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As a general matter, it is inherently improper for any developer, even a nonprofit institution, to seek
special exemption from a zoning policy that was crafted with the meticulous care and community­
wide support that the Upper West Side development plan received. I am fully familiar with the
background of this zoning. In the Spring of 1982, I directed a graduate studio at Columbia
University's Graduate School of Architecture, Planning and Preservation that was the starting point
for this zoning change. The "client" for that studio was the Department of City Planning. The
student produced work helped to launch the process that led to the adoption of the City's first
"contextual zone" on the Upper West Side. The preliminary studio findings were support work for
the 1982 West Side Zoning Study, which was in turn central to the 1984 creation of a "contextual
zoning district" on the Upper West Side. In total, eight new districts were created that essentially
downzoned the midblocks and up zoned the avenues, in keeping with the existing context of that
neighborhood. The new zoning identified the midblocks, in which R8B zones were mapped to
replace R7-2, as having a strong and identifiable low-rise scale and coherence. The residential
avenues, including Central Park West, are defined by their high 130- to 150-foot streetwalls and were
accordingly changed from RI0 to R10A zones to promote tall construction with a consistent cornice
line.

These building types create distinctive "environments," as stated in the City Planning Commission's
report (April 9, 1984), and the boundaries between these environments are critical to maintain. The
RI0A district covering Central Park West gives way to the midblock R8B district at a point 125 feet
in from the avenue. A 10S-foot-tall building that is more than 125 feet into the midblock would
destroy this crucial boundary. Indeed, it should be noted that the line between the old R10 avenue
zoning and R7-2 midblock zoning used to be drawn at 150 feet. The City Planning Commission
called this line "abnormally deep" and reduced it to 125 feet in order to contain tall construction
closer to Central Park West. This was not an arbitrary change in policy but a careful and measured
response to the Upper West Side's built environment.

The Upper West Side today is a delicate balance of intense and highly congested urban living. The
low-rise midblocks give the area the necessary respite of light, air and human scale to remain vital.
Once the scale of these midblocks is breached in one place, the case for enforcing the zoning in .
other places will be severely compromised. The precedent that the granting of these variances will
create may effectively render the carefully crafted land use development plan for the Upper West
Side moot.

The contextual and landmark designations that guide this neighborhood's growth and change were
thoughtfully designed and democratically adopted policies intended to fairly balance the
maintenance of this area's character and livability with the real needs for added development. This
project will destroy this careful balance.

I urge you to deny this application for variances.

Sincerely,

fj,L'~ ~
Elliott D. Sclar

Professor of Urban Planning

Director, Center for Sustainable Urban Development - Earth Institute, Columbia University


