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2 East Harlem Second Avenue Corridor Streetscape Enhancement Framework

Streetscape is the specific arrangement of 
light posts, trash cans, trees, signage, building 
facades – or other elements – in a given street 
or avenue. It increases the value of the local 
business and residential properties and works 
as a catalyst for revitalization in distressed 
communities. Second Avenue in East Harlem 
(between 96th Street and 128th Street) can 
use these investments in order to anticipate 
development generated by the recent rezoning 
and the prospects of a new subway line along 
the Avenue.
 The Second Avenue Corridor in East 
Harlem has a mixed-use neighborhood scale 
character that should be reinforced by any 
landscaping and design. Such revitalization 
through streetscaping will promote the gradual 
development of the area and allow current busi-
nesses and residents to accommodate early on 
to the expected gentrifying pressure. By doing 
so the community will hit the ground running 
when any development and the new subway are 
here.
 The goal of revitalizing Second Avenue 
through streetscape enhancements has been 
identified by the community since its 1996 
197-A Plan, and reconfirmed in the 2002 
Community Design Workshop implemented 
by Community Board 11, Manhattan Borough 
President’s Office and Regional Plan Associa-
tion. Two concrete objectives will be achieved 
by following this goal. Economic value creation 
will foster new housing and commercial revi-
talization opportunities, particularly in areas 
that are in proximity to the new subway service. 
Social capital generation will come as a result 
of community quality-of-life opportunities, 
especially neighborhood cohesion and increased 
confidence.
 The analysis and recommendations of 
this report are based on the results of the 2002 
workshop, further discussions by the Second 
Avenue Corridor Working Group, a land use 
survey, and a poll of 100 businesses along the 
avenue. The workshop articulated a mixed-use 
vision for Second Avenue that would provide 
a transition from the more residential First 
Avenue and a commercial corridor along Third 
Avenue. It also suggested particular functions 
and themes for the intersections of the three 
subway stops at 106th, 116th and 125th Street.
 The poll asked business owners and 
employees to prioritize the street improvements 
that would have the greatest impact on the 
avenue. Five items were cited as one of the 
three most important additions by at least 
33% of respondents: better lighting, sidewalk 

maintenance, trash cans at intersections, more trees, 
and improved school and pedestrian crossings.
 This research suggests a series of general recom-
mendations intended to improve and enhance the 
public space environment along Second Avenue:
 
• Create a distinctive character for the 
avenue which reinforces and revitalizes it as 
a neighborhood-scale mixed-use corridor.

• Enhance safety with improved lighting 
and better designed pedestrian crossings.

• Improve appearance and cleanliness with 
better sidewalk maintenance and additional 
trash receptacles.

• Create a more inviting pedestrian experi-
ence with new street trees and the judicious 
use of street furniture, such as plantings 
and benches.

• Explore the need and possibility of 
uniform awnings and signage for the retail 
establishments in the avenue.

• Explore alternatives to relate the 
Superblock housing projects to the built 
environment of the corridor.

These broad recommendations provide a direction 
for designing and implementing a comprehensive 
streetscape program. However, the specifics of this 
program will depend on a number of additional 
considerations. In particular, the cost and feasibility 
of different design options will require in-depth 
research and vetting with community leaders, 
residents and business owners, as well as with the 
agencies that will be responsible for implementation. 
It is also affected by who actually finances and 
manages the initiative. The timing and phasing of 
the improvements are also an issue that should be 
addressed in the future. In Chapter 3 we provide 
phasing criteria that could guide this effort. 
 As outlined in the following sections, several 
next steps are proposed to make the streetscape 
enhancements a reality:

Immediate Improvements: The City Council 
should approve several of the less expensive 
improvements that do not involve complicated 
design decisions and can be implemented through 
the annual City budget process. For example, an 
increase in trash receptacles and maintenance in 
existing lighting fixtures and sidewalk maintenance 
can begin to address high priority concerns without a 
time-consuming process. 

Streetscape Plan: The Department of City 
Planning should undertake an analysis of cost, 
feasibility and design issues and produce a 
Streetscape Plan, similar to what was produced 
for Malcolm X Boulevard and as is been 
considered for the 125th Corridor, to guide a 
comprehensive reshaping of Second Avenue’s 
public realm.

Financing and Management: Community 
Board 11, with the assistance of RPA and elected 
officials, should help reach out to existing Com-
munity Development Corporations (CDCs) to 
manage funds and oversee implementation. Long-
term funding should be sought from the federal, 
state and local programs and philanthropic 
funding sources described in Chapter 3.

Executive Summary
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The Need for Streetscaping  
Second Avenue

1.0

Recent developments in East Harlem have 
created substantial momentum for community 
enhancements along Second Avenue. A 2002 East 
Harlem Community Design Workshop articu-
lated a conceptual vision for the community with 
a subway along Second Avenue. The East Harlem 
Rezoning, approved in June 2003, allows for 
contextual development along the Avenue. The 
spring 2004 release of the Second Avenue Subway 
Final Environmental Impact Statement repre-
sented a milestone in moving the project toward 
implementation, and addresses construction and 
other impacts of this new infrastructure in the 
neighborhood. 
 The new subway line and zoning will 
revitalize the Avenue, which could be further 
encouraged through an asset-building strategy 
that benefits existing residents and businesses. 
The Second Avenue Corridor Working Group 
has identified streetscape enhancements as a first 
step to support positive change in the commu-
nity. These assets are readily visible, valuable to all 
residents, and enjoy wide-spread support. 
 This first section of the report describes what 
streetscape enhancements are, how they serve the 
purpose of revitalizing a community, and the goal 
and objectives of this asset placement strategy on 
Second Avenue in East Harlem.

1.1 

Streetscape:  
A Street’s Public 
Space Character
Streets, avenues and roads are public ways that enable 
pedestrian and vehicle movement and access to 
properties through an area, making them a type of 
public space. They are linear in nature, differentiated 
from other public open space such as plazas, squares 
or parks.
 The linear nature of streets and avenues makes 
them a type of public space with given components, 
functions and appearance. These specific physical 
features provide amenities and infrastructure for 
movement and access to properties. Buildings are 
considered part of the street landscape as their façade 
defines the edges of the space, and provides the 
environment for movement through the street. 
 Given that pedestrians in the sidewalks share 
the right-of-way with vehicles on the street, both 
modes of movement and access are impacted by the 
nature of these physical features. For the purpose 
of this framework we focus on the pedestrian pos-
sibilities of Second Avenue in East Harlem and its 
sidewalks.
 Thus, “streetscape” is defined here as the view 
along a street from the perspective of a pedestrian. 
It refers to the public space character provided by 
amenities and the visual appearance of a roadway 
formed by the location and qualities of physical 
features and buildings. The landscaped street or 
avenue defines the safety, function and the scene as 
may be observed along a public street. 
 The overall design quality and particular 
physical elements that occupy the ground level public 
environment constitute the physical makeup of a 
street or avenue and as a group form its character. All 
the elements that make up the physical environment 
of a street and define it are considered a street’s or 
avenue’s streetscape. In that sense we can identify the 
elements that comprise it.

Streetscape Elements
 Streetscape elements are the components of the 
landscape of an avenue or street. These elements can 
be characterized in two general types that relate to 
their basic relation to the street or avenue. Elements 
that are placed on the sidewalk can be characterized 
as roadway or sidewalk right of way elements, while 
buildings characteristics are related to the actual 
structures. Two distinct components are thus part of 

a streetscape: the buildings and sidewalks of an 
avenue or street. 
 In this way one can identify the required and 
identified elements in the New York City Zoning 
Resolution, and their usual implementing party, 
as it applies to Second Avenue in East Harlem 
(Please see Appendix 1). 
 We see that although the zoning regulation 
identifies copious numbers of streetscape ele-
ments, it only requires certain height and bulk 
parameters for buildings and trees under zoning 
districts that are part of the Quality Housing 
Program.
 Roadway or sidewalk right-of-way and 
building streetscape elements can be classified in 
four groups of physical features, to better describe 
them: street furniture, sidewalk amenities, 
sidewalk configurations and building façade 
qualities. 
 As Jane Jacobs has suggested “streets in cities 
serve many purposes besides carrying vehicles, 
and city sidewalks – the pedestrian parts of the 
streets – serve many purposes besides carrying 
pedestrians. These uses are bound up with circu-
lation but are not identical with it and in their 
own right they are at least as basic as circulation 
to the proper workings of cities”. In this respect 
streetscape elements act as catalysts of activity, 
safety and appearance for the specific street or 
avenue in which they are placed.
 Thus, elements that are placed on the 
sidewalk as part of the right of way can be 
treated as three separate groups, while build-
ing characteristics form a group in itself that 
we can describe as building façade qualities. 
This bundle of amenities makes up public space 
in a street, as illustrated on the next pages.
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Street  
Furniture

Sidewalk  
Amenities

the equipment on the street that is fixed to the side-
walk and serves the area with basic public services 
(lampposts, trees, plantings, etc.)

the equipment on the street that is fairly movable and 
used for occupancy or use of an area (benches, trash 
receptacles, bike and news racks, etc.)
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Sidewalk  
Configurations

Buildings 
Façade 
Qualities

the relation of a building to the street or avenue in which it is located 
(transparency or windows, lighting, articulation or architectural features, 
street wall or height of building on the street, etc.)

the arrangements for pedestrian and other modes of 
movement (pedestrian crossings, curbs, circulation 
schemes, drainage, etc.)

EAT
EAT

Signage

Articulation

Building
Heights

Transparency

Flow

Drainage

Sidewalk
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service—drastically reduced travel times to 
regional employment markets, new development 
and business opportunities, and rising community 
incomes and property values—offers a once-in-
a-century opportunity for transforming East 
Harlem into a vibrant and prosperous district. 
 However, these changes must be managed and 
anticipated to insure that low-income residents 
and existing small businesses, who may not be 
prepared to take advantage of these prospects, 
receive the full benefits of the public invest-
ments. By anticipating development through 
community revitalization, streetscaping of 
Second Avenue will insure this goal is met.
 Recent approval of East Harlem’s rezon-
ing by the City of New York in most of Second 
Avenue provides a linked opportunity for revi-
talization. New construction in the corridor will 
result in contextual developments that will add 
residential density, enliven the area and provide 
some streetscape elements. The likelihood of 
revitalization and redevelopment is increased too 
by the prospects of the new subway service. 
 The new zoning and proposed subway will 
impact positively the neighborhood if we act 
in a timely manner to prevent displacement 
and encourage affordable housing for the com-
munity and quality-of-life improvements that 
strengthen existing residents and businesses.
 The community has consistently expressed 
interest in and support for undertaking 
streetscape improvements on Second Avenue 
and its proposed Subway, at least since 1996 in 
the 197-A Community Plan for East Harlem. 
These goals have been articulated during recent 
outreach efforts of the Community Board and RPA, 
such as the Community Public Forum of 2001, 
the Community Design Workshop of May 2002, 
and the proceedings of the East Harlem Second 
Avenue Corridor Working Group begun in 2003. 
Enhancement of a street through its landscaping, 
provision of amenities and circulation systems is a 
key factor in strengthening the corridor’s image. A 
public way acts thus as a catalyst of financial health 

1.2 

The Context for 
Second Avenue
The current efforts of the East Harlem Second 
Avenue Corridor Working Group are part 
of an initiative begun in 2000 by RPA with 
the support of the Ford Foundation. That 
effort, the East Harlem Community Link 
Initiative, proposed to develop a replicable 
community-development model that capitalizes 
on opportunities created by new transporta-
tion links to a city and regional economy. 
 Specifically, RPA proposed to work with 
the East Harlem community, designing a 
strategy to capture the benefits of the most 
important new transportation initiative in the 
New York region in over 50 years –the Second 
Avenue Subway. East Harlem was identified as 
the first low-income community to be affected 
by the project, and its experience is envisioned 
as setting the tone for other communities 
as the City extends its transit network.
 The Metropolitan Transportation Authority 
(MTA) has released the Final Environmental 
Impact Statement for the Second Avenue 
Subway Project. This document outlines 
planning for construction of the subway line 
in eastern Manhattan. To maximize Federal 
Transit Administration funding, the project 
has been broken into phases of construction. 
 The first phase will extend from 63rd 
Street to 96th Street. It is scheduled for 
construction between 2004 and 2011. East 
Harlem is to be fully served by the end of the 
second phase of the project, with stations at 
96th, 106th, 116th and Second Avenue and 
125th between Lexington and Madison. This 
portion will take seven years to construct. 
The start date for this phase, which could be 
before 2011, has not yet been determined.
 The upside potential of the new transit 

1.3

Goals and  
Objectives
This corridor revitalization strategy is the ideal 
way to stimulate confidence and reinvestment 
in the community because of its potential 
visibility and role in the neighborhood.
Our strategy is to use this report to seek 
buy-in from government agencies and possible 
funding from local elected officials and other 
sources. By helping this community-based 
initiative take root and succeed, economic 
opportunities and social cohesion in this 
distressed neighborhood can be promoted. 
For these reasons, the Working Group has 
charged RPA to research and develop this 
streetscape enhancement framework to 

leverage change by creating assets. The goal of 
this framework is to promote revitalization of 
Second Avenue and its surrounding area in East 
Harlem through streetscape enhancements.
 The physical nature of this strategy will place 
tangible assets in the corridor area enticing invest-
ment, and building confidence and trust into the 
neighboring community. Following on this goal, 
we believe two distinct objectives will be achieved 
as a result of the physical assets placement:

�. Economic Value Creation: New housing and 
commercial revitalization opportunities, particularly 
in areas that are in proximity to new subway service.

2. Social Capital Generation: Community 
quality-of-life improvement opportunities, especially 
neighborhood cohesion and increased confidence.

The most immediate economic return will result 
from a better retail environment that will initially 

attract customers to the corridor and the adjoin-
ing neighborhood. These opportunities will help 
existing businesses grow and be more attractive 
to its customers. The physical and economic 
improvements will also entice developers to 
revitalize redevelop derelict structures and 
vacant lots. The street-level improvements are 
also likely to lead to housing rehabilitation over 
the refurbished storefronts, and eventually add 
value and spur housing on adjoining streets.
 In terms of social capital, quality-of-life 
improvements will follow the Avenue’s enhance-
ment and beautification. A sense of place and 
trust will emerge, consolidating and promoting 
socialization among residents, businesses and 
users of Second Avenue in East Harlem. The 
renovated public space will be more functional, 
safe and attractive. The streetscape assets will then 
give a sense of ownership and pride to residents 
and help provide for a better environment.

for businesses through improving economic 
competitiveness, and of social capital or sense 
of community for residents and organizations.
 By improving the appearance, function-
ality and safety of streets and public spaces 
through unified pedestrian-oriented amenities, 
the community will be ready when the new 
subway service and related revitalization start. 
 These enhancements will help rein-
vigorate the corridor by building assets that 
will help local businesses and residents to 
take advantage of changes to come, such 
as the new links to the transportation net-
work and new economic opportunities. 
 By encouraging revitalization through physi-
cal improvements, the opportunities expected as a 
result of the new subway and rezoning of Second 
Avenue will satisfy neighborhood goals. New 
connections to the regional economy and redevel-
opment will be anticipated with these community 
assets. Streetscape enhancements will serve as 
catalysts for revitalization allowed by the recent 
rezoning and encouraged by the new subway line.
 With a framework for streetscape enhance-
ments, the Working Group expects to encourage 
a healthy and sustainable place to anchor existing 
residents and businesses. Streetscape enhance-
ments are low-cost public space investments 
that seed the ground for residential and retail 
revitalization as attractive visual additions 
made to the public spaces in a community. 
Streetscaping will promote an incremen-
tal change over the years. The public space 
qualities of the Second Avenue Corridor can 
be addressed in a comprehensive way in the 
short and intermediate term through a plan 
to help the community to take advantage 
of these long-term capital investments.
We do not expect a wholesale redevelop-
ment of the corridor in the manner of 
the discredited large-scale urban renewal 
projects of the 60’s which left scars still vis-
ible in this community. Rather, we expect 
an organic and contextual revitalization.



7

East Harlem Second Avenue  
Corridor Streetscape 
Enhancement Framework
This second section of the report describes the existing conditions of the Second Avenue Corridor, the 
community desired streetscape and vision for the avenue, and a set of recommendations for implement-
ing the project moving forward.

2.0

East
Harlem

116th st.
station

106th st.
station

106th st. 
corridor

116th st. 
corridor

2nd Avenue 
corridor

125th st. 
corridor

96th st. 
corridor

96th st.
station

125th st.
stations

Central
Park

Marcus Garvey
Memorial Park

2.1

Existing  
Conditions of 
the Corridor
The area considered here for streetscape enhance-
ments is the Second Avenue Corridor in East 
Harlem, defined as the sidewalks and buildings 
abutting Second Avenue between 96th Street and 
128th Street shown in the map below. 
 The Second Avenue Corridor is described 
here in terms of its most salient characteristics 
regarding urban design, land use and zoning. A 
thorough analysis of the streetscape conditions 
should follow and build on this framework. The 
urban design description of the area relates the 
street and block pattern to the proposed subway 
stops for the neighborhood. 
 In terms of land use, the type of buildings 
and its current usage are described here, while 
zoning considerations let us understand the 
recently enacted changes to the potential devel-
opment of Second Avenue in East Harlem.

Urban Design
The presence of high density housing in this corridor 
defines the street and block pattern on Second 
Avenue above 96th Street. Nine “superblocks” give 
portions of the corridor a large-scale that interrupts 
the usual block pattern of most of Manhattan. 
Superbolocks are large blocks assembled by demap-
ping streets through a couple of blocks and configur-
ing a large and bigger block usually with surrounding 
open space. The Second Avenue Corridor is thus a 
combination of traditional city blocks with mid-rise 
buildings interspersed with long blocks of high-rise 
housing projects.
 The housing projects are usually detached from 
the street as they are placed in the middle of the 
Superblocks’ open space. This creates a discontinuous 
street wall or height of buildings, where tenements 
and walk-up apartments are integrated to the street 
directly on the lot lines, while the projects are set 
back giving a different sense of height and light.
 The linear nature of the Second Avenue Corri-
dor in East Harlem is strengthened by the alignment 
of the proposed subway stops at 96th, 106th and 
116th Streets. Urban planning and design literature 

consider a quarter-of-a-mile area or 1,320 feet to 
be the average walking distance that pedestrians 
consider convenient to transit stops. The follow-
ing map shows the oval-shaped areas within this 
walking area. The combined ¼ of mile impact 
areas of the stations stretches for 32 blocks, from 
96th Street to 128th Street on Second Avenue 
mostly uninterrupted. 
 The crossroad of 125th and Second Avenue 
and streets north and south are perhaps the least 
impacted by pedestrian access in the corridor. 
Nevertheless this crossroad acts as a traffic node 
of regional significance since 125th is the main 
commercial strip that connects East, Central 
and West Harlem and is the approach to the 
Triborough Bridge. 
	 The built environment on Second Avenue 
provides an opportunity to increase the 
pedestrian-friendly nature of the corridor by 
streetscaping. Connections to the superblocks 
and the housing projects should be pursued and 
integrated into a seamless and uniform equip-
ment of the avenue as a whole. In this way the 
mid-rise character of the avenue can be enhanced 
and integrated into the major features in the area.
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Land Use

Land use describes the purpose for which land 
or the structures on the land are being utilized; 
for example: commercial, residential, retail. The 
existing conditions in the Corridor were surveyed 
in 2003 according to these variables:

•  Site Development: Overall physical 
development character of the land.

•   Land Use: Actual use of land based on 
observable characteristics.

•  Structures: Type of building

•  Condition: Visual Appearance of the 
structure.

•  Utilization: Utilization of the whole struc-
ture or part of it.

•  Function: Economic or establishment type.

 As a result the area can be described as 95% 
developed and 5% vacant. This implies that 
there are scarce vacant parcels in which new 
development can take place. It is only through 
new development that new uses such as badly 
needed affordable housing can be brought to the 
neighborhood in terms of land development.
 About 60% of the existing buildings are 
mixed, characteristically having the ground floor 
for retail and the remaining floors for residential 
use; 11% of lots are exclusively commercial and 
9% residential. In this respect, Second Avenue in 
East Harlem is a neighborhood-scale, mixed-use 
corridor. 
 Regarding the type of structures, 60% are 
mid-rise buildings from 4 to 7 stories. As was 
noted before, most of the corridor is of medium 
scale with the exception of nine high-rise housing 
projects. This fact reinforces the neighborhood 
character of the Avenue as a locale for families 

and children where most of the retail provides 
neighborhood services for residents.
 Most of the buildings are in good condition, 
17% in fair and the remaining 5% in poor condition. 
In this respect, the quality of the building stock on 
Second Avenue in East Harlem is relatively sound, 
although with a significant presence of abandoned or 
dilapidated buildings or buildings in need of façade 
maintenance of paint or other routine work.
 About 30% of buildings are not fully utilized, 
with vacant storefronts or vacant upper stories. This 
means that while most of the buildings in the avenue 
are being actively used for retail or living purposes, 
nearly a third show an opportunity either for renting 
the retail ground floors or the vacant upper stories.
 An important aspect of the existing conditions 
of an area is its retail breakdown. The Second Avenue 
Corridor in East Harlem shows that the most fre-
quent businesses are for personal service and general 
stores, followed by restaurants and groceries, and 
parcels with no present function. The breakdown is 
seen in the diagram on this page.

 The presence of personal service establish-
ments, stores and groceries, restaurants and other 
types of businesses reflects the nature of the area 
and its mixed-use character. In this respect the 
Avenue is serving the daily needs of it inhabit-
ants. There is room nonetheless for at least 10% 
of retail ground floors to be rented with new 
services and stores since they have no present 
activity. Further retail analysis should shed light 
to what types of retail is demanded here.
The land-use characteristics of Second Avenue 
in East Harlem suggest that a streetscape of the 
corridor should reinforce its mid-rise mixed-use 
character. Equipment, street furniture and other 
streetscape elements should provide for mostly 
residential activities and related retail activities. 
An approach to these new assets should achieve a 
balance that supportss the underlying residential 
character of the avenue and promotes the com-
mercial activities of the neighborhood economy.

Zoning

The area has been upzoned in the recent action 
by the City Planning Commission to an FAR of 
6.02 from 3.44. The area north of 122nd Street 
that remains primarily for commercial and 
manufacturing uses and to parcels where housing 
projects are located will remain as it is or rezoned 
in future actions. Taking a conservative estimate 
of the type of redevelopment that could take 
place, over time the existing building stock of 4 to 
7 stories could be gradually replaced by buildings 
8 to 9 stories high.
 The new R8A district mapped along the 
avenue allows for greater lot coverage and contex-
tual height and setback regulations designed to be 
compatible with the existing older neighborhood. 
C1-5 commercial overlays accommodate the 
retail and personal service shops needed in such 
residential area. 
 Taking the new zoning, we can compare the 
existing conditions to possible future develop-

ment. Here existing buildings are shown in grey 
and potential redevelopments are shown in blue 
for a prototypical segment of the corridor:  
 

Personal 
Services

Store Other Grocery Restaurant No 
Function

Parking 
Lot

Retail Breakdown of the Second Avenue Corridor

19% 19% 19% 14% 13% 10% 6%
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The blue buildings are the 
types of development that 
could be built under the new 
zoning. New developments 
such as the ones shown 

above are required under the Quality Housing 
Program to provide one street tree for every  
2� feet of street frontage, a maximum street wall 
height of �� feet and a maximum height of �20 
feet. These provisions will result in developments 
that are a maximum of �2 stories and � stories of 
street wall. 
 Given that most of the Avenue has buildings 
of between 4 to 7 stories, the increase in height 
of new buildings could be expected to create 
some affordable housing opportunities that are 
inclusive of neighborhood residents without 
putting in place buildings out of context with its 
neighboring structures.

Existing  
Conditions

Potential  
Conditions
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were Spanish speaking is a usual way of doing 
business and a common social and cultural aspect 
of both residents and workers in the area.
 After this demographic context questions, 
respondents were asked to identify the three 
elements that they desired most on the corridor, 
yielding the results, seen in the chart on this page.
 Most of these categories involve physical 
improvements that would require capital invest-
ments as part of a streetscape design. Sidewalk 
maintenance would be addressed through 
improved maintenance, but indicates a desire 
for more attractive and functional pavement 
for pedestrians. In addition, some elements, 
such as trash cans, require relatively inexpensive 
movable fixtures, while others involve permanent 
changes to the public and private infrastructure.
 The results do not overwhelmingly favor 
any one or two elements, but provide a clear 
indication that several additions are viewed as 
particularly important. Five of the 11 choices 
were chosen by more than 33% of respon-
dents—better lighting, sidewalk maintenance, 
trash cans, trees and pedestrian crossings. 
None of the others received more than 18%. 
 Better Lighting (64%) received the 
highest number of responses. Both survey 
respondents and other residents view light-
ing as a safety issue to provide a clear view of 
any activity taking place in the avenue and to 
discourage criminal activity. It can be inferred 
that any improvements of the visual connections, 
such as building configurations, would also 
have a positive impact on safety and community 
control of its public space. Another highly 
ranked item, school and pedestrian cross-
ings at intersections (33%) also primarily 
relate to safety. Most people were concerned 
that children, for example, when crossing the 
avenue from school to after school programs or 
in their daily activities were exposed to danger 
at the intersections. Better physical design of 
intersections is one way to achieve this goal.
 The next two highest ranked improve-
ments, sidewalk maintenance (�2%) and 
trash cans (3�%), relate to the perception 
that a better environment could be provided by 
simple measures like keeping trash and debris at a 
minimum. While it does not involve a permanent 
physical addition to the streetscape, sidewalk 
maintenance would support the goal of a cleanly 
and well-kept public space. It also implies that 
physical changes that would improve the appear-
ance and limit the deterioration of the pavement 
would also support this goal. More trash recep-

the survey. Since the respondents were largely 
either proprietors or employees of businesses 
along Second Avenue, the results may not reflect 
the priorities of all community residents. (87% 
said that they worked on Second Avenue and 31% 
said that they owned a business there.) However, 
they do represent a large sample of the businesses 
that have a stake in streetscape improvements. 
 In addition, 53% of respondents, in addition 
to working on Second Avenue, were East Harlem 
residents. This demonstrates that retail activity in 
the Second Avenue Corridor provides jobs for a 
significant number of residents. More specifically, 
32% of respondents (usually workers or owners of the 
retail stores) live on Second Avenue. This provides a 
clear connection between place of work and place of 
living, and introduces the notion of Second Avenue 
as a mixed use area where people live and work too. It 
should also be noted that 45% of surveyed individu-
als responded in Spanish. The presence of Hispanic 
or Latino workers and owners of establishments 
characterizes Second Avenue as a diverse community 

2.2

Survey of 
Community 
Preferences for 
Streetscape 
Enhancements
The 2002 East Harlem Community Design 
Workshop identified several broad public space 
improvements. Several of these fell into the fol-
lowing categories of streetscape enhancements:

• Street furniture (seating, trash cans)

• Sidewalk widening 

•  Distinctive street paving at 
intersections 

• Uniform storefront signage 

• Pedestrian-scale sidewalk lighting

•  Landscape treatment of sidewalks 
(Plantings and Trees)

• Distinctive subway entrances

Building upon this preliminary identification, 
an assessment of these and common elements 
of other streetscape and corridor plans was 
completed for consideration by the Second 
Avenue Corridor Working Group. The group 
had reservations about sidewalk widening or 
use of distinctive materials, given the liability 
associated with its maintenance for property 
owners and the Department of Transportation. 
Subway entrances were placed in a separate 
category since MTA and the Community 
Board already have a process in place to consider 
these. The other elements were all felt to be 
highly desirable, but difficult to prioritize. 
 To help prioritize potential improvements, 
Community Board 11 and RPA conducted a 
survey of 100 retail and commercial establish-
ment workers and owners in the summer of 
2004. The survey measured their preferences 
for the aforementioned streetscape elements. 
A copy of the survey, which was conducted 
in Spanish and English, can be found in the 
appendices to this report (Please see Appendix 2). 
 Several aspects of the demographic profile 
are important for interpreting the results of 

Most Important 
Additions to 
Second Avenue

Survey of �00 
workers and busi-
ness owners on 
2nd Ave from �6th 
to �2�th Street

Better lighting for 
walking & safety 64%
Sidewalk 
Maintenance �2%
Trash Cans at 
Intersections 3�%
More  
Trees 37%
School & Pedestrian 
Crossings 33%
Uniform Storefront 
Signage ��%
Sidewalk  
Benches �6%
Sidewalk  
Plantings �4%
Bike Racks & 
News Racks ��%
Bollards to separate 
sidewalk from street �%
Banners on 
Posts & Lights �%
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�. Explore the need and possibility of uniform 
awnings and signage for the retail establishments 
in the avenue.

6. Explore alternatives to relate the superblock 
housing projects to the built environment of the 
corridor.

 These broad recommendations provide a 
direction for designing and implementing a 
comprehensive streetscape program. However, 
the specifics of this program will depend on a 
number of additional considerations. In particu-
lar, the design, cost and feasibility of different 
options will require in depth research and vetting 
with community leaders, residents and business 
owners, as well as with the agencies that will 
be responsible for implementation. This is also 
affected by who actually finances and manages 
the initiative. The timing and phasing of the 
improvements are also an issue, and criteria for 
phasing are suggested in the next chapter
 As outlined in the following sections, several 
next steps are proposed to make the streetscape 
improvements a reality:
 Immediate Improvements: The City 
Council should approve several of the less 
expensive improvements that do not involve 
complicated design decisions and that can 
be implemented through the annual City 
budget process. For example, an increase in trash 
receptacles and maintenance in existing lighting 
fixtures and sidewalk maintenance can begin to 
address high priority concerns without a time-
consuming process. 
 Streetscape Plan: The Department of 
City Planning should undertake the analysis of 
cost, feasibility and design issues and produce a 
Streetscape Plan, similar to what was produced 
for Malcolm X Boulevard and 125th Street, 
to guide a comprehensive reshaping of Second 
Avenue’s public realm.
 Financing and Management: Com-
munity Board 11, with the assistance of RPA 
and elected officials, should help reach out to 
Community Development Corporations (CDCs) 
to manage funds and oversee implementation. 
Long-term funding should be sought from the 
federal, state and local programs described below.

the corridor. Easement of parking regula-
tions (with �%), appeared as a concern especially 
to business owners preoccupied with the exist-
ing parking limits that in their view inhibit 
customers from staying longer in the area.
 Desire for a Second Avenue Subway (with 
�%) was also important as people suggested that 
extended walks to the nearest subway stops at 
Lexington Avenue were long and detracted from 
the accessibility of the Second Avenue Corridor. 
Better street paving (with 7%) was the last 
significant desired change for the Avenue.
 When asked to state what they would change 
on Second Avenue owners identified their pri-
orities as: policing with 4�% of answers, street 
paving with ��% and a subway on Second 
Avenue with ��%. This corresponds to the 
desires of the rest of the population surveyed.

2.3

Recommendations
The vision and desired streetscape for the Avenue 
reinforces the existing conditions of the area as a 
mixed-use, medium-density neighborhood corridor. 
The highly desired streetscape elements such as light 
posts, trash cans and pedestrian crossings, as well as 
the other elements (benches, plantings and awnings), 
would create a more positive image that would 
enhance revitalization efforts, not only along Second 
Avenue but also for the entire East Harlem neighbor-
hood. It would unify and connect the corridor’s 
assets while maintaining its vital diversity. It should 
improve retail business while providing a safer and 
more attractive environment for residents.  
 The analysis in this report suggests a series of 
general recommendations intended to improve and 
enhance the public space environment along Second 
Avenue in East Harlem:

�. Create a distinctive character for the avenue 
which reinforces and revitalizes it as a neighbor-
hood-scale mixed-use corridor.

2. Enhance safety with improved lighting and 
better designed pedestrian crossings.

3. Improve appearance and cleanliness with 
better sidewalk maintenance and additional trash 
receptacles.

4. Create a more inviting pedestrian experience 
with new street trees and the judicious use of street 
furniture, such as plantings and benches.

tacles will also enhance the sense of ownership 
and responsibility for the quality of life in the 
area that goes beyond the objective of cleanliness.
 Another highly ranked element, trees 
(37%), and some lower ranked items, sidewalk 
benches (�6%) and sidewalk plantings 
(�4%), are amenities that would enhance the 
pedestrian experience. Trees in particular would 
provide shade and, more than almost any other 
addition, beautify the avenue. They would 
enhance the neighborhood character by redefin-
ing the street as a place for strolling and lingering. 
Together, these three improvements would make 
the avenue more of a destination in itself, than 
a just a means of getting to other destinations. 
However, the street furniture would have to be 
well-designed and located so that it doesn’t add to 
sidewalk crowding. This may be one reason that 
benches and plantings received a lower ranking.
 The remaining streetscape elements were 
only cited by 8-18% of responses – bike and 
news racks, banners, bollards and 
uniform storefront signage. These ele-
ments may have been deemed desirable, but 
were not priorities. However, as with all these 
items, the level of support could change con-
siderably if a specific design were presented.
 It is also instructive to see how the responses 
from business owners, who represented nearly a 
third of respondents, ranked these elements. The 
top enhancements for owners follow this order 
of priority: better lighting, sidewalk mainte-
nance, more trees, trash cans, better crossing at 
intersections and uniform signage for storefronts. 
 In this respect, owner’s results have almost 
the same hierarchy as the one found for all 
respondents. Trees ranked higher than trash 
cans, but otherwise the first five items are 
identical. However, uniform storefront signage 
for retail establishments received almost as 
many responses as trash cans and crossings.
 A last question of the survey addressed 
qualitative issues, and respondents were asked 
to suggest what they would change in the 
corridor, with an overwhelming preference for 
increased policing of the area (4�%). 
This corresponds to the desire for better lighting 
and other physical improvements that would 
enhance safety, and indicates a perception of 
the avenue as a place prone for undesirable  
activities such as loitering and drug dealing.
 Cleaner streets (with �4%) was 
the second quality-of-life improvement, that 
supports desire for better maintenance of 
sidewalks and more presence of trash cans in 
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Second Avenue Corridor 
Streetscape Implementation 
Strategy
This third section of the report suggests phasing criteria for implementation, and identifies financing 
sources and suggests management structures for the project. Finally it provides next steps to follow up 
with this framework for implementation of its recommendations.

3.0

3.1

Phasing Criteria
Streetscape enhancements identified in this 
report will anticipate development pressure 
and could be phased according to the following 
criteria analysis. 

Practical Considerations: Streetscape 
enhancements should follow its ease of placement 
regarding their characteristics (movable or fixed) 
and implementing party (public or private). 
• Streetscape elements characteristics
• Implementing party

Recommended and Desired Enhance-
ments: Precedence should be given to elements 
desired and recommended in this framework. 
Elements given more than 30% of responses 
should be given priority where possible (See page 
10).

3.2

Financing and 
Management 
Strategy
Funding for streetscape improvements could 
come from federal, state, local or private sources. 
This chapter focuses on identifying possible fund-
ing sources and as well as management structures 
to implement the program. The table on the next 
page summarizes the most important funding 
sources and their management and implementa-
tion parties.
 The New York Metropolitan Transportation 
Council (NYMTC) administers the New York 
State Department of Transportation (NYSDOT) 
funded Transportation Enhancement Program. 
This is one of the largest, but also most competi-
tive, funding sources for streetscape enhance-
ments. This Federal source relies on the federal 
transportation bill and projects are selected and 
recommended by NYMTC to NYSDOT.
 This is a reimbursement program, where 
federal monies are used to cover capital expenses 
that a local management and implementing 
organization has raised for its plan. The imple-
menting party has to cost the project and request 
reimbursement upon completion of work with 
progress payments as per agreement. Sponsorship 
by a government organization (municipality, 
authority or other state agency different from 
NYSDOT) was required in the last round as part 
of the program.
 This program also requires the project teams 
to share in the cost of each project by providing a 
minimum matching share of at least 20% of the 
total project cost. To lessen the financial burden 
of this requirement, FHWA allows alternative 
sources of funding to augment the matching 
share. The Federal share for any project funded in 
the second round could not exceed $2 million.
 The New York State Housing Trust Fund 
Corporation’s (HTFC) New York Main Street 
Program (NYMS) provides financial and techni-
cal resources to help communities with their 
main street or downtown efforts to preserve and 
revitalize mixed-use districts. Applicants include 
community-based not-for-profit corporations and 
Business Improvement Districts (BID) that will 
serve as Local Program Administrators. 
 Such entities need to have been in existence 
for at least one year prior to contract execution. 

• Highly Desired Enhancements
• Possible Enhancements

Funding and Coordination with Other Proj-
ects: Implementation of streetscape enhancements 
on Second Avenue should be coordinated with other 
streetscaping in East Harlem to insure economies of 
scale and corresponding design.
•  Coordinated funding applications of this and 

other projects
•  Design coordination to position the 

neighborhood

According to this, desired elements can be movable 
or fixed, public or private.
 As mentioned in the survey results chart below 
the location and design considerations of this pre-
liminary ranking of elements and actions should be 
followed by this Framework with an in-depth study 
of existing conditions, cost and other implementa-
tion issues. These criteria for phasing derived from 
this report could aid that effort.

 

Recommended 
Enhancements 

Survey
Rank

Streetscape 
Characteristics

Implementing  
Party 

Better lighting for walking 
& safety 1 Fixed Public

Sidewalk  
Maintenance 2 Movable Public

Trash Cans at 
Intersections 3 Movable Public

More  
Trees 4 Fixed Public

School & Pedestrian 
Crossings 5 Fixed Public

Uniform Storefront 
Signage 6 Fixed Private

Sidewalk  
Benches 7 Movable Public

Sidewalk  
Plantings 8 Movable Public

Bike Racks &  
News Racks 9 Movable Public

Bollards to separate 
sidewalk from street 10 Movable Public

Banners on Posts  
& Lights 11 Movable Public
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This grant program provides funds of up to 
$25,000 for programs to plant trees and other 
landscaping, install street furniture and trash 
cans, provide appropriate signs in accordance 
with a local signage plan, and other appurtenant 
activities.
 The New York City Department of Small 
Business Service’s (DSBS) Neighborhood 
Development Program works for the economic 
development of districts throughout New York 
City. Its goal is to ensure the long-term vitality of 
the City’s diverse commercial districts by creating 
greater opportunity for small businesses and the 
communities they serve. 
 The DSBS Neighborhood Development 
Division contracts with local development orga-
nizations to execute a limited number of strategic 
projects annually. As part of the program area 
of development, DSBS invests in streetscape 
improvements needed to encourage further 
investment on the part of the private sector.
 Other possible funding sources include 
Manhattan Community Board 11’s Fiscal Year 
Capital and Expense Budgets that prioritizes 
requests to the City as part of each year 
appropriations for the neighborhood. Another 
includes the City’s Greenstreets Program, 
which underwrites and coordinates landscaping 
treatments on DOT traffic triangles, sidewalks 
and medians. A third source could be a Business 
Improvement District that could raise revenues 
from Second Avenue businesses to fund both 
capital and maintenance cost associated with the 
streetscaping.
 All of these programs require a local entity 
to administer the funds, with a Community 
Development Corporation (CDC) being most 
desirable as philanthropic funding sources can be 
tapped too with this administration structure.

 A CDC may be preferable because it would 
not have overcome business reticence to mandatory 
contributions. Most of the current businesses are 
small and have very low profit margins. As an 
existing CDC that takes on the project, it will act 
as a community capacity building tactic that would 
provide the economic value and social capital genera-
tion needed for the revitalization of Second Avenue.
 
3.3

Implementation 
Steps
The following initial steps are proposed to move 
forward with implementation of the East Harlem 
Second Avenue Corridor Streetscape Enhancement 
Framework:

• The City Council should approve CB ��’s 
request for immediate streetscape improve-
ments in the next fiscal year capital and expense 
budgets, including installation of lamp posts and 
80 new trees on Second Avenue between 99th and 
106th Streets and 110th and 116th Streets.

• The department of City Planning should 
follow-up with a more detailed Streetscape 
Plan of enhancements for Second Avenue in 
East Harlem that would include the following 
components:

Refinement and update of the existing 
streetscape conditions described in this 
framework;

A retail market analysis to determine how 
streetscape improvements can best enhance 
business activity; 

A study of streetscape elements 
that would propose specific designs and 
establish the cost and feasibility of these 
enhancements.

• Community Board ��, working with 
RPA and elected officials, should incor-
porate a suitable management structure 
to administer and implement the streetscape 
enhancement plan for Second Avenue in East 
Harlem. Specific activities should include:

Evaluate alternatives for outreach to exist-
ing (CDCs).

Identify funding requirements, amounts and 
administration, and actively pursue planning 
and implementation funds.

Incorporate the management structure to 
start overseeing the interim planning and 
implementation of the enhancements and 
other mission critical activities.

The steps identified here can proceed simul-
taneously. The streetscape plan (inventory of 
streetscape existing conditions, retail market 
analysis, program design and cost and feasibility 
estimation) can begin immediately and could be 
completed in approximately one to two years. 
Outreach to the recommended organization to 
administer and implement the enhancements 
could be completed after evaluation of the alter-
native neighborhood capacity and identification 
and refinement of funding sources parameters in 
approximately one to two years.

Federal State Local

Funding  
Source

New York  
Metropolitan  
Transportation 
Council

New York State 
Housing Trust  
Fund Corporation

New York City  
Department of Small 
Business Services

Program Transportation 
Enhancement 
Program

New York Main 
Street Program

Neighborhood  
Development  
Program

Management & 
Implementation

Government Spon-
sor and Community 
Development 
Corporation

Community  
Development 
Corporation

Community  
Development 
Corporation
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Appendix One:  
Streetscape Elements

Streetscape elements
Required by 
NYC zoning

Identified in 
NYC zoning

Implemented primarily by 
private developers

Implemented primarily by 
public agencies

Possible roadway & sidewalk 
right of way elements         

Street furniture (seating, trash 
cans, etc.)

X X

Sidewalk widening X

Distinctive street paving at 
intersections

X

Uniform signage X X

Pedestrian-scale lighting X

Landscape treatment of side-
walks (plantings)

X X

Trees X X X

Distinctive subway entrances X X

Curb extensions at transit stops 
and key crossings

X

Storm water inlets X

Public art X X

Bus shelters or pergolas X

Drinking fountains X X

Traffic signals X

School & pedestrian crossings X

Bike racks & news racks X X

Ornamental lighting X

Landscaped medians X

Bollards X X

Banners X

Possible building & land use 
elements

Enhanced illumination of impor-
tant buildings

X

Sidewalk cafes & kiosks X X

Ground floor uses/transparency X X

Entrance & service location X X

Entrance articulation X X

Façade animation X

Plazas & arcades X X

Height & bulk X X X
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Appendix Two:  
Survey Sample
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Regional Plan Association (RPA) is an independent 
regional planning organization that improves the 
quality of life and the economic competitiveness of 
the 31-county, New York-New Jersey-Connecticut 
region through research, planning, and advocacy. 
Since 1922, RPA has been shaping transportation 
systems, protecting open spaces, and promoting 
better community design for the region's continued 
growth. We anticipate the challenges the region 
will face in the years to come, and we mobilize the 
region's civic, business, and government sectors to 
take action. 

RPA's current work is aimed largely at implement-
ing the ideas put forth in the Third Regional Plan, 
with efforts focused in five project areas: community 
design, open space, transportation, workforce and 
the economy, and housing. For more information 
about Regional Plan Association, please visit our 
website, www.rpa.org.

Chairman 
Peter W. Herman

Vice Chairman and 
Co-Chairman, New Jersey
Christopher J. Daggett

Vice Chairman and
Co-Chairman, New Jersey
Hon. James J. Florio

Vice Chairman and 
Co-Chairman, Connecticut
John S. Griswold, Jr.

Vice Chairman and 
Co-Chairman, Connecticut
Michael P. Meotti 

Vice Chairman and 
Chairman, Long Island 
Robert A. Scott

President
Robert D. Yaro

Treasurer 
Brendan J. Dugan

Robert F. Arning 
Hilary M. Ballon 
Charles A. Bauer 
Laurie Beckelman 
Stephen R. Beckwith 
J. Max Bond, Jr. 
Roscoe C. Brown 
Richard J. Carbone 
Frank S. Cicero
Edward T. Cloonan 
Tina Cohoe 
Jill M. Considine 
Michael R. Cowan 
Paul A. Crotty 
Alfred A. DelliBovi 
Nancy R. Douzinas 
Douglas Durst 
Barbara Joelson Fife
Michael Golden 
David Hilder
Kenneth T. Jackson 
Ira H. Jolles 
Richard A. Kahan 
Richard D. Kaplan 
Shirley Strum Kenny 
Matthew S. Kissner 

Robert Knapp 
Susan S. Lederman
Richard C. Leone 
Charles J. Maikish 
Joseph J. Maraziti, Jr. 
John L. McGoldrick 
The Very Reverend 
 James Parks Morton
Peter H. Nachtwey 
Jan Nicholson 
Kevin J. Pearson  
James S. Polshek
Richard Ravitch 
Gregg Rechler 
Thomas L. Rich 
Mark F. Rockefeller 
Elizabeth Barlow Rogers 
Janette Sadik-Khan 
Stevan A. Sandberg 
H. Claude Shostal 
Susan L. Solomon 
Luther Tai 
Karen E. Wagner 
Mary Ann Werner 
Paul T. Williams, Jr. 
William M. Yaro

4 Irving Place, 7th floor
New York, NY 10003
212.253.2727
fax 212. 253.5666

Two Landmark Square, Suite 108
Stamford, CT 06901
203.356.0390
fax 203.356.0390

94 Church Street, Suite 401
New Brunswick, NJ 08901
732.828.9945
fax 732.828.9949

board of 
directors




