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RUSH TRANSCRIPT: MAYOR DE BLASIO DELIVERS REMARKS AT ZONING AT 100: A SYMPOSIUM FOR THE FUTURE

Mayor Bill de Blasio: Thank you – thank you, everybody. Welcome to New York City. We are thrilled to have you here. So, first – some of you are already in New York City. Donovan, you have actually been here before.

[Laughter]

So, I – I want to say upfront – I’m going to talk about Carl Weisbrod in a second – but I just want to reflect on two lessons I hope are valuable in leadership and management. The first, Carl Weisbrod – I knew he could do extraordinary things for this city. I knew he was singularly able to. And he attempted numerous times to say no to the job offer. So, the first managerial lesson is if someone says no to the job offer and they are the best person for the job just keep making the offer.

[Laughter]

Repetition will work very well in many cases. And the second lesson fits perfectly, which is he politely said – I drum into our administration everyday a certain set of values – I am a big believer that if you have a strategy and you have a vision you have to repeat it incessantly because there are a lot of cross currents. There are a lot of challenges. There are a lot of things that can you pull you away from your vision. I am blessed to have wonderful, wonderful people working with me in the City government, but it is really good for them to hear the game plan over and over and over again. And I afford them that opportunity on an almost daily basis. I know they are very grateful for that.

[Laughter]

Carl has played an amazing role in the life of this city going back as far as the John Lindsay administration in the 1970s. And he is, sort of, synonymous with so many of the values that bring us here today. I always love being in the company of urbanists and planners and visionaries and people who are serving on the frontline in the cities all over this country. I have the extraordinary opportunity, when I go the U.S. Conference of Mayors meetings, to meet with mayors from all over the country and their staff, and we are all working in such common cause, dealing with common challenges. 

There is an energy at the local level and in cities in particular around the country of innovation energy – innovation, change, reaching for things that were previously thought impossible. And it is extraordinarily exciting and we’re showing that we can actually remake the assumptions and come up with an entirely different approach. I want to thank all of you for being here because I know so many of you are doing that in your cities. And I know we have people here, as well, from other nations and I thank you for the great work you do.

But I mentioned Carl’s long impact on the city, and I just want you to hear this because he kind of epitomizes the values that New York City has come to believe in, in terms of planning, in terms of zoning, in terms of believing that the role of the City government is central and positive to the creation of a truly inclusive and rational city. And it is a tremendous honor to be part of this 100th anniversary celebration because it also celebrates a victorious struggle. People had to fight for these ideas. They had to win many, many battles to assert the notion that planning and zoning were going to play this central role. Well, in the last third-of-a-century in New York City Carl Weisbrod has been the embodiment of that.

It started with transforming Times Square. I just want to do a little audience participation – by a show of hands how many people experienced the old grungy, dangerous, sex-crazed Times Square?

Raise your hand if you did.

Okay, very good. We have a lot of people who understand what I’m saying here. That Times Square was not a positive environment. That did not evoke family values. It was a blight on the city. It had to be turned around. For a lot of other things to happen it had to be turned around. Carl Weisbrod was the architect of that. He’ll always say many other people participated and provided a crucial role, but he was the true glue.

He achieved one of the best deals ever for this city – has participated in – for the tennis complex in Queens, one of the truly good sports deals. And I will editorialize -- really good sports deals for cities are few and far between. Beware team owners who bring you Trojan horses, but we got a wonderful deal for tennis and it has played a huge and positive role in this city ever since.

Then after 9/11, which again, I’m sure many of you fully understand how devastated Lower Manhattan was after 9/11, and how there was no roadmap on how to come back. Carl was one of the leaders of the renaissance of Lower Manhattan, which you can now see is – has come so far. And it is an entirely different and better neighborhood today even if we are still dealing with the aftermath of the tragedy. 

And now, just because he hadn’t had enough to do, he gets handed to him the affordability crisis. And he has been one of the leading players in addressing the affordability crisis in this city. And it’s a good jumping off point because we did not expect – there was nothing in our previous 400 years of experience to tell us what a full blown and very rapidly evolving affordability crisis would look like and what it would mean for our people. And we’re bearing the brunt of it right now and I know it is happening in so many other cities as well. This is something, I would say, if you’re generous you would say it’s a-quarter-century old as a phenomenon. You could say very fairly it’s 10 or 15 years old in terms of some its toughest manifestations. We’re all still trying to catch up with it and Carl has been one of the people who has been guiding us through those waters. So, if you know him or if you don’t know him join me in thanking Carl Weisbrod for all he has done.

[Applause]

Success has many fathers and mothers. In this administration we particularly tend to have mothers because over 50 percent of the leadership positions in this administration are held by women – something I am very proud of. So, I want to thank our Housing Commissioner Vicki Been who is here with us; our Board of Standards and Appeals Chair Margery Perlmutter; the – I also want to thank from the elected office side of things – I referenced Councilmember Donovan Richards, who is one of the land-use leaders in our legislative branch and has been a tremendous ally in the efforts we have made.

So, thank you to all of you and all the other folks who aren’t here; our Deputy Mayor Alicia Glen and so many others who have been leaders in addressing the affordability crisis.

So, look, we’re talking today about what a hundred years has taught us. And when we started on this path, I think everyone can imagine this very entrepreneurial energetic city with no rules. So we were the Wild, Wild West in the east, in an urban dynamic. And there was reckless growth. There was a fundamental lack of interest in health and safety rules. There were tenements that were unlivable. There were all the things we think of in New York City 100 years ago. And that set the stage for a fundamental belief that we had to plan, we had to zone, and we had to do things differently. And it has held to this day through many challenging moments. And we’re trying to evolve it, build it, and make it stronger.

We used to have a city where the assumption was we were dealing with those horrible structural challenges I just talked about and for much of the time in the post-war era we were dealing with people leaving in large numbers. We were dealing with communities deteriorating. We got to a point in our City’s history after the fiscal crisis where we were begging people to stay, begging businesses to stay. But through extraordinary efforts by the public sector, private sector, nonprofits etcetera – communities, people, leaders on the ground, grassroots altogether this city turned around. And so you would say isn’t it great that we have the highest population we have ever had – 8.55 million, well on the way to nine million I would say in the next 15 years or so. 

So isn’t it great to have the biggest population? Isn’t it great to have the most jobs we’ve ever had – 4.3 million, most in the history of the City. Isn’t it great that there are almost 60 million tourists expected this year – 60 million tourist visits. 

Isn’t it great – especially – that crime has continued to go down? That’s really great and that has been a-quarter-century effort through thick and thin, but it has continued to succeed. Those are all blessings. They are unquestioned blessings. And now you’ve guessed the next line, we and so many other cities, are becoming victims of our own success because we’ve now begun to experience an affordability crisis that I referenced earlier, but I want to put a point on it, affordability crisis that gallops fast ahead of the tools we put in place. 

And in this City we are trying, I think, very aggressively – and I hope creatively – to address the crisis. I’m going to tell you a couple of the things that we’re doing. But I never labor under the illusion that we are outdistancing the crisis. It is regularly outdistancing us. And it creates a whole set of challenges around our priorities and around how to stay true to a vision of equity and a vision of addressing income inequality and reducing the divisions in our society. I will give you the punchline upfront – and it reflects my philosophy – I think it calls for an even more aggressive and interventionist role by our local government. And I know that might be heard different ways by people with different beliefs or who come from places where the rules may allow for that or may not as much.

But it’s quite clear in an ever-more stratified society, income inequality is worsening as we speak, the affordability crisis is deepening in cities all over the nation that we only have the prospect of a strong governmental intervention if we are going to right this ship and create balance in the equation. And that’s not easy. But in the absence of it – I always try and help people understand what it would mean not to. 

If we don’t intervene we could end up –and I am not an expert on some of the major Western European cities. But, I think I know enough to say the notion of folks who are poor or people who are working class, being pushed out of cities all together—certainly pushed out of the core, but in many cases pushed out of the city limits. And the city as only being a place for the upper middle class and the international traveler and the tourist – that goes against all of our values as a New Yorkers. That goes against values that we have had, literally, for hundreds of years.

So our only choice is to intervene aggressively and quickly. And I would note, I think this is something we can probably all agree on that we don’t have the illusion at this moment in our nation’s history that strong clear answers are coming from Washington D.C. That could happen depending on which calendar you believe in. Is that five years away, 10 years away, 15 years away? That is a subject for another session. But, immediate answers to the housing crisis are not coming from Washington D.C. 

Depending on what’s happening in your state capitol maybe more, maybe less. But not necessarily decisive. Ergo, it all comes down to us at the local level. Now here we decided it was time to change the playbook and to change the rules of the game and all of the leaders I mentioned. I want to particularly thank Carl for his leadership, he took us down the path—the biggest overhaul of our zoning code in a half century because we were in an entirely different city.

When the zoning code was last treated on such a large level in the early 1960s, as I said, that that moment in New York City’s history, the assumption sadly was we were a City in many ways declining, losing population, losing jobs, losing manufacturing. A half century later the equation has flipped entirely. We needed a zoning reality reflected – and one of the most profound things we did, I say this with pride, is we put in place mandatory inclusionary housing and simply made clear in today’s reality there has to be a requirement for the creation of affordable housing in any major new development that requires government approval. That we are not going to give approval unless affordable housing is part of the package because we simply can’t afford to. We can’t afford to play by a set of rules from the past that were very, very generous – the developers, and laissez-faire in their nature in many ways –  that would be destructive for us today. That would disallow us address the central crisis we experienced.

One of the things I have talked about, I know Donovan feels the same way, we’ve talked to our constituents and may I say I have eight-and-a-half million constituents. They are the single most opinionated group of people anywhere on the Earth. Maybe you’ve met some of them. They are very good at issuing an opinion and also at very high volume. A lot of New Yorkers can be at the other side of the street halfway down the block and still tell me what they think of me in colorful terms. 

[Laughter]

Hopefully, something that a child could hear and not be badly influenced by. But there is – what they let us know is very consistent. They let us know that they are fearful of being displaced from their own city. Everywhere you come from there is tremendous pride of place. Here, you can imagine, there’s a special love that New Yorkers have of this place. But to think about it, if you love where you come from, whether it’s an immigrant who came here and this is where you made it, or whether you are the second, third, fourth generation here and suddenly it doesn’t feel like it’s yours anymore. And there is that fear that you just don’t know what’s coming. That’s what’s taken over in so many neighborhoods in this city. 

There is a beautiful vignette expressed by a woman named Luz Santiago and we used it at the video that introduced my State of the City remarks last year and she is a working class woman in Brooklyn who could not afford the cost of today’s Brooklyn. And she said – and her family had been in New York a long time – and she said, there are the galleries, there’s the cafes, there’s the artists, but this is our Brooklyn too. And there was something about that simple concept that epitomizes what we are dealing with. And we cannot have the people who have done so much to make this place great or any city great feel it is literally no longer for them. It is literally just a matter of time before they get shown the exit.

That’s why we have to change the rules of engagement and require affordable housing. That’s why we have an affordable housing plan that is at a level once probably unthinkable – enough affordable housing for half-a-million people between new construction and preserved units over a 10-year time frame enough for half-a-million people. 

It is extraordinarily difficult. It is causing a lot of people to work day and night and fight the odds every single day to achieve this kind of goal. But even enough affordable housing for half-a-million people is not enough. It’s just the farthest we could find a way to reach and we had to set that very high goal. We had to have a stretch goal and we have to, in the future, go even farther. So, we’re proud of the fact that we are on target with that plan—the fact to the great credit of Vicki Bean and her colleagues – we are producing more new affordable housing, financing more affordable housing, preserving more units in place than at any time since the late 1970s when Ed Koch created a revolutionary housing plan for this city that had a huge impact. 

And that plan deserves endless praise. Today’s plan has one challenge that plan didn’t have, which is the cost of everything including the cost of the land we build on. It’s so much more prohibitive than what we experienced in the ‘70s, sadly, at the time of disinvestment. So we are trying to innovate against the grain of rising costs and rising land values and all the pressure of development, we are still trying to carve out vast space for affordable housing because we know there is no other choice. People are demanding it.

And then, I think it comes down to a simple point – people in this city, and I assume this is true in a lot of other places, believe there’s a question, really of who we are, of values, that we cannot be New York if we become exclusionary. We are not the same thing anymore. 

If people can’t find affordable housing, if people are evicted from the affordable housing that they’re in – that was a huge problem for years, of course as everyone in this room knows, as the real estate pressures increased, the values increase, unfortunately, there are unscrupulous individuals who force out existing tenants. 

We found that you can do something about that by providing those tenants a lawyer for free and we’ve seen evictions go down 24 percent in the last few years, as a result. 

But even with a huge affordable housing program, even with an effort to stop people from being evicted, even with some real successes, we still know that people worry not just about their physical reality, not just about their economic reality, they are literally worried about whether they will belong in our society anymore and whether this will be the city they once knew. Whether it will retain its values, its spirit, its personality.

And I will conclude with this, and again I will say this about New York and I think you can say this about a lot of places, I think you can say it about the United States of America – there was a formula, there was a recipe that worked.

So many of our cities became great because they were inclusive. It’s not that people who planned it said let’s be inclusive. They didn’t use the same words we might use today and they didn’t necessarily have this entirely as their goal but what happened functionally was there were relatively plentiful jobs at relatively good wages, that you could get those jobs whether you are a newcomer or not, whether you had good education or not, if housing was relatively affordable – and cities were implicitly for everyone. 

And then what did that bring? It brought lots of other tremendously positive attributes including as welcoming places for immigration. It brought creativity. It brought entrepreneurship. It brought energy and vitality. 

That inclusion also came with hunger in the best sense of the word – people striving to succeed, who thought they could succeed. They didn’t feel like the door was closed. They thought they could succeed. And for literally decades and decades after World War II, in many places, there was a real sense that you belonged and you were seeing the fruits of your labor and the next generation would do better. And your neighborhood and your city were sacrosanct. They had some realities that didn’t have to change because they were working, because there was buying, because they belonged to the people. 

That has been slipping away. And if it slips away it’s not just a moral question. All of those other attributes that made us great, all of the things that made New York City a creative capital in all cities – the center of innovation, that entrepreneurship, that spark. As we become more exclusionary, we lose that. We lose so much of what worked for us so consistently.

So, I’m devoted not to a retro vision but to a modern vision that recognizes some of the straints of what we came from, and upstages them, and uses new tools, new approaches to retain that which made us great – to retain that sense of this is a city for everyone. 

It is not New York, New York if it is not a city for everyone. And in our times, for all of us, that is our mission – to take the values of our country and the values of our city and put them into action – put them into real action through the work we do. And as a charge and, I hope, a small inspiration: if you don’t do it, no one else will. 

If leaders who see the power of planning, if people who understand the role that local government can play, don’t step in and force this issue and change this paradigm, no one else will. And we won’t keep that which is precious. So I thank you for being here in New York. I thank you for the work you do. I hope together we can get this right. Thanks so much.

[Applause]           
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