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Abstract 

Julian L. Ferraldo, “Zoning For Exchange: Creative-Industrial Incubators In North Brooklyn 
And The Formalization Of Innovation.” Advisor: Dr. Elliott Sclar 

  
Despite its stated purpose, land use zoning has struggled to respond and proactively shape the 
dynamic processes that create vibrant and diverse urban spaces. Emerging from nuisance 
protection and deliberation, land use zoning has historically aimed to create a more efficient 
regulatory framework. In removing the conflict between noxious industrial uses and residential 
development, it reduced the threat to economic growth and improved overall public welfare. 
However, with recent improvements in industrial environmental regulations, and a shift in 
manufacturing processes, the industrial-residential conflict needs to be re-evaluated. 
  
The North Brooklyn creative-industrial sector is a vibrant and essential part of New York City’s 
economy, building cultural capital through agglomeration and exchange. However, it requires 
particular spatial organization and social interactions to thrive. A broad perspective on these 
issues is gained though interviews with city planners, manufacturing policy analysts, industrial 
real estate developers, and small-scale manufacturers. A close look at the land use changes that 
followed the 2005 Williamsburg-Greenpoint rezoning as a Special Mixed Use District shows the 
weaknesses of zoning as a mixed-use facilitator. If city planners intend to address the 
contemporary conflicts between residential, manufacturing, and other commercial land uses 
without hindering the positive exchanges that arise from their interactions, regulatory and 
support mechanisms outside of the current zoning framework need to be applied. Planners need 
to remove restrictions on interactions, while strengthening the networks where they occur. They 
need to level the playing field through financial incentives, institutional support, and 
infrastructure development. Most importantly, planners need to actively promote an increase in 
the types of spaces, primarily multi-story loft buildings, where these interactions thrive. 
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Part 1:  Introduction 
 

Zoning is adaptive constraint. It attempts to simplify, categorize and ultimately codify 

what has already occurred and what is yet to take place. It is the result of a small group of people 

trying to making sense of a prohibitively complex, and constantly evolving process. However, it 

often fails at focusing on its core mandate: to protect the health, safety and welfare of the public. 

As a static tool, it tends to freeze in time an idealistic picture of what makes a city healthy, safe, 

and prosperous. But healthy cities are dynamic, and thus the zoning process is never fully 

complete. Zoning that quickly adapts can more efficiently constrain. Yet an overly adaptive 

zoning code begins to unravel the certainties that give it much of its power and legitimacy—

namely serving the interests of existing users by protecting property values and preserving 

community character. This power to preserve could be desirable to an extent, if it actually 

achieved these goals at minimal cost. But it is often done at the expense of future users and those 

left out of the planning process.  

The constant push and pull of varying scales gives planning for zoning an added 

dimension of confusion. What is best for one resident is not necessarily best for the entire block, 

the neighborhood, the city, or the region as a whole. All the while, planners continue to use 

zoning to negotiate these competing interests, hold a balance between adaptive dynamism and 

constrained stability, and still give off an air of objective rationality. Comprehensive zoning by 

its very definition is an attempt to understand a city’s form. But as one looks at most zoning 

codes, and New York City’s in particular, its fundamental flaw becomes apparent: zoning does 

not accurately describe what the city is, nor what the city wants to be. 

            No city in the United States is as complex as New York. In 1993, a group of experts 

organized a conference on zoning, hoping to start a serious conversation toward revamping a 30-

year-old zoning ordinance that had long shown signs of age. It had grown to almost 1,000 pages, 

with amendments far eclipsing the original text. Now at 50 years old the zoning code is around 

3,500 pages, and no less daunting. Like a broken record, civic and business leaders, academics, 

and concerned citizens are getting together once again to try to make sense of the current state of 

zoning.  
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Within this multifaceted debate, I would like to situate myself on the messiest fringes of 

the current zoning orthodoxy. The goal is to find the most extreme of non-conforming uses: areas 

that developed long before Euclidian zoning began its assault on messiness and diversity; areas 

that survived a hundred years, whether through their inherent strength, political will, or plain 

stubbornness; areas that are only recently being recognized as “special districts”, valuable in 

their uniqueness and character. I am not interested in a lone house standing next to a smokestack, 

but I do think it is useful to pick out places that are dynamic, valuable, and loved, in spite of 

zoning. Perhaps a closer look at these areas can shed some light on where and how zoning has 

failed, and how to create a new zoning framework for the future. 

  I will analyze the effectiveness of zoning as a control mechanism within the context of 

New York City’s zoning-focused planning framework, taking a particularly close look at the 

North Brooklyn creative-industrial corridor. A brief tour through the changes in zoning theory 

and application will help frame the narrative, from its roots in nuisance law and conflict 

resolution, to the high-modernist ideology that led to the ambitiously comprehensive yet overly 

simplistic 1961 code. I will then assess the increasingly fragmented and permissive nature of 

zoning today. 

One of the more recent zoning adaptations in New York City is the “Special Mixed Use 

District”. It is a streamlined version of previous mixed use districts that began sprouting up in the 

mid-1970s in response to the inadequacies of strict use separation. In allowing manufacturing 

and residential use in close proximity, this tool provides a particularly illustrative lens through 

which to observe the tensions and complexities of the current land use regime. The updated 

Special Mixed Use District was recently applied to sections of North Brooklyn, home to a 

historically vibrant mix of residences, small and large scale industrial facilities, and other 

commercial uses. This mix has even occurred on the building scale. Interestingly, since the more 

permissive zoning districts have been implemented, this balanced mix has shifted towards a more 

homogenous residential makeup.  

The rapidly changing nature of North Brooklyn highlights a paradox—one that is 

inherent in promoting dynamic exchange exclusively through a static tool designed for 

separation and exclusion. At its core, the Special Mixed Use District aims to legitimize a unique 

and valuable phenomenon that is at odds with the traditional goals of zoning. The city recognizes 

that as the ever-changing industrial landscape becomes less noxious, a dynamic—and at times 
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messy—mix of uses is creating rather than destroying value. In 21st century manufacturing, the 

smokestack paradigm is moot. Consequentially, some of the walls the 1961 code erected 

between manufacturing and all other uses are beginning to come down. In fact as technology and 

consumer desires change, the mass-production paradigm may be waning as well. The 

combination of factors opens the door for highly skilled, customizable processes that thrive in 

dense urban environments. Unfortunately, the underlying zoning code is holding planners back 

from actively responding to changing land use pressures.  

 Zoning has been constantly playing catch-up since its inception. As the creative-industrial 

core moved from SoHo east, various reactionary mechanisms were implemented with limited 

success. A special district allowing only artists to live in a manufacturing zone has proved unable 

to stem SoHo’s transition to a high-end shopping district. Attempts to preserve manufacturing in 

North Brooklyn prior to 2005 left vast stretches of underutilized land, and cut off access to the 

waterfront. Unable to predict, and in many cases control, the intricacies of urban transformations, 

current zoning has become increasingly irrelevant to the ecology and value of these dynamic 

areas. Still, people from all political and social spheres recognize something special about these 

areas, even if they disagree about exactly what that is. The intense fight over its changing 

characteristics illustrates this. 

 Competing claims on these districts—and the resulting land price speculation that 

epitomizes the gentrification process—has become the new conflict in the manufacturing-

residential paradigm, replacing the 19th century schism between noxious manufacturing and 

residential tranquility. The fight for space is even more acute at the building scale, especially 

within the loft buildings that have been at the center of this creative-industrial nucleus since the 

1960s. The reasons are similar: loft buildings represent exchange on a building scale, providing 

value not only through their aesthetic qualities and sturdy construction but also in their ability to 

constantly adapt. Loft buildings can quickly provide a clean slate for the new while retaining 

elements of the old. They can house various uses, and at different stages of development, literally 

on top of each other.  

 Zoning could potentially be used to facilitate exchange at the building scale. The practice 

of inclusionary housing bonuses could be adapted to create inclusionary manufacturing bonuses. 

The types of uses and their location within individual buildings are explicitly laid out in the 

Special Mixed Use District text in an attempt to administer a particular type of exchange. Zoning 
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could continue to focus as it fragments. However, it will always struggle to be dynamic, 

rendering it increasingly irrelevant as it is asked to do more at smaller scales.  

 If zoning is losing its grasp on the urban environment, what tools should be used in its 

place? If city planners are relinquishing their authority in the conflicts between residential and 

industrial uses—as appears to be the case in the implementation and administration of the 

Special Mixed Use Districts—how can they actively promote the type of manufacturing base that 

is vital to the city’s economy? Implemented around the same time as the Mixed Use districts, 

Industrial Business Zones (IBZs) attempt to preserve manufacturing districts in select locations 

throughout the city. As my research supports, they have proved successful in preserving 

manufacturing in these areas, and can promote interaction with other uses at their fringes. Their 

strength is three-fold: they provide an explicit guarantee on behalf of city planners to preserve 

manufacturing at a time when zoning changes are threatening it elsewhere; they give financial, 

organizational, and infrastructural support to industrial businesses; and finally they authorize a 

public-private authority to actively promote and administer the process. Unfortunately, IBZs in 

their current form are still rooted in the modernist ideal of protection by exclusion, and have less 

to offer in fostering dynamic creative-industrial exchange.  

As I will lay out in the following pages, a better approach would begin to level the 

playing field between the market value of manufacturing and residential uses by focusing on 

infrastructure development and financing mechanisms, without resorting to strong land use 

restrictions. There is no reason why the IBZ model cannot be expanded to mixed use zones, 

incorporating a wider variety of stakeholders. A closer look at the institutional and organizational 

framework could also prove useful in finding the most efficient route toward manufacturing-

residential parity. Public-private partnerships in the manufacturing realm, and stronger advocacy 

groups can begin to insert themselves into a planning framework dominated by static residential 

interest groups. Additionally, city planners should resume their traditional role as future 

visionaries, balancing community interests with broader city and regional goals—even if the 

tools have changed. A vibrant mix of uses—residential, commercial, and industrial—creates 

value greater than the sum of its parts. City planners must acknowledge this, and take steps to 

encourage and promote rather than control and constrain. Only then can their tenuous yet 

beneficial coexistence move beyond the contemporary conflicts that threaten this dynamic and 

valuable mix.   
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Part 2:  Zoning in a Historical Context 
 

Nuisance Law: From Private Conflict to Public Deliberation 

 Zoning is an attempt to “collectivize the decision making process.” (Mandelker, Payne, 

Salsich, & Stroud, 2008) When private land use decisions lead to less than ideal collective 

outcomes, there is an impetus to bring these conflicts within the state. This stems from the 

universally excepted rule that the unbridled use of one’s property is “restrained by the co-

existence of equal rights in his neighbor to the use of his property.” (Booth v. Rome, W, & 

O.T.R.R., 1893) This has been addressed in a number of ways, including court enforcement of 

covenants. However, private deliberation is often too cumbersome to achieve an efficient result 

at all but the smallest scales. “Except for the simplest problems involving a few neighbors, land 

owners rarely meet as a group to draft agreements governing land use. … [T]he costs of 

organizing many people are apparently too high, and the risk of freeloaders too great, for private 

bargaining to take place.” (Ellickson, 1973) 

 One of the landmark cases in nuisance regulation was Bove v. Donner-Hanna Coke Co., 

1932. It illustrates that the collective good, as defined by policy makers and courts, can take 

many forms. “Residents of industrial centers must endure without redress a certain amount of 

annoyance and discomfiture which is incident to life in such a locality. Such inconvenience is of 

minor importance compared with the general good of the community.”  (Bove v. Donner-Hanna 

Coke Co., 1932) This case affirmed the city’s ability to designate particular areas for industrial 

uses, in order to facilitate efficient and unencumbered economic growth. In essence, uses that 

would be considered nuisances in some jurisdictions are perfectly acceptable in others. Thus, 

there was an incentive to zone particular areas for noxious uses to avoid a case-by-case flood of 

similar nuisance lawsuits.  

 The tool of land use zoning was legitimized four years earlier in Village of Euclid v. 

Ambler Realty Co. In this case, the collective good was on the side of residential property 

owners who feared industrial land would encroach upon their quiet residential neighborhoods. 

The city created six different use zones, each dictating the types of activity that could be 

conducted within. One of these zones prevented Ambler Reality from developing land for 

industry. (Village of Euclid, Ohio v. Ambler Realty Co., 1926) The Supreme Court affirmed the 
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right of the village to control land use, and zoning of this type has been referred to as Euclidean 

ever since.  

 Land use zoning has become ubiquitous, but it is worth revisiting some of the earliest 

nuisance law cases to gain perspective on recent industrial-residential conflicts. The nuisances of 

many industrial processes have been successfully alleviated through strict environmental 

regulations. Other forms of regulation, such as noise limits at certain hours, can separate 

nuisance temporally. Strict use separation may no longer be the most efficient, nor economically 

prudent, solution to the nuisance problem. 

 

Comprehensive Planning and other High-Modernist Solutions 

Use zoning expanded rapidly in the decades following the Euclid case. Underlying the 

trend was a desire to bring conflicts of private property within the state. Unrestricted competition 

between incompatible uses was neither effective nor beneficial. High transaction costs rendered 

the process of Coasian bargaining impotent. Thus a strict Euclidean zoning framework, deeply 

rooted in a “high-modernist ideology”, prevailed. 

 Vanessa Watson, in her writings on conflicting rationalities, gives some useful insight 

into the ideology that provided the impetus behind New York City’s 1961 zoning resolution. 

Quoting James Scott, she argues that “The desire on the part of governments almost everywhere 

to formalize informal, irregular or illegal settlement has a long history... aimed at ‘the rational 

design of social order commensurate with the scientific understanding of natural laws.’”  

(Watson, 2003; Scott, 1998) In addition, when applied to planning, rational design focused on 

outcomes at the expense of understanding process. 

New York City’s 1961 zoning code epitomizes this belief in a rational, ordered city. At 

its inception, large swaths of land were categorized simply by the types of uses that could be 

included and the floor-area-ratio of these uses. It is telling that soon after the code was 

established, cracks began to appear. The first “special districts” were created as early as 1969, 

and the calls for such exceptions were building long before. (Babcock & Larson, 1990) A good 

zoning code requires periodic comprehensive planning. There will inevitably be constant 

rezoning because of inadequacy, inflexibility, irrelevance & confusion. (Harrison, Ballard, & 

Allen, 1950) The earliest critiques of the 1961 code assumed that its flaws stemmed from a lack 
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of community input, which led to a code that was unresponsive to specific community needs. 

The Jane Jacobs-Robert Moses dichotomy is often cited in response to these tensions.  

But the problem is more fundamental. In absorbing the tension between irregularities into 

state institutions—regardless of who these institutions represent—the resulting solution is 

inevitably over-simplified. Inserting community input into a high-modernist framework, 

especially in the context of a heterogeneous city, does little to solve the underlying issues behind 

the 1961 zoning code.  

 

Community Planning and Contextualization of Zoning 

Placing more decision making power in the hands of the community, though a transparent 

and fair consensus building process, is a popular alternative to top-down rationalist decision 

making in many planning circles. This rests on the assumption that the community itself is better 

equipped at understanding the issues that govern its development. It is certainly hard to argue 

with this notion, and in many cases it is true. However, communicative action theory is still 

based on the assumptions that consensus can be reached, and that the state will be responsive to 

this consensus. (Watson, 2003) The entire consensus building process is at best a static solution 

to a dynamic problem. Additionally, with an us-against-them and winner-takes-all mentality—

even if the decision makers are more representitive of the community on the whole—the 

outcome is not always fair and just. It can be subject to tyranny of the present majority. 

Businesses and industrial representatives are often left out of the consensus building 

political process as well. They have a less direct outlet into New York City’s uniform land use 

review procedure, or ULURP. (City of New York, 1990) Residential community members 

outnumber retail and industrial businesses in almost every community board, which would help 

to explain why political pressure has been pushing for the removal of industrial uses in most 

residential neighborhoods since the ULURP process began. Historically, planners have played a 

role in balancing these interests, often siding with industrial economic development, but within 

the current consensus building process their hands are tied. 

As the community review process gained strength, a theory of contextualism followed 

suit. This theory is a physical manifestation of the static community consensus process, 

preserving the city’s current form at the expense of future form. Admittedly, contextualism has 

roots far deeper than preservation, as contemporary theories on urban form push for consistent 
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street walls, spatial continuity, positive public space, and a human scale much more in tune with 

19th and early 20th century norms. Contextualism is a reaction against the 1961 code’s utter 

disregard of form. Zoning has historically played a role in regulating form, most notably in New 

York’s 1916 zoning code that assured light and air through street wall height restrictions and 

setback requirements. (City of New York, 1916) However, the pitfalls and unintended 

consequences of form-based regulations became apparent in the 1950s, as the ‘wedding cake’ 

design of midtown office buildings took on a life of their own. In fact, this was one of the driving 

forces behind the 1961’s attempt to release architects from the overly constraining form 

requirements. Whether or not the recent form-based contextual districts will follow the same 

trajectory remains to be seen.  

 

Non-Conforming Uses: The Persistence of Informal and Illegal Networks 

 The more rigid the zoning code, the more pressure builds for non-conforming uses. This 

certainly defined the period leading up to the 2005 rezoning in the North Brooklyn case study. 

Despite the ideal of a rational, comprehensive zoning framework, there has always been a 

reluctant acceptance of non-conforming uses. Working class neighborhoods often grew up in 

“unrestricted use” areas under the 1917 code, including Williamsburg, Greenpoint, Red Hook, 

South Bronx, and Long Island City. (Strickland, 1992) In the 1961 code, these neighborhoods 

were zoned exclusively for residential or manufacturing, under the hope that the poor would be 

encouraged to move out into safer areas, or that the industry would be pushed out making the 

existing neighborhoods safer. (Strickland, 1992) There was never a direct campaign to push out 

non-conforming uses. But there was a steady trend of legitimizing, legalizing, formalizing, and 

cleaning up—often in the name of protecting the poor—which limited housing and work options, 

and ultimately made living in New York City less affordable. In spite of this, people have always 

looked for ways to circumvent the formal definitions of home, work, and space, often in the 

search for cheaper and more flexible options. Nascent residential loft districts are a prime 

example.   
What makes non-conforming uses so instructive is their persistence. As I explain in more 

detail later, a special mixed use district has been in place in North Brooklyn in some form or 

another since 1976, replacing a previous manufacturing zone. Despite the stated goals of city 

planners, residential use in the industrial sections of Williamsburg was not going away. The 
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challenge became how to facilitate a mix of uses through a zoning code whose underlying 

premise prohibited mixing. The solution was a streamlined review process for alternative uses in 

select mixed use zones. These zones still had the underlying 1961 zoning code as a base, but 

explicitly stated that the city would allow of a mix of uses, reviewed on a case-by-case basis. 

Discretionary approval became a release valve for uses that were non-conforming from a strict 

zoning perspective, but were of course conforming to historical and current use trends.   

In addition to specific mixed use zones allowing case-by-case changes, there are other 

ways around the 1961 zoning code’s vision of a rational, ordered city. The Board of Standards 

and Appeals (BSA) is the authority in this opaque special review process. By law, all zoning 

codes must provide a mechanism for review in extenuating circumstances. New York City 

provides for this through hardship variances and special permits. With a zoning code so rigid and 

machanical, the BSA became a powerful tool in legitimizing non-conforming uses. While the 

theory behind its existance is sound, the power given to this body has faced severe criticism. 

Without any checks and balances, the BSA has the ability to shape the city one building at a 

time. Many have argued that they are at the forefront of recent zoning changes, approving 

residential construction in manufacturing districts (on the basis of economic hardship), which 

then pave the way for zoning change requests more in line with the new development patterns. 

(Becker, 2012; Slatkin, 2012; Parkhill, 2012) In writing a zoning code that is inherantly hostile to 

change, planners have removed themselves from the driver’s seat in day-to-day land use 

decisions.  

Loft buildings provide a similar story at the building scale. From the 1960s on, these 

spaces, illegal for residential use under most zoning regulations (including the original 1916 

code), have become some of the most desirable in the city. There is something about these 

spaces, buildings, and larger neighborhoods that engender value. In an increasingly 

homogeneous landscape, the quirky, eccentric, and unique become valuable in-and-of 

themselves. I will discuss loft buildings in more detail in future sections, but I would like to 

reinforce the point that the existing zoning is ill equipped at responding to forces it has yet to 

define. Thus, in 1981, legislators decided to create a process for legalizing these units that fell 

completely outside of the jurisdiction of zoning, or even the planning department. The “Loft 

Law”—and the creation of a Loft Board to implement the law and review all future loft 

conversions—speaks to the inadequacies of the current zoning framework. In legitimizing the 
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informal and illegal, it is an acknowledgement of the failure of the any formal regulatory 

mechanism to shape a particular type of urban change. (Zukin, 1989)  

As comprehensive planning’s last great gasp under the high-modernist approach, the 

1961 zoning code set the tone for future planners, not in its original rules and regulations 

(although they have arguably played a huge role in shaping development patterns largely to the 

city’s detriment) but in the fragmented adjustments, exceptions, and adaptations that followed. 

With so many other forces shaping the future of land use in the city, the role of zoning is being 

questioned like never before.   
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Part 3:  Zoning Today - An Existential Crisis 
 

 Zoning is a hot topic. The New York City zoning code celebrated its 50th anniversary last 

year, and a number of conferences analyzed the relevance of a complex—and growing—3,500 

page document. Public officials, architects, lawyers, urban theorists, writers and many others 

weighed in on the issue. All had strong opinions on the current state of zoning, and the reviews 

were less than glowing. Some pointed out the challenge of planning in a city without a 

comprehensive plan. After all, “zoning is not planning”. (Kayden, 2011) Zoning is the 

implementation of a plan, and is not the only tool in which to accomplish it. Others acknowledge 

that zoning can play an important role in planning, if part of a larger framework. In essence, 

“zoning is planning for the future; infrastructure is investment in the future.” (Doctoroff, 2011)  

 Despite all the lofty words, zoning continues to develop a life of its own, moving far 

beyond its original intent to address numerous social issues. The inclusionary zoning bonus is 

just one incentives based example. There are certainly worthy goals that can be accomplished 

through zoning, but is it the most efficient method? Has zoning been used as a social arbiter 

because the opaque process allows it to be manipulated much easier than more direct means? 

 Beneath all the rhetoric is a realization that zoning is a particularly blunt instrument being 

used to address acute and complex issues. The same simplicity that encourages it to expand in 

scope prevents it from effectively engaging in the social and physical problems that increasingly 

fall under its jurisdiction. A look into the current state of zoning begins to illustrate these 

growing contradictions.  

 

Regulation: “A Path Dependent Layering Process”1 

Zoning, at its core, is a state regulation of the land market under the assumption that the 

inefficiencies inherent in private land deliberation and conflict make society worse off. What 

happens when the zoning itself creates market inefficiencies and negative externalities? Zoning 

can prevent the ability to live near work, restrict transit options to manufacturing employment, 

                                                
1 Brenner, N. 2004 
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and sometimes introduces high value uses that yield short-term gains at the expense of long-term 

value and place. 

Additionally, there are many tools currently in place that were not a part of the regulatory 

landscape at the advent of zoning. Thus, many of these regulations are missing from the zoning 

code. Federal, state, & city environmental regulations, historic preservation laws, and homeland 

security are a few examples. (Garvin, 2011) Zoning itself falls victim to regulatory accretion, and 

lacks a strong tool or mandate for removing outdated regulations. (Garvin, 2011) 

Regulatory accretion occurs on multiple institutional and spatial scales. 

“Reterritorialization” (Brenner, 2004; Soja, 2010) may be necessary in recasting the current 

conflicts in New York City’s zoning and regulatory regimes. Multiple frameworks—acting on 

national, state, city and community district levels, and originating from the unique political and 

spatial constructs of different eras—can result in conflicting means to similar aims. More 

concretely, the EPA, a national response to an environmental crisis borne out of a 1960s social 

movement, has forced a drastic improvement in the interaction between industrial production and 

its environs. Contrast this to the state and municipality based zoning regimes that formed in the 

early 20th century during the heights of industrialization, and culminated in the ‘high modernist 

ideology’ that heralded the 1961 zoning code. (Scott, 1998; Watson, 2003) From a more 

localized level, the community based planning framework that dominated urban planning 

discourse in response to the Robert Moses era urban redevelopment plans left its mark in the 

ULURP review process and 197-a plans. Each of these state-led or state-defined institutions 

comes with their own agendas and specific processes to work within. It can be described as “a 

path-dependent layering process in which inherited and emergent projects of state spatial 

regulation interact conflictually at various spatial scales.” (Brenner, 2004) Consequentially, these 

multiple layers have expanded conflict in a realm where the original intention of state 

intervention was conflict reduction. 

 

Euclid for the 21st Century Industrial City: Redefining Nuisance 

 De-industrialization has to some extent reduced the need for stringent use separation. It 

has also changed the types of uses that are noxious, and affected the interplay between uses 

within specific categories. The concept of separating uses into boxes may still be valid, but the 

boxes themselves are outdated. 
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 Advocates of pure form-based codes have applied the “Vegas Principle”: whatever 

happens inside stays inside. (Silver, 2011) Yet even those pushing toward a post-Euclidean 

framework acknowledge the need to shelter certain uses. (Kwartler 2011, 1991; Elliot 2008; 

Fredland, 1980; McDougal, 1973) The heaviest of industrial “manufacturing zones” are 

essentially “noxious zones.” Call them what they are. If the reason for separating particular uses 

is rooted in the most basic concept of nuisance, then this tool is still relevant for a largely post-

industrial city. Such uses could include waste transfer stations, power facilities, and most open-

air heavy M-3 manufacturing. The undesirability of these uses will keep land prices relatively 

low, but the city needs to push against real estate pressure to convert them. The story of 

Manhattan’s loss of service areas illustrates what can happen when short-term economic gain 

trumps long term efficiency planning. (Sclar, 2011) The remaining boroughs would be wise to 

protect their back-office uses from being eliminated entirely, which could threaten the basic 

functioning of the city. 

 Many light-industrial processes are no longer noxious in the same way as waste transfer 

stations, yet they are often lumped into the same zones. Industrial business districts protect 

manufacturing through consolidation, creating places where all types of nuisances are tolerated. 

New York City separates manufacturing districts into three categories of relative nuisance2, but 

there is room for relaxation of certain categories of manufacturing restrictions. One could 

imagine garage woodshops, or small-scale metalworking coexisting alongside a bustling retail or 

artsy residential district. In fact this does occur in many parts of the North Brooklyn study area, 

but only in manufacturing or mixed use zones. Allowing a wider range of uses in residential 

zones could be a tradeoff for allowing residential in light manufacturing zones. Admittedly, this 

would be politically difficult, but alterative mechanisms like performance criteria (nighttime use 

restrictions, noise mitigation, adequate air filtration systems) could lesson opposition. 

 

Performance Codes: Nuisance Regulation for Unpredictability 

 Performance codes have long been touted as a more efficient and economically sound 

way of regulating land use. (Kwartler, 2011; Ottensmann, 2005; Marwedel, 1998; Acker, 1991; 

Fredland, 1980; McDougal, 1973) However, the complexity of a performance-based system has 

                                                
2 M1 districts allow only light industrial uses, M2 allow light and medium industrial uses with certain restrictions, 
and M3 allow most heavy industrial uses with open-air facilities and very few mitigation requirements.  
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often outweighed its benefits. Zoning experts were weighing this tension as far back as 1950. 

“Although a series of conferences with engineering experts indicated a likelihood that the basic 

technical knowledge is available for control of industrial uses by measurement of nuisances, such 

controls were not developed because neither the staff nor the time were available to do the 

necessary studies.” (Harrison, et al. 1950)  However, performance standards should be explored 

as “a more objective basis for the control of industrial locations [that will] be responsive to 

improvements in industrial technology.” (Harrison, et al. 1950) The current static zoning code is 

becoming increasingly complex as it responds to an inherently dynamic city; performance codes 

are beginning to look less cumbersome by comparison. 

This is even more applicable in today’s unpredictable manufacturing climate. New 

technology such as 3D printing has the potential to shift production away from large-scale mass 

production to design focused custom manufacturing. This could have monumental implications 

for the New York City industrial landscape. (The Economist, 2011) Just as 1960s planners were 

unable to predict the steep decline in American manufacturing and thus over-zoned for its 

expansion, it would be unwise to expect today’s planners to predict the next wave in industrial 

development. However, they can be expected to reserve space for potential expansion, or at the 

very least put in place mechanisms that could easily adapt to changing circumstances. As it 

stands now, the process for changing the zoning code is too laborious to tackle in all but the most 

pressing circumstances. Performance codes for new types of light industrial uses within 

residential or commercial districts may be a solution. 

Performance codes can address land conflicts that fall under the realm of noxious uses. 

However, zoning has more recently been used to protect certain areas from encroachment 

resulting from land speculation. If performance codes are to replace use zoning in New York’s 

highly competitive real estate market, additional mechanisms must be put in place to prevent 

use-homogenization. 
 

Beyond Economic Efficiency: Place & Value 

 Zoning is often a response to the belief that the free market is not the best nor most 

equitable mechanism for creating value. Yet, zoning also fails in this regard; all of the tools 

outlined so far also fail to address one of the core concerns of residents and other community 

stakeholders: place. Difficult to define, place is even harder to regulate. Place differs depending 
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on context and the value derived from specific neighborhoods systems. (Zukin, 2011; Molotch, 

1976) For example, a historic brownstone neighborhood like Park Slope derives value from its 

architectural heritage and relative physical homogeneity, while Williamsburg sees itself as a 

quirky mixed-use area with no particular architectural definition. What are the zoning 

responses—if any—to these competing aims?  

Zoning certainly has the potential to destroy place. Some of the incentives of the 1961 

code encouraged the destruction of viable neighborhood ecosystems. (City of New York, 1961-

2012) Was this the fault of specific zoning codes (i.e. plaza and open space bonuses) or just a 

product of the planning theory of the time? Regardless, even though the planning theories have 

changed, the zoning hasn’t quite caught up. Despite extensive modifications, we are still working 

from a skeleton of the 1961 code. Much of the outer boroughs have been unaffected by recent 

“contextual” changes, historic district designations, etc. When homogeneity is valuable, zoning 

can be used as a mechanism to preserve place. However even in this respect, it is a clumsy tool 

for a goal best left to historic preservation.  

More fundamentally, zoning rarely creates place. As a negative tool, it is much better at 

constraining than promoting. Zoning cannot create a market where non exists. Prevailing wisdom 

finds zoning ill suited to such complex and proactive goals. (Goldberger, 2011; Kayden, 2011; 

Levine, 2004; Babcock, 1990) Furthermore, in using zoning to control land prices, city planners 

are faced with the paradox of reducing value in order to protect specific uses. Where industrial 

processes are strong, this mechanism does appear to work. But often the outcome is a case of 

“planner’s blight”, where an overly restrictive zoning code prevents any use from occurring. 

(Slatkin, 2012) 

Planners have tried to get around this by creating numerous special districts like the 

Special Mixed Use district central to the case study. In an attempt to establish a regulatory 

framework more in tune with New York’s collection of unique neighborhoods, City Planning 

created a number of zoning areas that fell outside of the rigid 1961 zoning code. (City of New 

York, 1961-2012; Babcock & Larson, 1990) In 1969, a Special Limited Commercial District was 

created in Greenwich Village, which began a string of zoning amendments aimed at preserving 

particular neighborhood characteristics, including built form, retail, and natural landscapes. 

While they are more adept at dealing with complexity, they have a number of pitfalls. The word 

“special” implies that the rest of the city is not, and the districts that are included often have a 
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strong political constituency behind the designation. Special districts also tend to be permanent, 

and difficult to administer. They offer “short-term solutions for the long-term.” They also add 

complexity to an already complicated zoning code. (Babcock & Larson, 1990) 

The North Brooklyn case study area has long been recognized as “special” and included 

special mixed-use zones as early as 1976. (City of New York, 2005) However, about ten years 

ago the city began an effort to simplify and consolidate a wide variety of mixed-use districts 

under the citywide MX designation. This has proven difficult, as each individual MX zone has 

its own set of rules. It is questionable whether the supposed simplification has been worth the 

loss of some site-specific criteria.  

 

Special Mixed-Use Districts: From Public Conflict to Private Deliberation 

New York City created the city-wide Special Mixed Use district in 1997. It essentially 

combines a medium to high-density residential district with an M1 zoning district. Light 

manufacturing is allowed as-of-right, either on adjacent parcels or within the same building, with 

certain restrictions (City of New York, 1961-2012). This allows many unique live work 

arrangements, and the ability to make the most of scarce land resources. More fundamentally, it 

aims to resolve land use conflicts by handing the decision making process over to private 

property owners, non-profit development corporations, industrial business improvement 

cooperatives, design-build collectives, and other non-state stakeholders. It also reduces the scale 

of each conflict while expanding the overall scope. Perhaps naively, it could be seen as focusing 

on opportunities for collaboration and exchange. Within the right framework—a space where 

trust networks are strong and exchange is fluid—the barter that ensues has the potential to create 

a positive outcome. Given the removal of many of the noxious uses of the past, through de-

industrialization and stronger environmental laws, zoning no longer has to be reduced to a 

winner takes all approach. Private networks have become strong enough to support beneficial 

competition largely on their own. In a way, the historic evolution of zoning, and the theories that 

drove it, has come full circle. Indeed, in a post-industrial framework, land use planning and 

zoning may well resemble that of a pre-industrial era. (see Figure 1)  
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Unfortunately, it is a bit more complicated than that. The mixed-use district, and even 

some strictly manufacturing districts are not immune to the driving force behind real estate in 

New York City: the push for higher and more profitable uses. There is simply not enough space 

to accommodate all of the desired uses in a city as dense—and highly regulated—as New York. 

Additionally, the makeup of New York City’s manufacturing zoning categories contributes to a 

trend of higher land values, and a change in land use. This starts with as-of-right uses like 

commercial and especially hotel, and often results in pressures to grant hardship variances for a 

full land use conversion. Multiple conversions can prompt a larger zoning change. This is most 

clear in Greenpoint-Williamsburg from the 1990s until 2006.  

“Market forces do not automatically yield an intensity or mix of land uses that is 
broadly optimal. This was first determined in the years before comprehensive 
zoning resolutions were promulgated, a time when unregulated market activity 
threatened both quality of life for city dwellers and the productivity of urban land 
(see Abeles 1989; Fischler 2000). Land use planners, both by placing controls on 
use and density in individual districts and by planning comprehensively for the 
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development of a community or region as a whole, are seen to temper and guide 
the market in ways that serve the long-term economic and social interests of the 
city’s population (Heilbrun 1974; Kaiser and Godschalk 2000; Meck, Wack, and 
Zimet 2000).” (Wolf-Powers, 2005) 

 On the other hand, planners cannot create a market where none exists. This was apparent 

along the waterfront of Greenpoint-Williamsburg prior to the rezoning. Large scale, maritime-

based manufacturing had largely left the city. Reserving valuable waterfront property for open-

air storage and utility uses did not seem like the best use of land. The process leading to the 

rezoning in the case study area will be outlined in detail in a later section. However, the point 

needs to be emphasized: zoning cannot make things happen; it can only allow things to happen.  

 

Zoning for Change 

One of the primary paradoxes of planning is the difficulty of incorporating dynamic 

processes and future actors in a static zoning resolution. (Kaza, 2006) In a report that set the 

stage for the 1961 zoning resolution, this tension was explicitly laid out. “Traditional use & bulk 

regulations are both tied to a specific stage in building and industrial technology—as if 

technology were static and frozen, instead of being the most dynamic thing in the world.” 

(Harrison, et al. 1950) In addition, the makeup of any neighborhood is constantly changing, yet 

present actors must control the process. “Planning is fundamentally concerned with choices of 

future actions and states. The futurity (selves as well as generations) cannot justifiably consent to 

these choices at the present. Yet we must plan now.” (Kaza, 2006) Zoning should allow 

neighborhoods to change, even though it might have a role in managing or slowing down this 

process. 

Looking at the process of change in SoHo provides some insight into what may occur in 

Greenpoint-Williamsburg, and at a later stage in Bushwick. Soho is now home to the highest 

concentration of “creative and knowledge” firms in the city. Despite the loss of manufacturing 

and at a later stage, artists, it still “remains a space of production”. (Indergaard, 2009) One of the 

questions to ask, in the context of the industrial-artist displacement process, is what were these 

uses replaced with? Like SoHo, will Williamsburg remain a “space of production” long after the 

process begins? Should the city attempt to control this process, and what is the overall benefit to 

the community and the city as a whole?  City planners have often used this rationale when 
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allowing office and residential conversions of factory space under the assumption that the new 

uses are more valuable. However, there is still a need for production of tangible products, and it 

has been argued that the combination of the two can create even more value.  

The following sections will track this process of change through a detailed case study. 

The North Brooklyn creative-industrial corridor was chosen because it encompasses the 

complexity of urban systems at a concentrated scale. As a historically mixed use district, North 

Brooklyn has felt the effects of industrialization and deindustrialization, and has dealt with the 

various zoning mechanisms that have attempted to shape its evolution. It is also an area of 

intense activity and value, recognized as the forefront of arts and culture, while still remaining a 

space for production. How zoning interacts, both positively and negatively, with this unique area 

will provide insight into the role of zoning moving forward.  
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Part 4:  The North Brooklyn Creative-Industrial Corridor 
 

Context 

New York City is indisputably the creative capital of the United States. With cultural 

institutions of all types, the city attracts artists, musicians, designers and many other types of 

creative talent. Simply put, New York City is home to the largest concentration of what many 

call the “creative class.” (Florida, 2003) Yet in the 1970s, many wrote the city off as its 

population declined and its manufacturing base eroded. The city lost 99,424 net manufacturing 

jobs from 1999 to 2009, or 56% of its total manufacturing workforce. But in recent years there 

are signs of a new trend in manufacturing emerging. The manufacturing landscape is always 

changing, and some have argued that a new paradigm will shift from a mass production model to 

small-scale custom production systems, akin to processes in the pre-industrialization era. (The 

Economist, 2012) Many of these firms are small. In fact, 83% of all firms have less than 20 

employees, the highest proportion out of the 10 largest U.S. Cities. (Mistry, 2011) As the role of 

the creative service economy grows, a number of innovative manufacturing outfits are 

incorporating in New York City, or even relocating from overseas, from apparel and furniture, to 

distilleries and mills. These new operations are able to take advantage of an existing 

manufacturing and transport infrastructure, proximity to the Northeast US market, and an 

abundance of skilled and educated workers. New York City is home to a number of factory and 

warehouse spaces, especially along the waterfront in parts of Queens and Brooklyn; a built 

landscape ripe for the very processes that make a dynamic city. While no longer a home to large-

scale factories, New York still remains a “manufacturing incubator.” (Goldberger, 2011) My 

research will zoom in on a particular section of this creative industrial corridor—Greenpoint, 

Williamsburg, and Bushwick—also known as North Brooklyn. It is an area that attracts talent 

from worldwide. This “new Brooklyn is different. It’s a place people come to, not a place they 

come from.” (Zukin, 2009) 

New York City is also known for its mixing of uses. Industrial businesses often locate 

here because of this connection. My interviews with manufacturers in North Brooklyn support 

this view. Proximity to customer base, access to services and public transportation, and being 
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part of a larger community are seen as vital to business operation and satisfaction.  Contrary to 

what zoning is intended to address, overall diversity and the coexistence of industry and 

residential is seen as a benefit by most industrial businesses.3  

 

History 

Greenpoint-Williamsburg has historically housed a strong mix of uses—a microcosm of 

the larger city. Its roots go back to its origins in the mid 1800s.  

"Greenpoint and Williamsburg developed more than 100 years ago during 
Brooklyn’s great industrial age, when both sides of the East River were 
dominated by large factories, oil refineries, and shipyards. By the mid-19th 
century, the Eastern District’s waterfront had become heavily industrialized as 
ship builders, china and porcelain factories, glassmakers, oil refineries, sugar 
refineries, iron foundries, and other industrial establishments expanded. This 
transformation spurred the growth of a multi-ethnic residential community on 
nearby residential streets. The neighborhoods adjoining the waterfront housed 
the workers and, within Greenpoint and Williamsburg, homes and factories 
intermingled, setting a pattern of mixed use that still shapes the neighborhoods 
today."  (City of New York, 2005) 
 
The pattern of mixed-use in Greenpoint-Williamsburg arose naturally through workers’ 

desire to live in close proximity to their employment. At the height of manufacturing in the 

middle of the 20th century land use zoning gave the government the ability to address the 

negatives that arose from this proximity, namely exposure to pollutants, noise, and other 

industrial nuisances. However, under the original 1961 zoning resolution, the city aimed to 

resolve this conflict by zoning the majority of Greenpoint-Williamsburg for manufacturing. This 

was under the assumption that manufacturing would dominate and eventually take over the 

nearby residential land. Many factors contributed to its decline, but it soon became apparent that 

manufacturing expansion and use homogenization would not occur. The zoning prevented any 

new residential development, or even improvements on existing buildings, and by 1976 the 

Special Northside Mixed Use District was created to respond to these incongruences. (Slatkin, 

                                                
3 In a recent EDC commissioned survey, 74% of businesses reporting a strong diversity of business types considered 
it beneficial. In addition, 63% of respondents reported nearby residences as having no impact, while 17% said they 
were extremely beneficial. Only 13% listed residences as extremely or marginally detrimental. Overall, 82% of 
businesses reported no presence of neighborhood conflicts. (Economic Development Corporation, 2010) 
 



 22 

2012) The mixed-use 

designation 

encompassed a large 

portion of Greenpoint-

Williamsburg, but there 

were many sub-districts 

that responded to 

specific conditions. 

(See Figure 2) 

Sub districts 

varied in density, but 

the main distinction was 

between R(M) and 

M(R) districts. R(M) 

districts were primarily 

residential, but allowed 

manufacturing under 

certain circumstances. 

M(R) was the reverse, 

allowing new 

residential in a 

primarily manufacturing district only on a case-by-case basis.  (City of New York, 2005) The 

discretionary nature of this process resulted in very little development of any type. The zoning 

was overly complex, and by most accounts was badly in need of updating. (Greenpoint 197-a 

Committee, 1998; Williamsburg 197-a Committee, 1998; City of New York, 2005; Becker, 

2012; Slatkin, 2012) 

The changes in Greenpoint-Williamsburg in the 1990s set the stage for the rezoning 

process. From 1991 to 2002, manufacturing declined in the majority of Williamburg-Greenpoint, 

especially along the waterfront, while not at the same rate as Manhattan. This was largely due to 

a few large-scale manufacturing firms closing shop, including the Bayside Fuel depot and 

Consolidated Freight. However, there were sections of the area that saw an increase in 

Figure 2: North Brooklyn Zoning, 2004 (Source: City of New York, 2005) 

 



 23 

manufacturing employment, including the blocks directly west of McCarren Park. (City of New 

York, 2005) Even in their rationale for eliminating large swaths of manufacturing land, the city 

acknowledged the need to create some M1-2 zones to “accommodate the thriving light industry 

in these areas.” (City of New York, 2005) As recently as 2010, there is a general sense of 

optimism among New York City manufacturers.4 

In the midst of this manufacturing shift, Williamsburg and the surrounding 

neighborhoods developed into a cultural and arts center, absorbing many of the residents priced 

out of SoHo and the East Village. This draw defines the neighborhood today, and helps to 

explain the impetus behind the 2005 rezoning. While there are tensions resulting from land value 

increase, the changing makeup of the neighborhood is not inherently incompatible with its 

industrial roots. “From an economic point of view, the bars, cafes, and boutiques that emerge in 

creative districts are important to production. They’re like the office water cooler or coffee 

machine where colleagues and work mater gather, but unlike in an office, cafes and boutiques 

can so reinvent the character of a neighborhood that it becomes too expensive for the locals to 

live and work there.” (Zukin, 2009) 

The previous zoning largely reflected the static land use patterns, in both its complexity 

and layout. While residential conversions were occurring in the original EIS study area, there 

was a dominance of manufacturing use by lot area (31%). Residential made up 17% of lot area. 

Mixed industrial-residential land was 9% of the total, which illustrates how the area's industrial 

and residential uses have had close interactions. Vacant land made up another 17% of the land 

area, providing a particularly strong argument that much of the district was underutilized. This 

suggests an existence of ‘planner’s blight’ on a neighborhood scale. Indeed, the rush of new 

construction immediately following the rezoning illustrates the extent to which zoning—and not 

any underlying economic of social conditions—were holding development back.  

 

Zoning Follows Change 

As demand increased for residential space, the political pressure to make use of 

underutilized areas reached a tipping point. Prompted by the Greenpoint & Williamsburg 197-a 

plans, and led by the Department of City Planning, Greenpoint-Williamsburg became a crucial 

                                                
4 One half of businesses expected an increase in sales volume in the next five years, while 38% planed on hiring new 
personnel. (Economic Development Corporation, 2010) 



 24 

testing ground for the de-industrialization of the waterfront. Less discussed was the effect this 

would have on North Brooklyn’s still viable small-scale manufacturing further inland. The 

groundwork for the rezoning was simple: preserve only the most viable manufacturing zones, 

with a preference for light M1 uses, convert the most valuable waterfront land to high density 

residential, and loosen the restrictions against conversion and new construction of residential 

buildings in the historically mixed use areas. Underlying these three goals was a desire to 

simplify an increasingly complex and disparate zoning code, and provide a much needed 

contextual update to the 1960s tower-in-a-park incentives. Less talked about what a desire on the 

city’s part to remove itself from land use conflict entirely.  

Perhaps due to the complexity of the underlying zoning, city planners essentially had 

already removed themselves from land use decision making anyway. Leading up to the 2005 

rezoning there was a lack of enforcement on the city's end. (Parkhill, 2012) The process for 

accommodating changing land use demands fell largely under the control of the BSA. This 

caused de-facto spot zoning through BSA variances. The city was aware of this problem. "Given 

increasing demand for residential conversion and development, requests for Board of Standards 

and Appeals (BSA) variances for residential use in light manufacturing areas, illegal conversion 

practices and the deterioration of vacant land and buildings are expected to continue." (City of 

New York, 2005) Talk about a rezoning further contributed to this shift as landlords began to 

bank on a potentially significant increase in land value. Illegal loft conversions in many of the 

tall loft buildings were occurring as well. (City of New York, 2005) Underlying all of this were 

stipulations in the zoning code that required city oversight for many types of development in the 

existing mixed-use districts. City planners desired a simpler zoning code that no longer required 

their, or the BSA’s, oversight. (Becker, 2012; Slotkin, 2012) 

Alternative visions for North Brooklyn were laid out during the rezoning process. The 

Zoning for Jobs coalition, organized through the New York Industrial Retention Network 

(NYIRN), designed a "balanced mixed use" district (MX-B) specific to the Greenpoint-

Williamsburg as an alternative to the one size fits all MX District. It was closer to the underlying 

Northside Mixed Use and Franklin Mixed Use zones, but with adjustments to changing 

conditions. They also tried to preserve about one-quarter of the proposed MX-blocks as 

manufacturing only, primarily in the upland zones that had a stronger light manufacturing 

presence. However, as part of a rezoning task force, manufacturing largely took a backseat to the 
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issues of preserving affordable housing and residential density.  (Parkhill, 2012) City planning 

did not go for the MX-B idea, preferring instead to consolidate all mixed use districts under the 

city-wide MX umbrella, which was more permissive and hands off than the previous zones. Both 

the nature of the planning review process—current residential stakeholders driving the 

conversation—and the desire for simplification on the administrative end influenced the outcome 

of the rezoning.  

 The new MX District made the following broad changes: upland areas that had a 

predominance of residential use were rezoned as strictly residential districts; those with a 

dominant architectural or urban street wall character were rezoned under the city’s contextual 

guidelines; areas 

without any dominant 

contextual 

framework—

particularly around 

highways and bridges—

would allow both 

contextual building 

types and more flexible 

configurations; 

historically mixed-use 

areas that contained a 

concentration of 

industrial loft 

buildings—converted or 

otherwise—would be 

designated as MX 

districts; most of the 

waterfront would 

remove manufacturing 

zoning entirely and 

create high rise 

Figure 3: North Brooklyn Zoning, 2005 (Source: City of New York, 2005) 
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residential districts5; a small industrial area west of McCarren Park and another at the northern 

tip of Greenpoint would remain under manufacturing zoning, but with more restrictions.6 (See 

Figure 3)  

 The new zoning reflected both ends of the contemporary theoretical spectrum, from 

upzoning to contextual districts, from greater use control in some areas to looser mixed use zones 

in others. Overall though, it reflected an acknowledgement that residential pressure was growing. 

The city wanted to maximize utilization of underperforming industrial land.7 It is clear that 

despite a lessoning of use restrictions in certain areas, remnants of a high-modernist ideology 

remain, couched in the path dependent layering process that has defined post-1961 urban 

planning in the city.  

Additionally, industrial business districts that were created in most of the M-3 zones 

along Newtown Creek and in the Bushwick Inlet corridor sought to increase and protect 

industrial use—a stronger version of simple zoning based use-separation. On the one hand, the 

city is removing itself from the use-separation conflict, and on the other hand it is erecting even 

higher walls around concentrated industrial uses. Conflicting aims, and the desire to balance 

dozens of disparate stakeholders, resulted in a zoning and regulatory map even more complicated 

than the one before, and one with obvious cases of spot zoning. The city is left without a 

vision—only a reactive and static patchwork of zoning districts in a crude attempt to map the 

dynamism of neighborhood’s land use ecology.  

 

Change Follows Zoning 

After speaking with actors involved in the rezoning process—both those in city 

government that helped write the zoning code and manufacturing advocates that pushed against 

the city’s proposal—I took a look at the changes that occurred after the rezoning. First I 

visualized exactly what this mix of uses looks like, where they are located, and at what scale. 

The following maps [Figures 4, 5] begin to show the diversity of uses in the North Brooklyn 

                                                
5 With an average FAR of 4.3.  
6 The zoning changed from M3-1 to M1-2.  
7 In the words of the final EIS, “the proposed action would provide a framework that would accommodate existing 
trends by facilitating the expansion of residential and local commercial land use and addressing continuing demand 
for light industrial and mixed-use areas.” 
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study area over time. There is a marked reduction in manufacturing use from 2004 to 2010, but 

the overall diversity remains. (Note the color scheme uses some non-APA colors and shades to 

sharpen the visual contrast between manufacturing and other uses.)  

 I used NYC PLUTO files in 2004, 2006, 2008 & 2010. Year 2004 marked the onset of 

the Industrial Business Zone program, and was in the middle of the Willamsburg rezoning 

process. This is also the earliest accurate data set that is directly comparable to current data.  I 

looked at a number of metrics to paint a picture of the overall manufacturing landscape in 

Brooklyn and how it responds to specific zoning changes over time. NYC PLUTO data provides 

a wealth of information on land uses, and I used these numbers to compare the relative 

proportion of each category under specific circumstances. The following categories are used: 

Residential, Factory, Storage, Office, Retail, Garage, Other. Data is available on a site-by-site 

basis.  

 There are drawbacks to using the PLUTO data. The Department of Finance tracks land 

use designation for tax purposes, but does not make a thorough assessment of what is going on 

inside the buildings. A decrease in factory square footage does not necessarily mean a loss of 

manufacturing use. The space could have been idle, and the change in designation simply 

reflecting a change in use filing after the rezoning was completed. It could also reflect a 

legitimization of what had already occurred. Illegal loft conversions are a prime example. A 

broader assessment would include employment data for the same zones, but this is unavailable 

publically at the scale needed. The changes I outline in the Results section should be looked at 

with this in mind. 

In order to give the North Brooklyn PLUTO results greater relevance, additional 

locations serve as control variables, contributing to the context of the study area. All calculations 

that were made in the North Brooklyn corridor were mimicked in the greater Long Island City 

area of Queens. Greenpoint, Williamsburg and Bushwick are directly adjacent to the Queens 

neighborhoods of Long Island City, Sunnyside, Maspeth, Laurel Hill and Linden Hill. The 

zoning is very similar on both sides of Newtown Creek, yet the social, physical, and economic 

character of the two sides of this industrial corridor differs. A deeper understanding of the 

similarities and differences is vital to making any recommendations on regulatory mechanisms 

on the Brooklyn side.  
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In all of the study areas, particular zoning and 

regulatory scenarios were isolated. Areas that were under 

M1 zoning designation throughout the study period were 

used to illustrate a business-as-usual approach. M1 

districts provide some regulatory stability, but there are a 

number of ways to get around both the intent and the 

letter of the regulations. They allow certain non-

residential uses as of right. Hotel construction is a prime 

example. There is also M1-D sub-district that allows 

residential construction as-of-right. Special permits can get 

around any of the zoning stipulations, and often occur when 

political and economic pressure is great. North Brooklyn 

would certainly fall under this category.  

Because of the regulatory uncertainty, Industrial 

Business Zones were established in designated industrial 

districts. I isolated these areas to see if residential 

conversion pressures were stemmed.  

MX districts provide the clearest example of how 

pure market forces affect the land use make-up of the city. 

In allowing residential and manufacturing in close 

proximity, this would appear to facilitate the type of mixing 

that produces the value-added manufacturing processes that 

sparked my interest in this study. In reality, the ideal mix—

if one could be found—is extremely fragile and forever 

changing. As I will show in the following analysis, land use 

prices have a strong effect on this mix.  

First I looked at Brooklyn as a whole. Overall 

building area increased 9%, reflecting the building boom in 

the mid-2000s.  Residential area increased by 13%, while factory decreased by 3%. Garage had 

the largest decrease (-20%), while most other categories remained relatively stable. As a 

Figure 6: Land Use Change in Brooklyn 

 

 

M
ill

io
ns

 o
f S

qu
ar

e 
Fe

et
 



 31 

percentage, residential went from 71% to 75%, while 

factory use decreased from 4.2% to 3.4% of total area. 

This illustrates the steady trend of de-industrialization 

of the borough.  

In North Brooklyn specifically8, there were 

major increases in residential area (20%), similar 

declines in factory area (-23%), modest declines in 

storage (-8%) and garage area (-16%), and modest 

increases in office (6%), retail (11%) and other (16%). 

When looked at as a percentage of total land use, the 

conversion from factory to residential is even more 

pronounced. In 2004, residential made up 56% of total 

land use, while factory made up 16%. In the span of 6 

years, residential land use increased to 67%, while 

factory made up less than 13%. The fastest change 

occurred between 2006 and 2008, probably representing a 

delayed reaction to the 2005 zoning changes. Land use 

conversion slowed from 2008 to 2010, although it is 

unclear whether this was due to the economic decline or 

other factors.  
 

M1 Districts: Business as Usual? 

 All areas under M1 zoning as of 2010 (both 

within and outside of IBZs) were grouped together to 

represent a business as usual approach.9 The area directly 

west of McCarren Park is a prime example. These zones 

represent one of the few conscious efforts on the part of 

the city to protect light industry in North Brooklyn.  

                                                
8 For my analysis, North Brooklyn is defined as the following zip codes: 11205, 11206, 11211, 11222, 11237 
9 Some of the current M1 zones were M3 prior to rezoning. 

Figure 7: Land Use Change in North 
Brooklyn 
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75% of M1 zones were in 

factory or storage use in 2004. Their 

proportion decreased to 70% by 

2010, and there was a marked shift 

from factory to storage use. 

Residential area increased 37%, 

and retail area more than doubled. 

With a growing residential 

population in and around M1 zones, 

the increased retail presence (which 

is allowed as of right, while 

residential is not) is not surprising. 

Even with this large shift, retail still 

only made up less than 4% of total 

area. Office use held relatively 

steady, with around 4% of total area.  

Queens provides an 

interesting contrast. Residential use 

is minor compared to Brooklyn, and 

actually decreased by 10% between 

2004 and 2010. Factory use declined, 

but at a slower rate  (-8%). It makes 

up approximately one third of all 

land use. Storage area held steady, at 

a similar proportion. Office use is 

more prominent in Queens, and 

makes up around 13% of building 

area for the entire period. Retail was 

the only use category to show a large 

shift, increasing 44%.  

 

Figure 8: Land Use Change in M1 Districts 

 North Brooklyn Queens 
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 Overall, M1 districts are 

much more stable in the Queens 

study area, probably due to 

factors outside of zoning. Both 

neighborhoods were subject to 

major zoning changes in the past 

decade. Another explanation 

could be the timing of the zoning 

changes. The Long Island City 

mixed-use zone occurred in 1999, 

so the land use changes could have 

taken place prior to 2004.    

 

IBZs: Preservation through 

Isolation  

Industrial Business Zones 

provide a layer of protection on top 

of manufacturing districts. The 

financial incentives and 

institutional support would suggest 

greater success in preserving 

manufacturing. The North 

Brooklyn IBZ also has relatively 

strong infrastructural support (rail 

lines, highway access, and 

Newtown Creek) that have always 

contributed to its industrial 

strength. The numbers back this 

up. Since the IBZs were 

Figure 9: Land Use Change in IBZs 

 North Brooklyn Queens 

 

 

M
ill

io
ns

 o
f S

qu
ar

e 
Fe

et
 



 34 

implemented in 2004, factory use increased 8%. The biggest surprise however, was a 66% 

increase in residential, retail and office use. They remain a small percentage of total area, but 

their growth has larger implications.  

 The Queens IBZs, under similar regulatory and support mechanisms, were more stable 

overall than North Brooklyn. Residential use only grew by 6%, office use held steady, garage use 

grew by 28%, and storage use grew by 4%. Factory use actually decreased, but only by 3%. 

Overall, the combination of factory and storage use made up 71% of total area for the entire 

study period. Industrial Business Zones did appear to help stabilize the real estate market in this 

section of Queens considering the mounting pressures in neighboring locations.  

 The main difference between the IBZs in North Brooklyn and those in Queens is the 

increase in residential area in Brooklyn. While the explanation could be a lack of residential 

pressure north of Newtown Creek, this argument falls flat since the neighboring MX districts had 

a huge increase in residental use (see below). The only major regulatory difference between the 

North Brooklyn and Queens IBZs is the allowance of loft conversions on the Brooklyn side. This 

implicit allowance of illegal residential use opened the flood gates for conversion in many of the 

multistory factory spaces scattered throughout the North Brooklyn IBZ. In fact, the borders of 

the IBZ were recently adjusted to accommodate a residential boom around the Morgan Avenue L 

train station.10  

 It is doubtful though, that the IBZs in North Brooklyn have come close to a tipping point. 

Despite the increase of residential use, factory use actually increased its percentage of total area 

from 58% to 62%. The only use that saw a significant decrease was storage, which fell from 29% 

of total area to 22%. The data implies that the combinations of policies have contributed to a 

better utilization of space, and there does not appear to be any major losers. Zoning certainty, in 

combination with small outlets for change, seems to work best at stabilizing the mix of uses 

while not over-stifling growth. A slight modification in this idea will serve as a recommendation 

moving forward.  

 

 

                                                
10 Conversation with Ben Huff, employee of EDC 
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MX Districts: Survival of the 

fittest 

 The real test of the success 

or failure of the recent zoning 

changes rests in the MX districts. 

They were placed in areas with 

large proportions of loft buildings, 

and were facing some of the 

strongest residential development 

pressure. At the same time, their 

physical nature allowed them to 

remain viable for manufacturing as 

well. As expected, MX Districts saw 

the largest shift in use type of all 

areas studied. Total usable building 

area increased at the same rate as it 

did in both M1 and IBZ areas yet 

residential building area increased 

112%. While there was a fair amount 

of new construction, loft conversions 

most likely made up the bulk of this 

transition. A closer look at the 

numbers gives a clear picture: 

between 2004 and 2006, total 

building area decreased by over 1 

million square feet. This mirrored the 

initial drop in factory area. In this 

period residential use held steady. 

This would suggest an initial phase 

of demolition and factory flight following the rezoning. Between 2006 and 2008, residential 

building area increased by 2.8 million square feet, while factory use decreased by over 2.5 

Figure 10: Land Use Change in MX Districts 

 North Brooklyn Queens 
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million. From 2008 and 2010 factory conversion slowed, with only a 100,000 square foot 

decrease. Meanwhile, residential area continued to expand, with a 1.5 million square foot 

increase. Taking the numbers at face value, one could deduce that a wave of loft conversions 

occurred between 2006 and 2008. This was likely followed by a wave of new residential 

construction from 2008-2010. A closer look at the DOB data would be useful in testing this 

hypothesis, and a potential for further study moving forward.  

The numbers are even more striking when taken as percentages of total area. In 2004, 

residential use was 29% of total area, while factory made up 42%, and storage 16%. By 2010, 

residential use made up 61% of total area, factory use was 15%, and storage was 12%. The 

switch from a mixed-use area to a primarily residential one is clear. A two-thirds drop in factory 

use in six years is a clear sign that zoning plays a strong role in shaping development pressures. 

Queens has similar trends, but at a slightly lower scale.11 

 

Change In Spite of Zoning 

 There are many factors beyond zoning that contributed to the change in land use 

throughout North Brooklyn. The real estate bubble in the latter half of the 2000s accelerated 

change beyond anyone’s expectations. Financing for multi-story residential buildings was 

available to almost anyone who owned land. At the same time, lenders were reluctant to finance 

new multistory industrial development. There may be a government role in supporting this type 

of development, but zoning alone will not force it to occur.  

 In Port Morris in The Bronx, a similar mixed-use district was implemented, but the 

market response has been very different. “Some mix of uses is going to be appropriate, but we 

don’t know exactly what it’s going to be.” (Slatkin, 2012) There is a philosophy among many 

planners that we should not try to decide what should go where, but simply allow a wider variety 

of outcomes. The previous Northside Mixed Use district tried to dictate exactly what that mix of 

uses should be, and ultimately resulted in an underutilization of land. SoHo is another case study 

in how zoning alone cannot prevent neighborhood change. But planners should also come in 

                                                
11 Residential use increased 93%, while factory and storage use declined 32% and 18%, respectively. Office area, 
which was always a major part of the Queens real estate market increased 26%. Retail and garage uses saw a 5% 
and 28% decline, while other uses increased 41%. As a percentage of total area, residential increased from 18% to 
35%. Factory use declined from 26% to 18%, but this decline slowed considerably after 2008. Office area increased 
from 29% to 36% of total area, and remains the largest use category. 
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with a certain set of values. Do we really want a city without capacity for production? Do we 

want to set in motion residential conversions on a scale such that future re-industrialization in 

any form is next to impossible? I have pointed out that residential property interests have a 

strong foothold in the planning process. Increasing their numbers will only increase their power 

to preserve the new status quo. 

 Looking at the North Brooklyn creative-industrial corridor, and the spaces for production 

that were left behind in previous iterations of this same process, one sees the value of 

manufacturing in New York City. One the one hand, a city planner’s “goal is to provide for fuller 

utilization of land, better tax revenues. We’re not going to preserve chic grit.” (Slatkin, 2012) 

Even in the case of North Brooklyn, many types of uses flourished under the new zoning code; 

“things that could have been built under the old zoning, but needed the neighborhood to grow 

and support.” (Slatkin, 2012) Indeed, planners have never been successful at creating a 

neighborhood ecology exclusively through zoning. Leaving the process alone can allow cities to 

evolve in more natural ways.  

For example, in the 1960s, Jane Jacobs presented Hudson Street as the quintessential 

mixed-use neighborhood. A look at its transition in the last 50 years gives insight into the 

process that may ultimately transform North Brooklyn as well. “The reason it was such an 

interesting place was because you had the fading of one thing and the emergence of another 

thing. In a lot of ways, what makes New York so interesting is that it is a dynamic place. There is 

always something fading and something emerging.” (Slatkin, 2012) 

 Change in a city is a sign of life. Multiple time periods and scales converging provides 

the greatest opportunity for heterogeneity, and all of the positive outcomes that result from 

collaboration. The changing nature of North Brooklyn represents just one stage in the life of a 

neighborhood. There are positives that come from this transition, and there are many winners as 

well as losers. Unfortunately, the tool at city planners’ disposal—zoning—can contribute to the 

fossilization of city ecosystems, even when it attempts to do the opposite.  

Additionally, the city appears to be making deliberate efforts to remove itself not just 

from act of planning through zoning, but from planning in general. Planners are wise to shy away 

from such a blunt instrument as strict use separation in a 21st century industial context, but what 

new tools are being used in their place? Planners need to better undertand the systems that 

support healthy urban areas, so they can replace zoning controls with alternative proacticue 
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mechanisms that reflect a set of values. Taking the lessons from New York City’s zoning history 

all the way up to present day North Brooklyn, one can begin to see a new zoning framework for 

exchange.  
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Part 4:  Beyond Zoning - A New Framework for Exchange 
 

The main reason why zoning fails in a 21st century industrial context is because it was set 

up to address a set of conflicts that no longer predominate. The new industrial paradigm is 

supported by a systems or network approach. Zoning works well in zero-sum situations that are 

defined primarily by fear. However, given adequate trust networks and opportunities for mutual 

gain, land use interactions turn into exchange. Friedrich Hayek, often misunderstood as an 

enemy of all things planning, saw an important role for the state in conducting “the very 

necessary planning which is required to make competition as effective and beneficial as 

possible.” Put another way it is imperative for states to embark on “the task of creating a suitable 

framework for the beneficial working of competition.” (Hayek, 1945) Similarly, zoning often 

assumes that use conflicts must be resolved with distinct winners and losers. Yet, “economic 

development need not be seen as a zero sum game where the ability to take advantage of growth 

opportunities in one sector is inevitably tied to the demise of other viable sectors.” (PICCED 

2001)  

The MX District is only the first step in fostering positive exchange. The price disparity 

coupled with planning mechanisms that leave manufacturers out of the process does not provide 

a level playing field for beneficial competition. The resulting over-homogenization is more akin 

to a market failure, and there are steps city planners can take to promote high value added uses.  

 

1. Remove Barriers to Interaction: Strengthen Innovation Nodes 

 In assessing the effectiveness of various regulatory mechanisms used to foster innovation, 

understanding the location is important. There is ample anecdotal evidence of innovation 

throughout the city, from finance on Wall Street to music in Harlem. But what types of spaces do 

‘cultural producers’ require? “Cultural producers build overlapping networks around the nodes 

of temporary events, which creates the social capital and media feedback for continued 

innovation.” (Zukin, 2009) For many of the manufacturing tenants I interviewed, proximity to 

the arts community was paramount. In most cases, locating in New York City, and Brooklyn in 
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particular, predated any concrete business plans. These firms required certain types of networks 

and connections to thrive.  

 Networks are connections, and nodes are the locations of those connections. Cities, at 

their most basic level, are realizations of these connections at a larger scale. Regardless of scale, 

both nodes and networks imply an act of exchange. They are often in areas with high levels of 

mixing. The greater the level of mixing, the greater the amount of exchange, which would imply 

that the most innovative locations are those with the highest amount of positive exchange. As a 

means for exclusion, zoning offers little to the development of these necessary urban processes.  

New York City is a great test case, since the “density, diversity and wealth of [its] 

marketplace create[s] a natural incubator for high value-added businesses.” (Friedman 2010) 

Often these uses begin in the messy fringes of the city, in zones that allow new conceptions of 

what land uses can work together. The Red Hook ball fields became a small-scale restaurant 

incubator, beginning as an informal supplier of a market neglected by zoning: food in parks. 

(Zukin 2009) “Tortilla Triangle” arose in East Williamsburg in the underutilized manufacturing 

spaces at the edges of neighborhoods that were direct consumers. It has become a food 

distribution incubator of sorts. (Zukin, 2009) Similarly, two friends started a custom furniture 

manufacturing business in the first floor garage below their residence, a use that was illegal 

under current zoning but grandfathered in from a previous occupant. When they outgrew this 

location, they moved to a larger facility a block away in a converted loft warehouse. (Hilgendorf 

& Horvath, 2011) 

What fosters these innovative new businesses? A combination of unwanted/underutilized 

space and a density that pushes people & interactions to the fringes plays an important role. Far 

from static, it is a constantly reinforcing and repeating process, and shifts from one place to 

another, sometimes fluidly, sometimes abruptly. Thus the energy and spark of innovation moves. 

If the process is to remain healthy, either the business will move once they outgrow their space 

and thus making way for the next wave, or the innovative nucleus will have to move. In other 

words, in a living incubation zone, either its spatial or agent makeup will have to change to 

remain viable.  

The ultimate end of most innovation scenarios is a form of permanence, transforming 

temporary inhabitance into a right to the city. But what is the means of achieving these ends? 

Doesn’t permanence just prevent future temporary uses from occurring? What distinguishes the 



 41 

Red Hook food vendors from loft living gentrifiers in Brooklyn, who ultimately become victims 

of their own success? In their search for a right to the city, they remove the dynamism and 

uncertainty that allow them to settle in the first place.  

For better or worse, zoning provides a powerful mechanism for making these spaces 

permanent. The power of place-based constituents in advocating for their particular interests is 

embedded in the city’s regulatory review process. (City of New York, 1990) It is also supported 

by the political nature of land use decisions on the city level. However, permanence of 

businesses and residents is not synonymous with permanence of innovation. In many cases they 

are at odds with each other. 

Zoning is less adept at facilitating temporary and dynamic processes, or creating the 

nodes and networks that they feed upon. As it is currently implemented, it is ill equipped at 

dealing with these qualitative, and often vaguely defined, issues. Too often it over-regulates, 

stifling innovation and change in the process. Yet, when zoning alone attempts to foster 

exchange and innovation, the results are also less than ideal. It was clear from the proceeding 

case studies, especially with respect to the “Special Mixed-Use District”. The most promising 

mechanisms for fostering these types of places lie outside of the current purview of zoning.    

 

2. Level the Playing Field: Public-Private Institutions and the Making of Place 

In an increasingly speculative real estate market, many believe that commercial and 

residential uses have inflated values relative to their contribution to the New York economy. The 

fear is that, in a more permissible zoning district, the higher returns from residential and 

commercial use will drive out viable manufacturing uses. The main critique of the Special 

Mixed-Use district can be viewed in this light—it brings the land use conflict back into the 

market, which could be viewed as a de-facto choosing of winners. (Wolf-Powers, 2005) Indeed, 

as I have shown from the case study five years on, many of these fears have proved correct. 

However, in light of the failings of a high-modernist zoning framework, a return to strict use 

separation is not the best way to stem this tide. There are other promising tools, and actors, that 

can begin to protect marginalized uses without destroying the underlying strength of particular 

neighborhood ecologies.  

The types of actors involved in land-use regulation can have a strong influence in the 

types of rules enacted and enforced. Brenner’s conceptualization of recent trends in state 
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spatiality is helpful in understanding the institutions at play in the New York City zoning 

context. His idea of an “entrepreneurial form of urban governance” led to the introduction of, 

and devolution of power to, various quasi-governmental agencies at a local scale. (Brenner, 

2004) These include urban development corporations and business improvement districts. New 

York City’s Economic Development Corporation (EDC) is a prime example. They are currently 

administering the IBZs, and the preservation of industry in the face of growing residential 

pressure is a testament to their success. Compared to zoning, this is a certainly a better means of 

representing the changing actors in a dynamic process.  

 There are many other actors representing interests throughout the manufacturing 

landscape. One of the most promising is the Greenpoint Manufacturing and Design Center 

(GMDC), a non-profit industrial real estate developer. They have purchased and rehabilitated six 

multi-story loft buildings in North Brooklyn, and currently manage four of these properties. They 

rent primarily to small scale light manufacturing companies, the type that are the focus of this 

study.  

 Another organization, slightly more connected to city government, is the Brooklyn Navy 

Yard Development Corporation. They operate in an industrial park of sorts, which is in contrast 

to the mixed-use model that defines the North Brooklyn case study area. However, they have had 

much success in expanding industrial employment within their jurisdiction. In fact, they just 

finished construction on the first new multi-story industrial building built in the last 50 years.  

Many other examples of non-profit and public-private authorities that help to foster 

industrial growth and innovation exist throughout the city, including the Civil War piers in Red 

Hook, the Chelsea Market Building and the Falchi Building in Long Island City. All have one 

similarity: actors outside of the government working between the lines to encourage a particular 

outcome. When zoning reduces its oversight, actors on the neighborhood and even building level 

need to step in.  

 The city government itself has also created alternative regulatory mechanisms, which are 

often administered at a quasi public-private level. The Office of Industrial Manufacturing and 

Business was created initially to implement the city’s 16 IBZs, but was slowly phased out. The 

IBZs stayed in place, and are now under the direction of EDC, which many agree will be good 

for manufacturing especially considering past neglect. (Slatkin, 2012; Parkhill, 2012) In creating 

these zones, city administration assured businesses that particular areas would not be subject to 
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rezoning or discretionary residential development. Similar models that act outside of the rigid 

IBZ boundaries would help foster manufacturing use throughout the city.  Underlying this need 

for outside actors is a need to balance a political process that is skewed toward static residential 

interests.  

 

3. Increase Space for Exchange: The Importance of Multistory Lofts 

Regardless of where it moves, there has always been one constant throughout the history 

of the manufacturing-to-arts district conversion process: multi-story loft buildings. Sprawling 

single story industrial complexes are not desirable for residential use, and under zoning controls 

have little reason for conversion. While they are often the first buildings to be demolished during 

rezoning, they are rarely threatened in IBZs. However, loft buildings with three or more floors 

hold a particular cache ever since the SoHo loft model of the 1960s and 70s.  

The heart of the land use conflicts between industrial and residential use take place in 

these buildings. Their flexibility allows them to be used for a multitude of purposes, sometimes 

within the same building. It has also allowed them to shift purpose throughout time. Creative-

industrial corridors tend to concentrate in and around these types of buildings. The desirability 

that causes the land use conflict also concentrates the opportunities for exchange. Multi-story loft 

buildings exhibit many of the characteristics of a vibrant city at a much smaller scale. Their open 

floor plates allow customization that can respond to changing uses. This allows heightened 

exchange through space and time. Collections of these buildings form larger networks that were 

at one time devoted to industrial production, but more recently house a hybrid of light industrial, 

creative and lifestyle production. It is no coincidence that the creative-industrial nucleus has 

travelled through districts with large concentrations of industrial loft buildings.  

A majority of the creative-industrial firms locating in North Brooklyn have a desire to 

work in these spaces, despite the added hassle of vertical transport. Most of the production is at a 

smaller, more custom scale, and the freight elevators are adequate in most cases. In addition, the 

business owners I spoke with often chose multi-story warehouses for the same reason residential 

users liked these spaces. There is ample light (many were built before the advent of electricity), 

great views, and architectural details that are rare in modern industrial buildings. Simply put, 

they are more pleasant places to work.  
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 One of the issues with very small-scale manufacturers is the investment in equipment. 

During the course of my interviews, I was told a story about a colleague that was struggling with 

the expense of a million dollar piece of automated equipment. If there was a better way to 

organize and share amongst many small-scale operators to take advantage of economies of scale, 

this may improve the manufacturing environment. Indeed, there is a collection of nine 

woodworking shops on a few floors of a Brooklyn Navy Yard building that share, “tools, 

equipment, advice, and sometimes employees.” (Brooklyn Navy Yard, 2011) Multi-story loft 

buildings offer the greatest opportunity to reach economies of scale while retaining small scale 

flexible business models.  

Location is also essential. The manufacturers I interviewed pointed out that the 

combination of artistic talent, manufacturing talent, and business/marketing talent creates the 

most innovative outcomes because new ideas can be implemented quickly and efficiently. Space 

for all of these uses, and the organization of space that encourages interaction is vital in 

facilitating these innovative industrial corridors. 

As the push for residential conversion grows, there has been a marked loss in multi-story 

manufacturing buildings over the six-year study period, as well as a drastic change of use within 

the buildings that have remained classified as manufacturing. This analysis poses serious 

questions about the viability of a particular type of light manufacturing in New York City in the 

future.  

 Fortunately, public-private institutions have recognized the value of these innovation 

nodes. GMDC’s flagship property is at the northernmost tip of Brooklyn, in a 100-year old six-

story industrial loft building. It is one of 4 buildings that the non-profit developer owns, and 

houses many of the center’s over 100 businesses. 221 McKibbin Street, one of GMDC’s newest 

properties, houses a number of manufacturing tenants ranging from TwoSeven, a storefront 

display builder, to Brasslab, an internationally renowned custom brass instrument manufacturer. 

Active investment in spaces for production yields benefits to entities that are acting largely 

outside of the public sphere. If the city takes a similarly proactive role, there could be benefits on 

a much wider scale. 
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Part 5:  Conclusion 
   

 One of the overarching roles of government in a market-based economy is to provide a 

framework that supports healthy and robust competition—in effect leveling the playing field. In 

the beginning of the century many government regulators recognized the need to protect 

residential areas from noxious industrial encroachment. (Village of Euclid, Ohio v. Ambler 

Realty Co., 1926) In other cases, the public good of industrial economic development 

outweighed the needs of a few aggrieved residents. (Bove v. Donner-Hanna Coke Co., 1932) 

Regardless of the motives, the solution typically resulted in absorption of conflict within the 

public sector, and a winner takes all outcome. This does not support competition—it eliminates 

it. 

 Zoning is particularly apt at dealing with these types of conflicts. Its roots are deeply 

embedded in the concepts of separation and exclusion. When fear is overarching, and the 

outcomes of competition are zero-sum, Euclidean zoning is a useful tool. However, large sectors 

of the manufacturing landscape no longer fall neatly under this mold. The types of 

manufacturing that have recently thrived in New York City benefit from proximity, both to the 

marketplace and the arts communities that foster idea exchange. Collaboration and mutual gain 

brings higher levels of trust, which leads to positive interactions instead of conflict.  

 The zoning regime of New York City has responded to this by creating a finer grained 

spatial configuration of zoning districts. The MX zones, and other types of special districts show 

a willingness to allow different types of uses closer together. They have had mixed results. The 

rate of manufacturing land use decline is much faster in areas with more permissive zoning 

frameworks. Thus, new conflicts have arisen. The market for manufacturing space has not been 

able to reflect its economic and social value though land prices. Additionally, the zoning playing 

field is not exactly level. For every M1 zone that turns mixed, there is not a corresponding 

residential zone allowing manufacturing uses as of right. Certainly there does not need to be the 

same amount of industrial space as there was in 1961, when the size of the manufacturing 

workforce was 10 times higher than it is today. The large-scale modern processes that are better 

suited for suburban locations are no longer (if they ever were) viable in a dense city like New 

York.  
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Despite prevailing trends, New York City does need manufacturing space of some type. 

While many advocate for industrial business parks in protected zones, the small-scale 

manufacturers that are thriving in New York City require a different model. These manufacturers 

place a high premium on proximity—both to their markets and to the greater community. The 

reason they located in New York was largely due to these factors. It is important to 

understanding how to accommodate these types of firms—which are often neglected from a 

policy standpoint, yet contribute to the creative capital in the same way art museums and music 

venues do. A city known for its music scene cannot neglect its music instrument repair shops, or 

relegate them to the inaccessible fringes. A city known for its high-end stores cannot ignore the 

needs of its storefront designers and builders. A city that attracts wealthy residents would be 

mistaken to assume that its custom cabinetry craftsmen will set up shop in New Jersey.  

How can these necessary uses compete in an increasingly speculative real estate market, 

and where should they go? Unfortunately, the city planning department is not going to create the 

next Greenpoint-Williamsburg. No public marketing campaign is going to build the buzz of a 

new residential and manufacturing district in a more economically convenient location. There is 

no area that would be politically feasible to utilize even if it were possible. All the while, the 

upgrading process that continues to haunt Williamsburg in the same way it did SoHo is showing 

no signs of abating. “The long and short of it is that if you want a sustainable mixed use district 

you do need to have bigger controls. It does require a hand because it’s not going to happen 

organically when you’re talking about a mix of uses where rents are so different. It’s just a 

matter of what’s realistic to enforce.” (Becker, 2012) There is certainly a need for some land use 

control, but history shows us that relying on controls alone will not result in an optimal outcome.  

City planners need to reignite their role as facilitators of outcomes. Zoning has relegated 

planners to a reactionary role. It is partly the fault of mid-20th century planners’ overzealousness 

in a period of top-down decision making, and the community planning reaction that followed. 

But it is also a result of the nature of the top-down rationalist ideal. No matter where planners 

insert themselves in the hierarchy—as community focused participatory planning arbiters, or 

city-wide zoning code writers—they are destined to be stuck in the reactionary role that the high-

modernist framework has built around them. 

This is because you cannot come up with a zoning mechanism that makes things happen, 

only one that allows things to happen. Which is why organizations are so important. They help 
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facilitate the expansion of industrial uses under favorable conditions. Zoning is the framework; 

organizations like GMDC and the Brooklyn Navy Yard are actors in the market. They may be 

less powerful actors than many office or residential developers, but zoning itself is not going to 

tip that balance. City facilitated Industrial Business Zones can contribute to leveling this balance, 

but care needs to be taken to bring in positive incentives while relying less on negative controls 

like zoning. Some suggestions include feeder programs from trade schools, tax rebates or other 

financial incentives, and infrastructure improvement. Increasing the strength of the institutions 

that represent creative-industrial interests will increase the push for non-zoning mechanisms.  

Ultimately though, spatial structure is most important. The industrial loft building is a 

physical representation of positive exchange. While changing industrial processes have reduced 

conflict within these spaces, conflict for these spaces has increased. Zoning is one way to resolve 

these conflicts, but its tendency to exclude and homogenize threatens the very processes it 

intends to protect. If planners want to play a role in facilitating exchange, they should focus on 

expanding the spaces in which they occur, rather than worrying about preserving where they 

already exist. Innovation needs to constantly move and change in order to remain viable. So, in 

addition to strengthening the role of industrial use advocates and facilitators, city planners should 

encourage new loft buildings to be created profitably, thus expanding the venues for exchange.  

A solution can be broken down as follows: (1) remove restrictions on interactions while 

strengthening innovation nodes, (2) level the playing field through collaboration and incentives, 

and (3) increase available space where innovative interactions can occur. A true mixed use 

district, or more ambitiously a performance code with some form-based restrictions would 

address the first part. Manufacturing zoning districts addresses the second, but at the expense of 

the first. New York City’s built legacy has addressed the third part up to this point, but the 

inventory is dwindling. Tough choices need to me made. Perhaps the lightest of manufacturing 

processes can flourish in currently restricted residential zones. Real estate developers could 

respond to potential public incentives by building new mixed use loft buildings. Conflict 

resolution will still need to occur, through zoning or other regulatory mechanisms, but on a 

micro-level. 

The fragmentation of zoning illustrates the desire to further refine land use controls. Yet, 

the methods are getting precariously close to overreaching zoning’s legal mandate and the 

resulting complexity is sure to overburden the city planning agency in the near future. The time 
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has come to re-evaluate the negative nature of the tools currently in place, and look for positive 

mechanisms that are better suited to addressing the complex urban processes that define a living 

city.   
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