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arlier this year, there was a
step change for the former
JPMorgan Chase building in
New York’s Financial District.
The 32-storey building on
25 Water Street has been converted
into SOMA Residences, and some of
the owners of 1,320 condos and apart-
ments — more than 300 of them afford-
able — were moving in. It was the
country’s largest office-to-residential
conversion project.

SoMA is one of a swath of such conver-
sions under way in the city, many of
which would not have been possible
until recently. The shift is the result of
an increase in working from home, =
growing awareness around architec- -~ e
tural reuse — and, most significantly,
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mounting pressure for much-needed
housing and transformative changes to
the city’s zoning codes.

New York City haslong been held hos-
tage by zoning rules, which determine
what can and cannot be built in a spe-
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Architecture | As New York's ‘City of Yes' planning laws ring in their first anniversary, dramatic changes

are under way. To many, they are controversial, but is the shift fast enough, asks Bridget Goldberg

cific area. Nowhere has this been felt
more acutely than in its potential for

building more affordable housing. Clockwise from main:

According to the not-for-profit Regional ~ SoMA Residences in the
Plan Association, the city needs Financial District; the
400,000 more units to be built within  former Ernst & Young

the next five years in order to make a
difference to its housing undersupply.

When Zohran Mamdani was elected
mayor last month, he rode in on a
campaign that promised 200,000
new affordable housing units and
rent freezing for approximately 2mn
rent-stabilised apartments. But there
have already been gains made in the
pastyear.

building in Times Square;
a 13-storey mixed-use
block is proposed in
Harlem; 395 Flatbush Ave
in Brooklyn is the site of
a proposed 72-storey
development of

1,200 homes — vane Katamashvili;

Breakers | Dreamstime.com; Binyan Studio and
Tenberke Architects

The City of Yes for Housing Opportu-
nity (COYHO) was introduced last
December, and presented sweeping
changes to planning guidance. “The
most pro-housing zoning plan in New
York City history,” says Dan Garodnick,
director of the Department of City Plan-
ning (DCP), of its mandate to remove
multiple barriers to housebuilding.

Its plan allows a greater density of
housing to be built, makes office-to-
residence conversions easier, removes
the requirement for parking provision
for certain areas and permits some
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Inniscorrig, Dalkey, Ireland.

Set in arguably the best coastal plot (of approximately 0.75 Acres) in South Dublin,
Inniscorrig was commissioned in 1847 by the renowned Dublin Physician Sir
Dominic Corrigan. This castellated mansion built in Granite, enjoys a commanding
view across Dalkey sound to Dalkey Island and beyond. Among many other delights,
the property provides a generous working harbour and private sea swimming pool
with sauna cut out of the Granite coast, one of only two in private ownership in
Dublin. Built as a summer retreat, Inniscorrig entertained many prominent guests
over the years to include King Edward VIl and King George V of England, their
visits commemorated by a crown and star set in the pebbles of the patio terraces.

homeowners to build additional units
on their land. It came with £5bn in city
funding. Progress in just one year has
been fast — and for some, controver-
sial. Butisit fast enough?

“For years, we did not build enough
homes, and the housing that was
built was concentrated in just a few
neighbourhoods,” says Garodnick. As a
result, New Yorkers struggle with
limited options and ever-rising
costs. “City of Yes for Housing Opportu-
nity has undone that status quo by
allowing for a little new housing in
every neighbourhood.”

In the past year alone, rental
prices have increased by 7.6 per cent,
according to a joint report by
Miller Samuel and Douglas Elliman;
rents in areas including Chelsea and
Brooklyn’s Greenpoint have risen as
much as 60 per cent since 2020. At the
same time, the DCP reported that
the rental vacancy rate has plummeted
to historic lows of 1.4 per cent. Accord-
ing to the Office of the New York State
Comptroller, one in five households
spends more than 50 per cent of income
on housing costs.

Low and medium-density areas are
most likely to see new development.
“There are a lot of building opportuni-
ties in Brooklyn, Bronx and Queens —
that’s where the new plan could have the
greatestimpact,” says Jacob Dugopolski,
of WXY Architecture and Urban Design,
who specialises in zoning.

In the US, the practice of zoning began
in the early 20th century as a means of
controlling rapid urbanisation. But it
was divisive. Often used as a means of
racial and class segregation, it prevented
higher density housing from being built
in middle-class white neighbourhoods,
thereby bolstering prices. Housing for
people on lower incomes was pushed
into inner-city ghettos or marginal
areas, encouraging urban sprawl.

In New York, the 1916 Zoning
Resolution limited the massing of
certain buildings in order to prevent the
obstruction of light and air, which
resulted in towers with tiers set back — it
became an art deco signature. Reforms
in 1961 limited the total floor area of
buildings to a multiple of the plot size,

with a maximum floor area ratio (FAR)
of 12 onresidential buildings.

Although it frustrates developers,
“zoning can have very positive powers”,
says Sara Bronin, a zoning expert, aca-
demic, attorney and architect. “It can
ensure different opportunities for edu-
cation, jobs, housing, and for connect-
ing. It can help us create a sense of order
in our communities and foster
improved aesthetics that give us
beautiful places.”

Asitreachesits one-year anniversary,
COYHO has extended the maximum

FAR to 15 or 18 times the plot size, such
as in the recently approved Midtown
South Mixed-Use Plan. By lifting restric-
tions on office-to-residential conver-
sions, it has enabled the greenlighting of
not just SOMA, but many other build-
ings, too. These include 1011 First Ave-
nue, the former headquarters of the
archdiocese of New York, into 420
flats; and the 38-storey 5 Times Square,
into 1,250 apartments.

Proposals that include a higher pro-
portion of housing to office or commer-
cial space are also being signed off: 395
Flatbush Avenue, in Brooklyn, has
1,200 residences, including affordable
housing, while 125th St and Lexington,
in Harlem, has 700 units for mixed-
income households.

“The recent zoning changes have
the potential to support thoughtful

neighbourhood growth across the
city,” says architect and urbanist Claire
Weisz of WXY. Adds her co-founder
Dugopolski: “It’s transformational in
providing housing in the low to
mid-level scale, for buildings ranging
from single to six storeys.”

COYHO is also impacting private
homeowners. It has legalised accessory
dwelling units (ADUs) for one to
two-family homes in low-density
districts for long-term rental use.
Often small, independent dwellings in
the garden, garage conversions or base-
ment apartments, ADUs have long been
popular in west coast cities; income
from renting ADUs is often used to help
pay the mortgage.

ADUs might have a limited impact
compared with larger developments,
but Weisz believes the admittance of
ADUs is meaningful. “Neighbourhoods
grow best when the people who built
them can stay. ADUs offer a way to grow
gently, to support multigenerational liv-
ing and shared resilience without losing
what makes a place feel like home.”

New York-based architect John Mas-
sengale is concerned COYHO is a free
pass for big real estate. “The plan does
more good things for the outer boroughs
than Manhattan, but the question is,
who’s going to build them?” He worries
that it will be profit-hungry developers,

‘For years, we did not build
enough homes. City of Yes
for Housing Opportunity
has undone that status quo’

and also expresses concerns about the
potential impact on neighbourhood
character. “My biggest complaint is the
removal of affordable housing, ripping
down proper existing structures instead
of reusing them, putting up these glossy
new luxury apartment towers and
super-tall office buildings, and making
the city adeveloper’s paradise,” he says.

Massengale recalls the early 2000s,
when the stripping away of affordable
housing and the shift towards luxury
developments began. “Since Mayor
Bloomberg, we have lost hundreds of
thousands of rent-stabilised and rent-
controlled apartments. It used to be that
stabilised apartments were so easy to
find.” According to tenants’ rights
organisation The Metropolitan Council
on Housing, there are about 22,000
apartments covered by rent control in
New York City today, down from more
than 1mn in the 1970s.

But, argues Bronin, “if New York City
doesn’t expand its efforts — and the sub-
urbs don’t step up — the whole region
will suffer profoundly. The suburbs
have a long way to go: Westchester
County and Long Island have shock-
ingly exclusionary zoning, and they
tend toresist change.”

Things might soon shift: last month,
the Long Island City neighbourhood,
which has seen rapid residential growth,
experienced a historic win with the pas-
sage of a plan to rezone areas, allowing
delivery of 14,700 new homes, including
more than 4,000 affordable homes.

Last year, Bronin published Key to the
City: How Zoning Shapes Our World,
profiling American cities that have
transformed because of changes to zon-
ing legislation, such as Boston’s new-
found haven for urban farming and Tuc-
son, Arizona’s codes for drought-proof-
ing neighbourhoods. For her, COYHO is
just the start — even more needs to be
done in the Greater New York area to
keep up with the housing undersupply.

“Challenges remain beyond zoning,”
agrees Dugopolski. “To see real progress
in housing delivery and neighbourhood
growth, we must streamline these sys-
tems and tools to innovate.”





