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Date: March 2026

To: Mayor Zohran Kwame Mamdani
City Hall, New York, NY 10007

From: Collective for Community, Culture and Environment, LLC

Re: Equity Planning: A call to Mayor Mamdani to strengthen NYC’s planning
process and build equity for all New Yorkers

It is exciting that Mayor Mamdani has embraced the concept of
comprehensive planning as a key policy platform. His administration’s goals
of “addressing the legacy of racially discriminatory zoning and to proactively
plan for the health and the needs of the city” are a welcome divergence from
the business-as-usual approach to planning and development. The question
is, how will this play out? How will comprehensive planning engage the
people of New York? How will the least empowered New Yorkers have a say
in what happens? How will the new Office of Mass Engagement’s mandate to
“...enabl[e] [New Yorkers] to share their thoughts and to help build a New
York City that reflects their priorities and needs;”" facilitate a voice for New
Yorkers in planning for their neighborhoods and their city? With Mayor
Mamdani’s commitments to equity and with the appointment of equity
advocate and urban planner Sideya Sherman to the role of the Director of
City Planning, the time has come for New York to embrace equity-based
comprehensive planning.

NEW YORK CITY NEEDS COMPREHENSIVE PLANNING

Unlike most major cities throughout the US, notably Philadelphia, Denver,
Seattle, and Chicago, New York City doesn’t have a comprehensive plan to
guide future land use and infrastructure decisions as well as social and
economic development. Plans that begin with the voices of community
members and build toward a citywide framework for development and
infrastructure decisions can achieve equity.

The city’s last comprehensive plan, the 1969 Plan for New York City,
developed under the Lindsay administration, was shelved by opposition both
from real estate interests and by advocates for greater public participation.
The notion of comprehensive planning has been dismissed by mayors and
directors of city planning alike ever since.

Current planning efforts by New York City are largely tied to specific
neighborhoods, such as the Jamaica Neighborhood Plan and OneLIC
Neighborhood Plan, that culminate in large-scale rezonings, or plans for
economic development, transportation, housing, or open space, etc.,
developed by different departments. There is no cohesive citywide vision or
planning framework tying all of these initiatives together or building on local
plans sponsored by community boards under Section 197-a of the New York
City Charter, or developed by community-based organizations. The result is
piecemeal planning by the city and rezonings that largely benefit private real
estate interests and result in housing that is unaffordable to most local
residents.

! City of New York Office of the Mayor, Executive Order No. 7: Office of Mass
Engagement. January 2, 2026


https://www.zohranfornyc.com/policies/housing-by-and-for-new-york
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Measures that require integrated approaches, such as major climate change
adaptation and mitigation, affordable housing, health care, public transit,
economic development, open space and education, fall short in favor of
sector-based, siloed approaches. Former Mayor Eric Adams’s recently
adopted City of Yes (for Economic Opportunity, Housing Opportunity, and
Carbon Neutrality) provided the opportunity for comprehensive, integrated
planning, balancing citywide and local needs. However, by focusing narrowly
on zoning text amendments and not considering the interplay between
Economic Opportunity, Housing Opportunity, and Carbon Neutrality, or local
needs and impacts, City of Yes fails to provide an equitable roadmap for New
York City.

As it currently stands, planning is often left to developers, and city
government merely rezones to enable developer-driven projects. Both the
city and communities become consumed by rezonings, many of them
contentious, that are not rooted in concerns for equity and do not address
the multiplicity of local or citywide needs and problems. Communities
become frustrated. Development gets delayed, increasing costs. Land use
decisions wind up being made in the courts. Faith in government erodes. It
doesn’t have to be this way.

There are alternative approaches to planning that give communities
resources to plan, that consider local plans in the creation of citywide
frameworks, and provide strong commitments to implementation.

CALLS FOR REFORM

There have been increasing calls for the city to adopt a comprehensive
planning approach in recent years by civic groups and advocacy
organizations, such as the Municipal Art Society, the Regional Plan
Association, the Thriving Communities Coalition, and by elected officials
such as former City Council Speaker Corey Johnson. The diversity of those
groups and leaders calling for comprehensive planning speaks to its core
ability to guide land use decisions by merging real community needs with
proactive, consensus-based citywide goals.

The Community-Based Planning Task Force, convened in 2001 and
coordinated by the Municipal Art Society Planning Center, brought together
environmental justice advocates, community boards, elected officials, and
civic groups united by a commitment to democratize the city’s planning
process, adopt comprehensive planning, and balance local and citywide
needs. The resulting report, Planning for All New Yorkers: A 215t Century
Upgrade for New York City’s Planning Process, released in January 2010,
provides recommendations for creating a comprehensive planning
framework responsive to both citywide and local needs.

The Regional Plan Association, with leadership from then city
councilmembers Antonio Reynoso and Gail Brewer, drew upon the
recommendations of the Community-Based Planning Task Force, in its 2018
report Inclusive City: Strategies to achieve more equitable and predictable



https://collectiveforcce.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Planning-for-All-New-Yorkers_-A-21st-Century-Upgrade-for-New-Yorks-Planning-Process.pdf
https://collectiveforcce.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Planning-for-All-New-Yorkers_-A-21st-Century-Upgrade-for-New-Yorks-Planning-Process.pdf
https://rpa.org/work/reports/inclusive-city
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land use in New York City. As Brooklyn Borough President, Reynoso went on
to create the Comprehensive Plan for Brooklyn, released in 2023 and
updated in 2025.

Thriving Communities Coalition, a citywide alliance of community, faith,
housing, land use, and environmental organizations, advocates for
comprehensive planning as a means to address racial and economic
inequality and displacement and make safe, affordable housing accessible to
more New Yorkers.

Lawmakers have also called for comprehensive planning that integrates
local, equity-based plans. In 2020, former City Council Speaker Corey
Johnson filed Intro 2186, with the support of 17 councilmembers, which
would have required the city to create a ten-year comprehensive planning
cycle connecting the city’s budget, land use, and strategic planning
processes. The accompanying report, Planning Together, produced after a
pandemic year that laid bare the racially disparate negative consequences of
not having an equity-based comprehensive plan in place, centered racial and
economic justice within a long-term vision for the city. And in 2023, former
City Council Speaker Adrienne Adams spearheaded the passage of the Fair
Housing Framework Law, requiring city agencies to create and submit to the
Mayor and the Speaker of the Council a comprehensive fair housing
assessment and plan every five years. With each successive mayoral
administration and City Council leadership, we inch a bit closer to
implementing the reforms needed to ensure equity planning.

CURRENT BARRIERS TO EQUITY PLANNING

Adoption of comprehensive planning by the new administration must go
hand in hand with community-based planning, planning at the grassroots, to
be meaningful and effective.

The New York City Charter already spells out a concrete way for community
and citywide goals to be aligned, through section 197-a, “plans for the
development, growth, and improvement of the city and of its boroughs and
community districts.”? In principle, 197-a plans could form the blueprint for
public and private local investment and collectively, the basis of a citywide
planning framework. However, despite the enormous potential for proactive,
comprehensive planning, Section 197-a lacks a public funding mechanism,
relies heavily on the volunteer efforts of community board members who
may or may not have the type of expertise needed to create the plans, and
has no guarantee of implementation. The community boards that have
created 197-a plans report the utility of the process and the merits of
community cohesion around local goals, but also express frustration that the
plans are routinely ignored in development decisions.

2 New York City, The New York City Charter:
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/newyorkcity/latest/NYCcharter/0-0-0-
795. Accessed February 12, 2026.



https://rpa.org/work/reports/inclusive-city
https://www.brooklynbp.nyc.gov/the-comprehensive-plan-for-brooklyn/
https://anhd.org/project/thriving-communities-coalition/
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=4735629&GUID=BAACDD2D-290D-4F35-B0F7-578E4458498A&Options=ID%7CText%7C&Search=comprehensive+planning
https://council.nyc.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Planning-Together-Final-Report-December-16-2020.pdf
https://nyc.legistar.com/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=6202971&GUID=05B58613-959E-49B4-A9EA-2D80EA50456E&G=2FD004F1-D85B-4588-A648-0A736C77D6E3&Options=ID%7cText%7c&Search=1031
https://nyc.legistar.com/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=6202971&GUID=05B58613-959E-49B4-A9EA-2D80EA50456E&G=2FD004F1-D85B-4588-A648-0A736C77D6E3&Options=ID%7cText%7c&Search=1031
https://www.nyc.gov/content/planning/pages/our-work?active=197-a
https://www.nyc.gov/content/planning/pages/our-work?active=197-a
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/newyorkcity/latest/NYCcharter/0-0-0-795
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/newyorkcity/latest/NYCcharter/0-0-0-795
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Community residents in West Harlem spent years creating a 197-a plan for
redevelopment that took into account local needs, community character,
local business opportunities, and a desire to rejuvenate without social
displacement or new environmental burdens. Yet a competing vision brought
forth by Columbia University ultimately prevailed, resulting in the loss of
manufacturing, displacement of local residents, and, eventually, the
expansion of a college campus into a once-cohesive neighborhood. The
hundreds of local residents, advocates, religious and business leaders who
took part in the years-long creation of the 197-a plans for Greenpoint and
Williamsburg did not envision the current stanchion of luxury, high-rise
apartment buildings encircling the waterfront or the wholesale displacement
of local manufacturing areas. Decades later, they are still waiting for
completion of the promised Bushwick Inlet Park.

And while local communities may be invited to participate in neighborhood
planning by the city government, or comment on rezoning actions under the
Charter-mandated Uniform Land Use Review Procedure (ULURP), time and
again, they feel that their participation ended up making little difference in
the long run.

Sometimes, the city delegates its own planning power to New York State,
meaning that the public role in the decision-making process is limited to
weighing in on environmental impacts, with no vote. For example, the
Atlantic Yards project, overseen by the Empire State Development agency,
was to produce a total of 6,400 apartments in Central Brooklyn. As of 2025,
fewer than half had been built, and of the proposed 2,250 units of affordable
housing, only 39 percent had been built.® The green space promised in this
park-deprived area has not materialized, yet the Barclays Center is active
and profitable. The developer’s plan, which touted community benefits, has
turned out not to be much of a plan at all.

Community-based planning needs a more influential role in New York City’s
land use decision-making process. However, it has not been taken seriously
by city government and is often blamed for promoting hyper-local interests.
The processes that allow for meaningful public review and opportunity to
shape rezonings and land use actions are sometimes demonized as obstacles
to development, accused of taking up time that developers can ill afford,
even though there are few other avenues for public input, and despite the
fact that the charter-mandated public review process is but a small fraction
of the time necessary to pull together a development deal. On the contrary,
engaging New Yorkers in local planning and then acting on those plans is
one of the best ways to address real community needs, ensure timely
development, overcome cynicism, build trust in government, create buy-in
for citywide goals, create opportunities for development that are less likely

3 Long-Stalled Atlantic Yards Project Could Be Revived in New Plan, The City:
https://www.thecity.nyc/2025/12/02/long-stalled-atlantic-yards-project-new-
plan/. Accessed February 11, 2026.



https://www.thecity.nyc/2025/12/02/long-stalled-atlantic-yards-project-new-plan/
https://www.thecity.nyc/2025/12/02/long-stalled-atlantic-yards-project-new-plan/
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to be challenged in court, enfranchise New Yorkers beyond election cycles
and bring accountability and transparency.

BUILDING A COMPREHENSIVE PLANNING PARTNERSHIP MEANS EQUITY
FOR NEW YORKERS

Current and historic examples of planning collaborations between
government and community in New York City demonstrate that good
planning can balance local and citywide needs through a process that
includes and respects community voices.

e  The community-driven, alternative Melrose Commons Urban
Renewal Plan, adopted in 1994, has resulted in the construction of
more than 3,000 units of stable affordable housing in Melrose
Commons, for rent and homeownership, and over one million square
feet of commercial space that provides opportunities for local
businesses in attractive, sustainable, mixed-use buildings. WE
STAY/Nos Quedamos, Inc. (Nos Quedamos), the community
development corporation arising out of the collaborative planning
process continues, to this day, to preserve affordability, prevent
displacement, and pursue sustainable, community-led development
in the South Bronx.

e The 2006 Solid Waste Management Plan, spearheaded by the
Organization of Waterfront Neighborhoods, a group of communities
overburdened by the siting of noxious uses and the health impacts
of vehicle exhaust, provided a citywide assessment of waste
management needs based on principles of environmental justice. It
also convinced the city of a better way to manage solid waste
removal and to phase out inland, truck-based waste facilities; and
recommended strategies for equitable solid waste management
throughout the city through a borough-based approach.

e Brooklyn Borough President Antonio Reynoso’s Comprehensive Plan
for Brooklyn (released in 2023 and updated in 2025), aimed at
improving public health and affordable housing across the borough,
builds on extensive multi-sectoral analysis and broad public
engagement.

e Where We Live NYC, led by the Department of Housing Preservation
and Development (HPD), is the city’s five-year plan to fight housing
discrimination, confront segregation, and take action to advance
opportunity for all. It involves extensive analysis, deep partnerships,
and broad public engagement, and provides a foundation for HPDs
Fair Housing work. While the focus is on ensuring equitable housing
opportunities across the city, the plan includes strategies for
equitable transportation, economic development, violence
prevention, public open space, and schools, as part of an integrated
whole.



https://www.maparchitects.com/melrose-commons
https://www.maparchitects.com/melrose-commons
https://nyc-eja.org/campaigns/waste-equity/#:%7E:text=The%20New%20York%20City%20Environmental%20Justice%20Alliance,principles%20of%20environmental%20justice%20and%20borough%20equity.
https://wherewelive.cityofnewyork.us/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/WWL-2025-Final-Plan.pdf
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REFORMING NEW YORK CITY’S PLANNING PROCESS

There are a number of key steps we can take to strengthen community-
based planning, build effective partnerships between government
institutions and local communities, democratize land use development in
New York City, and ensure equitable delivery of services and resources-in
other words, bring equity to New Yorkers.

The following recommendations come from the input of dozens of groups
and individuals who have been involved over the course of many years in one
way or another with planning practice and decision-making at the grassroots
level. They reflect the experience of those who have been through the
community planning process as well as those who are involved in citywide
decision-making.*

RECOMMENDATION #1:

Create a comprehensive planning framework that spells out goals and specific
objectives and benchmarks while balancing citywide and local needs.

Since New York City currently lacks a comprehensive plan, community-
initiated plans may conflict with one another, and fair and equitable
distribution of development or preservation efforts, as well as noxious uses,
is not guaranteed. We lack ways to evaluate large-scale development
proposals, those conceived by both private market interests and by city
agencies, and compare them to publicly adopted planning and development
goals.

We need a comprehensive planning framework based on:

= Citywide and departmental goals;

=  City Council-approved city policies;

= Approved and consensus-based community plans; and,

= Clearroles for the Department of City Planning, the City Planning
Commission, the Civic Engagement Commission, and the Mayor’s new
Office of Mass Engagement.

RECOMMENDATION #2:

Provide communities with planning expertise.

Community boards generally consist of 50 unsalaried volunteers, a district
manager, and a small support staff. While boards shoulder many
responsibilities, despite severe underfunding, there is currently no
guarantee that they have the technical expertise and/or the resources
necessary to undertake comprehensive neighborhood planning.

4 See the full list of contributors on page 28 of Planning for All New Yorkers: A
215 Century Upgrade for New York City’s Planning Process.



https://collectiveforcce.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Planning-for-All-New-Yorkers_-A-21st-Century-Upgrade-for-New-Yorks-Planning-Process.pdf
https://collectiveforcce.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Planning-for-All-New-Yorkers_-A-21st-Century-Upgrade-for-New-Yorks-Planning-Process.pdf
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Local communities in general are also not adequately prepared to participate
in planning or respond to public or private rezoning or development actions.
They may lack a basic understanding of planning and land use terminology
and processes, may encounter language barriers, or may have work or other
constraints that prevent them from engaging, leading to widely disparate
levels of participation in community boards and dominance by special
interests. More affluent, well-connected communities have an inherent
advantage over low-income communities that have fewer resources to both
prevent unwanted development and to advocate for amenities.

=  Community boards need planning expertise on staff that serves not only
the board but the broader local community in terms of building
knowledge and understanding of planning, land use, and zoning
terminology and decision-making processes; and

= The Department of City Planning needs to be organized to facilitate
provision of maps, data, and timely information to community boards,
through the creation of an Office of Community Planning.

RECOMMENDATION #3:

Ensure that community plans reflect diverse community interests.

Before community boards are given more power and more resources to plan,
they need to truly represent the population of their district, so that the plans
they create take into account a broad array of interests and needs. Diverse
representation on community boards can be ensured through:

= Anindependent advisory panel for each borough to screen applicants
according to transparent criteria;

=  Active recruitment of new members to reflect the composition of the
district;

and,

=  Anopportunity for boards to add extra members if warranted.

RECOMMENDATION #4:

Ensure that there is a real commitment to implementing community-sponsored
local plans.

Although 197-a plans must include evidence of consultation with relevant
city agencies that would be responsible for funding an improvement,
advocating a policy, or providing a service recommended in the plan, there is
no guarantee that the responsible agencies will follow up once a plan has
been approved and adopted. Unless communities are able to lobby forcefully
for implementation, 197-a plans can be completely ignored. No community
board has undertaken the 197-a process for more than a decade. The
provision holds great potential to empower communities but without
resources, it amounts to an unfunded mandate.
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Without the potential for implementation, community-based planning under
Section 197-a can be perceived as a waste of time and resources and
ultimately ineffective, contributing to mounting cynicism and
disengagement on the part of local communities.

Aside from amending the City Charter to provide 197-a plans with legal
authority and linking them to the city budget, greater recognition of local
planning efforts can be achieved by:

= Stringent monitoring of all land use actions for compliance with 197-a
plans and other consensus-based community plans;

= Using the city’s official land use review process to hold government and
developers accountable to 197-a plans and other consensus-based
community plans;

= Requiring the Department of City Planning to act on land use
recommendations contained in 197-a plans and other consensus-based
community plans;

= Strengthening inter-agency coordination, both at the local level and
citywide, through integrated data analysis and planning across all
sectors.

Members of the Collective for Community, Culture and Environment (CCCE)
are available for follow-up discussions on ways to secure the implementation
of these equity-building reforms.

Contact information:

Eve Baron, ebaron@collectiveforcce.com, and

Jocelyne Chait, jchait@collectiveforcce.com, on behalf of CCCE



