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Testimony – Landmarks Preservation Commission – Columbia Grammar School Expansion


Hello. My name is Gale Brewer. I am the City Council Member representing the Upper West Side and northern Clinton. The Columbia Grammar and Preparatory School on West 94th Street between Columbus Avenue and Central Park West is within my district and I am here today to support the school’s current expansion plan.


The plan you see before you today is the result of extensive collaboration and cooperation between Columbia Grammar School, Community Board 7 and neighboring residents. The original plan proposed by Columbia Grammar met with opposition from its neighbors, who voiced their concerns at Community Board 7 meetings and through an intensive letter campaign. Columbia Grammar responded positively to their feedback, agreeing to meet, hear their criticisms and make necessary changes to their expansion plan.

While this process is never an easy one, and never perfect, this was a good example of how a community facility can work with a community to find a balanced compromise; I only wish that other community facilities looking to expand would follow Columbia Grammar’s lead. As community facilities expand, rear yards are closed and the healthful and environmental amenity provided by wise city planning is removed.


As this Commission knows, the Upper West Side is seeing an increase in community facilities utilizing their exemption given through the zoning regulation and filling in their rear yards to the lot line. The rear yard sometimes known as a “doughnut” behind many blocks on the Upper West Side are a fundamental aspect of row house’s historical importance, contributing to the historic character of the Upper West Side. In addition, many of these rear yards are gardens, which provide a critical “green lung” to densely occupied urban neighborhoods. These doughnuts are protected by a Zoning Regulation which requires private residences to leave at least 30 feet of open space in their rear yard. This regulation is meant to prevent the unhealthy conditions created by overbuilding in the old tenement districts of the city. Community facilities are exempt from this regulation.

As a result of this exemption these community facilities don’t require the approval of City Planning or that of the Council and are only heard at the Community Board and this Commission. I commend Landmarks Preservation Commission efforts with this arduous task but must relay to you the need for the Commission to increase pressure on the community facilities to do their best to present a design that coincides with the residential neighborhood. As more community facilities see these row houses and the neighborhoods they reside in as an attractive location, I look to both the Landmarks Preservation Commission and the Department of Environmental Protection for guidance.

The Upper West Side is lucky to have such successful institutions. However there needs to be a balance between the needs of these institutions which provide vital services to their communities and the communities themselves.. In this case, Columbia Grammar and Preparatory school made the effort to see that the concerns of its neighbors and the environmental needs of their community were met. Unfortunately, the number of developers who make this effort is vastly overwhelmed by those who do not and more care needs to be shown in the protection of the rear yard and their green spaces. 
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