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A TALE OF TWO CITIES:
LANDMARKING AND ITS IMPACT ON HOUSING PRODUCTION
A recent REBNY analysis showed that 28 percent of Manhattan is landmarked. The following
analysis of new housing activity in Manhattan over the past 10 years (2003-2012) demonstrates
that landmarking sharply curtails new housing production, particularly the creation of
affordable units.1 Census data also shows a strong correlation that as the percentage of
landmarked properties in a census tract increases, median household incomes are higher, racial
diversity decreases, population declines, the number of rental units declines, and the average
household size becomes smaller.
FINDINGS
In Manhattan over the past 10 years:




1.9% of the new residential units (998 units) were constructed on landmarked properties
5 affordable housing units were newly constructed on landmarked properties since 2003
0 affordable units constructed or rehabbed on landmarked properties since 2008

From 2003 to 2012 in Manhattan, there were 53,220 new residential units constructed, including
8,070 new affordable housing units. Landmarked properties account for 28% of all properties in
Manhattan, but only account for 1.9% of all new residential units constructed. Since 2003, only
5 units of affordable housing have been built on landmarked sites—a City-sponsored project
where they sold property on Historic Front Street. This number represents only 0.5% of new
residential development on landmarked properties.
Chart 1: Analysis of Housing Production

In addition to the 5 newly constructed affordable units, there were 114 affordable units created
through renovation over the past 10 years. All 114 units were renovated on City-owned
1

For the purpose of this report, affordable (or affordable housing) is defined as any housing unit, rental or condo, with any income restrictions. This also includes
homeless, senior and supportive housing.

properties. However, 85% of these renovated units were built solely within West Harlem’s
Hamilton Heights/Sugar Hill Historic Districts. None of the renovated units were built south of
87th Street, and none have been built since 2008.
DEMOGRAPHICS
A demographical analysis of census tracts in Manhattan shows that residents within landmark
districts have significantly higher household incomes and the population is dramatically less
diverse than the rest of Manhattan and New York City. Additionally, as the percentage of
landmarked properties in a census tract increases, population declines, the amount of rental units
declines, and the average household size becomes smaller.
Chart 2: Census Tract Analysis
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The chart above does not imply that there is a causal relationship between landmarking and these
demographic findings, but rather that there is a strong correlation that warrants further study.
PUBLIC POLICY IMPLICATIONS
The housing data collected over the past 10 years makes clear that the development of housing
and affordable housing is significantly impacted by landmarking. Since 2008, there have not
been any new affordable units created on landmarked properties in Manhattan, accounting for
both new construction and renovations. When coupled with the recent findings that 28% of
Manhattan properties and 70% of the properties in the neighborhoods of the Upper West Side
and Greenwich Village/SoHo are landmarked, it is becoming apparent that the door is slowly
shutting on areas where much needed housing and affordable housing can be created.
With approximately 630,000 new residents expected by 2030, New York City’s housing needs
are great and its affordable housing needs even greater. It is critical that the affordable housing
stock be continuously expanded with the construction of new units through development or
2

The Racial Diversity Index measures the probability that two randomly chosen people in a given geographic area will be of a different race, measured on a scale of
0 to 1. A higher number indicates a more racially diverse population. The RDI is calculated using the following formula: RDI = 1 – (P2 African-American + P2 Asian
+ P2 Hispanic + P2 Other + P2 White). A full population breakdown by race is provided in Chart 3 in the appendix.

renovation so that the City can more effectively address its affordable housing crisis. Further, it
is important that affordable housing be developed in every community of the city. This cannot
be accomplished when 70% of the buildings in a Community District are designated landmarks
or in a historic district.
It is not the landmarking of individual properties that is problematic, but rather the wholesale
landmarking of entire neighborhoods through Historic District designations without the proper
consideration to how it impacts the city’s housing needs. In areas where these conditions are
concentrated, the issue of affordability and rapid gentrification is further exacerbated.
CONCLUSION
Landmarking, especially historic district designation, has been a deterrent to new housing
construction and creates conditions that disincentivize the development of affordable housing.
The density restrictions, hard and soft development costs associated with landmarks compliance,
and lengthy public review process makes the development of affordable housing extremely
unlikely.
The only instances where affordable housing was developed on landmarked properties were on
City-owned properties. This is not sustainable over the long run, as the number of City-owned
properties continues to decrease. As more communities choose historic district designations to
control development in their neighborhoods, the City’s ability to effectively address its
affordable housing needs is more constrained and costly.
Landmarks preservation has been an important contribution to the development and vibrancy of
our city. However, the proliferation of historic districts and historic district extensions has had
adverse impacts on housing and affordable housing production. The City needs to more
responsibly balance landmark preservation and our city’s housing and affordable housing needs.

APPENDIX
Chart 3: Population Breakdown by Race
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