
 

 

• Application Number: N 210126 ZRM 
• Project: Governors Island Rezoning 
• Public Hearing Date: 02/03/2021 
• Borough: Manhattan 
• Community District: 1 
• In Favor (with recommendations) 
• Karen Imas, VP of Programs 
• Waterfront Alliance 

Governors Island is one of the pearls of New York Harbor, and its 
ongoing transformation into a public space has been critical for restoring 
New Yorkers’ connection with their waterfront. Thousands of people have 
visited the Island in recent years for a growing slate of public programs, 
arts and cultural festivals, and other events.  

The water’s edge of Governors Island represents untapped potential 
while at the same time remains a landscape where the power of climate 
risk is undeniable. Waterfront Alliance is in favor of today’s proposal. We 
believe that this vision, with certain additional recommendations and 
considerations, is critical to advance the mission of the Island to be an 
extraordinary public place; to support expanded, year-round public 
access; and to  create a path towards financial self-sufficiency.  

We firmly believe that year round access to Governors Island will be a 
benefit to all New Yorkers. Like any world class park or destination in 
new York City, it should be open 365 days/year. Covid-19 has shined a 
light on the need for more quality and affordable open space and 
Governors Island is a key part of that conversation  

I’d like to touch on a few categories that merit further examination. 

With respect to the resilience and adaptation strategies for the 
proposed climate center on the East Parcel:  

• With both Development Zones being located on the portion of the Island 
that was created with fill material, located within the 100-year floodplain, 
and facing sea level rise conditions of up to six feet by 2100, resiliency is 
a key consideration. In the Trust’s presentations, the Design Flood 
Elevation varies between 13’ and 15’ above the Base Flood Elevation 
across development zones. We would want to see elevation strategies 
up to 17’ and 18’. 
 

• Elevation strategies up to 17’ and 18’ are particularly important as 
dormitories are listed as a potential use. Introducing housing, even if 
temporary housing, into a complicated floodplain merits a more 
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conservative approach for the design flood elevation and additional 
structural and nature-based resiliency features, as well as a 
comprehensive strategy for preparedness. This strategy is ideally 
informed by more advanced modeling, in conjunction with WEDG 
strategies and Department of City Planning zoning requirements for the 
“base plane” used for the design flood elevation.  
 

• We believe a more thorough strategy should be presented on how the 
climate center and potential dormitories can survive future storms. What 
are the infrastructure investments required to meet the needs of 
emergency preparedness? For example, increased density of people on 
the island in the event of a major storm requires a hard look at 
infrastructure and amenities. This includes evacuation infrastructure that 
allows for large numbers of people to move off the island quickly with 
their personal belongings, utility protections, food and intra-land 
transportation.  
 

• Additionally, we encourage the Trust work with the Department of City 
Planning to adjust all planned development in compliance with Zoning for 
Coastal Flood Resiliency requirements. 
 

• We strongly encourage the project team to work with Waterfront Alliance 
through our Waterfront Edge Design Guidelines verification process to 
meet a commitment to resilience, public access and innovation at the 
water’s edge. Projects are encouraged to engage early in the process to 
inform designs. 
 

• In 2019, Manhattan Community Board 1 adopted a resolution 
encouraging all waterfront ULURP applicants to use WEDG—ensuring 
the that the highest possible standard for resilience, ecology, and access 
is met. 

With respect to the design for the perimeter around the South Island:  
 
• Currently, except for highly restricted access by advance request at Pier 

101, there are no opportunities for visitors to touch the water at any other 
point in Governors Island’s 2.2-mile shoreline.  
 

• We encourage breaking down barriers between water and land with 
ecological approaches. One way to do this is to explicitly recognize the 
potential to combine a water touch point or shoreline education station as 
a part of projects proposed for the development zone. Allow development 
zone proposals to include water-based components such as a get-down 
touch point and recognize the benefits of these water-based connections 
in evaluation of RFP proposals.  
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• We recommend revisiting the Waterfront Alliance’s Maritime Activation 
Plan for Governors Island for a complete list of recommended direct and 
enhanced water access opportunities including human powered boating, 
a marina and boat lift. 

 

• We anticipate the limits of the waterfront edge on Governors Island have 
been evaluated as part of this project, and if not we suggest an 
engineering evaluation of the possible varieties of edge design that will 
affect the attractiveness of this site to a research institution seeking to 
contribute to research in climate and waterfront edge design.  
 

• We encourage greater use of natural shorelines in the design (referring 
to Category 3 and Appendix B in the WEDG manual), alongside 
esplanades and elevating structures. These nature-based resiliency 
solutions may not only be more cost effective in the short- and long-term, 
but also demonstrate key aspects of resilient design the climate center 
seeks to advance, as well an enhanced public open space and 
opportunities for educational programming.  
 

• But we also acknowledge that the currents surrounding the island and its 
hard edge may eliminate, for example, the development of wetlands 
areas or other fragile green infrastructure.  
 

With respect to the operations and focus of the proposed climate 
center on the East Parcel:   

 
• We urge consideration of an RFEI before RFP. The academic higher 

education sector has changed substantially with Covid-19 and may 
continue to look different in the future with more remote learning 
opportunities. We believe more information should be gathered about 
viable interest from academic and research partners and how this might 
affect the scale of a proposed climate center and economic viability.  
 

• Additionally, we encourage the Trust to examine comparable existing 
Centers across the region such as the Science and Resilience Institute at 
Jamaica Bay (SRIJB) to understand where there may be opportunities for 
collaboration or gaps in climate research. We also encourage an 
evaluation of the challenges the SRIJB has faced as it is similar in nature 
and scope to the stated goals of this project.  

 

• Ultimately, the solicitation should seek to identify a strong anchor partner 
with credibility, financial stability and interdisciplinary expertise that would 
create a hub for a wide variety of coastal science disciplines.  
 

• Beyond the confines of Governors Island, the proposed climate center 
has the potential to create a new BlueTech ecosystem for New York City 
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by bringing parties together to encourage commercial innovation for 
technological research in the climate, ocean and maritime fields. 
BlueTech as an innovation cluster is growing in New England outpacing 
the New York metro area.  
 

• Partnerships with public schools and community-based workforce 
development programs, including those already on the island such as the 
Harbor School, are an important underpinning for the success of this 
project. Waterfront Alliance would be interested in playing a role in the 
future partnerships through offering our Estuary Explorers youth 
waterfront field labs.  
 

With respect to ferry capacity at Yankee Pier:  
 

• We are encouraged to see a focus on increasing passage and density to 
Yankee Pier, as recommended through Waterfront Alliance’s Maritime 
Activation Plan for Governors Island.  
 

• As the Island works towards full-year operation and build-out of the 
development zones, ferry service will need to be expanded and refined. 
We recommend a strong focus on this infrastructure component in the 
solicitation. RFP respondents should understand current ferry capacity 
and future possibilities. Investment in both dock infrastructure and 
passenger amenities at Yankee Pier would need capital investment.  
 

• Additionally, we strongly encourage greater integration of Governors 
Island into the NYC Ferry System so that access is truly accessible from 
Soundview to Staten Island.  
 

• We are pleased to see the inclusion of wave attenuation in the new pier 
design to offer more protection from wakes on the inland side of the 
rebuilt pier which will increase its utility.  
 

• A rebuilt pier might include additional ferry berths or may serve as a 
visiting ship dock for historic and cultural vessels adding to the education 
opportunities on the Island.  
 

With respect to the commercial ferry at Lima Pier:  
 
• We recommend reconstructing Lima Pier for use as designated “service 

entrance” to the Island, such as receiving trucks and freight, and 
discharging trash.  

• The Eastern Development Zone may benefit from proximity to freight 
services, as that might provide direct connections for deliveries and trash 
and eliminate the need for a middle carter. A shoreside strategy is 
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needed for the movement of those goods.  
 

• A marina or mooring field operation would be highly compatible alongside 
a pier for barges and freight, with both users having an innate 
understanding of on-water operations.  

Thank you for the opportunity to submit comments.  
 
About the Waterfront Alliance 
The Waterfront Alliance is the region’s preeminent organization working to 
revitalize, adapt, and effect resilience across its waterfronts. Through our 
Rise to Resilience coalition, we are advocating for urgent policy, 
governance, and financial changes to address our region’s climate risks at 
the local, state and federal level. Through our WEDG® (Waterfront Edge 
Design Guidelines) program, we are shifting the market towards more 
resilient, sustainable, and accessible waterfront development. The WEDG 
standard goes beyond existing code in New York City, or elsewhere in the 
Country, to encourage considerations of sea level rise, changing 
precipitation patterns, heat, and other climate risks into standard practice 
for real estate and design industries.   

 

 


