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Uncertainty of 21st Century



Rising Vacancies in Manhattan Office Sector

Source: Cushman and Wakefield





Hotel Occupancy Rates Well Below Average



Secular Decline in Retail Rents in Midtown

Source: REBNY



Rebounding Prices/Rents in Residential Sector

Source: StreetEasy



Potential Value of Conversions

 Compared to new construction, conversions can

• Take less time

• Cost less money

• Produce lower environmental impact

• Provoke less NIMBY opposition

 Can create vibrant, mixed-use districts



Potential Scope for Conversions in NYC

 How much commercial space is there in NYC?

 Where is the commercial space in NYC?
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How many units could conversions produce?

 Assuming 10% of office/hotel space was converted:

• ~ 75,000 new homes

• 2 percent increase in city’s housing stock

• 3-4 times the average annual number of homes produced 
in last decade
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Conversions from 2012-2020



Regulatory Barriers to Conversions

 Use regulations – e.g. Can’t convert hotels in 
manufacturing districts to residential

 Different bulk regulations – e.g. Commercial 
uses allowed to have shallower rear yards

 Density regulations – e.g. Hotels have too 
many separate units/sf

 Building Code  – e.g. Upgrades triggered by 
change of use, esp. accessibility



Design/Cost Barriers to Conversion

 Hotels: Adding kitchens to each unit?

 Offices:

• Different plumbing/electric connections

• Deep floorplates make bedroom window 
requirements challenging



Barriers to Affordable Housing

 Commercial properties concentrated in high-cost 
CBDs

 Slow speed of affordable housing transactions 
may miss post-COVID window of opportunity

 Large floorplate offices better suited for large unit 
size

 Usual barriers: Need for subsidy, political 
opposition, etc.



Demographics of Financial District



Policy Solutions

 Reduce distinctions between short-term and 
long-term uses

 Allow more pathways to compliance

 Rethink the separation of uses

 Consider easing normal procedural protections

 Introduce subsidy to encourage conversions to 
affordable housing



Conclusions

 Paper focuses on how a more flexible approach to 
the use and regulation of buildings can help city 
adapt to post-pandemic economy

• Nimble conversions can help to create more housing and, 
with subsidies, potentially create more affordable homes

 But flexibility can be valuable more generally

• Climate change 
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