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 New York City‐ Environmental Review & Planning for a Sustainable 
Future 

Ingrid YOUNG, NYC Mayor’s Office of Environmental Coordination, New York City, USA 

Synopsis:  

New York City’s environmental review and planning are key to creating a sustainable and 
resilient city. The environmental review process facilitates how our city can appropriately adapt 
proposed developments to the planet’s changing climate. Planning with an environmental 
review emphasis should function by shaping future development to optimally serve this vast 
community with an adaptable, sustainable and secure city. 

 
Introduction 

New York City, with its five distinct boroughs/neighborhoods totaling approximately 304 square 
miles (489 km) is large urban mecca. From a planner’s perspective, one can imagine that 
maintaining a vast geographical area with a diverse population (approximately 8.6 million as of 
2017) comes with immense challenges. City agencies, including the Planning Department, 
Department of Environmental Protection and several branches within the Mayor’s Office have a 
great deal of responsibility to usher projects and policies which focus on creating sustainable, 
resilient, enduring growth while reducing emissions, decreasing waste and inefficiency and 
preserving natural resources. 

1. The Roll of Mayor’s Office of Environmental Coordination (MOEC) 

Within NYC government the Mayor’s Office of Environmental Coordination (MOEC) was 
established under the New York City Charter (1989 revision). The agency’s role is to assist all 
City agencies in carrying out and fulfilling their environmental review responsibilities. We are an 
advisory body who provides guidance and technical expertise on environmental procedures and 
progressing standards.  In addition to serving as a liaison to federal, state, and city coordination 
we also maintain the entire digital catalog of city led environmental reviews. 

MOEC and the New York City Planning Department have a partnership in our roles related to 
environmental review. Both agencies perform environmental reviews according to the City 
Environmental Quality Review (CEQR) guidance. CEQR is governed by a combination of state 
and city laws and regulations that specify the various components and procedures under which 
reviews are conducted. 

The following section provides a brief history of the Federal, State and City legislation relative to 
environmental policy. The evolution of New York City’s environmental review framework is 
evidenced by the series of legislative policies which unfold within larger and more varied 
municipal agencies. 
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2. Creation of Environmental Laws and Guidance 

National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA)  

The National Environmental Policy Act was established in 1970. The development of this 
policy can be attributed to increased public appreciation and concern for the environment 
that developed during the 1960’s amid increased industrialization and pollution across the 
United States. The original intent of Congress in the creation of this policy was to 
“encourage productive and enjoyable harmony between man and his environment; to 
promote efforts which will prevent or eliminate damage to the environment and biosphere 
and stimulate the health and welfare of man; to enrich the understanding of the ecological 
systems and natural resources important to the Nation; and to establish a Council on 
Environmental Quality.” (NEPA,1970). A significant outcome of this policy established the 
requirement that all federal agencies prepare environmental assessments (EAs) and 
environmental impact statements (EISs). Shortly after implementation of the Act and in the 
decades to follow many countries around the world utilized the NEPA model to enact their 
own policies. 

Beginning in June 2018 the Council of Environmental Quality (CEQ) issued a request to 
take comments on updating the NEPA Guidance. This is a unique opportunity to for cities, 
states and individual citizens to provide specific recommendations regarding new additions, 
deletions, or modifications to the text of our current NEPA regulations. Perhaps within the 
coming year we can anticipate an amended NEPA document which considers the 
importance of factoring in measures for sustainability with regard to climate change 
language and guidance.  

New York State Environmental Quality Review Act (SEQR)  

The New York State Environmental Quality Review Act (SEQR) is the New York statute 
which became law on August 1975. SEQR is the model which provides guidance to develop 
regulations to guide New York State and local government agencies in the implementation 
of environmental reviews. SEQR was intended to change government decision making by 
requiring agencies to balance the environmental impacts with social and economic factors 
when deciding to approve or undertake new development. 

New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC) recently adopted 
amendments to SEQRA regulations to streamline and incorporate additional transparency to 
this permitting process. These changes will take effect starting January 2019. Most relevant 
to resiliency and sustainability these amendments encourage sustainable development 
through green infrastructure, incentives for the private sector to install small to medium scale 
solar arrays, and continued commitment of government implementation of renewable energy 
sources (DEC, 2018). 

     New York City Environmental Quality Review (CEQR) 

      In 1973 the City established Executive Order No. 87 which directed that all major projects 
need to assess environmental impacts. By 1977 the City had formally developed its own 
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City Environmental Quality Review (CEQR) process and centralized primary agencies (City 
Planning) to lead the environmental review functions. In order to expedite review functions 
and ensure consistency with applicable laws, the City issued an Executive Order by the 
Mayor to institute a new office of oversight- the Mayor’s Office of Environmental 
Coordination (MOEC).   

New York City’s Environmental Quality Review (CEQR) is our city’s process for 
implementing and conducting an environmental review for proposed actions associated with 
new development. The CEQR process requires that agencies identify, analyze and disclose 
the potential environmental impacts of a proposed project before city approvals are 
considered. The 2014 CEQR Technical Manual is the guidance document which provides 
recommendations for specific protections or safety measures regarding development.  This 
manual covers some 20 technical areas for analysis, as outlined in the following section. 

 
MOEC staff are currently undertaking an extensive outreach with City agencies to address 
pertinent concerns shared by all city stakeholders in order to update the 2014 edition of the 
CEQR Technical Manual. These updates will most certainly have a central focus on 
incorporating resiliency strategies, and fine tuning climate related guidelines. 
 

3.0  CEQR Process  

The City level environmental review process requires the involvement of multiple New York 
City agencies and a high level of coordination. The average environmental review of an EAS 
or EIS will evaluate multiple technical analysis areas, approximately 20 technical areas. 
Among these CEQR analysis areas are: Land Use, Air Quality, Water and Sewer 
Infrastructure, Transportation, Noise, Public Health, Community Facilities, Socioeconomic 
Conditions, Hazardous Materials and several others. The thorough analysis of these 
environmental reviews requires the input and involvement of technical experts from different 
city or state agencies. 

It should be noted that not all proposed development or proposed legislative measures are 
subject to CEQR analysis and City Planning Approvals.   

There are several stages that unfold when a project begins CEQR environmental review. 
These are outlined below and graphically portrayed in the flow chart in Figure 3.0. 

Step 1. A project is introduced, the proposed Actions requiring regulatory approval are identified 
and any involved City or State agencies are identified for coordination. 

Step 2. The proposed Actions required are classified into a “Unlisted” or “Type I” CEQR 
category. 

Step 3. An EAS is prepared. Answering specific project related questions within the EAS form 
will identify what technical areas are required for analysis. 

Step 4. The completed EAS is reviewed by an expert city agency(s).  
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Step 5. A Determination of Significance is issued. This issuance will identify if the proposed 
actions result in No Significant Adverse Impacts or Significant Adverse Impacts are possible. 

Step 6. If the project is determined to pose No Significant Adverse Impacts, then the 
Environmental Review process conducted by the City is complete. If the project is determined to 
pose potential Significant Adverse Impacts, then Project will require the submission of detailed 
analysis under the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS). 

Step 7. With a project requiring more detailed levels of analysis under an EIS, a public 
involvement period is incorporated into the review, known as a Scoping or Public Hearing. The 
public are invited to submit comments on the project related to any sections of the environmental 
analysis. 

Step 8. The revised EIS will reflect responses to the public comments and address any potential 
areas requiring further analysis. The EIS will continue to be reviewed by the expert technical 
agencies. 

Step 9. Once the City agencies reviewing the EIS are satisfied with the completed analysis and 
any technical detailed studies have identified proposed mitigation for potential impacts resulting 
from the project the Application will be presented before the City Planning Commission and later 
to the City Council for a vote. 

Step 10. Should the Planning Commission and City Council vote yes on the project then the 
Environmental Review process conducted by the City will be complete. Should a no vote be 
issued by either body, then the EIS will undergo further modifications and additional analysis. 

 
Figure 3.0 CEQR Process Flow Chart  
 

 
 

4. New York Commitments Toward Resiliency and a Sustainability Future  

     Climate Change 

It is apparent for many coastal cities, New York included (with 580 miles of coastline), that 
our existing and future coastal development depends on the thoughtful, informed 
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collaboration of multiple communities and even neighboring countries. Resolving methods 
for effectively securing coastal communities can be approached on a regional scale. The 
work of the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction developed a “Regional Action 
Plan for the Americas” to target priorities for action relative to developing public policy 
around disaster risk reduction (Waddington, 2018). Considering policy level applicable to all 
coastal areas spanning North and South America is setting an immense standard.  
However, with climate change acting as an existential threat to all cities and countries 
(factoring the steady sea level rise resulting from climate change), it seems an efficient 
method for addressing a contiguous area. 

Responding to recent studies conducted under the World Meteorological Organization 
(WMO), the World Bank and the International Energy Agency which corroborate the 
relentless pace of climate change, the UN Secretary General António Guterres issued a 
global call to action to proceed with political decision making and financing to cut global 
emissions.  

Sustainability 

In 2017 New York State passed the Climate and Community Protection Act. At that time it 
was a very progressive state level climate and equity policy, which gained traction, after 
being passed by the state Assembly last spring. The bill set a mandate of 50 percent 
renewable energy by 2030 and 100 percent renewable energy in New York by 2050, with 40 
percent of investment (whether through carbon pricing or other avenues) targeted for 
environmentally vulnerable low-income communities (McGhee & Reich, 2016). In response 
to our current White House administration announcing the forthcoming United States 
withdrawal from the Paris Climate Agreement, NYC’s Mayor de Blasio signed an Executive 
Order committing the City the principles of the Paris Agreement.   

On a local level, in 2006 New York City passed the Climate Protection Act. This Act set a 
mandate of 30 percent reduction in citywide emissions by 2030 and 80 percent reduction in 
citywide emissions by 2050. Applicable policies and programs specifically how to fulfill these 
emission reductions are outlined in former Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s 2007 initiative 
“PlaNYC”. The goal of this plan was to focus on better adapting to climate change, 
conserving city resources, and the reduction of the carbon footprint. Furthering the 
commitments within PlanNYC, our current Mayor Bill deBlasio introduced “OneNYC” in 2015 
which sets forth goals of growth, equity, sustainability and resiliency. The OneNYC plan also 
provides “New York City’s Roadmap to 80X50” which outlines specific steps toward 
achieving the ambitious GHG reduction target (MOS, 2018). 

Resiliency 

For city planning and associated environmental review, a common sense approach would 
involve preparing resiliency measures which factor in anticipated climate change risks. The 
New York City’s Waterfront Revitalization Program (WRP), is a division within City Planning. 
Key to their role within planning and environmental review is their list of waterfront policies 
addressing the City’s varied coastal conditions.  
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Primary goals of the WRP’s policies include:  

 development of waterfront planning and preservation while ensuring consistency 
with long term city and state waterfront goals,  

 minimizing potential conflicts from proposed development while maximizing the 
benefits derived from economic development, environmental conservation and 
public use of the waterfront 

Significant changes addressed in their 2017 Report “NYC Waterfront Revitalization Program 
Climate Change Adaptation Guidance”, include sea level rise projections, flood damage 
reduction elements, adaptive measures for flood design and policies to promote climate resilient 
designs (NYC Planning, 2017). 

As previously mentioned OneNYC is the City’s current strategic plan for inclusive growth and 
climate action. It is also the first resilience strategy released by any city in partnership with 100 
Resilient Cities, pioneered by the Rockefeller Foundation. 100 Resilient Cities (100RC) is a 
nonprofit organization established in 2013, dedicated to incorporating resilience planning into 
multiple aspects of city growth.  

100RC aims to: 1) Facilitate individual cities in becoming more resilient, establishment of a 
         Chief Resiliency Officer.          
    2) Support of a global practice of collaboration among governments, NGOs, the 
        private sector, and individual citizens.       
    3) Increased sustainability through shared resiliency strategies. 

Resiliency planning includes communities examining their land-use and construction policies in 
order to avoid rebuilding in harm’s way. Governments can incentivize adoption and enforcement 
of building codes which account for extreme weather scenarios and climate impacts. 
Additionally, the private sector can incorporate climate risk into insurance policies and 
incentivize communities for factoring in mitigation (De Souza, 2018). A focus on resiliency 
planning should ultimately reduce the need for emergency response to increased severe storm 
incidents and impending sea level rise. While incorporating for extreme conditions in resiliency 
planning, communities can reduce recovery costs as well as property and infrastructure 
damages. 

In support of New York City’s goal to reach an 80% reduction of GHG’s by 2050, multiple levels 
of programmatic changes with respect to sustainability have been initiated.  

The list below highlights several programs and steps that have been taken to meet our goal of 
becoming a more sustainable and resilient city.  

• Community Retrofit NYC- a program for reducing emissions (GHG) in small buildings. 
Achieved through the elimination of steam heating systems and the conversion to heat 
pump systems (Gentric, 2018) 
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• NYC Clean Fleet- The goal of incorporating 2000 electric vehicles (EV) into the City’s 
vehicle fleet. This includes partnering with local utility providers for the installation of over 
100 EV chargers citywide. 

• Bills proposed for banning straws and plastic bags, currently instituted by many 
countries to completely remove or tax the consumption of single use plastic products. 

• GreenNYC- Program that provides steps for reducing energy use (both for home & 
work), eliminating unnecessary consumer waste (providing alternatives to single-use 
disposable products) and living a sustainable lifestyle (transportation choices, product 
selection- non-toxics, reduced packaging, and composting.  

• NYC greatly encourages and supports City Employees to utilize water refilling stations 
in all City/Federal buildings and discourages the purchase of bottle water and drinks. 
Sustainable/reusable decanters are provided.  

• NYC CoolRoofs- City initiative for installing energy-saving reflective rooftops.  

 Zero Waste- Program geared toward reducing New York City’s trash and refuse 
contributions to landfills. Target aims to have zero trash by 2030.  

 Resiliency Legislation – Department of Buildings codes which address building 
moving or raising to secure the lowest above-grade floor property outside of flood 
zones. 

• NYC Green Infrastructure Program- Program includes rooftops retrofits with 
vegetation or rainwater retention/catchment, reduction of storm-water runoff with 
installation of bioswales and rain garden planting. 

• City Divestment of Funds- New York has proposed to divest from fossil fuel reserve 
owner companies- This represents upwards of $5 billion in investments. The City’s 
commitment is among a vastly growing assembly of municipalities, states, countries and 
corporations to send a worldwide message that their obligations under the Paris 
Agreement can be fulfilled with the refusal to financially sustain the fossil fuel industry 
(Paddison, 2018). Approximate total in divested fossil fuels investments has reached 5 
Trillion Dollars worldwide (Fossil Free, 2018).  

5. Conclusion 
 
Presently the sustainability and resiliency initiatives mentioned in this paper have been 
steps New York City and any city can take in order to reduce a community’s vulnerability 
to climate change impacts. These initiatives also effectively utilize or conserve resources 
while reducing waste. With a robust administrative framework incorporating 
environmental review it’s feasible to address the complex evolving nature of social and 
economic impacts resulting from climate change. The range of analysis incorporated into 
environmental review on a city, state and federal level is a significant component for 
guiding future development in creating sustainable and healthier communities. 



Ingrid Young                     NYC Environmental Review and Sustainability           54th ISOCARP Congress 2018  
 

8 
 

References: 

CEQR Technical Manual. (2014) Mayor’s Office of Environmental Coordination. Available at: 
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/oec/environmental-quality-review/technical-manual.page (Accessed: 10, June 
2018)  
 
Davis, S. J.  et al., (2018). “Net-Zero Emissions Energy Systems”, Science Vol. 360, No. 6396 (June) 
 
De Souza, R.M., et al., “Building Coastal Resilience for Greater US Security” Hoover Institution 
Press, Stanford University Available at:  
https://www.scribd.com/document/382120509/Building-Coastal-Resilience-for-Greater-US-
Security#download&from_embed (Accessed: 11 July 2018) 

Fossil Free. [online] (09/07/2018) Available at:. https://gofossilfree.org/divestment/commitments/ 
(Accessed: 11, July 2018) 
 

Gentric, M., (March 22, 2018) “Reducing Emissions Small Building by Small Building” Available at: 
https://nextcity.org/daily/entry/reducing-emissions-small-building-by-small-building (Accessed: 28 March 
2018) 

McGhee, H. and  Reich, R. B. (2016) “Here’s How States and Cities Can Fight Climate Change and 
Inequality in the Trump Era” The Nation, [online] (09/07/2018) Available at: 
https://www.thenation.com/article/heres-how-states-and-cities-can-fight-climate-change-and-inequality-in-
the-trump-era/ (Accessed: 3 July 2018) 
 
MD Staff, (2018) “Climate Chaos to Continue in 2018: Will the World Rise to the 
Challenge”. Available at: https://moderndiplomacy.eu/2018/03/30/climate-chaos-to-
continue-in-2018-will-the-world-rise-to-challenge/(Accessed: April 15, 2018) 
 
MOS (Mayor’s Office of Sustainability) “NYC Carbon Challenge” (April 2018). Available at: 
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/sustainability/downloads/pdf/NYC%20Carbon%20Challenge_2018_Progres
s%20Report.pdf  (Accessed 10, July 2018) 

Paddison, L. “Ireland Is Set To Be The First Country In The World To Ditch Fossil Fuel 
Investments” Huffington Post, July 13, 2018. Available at:  
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/ireland-divestment-fossil-fuels-climate-
change_us_5b487352e4b0e7c958fa1eb2 (Accessed: 13 July 2018)   

NYC Planning, (March 2017) “New York City Waterfront Revitalization Program Climate Change 
Adaptation Guidance” 

Waddington, R. (2018) “Americas makes resilience a priority” Available at:   
https://www.unisdr.org/archive/58915 (Accessed 27 Jun 2018) 
 
Legislation 

City Environmental Quality Review. (CEQR), 43 RCNY. Chapter 6 (1991) 

Department of Environmental Conservation. (NYSDEC). (2018) Amended SEQR Guidance.  

National Environmental Policy Act. (NEPA), 42 U.S.C, §4321 (1970) 

New York City Charter (NYC-C) Section 192(e) (2018) 

New York Code of Rules and Regulations. (N.Y.C.R.R.), Title 62, Chapter 5 (Amended 2014) 
 
State Environmental Quality Review Act. (SEQRA), NYCRR Title 6, Chapter 6 Part 617. (1975) 


