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G. Urban Design/Visual Resources
100. Definitions

An area’s urban design components and visual
resources together comprise the "look"™ of the
neighborhood: the physical appearance, including
the sizes and shapes of buildings, their
arrangement on blocks, the street pattern, and
noteworthy views that give an area a distinctive
character. The potential for a project to affect visual
character, the urban design and/or the visual
resources of an area is considered in a CEQR
analysis.

110. URBAN DESIGN

The wurban design characteristics of a
neighborhood are composed of the various
components in the buildings and streets of the area:

= Building bulk, use, and type. Buildings in a
neighborhood are usually described by their
bulk, use, and type (such as "boxy manufag¢
turing buildings,” or "narrow, high-rise
commercial buildings"). The concept of bulkis
created by the size of a building and theway-it
is massed on its site. Height, length,"and width
define a building's size; €wolume, “shape,
setbacks, lot coverage, and density“define its
mass. In describing a building, noting its
general use (manufacturing wsfresidential, for
example) conveys a Sensepof its appearance,
and thus addsfto theyunderstanding of its
visual and urbanidesign character.

=  Buildingfarrangement. This term refers¢o‘the
way that*buildings are placed on zoning lots
ap@<blocks:” They may be attachgd gaonone
anether, as are row houses, ongdetached and
Separated by driveways or @pen uses. Build-
INg arrangements can_ be Qquitel varied or
organized in a site plan (such as an institution-
al campus or a large residential development
like Stuyvesant Towh).

= Block form and, street pattern. The shape and
arrangementof blocks and surrounding streets
may be ‘egular—composed of rectangular
blocks{fermed by streets intersecting at right
anhglesy asis found throughout much of Man-
hattan. The rectangular grid may be
intérrupted by superblocks, such as Lincoln
Center, or by a diagonal street, such as
Broadway, which crosses Manhattan's regular
grid at various points, often creating "bow tie"
street patterns, the most famous of which is
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Times Square. In other areas of the City, the
pattern may be defined by irregularly shaped
blocks, curving streets, or cul-de-sacs. The
block form and street pattern contribute to
urban design because they define the flow of
activity in an area, set street views, and create
the basic format on which building
arrangements can be ogrganized. Lincoln
Center or Stuyvesant Town_eould not exist
without a superblockf pattern, midtown
Manhattan's large, regular blocks can and do
contain a variety, of¢building sizes, but the
small, irregular shapes*of blocks in, say, the
West Village permit only buildings with xéfa-
tively smallf@etprints.

= Styéetscape elements. Most areas incluee distinc-
tive \physical features that make up<aystreet-
scape, such as front yards,treet trees, curb
cuts, street walls (i.e., the “Wall,created by the
continuous front facadeg@fibuildings along the
street), street furniture (i.e.j items permanently
installed on the streetjsuch/@s street lights, fire
hydrants, or ngwsstands), building entrances,
curb cuts, parkingtets;fences, stoops, parking
ribbons (i.e., theSfew of parked cars along a
street)gService entrances visible from the street,
etc.

= 4 Street hierarchy. Another descriptor for an
area’s streets is their classification, which
convey a sense of width, circulation, and
activity. These include expressways, which
have limited vehicle access and no at-grade pe-
destrian crossings (e.g., the Van Wyck
Expressway); arterials, which have limited, at-
grade crossings (e.g., West Street/Twelfth
Avenue in Manhattan); boulevards (such as
Eastern Parkway in Brooklyn); collector/distri-
butor streets (such as Flatbush Avenue); and
local streets (which include cul-de-sacs).

= Natural features. Natural features include
vegetation and geologic, topographic, and
aquatic features. Rock outcroppings, steep
slopes or varied ground elevation, beaches, or
wetlands can help define the overall visual
character of an area.

120. VISUAL RESOURCES

An area's visual resources are its unique or

important public view corridors, vistas, or natural

or built features. (For the purposes of a CEQR

analysis, this includes only views from public and

publicly accessible locations and does not include

private residences or places of business.) Visual
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resources could include views of the waterfront,
public parks, landmark structures or districts, or
natural resources. Natural resources may be
vegetation, topography, and geologic formations;
and wetlands, rivers, or other water resources.

200. Determining Whether an Urban
Design/Visual Resources Assessment is
Appropriate

A detailed assessment of urban design and
visual resources is not necessary for many projects.
As described below, a preliminary screen looks for
whether a project would have substantially
different bulk or setbacks than exist in an area and
whether  substantial new, above-ground
construction would occur in an area that has
important views, natural resources, or landmark
structures.

210. URBAN DESIGN
When a proposed action would result in any of

the following conditions, an assessment of urban
design is generally appropriate:

= Buildings. If the action would result
building or structures substantially diff

height, bulk, form, setbacks, siz seyor
arrangement than exists (such a onstruc-
tion of a tall, slender office togver i manu-

facturing area).
ou@ge block form

ith the creation of a
ap an active street;
new street; or would affect
eet wall, curb cuts, pedes-

ther streetscape elem

= Streets. If the actio
(such as would
superblock); or would
would ma|
street hier

220. OURCES

n action would resdltdn above-ground
develgpment or would chang bulk of new
abgve-ground developmen ith a zoning
change) and is proposed i ea that includes
significant visual r rces, analysis of visual
resources may be a| riate.

300. Assess ethods

310. ST m AS

Because the land use study area is the area
where the action may influence land use patterns
and, hence, the built environment, the study area
for urban design is generally consistent with that
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nce the study area
0 urban design ch i

used for the land use analyses.

For visual resources, the designation of specific
study areas is less defined. The land use study area
may serve as the initial basis for analysis; however,
in many cases where significant visual resources
exist, it may be appropriate to look beyond the land
use study area to encompass viewsfteutside of this
area (such as from within the a&oa visual
landmark, such as the Statue o rty’or Verra-
zano-Narrows Bridge) or from | outside the
study area into the stud uch as in an
instance where there are significant visual
landmarks within th ea, such as the Wil
liamsburgh Bank in n or Trinity Church i

I

lower Manhatt
HNIQUES

ining Characteristics

established,
and significant
described.  The
ertaken in preparing

a

isual resources sh
following steps may be
that assessme

321. nformation

Ur gn. The gathering of information is
focused onthose elements of an area's urban design
that@#may change as a result of the action. For
example:

If an action would result in development of a
building substantially different from much of
its surroundings (a tall building in a midblock
that is usually typified by row housing, for
example), then the analysis would focus most
detail on the types of buildings in the area and
their relationship to overall urban design. An
understanding of that relationship may require
analysis of block form or street grid, for
example, so these elements would be in-
ventoried in some detail, as well.

= If an action would alter the street grid (demap
a street, create a superblock, for example), the
urban design analysis would focus on the
street grid itself, block forms in the area, and
building arrangements.

For most localized actions, detailed data are
presented for the area in the immediate vicinity of
the site affected by the action, and more generalized
information is presented for the remainder of the
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study area. The first step in the analysis is a field
visit, which is made during a typical day, rather
than at odd hours. The observer documents the
elements of urban design relevant to the action,
describing conditions with the use of maps, field
notes, and photographs. (Black and white
photographs make the best reproductions in a
report.) The analyst then supplements the information
gathered in the field with data on such features as
building heights, footprints, and setbacks, which
can be obtained from Fire Insurance Underwriters’
maps and Sanborn maps; and age of buildings,
which can be obtained from the Department of
Buildings or other secondary sources. The
information from field and research sources can
include, as relevant:

= Building bulk, height (in stories and feet, as
appropriate), setbacks, and density.

= Building use, as it relates to visual character.

= Building arrangement (for this information,

Sanborn maps may be particularly useful).
o

= Block form and street pattern, includin%
shape and arrangement of bl al
surrounding streets. This descripti ,as
appropriate, whether the ped,
unbuilt streets in the areg; rmation on
which streets are officially map is found on
the City Map, avail eview in the
Borough President's each borough.

ot

= Streetscape
including street

lawns,
etc.
= Q erarchy may be an i sual
some areas—for exal here an
ressway divides a neighborheed or where
oulevard is a ce iece of pedestrian

activity, such as Broad on the upper West

Side of ManhattanQ
Once the informations gathered, it is assessed,
focusing on the tignships among urban design

elements tha e affected by the proposed
action. Theéwri assessment typically includes

illus !!l _ luding maps, photographs, or

dra

Visual Resources. As with urban design, the
focus for visual resources depends on anticipated
impacts of the proposed action and on the character
of the study area itself. For example, if the action
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s should be described
iture, streetwall, fror@
dian strips, stoops, loading S,

nusual building. The app
rmation is as follows:

would result in a development that would block a
street that gives views of a river, the analysis would
focus on that and other view corridors in the area; if
the action would result in a development close to
and obscuring views of a visually defining (and
perhaps historic) structure, the visual resources
study would focus on the relationship between the

important structure and its su%ndlings.

A field visit is esse toVidentify and
document important visu urces, such as
views from the study,a ell as distinctive
resources within the rea that may be ob-
served from outsj a. Often this field
is undertaken wi e‘drban design field visi

the elemen istal resources describe
nd through photo

e area or feature i
y of an important

=  The context i
observed sho
is seen by peop

view is generally
d, such as a view that
veling to and from work

(e.q., of the harbor and the Brooklyn

wate en from lower Manhattan) or one

t a-during recreational activity (such

t of lower Manhattan from the

ade in Brooklyn Heights). Note

er there are existing obstructions to these
views.

= In addressing a view corridor issue, note
whether the view corridor is unique or rare in
the study area, or whether there are other,
parallel corridors available to the same viewer

group.

= If the issue is the potential obscuring or
altering the context of a natural or built visual
feature, then the analysis should focus on
defining in some detail the character of that
visual feature. This may include, for a
structure, its history, size, shape, location in the
neighborhood, unusual  materials, or
architectural design; if the building is an
example of a particular architectural style or
the work of a noteworthy architect, this
information is also included. The reason for
the building's importance as a visual feature is
assessed: it may be important because it is
taller than the surrounding area (such as a
church), or stands at the end of an important
street (such as Trinity Church at the end of
Wall Street), or sets a particularly fine example
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of surrounding architectural style, or rep-
resents an era gone by, etc. A similar analysis
is undertaken for a natural or open space
feature: the feature is assessed for its defining
visual qualities (such as unique land forms,
elevation, unusual vegetation, etc.) and for its
importance to the surrounding area.

321.2. Describing the Visual Character

Combined, the data on urban design and
visual resources as well as photographs and
illustrations are used to describe the visual
character of the area. The assessment is organized
to focus on key components of the visual character
as relevant to the proposed action and organized so
as to describe the most prominent visual features
first. The previously described urban design
characteristics and visual resources can be used to
structure this discussion. The description should
also underscore those features that define the visual
character of the area and should pay particular at-
tention to the way in which the location of the
proposed action fits into the visual character of the
area under existing conditions. For example@a
vacant lot that is the site of the proposed action may.
have a blighted, trash-strewn appearance jfn~“an
otherwise well-kept residential area, or the existing
structures on the proposed project site, mayblock
views to the waterfront.

322. Future No Action Condition

Using data gathered in thelaid use study on
future actions and préposed projects in the study
area, assess whether urban design or visual
resources in thefstudy area would change in the
future. For example, ifia zoning change is planned
in the futyre that would facilitate new types’ of
construction, the assessment of futuresfio,action
condifions ‘wollld need to considef howj urban
design, could be affected by the differenttypes or
Scales ofidevelopment that couldgccur. "Other no
actiongplans and projects, such®agyconstruction of
new buildings, or even dmplementation of a
business improvement disthict) which may add
street furniture or median-strip plantings, may also
affect both urban design and visual resources.

The description oF future no action conditions
need notrepeat“the description of existing
conditions. Rather, the no action condition
discussioniean reference the existing conditions
discussion and focus only on changes that would
be expected to occur to the urban design and visual
resource characteristics of the area, without
implementation of the proposed action. Generally,
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the level of detail of the no action discussion should
be greater for the expected no action condition
changes closest to the site of the proposed action.

323. Future Action Condition

The description of future action conditions
details what the project would logk like, how it
would fit within the urban design ofithe area, and
whether and how it would affectyfistial resources of
the area. In almost all instancesgvisual character
impacts are related to the, physical” design of the
building(s) (or proposed ypermissible physical
design characteristics) @ssociated with the proposed
action. lllustrations_are “important in commus
nicating the resudltshof “this analysis. Such illus:
trations camyincldde as appropriate, site_ plans,
renderings,\ pekspective drawings, photographs,
and phetomontages, in which the development
associatediwith the proposed action<is, superim-
posed on a photograph of existimggeonditions.

ln instances where a proposed.action does not
include a specific develgpment but rather applies to
a large area (such as anareawide rezoning action),
it is sometimes helpful t@¥rame potential effects
within the conteXt'of,the entire area to be rezoned,
through illustrations of a series of conditions that
could occurwithingdhe area subject to the proposed
action.4Using this as an example, if the proposed
rezoningWwould allow low lot coverage, higher-rise
commercial buildings, and would affect an area
thatgwas predominantly industrial with high lot
coverage, low-rise buildings at one end of the area
and the opposite at the other end of the area, the
assessment and illustrations could present both
conditions, and then discuss which of the
conditions was most applicable to various parts of
the area to be rezoned. More possible typical
conditions within this area would lead to the need
for additional illustrations and text to cover these
prototypical conditions. In developing the
prototypical illustration for this analysis, the
reasonable worst case, proposed permissible build-
ing massing in terms of urban design and visual re-
sources in the area should be assumed.

323.1. Urban Design

The future action condition first describes what
the project would look like—its height, bulk,
setbacks, placement on the block, etc. Even if a
project fully complies with existing zoning, its
appearance should be described, as conformance
with zoning does not necessarily mean the project
would conform with the look of the neighborhood.
(For example, a district zoned C-4 and C-6 may
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include buildings that are predominantly older and character in the area.
reach only 6 or 8 stories; a new building complying

with zoning may be more than 20 stories in height = If the action changes urban design features so
and would appear dramatically different). De- that a natural or built visual resource is no
pending on the action itself, the assessment would longer dominant in an area (for example, if the
focus on the relationship of the new development action's building is taller than the one other tall
to key urban design elements in the surrounding structure that identifies a neighborhood); if
area, as follows: that change in dominanc anges the visual
identity of the area. \
= If the action introduces development with

different building forms or scale than the = If the action changes,u sign features so
prevailing urban design features; if that change that the context of al or built visual
is to a very homogenous urban design setting resource is altere xample, if the acti
or to one that is already quite varied. alters the str

resource ch

. If the action alters block forms or the street scale o

i that the approach tgfthe
esVif the action change
ounding buildings so t
or

grid; if that change alters the basic organizing co s; if the action rem
format of the urban neighborhood or if the t areas that serve as a setti the
future no action street grid is already quite rce).
varied.
W. Determining Im ignificance

= If an action alters the streetscape, by, for
example, breaking a street wall or introducing The determinatio
new street furniture and signage; if that chan subjective, as no

nce is somewhat
xist for measuring

is to a homogenous and consistent streefsca visual character i n general, substantial

or to one that is characterized by variet & changes to urban de or views and context of
visual res may be considered significant.

= Ifan action alters street hierarchy, f ample, Substanti es in either urban design
an action designed to ough charagcteri isual resources could resultin a
movement on a street t erves as a sigr impact to visual character, which
boulevard focus for a nej od; if that enco sses the two. In making the determi-
change really intro new visual nation; 4t is important to consider the "purity” or
character for th ,A0r emphasizes a ’iqueness of the no action condition visual
character that isf@lre evalent. character relative to the visual conditions that

323.2. Visual Resources example, in an area having a mix of building forms,

would be created by the proposed action. For
@ scales, and heights, a building associated with the

The as of the impact of the p proposed action may be much larger in scale than
actio isu sources focuses on t al one of its neighbors, but consistent with other
resou t may be affected b : sed buildings in the immediate area. In such a case,

first step, then, is | ribe the significance would not likely be determined.

d action as it relates to esources,

g, as appropriate, Ximity; orientation, Some projects may affect visual character
ight, bulk, etc. Then, th ge to the resource significantly, but not adversely. A project may
ributable to the acti e assessed. This greatly improve the appearance of an abandoned

would include, as appr , the following types lot, or create a new, important visual landmark. In

of effects: these instances, a major new structure that may be

& larger or have a different appearance than the

= Ifthe acti | , partially or entirely, a view surrounding area, would not, necessarily, have an
corrid view corridor is rare in the area adverse impact on visual character.

Or ONe o eral; if the viewer group affected

@ ularly vulnerable to the change in 410. URBAN DESIGN
A project may have a significant impact on
= If the action blocks, partially or entirely, views urban design if it would result in buildings or
of a natural or built visual resource; if the streets (or would allow for new construction of
views blocked are the ones essential to visual buildings or streets, as in a zoning change) that
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would appear considerably different from that in
the area as assessed in the no action condition. As
noted above, a significant change in urban design is
not necessarily an adverse impact; a qualitative
judgment must be made to assess this. Some of the
key considerations in determining whether such
impacts are significant and adverse include the
following:

= Bulk, building type, setbacks. If the size and mass
of the proposed action would be substantially
different from that prevailing in the area or
anticipated in the future no action condition
(e.g., a slender commercial office tower in a
low-rise manufacturing area).

=  Building arrangement. If the proposed action
would include a building arrangement that is
substantially different from that of the
neighborhood so that it would change the
characterization of building arrangement in the
area (e.g., placement of a large detached
building at an angle to the street in an area
characterized by attached structures facing the

street). X 4

= Block form and street pattern. If the action
create a shape and arrangement of k

and/or surrounding streets th t
from that of the area so that i the
prevailing form and pattern (eg:, the mapping

or demapping of streets i here the
streets create a regul b@ltern).

= Streetscape elements.
would add to, eliminate;yor alter a critical fea-
ture of a strgetscape (e.g., the introduction

long, blan a street characterize
activi

y. If the proposed
the street hierarchy.in a
substantially visu hange
., the alteration of a lo reet to a more

tive collector street). 9
= Land use. If theaction d alter that aspect
of land use that@efines urban design character
(e.g., the repl of a series of small shops
with a sin se,’such as an office building).
420. VIS SOURCES
A proposed action may significantly and
adversely affect visual resources if it would affect

the public's ability to view and enjoy those
resources. Key considerations in the assessment of
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oo—nstoric resources.

significance of an visual resource impact may in-
clude the following:

=  Views or vistas. If the project would
significantly and permanently obstruct
important views or vistas. Aspects to be
considered include whether the obstruction
would be seasonal or tempordky; how many
and what type of viewers wou e affected;
whether the view is unique imilar views
exist; or whether it can_b from many
other locations.

. Natural resources.
significant ch S

ject would result i
0 natural feature

Aspects to sidered include whethe
i anently eliminate ur
now enjoyed by the co
signated as special res@urces in the
ion would
natural

posed action would
significantly affec | enjoyment of an
historic resource (e.g:if the construction of a
i puld impair the public's ability
[oric resource or would change

the t in which the resource is
u ). This analysis is undertaken in
co n with the historic resources
analysis’(Chapter 3F).

= ﬁ/aterfront. If the proposed action would
significantly affect the public's enjoyment of
waterfront views. This analysis is undertaken
in  coordination with the waterfront
revitalization analysis (Chapter 3K).

500. Developing Mitigation

Because significant adverse impacts on visual
character relate to projects that physically change a
site (or provide an opportunity for a physical
change, such as through a rezoning), their appear-
ance, location, placement on the block, effect on the
street grid, or alteration of topography etc., mitiga-
tion for these impacts looks at changes to these
features to make the project visually more in
character with the area. Changes to a building's
location or major alterations to its size and shape, or
a different mapping action would, generally,
constitute a different action and are examined
under Alternatives, Section 600, below; minor alter-
ations to the way a building is designed are
examined as mitigation.
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510. URBAN DESIGN

The way in which mitigation is approached for
a significant adverse urban design impact relates to
the specific design elements that would cause the
impact.

=  Bulk, building type, setbacks. Minor design
changes may be sufficient to make a structure
visually compatible with the surrounding area.
These changes may be implemented by minor
alterations to the building (e.g., reducing
height and increasing width without otherwise
changing the building's proposed function) or
by provision of screening, such as landscaping,
if appropriate.

= Building arrangement. Minor changes to the
proposed site plan may create a building
arrangement more compatible with the
surrounding area.

=  Block form and street pattern. There is no mitiga-
tion for significant adverse impacts on blo

form and street pattern. Relief from s i
pacts would involve substantial

changes to the proposed action a

sought through project alternal ee
below).
= Streetscape elements. Miti or impacts

ould involve
t are incompatible
atible curb cuts).

related to streetscape
changing those elem
(e.g., eliminati fi

= Street hierarchy. If anaction is found to have
signific adverse impact on the

hierar ay be possible to rewvise
d et system so that it is
ith the surrounding ax
f a project that incl
treet along the blockfront of
ject, to serve as - In the

instance where the wi street would have

an arterial or boule haracter, joining with
streets having a"l ual character at each
treet, mitigation may

end of thegwidene ,
include e ating the proposed street
widenin viding for drop-offs within

the sit aries. Such mitigation would
) osely coordinated with the traffic
or the proposed action.

= Land use. Partial mitigation for visual impacts
related to land use changes would be to alter
some design elements. In the example of the
removal of many storefronts for a single office
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user, the design could include strategic
placement of pedestrian entrances, storefront-
type displays to break up a blank street wall,
etc.

520. VISUAL RESOURCES

Mitigation for a potentialgignificant adverse
impact on visual resources n&clude devel-
opment of alternate viewin alteration of
minor design elements to roposed action
more compatible with th ce. The major way
to reduce or eliminat s on visual resources
is through de3|g figuration alternatives
discussed belo

Alternatlves

ves that would reduce or eliminate
signi t adverse impacts o design and
sual resources may be c 'd two major
s: those that inv, bstantial design

anges to the propaosed
propriate as mitigati

nd those involving al-
ternative sites. F haracter impacts, the
project alternatlves ally include a different
at would not result in the same
on as proposed. These physical
ude a reduction in size, major
o the site plan, changing the orientation
, or alterations to proposed street map-
demappings.

, Alternative site analyses would involve the ex-
amination of a different site for the proposed action,
which would result in a project more in keeping
with the visual character of the alternative site's
surrounding area, or one that would not block
important view corridors, eliminate important
natural areas, etc.

700. Regulations and Coordination
710. REGULATIONS AND STANDARDS

There are no specific City, State, or Federal
statutory regulations or standards governing the
analysis of visual character.
720. APPLICABLE COORDINATION
721. Urban Design

Coordination with the Department of City
Planning may be useful in any urban design

assessment, but is only required when the
Department of City Planning is an involved agency.
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This would occur if the project included an action
subject to approval by the City Planning
Commission.

722. Visual Resources

An impact on public waterfront views may be
inconsistent with the Waterfront Revitalization
Program (see  Chapter 3K, Waterfront
Revitalization); and consultation with the
Waterfront and Open Space Division of the Depart-
ment of City Planning is recommended in those cir-
cumstances. Similarly, obstructing a view of a
landmark (see Chapter 3F, Historic Resources) may
also be a significant impact; consultation with the

Landmarks Preservation Commission is recom-
mended in those instances.
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730. LOCATION OF INFORMATION

The Department of City Planning maintains a
copy of the Zoning Resolution and Sanborn maps,
Fire Insurance Underwriters maps, and tax maps
for the entire city. These sources are also available
in local public libraries. City Maps are available for
viewing in the Borough Presidentgoffice in each
borough and at the Department of lanning.
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