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Vision Long Island advocates for “Smart Growth” planning and development that includes: a mix of land uses; compact building design; a range of housing choices; walkable neighborhoods; attractive communities with a strong sense of place; preservation of open space; infill development; a variety of transportation choices; decisions that are predictable, fair, and cost effective; and encouraging community and stakeholder collaboration in the development process.

Towards that end Vision Long Island Board and Staff strongly supports the Lighthouse project and believe it to be a promising model of Smart Growth for the region.

The Lighthouse project has incorporated many Smart Growth principles and designs:

· A mix of uses including retail, office, residence, and entertainment. 

· Appropriate density, though much higher than any in the surrounding areas, which is necessary to support the Nassau Coliseum redevelopment, entertainment improvements and onsite retail. 

· Public spaces: Celebration Plaza, the gathering area by the Sports Complex, and the Canal. We believe that the inclusion of restaurants and shops, and recreational and entertainment options for residents and visitors will help make it a place that people will want to live, work, and play.

· A new urban community with the kind of ambiance that might attract the young professionals that are leaving Long Island in droves. 

· Availability of the loft-type housing option and the availability of 20% workforce housing units on site is refreshing. 

· Green building and energy efficient design as the developer will seek LEED ND certification. 

· A real street grid for an area devoid of connectivity. This project encourages efficient and easy transit choices and less dependence on the automobile. We understand, however, that many of the preferred options require the political and financial support of the surrounding communities, Nassau County and New York State. 

· $55 million of transportation mitigation that the developer has proposed which, to date, is higher than other regional projects with potentially larger impacts. 

What makes this project unique for Long Island is that it has the opportunity to become a true place, destination and essentially a new town center redeveloped out of a sea of asphalt and unworkable sprawl.  This transformation in and of itself is a huge benefit.

Lastly we have been extremely impressed with the level of community outreach the developers have performed over the last year to nearly 200 civic, business and community organizations.  This level of bottom up planning sets the standard to help Long Island residents adapt to change.

Vision Long Island supports this project as it achieves many of the goals of proponents of Smart Growth and is on its way to becoming Long Island’s premier development, the one that sets the standard for the future of our region.   

We have spent over twelve years and 1,400 public presentations listening to Long Islanders work through the challenges of growth and development.  We strongly believe that Long Island residents and businesses alike can come together to make projects like the Lighthouse an excellent place for our young and old alike.  Let’s work together to see this project approved and built over the coming months/years.  

Background

After three and a half years of meeting with the developer, going through proposing three sets of changes on the design and planning and listening to thousands of local leaders and community members our organization did take a position to support the project.  
 

The 200 presentations that the developers have done, where nearly 20 of them our staff or board have been at, we have seen little to know opposition and a great deal of support.  We have held eight meetings with all of the chambers of commerce, some civics and some Village Mayors and staff and there has been little to no opposition and a great deal of support.  The HUB Citizens Advisory Commission that has been in place since 1997, and is made up of local civic organizations, to review development in the Nassau HUB area has not opposed it (they have not taken a position one way or another.) The polls that have been done to date either are in favor 60-40 or 67-33. Lastly, from our experience Long Islanders are not shy at beating back development and if this project had a fair amount of opposition a group would have emerged or some form of organized opposition to this project surfaced.  
 

As for the retail the project has reduced it from the original proposal and is now down to 500,000sf.  A good portion of that will service the residents on the site, provide restuarants and services to folks at the Coliseum and will not be marketed as a mall or destination shopping.  The retail proposed here is the antithesis to projects where even public tax dollars being used to subsidize the Tanger Outlet Mall in Deer Park, the Wal-Marts popping up around the Island and other poorly planned single use retail developments.
 

We did not support the efforts by Mr. Rechler and Mr. Wang in Plainview as they did not create a true functioning center that incorporated the best practices of Smart Growth on the site.  In our view the Lighthouse proposal is far superior and deserving of public support.
Lighthouse has $55 million in transportation set aside from the developer and applications put into the upcoming Federal SAFETLU application.

What no one talks about is that this project languished in Nassau County for close to five years.  Nassau County also has been sitting on the Nassau HUB MIS study since 2004 which if complete would open up massive amounts of federal transportation dollars.  Despite the County delay the developers have put $55 million aside for transportation mitigation and the entire Nassau Congressional delegation and both Senators have put in earmarks to the upcoming SAFTELU Federal Transportation bill.
 

In general Long Island is under-centered and 2-4 large scale new towns and 5-7 medium scale neighborhood centers could and should be a part of our planning future.  These projections should be tempered by market reality, availability of public or private infrastructure investments, quality of the proposed and built projects, lessons learned from prior efforts and the public's attitude for change
 

Our point is that if we are going to grow it should be in the form of a walkable, mixed use center with housing, retail and office.   Long Island developers, municipalities and planners have failed to provide alternatives to driving as well as providing alternative housing options to single family homes over this period as well.  In addition from a carbon footprint perspective more dense development in walkable centers is the preferred option for existing growth.  
 
The bulk of our advocacy on Long Island over the last 12 years has been to revitalize existing downtowns.  Looking at our efforts and the fruits of many local leaders some areas are doing better, some the same and some worse.  The fact remains that we have not developed a new downtown center or business district since Stonybook village over 50 years ago and our market research shows there IS a demand for these types of places. 
Attached are our preliminary comments after review of the 6,000 page application:

Section 3.5 Land Use, Zoning and Community Character

The ratios of the various elements of this development seem appropriate for both a healthy community and for Long Island as a whole.  Keeping the amount of retail within the development relatively small (500,000 sf or ~5.7%) will help minimize competition with surrounding retail areas, as well as reduce this development’s contribution to Long Island’s oversaturation of retail.  Roughly forty percent residential and thirty percent office in addition to the sports, hotel, and convention facilities should make for a balanced community.

The type of retail also plays a large role in the character of a community.  Ensuring a balance between local and national retail, as well as between destination retail and retail to serve the local residents, will help to establish a sense of place and prevent the development from having the feeling of simply an outdoor mall.

The inclusion of twenty percent of “next generation housing” within the development is positive and can help serve the need for affordable housing on Long Island as a whole and Nassau County in particular. The mix of income levels is positive and will help create a dynamic community.  However, only five percent of the housing on the site is rental housing.  The DGEIS mentions that the Nassau County Comprehensive Plan cites a high rental demand and low supply, yet there isn’t much rental housing provided in the plan.  Between ten and twenty percent rental housing would help provide for a wider range of housing options for the community.

The DGEIS mentions that the identity of the development will be expressed at the entrances through the use of landscaping, lighting, and exterior features.  Presumably some of these “features” include the architecture of the buildings themselves.  The architecture of the buildings facing outward from the site should be treated in the same high quality manner as those facing the inside of the site.  Even though Hempstead Turnpike is not a particularly pedestrian friendly road, the treatment of the facades facing the road, and the other surrounding roads, should still have architectural interest for those walking and driving by as well as for the surrounding neighborhoods.  The creation of an identity for the Lighthouse is helpful for establishing a “sense of place.”  The DGEIS mentions the use of similar lighting, landscaping, and architectural features as means to establish this identity.  It has been found that places with a strong identity and sense of place tend to have a great deal of variety within a very narrow range.  Many subtle differences within the architecture and landscaping can help to provide a rich and interesting environment rather than one that is overly homogenous.  One way to achieve this is to establish a form based code or set of design guidelines, then to hire several different architects and landscape architects to create the designs.  Hiring a “Town Architect” to oversee the various submissions will help to see that they conform to the vision.  This will help to provide a natural rather than contrived variety.

The various “sectors” within the plan each seem to have a balanced mix of uses.  Sector six however, has only single story buildings, albeit twenty five foot tall ones.  If the developer feels that there may not be a market for residences over these buildings, perhaps offices above the retail can help add to the height of these buildings.  In order to establish a sense of enclosure around an outdoor public space such as a plaza or street, a certain height is necessary.  This sense of enclosure helps to create the sense of place as well as make the space feel more comfortable.  Ratios between 2:1 and 3:1 width from face of building to face of building relative to building height are ideal for establishing a strong sense of enclosure and comfort for the pedestrian.

Sector eleven is proposed to include a grocery store which will be very helpful for residents of the development as well as surrounding residents.  Grocery stores serve very well as “anchors,” even in the current economic climate.  Most grocery stores, however, are built in a typical “big box” format.  This format tends to be very pedestrian unfriendly with long blank walls.  It is understood that many of these uninterrupted walls are necessary on the inside to provide wall space for the products sold.  To maintain a pedestrian environment along the grocery store frontages, liner shops can help provide activity on the street while masking the blank walls.  Storefront style windows with low sill heights near the check out counters can also add to the visual interest of the building by allowing visibility to the activity inside.

In the description of proposed mitigation to the impacts of this development, extensive landscaping as well as green roofs are mentioned.  Green roofs can have many benefits within this development.  In addition to absorbing stormwater runoff, they can help minimize the “heat island” effect of dense environments and provide additional insulation in both summer and winter.  It is not mentioned in this section how many green roofs would be employed and where they would be utilized, but Vision would encourage their use where ever possible.  

Another mitigation mentioned in this section is the contribution of five million dollars to community facilities including the protections of the Hempstead Plains.  It is assumed that the spending of the remainder of these funds would be determined by the town.

Section 3.6 Transportation and Parking

Although this site is unfortunately not located at a railroad stop, Vision is encouraged to see that the developer is making efforts to maximize the use of public transportation both within and connecting to the property.  The developer has proposed a trolley that will run both around the site for those who are unable to walk the distances from one location to another as well as between the site and the Mineola train station.  The trolley is also proposed to connect Nassau Community College, Hofstra University and the Museum Row.  Many bus lines run in the vicinity of this site.  In addition to the trolley service, the developer should work with Long Island Bus to see that any increases in ridership due to this new development will be complemented with increased bus service to site.

The project has been designed to accommodate whichever method of mass transit the county decides to add to the Nassau Hub.  Bus rapid transit along the roadways surrounding the site or light rail transit within the site are the two primary options discussed in the Comprehensive Plan.  Either option would be beneficial to both this development and the surrounding area, but light rail transit would provide a stronger transit connection.

Vision is encouraged to see the inclusion of bicycle lanes within the site.  The connection of these bike lanes to bicycle paths at the perimeter of the site is beneficial as well.  The developer should work with NYSDOT, Nassau County DPW and the Town of Hempstead to see that bicycle lanes are included in any upcoming roadway project in the area for roads with speed limits over 30 mph.  It is also encouraging to see that secure bicycle racks will be installed throughout the site.  One cannot ride a bicycle if there is not a safe place to store it at the destination.  In addition, in order to encourage bicycle use for the residents of the site and for visitors, bicycle lockers should be installed within the residential buildings. 

Vision is also encouraged to see wide sidewalks being used throughout the development.  Wider sidewalks add to the comfort level of pedestrians which encourages more walking.  Sidewalk elements such as street trees and street lighting should be placed towards the curb side of the sidewalk in order to provide a buffer from traffic that can further increase pedestrian comfort.  

Block size is another factor in determining how walkable a neighborhood is.  Smaller blocks provide pedestrians with more options in getting from place to place.  Smaller blocks also help make a walk seem shorter since it can be felt that progress is being made.  Some of the blocks in the western, residential portion of the site and elsewhere are larger than would be ideal for walkability.  An ideal block would be about 200 feet in depth and 300 feet in length allowing for the fire truck access.  It is understood that there are efficiencies of scale when designing parking garages and that it may not be possible to make them as small as would be ideal, but breaking up the larger block into somewhat smaller blocks will help improve the walkability of the area.

Pedestrian bridges, although usually a last resort for walkability, do have a precedent along Hempstead Turnpike at Hofstra University.  The bridge will help to encourage pedestrian activity from RexCorp Plaza and points south even in inclement weather.  However, this is not to say that the walkability aspects of Hempstead Turnpike no longer need to be dealt with.  Hempstead Turnpike is a dangerous high speed road that sees pedestrian accidents each year.  New York State Department of Transportation is finally beginning to address issues of pedestrian and cyclist safety after many years of focusing on cars only.  Vision would like to see Hempstead Turnpike treated in a way similar to Route 347 in Suffolk County with shared use lanes, appropriately planted street trees and other traffic calming devices to extend the walkability of this development into surrounding areas.

There do not appear to be street sections included as a part of this DGEIS, however it is mentioned that all roadways will be designed to accommodate truck turning movements for deliveries. It is understood that trucks need to be accommodated, but care should be taken to ensure that roads are not overly wide and that crossing distances are not overly long.  Each of these can seriously detract from the walkability of a place.  Streets should be designed for people, but accommodate trucks, not the other way around.  

It is not clear whether roads within this development would be private roads or public right of ways.

Section 3.10 Community Facilities and Services

Under the proposed action, the Lighthouse is expected to generate $61.7 million in taxes per year.  The DGEIS provides two alternative scenarios: no action and redevelopment under prevailing zoning.  The no action scenario means that "the physical conditions on the subject property remain as they currently exist."  Under this scenario, the Islanders would likely leave Long Island within a few years and there would be a major change in uses and revenue at the Coliseum.  No action would generate an approximate $18.5 million per year in taxes.  The DGEIS also offers a plan for redevelopment on the site under existing zoning conditions.  Development according to prevailing zoning assumes that the Nassau Coliseum and its surrounding paved spaces would be demolished and rebuilt as 330 single family residences under B Residence zoning, raising over $3 million in taxes per year ($9,175 in taxes per home per year).  RexCorp Plaza West would be redeveloped as an 8-story office building and parking structure under MFO District zoning, bringing in 3.5 million a year.  

The Marriott Hotel would be expanded under MFH District zoning, generating 5.8 million a year.  The Omni and RexCorp Plaza East would remain the same, with $9.9 million and $4.9 million generated, respectively.  The total annual tax revenue would be $27.1 million. This alternative growth scenario mirrors traditional sprawl development, emphasizing single family homes and office buildings, rather than the mixed uses that the proposed action suggests.  As evidenced by the numbers, the Lighthouse would infuse more than twice the tax revenues into the community than redevelopment under existing zoning.

Vision further applauds the developers’ proposal to reduce construction waste by fifty to seventy five percent.  Construction waste accounts for close to half of all waste in landfills.  Reduction through recycling of this percentage of waste on a project of this size can make a significant impact.  We hope that the developer is able to achieve closer to the higher amount of reduction.

Section 3.11 Aesthetics and Visual Resources

The DGEIS states that it is the developer’s intent to create a cohesive look and feel to the architecture of this project while still providing architectural interest.  As stated earlier, this can best be achieved through many subtle variations within a narrow range.  Rather than copying the same window or cornice detail throughout the site, a variety of many similar window or cornice details can help create a natural variety the establishes a sense of place.

The towers that serve as the icon of the Lighthouse project are intended to have glass facades.  Though they can be attractive, glass facades lead to very energy intensive buildings since the excess solar gain, particularly on the western facades leads to an increased demand for air conditioning.  

Though LEED credits can be met through the use of very sophisticated HVAC systems, it may be more effective to reduce the demand on the system through smaller amounts of glass on the east and west facades and appropriate architectural shading details on the south façade.  These can be done in a way that still maintains an iconic look for the building, but reduces its energy demands.

The buildings along the canals are indicated in the renderings to be two story buildings with retail at the ground floor and residential units above.  It would benefit the sense of place and sense of enclosure surrounding the canal if these buildings were somewhat taller, between three and four stories.  

It is stated that the parking structures are to be built of precast concrete panels and screened with extensive landscaping to soften the concrete.  Landscaping can help, but since there are many instances where garages are fronting sidewalks, the architecture of the garages themselves should be treated in a way to provide visual interest along the street.  

Garages have been designed to look similar to traditional buildings with open spaces where windows would ordinarily be.  It is understood that parking structures are expensive to build and that excessive amounts of money are not available for making them “pretty”, but if some cost effective architectural details can be added to them to make them feel more like buildings and less like garages, it will help the streetscape immensely on streets within the site as well as its frontage on surrounding roads.

Additionally, there are many streets within the development that appear to be almost entirely fronted by parking garages.  Having entire blocks without active frontages may cause these streets to feel “dead” and possibly less than safe after dark.  Though security may be monitoring these streets, the safety of them may be perceived as being less than it is.  

In areas where these streets are adjacent to residential neighborhoods this may have a detrimental effect on the residences.  In order to combat this, and help create a vibrant, active street front on all streets within the development, narrow liner shops or businesses can be added around the perimeter to “activate” these streetscapes.

It is understood that it is the intention to create a modern and iconic look for the Lighthouse development.  The developer should take care that the architecture that is constructed isn’t trendy in a way that it will look dated ten to twenty years down the road.  Buildings should be designed in a way that will have an element of timelessness yet still look fresh.  The design and materials used should improve with age so that it grows in character rather than begins to look shabby as it ages.

Section 10.0 Use and Conservation of Energy

Vision is encouraged to see that the Lighthouse Development Group is looking to use alternative energy sources to supplement energy use on the site.  We encourage them to use whichever energy sources are most feasible for use on this site.

Achieving LEED certification for a majority of the buildings would be a huge step forward for building on Long Island.  Although there are many buildings on Long Island that have reached LEED certification, none have been at this scale.  

As stated earlier, using architectural design to reduce energy loads as well as using efficient systems to minimize the amount of energy need to meet these loads can add to the carbon footprint reduction of this development.  Natural ventilation and passive heating can significantly reduce heating and cooling loads.

Vision is very happy to see that the developer is looking to incorporate LEED-ND standards into its design.  Though the project was unable to participate in the pilot program, we would encourage the developer to participate in the post-pilot version of the rating system which launches late this summer.  The rating system has been open for two public comment periods and the results of those will be included in the new launch.  

The Lighthouse project appears to meet many if not most of the prerequisites and credits for LEED-ND.  Reduced automobile dependence, proximity between jobs and housing, walkable streets, and compact development are all characteristics of this proposal.  Reaching LEED-ND certification in addition to individual building LEED certification would truly make this project a model for development on Long Island.

Section 3.3 Stormwater Management

The DGEIS states that stormwater runoff from the site will be managed through drywells and retention basins before entering the groundwater.  This is how the current storm runoff is being treated and the volumes of storm water generated on site post construction will not change dramatically.  These methods are fairly conventional methods of dealing with storm water, though not necessarily the best solution.  There are other ways of dealing with storm water that helps to filter the water before it enters the ground through vegetative matter.  

Vision Long Island would recommend the use of “Light Imprint” stormwater infrastructure such as planting strip trenches and water features designed to absorb runoff, where appropriate, throughout the site to minimize untreated, unfiltered runoff.  Light Imprint stormwater infrastructure can reduce costs by up to 30%.  Green roofs and even the canal feature can be used as innovative ways to mitigate and filter storm water volumes.

 

Placemaking as Economic Development

In tough economic times such as these, it’s easy to see placemaking as a luxury or “frill” that we cannot afford.  However examples around the country show that development projects that are placemaking, particularly in areas without a strong sense of place, help to revitalize the areas surrounding them in ways that a conventional development cannot.  

In Houston, a new city park has helped to beautify and improve the neighborhood in which it was built.  Consequently, the nearby convention center has been able to attract more conventions and hotel rooms have been filling up.  New restaurants surrounding the park have done far better than anticipated.  Another project in Detroit created a public square on what was previously a barren sea of asphalt, much like the Coliseum property. 

 As a result of this project, 2.24 million square feet of new or renovated retail has either opened or is under construction and 300 condominiums are being built.  The quality of this park is such that it is even attracting visitors from the suburbs surrounding Detroit, many of which haven’t been downtown in years.  

Creating real places, places with a strong identity and high quality, can help spur further economic growth that conventional economic development models fail to do.  While the construction of an isolated office park may attract a company to fill it, it won’t attract the variety of additional development and growth that a “place based” development like the Lighthouse can.

Central Connector 

The area of this development as it currently exists is a series of isolated, auto-dependant entities without any real connections between them.  Nassau Coliseum, Hofstra University, Museum Row, Mitchel Field Athletic Facilities and RexCorp Plaza, though near to each other, have no real relationship to each 

other and nothing but high speed roads to connect them.  This is typical of suburban development. 

The Lighthouse project will provide a central connector that links each of these separate elements.  Each of these elements that is currently an isolated entity can now be linked into a greater whole.  The current seas of parking deter if not outright eliminate pedestrian activity between these locations.  Pedestrian friendly streets that provide a sense of enclosure that an open field of parking cannot, will encourage pedestrian linkages that were not there previously.

Public Process

One of the strongest aspects of the Lighthouse project has been the outstanding public process. The Nassau Business & Community Planning Coalition, which consists of Chamber of Commerce leaders, Village Mayors, elected officials, and key members of the environmental, civic, and educational institutions, has held 8 meetings to discuss and help shape the project, starting as far back as December 2005. 

Over the past several years, the developers have hosted over 200 community meetings in order to use public input to shape the plans. Most recently, in March 2009, 1,300 people overflowed into the Marriott Hotel in Uniondale. To date, Long Island has never seen such high numbers show up to help shape a development project, not to mention the overwhelming percentage of supporters that were in the room. The project has seen an incredible level of feedback, encouraged both by the public meetings and by the strong online presence of the developers.
 

In the past year alone, the developers have met with government officials including: Governor David Paterson, Nassau County Executive Tom Suozzi, Hempstead Town Supervisor Kate Murray, Town of Oyster Bay Councilman Anthony Macagnone, Farmindale Mayor Geroge Starkie, Village of Garden City officials, Lynbrook Village Board, and the Nassau County Planning Commission; chambers of commerces including: Seaford Chamber of Commerce and Chamber of Commerce of the Bellmores; civic groups including: Concerned 

Citizens Association of Farmingdale, Baldwin Oaks Civic Association, West Hempstead Civic Association, and Uniondale Community Council; school groups including: Uniondale School District, Bellport High School business students, and Molloy Institute for Lifelong Learning; Rotaries including: Bethpage-Plainview Rotary and Mineola-Garden City Rotary; plus additional groups including: St. Martha's Catholic Parish, Energia Partnership, Operation Get Ahead Senior Circle, Uniondale Homemakers Council, Long Island Chapter of the Appraisals Institute, ExecuLeaders, Regional Plan Association, Long Island MidSuffolk Business Action, Korean American Public Affairs Committee, New Hempstead Democratic Club, Senior Citizens Advisory Committee for the Nassau County Department of Senior Citizen Affairs, Action Long Island, Uniondale Fire Department, Long Island Association Workforce Development and Housing Committee, ACORN, and Vision Long Island. 

 

Development Team

The Lighthouse Development Group consists of a credible team with a record of success both on and off Long Island. These partners include: real estate operating company and development partner RXR, development partner Renaissance Property Associates, master planner and architect Development Design Group Inc., master planner and architect The Spector Group, sports and entertainment developer SCI, software and technology group NeuLion, environmental and geotechnical engineering partner Kleinfelder, energy and infrastructure management group SourceOne, energy efficiency designer Viridian Energy & Environmental LLC, environmental planning consultant Nelson, Pope, & Voorhis LLC, environmental consulting partner Freudenthal & Elkowitz Consulting Group Inc., parking consultant Walker Parking Consultants, transportation engineer VHB, and civil engineer Barrett, Bonacci & Van Weele.
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