
 1 

Johnny Aguilar 
Waterfront Studio 
February 13, 2013 
 

My Five Lessons From New York 
 

This journal will address the various issues that we considered while in New York City: 

(1) reuse of derelict buildings and infrastructure (Studio Meeting, Chelsea Markets, High Line); 

(2) the use of light bowls/avenues in New York (Park Avenue, Rockefeller Center); (3) issues of 

zoning (the City Planning Meeting and the Brooklyn Naval Yards); (4) issues of climate change 

(Brooklyn Naval Yard and City Planning Meeting); (5) and the overall vision of a city as it 

progresses (Pratt Center and City Planning Meeting).  Each of these issues ultimately will be 

important for Kaohsiung, Taiwan, as it tries to redevelop its waterfront into a vibrant part of 

the city’s future. 

The first issue was the reuse of derelict buildings and infrastructure in the city core.  In 

New York, it seemed that various green developments and community/business interests 

pushed the creation of the Highline, the ZoneGreen, the Waterfront redevelopment and other 

initiatives that are taking the tatters of the NYC Industrial Economy and changing it for the new 

Sustainable Economy.  However, in New York, it seemed that most of the developments were 

for redevelopment of land already where most of the changes were landscaping in nature. 

There were a few redevelopments of buildings parts and sections in other structures—but 

there really wasn’t that much in the way of complete redevelopments of buildings on the nature 

of that done in the Netherlands where the buildings themselves are cut, quartered and built in 

with other structures.  It seemed to me that more densification could happen in the area 

should densification occur.  Also, it seemed that, since the main building morphology of West 

Chelsea included buildings up to 5-6 floors, separate structures (like office or commercial) 

could flow above this range to provide a second level of building typologies that merge with the 

previous structures to maximize usage.  With the High Line, it seemed that there were very 

few “entrances” to the High Line to the attached structures, and that more benefits (and values 

to the adjacent buildings) could be recognized if the adjacent buildings would have access to the 

High Line as a matter of course.  If this were the case, it would seem that it might benefit the 

city to have multiple types of structures like this around the city—where in a city that is so 

dense could benefit with green space created through a pancaking of urban circulation space.  
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While the ultimate result of this might end up with a Radian City effect, I hope that it does 

not—for such activity could be limited to spaces connected to office/residential only and 

commercial would still need to be accessed on street level.  However, Chelsea Markets did 

seem a good reuse of the buildings in New York. The building (a meat slaughterhouse) had 

been vacant or a while. The action of cleaning up the eons of caked blood, re-purposing the 

building and creating more accessible commercial space reminded me of the Ghiradelli Square 

and the Cannery in San Francisco—which are good wharf redevelopments also. 

The second issue is the use of light bowls and avenues in New York. It seemed that this 

was a complex issue given the nature of the various highways that go from North to South in 

Manhattan.  While there were light bowls in the buildings in the West Side due to the buildings 

and their interactions—Rockefeller Center, St. Patrick’s Cathedral, there were other Avenues 

and Highway areas, which provided more light due to the width of the circulation areas, but 

they created greater problems. It brought up the issue of how does a city create light through 

the use of circulation but not cut and slice various areas from each other. What we found is 

that Park Avenue cut Midtown down the center, and as one walked to the waterfront, the 

water was literally cut off from the waterfront by the highway.  On the other side of Manhattan, 

the Battery Park area seemed severed completely from the rest of Lower Manhattan. While 

other cities have dealt with this problem successfully (like Barcelona and its buried highways 

and artistic exhausts), those were part of larger developments where it was economically 

feasibly to bury the highway and join the ocean/sea/river with the rest of the city. In New York, 

these highways are centers of circulation, and also they were built up over time. It would be 

hard to address these issues by most methods—some could be more skyways, tunnels, plazas, 

‘dips of some roads,’ etc.  But, each of these methods creates secondary issues—redirection of 

traffic, interference during construction, costs, benefits v. costs, etc. 

The third issue was zoning.  When we were in the City Planning meeting and in the 

Naval Yard trip, issues of zoning became paramount. While City Planners used zoning to 

propose greater changes to the FAR to maximize New York potential and to facilitate greater 

density in the Westside area, it seemed that these changes (the pushing of private developers) 

were incremental and mainly out of the control of planners. It made me wonder if the changes 

in zoning would actually facilitate actual changes to the built environment if developers just 

decided not the take advantage of that FAR. The question in my mind was whether, in a 
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developer’s mind and pocketbook, if any increases in FAR for 20-30 to 50-60 more floors was 

worth the cost of demolishing a building, not having revenue for that building and building 

another structure. Something in this has to give, and it seems it would be the financing. It seems 

that in order to facilitate the zoning changes actually affecting the built environment there have 

to be corresponding financing arrangements which make the change more likely than not.  In 

the Naval Yard, the issue of zoning came up because they chose to keep the manufacturing 

designation for the Naval Yards.  What this does is effectively take out the issue of mixed use 

like in the Silodam area of Amsterdam where the different uses allowed for high concentrations 

of residential areas, on reclaimed land.  While I think the businesses benefit from the lack of 

real commercial and residential activity, it made me wonder about the policy implications of 

this. If there are lots of places which have limitations on human activity (residential, 

commercial) and favor office/manufacturing above all, doesn’t this mean that there will be a 

change to the waterfront where some places (like this) will have no access to the public 

whereas others (less favorable and less vibrant) will be the only waterfront accessible to the 

public. 

The fourth issue was issues of climate change. While climate change and the rising of the 

sea level was of great concern to the City Planning Department, it did not seem that great of a 

concern for the Brooklyn Naval Yards—even though may of the buildings were more than 6 

feet under water.  When we were on the waterfront, it seemed that there could be a 

coordination of the ‘new waterfront’ (landfills, redevelopment, etc.) with a series of actions to 

create ‘natural’ barriers to water to surround the island.  It seemed also that technical devices 

might be prone to failure (if they are to actually act in the moment of crisis).  I started to 

wonder what New York could do (given that most of the Island is about 8-12 feet above the 

seawater level) given the nature of the storms that will happen due to climate change (surges, 

higher levels of water, velocity of the water/wind/gusts, more hurricanes, more gusts, etc.).  It 

also seemed to me that this is something that had to be considered during the planning process 

of the New Waterfronts—the creation of barriers, protections, etc.  However, this was not 

even really taken into consideration at the Naval Yards.  The Naval Yards themselves are only 

about 4 feet above sea level.  The amount of pumping of the water did not seem that it could 

withstand the new pressures that the Naval Yard would fact. It make me consider if the City 

should consider having “economic zones” which link to the water but which focus more 
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‘upstream/uphill’ from the waters edge and how this might be more beneficial thank focusing 

lots of economic and political power in areas that might be inundated by the next storm. 

Lastly, what was impressive to me was the vision of the city—New York. It seemed that 

everyone was ‘on board’ with protecting New York and making it the best city in the world.  It 

seemed that there was an appreciation for the different morphologies that New York has to 

offer, the different benefits that ‘different areas’ present in a larger metropolis.  These various 

areas benefit City by allowing different people to gravitate to sections that they prefer rather 

than being forced to choose either City or Suburb—like in many U.S. urban areas.  It seemed 

that the Planning Office was very focused on protecting New York from the elements but not 

destroying the linkage between the City and the water.  However, I think that in order for 

them to succeed, they have to actually connect the part of New York that is inside the highway 

system (the Henry Hudson and the FDR) with the New York edge that exists on all sides of 

island.  The problem is that by increasing the waterfront through landfill or through cantilevers 

it cuts into the navigable water system of New York.  However, I don’t think that drastic 

changes are needed—60 feet of landfill on all sides of the island could do wonders to protect 

the island from storm surges and raising water levels and could provide a unique waterfront 

area that could help people, animals, and the economy. 

I think that we can use many of these options for Kaohsiung; however, I think we will 

need to bridge the gap between Island and Bay/Coastline.  I think that it might be helpful to 

look at other cities, which are similar to Kaohsiung like Barcelona, Los Angeles/San Diego or 

Capetown, South Africa.  I think that the various methods that NYC uses are directly applicable 

for Kaohsiung in how they function in a great city, but I think that we might have to look 

elsewhere for their placement.  The hard part will be to address how to economically develop 

Kaohsiung in line with their expectations—when it seems that many of the decisions have 

already been made.  However, I think that, in order to make a workable city that really 

becomes a flexible mechanism of economic growth, it has to first be a city that works and is 

flexible by nature. 

 


