
Introduction
With Mayor de Blasio’s election, the crisis in housing af-

fordability and homelessness has moved front and center into the 
spotlight. The severe lack of affordable housing throughout the city 
was a continual refrain in his “tale of two cities” campaign. Since 
taking office, his intentions have been expressed with admirable 
clarity in the recently released "Housing New York: A Five-Bor-
ough, Ten-Year Plan."

The purpose of this Issue Brief is to seize the historic opportunity 
provided by the change of mayors and to suggest how the de Blasio 
administration might learn from the on-the-ground effects of his 
predecessor’s housing policies. Case in point: the effects of the 2005 
Greenpoint-Williamsburg Waterfront Rezoning — in particular 
its Inclusionary Housing Program — and what its lessons are for 
creating truly affordable housing for poor and working-class New 
Yorkers. 

The rezoning, which transformed the entire North Brooklyn 
waterfront from industrial to residential and mixed use, exemplifies 
the Bloomberg approach to producing affordable housing through 
a combination of land use policy and private developer subsidies. 
It was intended, at least nominally, to balance development with 
the needs of the mixed ethnic, working class, and immigrant 
communities of Greenpoint and Williamsburg. While the rezoning 
has undoubtedly brought a new kind of vitality to many parts 
of the neighborhood in which industry once thrived, it has also 
tilted heavily against poor and working class residents, providing 
a cautionary tale against what urban planner Tom Angotti calls 
“zoning without planning.”

The Rezoning 
Well before the actual rezoning of the North Brooklyn 

waterfront, residents of Williamsburg and Greenpoint had developed 
their own comprehensive, community-based plans for revitalizing 
their neighborhoods. Having long suffered from a concentration 
of waste-related and toxic industries along their shoreline, in the 

1980s Williamsburg and Greenpoint residents began to organize 
against environmental injustice; by 1989, these efforts gave rise to 
the creation of a positive vision for their waterfront communities. 
Over the next 12 years, residents met, argued, and deliberated with 
each other in formulating a plan for the future of Greenpoint and 
Williamsburg. The result was the Greenpoint and Williamsburg 
197a Plans, two of several community-based plans established by 
the Charter of the City of New York and based on the collabora-
tion of community groups, the community board, city agencies, 
and public officials. These plans called for the elimination of waste 
facilities; public access to the waterfront; the preservation of light 
manufacturing; and the creation of low-rise housing affordable 
to the majority of residents in these working class and immigrant 
neighborhoods. Both plans were endorsed by the local community 
board and approved by the city council in 2001.

Rather than implement these plans, however, in 2003 Mayor 
Bloomberg’s Department of City Planning proposed to simply 
rezone the entire North Brooklyn waterfront, leaving its future 
in the hands of private developers. Initially, the rezoning proposal 
lacked any provisions to create or preserve affordable housing, to 
retain industrial employment, or to address the residential displace-
ment that would result from the decision. In reaction, a coalition of 
tenant organizers and affordable housing activists from Greenpoint 
and Williamsburg formed the North Brooklyn Alliance. The 
Alliance demanded that guaranteed affordable housing be included 
in the agreement, asking that at least 40 percent of all new units 
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produced in the rezoned areas be affordable to local residents. 
Ultimately, the Department of City Planning agreed to 

a “voluntary” inclusionary housing program, meaning that 
developers could obtain tax abatements and density bonuses in 
exchange for ensuring that 20 percent of new and/or preserved 
units be “affordable” to low- and moderate-income tenants. The 
rezoning decision also included several “points of agreement” 
between the Mayor’s Office and the City Council, which 
included an industrial preservation fund, a $2 million Tenant 
Legal Fund, the creation of a designated anti-harassment zone 
modeled after the Clinton Special District, and a commitment 
to create an estimated 1,345 units of affordable housing on 
city-owned land. Indeed, the strictly voluntary nature of the 
rezoning’s inclusionary housing program meant that the only 
sites on which guaranteed affordable housing could emerge were 
from the handful of city-owned parcels of rezoned land. Never-
theless, the “points of agreement” asserted that the waterfront, 
upland, and city-owned sites would yield 3,548 units of 
affordable housing, or 33% of the total number of anticipated 
residential units produced through the rezoning. Though the 
local community board ultimately voted against the rezoning 
proposal, the Greenpoint-Williamsburg Waterfront Rezoning 
was formally approved by the city council in 2005.

What Affordable Housing Has Been Built?
Nearly ten years have now passed and it is fair to conclude 

that the historic rezoning compromise of the Greenpoint-Wil-
liamsburg inclusionary housing program has failed to meet the 
needs of low-income and working class residents. The projected 
affordable housing has been painfully slow to materialize — un-
surprisingly, given the voluntary nature of the program and the 
post-2008 Great Recession. Moreover, many of the “affordable” 
units created have been largely beyond the financial reach of very 
low-income local residents. And to the extent that the rezoning 
has generated residential development, the vast majority of 
new units produced thus far have been in the inland areas of 
Greenpoint and Williamsburg outside the rezoned waterfront, 
where developers could benefit from tax abatements without 
having to provide any affordable housing in exchange. This 
new luxury housing has placed upward pressure on rent levels 
throughout the neighborhood.

According to a 2013 report by the Association of Housing 
and Neighborhood Development, within the Inclusive Housing 
“designated area”, only 949 (13%) of 7,218 total units produced 
were part of the Inclusionary Housing Program. Even of these 
inclusionary units, over 30 percent are not newly created but 
are rather existing, below-market rent units “preserved” through 

refinancing or substantial rehabilitation, meaning no net 
increase in the supply of lower-income housing. Meanwhile, 
on the city-owned parcels of land — where 1,345 units of new 
affordable housing were anticipated — only 14 below-market 
condominium units and two affordable rental units have been 
completed to date. Though the Greenpoint-Williamsburg In-
clusionary Housing Program was actually more successful than 
many other such programs in the city, it has fallen far short of 
the needs of residents already or about to be displaced.

Indeed, the results of the tenant services work carried out 
as part of the $2 million Tenant Legal Fund illustrate the sheer 
magnitude of the local demand for affordable housing. From 
February 2008 to February 2010, community organizers in 
Greenpoint and Williamsburg received nearly 1,500 office visits 
from local residents in search of affordable housing opportuni-
ties and nearly 3,500 office visits or phone calls from residents in 
need of assistance in filling out forms or applications pertaining 
to affordable housing, including Section 8 Housing Choice 
Vouchers, NYCHA Project Housing, rent increase exemption 
programs, and affordable housing lotteries. More recently, in 
August 2014 a 105-unit affordable housing project in Greenpoint 
received a staggering 58,832 applicants for its lottery. 

Finally, in a neighborhood where nearly 43 percent of 
residents receive some form of income support (cash assistance, 
Supplemental Social Security, or Medicaid), many of the 
relatively few new affordable units produced are simply too 
expensive. One reason is the calculation of housing afford-
ability — the so-called area median income level — includes 
wealthier areas of the city and also wealthier suburban counties 
like Westchester and Putnam. In Greenpoint and Williamsburg, 
the actual area media income is approximately 60 percent of the 
citywide figure. For very low-income residents of Williamsburg 
and Greenpoint — the working poor, those on public assistance, 
and seniors living on fixed incomes — the so-called “affordable” 
units have been anything but.

 
Intensified Residential Displacement

More worrisome for long-time working class and immigrant 
tenants of North Brooklyn is the continuing displacement 
pressure created by the speculative fervor following the rezoning. 
From 2002 to 2011, median market-rate rents in Greenpoint and 
Williamsburg increased by 82 percent, higher than in Brooklyn 
as a whole (50 percent) and even Manhattan (76 percent). 
Moreover, as local tenant organizers have noted, rising rents have 
prodded unscrupulous landlords of rent-stabilized apartments 
to evict tenants by any means possible. Some landlord tactics 
include illegally overcharging their tenants; denying building 
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and apartment services; verbally and sometimes physically 
harassing tenants; initiating baseless eviction proceedings; and 
even destroying their own properties to prompt vacate orders. 
Immigrant, elderly, and minority low-income tenants have 
been at greatest risk of displacement. Since 2005, the Hispanic 
population in Greenpoint and Williamsburg has decreased by 22 
percent, the white population has increased by 36 percent, the 
total foreign-born population has decreased by over 10 percent, 
and median rent burdens (the percentage of income spent on 
rent) for low-income tenants have increased from 38.7 percent 
to 46.5 percent — far greater than the 30 percent level above 
which housing is considered “unaffordable.”

Anti-displacement provisions were added to the rezoning 
agreement at the eleventh hour — and lamentably, they have 
proven to be too little, too late. The city did provide a $2 million 
Tenant Legal Fund to “mitigate” the anticipated residential dis-
placement effects of the rezoning. However, the fund did not 
become available to community organizers until nearly three 
years after the rezoning, and then only for two years. According 
to tenant organizers, however, the need for tenant services 
funding emerged well before the rezoning (when, in anticipa-
tion of the rezoning, landlord harassment began to intensify) 
and has continued even today, well after the two-year funding 
period expired. 

Moreover, the creation of an anti-harassment area, (the 
“immediate impact area” of the rezoning) was laudable in 
theory but too limited geographically and difficult to put into 
practice. Landlord harassment of tenants has extended well 
beyond the boundaries of the anti-harassment zone and into 
the upland areas of Greenpoint and Williamsburg. What is 
more, enforcement of the anti-harassment provision has been 
complicated by its interagency nature, requiring timely commu-
nication between the Department of Housing Preservation and 
Development (which issues “certificates of no harassment”) and 
the Department of Buildings (which issues new certificates of 
occupancy). 

More recently, residents of Greenpoint and Williamsburg 
have been afflicted with a new development that damages the 
local quality of life, jeopardizes public safety, and threatens 
the existing affordable housing stock: the proliferation of 
unregulated short-term rentals through Internet platforms like 
Airbnb. A recent study by the Office of New York State Attorney 
General Eric Schneiderman found that, citywide, approximately 
72 percent of units used as private short-term rentals on Airbnb 
have been illegal, in violation of the New York State Multiple 
Dwelling Law and the New York City Administrative Code. 
Further, almost 2,000 units were booked as short-term rentals 

for more than half of the year — rendering them effectively 
unavailable for long-term residents. Airbnb’s impact has been 
particularly noticeable in Greenpoint and Williamsburg, home 
to the largest concentration of private short-term rentals in 
Brooklyn. Local “hosts” have benefited greatly from the business 
model, accounting for 40 percent of Airbnb’s revenue generated 
in Brooklyn and 10 percent of its revenue generated citywide. 
But that benefit comes at the expense of low-income tenants at 
risk of displacement and people searching for affordable housing.

What Is to Be Done? 
What lessons can be learned from the 2005 Greenpoint-

Williamsburg Waterfront Rezoning? How might the new mayor 
redress the destabilizing effects of the Bloomberg-era’s real 
estate-led model of development? The following proposals aim 
to produce truly affordable housing and, more importantly, to 
preserve existing affordable housing and protect tenants: 

Fulfill City commitments to build affordable housing on 
public sites. As noted above, the City committed to providing 
3,145 of affordable housing on city-owned parcels of land, of 
which only 16 units have been produced to date. Meanwhile, 
local nonprofit housing developers have already submitted 
proposals for developing such sites. It is within the City’s power 
to help alleviate local affordable housing needs by prioritizing 
the redevelopment of its own parcels of land.

Protect public housing. The New York City Housing 
Authority serves more than 400,000 residents — and there are 
nearly 250,000 families on its waiting list. NYCHA housing 
has maintained the city’s racial and income diversity, and in 
North Brooklyn it is the sole reason for the continued presence 
of low-income African American residents. Even mandatory 
inclusionary zoning would produce far fewer (and far less 
affordable) units of below- market rent housing than necessary. 
We urge Mayor de Blasio to adopt all necessary measures to 
strengthen and preserve public housing. 

Uphold and strengthen rent regulation. Across the city, 
rents are rising relentlessly while real wages stagnate. That argues 
for strengthening rent regulation. We advocate re-evaluation of 
vacancy decontrol, an objective conspicuously missing from the 
de Blasio housing plan. It is also vital to enforce state and local 
laws against illegal short-term rentals, which (through platforms 
such as Airbnb) pose a serious threat to the existing affordable 
housing stock. In the longer term, the current administration’s 
call for restoring “home rule” to New York City — which would 
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allow the city to determine its own housing regulations — remains 
a worthy goal.

Institute a tenant right to counsel. Perhaps the most 
important aspect of the post-rezoning Tenant Legal Fund in 2005 
was the free legal assistance it afforded low-income tenants facing 
eviction proceedings. Landlords have used the Housing Court, 
or its threat, to forcibly remove tenants or intimidate them into 
leaving. Many of these tenants are working poor or seniors who 
do not qualify for free legal services but cannot afford to pay for 
representation in Housing Court. A tenant right to counsel would 
even the playing field in Housing Court and dissuade landlords 
from bringing frivolous suits against law-abiding tenants.

Expand the anti-harassment zone to the entire community 
district (and even the entire city) and create a special office of 
enforcement within the Mayor’s Office. As explained above, the 
North Brooklyn anti-harassment zone has proven largely ineffective 
in preventing landlord harassment of tenants. The zone should be 
extended to the entire community district, to prevent illegal landlord 
actions to “empty” their buildings of rent-stabilized tenants prior to 
selling or redeveloping the buildings. The Mayor’s office could cut 
through the bureaucratic red tape that that impedes enforcement of 
anti-harassment provisions.

Rely on community-based planning instead of zoning. 
The 1989 revision to the New York City Charter, recognizing the 
community planning process and formalizing its results in the 
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197a plans, was an historic moment in community empowerment 
in the city. Greenpoint and Williamsburg were among the first 
neighborhoods to complete comprehensive community-based 
plans. Though these plans were largely ignored by the city in its 
decision to rezone the waterfront, they did serve as a mechanism for 
mobilizing the community and prioritizing its needs. In the absence 
of the 197a plans, it is unlikely that the residents of Greenpoint and 
Williamsburg would have been able to push back against the city’s 
initial rezoning proposal, which omitted the inclusionary housing 
program, the industrial preservation fund, the tenant legal fund, and 
the tenant anti-harassment zone. The new administration should 
acknowledge the importance of the community planning process by 
accepting 197a plans as the starting point for city planning policy, 
not as a mere afterthought.

Bill de Blasio won a mandate for advancing more progressive 
social and economic policies. None are more important than policies 
to create and preserve low-income housing. In Greenpoint and 
Williamsburg, the pro-market housing policies of the Bloomberg 
years have produced luxury residential towers on the waterfront. 
What they have also produced is more residential displacement and 
landlord harassment of tenants. What they have not produced is 
truly affordable housing and protection for long-time residents in 
need. The de Blasio administration has the power to do just that. 
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