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Introduction

On December 10, 2003, Bruce Ratner, President and CEO of Forest City Ratner Companies (FCRC) unveiled a proposal for a mixed use complex designed by the architect Frank Gehry that would contain a new arena for the now, New Jersey Nets basketball team.  According to the proposal, the complex would be located in the vicinity of Atlantic and Flatbush Avenues in Brooklyn.  

Today, the Committee on Economic Development, chaired by Council Member James Sanders, Jr., will hold a hearing to discuss the proposed plans for the arena and the potential impact of the proposed arena on New York City and Brooklyn generally, with a focus on the plan’s impact on the immediately adjacent residential and commercial neighborhoods.  Although the plans for the Nets arena are still in its preliminary stages and very little formal information has been released, there has been considerable community response to the proposal.  The Economic Development Committee intends to seek additional factual information on the proposal from its developers and to better understand the concerns of the community in an effort to determine how the Council can positively impact the challenges and concerns of the City’s residents.  

Those expected to testify at today’s hearing include representatives from the Mayor’s Office, the New York City Economic Development Corporation, the Department of City Planning, as well as residents of the affected neighborhoods and other interested parties.  These witnesses will describe the status of the proposal and will provide their perspectives on the impacts that the proposed sports complex would have on the communities in and near which it would be located and on New York City in general.  

THE PLAN


As currently proposed, the 800,000 square foot complex will include a 19,000 seat arena to be built above the existing storage yard of the Long Island Railroad located at Atlantic Avenue near Flatbush Avenue in Brooklyn, commonly referred to as the “Atlantic Yards”.  The developer of the project has indicated that during the off-season, the arena is to be made available for local athletic programs, concerts and other non-sporting events.  The proposal also calls for an open-air running track on the roof of the arena that is intended to be transformed into a skating rink in the winter, and a promenade offering panoramic views of the Brooklyn and Manhattan skylines that will be open all year round for public use.  The complex is also to include four new office towers, 4,500 units of housing, 300,00 square feet of retail space and six acres of public open space (the Plan).
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The Plan is touted to deliver 10,000 needed jobs to the area (which has an unemployment rate above nine percent) and an economic benefit to the nearby businesses.  However, some claim that stadiums and arenas have a particularly bad record when it comes to delivering on promises of local community economic benefits.  According to University researchers, three decades worth of studies “lead to the inescapable conclusion that the direct and indirect economic impacts of sports teams and facilities are quite small” and do not create much in the way of new jobs or economic development.
  Still others point out that the jobs created will be substandard jobs offering short-term positions at minimum wage.  Supporters of the Plan have responded that these jobs will be better than no job at all for the substantial number of Brooklynites that are currently unemployed.
  It is expected that these disparate viewpoints will be explored at the hearing.


In order to accommodate the Plan, roughly three city blocks adjacent to the LIRR storage yard, as well as the residential and commercial buildings situated there, must be demolished.  Furthermore, the developer is asking the state-run Metropolitan Transportation Authority to sell to it air space over 11 acres of the Long Island Rail Road storage yards.  In order to demolish the buildings in the path of the Plan, the Plan developer will also have to convince the state to exercise its powers of eminent domain, the right of the government to claim private property for public use.  If New York State chooses to exercise its right of eminent domain, then the owners of the property taken by the State must be compensated for the fair market value of their property.
   The Plan will also be subject to an environmental analysis under the State Environmental Quality Review Act (SEQRA).
  Although the Plan’s developer indicates private investors will pick up the estimated 2.5 billion dollar cost to build, The New York Times has reported that the developer has asked the city and state for $150 million in government funds for “infrastructure work, including moving tracks and utility lines in the area and building new streets and sewer lines”.
.  The same report indicates that the developer has also proposed taking about $28 million a year in sales and income taxes to pay the bonds for its construction and is expected to “seek tax-free financing for the housing, probably through the state’s 80-20 program, which requires developers to set aside 20 percent of the apartments for low and moderate income tenants”
.

OPPOSITION TO THE PLAN


A number of groups and individuals have lined up to voice their opposition to the Plan.  Critics of the Plan complain that it will unfairly, and some say, illegally, displace many neighborhood residents and drive out many of the local businesses.  Some argue the arena complex will not be profitable, but rather, like the Nets current home and like several other stadiums, will be a “loss leader” and will fail to spur any significant economic development in the area.
,
  By contrast however, Mark Rosentraub, a sports economist, believes that “While the Nets have been unable to sell out at their current home at the Meadowlands…[the team] should have no trouble filling the seats given that there are 6.3 million people in Brooklyn, Queens and Nassau County, a larger and wealthier market than in N.B.A. cities like Charlotte, New Orleans, Indianapolis and Cleveland”

Displacement


The displacement issue centers on the fact that the complex, as proposed, will require that approximately 10-11 acres of private property be demolished in order to accommodate the complex, which, as described, will span approximately 21 acres.
  Estimates of the numbers of people and businesses that will be displaced vary widely.  A Newsday article, which reported that the Plan would require condemnation of about 70 buildings on six blocks around the site, quotes Mayor Bloomberg as saying that “It’s about 100 units of housing and it’s about 50 on another piece of property” that would have to be condemned.
  Patti Hagan, the spokesperson for the Prospect Heights Coalition, which opposes the Plan, said that she recently completed a door-to-door survey of the neighborhood to accurately determine the population that would be affected.  She said that she counted 870 people who live in the area that would be condemned, and 500 more involved in business there, including 250 who live and work there and 250 who come there for day jobs.
 

The Plan developer has a very different estimate and has expressed the view that only approximately 150 housing units will be demolished and thinks that the number of residents displaced will be somewhere between 250 and 400
.  Today’s hearing will be an opportunity to clarify this issue and to seek input from all involved on approaches that would minimize if not avoid displacement were the project to advance.  The Plan’s architect has indicated that the developer is now looking to construct a new building to house some of the residents his Plan would displace.

As stated above, anyone losing property through an act of eminent domain, a taking by the government, is by law entitled to receive the fair market value for his or her property.  On this point, many opponents respond that compensation is not the issue, the issue is that they don’t want to be removed from their homes and neighborhood.  They also claim that the use of eminent domain for this purpose would be illegal as the United States Constitution confines the use of eminent domain by government to situations where the land taken by the government is for public use, not for private development.  The Committee expects to hear testimony o this issue.

Transportation Concerns


Foes of the Plan also cite concern over the traffic congestion which they believe will engulf the downtown Brooklyn area as a result of the plan for the arena combined with the City’s plans for the development of downtown Brooklyn.  The two projects are expected to add a combined 8 million square feet of office and retail space and 5,500 new apartments.  According to Carolyn Konheim, chairwoman of Community Consulting Services, speaking of the 4, 5, A and C subway lines, she indicated that, without action to address the increase in the number of people that will require public transportation,  “[t]he most crowded trains will become more crowded”.  She estimates that by 2013, there will be a 20% increase in riders from Brooklyn and a 15% boost in riders entering from Manhattan.  She added that riders on peak hour trains will have an average of just 3.5 square feet of space.
  Earlier this year, residents of Community Board 2 which encompasses the proposed site of the Plan, also voiced their concerns about the traffic, transit and pedestrian impacts that would result if both development plans were adopted.
 

THE STATUS OF THE PLAN


The Plan is not final.  The Plan’s developer and architect continue to work out details, including discussions community groups, the Mayor’s office and negotiations with the MTA over the use of the Atlantic yards.  Also, as mentioned earlier, should the Plan move forward at the proposed location, it will be subject to the State’s environmental review process. 


Both the Brooklyn Borough President and the developer have pledged to work with residents who will be displaced to ensure that they are fairly compensated.  According to the developer, “As we do with all of our projects, we will engage in a dialogue with the people who live and work in the surrounding communities to get their input”.
 


One community group, Brooklyn United in Local Development (BUILD), is working towards the development of a Community Benefits Agreement, which is intended to be a legally binding agreement negotiated between a developer and a coalition representing community interests.  In such an agreement, the developer would agree to provide certain benefits to the community, and in exchange, the community agrees to support the project through the approval process.  A similar process transpired during the development of the Staples Arena in downtown Los Angeles.  In that instance, the developer of the stadium that is now the home to the Los Angeles Kings, the Los Angeles Lakers, the Los Angeles Sparks and the Los Angeles Clippers, professional sports teams, agreed to provide public open space and recreational facilities, target employment opportunities to local residents, provide permanent affordable housing and address issues of traffic, parking and public safety.  It remains to be seen whether BUILD or any other organization will develop a community or whether the developer of the Plan would be open to such an agreement.


Finally, there is the option of developing the complex on another site.  Several have been mentioned, including the 300-acre Brooklyn Navy Yard, owned by the City, which could be leased to the developer.  Other sites that have been mentioned as possible alternative sites for the Nets stadium include Coney Island, Floyd Bennett Field or parts of Queens including the Sunnyside rail yards or next to Shea Stadium.
,
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