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December 17, 2012
Mr. Nicholas Viest, Chair, Community Board #8, Manhattan

Members of the Community Board

Community Board #8, Manhattan

505 Park Avenue, Suite #620

New York, NY 10022

Re:
Cornell NYC Tech - ULURP #C130076ZMM, N130077ZRM, C130078PPM, and 130007MMM

Dear Chair Viest and Members of the Board:

On behalf of the entire Cornell community, many thanks to the members of the Community Board Task Force and the numerous residents, community groups and civic organizations of Roosevelt Island that we have met with over the past several months.  Our meetings with the community began even prior to being named as the university who will build this transformational campus.  To date, our Cornell team has participated in dozens of meetings with members of the Community Board, the Roosevelt Island Task Force, and various Roosevelt Island organizations including the Roosevelt Island Community Coalition (RICC).   These meetings have been extremely informative, and will help ensure that Cornell is the best neighbor possible to the Roosevelt Island community.  

As part of this process, Cornell has received a number of questions from Roosevelt Island residents, board members, and organizations, and has responded in detail to those questions in forums, as well as in two separate documents.  Those questions ranged from questions on the environmental review, to questions about the land use proposal and campus plans, to questions about Cornell’s role in the broader Roosevelt Island community.  While we understand that the Community Board Office has distributed the written questions and our responses, we are also attaching them to this memo. 
At the last public hearing, Linda Heimer did a wonderful job of summarizing resident questions and concerns.  She appropriately recognized that Cornell cannot “fix everything on the Island,” but wants to make sure that we work closely with the community and “support positive improvements.”  We completely agree and are committed to doing so.  Universities can bring tremendous vitality and benefits to communities, and we look forward to working closely with the Islanders to do just that.  Linda raised four specific requests:

· “Consider our health.”  As addressed previously and summarized below, we are committed to doing that.  
· “Make provisions to keep us safe.”  Agreed.  We will be abiding by extremely stringent safety plans, and will work closely with Island and NYC security forces to ensure that the Island remains one of the safest communities in the area.

· “Fix what you break, damage or destroy.”  We have agreed to do that.

· “Be a good neighbor.”  Cornell is the land-grant institution for New York State, and has 150 years of history of being a good neighbor across the State.  We look forward to working closely with Roosevelt Island groups and residents to identify ongoing opportunities to do just that.  Unlike private organizations, universities can provide significant value to communities through programs, engagement and community support.  In addition, Cornell is investing significant money in benefits that are of value to the community, including building new open space, providing access to facilities, and delivering ongoing programming in many forms.  We fully anticipate many great opportunities for engagement and support in the future, and look forward to a great working relationship with community leaders to ensure these things happen.  
Many of the questions raised and comments made at the public hearing on December 12th mirror questions answered in the detailed written responses.  Therefore, rather than referring back to those documents or repeating the responses, we would like to use this opportunity to summarize our thinking about the specific areas that were identified following the December 12th hearing.
   
1.   Security.  Security is a topic that every University takes seriously.  While early in the process, we have begun planning to ensure that the campus has appropriate levels of security.    Detailed planning will be defined and adjusted as the campus evolves.  In addition to providing security on campus, we will work in a fully cooperative and integrated manner with the Island’s existing security forces, as well as with New York Police Department.   
In addition to campus security, we also understand that there are questions about additional security concerns stemming from bringing a university onto the Island.  In response to these concerns, Cornell has reached out to the Mayor’s Office and has plans to meet with NYPD to make sure that these concerns are properly addressed and that there is an effective plan for responding to any broader security concerns.  The idea of including a K-9 force on Roosevelt Island was raised at the public hearing; we agree that this is an interesting idea and will discuss this approach with NYPD.

Finally, Cornell is also investigating with the community ways that the Campus might be a resource for the Island community in the event of a natural disaster or other emergency.  A preliminary meeting was held last week with the Mayor’s Office and Office of Emergency Planning, and further discussions are planned.    
2.  Transportation.  We have heard a number of questions and comments about the need to consider additional forms of transportation to Roosevelt Island beyond private vehicles.  Ferries have been mentioned, as have measures such as a pedestrian elevator to the Queensborough Bridge.  
We agree that driving to the Island and along Main Street should be discouraged, an item discussed in detail in our December 17, 2012 letter explaining our parking proposal.  In addition, while the Draft EIS shows that there will be no traffic related significant adverse impacts on Roosevelt Island as a result of Phase I and that the adverse traffic impacts on the Island associated with Phase II can be readily mitigated, mass transit remains the optimal mode of transportation. 
In terms of mass transit, the Draft EIS shows that it is possible that the unique red bus service may be congested as a result of Campus activity.  We have agreed to pay for the cost of additional red bus service if our activity adversely impacts this service.  Studies show that the Q102 bus would also be affected, and that NYCT would continue to monitor changes in bus ridership and make the necessary service adjustments where warranted.  Subway transit and tram service would not be adversely impacted by Campus-associated trips, in part (particularly for the tram) because many of the trips (i.e., on to the Island in the morning and off of the Island in the afternoon) will be in the opposite direction to the main commuter flow.  All that being said, we are happy to work with the community to advocate for improvements to the existing mass transit systems.

We understand that there has been a long standing interest in bringing ferry service to Roosevelt Island.  While the Cornell Campus population likely will not be enough by itself to support a ferry stop, especially during Phase I, we do think that the Cornell population combined with the existing Roosevelt Island population, Four Freedoms visitors, and the new Southtown development combined may be enough to attract a ferry operator to the Island.  We would like to work with all stakeholders on the Island under the auspices of the local Council member to see if we can achieve this goal.  Cornell also supports the investigation of other alternative forms of transportation, such as the pedestrian access to the Queensborough Bridge, and has already committed to embark on a study of this alternative.  
3.   Construction.  Many of the comments made and questions raised at the public hearing related to the construction of the Campus.  Understandably, the Roosevelt Island community wants to ensure that the construction of the Campus be done in a safe and in as least intrusive manner as possible.  The comments we heard focused on three broad areas:  reducing construction traffic on Main Street, protecting the safety and health of Island residents throughout construction, and making sure that lines of communication remain open throughout construction.
 As stated at the public hearing, Cornell has committed to a proactive communication strategy designed to keep the Roosevelt Island community informed of construction activities as the project moves ahead.   This will include monthly meetings with a construction task force made up of Roosevelt Island residents, advance notice of any special equipment or unusual activities, appointing an on-site field representative to serve as a contact point for the community, and maintaining a website providing up to date information on construction activities.

With regard to concerns about air quality and hazardous materials, the detailed environmental review undertaken to determine existing conditions on the site showed the presence of asbestos within the building and typical soil conditions evidencing urban fill, but not a hazardous condition.
  We will follow all of the stringent regulations governing the remediation of asbestos, including:  complete containment of the area undergoing remediation; air quality monitoring immediately adjacent to the remediation activity; independent third party monitoring; and enacting specific controls for the removal of the asbestos materials on site.  The independent reports will be shared with the community.  Soil removal will be subject to a Construction Health and Safety Plan and a Remedial Action Plan that has been reviewed and approved by the New York City Department of Environmental Protection.  Among other things, the Plans will require that soil be tested and classified on site so that any hazardous materials are identified and all materials removed from the site are treated appropriately and are sent to the proper disposal facility.  Air monitoring stations will also be installed on the project site as a further level of protection.  
In addition to air monitoring and regulatory measures described above, we have also voluntarily agreed to incorporate the following additional measures throughout the construction of the Campus: 

- Use of ultra low diesel fuel for all diesel engines throughout the construction site


- Early electrification of equipment to the extent feasible

- Use of best available tailpipe reduction technologies (such as use of diesel particulate filters where feasible) for all non-road equipment with an engine of greater than 50 horse power


- Use of newer equipment with higher environmental performance standards


- Dust control measures throughout the site to limit any particulate matter, and


- Idling restrictions to avoid any unnecessary emissions.  

All of these measures, including the appointment of an independent third-party monitor throughout the demolition process, are designed to protect the health of island residents.  
With regard to traffic, for purposes of developing a “reasonable worst case scenario,” the Draft EIS prepared for the project assumed that all of the construction traffic will use Main Street to reach the Campus.  However, we are seriously investigating the viability of using barging for portions of the construction activity, and in keeping with this commitment, the Final EIS will also include an examination of the environmental effects, if any of utilizing barging in the construction process.  As presented in detail at a hearing before the Roosevelt Island committee on November 26th, there are two barging techniques – Harbor Barge and Remote Roll-on Roll-off – that we continue to research.  As noted in that presentation, any barging approach is complicated by among other things the need to use RIOC land and the need to obtain permits from the State and likely the Army Corps of Engineers.  We have already initiated meetings with the appropriate agencies, and we will keep the Community Board apprised of our progress.  
In addition, as part of the construction process, we will work with NYC DOT and/or RIOC to develop a “maintenance and protection of traffic” (MPT) plan.  The MPT plan is an essential part of any construction project and is the process used to ensure pedestrian safety and traffic flow during construction.  Creating an MPT is a formal process with the City, and Cornell is committing to discuss the MPT with the Island community as it is being developed.
4.  Programs and Outreach.  Throughout the past year, we have heard numerous suggestions about ways in which our University might partner with the Roosevelt Island community to expand and integrate Cornell’s core program and mission as a land grant university of New York State into the life of the Island.  RICC has played a critical role in this conversation, and has identified in writing a variety of suggestions of Island-based programs and events that Cornell could develop or support.   Cornell has already embraced virtually all of RICC’s programmatic suggestions, as indicated in a letter sent to the Community Board on December 9th, 2012.  
The seventeen commitments made to RICC and the Community Board and outlined in that letter include providing community meeting space and other physical amenities on the Cornell Tech campus.  More fundamentally, we have committed to a variety of partnerships with the local schools, most particularly in the areas of STEM education for middle school students.  Other programmatic commitments include: working with the community to program outdoor space for the children; developing and working with the community to develop and provide computer training programs and software for the senior center; providing computer and technology training for the disabled and running a “tech hackathon” to advance technology education for the disabled; creating a mentoring program for the Island’s post-high school young adults and creating a “shadowing” program for the Island middle school students allowing the students to observe academic and scientific research; and lending Cornell’s expertise to the Island’s cultural and religious institutions.

These programmatic commitments are the start of what we are convinced will become a deep and meaningful partnership between the Campus and the community.  RICC provided Cornell with the lists of programs and partnerships that it wanted Cornell to consider approximately six weeks ago, and we committed to those programs almost immediately.  We know that additional and different ideas will arise over time, and we look forward to continuing to support many future programs and activities of value to Islanders.
5.  Campus Open Space.   We heard comments at the hearing and throughout the process that the open space within the campus be truly open to everyone in perpetuity, and that the open space include amenities that will serve as a resource for the entire Roosevelt Island population and be fully integrated into the Island’s network of open space.  We can’t agree more with these comments.  
The proposed zoning text not only requires that 20% of the Campus be dedicated to publicly-accessible open space; it also includes specific requirements for each of the spaces to make sure that they become and remain a valuable resource for the community.   First, the text provides for a mixture of four types of spaces:  an at least 50-foot wide landscaped North-South corridor; an at least 30,000 sf (approximately 3/4s of an acre) Central Open Space that will become a main gathering spot on the Campus, an at least 30 foot wide Waterfront Connection that will ensure that there are east-west connections through the Campus, and “supplemental” open space areas that will complement the three required spaces.  Second, there are specific requirements for seating, for landscaping, and for pedestrian pathways throughout the open space, and there are allowances for a limited amount of kiosk and café areas that will help enliven the open space network.  The open space will be phased in over the course of the development of the Campus, with a substantial amount completed and opened at the completion of Phase I in 2017.  There will not be any fences around the Campus (other than as necessary during construction), and the open space network will be fully accessible, including to persons with disabilities.

The Campus open space will complement and add to the quite significant network of parks and open spaces that exist on Roosevelt Island, including the promenade.  It bears repeating that the Cornell Tech campus does NOT and will NEVER include the Island’s waterfront promenade.  The promenade will continue to be leased to the Roosevelt Island Operating Corporation (RIOC) by the City of New York, and it will continue to be under the jurisdiction of RIOC.  At the end of RIOC’s lease (scheduled to end more than 50 years from now), the waterfront area will revert to the City, and be under the City’s control.  While Cornell hopes that the waterfront remain a vibrant open space resource, the University will not ever have control of this property or be in a position to control decisions about its design or use.   
6.   Island Infrastructure.  There was also discussion at the public hearing about the Roosevelt Island infrastructure.  Cornell is participating directly in two aspects of the Island infrastructure, and is evaluating a third.

First, Cornell is investing in the Island’s open space infrastructure by building a 2-1/2 acre open space network on the Campus and opening it to the public.

Second, Cornell will be rebuilding the sub-standard roadway network surrounding the Campus, including widening the roadbed to a width consistent with FDNY and City DOT standards, building a landscaped sidewalk on the in-board side of the roadbed (leaving the waterfront area untouched), and introducing a two-way bike path, so that bicyclists can use the roadway and pedestrians can use the promenade.

Third, Cornell is introducing a high-pressure gas line that will bring additional energy options to the Island. 
We recognize that there are a number of long-standing infrastructure needs on the Island that pre-date Cornell’s involvement on the Island, including the deferred maintenance of the helix ramp providing access from Queens and possible repairs to or reinforcement of the seawalls.  These broader infrastructure needs are well beyond the scope of the Cornell project, and well beyond the capability of Cornell as a not for profit institution to address.  What Cornell can do and will commit to do is work with the community to be an advocate for the Island with RIOC and with the City and State government to pursue solutions to the Island’s infrastructure needs.
7.  Finances and Long Term Land Use.  Several questions have been asked about financial issues for the Cornell Tech project, such as the use of third party developers and the possible redirection of taxes.  
As has been mentioned in our original proposal to the city, and in briefings to date, Cornell may choose to enter into agreements with third party entities to assist in the development of certain components of the campus.  Partnerships of this nature are an approach increasingly utilized by educational institutions to enable the development of campus facilities that are beyond the sole financial capability of the institution. In the case of the Cornell Tech campus, the commercial co-location building, executive education center/hotel, and residential building may be developed through such partnerships.  Each of these facilities is critical to the long-term programmatic success of the campus.  The co-location facility permits both emerging and established tech organizations to work on our campus and interact with students and faculty.  The executive education center will provide space for workshops and campus-related education for current students as well as community members. And the residence is required in order to facilitate reasonably priced housing for the graduate students, faculty and staff.  
Should Cornell choose to enter into any agreement with a private developer, it will be through a sublease to Cornell.  Currently all buildings on the campus are assumed to pay real estate taxes, in the form of a Payment in Lieu of Taxes, to the City of New York for any portions not directly owned by Cornell.  The use of any funds received by the City of New York for real estate taxes or equivalent payments is the sole purview of the City.  Cornell is investing significant funds into the preparation of the site, the creation of the infrastructure and development of the public spaces.  We are hopeful that some portion of these costs may be recouped over time through rent paid by third party development entities to Cornell, although given anticipated market rents and the costs of new construction, it is possible that Cornell will not receive rent for the foreseeable future.

As for long term land occupancy, there are no plans for Cornell Tech to occupy any land on Roosevelt Island beyond the current parcel.
8.  Energy/Sustainable Development.   As a leader in sustainability, Cornell is committed to building an environmentally sustainable Campus.  While we have a legal obligation to build to a minimum of a LEED silver standard, we aspire to exceed this requirement for the Campus buildings.  As part of this effort, Cornell is investigating a variety of environmentally sustainable energy systems, including geothermal wells, use of photovoltaic cells/solar panels, and similar measures.  
Although a combined heat and power plant is not part of the current plan for Phase I, our plans are still evolving and we are actively studying the feasibility of such a plant for future inclusion on the campus.  

We have also committed to work with community groups on the Island working on promoting green energy systems throughout the Island.  We have met with a variety of groups looking at island-wide energy issues – including green energy – and will continue to do so.   We would be pleased to participate in a study of options for the development and implementation of a comprehensive, modern-day energy plan for the Island in cooperation with other interested parties on the Island, including providing technical expertise in evaluating the feasibility of various energy options.  
We hope this information is helpful to the Community Board in its deliberations.   This is the very beginning of a process – the open and ongoing dialogue that we have had with the community for over a year will continue.  We are so pleased to be joining this great community, and look forward to being model neighbors as we create a campus that is a source of pride for Roosevelt Island and the entire city of New York.

Thank you for your consideration of this information and our land use applications.  

Sincerely,
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Cathy S. Dove
Vice President, Cornell NYC Tech
� Please note that we have addressed one topic that generated significant discussion at the public hearing – parking – in a separate letter to the Board.   


� We addressed concerns about soil conditions in a December 12, 2012 memo from AKRF.
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