Environmental Committee Issue Paper:
To Provide Increased Incentives for the Construction of “Green” Rooftops in New York City

Executive Summary

The Environmental Committee of Manhattan Young Democrats (MYD) proposes dramatically increasing the tax incentives provided to building owners and developers for the construction of Green Rooftops in New York City (NYC), and requiring the construction of Green Rooftops on all city-owned buildings. 
Currently, a New York State tax abatement law is in effect that provides developers and building owners in the city with a $4.50 state property tax abatement for every square foot of Green Rooftops constructed.
 Since, by most estimates, this abatement comprises only 25% of the cost of constructing a Green Rooftop, it is clear that further incentive is required if the city is to effectively encourage this vitally important modification to New York’s urban landscape.
 
A bill to increase to 90% the total tax abatement provided to developers and building owners who construct Green Rooftops has been presented to the New York City Council by Councilmen David Yassky and James Gennaro and is awaiting a hearing in committee.
 Manhattan Young Democrats supports this proposal and calls on the 2009 candidates to go further by requiring Green Rooftops on city-owned buildings where feasible. 

Position Statement

Action Steps:
i. Advocate for passage of Councilmen Yassky and Gennaro’s bill to increase the combined city and state tax abatement to 90% or higher

ii. Advocate for the mandatory construction of Green Rooftops on all city-owned buildings. 
Background

Main Benefits

The main benefits of Green Rooftops include:
· Ability to regulate the temperature in and around building

· Improve energy efficiency in buildings (decrease heating and cooling costs)

· By adding insulation

· By providing shade

· By protecting roofs from wind-chill

· Heating demand can be reduced by 25%

· Reduce the urban heat island effects

· Improve local air quality

· By reducing smog

· By producing oxygen

· Retain storm water

· Alleviate overloading of municipal sewer systems by stabilizing water flow

· Reduce storm water runoff between 70% and 90% annually

· Increase the lifespan of a roof

· Protects the layers and outer membrane of the roof from ultra-violet rays; slows down the wear of the roofing material

· Protects the roof from punctures, rips, and other physical damage, bestowed by people , debris, and weather

· Protect the roof from extreme temperature changes as the plants absorb much of the heat and use the energy for photosynthesis in summer months

Secondary Benefits

· Earn a point under the Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) rating system

· Ability to provide therapy to humans

· Provide space for agricultural use

· Improve public perception of a company or institution

· Improve the aesthetic environment

· Increase property value

· Reduce noise inside a building

· Provide habitat for airborne species

The construction of Green Rooftops in NYC would improve the health and well-being of city residents, reduce the amount of storm runoff that pollutes area waterways, and ultimately save the taxpayers’ money. Currently, temperatures and ozone levels in NYC are higher than in other communities in the surrounding vicinity because of the enormous amount of heat-attracting black tar surface in the city. As a result, scientists have taken to describing New York as an “urban heat island.”
 

This “heat island” effect threatens the health and safety of New York’s residents. During a particularly severe heat wave in the summer of 2006, tens of thousands of New Yorkers were left without power for over a week when widespread air conditioner use strained the power grid. This threatened the health and safety of elderly residents who needed air conditioners because they were susceptible to heat stroke, and those who were living in tall buildings were left without the use of their elevators.
 Increased ozone triggers asthma attacks and other breathing problems. Numerous studies have shown that emergency room visits for respiratory illness increase when ozone-smog levels are high.

An estimated 944 million square feet (11.5% of total building area) of the black tar surface that attracts and retains heat in NYC is on rooftops.
  The proposal to construct ‘green’ rooftops involves installing grass, plants or trees on top of buildings to reduce the amount of black tar surface, thus reducing the “heat island effect.” There are several companies in NYC and elsewhere that now specialize in Green Rooftops installations. The most popular type of plant used by these companies is a shrub-like sedum that can be planted in volcanic rock sandstone.
 

The leaves and roots of the sedum, as well as the sandstone in which the plants are set, are exceptionally water absorbent, providing the city with a second essential benefit. Green Rooftops could absorb as much as 70% of the rain that currently overwhelms the city’s sewer during heavy downfalls and runs directly into the East River, the Hudson River and New York Harbor. By absorbing runoff, the Green Rooftops would prevent millions of gallons of polluted water from reaching waterways. Councilman David Yassky has estimated that providing a 90% tax abatement for Green Rooftops construction will cost the city and state less than treating the storm water.

Obstacles - Solutions

The two greatest obstacles to increasing the number of Green Rooftops in NYC are the cost of installations, and the fact that the people who must bear the costs – building owners and developers – do not stand to directly benefit. By most estimates, a typical Green Rooftops installation will cost a building owner $20 per square foot. Others estimate that with a particularly onerous city permitting process, and the high transportation and labor prices in New York, the cost could reach as high as $30 per square foot.
 
While issues of increased city temperatures, higher ozone levels and storm water runoff are big problems for city planners to grapple with, they are negligible factors in the calculations of individual building owners focused on their bottom line. The solution then must be for the city and state to reduce costs for building owners by increasing tax abatements, possibly even to 100% of the total cost of the Green Rooftops installation. 
This is the method used to encourage Green Rooftops construction in Chicago, the city that currently leads the nation in the number of Green Rooftops buildings.
 The city council of Toronto, Canada is now considering requiring developers to install Green Rooftops on all new buildings at their own expense, but has encountered strident protests from builders.
 
Conclusion

The construction of Green Rooftops in NYC is essential for reducing pollution from storm runoff and increasing the health and wellbeing of city residents. 
The major obstacles to realizing the widespread installation of Green Rooftops in NYC are the high cost of installation to building developers and owners and the complicated permit process now in place
.  
The best method for overcoming this obstacle is for NYC to join the state in providing generous tax abatements to those owners and developers who construct Green Rooftops and to prioritize permits for those developments that implement Green Rooftops.  
In addition, the city must develop legislation which requires Green Rooftops construction on its own buildings. 
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