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This report has been prepared by the
Urban Renewal Board in accordance
with the requirements of Section
72-m of the General Municipal Law
of the State of New York. The
statute requires approval by the
governing body of the municipality
of a Preliminary Plan for the renewal
of a deteriorating area. Such approval
must follow review of the plan by
the City Planning Commission, and
appropriate public hearings.

Specific items covered in the
Preliminary Plan, as required by
law, ivclude a detailed statement of
existing physical, economic and
sociolngical conditions in the urban
renewal area; and a general statement
of proposals with respect to land
uses, pattern of traffic and trans-
portation circulation, community
facilities and open space, demolition
of designated structures, mew con-
struction, rehabiltation and conver-
sion, and methods of financing; and
the estimated housing needs of

families to be displaced.
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NEW YORK 7, N. Y.

SAMUEL RATENSKY
DIRECTOR

May 28, 1959
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Mayor of the City of New York
City Hall

New York 7, New York

Dear Mr. Mayor:

I take pleasure in submitting to you, on behalf of the
Urban Renewal Board, the Preliminary Plan for the West Side
Urban Renewal area. This signalizes the next stage in
realization of the renewal of a twenty-block area on the West
Side of Manhattan. As required by Section 72-m of the General
Municipal Law, the Preliminary Plan must be approved by the
Board of Estimate, after referral to the Planning Commission
and after public hearings before both bodies.

In preparing this Preliminary Plan, as in the earlier study
of the area, we have had the support and cooperation of many
City departments and officials. I want to mention particularly
the enthusiastic interest and help which we have had, from

the outset, from the Borough President of Manhattan, the
Hon. Hulan E. Jack.
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Sl
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COMMISSIONER, DEPT. OF REAL ESTATE CHAIRMAN, CITY HOUSING AUTHORITY CORPORATION COUNSEL

JAMES FELT, CHAIRMAN
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Introduction

HIS Preliminary Plan for the West Side Urban Renewal Area marks the interim stage in a sig-
nificant new program for The City of New York. It presents a blueprint for the renewal of a 20-block
area in a deteriorated residential section of the City by a combination of activities, including conser-
vation, rehabilitation, and spot clearance and redevelopment. The plan differs from previous City at-
tacks on urban blight in two major respects: one, it proposes to deal with a deteriorating, rather than
a slum, area; and two, it proposes to clear only those buildings that are deemed beyond salvage or that
prevent realization of an overall plan for upgrading the area. Rehabilitation and conservation of exist-
ing structures, new construction in redevelopment sections, and improvements in street design, traffic
patterns and community facilities will revitalize the entire area while retaining insofar as possible its
present desirable physical and social characteristics.



The Preliminary Plan has been prepared by the Urban Renewal Board following recommendations
of the City Planning Commission contained in an evaluative study of the West Side Urban Renewal Area
(hereafter referred to as The Study). Published in April 1958 and partially financed with a Demon-
stration Grant from the Federal Government, The Study determined that renewal of the West Side
Urban Renewal Area is feasible, and recommended the creation of an agency to draw up plans for the
area. Mayor Wagner, on May 9, 1958, appointed the Urban Renewal Board. On June 18, 1958 the City
Planning Commission, in City Planning Report CP-14064, designated the urban renewal area as a dete-
riorating area, in accordance with the requirements of Section 72-m of the General Municipal Law of
the State of New York. The Board of Estimate, by Cal. No. 360-A, dated June 26, 1958, as amended

by Cal. No. 378, dated January 22, 1959, designated the Urban Renewal Board as the agency respon-
sible for carrying out renewal of this area.

Planning for the West Side Urban Renewal Area is proceeding with Federal financial aid under
the terms of Title I of the Housing Act of 1949 as amended to date, and within the framework of
Section 72-m of the General Municipal Law of the State of New York. An Application for a Federal
Survey and Planning Advance and Capital Grant Reservation was made by the Urban Renewal Board
on September 9, 1958 and approved by the Federal Government on December 17, 1958. The Board of
Estimate accepted the Offer of Advance on December 18, 1958 by Cal. No. 415,

The urban renewal area, as shown on the map entitled Park West Community and Environs,
is bounded by 87th and 97th Streets, Central Park West and Amsterdam Avenue. It is located in the

heart of Manhattan’s Park West - Morningside community, which extends from 59th Street to 125th
Street, between Central Park and the Hudson River.

This part of Manhattan is unsurpassed with respect to certain basic amenities. It is adjacent to
Central Park and within easy walking distance of Riverside Park. Public transportation, provided by
the IND and IRT subways, north-south bus routes on Central Park West, Columbus Avenue, Amsterdam
Avenue, Broadway and Riverside Drive, and cross-town busses on 86th and 96th Streets, offers rapid
and convenient service to midtown shopping and entertainment centers, to all of Manhattan’s commer-
cial areas, and to the great cultural resources to the north, south, and east. These advantages have in
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the past placed the Park West - Morningside community among the most desirable residential quarters
of New York, and are fundamental assets of the urban renewal area.

In recognition of this fact, the Park West - Morningside community has in recent years been the
scene of several redevelopment programs, public housing projects, and other public improvements that
have brought new life to the community. These include Morningside Gardens and Grant Houses in the
northernmost portion of the area, and West Park and Douglass Houses immediately north of the urban
renewal area. Southwest of the urban renewal area, the Riverside- Amsterdam Project is presently in
the planning stage. In the southern portion of Park West - Morningside, the Coliseum, Columbus Circle
Apartments and Amsterdam Houses are complete, and the Lincoln Square Project, which will give New
York a magnificent new cultural center as well as additional new housing, is well under way. Several
new public schools, and a number of child care, health, community, and library facilities have been con-
structed or are presently in the planning or construction stage.

Thus, one of the particular advantages of the West Side Urban Renewal Area Plan is that it
can be developed as an integral part of a comprehensive effort to renew Manhattan’s entire upper
west side. The extensive rebuilding activities near and adjacent to the West Side Urban Renewal Area
will help stimulate investment within that area. At the same time, renewal of this 20-block area will
protect new investment in nearby redevelopment areas, and lay the foundation for further, similar
activities both in the Park West - Morningside community and in other parts of the City.

The West Side Urban Renewal Area offers a challenging opportunity: to prove that a well-conceived
urban renewal plan, developed in consulation with citizens of the community involved, can restore a
neighborhood to its former high quality without destroying its individual character. In meeting this
challenge, the successful execution of the West Side Urban Renewal Plan will demonstrate that a prime,
centrally located urban area can be revitalized to produce higher tax returns while housing a broad and
sound diversity of economic and ethnic groups.
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Characteristics of Urban Renewal Area

PLAN aiming at the goals outlined in the Introduction depends
to a considerable extent on an accurate appraisal of existing condi-
tions. The Study included detailed investigations of physical, social
and economic factors by various City departments, private groups and
individuals, and the Planning Commission staff. The findings of The
Study are included herein by reference and are freely drawn upon in
the following discussion. THE REAL ESTATE MARKET IN AN URBAN
RENEWAL AREA, a study by Chester Rapkin initiated by the City
Planning Commission and published in January, 1959, also provided
extensive information on the West Side Urban Renewal Area which
has been utilized where pertinent. Finally, surveys and analyses by
the Urban Renewal Board have updated information on present con-
ditions in the area, particularly with respect to condition of struc-
tures and family characteristics.

PHYSICAL CONDITIONS

Topography

The urban renewal area lies approximately in the center of the
upper Manhattan plateau which rises gradually in a northerly direc-
tion, terminating in a deep valley at 125th Street, and sloping down-
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ward toward the Hudson River. The area itself is generally level,
although there are slight variations in grade.

Land Use

Residential Use The distribution of land uses in the urban renewal
area reflects its historical development. Largely because of its con-
venient and favorable location, the area was traditionally a preferred
residential community. With approximately 85 per cent of the net
land area (all land exclusive of streets) of 74 acres in predominantly
residential use, it contains a wide range of dwelling types reflecting
various eras of real estate activity. Most of the side streets are lined
with 19th-century brownstone houses, with the exception of concen-
trations of old-law tenements along the south side of 93rd Street
between Central Park West and Columbus Avenue and along 89th,
90th, 91st and 96th Streets between Amsterdam and Columbus
Avenues. The old-law tenements that almost solidly line Columbus
Avenue are evidence of the blighting effect on this avenue of the now
demolished Ninth Avenue “EL” Old-law tenements are also predom-
inant along Amsterdam Avenue, although a number of elevator build-
ings break the pattern. Along Central Park West the former elegant
mangions have given way to tall apartment structures, many of a
luxury type, and scattered elevator buildings are found on the side
streets, particularly north of 90th Street between Central Park West
and Columbus Avenue.

A major blighting influence in the urban renewal area is the
use of brownstones and old-law tenements as rooming houses and for
single room occupancy. Of the 665 brownstone structures in the area,
64 per cent are rooming houses. In the category of old-law tenements
without elevators, 12 per cent of the total of 308 structures contain
single room occupancy units. This figure is considerably more sig-
nificant than appears at first glance, since each building contains
many rooms and these single room occupancy units are often occupied
by entire families. The character of conversion and operation, and
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the dilapidation and overcrowding of these buildings, are among the
primary causes of deterioration in the urban renewal area.

Public and Semi-Public Use Public and semi-public uses account
for approximately ten per cent of the net urban renewal area. Public
uses, comprising 4.8 per cent of the area, include Joan of Arc Junior
High School (J.H.S. 118) located at 154 West 93rd Street, P.S. 166
at 132 West 89th Street, and Department of Water Supply, Gas and
Electricity easements and buildings on or near the Columbus Avenue
frontages, between 90th and 93rd Streets and 96th and 97th Streets.

Uses in the semi-public category, accounting for 5.2 per cent of
the net land area, include several private and parochial schools: the
Walden School, at the corner of Central Park West and 88th Street;
Columbia Grammar School, at 22 West 94th Street; Birch Wathen
School, in the block north of J.H.S. 118; Trinity School, in the block
south of J.H.S. 118; St. Gregory’s School, a parochial school at 144 -
West 90th Street; and the Franklin School, at 18 West 89th Street.
Charles B. Towns Hospital is located at 293 Central Park West. There
are also 16 religious structures in the area.

Although nearby Central Park facilities are available, one of
the major deficiencies within the urban renewal area is lack of local
play and sitting areas. The only public play space is the Joan of Arc
Junior High School playground, which is inadequate in size. A private
playground is located at the Trinity School. With the exception of
very small school yards, there are no other public or private recrea-
tional spaces in the 20-block area. A serious lack of play space for
pre-school age children and passive recreation space for adults exists.

Commercial Use Ground floor commercial uses are found exten-
sively along Amsterdam and Columbus Avenues, but there are few
predominantly commercial structures in the urban renewal area. The
only substantial group of commercial buildings is located along 89th
and 90th Streets between Amsterdam and Columbus Avenues. Pre-



dominantly commercial use accounts for less than five per cent of the
net acreage.

The general pattern of land use is a desirable one for a residen-
tial neighborhood. The area is fortunate in the comparative absence
of incompatible uses such as warehousing, large office buildings, and
other heavy commercial uses. Schools, religious buildings and other
community facilities are generally well located throughout the area.
Historically, the intermixture of dwelling types provided a wide range
of housing accommodations to meet the needs of different income
groups. However, in recent years the large number of conversions
has multiplied the evils of overcrowding and transient occupancy in
the area; and the continuing existence of old-law tenements with their
inherent inadequacies of plan and design has impaired the residential
quality of the neighborhood.

Structural Condition

At the time of The Study, a thorough structural analysis was made
of all buildings in an eight-block pilot area within the urban renewal
area. This analysis was aimed at providing detailed information as
to the architectural feasibility of rehabilitating existing structures.

In preparing the Preliminary Plan, the Urban Renewal Board
conducted a more generalized survey in the urban renewal area to
determine the physical condition of every structure in the area.
While the findings of this survey will serve as one guide to the
designation of structures to be demolished, rehabilitated and con-
served, decisions as to the architectural feasibility of rehabilitation
and conservation also must take into account the physical layout of
the rooms, and the light, air and open space provided. Final deter-
mination of structures to be demolished and retained will also depend
on planning factors, such as assemblage of parcels for appropriate
reuse.

The following table summarizes the present physical condition
of all existing structures.

STRUCTURAL CONDITIONS: WEST SIDE URBAN RENEWAL AREA
Number of Structures

Type of Structure Fair Needing Needing

By Predominant Use Condition ~ Minor Repair Major Repair Total
Residential 205 508 326 1,039
Public and Semi-Public 25 8 — 33
Commercial 23 10 5 38
Total 253 52 a1 1,110

Streets and Traffic Pattern

Under the existing street layout, Central Park West is a two-way
north-south thoroughfare, while Amsterdam and Columbus Avenues
are major one-way northbound and southbound avenues, respectively.

The urban renewal area is crossed by one major cross-town thorough-
fare, 96th Street.

According to a study made in 1956 by the Department of Traf-
fic, a total volume of approximately 118,000 vehicles per day passed
through the urban renewal area, more than half of which was con-
centrated on the north-south avenues. The synchronization of traf-
fic signals permits a steady flow of traffic on Amsterdam and Colum-
bus Avenues. These avenues carry a high proportion of commercial
traffic, while Central Park West is restricted to passenger vehicles.
A Traffic Department survey showed that 52.3 per cent of the total
8 AM to 4 PM traffic on Amsterdam Avenue on an average weekday
was truck traffic; on Columbus Avenue the corresponding percentage
was approximately 49.

The east-west streets carry a lesser, but in some cases still ex-
cessive, proportion of commercial vehicles. This proportion is par-
ticularly high on 91st Street where 30.8 per cent of the vehicles
counted between Amsterdam and Columbus Avenues were trucks.
On 94th Street 20.1 per cent truck traffic was recorded, while on
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congested 96th Street 10.6 per cent of westbound and 17 per cent of
eastbound traffic was truck traffic.

With off-street loading facilities in the urban renewal area
virtually nonexistent, loading and unloading operations impede the
flow of traffic on Amsterdam and Columbus Avenues. On Columbus
Avenue between 90th and 91st Streets, the Traffic Department re-
corded on an average weekday a total of 89 trucks receiving or de-
livering between 8 AM and 4 PM. The average number of trucks
standing on this one block was 13 per hour, with the greatest number
between 10:30 and 11:30 (20) and between 1:00 and 2:00 (18).

These standing and loading operations compound the already
serious parking problem. The Study estimated that there were 1,770
curb spaces in the area. However, the average weekly loss of spaces
owing to a variety of parking restrictions amounted to approximately
42 per cent.

There were five garages in the urban renewal area providing
approximately 600 spaces, which gave a ratio of one parking berth
for every 23 dwelling units — a ratio that was substantially lower
than the average in Manhattan of one to seven. However, the car
ownership ratio in the urban renewal area in 1956, approximately 11
families per car, was also considerably lower than the Manhattan
average of five families per car.

ECONOMIC CONDITIONS

The Study revealed that the character and amount of investment in
the urban renewal area have undergone a profound change that both
reflects and contributes to the decline of the area.

There has been virtually no new private construction in the
area since the 1929 depression halted the boom that followed the
opening of the Broadway subway and Riverside Drive. The post-
World War II period saw only five new structures and only one
residential building erected in the urban renewal area. At the same
time, investment in improvements of existing structures fell off

12

sharply. The little investment that did occur went into conversions
of large apartments to smaller dwelling units.

As long-term investment continued to decline and overcrowding
and deterioration continued to increase, the reputation of the area as
a high-risk real estate investment district became entrenched. The
ratio of sales prices to gross rental income, especially for brown-
stones, was relatively low compared to that for New York City as a
whole. Prospective investors in the urban renewal area, except pos-
sibly for the owners of large elevator-apartment buildings, have met
with serious difficulties in raising mortgage capital at reasonable
terms. The proportion of equity capital relative to mortgage capital
required for property transactions mounted, mortgage terms became
stricter, and the amortization period for loans was reduced. Interest
rates on mortgages, padded by bonuses and commissions, rose sharply.

Finally, during the inflationary period 1946 - 1956, the share of
total Manhattan real estate tax revenue provided by the urban re-
newal area declined by 11 per cent. Such a downward trend is symp-
tomatic of advancing blight; moreover, it occurred in the face of the
increasing demands for public and private community services that
are necessarily made in areas characterized by overcrowded housing
and a high proportion of low-income families.

SOCIOLOGICAL CONDITIONS

Two striking sociological characteristics of the urban renewal area
are first, that it has traditionally housed a population of broad di-
versity, and second, that in recent years it has experienced an ex-
tremely rapid population increase, which has included a large num-
ber of low-income persons.

The Study indicated that between 1950 and 1956 the popula-
tion in the urban renewal area increased by 16 per cent, from 33,000
to 39,000. This increase was accompanied by shifts in ethnic com-
position, as indicated by the following comparative data: non-whites?,
who had comprised 1.3 per cent of the population in 1950, comprised



9.1 per cent in 1956; Puerto Ricans, who accounted for 4.9 per cent
in 1950, accounted for 33.4 per cent in 1956; and the percentage of
white! population declined, between 1950 and 1956, from 93.8 to 57.5
per cent of the total population.

Diversity of income level also characterizes residents of the
urban renewal area. In 1956, the median income of families and in-
dividual householders in the area was $3,500. This figure represented
a median income (for families and individual householders combined)
of $2,653 for Puerto Ricans, $2,850 for non-whites, and $4,156 for
whites. In spite of this fairly wide range, however, a high propor-
tion of area residents is in the lower income brackets; as compared
to a City-wide figure of 3.5 per cent, an estimated 11 per cent of the
total population received Department of Welfare assistance in 1956.

Along with the population increase have occurred a substantial
increase in the number of children in the urban renewal area, and a
decrease in the median age of area residents. The child population
more than doubled between 1950 and 1956, rising from 4,207 to 8,642.
Of the latter, over two-thirds were Puerto Rican children. The medi-
an age in the area fell from 39.7 to 31.9 years. Age data indicated
that in 1956 the largest number of area residents (33 per cent) fell
in the 15 -84 year-old range. Older people between 45 and 64 (23
per cent) and children under 15 (22 per cent) made up the next
largest age groups, while 35 - 44 year olds and elderly people over 65
comprised the smallest proportion (14 per cent and 7 per cent re-
spectively).

The diversity in the area, both economic and ethnie, is a decided
asset which the urban renewal plan will strive to maintain. But the
population changes of recent years have also brought serious prob-
lems which require solution. Most important is the problem of over-
crowding. As the population in the area expanded, housing space
per capita progressively contracted: rooming units and single room
occupancy units became occupied by entire families, and large apart-
ments were converted to smaller dwellings. In 1956, the average
person per room ratio was 1.51, and more than one-fourth of the
total population, or 10,000 persons, occupied shelter space suited for
no more than 4,300 people.

Another major problem has been rapid turnover of population.
For example, an enrollment change in excess of 50 per cent occurred
in one public elementary school in the area in 1956. Such high turn-
over is accounted for partly by the replacement of white population
by non-white and Puerto Rican families, and partly by continued
Puerto Rican mobility, as new families have moved into the area to
take the place of others who have moved out.

Nevertheless, although a substantial decrease in the total white
population occurred between 1950 and 1956, a significant fact pointed
out by The Study is that 54 per cent of the individuals and families
who moved to the area in this period were non-Puerto Rican whites.
This indicates that the area is still attracting all ethnic groups. One
objective of renewal is to retain the traditional diversity of the area
while attracting a more permanent population.

==

1 Excluding persons of Puerto Rican origin.
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Preliminary Urban Renewal Plan

HIS section of the Preliminary Plan, in accordance with the
requirements of Section 72-m of the General Municipal Law of the
State of New York, contains general, rather than detailed, proposals
concerning land uses, community facilities, traffic and transportation
patterns, demolition and new construction, conservation and re-
habilitation.

The Preliminary Urban Renewal Plan, as proposed herein, is
designed to create a stable residential area that will preserve the ex-
isting assets of the community and improve the area in those respects
in which it is now lacking. Specific goals, which are based on the
general standards established by the City Planning Commission, are:

1. The elimination of substandard housing with particular em-
phasis on the elimination of overcrowding and unsuitable uses.

2. Provision for new residential development of various types
and rental ranges to serve a broad cross.section of the com-
munity, with appurtenant retail development.

3. Preservation and improvement of community facilities, in-
cluding the provision of additional open space for both active
and passive recreation.
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4. Encouragement of permanent residence in the area through
the improvement of amenities and accommodations for
family living.

5. Creation of an harmonious balance of high and low struc-
tures and of open spaces.

6. Improvement of the tax base of the area by encouraging
private investment on the broadest possible basis.

7. Reduction of traffic congestion and parking problems.

8. Development of active community participation throughout
the renewal process.

The urban renewal area, with more than 39,000 residents, has the
population of a fair-sized community. There are many sound and
substantial buildings in this 20-block area. Furthermore, the brown-
stone houses, which predominate in the area, possess inherent advan-
tages that make them suitable for rehabilitation that will continue
their economic life, thus offering a type and quality of urban living
not otherwise attainable. Because of this, and the prohibitive cost
of total acquisition and demolition, a basic objective of the urban
renewal plan has been to keep clearance to a selective and logical
minimum.

The basic concept of the urban renewal plan is the creation of
residential sub-neighborhoods. The boundaries of these sub-neighbor-
hoods will be delineated by the north-south avenues and by modifi-
cation of designated east-west streets to form “connector” streets.
Within each sub-neighborhood, the east-west streets will be converted
to quiet, “residential” streets. As presently conveived, six sub-neigh-
borhoods will be created — three on each side of Columbus Avenue
between 86th and 96th Streets. Each sub-neighborhood will have
access within easy walking distance to local shopping facilities, and
will be served by open space providing sitting areas for adults and
play areas for small children. Within each sub-neighborhood a de-
sirable variety of dwelling types will be provided insofar as is fi-
nancially feasible.
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The present plan, it must be emphasized, is a PRELIMINARY
PLAN. Although the concepts outlined above will guide all final plan-
ning decisions, present proposals may be refined and revised in the
FINAL URBAN RENEWAL PLAN.

PROPOSED LAND USES

Land uses proposed for the project area (as shown in the Prelimi-
nary Plan Map) are residential, commerecial, public, and semi-public.
A majority of the buildings in the area is to be retained for rehabili-
tation or conservation.

Existing uses to be conserved as compatible with the objectives
of the plan include many apartment buildings, both new-law tene-
ments and post-1929 elevator buildings; public and private schools;
religious institutions; and a few other semi-public and commercial
buildings.

Most of the brownstones in the area are shown in rehabilitation
sections; the scope of rehabilitation required will vary, for residential
structures, from conservation of existing one and two-family homes
and multiple dwellings, to complete alteration of existing rooming
houses.

New uses proposed in areas designated for clearance and re-
development are residential and public. These uses include:

1. New apartment housing. Clusters of local retail uses are
proposed to be located in and adjacent to selected residential
structures. Community facilities, such as child-care and old-
age centers, will be provided where appropriate in conjunc-
tion with new housing.

2. New public elementary school.

3. Additions to existing public school sites for playground
purposes.

4. Public plazas in sub-neighborhoods to provide sitting areas
for adults and play spaces for young children. Some of these
















































