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Thank you Chair Gaspard, Vice Chair Wolfe, Executive Director Cheng, and
Commissioners for the opportunity to testify on behalf of myself and Manhattan Borough
President Brad Hoylman-Sigal. A Charter Revision Commission is a rare and important
opportunity to reconsider the basic structures of City government, and I'm grateful that
some of New York’s most experienced and thoughtful leaders are serving on this
Commission.

Today I'd like to share a few ideas the Manhattan Borough President and I believe would
make our government more efficient and the City an easier place to live.

First, it seems clear, based on the substantial testimony heard by this commission and
hearing from our own constituents and affordable housing developers, that permitting is
too slow on several fronts. A single affordable housing building can require 40 separate
permits and procedures across 15 different city agencies. We support the Commission’s
proposal to explore a central permitting hub to bring these reviews under one roof. Even
a simple centralized, online portal for permit users would be a great start to this effort.

We're also glad to see the Commission is considering vesting the Department of
Buildings with rulemaking authority to update all or part of the New York City Building
Code. This would be a meaningful improvement in the City’s approach to building safety.

Currently, all changes to the New York City Building Code must go through the City
Council. This has led our Code to fall behind peer jurisdictions and best engineering
practices. A code that only updates on a legislative body’s calendar, competing every
time against the City Council’s full agenda and requiring every affected interest group to
renegotiate from scratch, will always lag the best available safety science - and ours does.
Of course, there will always be some delay in adapting a nationwide standard to the
particularities of our city. But this process should only take as long as the technical work
itself demands.



MBP and DBP Testimony to Commission on Government Efficiency
Page 2

The City does not need to look far for a model. New York State’s building code is updated
by a standing body of engineers and industry officials, through notice-and-comment
rulemaking under the State Administrative Procedure Act. And that process moves more
quickly. As a result, the State’s newest building code, effective next week, will reflect the
2024 national model code, whereas the City’s newest building code, effective next year,
will still reflect model code from 2015.

Delegating regulatory authority does not limit state legislators from stepping in when
they think it wise to do so. In fact, in the last legislative session in Albany, Borough
President Hoylman-Sigal, then a State Senator, passed a bill updating the State’s operable
windows requirement in the Multiple Dwelling Law. (That bill has now been passed by
both houses and is awaiting the Governor’s signature.) But the overwhelming majority
of routine, technical updates were handled by experts on an ongoing basis, without
waiting for a legislative session.

We're also glad to see the Commission’s work on the disposition of city-owned land,
which brings to mind important affordable housing projects in Manhattan, such as
Sendero Verde and Timbale Terrace, that were delayed due to unique requirements
imposed on the disposition of city-owned land. We encourage the CRC to consider
actions that would make it easier to bring these kinds of projects online.

The Commission’s efforts to speed up contracting by reforming procurement are
similarly important. It's a common refrain that City-funded capital projects take 3 times
as long and cost 3 times as much as those that are privately funded and not subject to the
City’s procurement rules. This creates adverse incentives and inequitable outcomes:
projects and neighborhoods with strong access to private capital will simply avoid City
procurement, along with the labor standards and anti-discrimination protections it
requires, while those without that access are stuck with far slower timelines. Closing the
gap by improving City procurement processes will both speed up important public and
private projects and ultimately increase adherence to City integrity checks.

Finally, we’d like to raise an issue a little closer to home: how the Charter allocates capital
funding to the Borough Presidents under Section 211. Each Borough President's office is
charged with allocating a share of the City's capital budget every year to fund the kinds
of local infrastructure and facility projects that a Borough President is uniquely
positioned to identify and prioritize for their borough, including parks, schools, human
services programs, and arts and cultural institutions.

Section 211 vaguely sets aside five percent of a defined slice of the City's capital
appropriations for the borough presidents, specifically those funded by city-tax-levy debt
or by state and federal funds “over which the city has substantial discretion,” only
carving out lump-sum school construction and rapid transit money sent to public
authorities. However, the Charter never defines “substantial discretion” nor does it
explain exactly which appropriations to exclude from the full bucket. OMB, in turn,
doesn't publicize a basis for its calculation of the Section 211 appropriation.



MBP and DBP Testimony to Commission on Government Efficiency
Page 3

Our office was unable, even under the most judicious interpretation of the Charter, to
reconstruct the actual capital allocations Borough Presidents receive. Our office’s
construction of the 5 percent is, in fact, significantly higher than the actual allocation in
any given fiscal year. We urge the Commission to replace the current formula with a clear,
principle-based test and spell that test out clearly enough that it can be verified against
the actual allocation.

Once the allocation base is set, the Charter's default formula splits it among the five
boroughs by averaging each borough's share of the City's nighttime population with its
share of the City's land area. The Charter-set default formula currently overvalues
geography as a measure of capital need, and, in practice, penalizes population density.

Manhattan holds roughly 20% of the City's population but only about 7.5% of its land
area, the smallest footprint of any borough. The Charter effectively mandates that
Manhattan receive roughly the same level of capital funding as Staten Island. With all
due respect to my friends across New York Harbor, Manhattan has vastly greater capital
needs. Manhattan is indisputably a hub for all of our City’s residents to access health care,
education, social services, transportation, and arts and culture, among other things. The
Charter fails to account for the fact that capital projects in Manhattan far outweigh its
relatively small land area.

The formula also only counts residential (or nighttime) population, ignoring the
commuters, patients, students, and visitors who push Manhattan's daytime population
past 3.9 million and drive daily wear on the hospitals, transit hubs, human services
organizations and cultural institutions concentrated here. We urge the Commission to
review this formula and consider revising it with one built around actual capital need,
accounting for daytime population and the concentration of citywide institutions, rather
than a mechanical average of headcount and square mileage.

We appreciate the seriousness with which this Commission has approached its work, and,
particularly, its focus on making government more efficient. We look forward to
continuing to work with the Commission as it finalizes its recommendations, and I thank
you again for the opportunity to testify.
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