
 
 

 

 

December 16, 2015 

 
Mr. Carl Weisbrod, Chairman 

Department of City Planning 

120 Broadway 31st Floor  

New York, NY 10271 

 

RE: Proposed Text Amendments 

       Zoning for Quality & Affordability and Mandatory Inclusionary Housing 

 

 

Dear Mr. Weisbrod: 

 

The NY Metro Chapter of the American Planning Association is a professional, educational, and 

advocacy organization representing over 1,300 practicing planners and policy makers in New 

York City and its surrounding suburbs.  We are part of a national association with a membership 

of 41,000 professionals and students who are engaged in programs and projects related to the 

physical, social and economic environment.  In our role as a professional advocacy organization, 

we offer insights and recommendations on policy matters affecting issues such as housing, 

transportation and the environment. 

 

We have thoroughly reviewed the proposed text amendments entitled “Zoning for Quality and 

Affordability” (ZQA) and “Mandatory Inclusionary Housing” (MIH) and, while supportive of 

the policy goals, we have a number of questions and concerns which follow.  We have 

categorized our comments into specific topic areas:  

 

1. Public Information 

 

We are aware that NYCDCP has conducted outreach to about 50 community boards, but there is 

still a general misunderstanding of how this policy would affect different neighborhoods. We 

very much appreciate the individual community profiles that were uploaded onto the ZQA 

website that enables residents to visualize local impacts, but we would like to see clearer 

engagement with community groups on who would be impacted and how.  The process has been 

fast-tracked and has had limited input from community boards, neighborhood groups and elected 

officials. This has put the very people these initiatives are intended to help at a disadvantage to 

properly understand their ramifications. 

 

How many new units can each neighborhood realistically expect to see and what would be the 

impacts of increased heights on shadows and sky exposure?  Many residents and community 

boards have fought hard to establish limits on height and density and would not wish to see their 

efforts negated. 
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To improve the community profiles on the website, we suggest the number of stories under 

“Existing Max Height” should be provided in parentheses, as it is for the “Proposed Max Height” 

to confirm that the number of permitted floors is not increasing, just the height limits.  Also, the 

term “mandatory” is not used under the Inclusionary Housing component, so it is not clear what 

is required and what is voluntary. 

 

There is some confusion as to what would be allowed by the ZQA proposal as distinguished 

from the related, yet separate, MIH requirements.  For example, the maps show the impact of the 

height increases allowable under ZQA that would never be achieved on corridors that are also 

covered by the MIH proposal. Those areas that are subject to inclusionary housing requirements 

should be clearly hatched or shaded. 

 

What is also confusing is that the information on height increases under MIH show the heights 

allowed under ZQA as the baseline, so the cumulative impacts are hard to define and subject to 

misinterpretation.  A column should be added to indicate the allowable heights under current 

regulations. 

 

2.  Impacts in all Boroughs 

 

The Mayor has emphasized that he has a five-borough plan, but we ask what will be done to 

encourage development in areas outside of Manhattan where there is great housing need but 

relatively less attention.  The height and density bonuses may be appropriate for Manhattan’s 

core, but could be a problem for smaller-scale neighborhoods in the other boroughs and even in 

other parts of Manhattan. 

 

The cumulative height increases of the ZQA and MIH proposals could result in a greater change 

to community character in areas that do not already have 20+ story/160’ building heights.  Under 

these guidelines, a building in the R7A zone, currently limited to 80’, could reach 105’ - over a 

30% increase.  These allowances seem to consider design quality only from the standpoint of an 

individual building, not in regards to a sense of place and identity, a basic premise of urban 

design.  Throughout the city, these smaller-scale communities have taken on a special identity 

that should be considered more thoughtfully.  The city is known for its diversity, not only in 

culture and ethnicity but also in its architecture and character of its communities.   

 

Additionally, many softer market neighborhoods already see significant affordable housing 

production developed under current as-of-right regulations. The proposal as-is would simply 

reward developers additional FAR to build affordable housing that would be built anyway. This 

risks concentrating subsidies in particular neighborhoods. We need to be talking about 

diversifying and desegregating neighborhoods in order to achieve more equity, as opposed to 

creating incentives for more concentration. 
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3.  Parking and Transportation 

We question how the parking reductions of this policy will affect the current housing stock and 

development potential.  As senior housing sites will no longer have to provide off-street parking, 

will the extra developable land be subject to mandatory Inclusionary Housing requirements due 

to the potential for increased density?  Will additional affordable units be required or can the 

“extra” land be leased for market-rate housing? 

The Zoning Resolution currently prohibits affordable housing developments from renting their 

surplus parking spaces to the surrounding community.  Amending or eliminating this restriction 

would have dual benefits: increasing the availability of parking in a given neighborhood and  

providing additional revenue for building reserves. 

 

The designation of transit zones is an issue of particular concern.  The proposed definition of a 

half-mile from subway stations is too far to be considered a convenient walking distance.  The 

topographic challenges in many neighborhoods, particularly those that feature step-streets, 

further exacerbate the difficulties of navigating access to rapid transit. 

Has there been any coordination with the MTA regarding the capacity to accommodate transit-

oriented development?  Will any significant infrastructure improvements be necessary in certain 

neighborhoods to handle the potential increase in density? 

4.  Sustainable Development 

 

The City has been a leader in incorporating sustainable practices into its zoning regulations.  This 

has had the effects of reducing both construction costs for developers and utility bills for tenants  

of energy-efficient buildings.  The City should continue this trend should incentivize sustainable 

practices by offering streamlined permitting, review prioritization and or reduced fees. 

 

5. Senior Housing 

 

An important objective of the proposals is to encourage affordable independent residences for 

seniors.  This is needed in order to meet what demographic trends indicate will be an increasing 

demand. The increases in allowable height and FAR will enhance project feasibility in many 

cases. We are concerned, however, that the affordability requirements of MIH are only 

applicable for a limited time duration.  We recommend that any additional units enabled by the 

height and FAR bonuses be required to remain affordable in perpetuity. 

 

 

Chapter Position and Recommendations 

 

With regard to Zoning for Quality and Affordability, the Chapter agrees with one of the basic 

underlying premises of the proposal: that current zoning regulations often result in outdated and 

non-contextual designs.  Inflexible standards can sometimes impede the creation of affordable 

housing especially when encountering irregular blocks and parcels or unforeseen site conditions.    
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We agree that zoning laws must be periodically updated to reflect past experiences and to 

incorporate modern reflections on architectural design, community, livability, and the urban 

experience, while providing aesthetic flexibility.  However, while well intentioned, we do have 

concerns that the proposal has a 'one size fits all' approach and does not adequately account for 

the diversity of neighborhoods and housing stock. 

 

The regulations must be more transparent and easier to understand and implement if the City is 

to promote, rather than impede, quality design.  Training of the Building Department staff and 

closer coordination between the departments of Building and Planning will be necessary to 

achieve the intended results. 

 

With regard to Mandatory Inclusionary Housing, the Chapter supports the mandatory inclusion 

of affordable units in all areas of the City.  The current lottery system is unduly competitive and 

has produced an inadequate number of units, but we are concerned that the current proposal fails 

to address over a third of the City’s population with incomes at or below 40% of Area Median 

Income (AMI).  We suggest certain specific recommendations to improve the proposal: 

 

• Identify subsidies and incentives for units in the 100-120% AMI range, particularly for 

highly segregated neighborhoods outside of Manhattan.   

• Require that all MIH options, regardless of average income level, set aside a band of 15% 

of units at the 30% AMI level.  

• Increase the number of MIH options to serve the range of diverse neighborhood needs.  

• Include options that provide a varied range of very low-incomes and moderate/middle-

incomes in a single option. 

• Require that off-site MIH developments set aside an additional 10% affordable units 

above the on-site requirement. 

 

 

The Metro Chapter would like to thank the Department of City Planning for taking the time to 

provide us with a presentation of this proposal and thank you for the opportunity to comment. 

 

 

Very Truly Yours, 

 

 

 

James Rausse, AICP 

Chapter President 

 

 

 

 

 


