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37-18 Northern Blvd

Long Island City, NY 11101

October 20, 2010

To: New York City Council, Committee on Housing and Buildings

Good afternoon. My name is Ben Flanner, and I am the head farmer and co-owner of Brooklyn Grange, a 40,000 square foot (~1-acre) organic rooftop farm, located above the 6th story of a Standard Motor Products Building on Northern Blvd in Long Island City, Queens.  

Although I should be at the farm pulling out our thousands of tomato plants, I’ve attended the hearing to speak regarding 1) Introduction 348 to adopt existing detailed criteria for vegetated green roofs, and 2) The resolution to append NYState Property Tax law 499-aaa, also regarding green roofs which produce vegetables. 

My partners and I started the farm Brooklyn Grange in late May of this year, just in time to catch most of the growing season.  The farm is a pioneering commercial enterprise with a 10-yr lease on the roof of a building. Our goal isto grow vegetables and sell them to the community, while generating enough sales to pay our farmers, pay rent, and recoup the cost of a green roof installation.  

We installed the green roof this spring at a cost of $5 per square foot, using a green roof system made by a reputed manufacturer, and then covered the roof with 720 cubic yards of soil over the course of 6 working days.  This season we grew about 15,000 pounds of produce that we sold via farmer’s markets, weekly Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) pickups, and direct sales to restaurants.

The farm has attracted attention from all over the world, and we were recently given the Long Island City Business Development Corporation’s Green Business Award.  We’ve also worked with partnerships with Parsons/New School, NYU, Columbia, Brooklyn College and LaGuardia Community College.  We have visions of expanding to other rooftops in the years to come, and our project has generated a considerable amount of interest among landlords who are interested in installing farms on their buildings.  I will not repeat the benefits of green roofs to the city, as they are widely recognized and  have already been covered in this meeting. But I would like to make a case for the adoption of a more inclusive definition of the term “green roof”.  

First of all, regarding Introduction 348, it is very important to develop some clear standards for vegetable green roofs, which can be recognized by the DoB and other public offices.  Basic standards can be put in place to ensure that a green roofs’ systems function correctly with adherence to safety, and standards will also ensure timely and simple approvals from the department of buildings.  I thank the council for proposing a clear system.  My only caution is to not make the standards too stringent or prescriptive, as green roof technology is continually improving and it is difficult to predict what new systems and products will become available in the coming years.  

Adopting tight standards could inhibit development and experimentation, especially in an industry so new.  The primary reason for our success in launching the first commercial rooftop farm was our ability to install the green roof very inexpensively.  If our company and others can continue to install roofs efficiently and inexpensively, green roof installations will become more feasible and common around the city, which isin-line with the goals of PlaNYC and other city food and environment initiatives.  Thus I strongly encourage that the chosen standards  are further researched and investigated in real-world scenarios, to ensure that they are appropriate for New York City, and also that they do not reduce the potential for crop yields or create complications which may inhibit or discourage farm installations.  

In short, the primary considerations for the infrastructure of a green roof should be the water capturing capacity and drainage flow of the green roof system, the weight bearing infrastructure of the building (as evaluated by a structural engineer with an architect), the depth of the soil above the green roof system, and the longevity of the green roof system.. 

The second topic that I’d like to address is the resolution to amend section 499-aaa in the New York State Real Property Tax Law.  This amendment would make a specific allowance for the tax abatement to extend to owners of properties whose roofs produce vegetables.  My partners at Brooklyn Grange and I are in full support of this amendment.  A clear precedent of successful approved tax abatement applications will quickly lead to an increase in landowners’ interest in renting their roofs to rooftop farmers.

I also suggest the following:

1. Simplify the tax abatement application process – minimize the amount of time that a landowner or farming tenant needs to spend on details for the application including forms, documenting crop plans, engineering, and architecture.  Professional costs for completing the application may comprise a significant proportion of the total tax credit in many instances, which impedes applicants’ incentives to apply.  

2. Include a minimum green roof surface area for the credit to ensure that the roof is used for a significant amount of vegetable production.

3. Allow the credit to be carried forward until the full value of the credit is used, in case the annual taxes on the building are less than the credit.

4. Increase the amount of the tax credit, by removing the  $100,000 cap and increasing the dollar amount per square foot.

5. Allow the credit to be an income tax credit and transferrable.  
Thank you for your time.

Benjamin Flanner

Head Farmer / CEO, Brooklyn Grange
