Chapter 9: Urban Design and Visual Resources

A. INTRODUCTION

This chapter considers the potential of the Willets Point Development Plan to impact the urban
design characteristics and visual resources of the Willets Point Development District and the
surrounding study area.

The analysis presented below follows the guidance of the CEQR Technical Manual. As defined
in the manual, urban design components and visual resources determine the “look” of a
neighborhood—its physical appearance, including the street pattern, the size and shape of
buildings, their arrangement on blocks, streetscape features, natural resources, and noteworthy
views that may give an area a distinctive character. The following analysis addresses each of
these characteristics for existing conditions, the future without the proposed Plan, and the
probable impacts of the proposed Plan. In accordance with the approach outlined in Chapter 2,
“Procedural and Analytical Framework,” this chapter considers to the extent possible the
cumulative impact of the Willets Point Development Plan and the anticipated development on
Lot B.

PRINCIPAL CONCLUSIONS

As described below, the proposed Plan would not have significant adverse impacts on the urban
design and visual resources of the District and the surrounding study area.

URBAN DESIGN

The proposed Plan would greatly improve the appearance of the District, currently an
underdeveloped site with a collection of low-scale buildings primarily related to automotive
repair and larger, industrial buildings. The proposed Plan would result in new residential
buildings of various heights, a large entertainment and retail corridor, and other potential uses,
including a convention center, hotel, and office buildings. It would also create new public open
spaces. The proposed Plan would add new uses and vitality to the site and dramatically improve
the overall appearance of the District. Further, it would transform the underutilized site into a
new retail and entertainment destination that would greatly increase the use of the site and
improve the overall appearance of the area.

The proposed Plan would convert the existing underdeveloped and environmentally degraded
Willets Point Development District into a vibrant, mixed-use urban environment. The buildings
that would result from the proposed Plan would be cohesive in design and varied in use to create
a new destination and entertainment location. The proposed Plan would also integrate the
District into the surrounding area by creating a new pedestrian-scaled street network with wide
connector streets as well as smaller, retail and residential streets. In addition, the proposed Plan
would add new publicly accessible open spaces to the District.
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The proposed Plan would improve the urban design of the District and the surrounding area. The
new development resulting from the proposed Plan would be a mixed-use community including
retail, office, residential, community facility, and open spaces. These new uses would increase
the vitality of the District; increase pedestrian traffic to the District and the surrounding area; and
improve the appearance of the District by providing new streets and streetscape elements, such
as street trees and lighting.

A new street pattern would be established in the District, including a primary retail street, two
secondary retail streets, and two main connectors. New block forms would be created, including
two superblocks along 126th Street and smaller residential blocks. The new buildings would be
set back at a consistent distance and built to a similar height to create new, continuous
streetwalls.

Overall, the proposed Plan would transform the District into a mixed-use destination area by
providing retail, entertainment, and restaurant areas, and by creating a pedestrian-friendly
environment that would complement the proposed residential area. The proposed Plan would
significantly alter the urban design of the District and would ultimately have a beneficial impact
on the overall appearance and feel of the District.

VISUAL RESOURCES

The proposed Plan would not adversely impact any visual resources in the surrounding area,
including Flushing Bay, the Flushing Bay Promenade, Flushing Meadows-Corona Park, and the
1964 World’s Fair structures. While the proposed Plan would create structures that are taller
than what currently exists on the site, views to these resources would not be blocked by the new
development, nor would the new structures be highly visible from these resources.

B. METHODOLOGY

In accordance with the CEQR Technical Manual, this analysis considers the effects of the
proposed Plan on the following elements that collectively form an area’s urban design:

e Block form and street pattern—This urban design feature refers to the shape and
arrangement of blocks and surroundings streets, such as a grid pattern with regularly sized,
rectangular blocks. These features set street views, define the flow of activity through an
area, and create the basic format in which building arrangements can be organized.

¢ Building arrangement—This term refers to the way that buildings are placed on zoning lots
and blocks. The buildings can have small or large footprints, be attached or detached and
separated by open uses, and varied in their site plans. This urban design feature helps convey
a sense of the overall form and design of a block or a larger area.

e Building bulk, use, and type—Buildings are usually described by these characteristics. A
building’s bulk is created from an amalgam of characteristics that include its height, length,
and width; lot coverage and density; and shape and use of setbacks and other massing
elements. The general use of a building (e.g., residential, manufacturing, commercial, office)
gives an impression of its appearance and helps to understand its visual and urban design
character. Building type refers to a distinctive class of buildings and suggests distinguishing
features of a particular building (e.g., industrial loft, church, gas station, walk-up tenement).

e Streetscape elements—Streetscape elements are the distinctive physical features that make
up a streetscape, such as streetwalls, building entrances, parking lots, fences, street trees,
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street furniture, curb cuts, and parking ribbons. These features help define the immediate
visual experience of pedestrians.

e Street hierarchy—Streets may be classified as expressways, arterials, boulevards,
collector/distributor streets, or local streets, and they may be defined by their width, type of
access, and the presence or absence of at-grade pedestrian crossings. Street hierarchy helps
convey a sense of the overall form and activity level of a neighborhood.

e Topography and natural features—Topographic and natural features help define the overall
visual character of an area and may include varied ground elevation, rock outcroppings and
steep slopes, vegetation, and aquatic features.

This analysis also considers the effects of the proposed Plan on the area’s visual resources,
which the CEQR Technical Manual defines as unique or important public view corridors, vistas,
or natural or built features. Visual resources can include waterfront views, public parks,
landmark structures or districts, or natural features, such as a river or geologic formations.

As recommended by the CEQR Technical Manual, this technical analysis evaluates impacts in
two areas—the District and the surrounding study area (see Figure 9-1). The District includes the
majority of the Willets Point peninsula east of 126th Street. The study area is defined as an area
extending approximately ¥-mile from the District and which includes part of Flushing
Meadows-Corona Park, the Shea Stadium and future Citi Field sites, and the industrial and
commercial areas along Flushing Bay and the Flushing River.

The proposed Plan would be guided by the Special Willets Point District regulations. The
Special District would regulate future development in the District, including building heights
and setbacks, streetwalls, streetscape elements, and the location of certain building uses. A
specific development plan has not yet been determined; however; illustrative diagrams are
provided in this analysis.

C. EXISTING CONDITIONS

WILLETS POINT DEVELOPMENT DISTRICT

The District is located in northern Queens, adjacent to Shea Stadium, Flushing Meadows-Corona
Park, and the intersection of several major roadways, including the Van Wyck Expressway to
the east, Roosevelt Avenue to the south, and Northern Boulevard to the north (see Figure 9-1).

URBAN DESIGN

The topography of the District is relatively flat. There are no natural features in the District.
Mature sycamore trees line 126th Street; they are the only vegetation in the District.

The District is approximately 61.4 acres in size, comprising 14 blocks, the majority of which are
irregular in shape. It is industrial in character, and has an active and industrial feel. The buildings
in the District are a combination of small, low-scale structures and larger, boxier buildings.

The District is partially developed in a street grid with 34th through 39th Avenues running east-
west, and with 127th Street bisecting the avenues. Short streets—126th Place, 127th Street, and
127th Place—extend between Northern Boulevard and 34th Avenue. Willets Point Boulevard is
the main thoroughfare through the District (see View 1 of Figure 9-2). Starting at 126th Street, it
runs on a northeast diagonal through the District and extends to the entrance of the Van Wyck
Expressway. 126th Street forms the western boundary of the District, running parallel to 127th
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Street and extending between Northern Boulevard and Roosevelt Avenue (see View 2 of Figure
9-2). Roosevelt Avenue forms part of the southern boundary of the District. Northern Boulevard,
which curves slightly, forms the northern boundary.

The streets in the District are in various states of disrepair. Most are partially paved and riddled
with large, deep potholes, which collect stormwater. The only streets with designated or marked
traffic lanes are 126th Street and Willets Point Boulevard.

Due to the diagonal trajectory of Willets Point Boulevard and the curve of Northern Boulevard,
the majority of the blocks within the District are irregular in shape. The blocks on 34th Avenue
curve to conform to the shape of Northern Boulevard. Triangular and trapezoidal blocks are
created by Willets Point Boulevard’s diagonal path. There are no streets south of Willets Point
Boulevard in the District. The three blocks located between 34th Avenue, 127th Street, 37th
Avenue, and 126th Street are the only rectangular-shaped blocks in the district.

There are two major building types and forms in the District: low-scale buildings located close
together, and larger, boxier structures. The majority of the buildings are automotive repair shops,
wholesale auto parts stores, or other auto-related use (see View 3 of Figure 9-3). These buildings
are mostly small, temporary metal structures, metal Quonset huts, or brick buildings with small
footprints (see View 4 of Figure 9-3). Exterior building materials include corrugated metal,
concrete block, and brick. The majority of the buildings have large, projecting advertising signs.
Most of the buildings in the District are attached or located close together.

In contrast, in the northeast section of the District there are a number of freestanding buildings
that are larger and boxier in form. These include the Tully Construction site, which contains a
three-story, boxy red brick building (see View 5 of Figure 9-4). The site is surrounded by a
metal chain-link fence topped with barbed wire. Large trucks and other manufacturing
equipment are stored on the site. Also located in the northeastern section of the District is the
House of Spices distribution site, which contains a plain, two-story, boxy concrete building,
surrounded by a large paved area and smaller, one-story buildings . Another notable building in
the District is the Fodera Foods Buildings (further described in Chapter 8, “Historic Resources).
This two-story building is located near the intersection of Willets Point Boulevard and the Van
Wyck Expressway. It has a red brick front section, which faces onto Willets Point Boulevard,
and a large, double-height, multi-paned glass section in the rear (see View 6 of Figure 9-4).

The streetscape of the District is industrial (see View 7 of Figure 9-5). Most of the streets are
flanked by paved sidewalks, which are in poor condition (see View 8 of Figure 9-5). The
sidewalks have wide curb cuts and are only slightly elevated; in some parts, the sidewalks are
almost flush with the streets. The sidewalks are also used for car parking, auto parts storage, and
waste storage. There are few lane markings, sidewalk crossings, or stop signs. In some areas of
the District there are no sidewalks and the streets are unpaved, adding to the underdeveloped and
degraded look of the area.

Streetscape elements are limited to cobra-head lights and 30-foot utility poles with wires strung
between them; the streets lack traditional streetscape elements such as trees, fire hydrants, and
other street furniture. In a number of locations, the streetscape is broken up by vacant lots
surrounded by chain-link fencing or sheets of corrugated metal (see View 9 of Figure 9-6). The
vacant lots are used for parking and storage of used cars and other auto parts.
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E. PROBABLE IMPACTS OF THE PROPOSED PLAN

DISTRICT

The proposed Plan would dramatically alter the urban design and general appearance of the
District by replacing the predominantly low-scale, auto-related uses with a new mixed-use
development. The proposed development would primarily be residential and retail uses; however,
there would be also be open spaces, office space, a hotel, community facility space, and possibly
a convention center (see Figure 9-22). The proposed Plan would create a new street network
through the District as well as new block forms. The proposed Plan would also result in new
building uses, heights, arrangements, and forms.

Specific development plans have not been formulated, and future development would be
determined based on the Willets Point Urban Renewal Plan (URP) and the Special District
regulations. The URP would define the District boundaries as well as require maximum
development envelopes. As described in Chapter 2, the URP would prescribe a maximum permitted
floor area of 8.94 million gross square feet in the District, but would allow flexibility in the
combination of uses to be developed in the District. The Special District regulations would guide
such urban design elements as the placement of uses within the District, building heights and
setbacks, street hierarchies, and basic site planning and design provisions. The regulations would
guide development for four basic components of the proposed Plan: streets and streetscapes, a
regional entertainment and commercial center, a convention center, and a residential neighborhood.
The regulations would also include requirements for open spaces and other measures aimed at
creating a sustainable environment.

STREET GUIDELINES

Under the proposed Plan, all of the existing streets in the Districts would be demapped and
replaced with a new street network. The Special District regulations would require four or five
intersections at specified locations along 126th Street, and would establish five types of streets in
the district: connector streets, a primary retail street, retail streets, residential streets, and an
eastern perimeter street (see Figure 9-23).

The two main connector streets would be the main access streets into the District and the
primary streets through the District. One of the main connector streets would run east-west in the
northern section of the District, connecting with 34th Avenue west of 126th Street. The other
would run on a diagonal starting at 126th Street just south of the new Citi Field. The two main
connector streets would merge near the northeast corner of the District and would connect with
the new access ramps to the Van Wyck Expressway. The two main connector streets would be at
least 75 feet wide and no more than 86 feet wide, and be flanked by two 15-foot wide sidewalks
on either side. In addition, two nine-foot-wide lanes would be located adjacent to the sidewalks
which could be used for either parking lanes or as a landscaped amenity, which may include
seating and walkways. The two main connector streets would have at least two (and no more
than three) travel lanes, which would be a total of between 22 feet and 33 feet in width. A
bicycle lane, at least five feet wide, would also be provided on each connector street.

The primary retail street would run parallel to 126th Street and would be located at least 220 feet
and at most 320 feet east of 126th Street. The primary retail street would connect to the two
connector streets and two secondary retail streets. The 70 foot wide right-of-way would include
two travel lanes totaling 22 feet, and paved 15-foot sidewalks on either side of the street. The
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sidewalks would be separated from the roadway by a nine-foot-wide area used for a pedestrian
amenity zone, landscaping, or parking, and may include seating and walkways.

At least two, and at most three, retail streets would be perpendicular to 126th Street and to the
primary retail street, connecting the two, and would be located in proximity to the new Citi
Field. The 68-foot right-of-way would include two travel lanes totaling 22 feet, and 13-foot-wide
sidewalks on either side of the street. Between the sidewalk and the roadway would be a 10-foot-
wide area which could be used as a pedestrian amenity area that may include seating or
walkways.

The residential streets in the District would each have a 62-foot-wide right-of-way and would be
flanked by 13-foot-wide sidewalks on either side. The residential streets would have two travel
lanes totaling 20 feet in width, and two eight-foot lanes, which may be used for either parking or
as a landscaped pedestrian amenity, possibly with seating and walkways.

The eastern perimeter street would be located within 20 feet of the eastern boundary of the
District and would extend between Roosevelt Avenue and one of the connector streets. The
eastern perimeter street right-of-way would be at least 62 feet wide and no more than 75 feet
wide, with a 13-foot-wide sidewalk on the western edge and a sidewalk at least five feet wide on
the eastern edge. This street would have at least two, but no more than three, travel lanes, which
would in total be between 20 and 33 feet wide. Additionally, an eight-foot-wide area would be
located between the sidewalks and the travel lanes. This area would be used for parking or as a
landscaped pedestrian amenity, possibly with seating and walkways.

ENTERTAINMENT AND COMMERCIAL CENTER

The Special District regulations would allow for the development of 126th Street as a
commercial corridor with continuous large ground-floor retail spaces. These retail spaces would
be required to have large display windows to create transparency on the street level. 126th Street
would also have a wide sidewalk (at least 15 feet) and a pedestrian amenity zone of 20 to 35 feet
in width (See Figure 9-24). The pedestrian amenity zone would provide a grade change that
could lead to an outdoor café or other amenity area across from the new Citi Field, and would
require a minimum of five feet of circulation space in front of the streetwall. Stairways and
ramps would connect the pedestrian amenity zone to the sidewalk at the existing grade of 126th
Street. The buildings along 126th Street would have a base height of between 60 feet and 85 feet
(lowered to between 20 and 30 feet across from Citi Field) and a setback of 10 feet.

The entertainment and commercial center would be a pedestrian-oriented area with a movie
theater, restaurants, large and small retail spaces, and outdoor cafés. The Special District
regulations would develop 126th Street as the main commercial corridor with entertainment,
restaurant and commercial uses, and the smaller retail spaces on the primary retail street and the
retail streets (see Figure 9-24). The entire area would extend 600 feet east from 126th Street and
from Northern Boulevard to Roosevelt Avenue. The larger retail spaces would be located along
126th Street, while the smaller retail spaces would be located on the retail streets. In order to
have continuous retail spaces on the street level, the regulations would prohibit certain ground-
floor uses, including offices, auto repair shops, non-commercial clubs, and parking garages.
Curb cuts would also be prohibited, as would loading areas on 126th Street and the primary
retail streets.

The entertainment and commercial center would be anchored by two superblocks, one located at
the corner of 126th Street and Northern Boulevard, the other at the corner of 126th Street and
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Roosevelt Avenue. The superblock at the corner of 126th Street and Northern Boulevard would
have a maximum length of 675 feet, while the superblock at the corner of 126th Street and
Roosevelt Avenue would have a maximum length of 575 feet. These superblocks would be
exempt from the maximum store frontage requirements. The blocks located between the
superblocks would have a maximum length of 450 feet.

To further encourage pedestrian activity, the regulations would require that if a movie theater or
an office building over 120 feet in height were built, they would be located within 600 feet of the
intersection of 126th Street and Roosevelt Avenue. It is anticipated that an office building could
be located on the northeast corner of Roosevelt Avenue and 126th Street.

In order to create continuous streetwalls, the regulations would require base heights within the
entertainment and commercial center to be a minimum of 60 feet with a required setback after
85 feet. After the setback, buildings within the entertainment and commercial center would rise
from between 110 feet to 218 feet, depending on the location within the District (see Figures 9-
25 and 9-26)."

CONVENTION CENTER

The Special District regulations would also allow for the construction of a convention center.
While the location of the convention center is flexible, the Special District would allow for two
options, both of which would locate the convention center on the perimeter of the District (see
Figures 9-25 and 9-26). The convention center would be located either within 1,800 feet of the
intersection of Roosevelt Avenue and 126th Street, or within 650 feet of Northern Boulevard.
Additionally, the convention center would be located at least 200 feet east of 126th Street.
Further, any section of the convention center located between 200 feet and 450 feet east of 126th
Street would be a maximum of 50,000 square feet (sf) in size. The convention center would have
a minimum base height of 40 feet; after 85 feet, a 10-foot setback would be required. The main
entrance of the convention center would be located on a connector street.

In order to maintain the pedestrian-friendly nature of the proposed Plan, the regulations would
require that the front of the building be oriented along one of the connector streets with a 15-foot-
wide sidewalk, a landscaped public access area between 10 and 22 feet wide, and a 12-foot-wide
drop-off lane. The front of the convention center would be further required to have ground-floor
glazed windows to prevent a solid, dark streetwall. All loading would be located at the rear or side
facades (at least 100 feet from a connector street) of the convention center.

RESIDENTIAL NEIGHBORHOOD

The Special District regulations would also create a new, sustainable, pedestrian-friendly
residential neighborhood. While this area would be predominantly residential, community
facility, office, and retail uses would also be permitted, creating a lively streetscape. The
regulations would set building dimensions at a maximum of 210 feet by 450 feet and would
require one building entrance for each ground floor unit on a residential street (except on
Northern Boulevard.). Buildings within the residential neighborhood, except those along

! Due to the District’s proximity to LaGuardia airport, building heights on the site would be set by height
limits related to aerial runway approach “surfaces” which would limit building heights to approximately
100 feet at the northern edge of the District, 150 feet on the southern edge of the District, and 218 feet
on the west side of the District.
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