
 
 
 
 
  
Marisa Lago, Director                                                                         March 21, 2019 
Department of City Planning  
120 Broadway 
New York, NY 10271  
 
Dear Chair Lago:  
 
We are writing in support of our elected officials, Councilmember Mark Levine and Manhattan 
Boro President Gale Brewer, as to their recent letter requesting that the Department of City 
Planning (DCP) partner with our local community stakeholders to launch a neighborhood study 
with the goal of contextually rezoning the Morningside Heights neighborhood.  We believe that a 
carefully crafted re-zoning plan will increase necessary density to generate hundreds of 
affordable units, reduce tenant displacement, and provide balance to years of gentrification in 
Morningside Heights.   
 
As we highlighted in our neighborhood “walk around” last December, the overdevelopment that 
has already occurred, combined with the flood of ongoing and planned new luxury high-rises, 
points to both the past and the potential future “missed opportunities” for providing affordable 
housing under MIH.  Here are examples: 
 

• In 2003, St. John the Divine in consultation with the city’s Landmarks Preservation 
Commission, identified two development sites that were both offered to developers under 
99-year leases.  In 2008, AvalonBay communities developed the Avalon Morningside 
with 295 rental units, only 20% of which are designated “affordable.”  The second site, 
The Enclave, has 428 units, with only 87 units designated “affordable.” 

 
• Nearby, St. Luke’s Hospital sold 1080 Amsterdam Avenue (20 stories) in 2015 for 

$29.1 million.  The building had provided affordable housing to the hospital staff before 
conversion to all luxury housing (now called The Stonehenge). None of the 96 units 
offered are affordable. 

 
• A few blocks over, on 30 Morningside Drive, the developer Delshah paid $111.5 million 

to Mount Sinai/St. Luke’s for five hospital buildings (two of which are landmarked) to be 
converted to 205 all-luxury rentals, and 0 affordable units. Delshah is seeking to receive 



federal 20% historic preservation tax credits, totaling over $20 million, for the 
development costs in return for maintaining the landmark facades.  

 
• Jewish Theological Seminary at 3080 Broadway sold a parcel of land to the developer 

Savanna which is building a 250,000 square-foot luxury condominium 32-story structure, 
The Vandewater, at 543 W. 122nd Street.  Savanna paid $77 million for the land, and “air 
rights.” 183 market rate condos are being offered, starting at around $1 Million, up to $6 
Million.  Affordable units:  0 

 
• Existing rental buildings are being sold or renovated as luxury units, displacing long-time 

residents.  Three contiguous buildings, 3143-3149 Broadway, were on the market for $48 
million, with average rents of $3000 per unit.  As part of their large real estate deal, the 
Jewish Theological Seminary (JTS) sold 415 W. 120th Street, a seven-story 1910 
student residence, built of Harvard brick and Indiana limestone, that was demolished to 
make way for a 15-story luxury rental to be marketed to affluent students by the 
developer, Collegium.  JTS also sold 3060 Broadway, a seven-story student dormitory 
with several ground-floor small businesses (barber shop, copy shop, coffee shop, deli) to 
eventually be converted to market rate housing by Coltown Properties. All these deals 
will have resulted in either the displacement of long-time rent stabilized tenants, or the 
creation of luxury units. All the current small businesses are likely to be displaced.  
 

And additional mega luxury projects are planned or underway that could possibly provide 
affordable units under a re-zoned Morningside Heights: 
 

• Union Theological Seminary, located between 120th and 122nd Street and Broadway, 
sold 350,000 square feet of “air rights,” along with a parcel on its campus, for over $100 
million to developers L+M and LendLease.  A 42-story all luxury condo tower is set to 
break ground in October.  170 market rate condos are currently planned, and 0 affordable 
units.  
 

• The Riverside Church is rumored to be in active discussions with developers to sell its 
abundant “air rights” and a parcel of its non-landmarked site.  We fear the Church will 
mimic the luxury development plans of Union Theological Seminary, its sister institution 
across Claremont Avenue.  We are hoping that the Church will be open to discussing 
alternative plans, and will consider input from the Morningside community. 
 

• Additionally, The Riverside Church recently purchased seven-story McGiffert Hall 
from Union Theological Seminary for $47 million. McGiffert currently has 80 small 
apartment units housing UTS administration and other employees.  It has been learned 
that McGiffert will continue to be occupied by UTS for at least three years or until the 
42-story luxury condo tower underway on the UTS campus is open for occupancy.    
Riverside Church’s plans for the site are unknown to the public, though there are internal 
advocates for some form of affordable or supportive housing at McGiffert.   
 

Recently completed new and renovated housing, and projects already underway or in active 
planning, such as The Vandewater, and UTS towers site, will total an estimated 1,700 
apartments, with only a small percentage affordable (located in The Enclave and The Avalon).  



As we observed together on the “walk around,” Morningside Heights offers multiple additional   
sites that are ripe for large, high-density projects that could offer affordable housing under a 
revised zoning plan, including the Southeast and Southwest corners of 125th Street and 
Broadway; low-rise, sparsely occupied commercial spaces; and several large parking areas 
scattered through the area.  
 
Morningside Heights has already been uniquely targeted by developers taking advantage of 
outdated zoning regulations that enable unfettered acquisition of “air rights” and “as-of-right” 
construction -- without offering affordable housing. We urge City Planning to take action as soon 
as possible to promote future opportunities for affordable housing before they are gone forever. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Robert Stern 
MHCC 
Rnrets@aol.com 
 
Laura Friedman 
MHCC – President 
Lrahip@aol.com 
 
CC:  Councilmember Mark Levine, Manhattan Boro President Gale Brewer 
 
 
 


