
	
	
	
	
		
	
	

 
 

249 West 34th St., #402, New York, NY 10001 
(212) 643-7050 • Fax: (212) 643-7051 • info@cityclubny.org 

24 Dec ‘20 

 

Governors Island:  What Does It Want To Be 
 

What does Governors Island want to be? 

 

The deed that transferred Governors Island from the federal government in 2003 included 
restrictions on its use “intended to ensure the protection and preservation of the natural, cultural 
and historic qualities of Governors Island, guarantee public access to this magnificent island, 
promote the quality of public education, and enhance the ability of the public to enjoy Governors 
Island and the surrounding waterways, thereby increasing the quality of life in the surrounding 
community, the City, the State and the United States.”  

	

On behalf of The City Club of New York, the group’s Urban Design Committee surveyed its 70 
members and followers to elicit views on the optimal character, mix of uses and public benefit 
for this valuable NYC resource.  Respondents strongly favored parkland as the primary use, 
rather than 4.5 million square feet of new buildings as proposed by the Trust for Governors 
Island.  Randall’s and Roosevelt Islands provided comparative prototypes for evaluating the 
nature of potential development. 

	

Based on this survey, the Urban Design Committee arrived at the following general consensus 
on the future of Governors Island: 

	

• The North Island currently serves an appropriate function.  Renovation and reuse of the 
historic structures should continue. These structures preserve the island’s history while 
providing venues for cultural and educational activities. 
 

• The park in the center of South Island, a well-designed regional attraction, should be 
completed. 
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• The “development areas” on the east and west sides of South Island should not be 
rezoned to enable 4.5 million square feet of construction.  Existing zoning and provisions 
of the Special Governors Island District afford ample development densities and range of 
uses to support and enhance appropriate activities. 
	

• Using the development areas for recreation rather than commercial use, while offering 
badly needed parks and recreation space, also avoids substantial construction 
investment in a location increasingly challenged by rising sea levels.  
	

• New uses in the development areas should support existing historic and park facilities.  
Examples include eating and drinking, swimming, ice skating, gymnasiums, tennis, 
sports fields, performance spaces, and water related recreational and educational uses. 
 

• Sports facilities should be designed to supplement athletic programs in the City  school 
system.  
 

• New facilities should include indoor venues conceived to extend the island’s year round 
recreational utility.  Like the existing park, they should serve the entire city while also 
supplementing school athletic programs.	
	

• In order to maintain Governors Island’s unique character, new buildings should be low 
rise, in scale with the existing form.	
	

• Parks need not be financially self-supporting -- their cost and value are intrinsic to a 
wider community calculus.  The importance of open space to the city’s environment and 
to the public health and wellbeing transcends cost considerations.	
	

• While it is desirable for uses in new development and historic buildings to generate 
revenues, as a matter of policy Governors Island should not need to be self-supporting.  	

 

Therefore, the City Club opposes adoption of the zoning changes currently proposed by The 
Trust for Governors Island.	

 
 


