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DEFENDERS ¢/#¢ HISTORIC

UPPER EAST SIDE

LENOX HILL STATION, PO BOX 768, NEW YORK, NY 10021
Phone: 212 561 0589 Fax: 212 591 6727

January 24, 2012

The Hon. Robert B. Tierney, Chair
Landmarks Preservation Commission
1 Centre Street

New York, NY 10007

Re: City and Suburban Homes Company, First Avenue Estate
Hardship Application

Good afternoon Chairman Tierney and Commissioners,
"~ My name is Teri Slater, Co-Chair of the Defenders of the Historic Upper East Side.

1 was a member of the Board of the Coalition To Save City and Suburban, York Avenue Estate for ten
years. The battle to save these incredibly important buildings was gut wrenching and hard fought and
at times, an emotional roller coaster. I organized a tour at the time which took participants to the
Lower East Side Tenement Museum where they experienced conditions in a typical Old Law
Tenement, and then to the City and Suburban, York Avenue Estate, the inspired Model Tenement
complex. During the trip to City and Suburban, Congressman Bill Green was asked to give a talk on
the history of housing in the United States. It was quite a day especially when one had the pleasure of
witnessing how visibly moved everyone on the tour was when they visited the occupied apartments
and saw how handsome, bright and incredibly functional these buildings were then and of course, still
are today. ’

What is happening currently at the City and Suburban Company’s First Avenue Estate is a mirror
image of what transpired during the York Avenue Estate battle. There may have been two different
owners, but the tactics were nearly identical. Destruction of historic fabric,the warehousing of
apartments, the hoped-for demolition by neglect, harassment of tenants which all add up to a self-
created hardship of the grossest proportions. Shockingly, the Stahl Company had taken the
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outrageous step of damaging and defacing two buildings in this complex in an unsuccessful effort to
prevent their re-Landmarking by the Commission. Covering these important buildings with stucco in
the vilest shade of pink and installing cheap new windows not only defaces the landmark but the
surrounding neighborhood in its entirety.

To file a hardship application under these circumstances is to make a mockery of the Landmarks Law
which includes this provision for deserving applicants. In addition, it should be impossible to obtain’
an alteration permit and act on it in a case like this. There is a loophole here that must be closed
without delay and the Landmarks Commission should lead the charge to close it.

. Wé strongly recommend that the commissioners take the opportunity, if they have not already, to visit
City and Suburban Company’s First Avenue Estate buildings to witness firsthand how the Stahl
Company has wantonly damaged one of the City’s most important cultural, historic and architectural
landmarks.

Defenders stronézl’lfes the Commission to deny the Stahl Company’s Hardship Application. There
are owners of landmark buildings who may deserve hardship consideration. This owner is not one of
them.

Yours truly,

—tz= N (&/WM

Teri Slater, Co Chair
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Testimony before the New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission
City and Suburban Homes, 429 East 64t Street aka 430 East 65 Street
January 24,2012

The application is to demolish two 6-story buildings built as part of the model tenement complex
City and Suburban Homes First Avenue Estates. The application is pursuant to RCNY 25-309 on
the grounds that they generate insufficient economic return.

CIVITAS has reviewed the hardship claim filed by the property owner for First Avenue Estates and
is opposed to the application to demolish any buildings within the First Avenue Estates complex.

The First Avenue Estates complex was designated a New York City landmark in 1990, de-
designated and then re-designated in 2006 in recognition of its planning and contribution to the
cultural history and development of New York City. The Landmarks Preservation Commission
designation report for the site states that the First Avenue project can been seen as “an important
achievement in the social housing movement.” The full-block complex was designed and
designated as a unit. CIVITAS feels strongly that it would be a major loss to our Upper East Side
community for any buildings within this Progressive Era landmark to be demolished. It is critical
that all buildings within the First Avenue Estates complex be properly maintained and remain
intact as part of our neighborhood’s history of model-tenement innovation and development.

Since the process began to re-designate the buildings in 2006, the applicant has been a poor
steward of this important complex in our neighborhood. The applicant stripped the original
architectural details from two of the structures in 2006, a slap in the face to the landmarks law.
Now the applicant has presented illogical numbers to uphold a claim of economic hardship. It
appears that the applicant has created his own economic hardship by a) warehousing many vacant
apartments and not making them available to generate income and b} basing his hardship
calculations on unrealistically low rental rates. The numbers for the latter are significantly below
the market rates of other comparable apartments in our neighborhood.

We encourage the NYC Landmarks Preservation Commission to uphold the landmarks law and
deny the property owner’s hardship claim.
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TESTIMONY FOR CITY AND SUBURBAN HOMES COMPANY,
FIRST AVENUE ESTATE

The two six story apartment buildings designed by Philip H. Ohm and built as part of the
model tenement complex, City and Suburban Homes First Avenue Estates, in 1914-1915
is an historic treasure that merits continued protection.

This wonderful complex, with its significant architectural and cultural standing, is a link
to our past and a functionary in the present. Each apartment is someone’s home.

The light and air provided by its unique design gives each occupant high ceilings, tall
windows and a delightful courtyard.

The United States is a very young country, and these buildings and others like them,
are our “coliseum.” We don’t have buildings that are 2000 years old, but we have
to think of our historic buildings in this light and treat them with the same reverence
and take their preservation as seriously as we would the Coliseum.

The owners are claiming economic hardship as a reason to demolish these buildings.
However, they have not made their case.

They have been warehousing apartments in these buildings for many years, and by
not having full occupancy, have created the situation they are in.

They have significantly overestimated apartment renovation costs and then offer the
argument that renovation costs make renovation unfeasible.

Other neighborhood organizations have worked the numbers to show that this is true.

They have claimed that they are not able to charge enough rent to counter their
expenditures, but a simple perusal of the New York Times real estate section or
a search on streeteasy.com shows this to be patently false.

This is about Mr. Stahl wanting penthouses and river views and the purchase
prices that that kind of property yields, but Mr. Stahl will just have to look

for that somewhere else. Not only, shouldn’t he build that on this site, but he
probably couldn’t build that on this site. His renderings of such a building

are so out of keeping with the architecture in the neighborhood and on the block,
that it could never be approved.



We support the Stahl York Avenue Company’s need to make a profit, but we
don’t support their need to make a windfall profit by tearing into the nation’s
historical fabric, breaching the Landmarks Preservation Commissions trust,
disrupting the community and its residents and destroying property in a vengeful,
cavalier manner.

In fact, Mr. Stahl should be make to restore the exterior of these buildings to their
original state and right the wrong committed by his own hand as he systematically
destroyed their facades.

Please deny the application to tear down these buildings.

Thank you.

Sincerely,

Michele Birnbaum
President
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Andrew Scott Dolkart
116 Pinehurst Avenue
New York, New York 10033
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Email: asd3@columbia.edu

Testimony Regarding the Hardship Application for 429 East 64" Street and 430 East 65" Street:
City and Suburban Homes Company, First Avenue Estate

January 24, 2012

My name is Andrew Dolkart. I am an architectural historian, the James Marston Fitch Associate
Professor of Historic Preservation and Director of the Historic Preservation Program at the
Columbia University School of Architecture, Planning and Preservation. I have been intimately
involved with City and Suburban Homes since the late 1980s, when the First Avenue and York
Avenue Estates first became a preservation issue. As part of this initial preservation issue, a
undertook research on City and Suburban and, with an oral historian colleague, wrote 4 Dream
Fulfilled, a book detailing with the history of the City and Suburban organization. Since then, I
have done extensive research on progressive housing in general, teach about model tenements in
my New York City architecture courses, and have led a preservation studio on the issue of
preserving progressive housing.

The cultural and historical significance of City and Suburban’s First Avenue Estate, in its
entirety, is now a given, supported by landmark designation and court cases. The issue before
you today is hardship. A key issue in a hardship application is the owner’s ability to make a six
percent return. The owner’s claims that the maximum rentals that he could get from rehabilitated
apartments in these two York Avenue buildings would be under $700, due to size and location is
a neighborhood that is inconvenient and not in demand is patently absurd. These two City and
Suburban buildings are located in a prime area with a mix of housing ranging from speculative
tenements, to model tenements, to middle-class housing, to luxury buildings. The apartments sit
amidst one of America’s leading medical and educational agglomerations, and is only a few
blocks to the north of the luxurious Sutton Place enclave. This is a place New Yorkers love to
live.

But what about comparable rentals? What are similar apartments in similar buildings in the
neighborhood renting for. To make this comparison, we are lucky, because a half mile north of
the First Avenue Estate buildings is City and Suburban’s other full-block complex of model
tenements, the York Avenue Estate. This was an endangered property, where an owner also
claimed that buildings needed to be demolished because they were deteriorated and could not
generate adequate profit. Yet look at this rental property today. Under a new owner with pride
in the buildings, these have become well-rented and popular places to live and rents are at market
level. Buildings in the York Avenue Estate were erected at the same time as those in the First
Avenue Estate and Philip Ohm, architect of the East 64" and 65* Street buildings, that are the



subject of today’s hearing, designed eight buildings on 78" and 79" Streets, including several
with a courtyard arrangement similar to that for the buildings at 64™ and 65" Streets. Just by
examining the owner’s website where rentals are advertised, it is clear that these are
economically viable units. As each older unit is vacated, it is rehabilitated with new kitchen and
bathroom. Rents for studios are about $1600, while one-bedrooms are going for about $1900.
This is far more than the possible rents that have been claimed for East 64™ and 65™ Streets, yet
the buildings of the York Avenue Estate are even farther east and north.

Similarly other model tenement complexes are doing very well despite their small apartments, At
City and Suburban’s Jones Apartments on East 73" Street between First and York Avenues, a
studio rented last week for $1600 and one-bedrooms in 2011 were going for up to $1750. The
East River or Cherokee Apartments, with very small units on East 77" and 78" Streets have coop
and rental units. The studio and one-bedroom coop have been selling for approximately
$300,000, while rentals for one bedrooms are at a rate of about $2200 per month and a two-
bedroom rented last year for $3200. The Emerson, on the really out-o- the-way location of
Eleventh Avenue and West 53" Street was an abandoned building a decade ago, but was
rehabilitated, using historic preservation tax credits, and is now low- and moderate-income
housing, with combined apartments. And the oldest model tenements in the city, the Home and
Tower buildings in Cobble Hill, remain popular, with the owner considering a coop conversion.

Certainly, the small model tenement apartments are not for everyone, but for New York’s large
number of single people and childless couples the are still excellent, sought after housing, just as
their builders hoped they would be.
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City and Suburban Homes, First Avenue Estate

429 East 64" Street plan
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City and Suburban Homes, York Avenue Estate
1470-1492 York Avenue Harde & Short, 1902-03

YoRD

AL

it sl onwr il ’ : 4z v City and Suburban Homes, York

? e 7 : - Avenue Estate

511-515 East 78" Street, Philip Ohm,
1907

Note similar size and scale to 429 East 64" Street and 430 East 65™ Street
Rehabilitated studios renting for about $1600 and one-bedrooms for about $1900



East River Houses
East 77" and 78" Streets at Cherokee Place
Henry Atterbury Smith, 1909-11

Today, this four-building complex is a cooperative with rental units. Street East reports sales of
one bedrooms in 2011 of $328,500 and $366,666. Rentals for one-bedroom units average just
under $2000; with a tywo bedroom renting for $3200.
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The Emerson
Eleventh Avenue and 53" Street
Grosvenor Atterbury, 1915

An abandoned model tenement, rehabilitated into low- and moderate-income housing, with

combined units.
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