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New York City Commission on Government Efficiency (COGE) Hearing RE:
Streamlining Permitting

Submitted by Tyler Taba, Director of Policy and Government Affairs, Waterfront
Alliance

My name is Tyler Taba, and | am the director of policy and government affairs at the Waterfront
Alliance. Waterfront Alliance is the leader in public waterfront access, climate resilience,
waterfront revitalization, and economic vitality for the New York-New Jersey Harbor region.

As COGE is charged with reviewing the City Charter to identify ways to improve efficiency,
modernize city government, and ensure government keeps pace with New Yorkers' needs,
Waterfront Alliance strongly supports the recommendation in the COGE Preliminary
Report to streamline waterfront permitting by consolidating it within the NYC
Department of Buildings (DOB).

The Waterfront Alliance is committed to sustainability and to mitigating the effects of climate
change across the region’s hundreds of miles of waterfront. We convene the Rise to Resilience
Coalition of 100+ groups advocating for policy related to climate resilience, we bring
education focused on climate resilience to students in NYC Department of Education (DOE)
schools through our Estuary Explorers program, and we run the national WEDG® (Waterfront
Edge Design Guidelines) program for promoting innovation in climate design.

New York City’s waterfronts have been at the forefront of the city’s economic growth for
centuries. Over time, the control and management of the city’s waterfront permitting has
changed hands many times: from the Department of Docks (and its many iterations) in 1870, to
the Department of Ports and Terminals in 1977, and to an eventual home within the
Department of Small Business Services (SBS) in 1991. For many reasons, including a
decentralization of responsibilities across waterfront land, shifts in the heavy industrial maritime
uses along New York City’s waterfront, and consolidation of oversight, SBS became the home
for waterfront permitting. Today, as our waterfronts continue to evolve with maritime and
industrial uses, recreational boating and open space, climate resilience infrastructure, housing,
and public transportation, it is time for a new evolution of waterfront permitting.




‘ | ‘ ‘ WATERFRONT
ALLIANCE

R
R
o

The COGE Preliminary Report correctly describes that nearly all permits for the demolition or
construction of buildings are issued by the DOB, with the exception being certain waterfront
permits. In general, while DOB oversees the permitting of non-maritime waterfront structures
on private property, the SBS is responsible for permitting maritime structures and all structures
or buildings on City-owned land.

In 2009, Waterfront Alliance released the User’s Guide to Waterfront Permitting, which was
created to provide a comprehensive, yet clear reference for the regulatory programs that
influence the permitting of projects in wetlands and waterways on, or near, the New York and
New Jersey Harbor and Estuary. In the User’s Guide, from nearly 17 years ago, Waterfront
Alliance highlighted the opaque process of determining whether SBS or DOB has jurisdiction
over certain waterfront projects.

More recently, in 2024, Waterfront Alliance convened a Waterfront Permitting Symposium to
identify common issues in the permitting system for waterfront and coastal development
projects in NYC. A common theme from practitioners who attended the Symposium, and who
submitted anonymous survey responses, was that the SBS permitting process can be extremely
convoluted for every project. Challenges with the SBS permitting process range from technical
requirements, waiver availability, determination of the relevant code, level of discretion, and
production of information. There are two main challenges with SBS and its exercise of
discretion. First, the agency imposes requirements not rooted in statutory or regulatory
requirements, and second, that the requirements themselves may be unnecessary or outside
SBS's scope of authority. In several waterfront projects across the city, building-level technical
requirements are often inappropriately applied to waterfront structures, resulting in confusion
or additional time and cost for investigations.

As referenced in the COGE Preliminary Report, when a waterfront project requires approvals
administered by SBS, DOB plays a critical role in supporting the review, utilizing its technical
expertise to handle the construction-related issues which are routinely evaluated by DOB on
projects throughout the City. However, the Charter dictates that SBS must issue the permit,
which increases complexity and requires close coordination between agencies before
decisions can be issued.

The inapplicability of the Building Code means that projects on public waterfront lots are
currently reviewed by SBS, despite SBS’s usual application of the DOB Building Code in its
review. The review of construction-level designs for waterfront structures should properly
belong with the DOB, and that the DOB’s Waterfront Code initiative presents an opportunity to
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effect this important change. For these reasons, Waterfront Alliance supports efforts to
shift waterfront permits from SBS to DOB.

As our understanding of the science of environmental protection has increased, so has the
complexity of environmental laws and regulations which have been created and amended over
time without sufficient analysis of the overall regulatory system. As the region’s leader in
advocacy for climate resilience, public waterfront access, and a sustainable maritime industry,
Waterfront Alliance strongly supports a more robust, efficient, and modern permitting process.

To that end, shifting waterfront permitting from SBS to DOB is a strong start, but streamlining
waterfront permitting requires more than just organizational change. Consolidating waterfront
permitting within DOB should be accompanied by planning and investment (i.e., additional
staff, staff training, and efficient tools and processes for permit tracking) to ensure streamlining.
Permit review timelines should be set, enforced, and the new DOB waterfront permitting
division must be staffed to handle the volume.

Thank you to Mayor Mamdani for convening the Commission on Government Efficiency
(COGE), and to the members of the Commission for preparing the Preliminary Report and the
opportunity to provide testimony. We thank the Commission for recognizing the importance of
New York City's 520 linear miles of shoreline in the efforts to “Modernize Outdated Systems
and Requirements to Bolster Innovation” in Chapter 3 of the Preliminary Report. While it begins
with streamlining, Waterfront Alliance strongly believes this is an opportunity to re-focus
attention back to the waterfront and how it is built, managed, and operated.
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