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Washington Hts. Board Resists Plan for 4 Towers
By JOSEPH BERGER

October 18, 2011

Local residents call the neighborhood the Heights because of its steep terrain and riverside bluffs, not because it has vertigo-inducing buildings. 

So a developer’s plan to build four apartment towers ranging from 23 to 39 stories tall has set off alarms in Washington Heights, where buildings typically run 6 to 10 stories. Some residents have protested that the proposed towers, with a total of more than 800 apartments, would darken the sky and introduce more residents than the area’s schools and subways could accommodate. 

“It looks like a Stalinist-era project — gigantic towers sitting atop a fairly sedate neighborhood,” said one opponent, Vadim Moldovan, an associate professor of social work at York College who has lived in the neighborhood for 30 years. “It would dwarf the landscape and blot out the sun.” 

The proposed complex has also aggravated persistent worries that progressive gentrification in Washington Heights is eroding the neighborhood’s role as the heart of the nation’s Dominican community, most of whose members are working class and cannot afford the rents the planned apartments will carry or those that nearby landlords might imitate. 

“I definitely think we have to create conditions for Dominicans to be able to hold onto their apartments and not get pushed out of their apartments because they cannot afford the rent,” said Ydanis Rodriguez, a local councilman and a Dominican native. 

Last month, the local community board unanimously rejected a proposal for the four towers, which would have required a zoning change by the city, and it urged the developer, Quadriad Realty Partners, to return with a scaled-down blueprint for shorter buildings at the site, at Broadway and 190th Street. 

The board also recommended that the buildings be designed for the larger families characteristic of Washington Heights and that half the apartments — not 30 percent, as the developer had proposed — be reserved for moderate- and middle-income renters, whom the board defined as earning $21,807 to $65,421 annually. The developer had defined middle income at a much higher level, with a cap of roughly $108,000. 

Under both definitions, few apartments would be destined for the strivers that the popular musical about the neighborhood, “In the Heights,” describes this way: “Everybody’s stressed, yes, but they press through the mess, bounce checks and wonder what’s next.” The median household income in the northern part of Washington Heights in 2009 was $38,230. 

Quadriad officials say that installing a greater proportion of so-called affordable apartments would make no economic sense. Without the revenue produced by taller buildings, virtually all of the apartments would have to be rented at market rate — over $2,900 for two-bedroom homes. Despite the community board’s opposition, the developer said it planned to apply to the city’s Planning Commission for a zoning modification in the next few weeks. But if the change is not granted, the firm says it will then build two stouter, market-rate buildings, 28 and 24 stories tall, which it has the legal right to do under existing zoning. 

The plan comes against a recent backdrop of gentrification in Washington Heights, in which the vibrant hub of the city’s Dominican immigrants has become a magnet for comparatively well-off professionals. Between 2000 and 2010, the non-Hispanic white population in northern Washington Heights increased to 25.8 percent, from 21.1 percent, and the proportion of Dominican natives declined to 63.1 percent, from 67.5 percent, according to census data. One in five residents now has a college degree, double the rate of a decade ago. 

A neighborhood known during the 1990s for its epidemic of crack cocaine and the resulting gunplay has seen an influx of more moneyed newcomers drawn by streets that mingle corner papaya stands with newer, more upscale shops and restaurants. 

Quadriad’s chief executive, Henry Wollman, argued that unless he could rent a majority of the apartments to such well-heeled tenants he could not afford to offer less expensive apartments. “We’re taking advantage of gentrification to some degree to allow, through market rates, for the cost subsidization of the middle-income units,” he said in an interview. 

Washington Heights does have some skyscrapers — the four 32-story slabs that loom over the eastern end of the George Washington Bridge at 178th Street. But north of that, the neighborhood is mostly buildings of less than 10 stories, many set partly on stilts because of the singularly craggy terrain. Manhattan’s highest point — 265 feet above sea level — is in Bennett Park at 183rd Street. 

Rita Gorman, a former pension fund administrator who lives on 190th Street, said the Quadriad towers made no sense. “Visually,” she said, “it’s out of whack.” 

Mr. Wollman contended that his proposal was conceived as a way to make handsome apartments designed by top-flight architects available to modest earners without the need for public financing or tax abatements. By not exploiting government affordable-housing programs, the project, formally known as the Tryon Center, would end up saving taxpayers $10 million to $14 million, he said. 

“The goal is to put before the city a new way of building middle-income housing without resorting to public dollars,” Mr. Wollman said. 

Councilman Rodriguez said Quadriad should tap public funds so that working-class people could afford the housing. 

Quadriad was founded by Mr. Wollman, who for a decade directed the Steven L. Newman Real Estate Institute at the City University of New York, and Herman Badillo, a former deputy mayor, congressman and mayoral candidate. Mr. Badillo said he was no longer involved in the firm, though Mr. Wollman continues to describe him on its Web site as honorary chairman. 

Quadriad tried to introduce a 21-story tower in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, that would have had 270 apartments, 90 of which would have been middle-income, but the Planning Commission balked. Instead, the company ended up constructing five-story buildings with 100 market-rate apartments. 

In Washington Heights, Quadriad has not yet acquired the development site on the west side of Broadway, which is owned by a funeral home. The site on the east side, which Quadriad does own, is occupied by a parking lot and two low-rise commercial buildings that house a pharmacy, a laundry and an arts center. 

Quadriad is dangling all kinds of incentives for the project, estimated to cost $335 million. It is offering to beautify the graffiti-scarred quarter-mile-long tunnel leading from Broadway to the No. 1 train at the 191st Street station. It promises to reshape a park adjacent to the proposed building, Gorman Park, which is built on a steep slope that allows scarce recreational space. 

But opponents like Mr. Moldovan do not even want Gorman Park spruced up, contending that it is one of the few Manhattan parks with native trees. 

“It’s where an original chunk of Manhattan is preserved,” he said. 
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