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Governors Island is a special place.  It is filled
with history and serenity, qualities that derive
from its location in the middle of the New York
Harbor.  The Island's redevelopment poses a truly
singular opportunity to create a unique public
space for New York and its harbor.  

The Island's massive stone forts - complete with
cannons, moats, and drawbridges - are symbolic
of a military tradition from the American
Revolution to the Cold War.  There are dozens of
charming Victorian and federal-style buildings, all
set among hundred year old shade trees and
landscaped paths.  The Island's shoreline boasts
spectacular views of the Manhattan skyline, the
Brooklyn port, and the Statue of Liberty.  

This unique perspective - looking back at the City
and its icons - will transform New York's relation-
ship to the water that surrounds us.  Unlike the
wonderful parks now rising on other shorelines,
Governors Island belongs to the Harbor as a
whole.  Filled with play spaces and innovative
arts and cultural venues, the Island will become a
great destination for everybody - a central park
for the harbor.

Realizing this vision will be no
small feat.  Fortunately, the long
history of planning for the Island
has established an important
consensus for its overall pro-
gram of uses.  This consensus
is embodied in Governor Pataki
and Mayor Bloomberg's state-
ments of transforming the Island
into a "grand civic space" with
education, hospitality, and
tourism activities, and docu-
mented in the legal agreements
and deed restrictions that gov-
ern the transfer of the Island
from the Coast Guard to the
City/State Governors Island
Preservation and Education
Corporation (GIPEC) and the
National Park Service (NPS).
GIPEC and NPS are now
engaged in coordinated planning
processes to assess the viability
and desirability of uses and
activities that will reanimate the
island.  Draft plans are expected
to be completed by the summer
of 2005. 
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Governors Island Alliance

Founded and staffed by the Regional Plan
Association, the Governors Island Alliance is
a coalition of civic, environmental, and
preservation-focused organizations and indi-
viduals working to celebrate the Island's rich
history, create memorable parks and public
spaces, and ensure appropriate reuse of the
Island and its historic structures. 

The Alliance welcomes individuals and
organizations that share our vision of the
Island as a truly spectacular waterfront desti-
nation.  Please join us. 

Email: governorsisland@rpa.org
Write: Governors Island Alliance c/o
Regional Plan Association 4 Irving Place, 7th
Floor New York, NY 10003 212.253.2727
Visit:  www.rpa.org/govisland.html



spaces, identifying issues and opportunities and
bringing to light salient design and programming
principles for consideration by GIPEC, NPS, our
elected representatives and the public.  

There are many important planning challenges to
be addressed in the coming year.  Workshop par-
ticipants identified several of particular concern
without coming to any consensus resolution: 
-- Preserving the Island's unique character while
accommodating millions of visitors.  
-- Creating attractive gateways in Manhattan,
Brooklyn and elsewhere that provide access with-
out blighting neighborhoods with traffic and park-
ing.  
-- Mixing public and private uses so that all visi-
tors feel comfortable and welcome.
-- Creating daily and seasonal patterns of use so
that the Island and its ferries are appropriately
utilized.   
-- Assessing the technical and financial feasibility
of the proposals, especially the more dramatic
alterations to the Island's shoreline.
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On June 12th, 2004, the Governors Island
Alliance convened a community workshop on the
future of park and recreation activities on the
Island.  Over 150 park activists, community repre-
sentatives, design and park professionals spent
the day discussing their ideas for what public
spaces on the Island could be, with an emphasis
on identifying what uses and activities would befit
the Island's unique character and harbor location.
Guided by a pair of facilitators, each of the 12

small group discussions
produced vision statements,
lists of the most appropriate
uses for the Island, draw-
ings of those uses arrayed
on the island, and a
bumper-sticker slogan that
reflects the concept under-
lying each proposal.  

A companion workshop
Briefing Book and Scale
Reference, available at
www.rpa.org/govisland.html,
provides additional informa-
tion about the Island and
the scope and format of the
community workshop.
Included in the briefing
book is a list of possible
park uses as well as dia-
grams and text that
describe the physical and
relationship conditions that
must be considered in
developing the Island's pub-
lic spaces.

This Workshop Findings
document summarizes the
findings from those discus-
sions, as compiled and edit-
ed by Governors Island
Alliance staff and consult-
ants.  Products from the
workshop participants them-
selves are used as illustra-
tions of the more general
points made in the text.  

This information is intended
to provide an initial plan-
ning framework for the
Island's parks and public
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A special place should have special parks.
Creating a truly remarkable and unique set of
parks and public spaces on the Island requires
that the Island's overall development rest on four
critical program attitudes.

A World Apart 
Governors Island is both central and separate.
The Island's isolation in the midst of a great
metropolis has always been its most enduring
quality.   While two centuries of military use has
left a place with few vested constituencies, the
Island's current vacancy is an opportunity to
establish a place that welcomes all people and
ages.  

The Island is the Park 
Like any great campus, the Island's open spaces
should not be considered as places distinct from
the other uses that will occupy the Island.  The
Island's system of parks and public spaces will

create the setting for the  new
uses in GIPEC's develop-

ment program, and help
ensure that all feel wel-

come to traverse
throughout the

Island.  

It also suggests
that any private
use that might
locate on the
Island be
required to have
a public face as

well - with specific
activities and a

physical presence
that contributes to the

overall public experi-
ence on the Island.  

A Command of the
Harbor 

Governors Island's military
history is due entirely to its

vantage over the Harbor - an
experience seen quite literally

from the parapets of Fort Jay or
casemates of Castle Williams.  This

relationship must be carried forward
in both the design and programming of

the Island's parks - making the Harbor and its

waters integral to the visitor experience from the
moment one boards the ferry.  Moreover, the
Island should be a key destination for Harbor visi-
tors, and play a central role in public interpreta-
tion and exploration of the Harbor as a whole.  

Understanding History/Preparing for
the Future.  
The Island's public spaces should reflect, and not
play against, the differing character of the north-
ern and southern halves of the Island.
Celebrating these differences recognizes the
island's morphology.  It is the right strategy for
creating amenity that will speed the redevelop-
ment necessary for the Island's success.  

The design and use of the public spaces in the
historic district should facilitate reuse of the more
than one million square feet of historic buildings
with few if any physical interventions or active
uses.  An important exception is the treatment of
the glacis which, because of its size and scale,
can accommodate a range of activities that fit
with its historic landscaping and open character.  

South of Division Road, removing existing struc-
tures not in keeping with the Island's future will
set the table for redevelopment by creating a
green open canvas for bold new landscape
expressions and a range of more active arts,
environmental, recreation, and water-based uses. 

4 New York’s Next Great Place

WORKSHOP FINDINGS: FOUNDATIONS TO BUILD ON

Just one of the 12
visions developed by
workshop partici-
pants, below.
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WORKSHOP FINDINGS: PROGRAM AND DESIGN ESSENTIALS

Programs that Reflect New York  

Governors Island should be a meeting place for
all, with activities and price points that will attract
a diversity of users reflective of our city, region
and nation.  

The park uses and activities should have an
authentic and unique quality - they should not
seek to replicate that found better elsewhere.  The
parks audience and activities should be interna-
tional in scope and reach.  

Adaptation and change are important.  The park
should include a variety of flexible spaces that
easily accommodate festivals, performances,
sports and outdoor fun.   

A Place to Experience and 
Appreciate Nature

The Island's open spaces and programming
should celebrate wind, water, tides, and erosion.

The Island's exposure to the elements and ongo-
ing physical evolution can be revealed through

exciting new landforms and art installations.  

These natural processes can be harnessed to help
power the Island - part of an overall agenda to

sustain the operations by minimizing energy and
material flows through green design, alternative

energy, and materials reuse and recycling.  
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WORKSHOP FINDINGS: PROGRAM AND DESIGN ESSENTIALS

Easy, Auto-Free Accessibility

Getting there and back must be easy and
affordable.  It is critical to the success of
the park as a destination more than once
a year.  This will require a variety of origi-
nation points by a variety of watercraft
and a high frequency of service.  

Getting around the Island can be by jit-
neys, pedi-cab, bicycles, horse and bug-
gy - just not automobiles.  Creating a car-
free environment is critical for reinforcing
the Island's separateness.

Visitors should generally be able to circu-
late freely throughout the Island, with
landscape design and signage employed
to create visual and physical buffers
around the backyards and courts of build-
ings as appropriate

Water and Harbor 

Exposure and contact with the water should be
integral to the visitor experience.  The Island

should welcome all forms of boating - from row-
boats to ocean going ships - as well as their sup-
port structures.  Fishing and swimming should be

accommodated. The diverse vitality of the estu-
ary should be explained and interpreted though

landscape, art and educational programs.  
Establishing this kind of relationship with the

water will require an esplanade that is permeat-
ed with get-downs and access points to a variety

of piers and watercraft.  

More dramatically, the bulkhead that now girds
the Island should be breached, and a more inte-

grated connection to the water established
through creation of wetlands, beaches, piers

and/or embayments.  Such a dramatic interven-
tion will be costly to build and maintain, and a

technical and regulatory challenge.  
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WORKSHOP FINDINGS: PROGRAM AND DESIGN ESSENTIALS

Landscaping and Landforms

Two large open spaces will provide the flexible space suitable
for a variety of passive park uses as well as arts and sports
programming.    While the formal spaces of the north should be
respected, bold new landscaping and landforms are possible in
the south.  Making the most of this contrast will reinforce the
history of the Island and enhance the overall visitor experience
by creating a variety of spaces and places.  

The size and scope of the glacis, an expansive meadow filled
with history and spectacular views of Fort Jay, the open sky
and lower Manhattan, is extended by removing and re-greening
the non-contributing structures and parking lots that now sur-
round Castle Williams.  While small scale concerts and per-
formances are possible, it should be a largely unprogrammed
but very popular space for picnics, kite flying, and play - much
like the way the Sheep Meadow in Central Park is used.  

Giving a natural form to the rigidity and flatness of the south
would be accomplished through connections to the water and
landforms created from rubble from the demolished buildings
as well as additional fill.  This could be a bluff or ridge on the
western edge and/or a large central hill.  This large new green
space will create the setting and views for the conference cen-
ter or educational institution that will reoccupy massive Liggett
Hall.  Running along the Island's central north-south axis this
open space should include an outdoor amphitheatre similar to
Tanglewood and other spaces for large scale festivals.   

Formal outdoor recreational fields would be located adjacent to
this central green.  While an important part of the Island's pro-
gramming mix, the number and scale of formal playing fields
should be limited and meet design standards for younger and
informal players rather than high school or college competition.  

Interpreting History

The preservation and reuse of the ensembles of
historic structures on the Island is essential for
interpreting the Island's remarkable history for
the public.  The historic district grounds must

remain open to the public in a manner that
respects the needs to attract tenants for these

buildings.

A military museum/history center could be locat-
ed in Fort Jay to serve school groups and adults
with a performance space in Castle Williams for

performances and gatherings.  Historical reenact-
ments of the type seen in Colonial Williamsburg

are not appropriate for the Island.
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The Governors Island Park Planning Workshop was undertaken in cooperation with the Governors
Island Preservation and Education Corporation (GIPEC) and the National Park Service (NPS).  It is
supported by a grant from the JM Kaplan Fund.  Thanks to NY Waterway for transportation services
during the workshop.

The workshop, briefing book, and summary was produced by Robert Lane, Robert Pirani, Cara Griffin,
Rebecca Birch, Christina Basciano, Ella Smith, Esther Blodau-Konick, Colin Dentel-Post, and Daniel
Pearlstein of RPA and Stephen Whitehouse of The Saratoga Associates.  Special thanks to the staff
and consultants of the Governors Island Preservation and Education Corporation and the Governors
Island National Monument.

Workshop Participants
Lane Addonizio, Central Park Conservancy; Edwin Alicea, Training and Employment Council; Nat
Allman, Prospect Park Alliance; Bob Birch; Genie Birch, University of Pennsylvania; Frances Booth;
Steve Boyce; Lynn Brenner; Rob Buchanan; Margaret Castillo, Helpern Architects; Cara Chambers;
Larry Chertoff, New York League of Conservation Voters; Donald  Chesley; Carol Ann Church, Prospect
Park Alliance; Gloria Church; Sean Coughlin; Ian Danic; Aviva Davidson, Dancing in the Streets;
Michael Davis, Floating the Apple; Alessandro DeGregori, DeGregori Design, LLC; Judy Duffy,
Manhattan Community Board 1; Frank Eadie, Sierra Club; Sarah Engleka; Laura Engler, Manhattan
Borough President's Office; Robert Evans; Joel Farber; Pam Fisher; Michael Fishman, Sam Schwartz;
Ken Fitch; Mary Flannigan; Barbara Floryshak, Presbyterian Church USA; Chad Garcia, New Globe
Theater; Lisa Garrison, Hudson River Foundation; Raymond Gaspar, Frederick Douglas Creative Arts
Center; Gloria Gordon; Lela Goren; Jonathan Gouveia; Frank Graniero; Arthur Gregory; Ehren
Gresehover, Prospect Park Alliance; Ursula Hahn; Laura Hansen, J.M. Kaplan Fund; Erleen Harris; Rip
Hayman, Klang Association; Mark Heath, Swim the Apple; Channing Henry; Jennifer Hensley,
Downtown Alliance; Roger Herz, Time to Improve; Thomas  E. Hill; Naomi Hiratsuka; Noel Jefferson;
Teddy Jefferson, Swim the Apple; Terrance Joseph, Tactic;  Judith Kampfner; Laura Kauffmann; John
Kirby, Gowanus Dredgers Canoe Club; Hillary Kitasei, Henry Hudson Parkway Task Force; Alex
Kopelman; Marianna Koval; Brooklyn Bridge Park Conservancy; Michael Kriegh, Community Board #1;
Vincent Lee, Dept. of Veterans Affairs; David Lepeska; Deborah Lester, Assembly Speaker Sheldon
Silver's Office; Jim McCarthy; Brian McCormick, Brooklyn Greenway Initiative; John McGettrick; Brian
McGorry, Brooklyn Bridge Park Conservancy; Robert Millward; Dana Molina, Partnerships for Parks;
Francesca Moore; Horace Morancie; Clay Mullins; Joan Nolan; Anthony Notaro; Bill Nugent; Joseph
Olivache; Lia Pascale; Bruce Rayvid; Marci Reaven, City Lore; Ron Reitman; John Reynolds; Timothy
Reynolds; Samara Rifkin, Brooklyn Bridge Park Conservancy; Linda A. Roche; L. Ann Rocker,
NRCERB; Barbara Romer, New Globe Theater; Sheila M. Rossi; Rafael Saenz, Manhattan Sailing
Club; Uli Sailer; Eric Sanderson, Wildlife Conservation Society; F.E. Scanlon; Carl Scorza; Jesse
Shapins; Edward Sheffe; Joanne Simon, Law Offices of Joanne Simon; Michael Skidmore; Morning and
Sebastian Slayter; Lou Sones; Christine Soper, National Society Daughters of the American Revolution;
Josh Spafford; Henry Stern, New York Civic; Doug Sterner; Emily Sweeney-Samuelson; Robert Vinci,
American Museum of Natural History; Jim Wetteroth, Downtown Boathouse

Workshop Facilitators
Brian Aviles, National Park Service; Joe Berridge, Urban Strategies; Michael Bradley, Riverside South
Development Corporation; Katherine Bragdon, The Saratoga Associates; Meta Brunzema, Meta
Brunzema Architects, P.C.; Carter Craft, Metropolitan Waterfront Alliance; Joann Dittersdorf, NPS Rivers
& Trails; Noreen Doyle, Hudson River Park Trust; Eric Fang, Ehrenkrantz Eckstut & Kuhn; 
Allison Farina, New Yorkers for Parks; Giovanna Fossa, Politecnico Di Milano; Elizabeth Grajales, The
Saratoga Associates; Bonnie Harken, Nautilus International Development Consulting; David Malmuth,
Robert Charles Lesser & Co.; Ging Gal Mechanun, The Saratoga Associates; Richard Mooney,
Governors Island Alliance; Jean Phifer, Thomas, Phifer & Partners; Ruth Pierpont, NYS Office of Parks,
Recreation & Historic Preservation; Milton Puryear, Brooklyn Greenway Initiative; Mark Reid, Urban
Strategies; Chris Steinon, Beyer Blinder Belle; Adejoke Tugbiyele, NJIT Urban Systems Program; David
Vimont, Robert A. M. Stern Architects; Donna Walcavage, Donna Walcavage Landscape Architecture &
Urban Design; Anthony Walmsley, Tourbier & Walmsley; Lee Weintraub, Lee Weintraub & Associates;
Steve Whitehouse, The Saratoga Associates; Paul Willen, AIA

WORKSHOP PARTICIPANTS & FACILITATORS


