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LANDMARK WEST! is a not-for-profit community organization committed to the preservation 
of the architectural heritage of the Upper West Side. 
 
The Certificate of Appropriateness Committee wishes to comment on the reappointment of Sarah 
Carroll as Chair of the Landmarks Preservation Commission.     
 
The LANDMARK WEST! Certificate of Appropriateness Committee writes in support of the 
reappointment of Landmarks Preservation Commission Chair Sarah Carroll.   

As a neighborhood native, Chair Carroll grew up within our historic districts which helped train 
her keen eye for the nuances of our New York City streetscapes.  She is adept at assessing the 
value of a mid-block row as well as discerning the idiosyncrasies of its individual component 
structures.  We have seen this vision in action at countless hearings over the years as she 
discusses the architectural and technical merits of applications both with landmark stewards and 
her fellow commissioners.   

Although these are landmarks, change is inevitable and Chair Carroll has helped ensure that 
change, when necessary, is as unobtrusive as possible, or, improves upon what it is replacing.  
And while our Committee does not always agree with all of the viewpoints and ultimate 
decisions, we can readily admit that we feel heard.   

Even at seemingly endless hearings, Chair Carroll is patient and respectful to all members of the 
public and ensures they have an opportunity to participate.  She encourages applicants to respond 
and this generates a dialog of understanding often lost when decisions are made top-down or 
through blanket proclamations.  This standard operating procedure has garnered Chair Carroll 
the respect of both the preservation community as well as the real estate community.  The built 
environment is an asset that must be collectively nurtured and Chair Carroll’s empathy is 
refreshing among City agencies, and greatly appreciated.   

There is always more work to be done, and the LANDMARK WEST! Certificate of 
Appropriateness Committee looks forward to continuing to work with Chair Carroll in her 
second term.    
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New York City Council Committee on Rules, Privileges and Elections 

Regarding the Appointment of Sarah Carroll as Chair of the NYC Landmarks Preservation Commission  

Testimony of Simeon Bankoff 

Good afternoon Council members. I am Simeon Bankoff, a professional preservationist. Since 1993, I 
have worked in the historic preservation field, mostly as an advocate, educator and community 
organizer. I have been regularly monitoring the activities of the NYC Landmarks Preservation 
Commission for 25 years and have regularly worked both in collaboration and at cross-purposes with the 
agency, its staff and leadership.  

As the Council is aware, the LPC’s role is tri-fold, the agency is mandated to identify the City’s historic 
resources, designate them as such and regulate them. As an expert agency created during a time of 
progressive civic action, there is a great deal of flexibility and discretion built into New York City’s 
Landmarks Law, which allows the Landmarks Commission to adjust in response to changing civic 
priorities while keeping to its core principles.  

Measuring the success and efficacy of such a responsive agency over time is complicated. Is it in 
buildings surveyed? Landmarks designated? Permits issued? These actions all can imply very different 
things over the lifespan of an agency. Let me pause here to praise the relative transparency of 
information the LPC and NYC government in general achieves. I have recently attempted a survey of 
other municipal preservation agencies throughout the country and the benchmarks are hidden if they 
are counted at all. Good job New York! 

Regarding the reappointment of Ms. Sarah Carroll as the Chair of the NYC Landmarks Commission, I wish 
to frame my comments as observations about the work of the agency in general. However, let me state 
that I have professionally known Sarah Carroll since 1994 and regularly have had contact with her in her 
many roles in the agency. When she was first nominated during the de Blasio administration as Chair, 
the professional preservation civic community jointly endorsed the nomination, based on mutual 
experience working with Ms. Carroll and the sure knowledge of her deep devotion to the agency. After 
several chairs who started as strangers to the agency, a familiar face was welcome. As Council members 
are aware, the renomination of a sitting agency head from one administration to the next is 
unprecedented in the history of the landmarks commission, and rare in NYC history. There is no reason 
to believe this remarkable nomination will not pass muster with this committee, as Ms. Carroll certainly 
possesses the requisite expertise for the position. 

The preservation goals of the previous administration seemed to be to streamline the agency’s 
processes and finish up some unfinished projects. During the de Blasio Administration, the agency 
revised its regulatory guidelines to better facilitate permitting activities and acted on all of the individual 
properties under consideration for landmark designation, some of which had been lingering on lists for 
decades. Both these initiatives, neither of which were begun under her tenure, were initially proposed 
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with minimal public participation. After strenuous advocacy, both proposals were opened up to allow 
more public comment and I believe we can all agree that participation improved the end results. Still, 
the reticence to engage with the public was troubling.  

Another troubling aspect of the Landmarks Commission’s recent record has been the remarkable 
number of legal actions taken against the agency. By my count, at least one lawsuit has been initiated 
annually against the Landmarks Commission every year since 2017. Litigation is an unfortunate by-
product of the American system of government and, given its police power over private property, the 
LPC is a natural target for irate owners. However, the legal actions I refer to have all been initiated by 
community groups and concerned citizens, worried that the LPC has bent too far in accommodating the 
desires of real estate interests. Each case has its own shape but added together, they create a fact 
pattern which warrants examination. Who is the primary constituency of the LPC - the public or the 
property owners?  

Like all of us, the Landmarks Commission has not had an easy time the last few years. COVID shuttered 
the city and radically changed our daily way of life.  The LPC pivoted admirably and even designated a 
few buildings and small historic districts. However, we get to the problem of benchmarks again. How 
does one measure the success of the agency? Is it in designations – which have slowed to a crawl. Is it in 
permits issued – which are being disputed by community groups in the streets and in the courts. 

As an expert agency regulating permanent changes to private property, the Landmarks Commission 
does not have an easy remit. Rarely is the agency going to make everyone happy. It plays a crucial role in 
the sustenance of our city, stewarding our shared past to build a better future. My wish for Ms. Carroll 
as she embarks on her renewed term of agency leadership is to work to ensure the Landmarks 
Commission serves all New Yorkers fairly and with equal weight. New York City would be better for it.  

 

 



TESTIMONY REGARDING LANDMARKS LAW
AND CHAIR OF THE LANDMARKS PRESERVATION COMMISSION

My name is Michael Hiller.  I am the Managing Principal of Hiller, PC, which has a

substantial concentration in preservation law, at times devoting upwards of 70% of our work to these

and related issues.  Unlike most law firms that practice in this area, we do not represent developers;

we only represent preservationists and communities which seek to preserve the City’s most precious

public assets under the Landmarks Law.  So, I am hopeful that you will consider our perspectives

on the issue I am about to discuss with you, as it is certainly an informed perspective, and it likely

will differ from any others you will hear today.

With regard to Chair Carroll’s nomination to continue at the Commission, I testify simply

that it has always been our firm’s policy not to take a position on the selection of personnel with

respect to land-use and zoning committees, commissions and agencies.  And I don’t expect to

deviate from that policy today, other than to say that Chair Carroll is certainly knowledgeable in the

Landmarks Law.  And I have no doubt that she will be confirmed by the Council.

I am here today to discuss the procedures deployed at the Commission – procedures which

Chair Carroll inherited; so I don’t blame her for them.  But they are procedures that must be changed

if the Landmarks Law is ever to, once again, provide the protective apparatus necessary to preserve

our City’s landmarks.  Right now, the Landmarks Law is merely a speed-bump on a developer’s

highway that leads to mass development at the expense of landmarks, while preservationists are

resigned to the shoulder of that highway, only rarely having the opportunity to have an impact on

decision-making.

The procedures of the Commission are the root cause of this problem.  At the Commission,

developers create proposals for landmark assets and are afforded unlimited opportunities -- often

up to a year -- to meet with Commission staff to fine tune those proposals, before they are



considered by the Commission.  Once the proposals are finalized, Commission staff delivers a report

to the Commissioners, who receive a full presentation by developers and their experts, often for up

to hour or longer on more heavily contested applications.  Once the developers and their experts are

through, the Commissioners engage in a Q&A with them which often lasts anywhere from five

minutes to another hour.  Thereafter, whenever the Commission meets to discuss a developer’s

proposal, the developer and its experts are again afforded unlimited time to address the Commission

and provide testimony, none of which is sworn.

By contrast, members of the public, including preservationists, are not permitted to meet with

staff while proposals are being prepared, or at any other time.  That right belongs exclusively to

developers.  Worse, while developers are afforded unlimited time to develop their presentations to

the Commission, opposition receives just 3 to 5 days before the first and only public hearing to

prepare its response.  Thus, while developers are given unlimited time to develop their proposals and

fine-tune them with staff, members of the public are given just 3-5 days to hire counsel, engage

experts, galvanize community support, and prepare for testimony.  And, unlike the developers,

members of the public receive just one opportunity to speak for a total of just three minutes.  After

that, the public is resigned to sitting and listening, as developers and their experts are afforded again

unlimited opportunities to work the Commissioners without being sworn in.

This process is obviously heavily skewed toward development.  And the results speak for

themselves.  I am aware of only one publicly-contested application that the Commission has denied

in the last 12 years.  As a consequence, the Commission has approved substantial, disfiguring

changes to such iconic landmarks as the New York Public Library, the Clocktower at 346 Broadway

(which was the last of its kind in the world before the Commission approved its dismantlement), and
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the McGraw-Hill Lobby.  I don’t blame the Commissioners for these outcomes.  Generally, they

only hear from developers, and, except for one set of 3-minute sound bites, Commissioners don’t

hear from communities and preservationists at all.  I would analogize what happens at the

Commission to a boxing match, in which one boxer gets to meet with the referee beforehand, train

for a year, and then throw punches for 15 rounds, while the opposing boxer doesn’t get to meet with

anyone beforehand, gets only 3-5 days to prepare for the fight, and then can’t throw a punch after

the first round.  Under those circumstances, it’s no wonder that one boxer would win every time.  

It doesn’t have to be that way.  For example, the BSA allows members of communities to

speak at every meeting, and organized opposition is afforded the same opportunities to address the

BSA as developers are.  Equally as important, developers are sworn in beforehand.

I urge the Council to suggest that Chair Carroll consider adopting procedures similar to those

which exist at the BSA, and to reconsider the Commission’s policies as a whole, which, in the last

12 years, are responsible for some of the most egregious losses in public assets in the history of the

Landmarks Law.  Take it from me – I’ve had a front row seat to what’s happened.  And it hasn’t

been pretty.
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