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Gail Benjamin, Director of the Land Use Division

Committee on Land Use

Hon. Melinda Katz, Chair

April 1, 2009
Oversight:  “Coney Island Development”

I
INTRODUCTION

On Wednesday, April 1, 2009 the New York City Council’s Land Use and Economic Development Committees will hold a joint oversight hearing on the proposed development of Coney Island, located in Brooklyn.  Those expected to testify include: Deputy Mayor Robert Lieber, Robert Walsh, Commissioner of the Department of Small Business Services, Seth Pinsky, President of the New York City Economic Development Corporation, Amanda Burden, Chair of the New York City Planning Commission, Adrian Benepe, Commissioner of the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, Brooklyn Borough President Marty Markowitz, New York State Senator Carl Kruger, New York State Senator Diane J. Savino, New York State Assembly Member Alec Brook-Krasny, Jeff Wilpon, Chief Opperating Officer of the New York Mets, Ms. Lynn Kelly, President, Coney Island Development Corp, Dick Zigun, Director, Coney Island USA, Matthew Davie, Greater NYC Ice Hockey League, Jon Bohlin, Director, New York Aquarium, and Marion Cleaver, Chairperson, Community Board 13, among others.  
II
BACKGROUND

Coney Island is located in southern Brooklyn, on the western part of the Coney Island peninsula, bordered by Coney Island Creek and the Atlantic Ocean, with Brighton Beach and Manhattan Beach located to the east.  During the 1930’s Coney Island contained sixty bathhouses, thirteen carousels, eleven roller coasters, two hundred restaurants and five hundred businesses ranging from newsstands to arcades and hotels.
  Aside from Coney Island’s remaining historic icons and residential and commercial buildings on Mermaid Avenue, much of the land throughout the proposed rezoning area is either vacant or underutilized.  Most block frontages on both the north and south sides of Surf Avenue, the district’s major east-west thoroughfare, are either vacant or used as parking lots.  The majority of the few remaining active uses are seasonal.  Nathan’s and Coney Island USA are some of the few uses open during the off-season.  The New York City Aquarium (the Aquarium) is also a year-round attraction and a major draw to the area.  KeySpan Park was built by the New York City in 2001 as the home of the Brooklyn Cyclones, a New York Mets minor league baseball team.  KeySpan Park attracts thousands of visitors a year during the summer baseball season.

III
CONEY ISLAND COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

The New York City Department of City Planning (City Planning), in partnership with the New York City Economic Development Corporation (EDC), the Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR), and the Department of Housing Preservation and Development (HPD) developed a comprehensive plan (the Plan) that is intended to establish a framework for the revitalization of the Coney Island amusement area and the surrounding blocks.  The plan builds upon the remaining amusements to create a 27-acre amusement and entertainment district that is designed to reestablish Coney Island as a year round, open and accessible amusement destination.

 
The Plan provides new housing opportunities, including affordable housing, and neighborhood services and covers 19 blocks bounded by the Aquarium to the east, West 24th Street to the west, Mermaid Avenue to the north and the Riegelmann Boardwalk to the south.  The Plan seeks to:
· Facilitate the development of a vibrant year round, 27-acre urban amusement and entertainment district by catalyzing a variety of new indoor and outdoor amusement entertainment, and complimentary uses, and laying the groundwork for the development of a 12-acre urban amusement park preserving and expanding amusement uses in their historical boardwalk location in perpetuity;


· To the north and west of the amusement area, foster the redevelopment of vacant and underutilized land, providing opportunities for new and affordable housing as well as a broad range of neighborhood retail and services that the Coney Island community has lacked for decades;


· Create a vibrant pedestrian environment, with Surf Avenue serving as the reinvigorated retail and entertainment spine of the district;


· Recognize and support Coney Island’s unique character, culture and needs thorough the creation of the Special Coney Island District;


· Through the development of year-round uses and job opportunities for the residents, facilitate the economic revitalization of the peninsula.

IV
THE SPECIAL CONEY ISLAND DISTRICT

The Plan would establish a new special zoning district, the Special Coney Island District (Special District), encompassing 17 blocks located between the Aquarium, the Riegelmann Boardwalk, Mermaid Avenue, and West 22nd Street.  The Special District would include use, density, bulk, and parking regulations to incentivize and guide development of the amusement and entertainment district as well as residential developments outside of the amusement area.
 


The proposed actions of the Plan include: Zoning map and text changes, mapping and demapping of parkland, mapping and demapping of streets, private property acquisition, Urban Development Action Area Project designation and project approval and disposition of City-owned property.  The Special District would be comprised of four sub-districts with special zoning regulations for each sub-district that would supplement those of the underlying zoning: Coney East, Coney West, and Coney North/Mermaid Avenue.


A. CONEY EAST


Coney East is bounded by KeySpan Park to the west, the Aquarium to the east, Riegelmann Boardwalk to the south and the subway tracks to the north.  Coney East is intended to become a 27-acre amusement and entertainment district.  The proposed Special District would define regulations that modify those of the underlying C7 zoning district to broaden the range of allowed uses and create four categories of uses: 
· Hotels: Limited to Surf Avenue frontages. Hotels on lots larger than 20,000 square feet would be required to provide 20 percent of their floor area as amusement uses.

· Open and enclosed amusements with limited accessory retail. Amusement uses would also include virtual reality and simulated gaming, dark rides, recreational sports facilities and water parks;

· Restaurants of any size, including those with entertainment and dancing.  It would also include other complementary uses to amusements uses such as performance venues, breweries, tattoo parlors or wedding chapels; 

· Retail and service uses complementary to amusement uses and beach activities such as arts and crafts production and sales, bicycle sales and repair, gift shops, and beach furniture stores.  These uses would be limited in size and frontage.
 


The allowable density would be increased from a Floor Area Ratio (FAR) of 2.0 to a range of FARs between 2.6 and 4.5.  Closer to the open amusements and along the subway tracks north of Surf Avenue, the FAR would be 2.6.   Along Surf Avenue, FAR would range from 4.5  to 4.0 declining as one approaches the Cyclone.  These density regulations are intended to provide a transition downward from the 120-foot wide Surf Avenue to the beach and Boardwalk and from KeySpan ballpark to the Cyclone.


To promote a vibrant active district and to create a seamless transition between the amusement park and the rest of the entertainment district, new developments on Wonder Wheel Way (a proposed new street) and Bowery would be required to have amusements occupying half of the total street frontage and the ground floor level of hotels would be required to have active uses such as restaurants, retail and entertainment venues.

	
	


Wonder Wheel Way 




On Surf Avenue, the minimum and maximum base height would be 40 feet and 85 feet respectively, which is the height of the Shore Theater.  Maximum building height on Wonder Wheel Way and Bowery would be capped at 60 feet after a setback at 40 feet.  On Surf Avenue, towers would be allowed at defined corner locations.  Footprints would be limited to 8,500 square feet.  Maximum tower height would range from 150 feet closer to the Wonder Wheel to 270 feet (Parachute Jump height) closer to KeySpan Park.
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Bowery Today
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The Historic Bowery
	


A Reactivated Bowery 



Due to the limited size of most of the blocks, the high water table and the requirement for active frontages, the provision of accessory parking spaces on site is limited.  In addition, the concentration of traffic in the amusement and entertainment district is not desirable.  To facilitate the provision of off-site parking, Special District regulations would allow for accessory spaces to be provided off-site in an area defined by Ocean Parkway to West 27th Street and from the Creek to the Boardwalk.
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Beach, Boardwalk and Amusements



B. CONEY WEST


Coney West is bounded by West 22nd Street to the west, Parachute Way to the east, Riegelmann Boardwalk to the south and Surf Avenue to the north.  Coney West will be rezoned to allow for residential uses with ground-floor retail along Surf Avenue and revitalized uses along the Boardwalk.  Developments on the two westernmost blocks in this sub-district would have a maximum FAR of 5.8 with the provision of affordable housing through the Inclusionary Housing Program.
  
Developments that do not elect to participate in the Inclusionary Housing Program would be limited to an FAR of 4.35.  Development on the demapped KeySpan Park parking lot would have a maximum FAR of 5.5 with the provision of affordable housing through the Inclusionary Housing Program.  Development that does not elect to participate in the Inclusionary Housing Program would be limited to an FAR of 4.12.  Commercial and Community Facility uses would have a maximum FAR of 2.0.
 

On Surf Avenue, commercial ground floor uses would be mandated and 20 percent of the frontages would have to be dedicated to entertainment-related uses. 
Along Surf Avenue special district regulations will mandate that buildings locate at the street line.  The minimum and maximum base heights for Surf Avenue will be 60 and 85 feet, which is the height of the Shore Theater.  Towers would be allowed in defined locations, with the highest tower placed at the corner of Surf Avenue and the intersecting streets.  Footprints will be limited to 8,500 square feet and broad tower height limited to 220 feet.  For developments that participate in the Inclusionary Housing Program, point towers would be able to rise to 270 feet.


To preserve the unique sense of openness on the Boardwalk, special regulations will limit uses to amusement and entertainment and cap building height at 40 feet, which is the height of the landmarked Childs’ building.
  


Because of the difficulty and cost involved in providing underground parking, parking for new residential buildings will likely be in multi-level, above grade garages.  These garages would be required to include active uses on all street frontages.  To facilitate the provision of parking, required accessory parking spaces and public parking provided in addition to required accessory parking would be exempted from the FAR definition.  It is anticipated that the existing parking spaces accessory to the KeySpan ballpark would be replaced as part of the proposed development.
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Surf Avenue Today     
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Surf Avenue as the spine of the district
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Boardwalk Today
	


A Reactivated Boardwalk 




C.
CONEY NORTH/MERMAID AVENUE

Coney North/Mermaid Avenue is bounded by West 20th Street to the west, Stillwell Avenue to the east, Surf Avenue to the south and Mermaid Avenue to the north.  Coney North and Mermaid Avenue will be rezoned to allow for residential uses with ground-floor retail along Surf Avenue and Mermaid Avenue.  Developments within Coney North would have a maximum FAR of 5.0 with the provision of affordable housing through the Inclusionary Housing Program.  Developments that do not elect to participate in the Inclusionary Housing Program would be limited to an FAR of 3.75.
 

The special use and bulk regulations applying to Surf Avenue and the mandate to wrap parking in Coney West would also apply in Coney North. Tower controls would also be the same.


Developments within the four Mermaid Avenue frontages would have a maximum FAR of 4.6 with the provision of affordable housing through the Inclusionary Housing Program.  Developments that do not elect to participate in the Inclusionary Housing Program would be limited to an FAR of 3.45.  The Mermaid Avenue frontages would be rezoned to a contextual zoning district.  Overall building heights would be limited to 80 feet and base heights would be between 40 and 65 feet.
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Mermaid Avenue Today        
	


Mermaid Avenue 



D. ZONING MAP CHANGES

In addition to the mapping of the Special District, Coney North would be rezoned from C7 and R6 to R7X with a C2-4 overlay over the entire sub-district. Coney West would be rezoned from C7 to R7D with a C2-4 overlay mapped over the entire sub-district.  Mermaid Avenue would be rezoned from R6 with a mapped C1-2 overlay to R7A with a C2-4 overlay mapped over the entire sub-district.
 

Portions of two blocks located between West 22nd and West 24th Streets currently zoned C7 would be rezoned to R5 as an extension of the existing adjacent R5 zoning district.  These two portions of blocks contain vacant land, school bus parking, and a nursing care facility.  R5 zoning districts allow for residential development at 1.25 FAR with a maximum building height of 40 feet.  This zoning change will bring the existing nursing care facility into conformance.
 

E.
OTHER RELATED ACTIONS

In addition to the zoning actions, implementation of the Plan also requires the following actions: 

· City Map Changes
The plan includes the demapping of 9.30 acres of parkland currently used primarily as parking lots for the KeySpan Park.  The Abe Stark Skating Rink is also located in the area to be demapped.  The demapped parkland would be replaced by the mapping of two parks along the Riegelmann Boardwalk: a 9.39 acre park that would be developed as the amusement area and a 1.41 acre neighborhood park.  The relocation and replacement of the Abe Stark Skating Rink would be required before development of this parcel begins.  The demapping of parkland requires that the City applies to the State for alienation legislation.

This mapping action would create a cohesive 44-acre network of parks along the beachfront stretching from the proposed new neighborhood park (‘Highland View Park’) to Asser Levy Park through the KeySpan Park and Steeplechase Plaza, the proposed amusement park and the Aquarium.

	


Parkland Strategy - 
	


A 44-ACRE NETWORK OF PARKS -. 




To facilitate the redevelopment of vacant and underutilized land through the 
creation of new block configurations, enhance the access to the Boardwalk 
and develop new connections between the residential community and the 
amusement area, the proposal includes demapping portions of seven streets 
and mapping of six new streets.


The new Wonder Wheel Way in Coney East will provide a direct connection 
between the Parachute Jump and the newly designed Steeplechase Plaza and 
the Cyclone roller coaster via the Wonder Wheel.  In Coney West, Ocean
 
Way, Parachute Way and West 20th Streets will facilitate the development of 
a new mixed-use neighborhood and provide improved connections between 
the surrounding community and the Boardwalk.


Because this area is in a floodplain, the news streets are being mapped at 
grades closer to or at the floodplain elevation. To create cohesive 
development parcels, the grades of some existing streets would also need to 
be adjusted. 


To facilitate the development of the amusement and entertainment district and 
the mixed-use developments outside of the amusement area, the City also 
proposes to acquire and subsequently dispose of property.
 

V
PUBLIC REVIEW TIME TABLE

Formal public review of the Plan began on January 20, 2009 with the Department of City Planning’s certification of the Uniformed Land Use Review Procedure (ULURP) applications and referral of the related non-ULURP zoning text amendment.



	Milestone 
	Target Dates 

	Department of City Planning Certification
	January 20, 2009 - View presentation 

	Community Board Review 
	Must be completed by March 30, 2009

	Community Board 13 Public Hearing 
	March 3, 2009

	Borough President Review
	30 days

	City Planning Commission Review 
	60 Days

	City Council Review 
	50 Days


VI
COMMUNITY BOARD 13

On March 3, 2009, Brooklyn’s Community Board 13 held a public hearing on the Plan.  Community Board 13 issued “Stipulations for Passage of Coney Plan:”

1- Remove from consideration the construction of Wonder Wheel Way.  With its removal, more open acreage will be available for needed additional rides and amusement area attractions.  The Bowery will continue to be the main walkway linking the iconic amusement features and the new ones accepted.

2- Maintain the Key Span parking lot with a multi-level parking lot for additional autos. No building and/or construction on this site where parking is needed until such time as “more-than-sufficient” off-street parking areas are identified. There shall be NO Alienation of Park Land on this entire KeySpan Parking Lot area!

3- Redevelopment of the Abe Stark Ice Skating Rink (Rink) on its current site.  The Rink makeover should begin as soon as possible. If the Rink must be moved, it must be restructured conveniently within the Coney Island peninsula.  Should a new site be selected, the current Rink must continue to operate until the opening day of any new Rink.

4- Follow-up traffic studies e.g. ingress and egress to and from the peninsula shall be done, at least, once every two years, and for 20 years thereafter.  Ongoing evaluations should be maintained as to the traffic patterns in and out of the peninsula with careful analysis of the methodology of large-scale evacuations in the cases of storm surges, flood, blackouts, and other natural and/or man-made peninsula catastrophes. An immediate analysis and plan should be put into effect.

5- Create a Special Amusement Zone. The City should not zone the area as parkland unless it owns all of the property involved. The Community should be part of the RFP process.  Two members of the Community must be part of the RFP process.

6- Remove any potential eminent domain and/or condemnation consideration in order to allow extant small businesses and rides e.g. Eldorado and its neighbors to continue operating without threats or anxiety over the future. No eminent domain and/or condemnation may be considered.

7-
 Initiate work on the antiquated infrastructure on the peninsula in order to safeguard any new construction.  The problems of drainage, sewers, water lines, electricity, power, and other infrastructural needs must be eradicated to ensure quality-of-life for current residents of Coney Island.

8-
Avoid any construction of new buildings that eclipse the height of the Parachute Jump.

9-
Ascertain that all new housing construction in the North and West sectors be affordable, including Work Force Housing.  No new housing should be contemplated on the south side of Surf Avenue that will be higher than whatever height is allowed on the north side.  The view of the ocean must be unobstructed.  The pattern of 80% to 20% (market rate to affordable) must remain the norm from which negotiations may proceed.

10-
Reconstruction of the Boardwalk must be initiated, perhaps through help from the current Stimulus Package funds allocated to the City.  Funds must be guaranteed to see that this begins in the light of the fact that the Boardwalk is the pivotal link between the entire shore area, its amusements, and its residents to the West and East of the amusement zone.

11-
Initiate work on the long-planned upgrading of the New York Aquarium, which then remains as a key anchor to the amusement district and to the peninsula. Money for the Aquarium’s needs for its new Shark Tank and other exhibits should be made available now.

12.
Create more efficient Transportation to and from the ‘island’ with the use of express trains on existing transit lines – not only the F – but include each of the lines that reach the shore area.  Extended service must be planned for weekends, in particular, with at least increased services from10am to 7pm. In addition, there should be the initiation of Ferry Service to and from Lower Manhattan and Coney Island.

13-
Replace plans for amusement area stores that would entail only 2,500 square feet of uses. No Big Box stores may be allowed, but there should be an alteration to the plans for stores that are no more than 10,000 square feet of footage in order to draw potential new shop owners.

14-
Funds must be made available for needs at Coney Island Hospital, which will be faced with the problems of a widely increased population of residents, tourists, work force, and visitors.  Particularly needed is a new Emergency Room to handle larger turnovers of people-in-need.  Funds should also be made available for upgrading of existing Hospital facilities that need modernization to serve this new era of Coney Island.

15-
Searches should be ongoing to determine potential sites for off-street parking.   Restaurants and other new businesses should not be responsible for handling their own off-street parking measures; it should be the role of the City.

 16-   Gargiulo’s Restaurant, which has been a fixture of this community, wants to develop their property in such a manner to create affordable and low income housing as well as a new catering facility with parking.  While the current plan does not allow Gargiulo’s to do so, we are asking City Planning to continue to work with the owners so that they might be able to accomplish their goals.  Railroad Avenue, no longer an existing street, must be removed from all mapping plans.
 17-
There must be ongoing job training programs and union apprenticeship activities to prepare local residents for jobs in the renaissance of the peninsula. Local residents shall be given preference for employment (pre-and-post construction) as well as first preference for the purchase of the involved housing units. Involved employees should receive prevailing wage with accompanying benefits. 

18-
A maximum number of three hotels may be considered, with one of them a water park hotel. They will be built on the northside of Surf Avenue.  

19-
A new school shall be built at the available site at Surf Avenue and West 29th Street. The School Construction Authority should consult with the Community Board concerning what type to school should be built, i.e., grade, middle, high school.

20-
Purchase should be made of the Shore Theater Building (once the Loew’s Coney Island Building) for use as a Community Arts Center.

VI

CONCLUSION


Today’s hearing will explore the proposed development of Coney Island.  To this end, the Committees on Land Use and Economic Development intend to raise a number of relevant questions and issues regarding the proposed development.

� New York Department of City Planning web site, � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/coney_island/index.shtml" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/coney_island/index.shtml�, accessed March 25, 2009.
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� Id.


� Id., including pictures.


� Id., including pictures.


� Id., including pictures.


� Id.


� Id.


� Id.


� Id.


� Id., including pictures.


� Id.


� Id.


� Id., including pictures.


� Id.


� Id.


� Id.


� New York Department of City Planning web site, � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/coney_island/coneyisland4.shtml" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/coney_island/coneyisland4.shtml�, accessed March 25, 2009, (including table).





� Community Board 13 “Stipulations for Passage of Coney Plan”.
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