using upzoning 
to create the public realm that we 
want.

. . .
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TRANSFORM OUR VACANT SPACES
Naomi Hersson-Ringskog

Naomi Hersson-Ringskog is Executive 

Director of No Longer Empty, a not-for-

profit organization that seeks to widen 

public engagement with contemporary 

art, to promote the work of experimental 

and socially-conscious artists, and to build 

resilience in communities.

Image: No Longer Empty.

Vacant buildings and storefronts 
are detrimental to the health and 
vibrancy of our city. Too often 
landlords do not take advantage 
of the incredible opportunity that 
their vacant spaces could provide 
to artists, entrepreneurs and 
small organizations. We need to 
begin harnessing the potential of 
underutilized space citywide.

“Creative interim use,” or filling 
empty spaces with arts and cultural 
programming, is an adaptive and 
powerful strategy. It’s timely—you 
can occupy a vacant space for two 
weeks or six months. It’s scalable—
you can inhabit storefront windows 
or create immersive exhibitions. It’s 
resourceful—we’re using existing 
buildings and sometimes making 
them better for future uses. And 
it’s flexible—vacant spaces can be 
transformed with food, technology, 
and other productive public uses. 

The City should create a 
comprehensive and publicly 
accessible database that tracks 
public and private vacancies. The 
mayor should appoint a manager to 
cut through red tape and facilitate 
access to empty spaces. And finally, 
the City should create a tax incentive 

to encourage the transformation of 
these spaces. This could take the 
form of a tax abatement for property 
owners who volunteer their spaces, 
or a tax penalty to get property 
owners to the table.  

”The difficulty is that every property 
owner likes to think that their space 
will be rented tomorrow. Nobody 
wants to give it over for that 3 or 6 
months, which you really need to 
make this a success. However, if your 
city policy could give a real estate 
tax break when vacant spaces are 
donated to the arts, there would be 
greater incentive.” — Meredith Kane

5,000 GREENSTREETS
Nette Compton

Nette Compton is Director of Green 

Infrastructure at the New York City 

Department of Parks & Recreation, a 

division devoted to designing engineered 

landscapes that transform unused areas of 

New York into vibrant urban ecosystems.

Image: New York City Department of Parks 

& Recreation. 

There are countless paved areas 
of our roadbed that are sitting idle, 
devoid of beauty and serving little 
purpose. Through the Greenstreets 
program, and most recently in 
partnership with the Department 
of Environmental Protection (DEP), 
we have been converting these 
eyesores into green infrastructure 
that absorbs stormwater while 
providing a pleasant experience for 
pedestrians, a safe driving route, 
and new habitats for plants and 
wildlife. By thoughtfully designing 
these spaces to mimic natural 
systems, Greenstreets require 
minimal care and have a low burden 
on our maintenance infrastructure.

Green infrastructure is most 
effective as a network of functional 
green spaces woven into the fabric 
of the urban environment. This 
decentralized approach translates 
to the improvement of the everyday 
life of New Yorkers citywide, in 
the spirit of MillionTrees and 
Schoolyards to Playgrounds.

New York has plans for sewer 
overflow abatement via green 
infrastructure for approximately 
half of the city, but we need 
to consider how to implement 

these programs citywide. A 5,000 
Greenstreet program across the 
remainder of the city where these 
installations are feasible would have 
a considerable impact: increasing 
green space by 160 acres, lessening 
the impact of the urban heat island 
effect, absorbing increasingly 
intense storms, and improving the 
everyday life of New Yorkers. 

Last year during Superstorm 
Sandy, one greenstreet absorbed 
every drop of the storm — over 
40,000 gallons of water in one 
1,500-square-foot site. This type 
of infrastructure is essential to 
alleviate the impact of extreme 
events like Sandy as well as 
incremental climate changes 
projected in the coming decades.
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TRANSFER DEVELOPMENT RIGHTS TO UPLAND AREAS
Susannah Drake

Susannah C. Drake, FASLA, is the Founding 

Principal of dlandstudio, an award-winning 

multidisciplinary design firm. She is also 

Visiting Professor at The Cooper Union.

Images: dlandstudio.

I propose that the city transfer 
development rights from Zone 1 
Flood Zones to upland areas in 
order to finance a buyout of the 
city’s most vulnerable coastal areas. 
Governor Cuomo has proposed a 
buyout of some of these coastal 
zones, but there is no long-term 
mechanism to pay for it. This 
strategy could be used especially 
to transfer density from residential 
and industrial zones with low 
maximum FAR to upland sites.

A share of the value captured by 
this transfer of development rights 
should be dedicated to creating a 
fund for construction and long-term 
maintenance of wetland buffers and 
maintaining coastal landscapes. 
The expense associated with 
these waterfront buffers slows, 
delays, and often kills these green 
infrastructure projects. By pairing 
development funds with coastal 
green infrastructure strategies, the 
city would be able to more easily 
finance a more resilient and better 
protected coastline.
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SOCIAL IMPACT INVESTMENT IN PARKS + OPEN SPACES
Deborah Marton

Deborah Marton is the Vice President for 

New York Restoration Project, a nonprofit 

organization dedicated to reclaiming and 

restoring New York City parks, community 

gardens and open space. 

Image: Forum for Urban Design.

Municipal budget structures 
and political cycles favor new 
construction and inadequately fund 
park maintenance. The difference 
can be extreme — the capital budget 
for the Parks Department is $1.3 
billion and the maintenance budget 
is about $300 million. And though 
a state of good repair may be less 
sexy than a ribbon-cutting, thriving 
open spaces provide long-term 
social benefits like community 
resilience and improved public 
health. 

Park maintenance must be 
understood as an issue of equity. 
Capital dollars can be accessed 
with relative equality for new 
work, but the same cannot be 
said for maintenance dollars, 
which increasingly come from 
neighbors and philanthropies. While 
conservancies may work well in 
neighborhoods abutting Central 
Park and along the High Line, 
they don’t work in lower-income 
communities like Inwood or Corona, 
where parks suffer from neglect. 

I propose the City create ‘social 
impact bonds’ to leverage private 
sector capital to finance critical 
improvements in our city parks. 

Clean and safe open spaces 
can create great savings for city 
government by lowering rates of 
obesity, lowering crime rates, or 
protecting low-lying communities 
from flooding. If we can monetize 
the benefits of open space for 
public health, as well as offset 
disaster relief expenditures with the 
savings generated by resilient green 
infrastructures, we can begin to 
fund maintenance today.

If we are a truly racially, ethnically, 
and economically diverse city, we 
have to make sure a shared vision 
of our city exists not just for our 
wealthiest citizens but for our low-
income communities as well. 

If you look at the overall economic 
impact of well-maintained open 
spaces and how they can help forego 
healthcare costs, then you could 
also consider the negative impacts 
of a bad park. A poorly maintained 
park brings down the value of the 
neighborhood. It is like the public 
space-equivalent of having foreclosed 
homes sitting on the block. — Connie 
Fishman

SOCIAL IMPACT BOND

$
$

SOCIAL IMPACT BONDS

PARK MAINTENANCE 
FUNDING

SAFER, HEALTHIER
PARKS

HAPPIER, HEALTHIER 
COMMUNITIES

LOWER HEALTH CARE COSTS 
AND INCREASED TAX REVENUE
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CAPTURE THE VALUE OF OUR PARKS + PUBLIC SPACES
Madelyn Wils

Madelyn Wils is President and Chief 

Executive Officer of the Hudson River Park 

Trust, a State authority responsible for 

developing, managing and operating the 

5-mile long, 550-acre waterfront park. 

Image: Hudson River Park Trust. 
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Even though the City has created 
dozens of waterfront parks in recent 
years, there has been no thoughtful, 
comprehensive, and long-term 
vision for park upkeep citywide. 

When the City plans to create a 
new open space or waterfront 
park, they negotiate with the 
Parks Department and real estate 
developers to secure maintenance 
money. Those agreements rarely 
yield enough to cover critical 
investments, like pile or bulkhead 
repairs. And though parks have 
an enormous impact on the 
surrounding community, they rarely 
capture the increased real estate 
value.

One solution for existing parks that 
cannot meet their maintenance 
needs is the “Neighborhood 
Improvement District,” which we 
have proposed for Hudson River 
Park. Borrowing from the Business 
Improvement District model, the 
proposed district would assess a 
nominal fee--15 cents per square 
foot for commercial real estate, 
and 7.5 cents for residential real 
estate--from property owners within 
a two-block radius of the park.

When developing new parks and 
open spaces citywide, the City 
should explore the use of tax-
increment financing (TIFs). TIFs set 
aside future increases in property 
taxes to subsidize development. 
The increase in property value is 
substantial--at Hudson River Park, 
the value of adjacent properties 
jumped over 100% from 2003-
2007, 20% of which can be directly 
attributed to park development. 

We need to find a way to build out 
the waterfront, not retreat from it.
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Madelyn Wils

DEBORAH MARTON:  We have to 
monetize the value of parks. The 
New York Presbyterian Hospital 
has recognized that the services 
that they deliver and prescriptions 
you get from the hospital are not 
adequate if you are not seeing the 
impact, particularly in low-income 
communities. So they are moving 
beyond the boundaries of the 
hospital to partner with affordable 
housing developments, for example, 
to improve air quality within homes, 
because they know health is not just 
what gets delivered in the hospital.  

I would suggest that the next step 
in that progression is to move 
beyond the hospital. Where health 
care really gets delivered is the 
landscape. Those services can be 
thought of as savings for the future 
that can fund work right now.

. . .

MICHAEL SORKIN:  Air rights 
are the urban equivalent of 
printing money and the Planning 
Department functions as the 
Federal Reserve, manipulating 
supply.  I wonder if there’s a way 
in which we can monetize – and 
support - our parks by using them 
to establish a kind of environmental 
gold standard.  If air rights were 
fully fungible and based on the 
fixed amount of open space the 
city controls, a market would be 

created that would both fund the 
parks and set limits on growth that 
were derived from an idea about a 
rational ratio of public and private 
space and a balance between 
building and environment.  I’d be 
interested in seeing a calculation 
of the FAR derived from calculating 
the total area of building in the city 
in relationship to the total area of 
parks.  

MADELYN WILS:  Hudson River 
Park is very unusual because
technically it is zoned mostly M2-3, 
so it actually has zoning rights, 
which were restricted in the 1998 
legislation. We are actually working 
out how to get those Air Rights back 
for the purpose of selling them.
Why are we doing that? Not so 
much for the maintenance dollars, 
although that would be helpful. We 
need a minimum of $275 million to 
finish the park. At the rate that we 
are getting money from the State 
and the City, that is not happening 
in my lifetime. We are going to have 
to figure out how to get the capital 
funds we need to build out the park. 

Unfortunately, most of the land 
across from the park has already 
been built, but there are still some 
sites that are not, so air rights 
are a very big part of our issue.  
Parkland has no air rights, so there 
is no transferring from parkland to 
adjacent property. The Department 

Next New York:
Parks + Open Spaces
May 10, 2013 
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of City Planning could offer a special 
permit or upzoning, which could 
provide millions of dollars in air 
rights. It seems the value of that 
should go into improving our public 
spaces.

MEREDITH KANE: A lot of the 
recent re-zonings have done that 
for capital money. For example, 
there was a transfer of air rights 
to Williamsburg Waterfront as 
developers funded waterfront 
improvements. The High Line 
zoning has done that – developers 
pay into a fund that is reserved 
for construction of the High Line. 
Hudson Yards is also using that 
strategy to fund the open space. 
It funds the capital but not the 
operating expenses, which is the 
general difficulty that everyone is 
facing here. There are so many 
public goods that are competing for 
that operating money.

ANDREW LYNN: While there are 
a lot of public goods, how do you 
decide which ones benefit from the 
creation of air rights and set aside 
real estate taxes? There are two 
that make particular sense: one is 
mass transit and the other is parks. 
With respect to zoning, there are 
actual improvements in that area 
that enable you to have a denser 
neighborhood.

. . .

CONNIE FISHMAN: If you look at 
the overall economic impact of 
well-maintained open spaces and 
how they can help forego healthcare 
costs, then you also need to 
consider the negative impacts of 
a bad park. A poorly maintained 
park brings down the value of 
the neighborhood. It is like the 
public space equivalent of having 
foreclosed homes sitting on the 
block. 

ALEX GARVIN: The problem you 
raise is acute because derelict 
parks are frequently in areas 
where low-income people live. The 
problem is that not only do they not 
have the money to contribute to 
a surcharge, but also, you cannot 
charge the owners of the property 
around it. That is why we have a 
Parks Department that covers the 
whole city.  

If you offload Central Park, Bryant 
Park, Battery Park, and a whole 
series of parks that can support 
themselves with Tax Increment 
Financing (TIF) or community 
districts, you have to be willing to 
put up money in the Central Parks 
Department out of the regular 
budget, because those communities 
will otherwise never get the service. 
It is too easy to say that we are 
simply going to monetize the 
development rights near something 
that is very valuable, whether it is 

the Hudson River Park or Central 
Park.

DEBORAH MARTON: Our Parks 
Department cannot maintain 
all the parks across the city, 
particularly parks in the lower-
income communities. The social 
cost of derelict parks is a cost we 
all bear. The health impacts of our 
poorest citizens are costs we all 
bear together. We should figure 
out a way to understand those 
future costs as current savings 
and use that to invest in the care of 
neighborhoods where there are not 
private dollars.  
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