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I am Cortney Worrall, President and CEO of the Waterfront Alliance. Thank 

you for your time and for this opportunity to speak in support of the 

appropriateness of the proposed plans for 250 Water Street, and the 

appropriateness of the phased proposal for South Street Seaport Museum’s 

new entrance and building.  In light of the public interest in 250 Water St., 

most of our comments focus on that part of the proposal.  I am the former 

northeast director of the National Parks Conservation Association and stood 

before you in 2015 testifying in support of landmark status for Stonewall Inn -

- I led and directed the campaign for Stonewall that led to national monument 

status designation under President Obama. 

 

Waterfront Alliance is the advocate for our region’s waterfront and we find 

this redevelopment a critical opportunity for the City, the Seaport historic 

district and in particular the South Street Seaport Museum which we believe is 

a critical waterfront and historic asset.   

 

Most important to the Waterfront Alliance, and critical to the future of the 

historic district, is that the South Street Seaport Museum survive as one of the 

City’s most iconic and important cultural institutions. South Street Seaport 

Museum is an exceptionally important part of the City’s past and future. The 

museum interprets the history of the City through its entry point – the New 

York harbor estuary. This history is representative of America’s complex 

history.  It was the entry point for Europeans, enslaved people, and the trade 

that made New York and our country what it is, in all of its injustices, beauty 

and contradictions.   There is no other place in the City’s that is better 

positioned to interpret this history.   

 

How we got to this point and the decades of missed opportunities to change 

the trajectory of the district and the South Street Seaport Museum are not the 

point of today’s meeting.  The options for changing years of a profound lack 

of support and attention to the district and the museum have narrowed. 

Options such as the transfer of air rights and central to the future of the 
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historic districts to other parts of the City are limited by the current reality of 

our City’s development policies and the way in which we develop New York 

City.  Large scale changes such as an air rights transfer out of the district will 

need time, possibly at the scale of years. This is time the district and in 

particular the Museum, especially during this pandemic and severe economic 

downturn, cannot afford. 

 

COVID and the economic downturn affecting New York City’s cultural 

institutions that must be placed in context at this moment.  The threat faced by 

the Seaport Museum is existential – its survival and the loss of a nationally 

significant museum that tells the story of our country and our great city is in 

jeopardy.  In my previous professional role as a partner to the National Park 

Service, I have sat through too many meetings held before the downturn, 

regarding the lack of public and private funding for historic structures of 

national significance that affects the country and in particular the entire 

northeast region.  I knew then -- as do so many others in historic preservation, 

historic interpretation, and museum professions -- that the competition for 

cultural and historic preservation funding was limited. Now this competition 

for philanthropic dollars is severe and unprecedented.  There are essentially no 

philanthropic options for the Seaport Museum to raise the capital it needs to 

remain open and to sustain a secure future.  The opportunity for the City and 

the Museum which this development provides – a development which is 

historically in context, appropriate, and aligned with the historic district -- is 

profound. 

 

The public spaces of landmarked Schermerhorn Row and the ships and the 

ships’ masts that people see and assume to be a fabric of the district and the 

City, are at risk if this proposal is not approved.  There is no other location in 

the City where this interpretation, visual representation of history, and story-

telling can take place and be tangible in such a profound and meaningful way.  

 

The thoughtful design for 250 Water St. brings a building that will strengthen, 

not detract from, this neighborhood fabric, and successfully address issues of 

size and scale. For example, the building podium at street level will respect 

and blend with the surrounding district in both scale and materials, being low 

rise with brick and masonry.  The high rise towers are set back atop the 

podium and spaced to allow light and air to continue to reach street level.  

Sited at the very inland limits of the district, the proposed building allows the 

preservation of historic low rise structures on the waterfront while providing 
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an appropriate and contextual transition to the many high rises immediately 

surrounding the district. 

 

The South Street Seaport Museum’s proposed new entrance and building also 

respect and harmonize with the historic district, matching the same scale of 

the surrounding buildings and employing contextual materials such as copper 

cladding. 

 

The parking lot is no longer appropriate as an element within the historic 

district. The building that will replace it will provide historic context and 

multiple community benefits, all in a design that is appropriate to the special 

and historic surroundings. 

 

While at times certain legalities mandate discussing these two projects 

individually and separately, we should not ignore that together they strongly 

fulfill the goals of landmarks preservation.  The local community has long 

called for a holistic approach in the historic district.  Approving this proposed 

use of development rights is a step in that direction in a way that is transparent 

and well aligned with the district’s original legacy of driving financial support 

for heritage and cultural preservation through development.  

 

This project can deliver many of the improvements discussed in the planning 

framework. Following over 50 years of attempts to plan for a sustainable 

Seaport and the fiscally disastrous effects of COVID on our cultural 

institutions, the time is now to realize these goals.  

 

It would be very unfortunate and a loss of the City of New York if the project 

at 250 Water Street simply results in an as-of-right development, without any 

of the proposed benefits to the surrounding historic district and community. 

 

Thank you 

 
 

 
 


