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Gentrification

● Jason Hackworth (2002) 

defines gentrification as “the 

production of urban space for 

progressively more affluent 

users.” 

(Anderson & Joseph, 2023)



Robert Moses’ Slum Clearance Project 1959

Destroy almost every residential building from 9th Street to Delancey Street and 
from 2nd Avenue to the Bowery, displacing “2,400 tenants, 450 furnished room 
occupants, and 4,000 beds used by homeless men and over 500 businesses” 
(Cooper Square Community, 1961). 

93% of residents would not have been able to afford the new housing 
(Anderson & Joseph, 2023)





Cooper Square 
Committee 1959



“We want urban renewal, but we want it to benefit 
the people in the neighborhood, not victimize them.” 
- Frances Goldin 
                                             1961: This plan that took one 

year to complete did not 
succeed.

1965: Robert Moses offered the 
vacant lot on Houston Street, 
which was the foundation of 
the Alternate Plan, to Louis 
DeSalvio, an assemblyman 
representing the LES, and his 
Catholic organization, the San 
Gennaro Association, to build 
middle-incoming housing 
instead of the CSC’s proposed 
public housing.
(Anderson & Joseph, 2023)



Community Organizing 

After refusing to give up their land in a Board of Estimate 
meeting and gaining support from people at the meeting, 
their land was retrieved in 1970. 



Federal and State Delays

● Even though the City obtained properties to carry out their Alternate Plan, Nixon’s 

moratorium on public housing in 1973 prohibited them from using federal subsidies, leading to 

the CSC relying on state funding. 

● However, the City was nearly bankrupt and underwent planned shrinkage, a policy under 

President Nixon and Mayor John Lindsay which cut back on housing and firefighting services, 

causing low-income neighborhoods to become destroyed due to the City tearing down 

buildings, arson, drug use, housing abandonment, trash, and crime.

● 30-36,000 apartments a year were lost

(Anderson & Joseph, 2023)



In 1978, Ed Koch was elected 
mayor of New York and he did 
not help Cooper Square's cause 
either. Since the City owned all 
the abandoned buildings, Koch’s 
policy was to offer the vacant 
buildings and land to 
speculators waiting for land 
values to increase.

In the 1980s, gentrification 
was prevalent in the Lower 
East Side because students 
and artists needed affordable 
housing, so art galleries took 
the place of small businesses. 
By the 1990s, however, art 
galleries and longtime small 
and family businesses, like 
restaurants, could not 
persevere due to higher rents 
as a result of the revival of 
the real estate market, 
increasing gentrification.



The Alternate Plan Continues
● In 1984, the first affordable Cooper Square apartments were developed in dedication 

to Thelma Burdick using project-based Section 8 subsidies, but the entire plan was 

not implemented.

● Cooper Square residents continued to demonstrate and refuse to give up their land, 

but they needed funding. That is when they shifted their objective from creating 

public housing to establishing affordable housing for their community. Over the 

course of seven years consisting of many meetings, the CSC revised their Alternate 

Plan which had to include luxury housing for it to be accepted. 



Their revised plan with HPD in 1986 

compromised on their initial demands, 

letting the City construct mostly market-rate 

housing on two vacant lots located on the 

north and south sides of Houston Street. In 

return, the CSC would have 20 to 25% 

low-income housing on those lots and 

funding to rehabilitate the old law 

tenements Cooper Square residents were 

living in. 

(Anderson & Joseph, 2023)



Community Land Trust (CLT) and Mutual Housing Association (MHA)
● Marty Berger, the Committee’s lawyer, gave them the idea of a community land trust for permanent affordability. 

● After years of studying different housing models, the Cooper Square CLT was officially established in 1994 by the CSC 

and the Cooper Square Mutual Housing Association (MHA) was initiated in 1991, which is supervised by the CLT.

● The Cooper Square CLT board is made up of about 15 members, including a couple residents and people who are 

passionate about its cause, such as community residents or housing advocates, like Tom Angotti (Lee, Alex. Personal 

interview. 24 March 2023). 

● Since the CLT owns the right to the land, it prevents wealthy developers from using eminent domain or other policies to 

take it away. 

● The MHA is a cooperative and the owner of the Cooper Square buildings, made up of two-thirds tenants and 

one-third CLT members, people who vowed to never sell the buildings for profit. The MHA takes care of 

maintenance, bookkeeping, budgeting, and other technical responsibilities (Lee, Alex. Personal interview. 24 

March 2023). 





The election of David Dinkins, the first African American 

mayor and the fifth mayor the CSC encountered, made 

the Cooper Square CLT and MHA possible as he strongly 

supported community jurisdiction over land (Angotti, 

2007). Dinkins signed a Memorandum of Understanding 

in October 1990 transferring city-owned buildings to 

MHA and CLT ownership for one dollar each. He devoted 

$32.8 million for Cooper Square’s rehabilitation, costing 

about $50,000 for each apartment and taking about 12 

years to complete. 



Half the buildings have a storefront 

business so the commercial income made 

from the businesses goes towards the 

maintenance of all the buildings.  The 

commercial spaces under the Cooper 

Square CLT makes it possible for small 

businesses to exist and thrive because of 

the low rents as opposed to other 

commercial spaces in gentrified 

neighborhoods (Lee, Alex. Personal 

interview. 24 March 2023). 

Renovations completed in 2003-2004.



Commercial Businesses

Renaming West Fourth 

Street “Frances Goldin 

Way.” 



Issues/Concerns with CLTs

● Most residents are old and Cooper Square CLT lacks elevators 
● Shareholders illegally subletting their apartments 
● Professionalization of CLTs - losing their foundational motives and losing the 

“community in Community Land Trust” to meet grant requirements and get 
needed funding (Williams, 2019).

● Maintenance costs 
● Land/rehabilitation is expensive and CLTs need funding
● Doesn’t produce tax revenue for the City (not luxury housing or businesses)
● Limited Equity Gains



Benefits of CLTs(according to 
interviews/webinar) 

● Residents have disposable income 
● Long term affordable housing/ good structure unlike Mitchell-lama and TIL buildings - 

“somebody making close to nothing can pretty much survive” (Lee, Alex. Personal interview. 24 
March 2023). 

● Cannot be sold on open market unlike HDFC coops
● Residents do not have to leave their neighborhood/ no displacement 
● Minority owned businesses are safe
● Reduce foreclosure, vacancies, turnover, delinquencies 
● Social equity
● Reduce homelessness
● Better housing than unmaintained shelters and hotel rooms that City spends billions on
● City does not have to be responsible The City does not want to be a landlord”



Important aspects needed for CLTs to succeed 
(according to interviews/webinar)

● Many buildings - to achieve economies of scale as it makes the trust more secure with 
a large reserve fund that can be used to fix any issue occurring in one of the buildings 
without draining the reserves. Arroyo says that the way to keep CLTs affordable in 
perpetuity is to acquire more buildings, for example, if one building needs a new boiler 
or roof, all 22 buildings would pool their funds to help the building that needs it, 
alleviating financial burdens  (Arroyo, Willie. Personal Interview. 28 April 2023; Lee, 
Alex. Personal interview. 24 March 2023).

● Responsibility/Accountability 
● Healthy boards (good structure)
● Transparency
● People thinking collectively
● People who have connections to elected city and state officials and attorneys and knowledge 

of financial practices
● A system of checks and balances so people do not take advantage of the trust
● Educating more people on CLTs



Legislation for CLTs: The Community Land Act (CLA)

● Abolish Tax Lien Sale

● Community Opportunity to Purchase Act (COPA) / Int 0637 - gives CLTs and 

mission-driven nonprofits the right of first refusal to buy multifamily buildings before 

any other developer or purchaser. Sponsored by City Council Members Carlina Rivera 

and Erik Bottcher.

● NYS Tenant Opportunity to Purchase Act (TOPA) / Int 0038 - allows tenants to 

purchase the building they live in. Sponsored by New York State Senator Zellnor 

Myrie.

● Public Land for Public Good Bill /  Int 0196 - transfer city-owned land to CLTs and 

not-for-profit developers for affordable housing. Sponsored by Council Member 

Lincoln Restler 



East Harlem/El Barrio Land Trust 
was influenced by Cooper Square 
CLT, acquired four buildings for 
one dollar each with residential 
and commercial space.

The former Cooper Square MHA director, 
Valerio Orselli, founded This Land is Ours, 
a new CLT in Lower Manhattan that is part 
of the Sixth Street Community Center 
(SSCC). TLIO seeks to convert two 
underutilized NYCHA parking lots, which it 
has air rights to, into affordable housing 
with 50% community preference to 
residents and 76 units for low-income 
senior housing with features that older 
buildings lack, such as elevators, energy 
efficient rooftops, community spaces on 
the ground floor, making it ADA compliant 
(Lee, Alex. Personal interview. 24 March 
2023). As they bring in more buildings, 
This Land is Ours will also help the Cooper 
Square CLT with finances. 
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