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A
BAD
DEAL

A Report by               September 2013

The Proposal for a Mega-mall 

and the Willets Point Redevelopement

A Look at How 

7YP]H[L�*VYWVYH[PVUZ�>PSS�7YVÄ[�

From Public Land and Taxpayer Subsidies



 The site for the proposed development of “Willets West” is public mapped parkland that forms 
a portion of Flushing Meadows Corona Park (FMCP). “Willets West” is one of three development pro-
posals for the park that the Bloomberg administration has announced in its last eighteen months.  The 
name “Willets West” is misleading; the proposal seeks to develop a 1.4 million square foot mall on 
public land that is located completely outside the actual Willets Point, on the other side of CitiField. 
Proposed to be developed by the Queens Development Group (QDG), a partnership between the Wil-
pon family’s Sterling Equities and the Related Companies, many have dubbed the proposal the “Mets 
MegaMall” as a more accurate descriptor.

 This report summarizes the results of a community opinion survey of more than 1,200 residents, 
compares and contrasts the “Mets MegaMall” proposal to the original plan for Willets Point and makes 
recommendations about what would make development that consumes public resources and public 
land appropriately accountable to neighborhood needs.  These recommendations are informed both 
by the original process for considering the future of Willets Point as well as recent experiences with 
the proposal for the U.S. Tennis Association to expand its footprint within FMCP and the proposal for 
Major League Soccer to site a new, private stadium within FMCP. Prepared by the Fairness Coalition 
of Queens, it represents the input of member organizations and individuals from the Corona, Flushing, 
East Elmhurst, Jackson Heights and Elmhurst communities.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

INTRODUCTION

Any development project in the area that receives the level of investment of public invest-
ment that is being offered as part of the “Willets West” proposal should ensure:

1. Equitable economic development that combines protections for existing workers and 
local small businesses with assurances that new jobs will pay a living wage.

2. Park investment and open space access that includes an up-front and ongoing con-
tribution to the maintenance of FMCP, at a formula of 2% of annual revenues of the 
development and the Mets organization, as well as and the creation of new, permanent 
and free active recreational opportunities. 

3. Permanent Affordable Housing on a guaranteed, acclerated timeline that meaning-
fully addresses the housing crisis in surrounding communities.  At a minimum this 
would adhere to the income levels agreed upon as part of the 2008 Willets Point proj-
ect , which were all affordable to families earning 60% of AMI or less and comprised no 
less than 35% of the total units created. 

4. Mitigation of Transportation Impacts�I`�YLX\PYPUN�ZPNUPÄJHU[�HUK�VUNVPUN�*P[`�HUK�
developer contributions to mass transit that will address 7 train, LIRR, local bus, station 
crowding and pedestrian dangers.







 On June 15th, 2012, the Daily News published an editorial on the proposal for the “Mets Me-
NH4HSS¹�HUK�[OPZ�^HZ�[OL�ÄYZ[�[OH[�THU`�PU�[OL�JVTT\UP[`�SLHYULK�VM�[OL�WYVWVZHS"�HKKP[PVUHS�Z\YWYPZL�
came with the realization that this proposal was being advanced under the guise that it would realize 
the original vision for Willets Point. 

� ;OL�WYVWVZHS�MVY�[OL�ZOVWWPUN�THSS�ILULÄ[Z�PU�T\S[PWSL�^H`Z�MYVT�P[Z�HZZVJPH[PVU�^P[O�>PSSL[Z�
Point, a 61-acre area bounded by the Flushing River and 126th Street, also known as the “Iron Trian-
gle.”  By its association, it avoids the full set of review processes to which a “new” proposal would be 
subject, including a full and distinct environmental review. To illustrate just one way this special asso-
ciation plays out in review, consider that the proposed mall is located in Community Board #3 while 
Willets Point is located in Community Board #7. Yet in the approval process, Community Board #3 was 
KLUPLK�HU�VMÄJPHS�]V[L�VU�[OL�WYVWVZHS���;OPZ�PZ�VUS`�WVZZPISL�ILJH\ZL�[OL�WYVQLJ[�PZ�ILPUN�WVY[YH`LK�
and administratively advanced as though it were part of the original Willets Point project. 

 QDG’s insistence on the tenuous connection to Willets Point also allows them to administra-
tively seek permission for the mall proposal as though it were simply seeking a special permit for new 
surface parking.  The proposal also relies on a daring and creative interpretation of the 1961 law that 
KLÄULZ�^OPJO�\ZLZ�HYL�HSSV^LK�VU�WHYRSHUK��-PUHSS �̀�THU`�[LYTZ�VM�[OL�HNYLLTLU[�HYL�KLÄULK�I`�[OL�
Mets’ renegotiation of its lease with the City, a process to which the public is not a party. 

 Yet the greatest advantage of association the “Mets MegaMall” proposal with the original Wil-
lets Point project comes because the redevelopment of Willets Point has been a top priority of the 
Bloomberg administration.  The area was rezoned by a controversial and contentious City Council vote 
in 2008. The original rezoning called for environmental remediation and infrastructure investment in 
advance of retail, hotel, school and housing development that would displace existing industrial uses 
and manufacturing businesses.

 The neighborhoods that will be impacted by changes at Willets Point and by the proposed 
“Mets MegaMall” include Flushing /Whitestone, Corona/Elmhurst, and Jackson Heights. People who 
live in these areas are overwhelmingly immigrant and people of color, with rates of foreign-born popu-
lations at 57%, 63%, and 70% respectively.  40% of households in Flushing/Whitestone, and Jackson 
Heights earn less than $40,000 a year, while nearly a quarter of all households in Corona and Elmhurst 
earn less than $19,000 a year. The median rent burden for low-income renters in these communities 
ranges from 49% to 55% -- meaning that tenants are paying that percentage of their total income on 
OV\ZPUN�HSVUL���-LKLYHS�Z[HUKHYKZ�KLÄUL�H�YLU[�I\YKLU�VM�NYLH[LY�[OHU�����[V�IL�\UHMMVYKHISL��

BACKGROUND



 During the land-use review process leading up to the 2008 Willets Point vote, many questioned 
[OL�HIPSP[`�VM�[OL�WYVWVZHS�[V�TLL[�ULLKZ�PKLU[PÄLK�[OYV\NO�JVTT\UP[`�WSHUUPUN�WYVJLZZLZ���;OLZL�
needs included: fair treatment of workers, responsible labor standards and jobs that pay living wages, 
affordable housing that would meaningfully address the local overcrowding and high rent burdens,  a 
thorough environmental remediation,  and improved transportation and access to open space.  As a 
partial response to the organizing of local community groups, before City Council approval, the 2008 
plan was changed to include a promise of 35% of affordable housing at levels that would be affordable 
[V�SVJHS�MHTPSPLZ��KLÄULK�PU�H�WYVTPZL�VM�WLYJLU[HNLZ�[V�IL�THKL�H]HPSHISL�H[�ZWLJPÄJ�PUJVTL�[PLYZ��

BACKGROUND



COMMUNITY SURVEY

PROCESS
The survey found that the future of Flushing Meadows Corona Park is of extreme concern for 
the community and that there is widespread disapproval of the way that the plans for funda-
mentally changing the character of the park have been advanced.  Respondents expressed 
that the failure to meaningfully engage community or to address pressing neighborhood needs 
in development proposals are the sources of that dissatisfaction.

� 89% of survey respondents indicated that Flushing Meadows Corona park is very import-
ant to them and their family. 

� ����VM�YLZWVUKLU[Z�MLLS�[OH[�[OLYL�OHZ�UV[�ILLU�Z\MÄJPLU[�JVUZ\S[H[PVU�^P[O�[OL�JVTT\-
nity in the decision-making process of whether or not to build the projects associated with 
the U.S. Tennis Association, Major League Soccer, and a new 1.4 million square foot shop-
WPUN�JLU[LY�YLMLYYLK�[V�HZ�¸>PSSL[Z�>LZ[�¹��°°°°°°°°°°°°°°°�

� 70% of respondents disapprove of the “Willets West” plan to give away public parkland 
without a guarantee of affordable housing.

°°°°°°°°°°°°°°°
IMPACT ON LIVELIHOOD OF LOCAL RESIDENTS
Respondents expressed major concerns about the multiple ways that the proposed “Mets 
MegaMall” project would impact the ability of residents to thrive economically through the way 
it would affect local jobs as well as the way it would restrict access to jobs outside the neigh-
borhood that are reachable through public transit. 

� 81% of survey respondents are concerned about the impact that building “Willets West” 
will have on small businesses in this area

� 74% of respondents feel that economic development projects in the area should offer full-
[PTL��SP]PUN�^HNL�QVIZ�^P[O�KLJLU[�ILULÄ[Z

� 83% of survey respondents do not feel another mall is needed in this area

� 80% of respondents are concerned about the impact that “Willets West” will have on ac-
cess to transit, and the 7 train in particular, which, along with local buses, is a critical way 
that residents get to work outside the neighborhood

The Fairness Coalitions of Queens administered a community survey, in person and online, in 
English and Spanish, to gather the opinions of more than 1,200 local residents about neighbor-
KRRG�QHHGV��SULRULWLHV��DQG�WKH�SURSRVHG�ì:LOOHWV�:HVWú�PDOO�SURMHFW��7KH�ðQGLQJV�GHPRQVWUDWH�
deep and widespread concerns about the proposal.



An examination of shopping centers in Northern Queens revealed that there are seven malls within a three mile 
radius of the site, each of which has substantial vacancies. This suggests that the need for additional mall retail 
is not as great as the City or QDG contend.  This area has 50% more big box retail space per person than Queens 
as a whole, which itself has 4 times as much retail space per person when compared to Brooklyn.  Furthermore, 
4XHHQV�PDOOV�DUH�DPRQJ�WKH�WRS�UHFLSLHQWV�RI�WKH�,&$3��IRUPHUO\�,&,3��WD[�DEDWHPHQW�ò�ZLWK�ðYH�PDOOV�UHFHLYLQJ�
more than $30 million in tax breaks annually. This further indicates that without massive give-aways, a market does 
not exist to support further development of this type.  Job quality at these establishments is also infamously poor. 
A 2009 survey conducted at various stores at Queens Center Mall found that there were few fulltime jobs and most 
jobs paid at or slightly above the $7.25 federal minimum wage, with some jobs paying below the legal minimum 
wage. 



Small, locally-owned businesses in these areas – the entrepreneurs along Roosevelt Avenue and in Flushing, 
Corona and Jackson Heights – are highly vulnerable to unfair competition from national, formula-based chains 
EHQHðWLQJ�IURP�FRUSRUDWH�ZHOIDUH� LQ�SXEOLFDOO\�VXEVLGL]HG�VSDFH��$W�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��WKHVH� ORFDO�EXVLQHVVHV�DUH�
critical sources of employment for immigrant entrepreneurs and have little chance of operating in mall space. The 
average rent at Skyview Mall is $75 per square foot, which for a small shop of just 500 far exceed what most small 
EXVLQHVVHV�FDQ�DIIRUG���,QGHHG��HYHQ�UHQWV�RQ�ORFDO�FRPPHUFLDO�VWULSV�DUH�GLIðFXOW�IRU�LPPLJUDQW�HQWUHSUHQHXUV�WR�
PHHW��DV�DIðUPHG�E\�D�VXUYH\�RI�EXVLQHVV�RZQHUV�RQ�5RRVHYHOW�$YHQXH�DQG���WK�$YHQXH�LQ�4XHHQV�WKDW�UHYHDOHG�
high rents to be the top problem experienced.  Rates of immigrant entrepreneurialism are high and growing: over a 
decade, the number of self-employed foreign-born Queens residents increased by 55.2%, representing more than 
25,500 individual small business owners in the borough.  Despite this, a 2011 City study showed that a smaller pro-
portion of immigrants than native-born New Yorkers own businesses that operate longer than 42 months. These 
EXVLQHVVHV�GHVHUYH�D�IDLU�SOD\LQJ�ðHOG�DQG�SXEOLF�VXSSRUW�

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS
;OL�Z\WWSLTLU[HS�LU]PYVUTLU[HS�PTWHJ[�Z[H[LTLU[�WLYMVYTLK�MVY�[OL�WYVWVZHS�PKLU[PÄLZ�that 
regardless of actions that the developer or the City take, the “Mets MegaMall” will cause sig-
UPÄJHU[�HK]LYZL�LU]PYVUTLU[HS�PTWHJ[Z�[OH[�JHUUV[�IL�TP[PNH[LK���;OL�LU]PYVUTLU[HS�YL]PL^�
does not address the natural historic role that the Flushing River and surrounding lowland 
HYLHZ�OH]L�WSH`LK�PU�THUHNPUN�ÅVVKPUN�HUK�LUZ\YPUN�YLZPSPLUJ �̀�UVY�KVLZ�P[�L_HTPUL�VWWVY-
[\UP[PLZ�[V�JHWP[HSPaL�VU�HUK�LUOHUJL�[OH[�UH[\YHS�VYPLU[H[PVU���;OLZL�ÄUKPUNZ�^LYL�LJOVLK�PU�
respondents’ concerns:

� 82% of respondents are concerned about the impacts that Willets West will have on park-
PUN�HUK�[YHMÄJ�PU�[OL�HYLH

� 85% are concerned about the impact of new development in the park and wetlands sur-
rounding historical wetlands areas

-S\ZOPUN�4LHKV^Z�*VYVUH�7HYR�^HZ�THZZP]LS`�ÅVVKLK�MVY�^LLRZ�HM[LY�/\YYPJHUL�:HUK �̀�
;OL�WYVWVZLK�THSS�ZP[L��PU�[OL�-,4(�ÅVVK�aVUL��PZ�L_[YLTLS`�]\SULYHISL�MVY�L_[YLTL�^LH[OLY�L]LU[Z��

 



Any development project in the area that receives the level of investment of public investment that 
is being offered as part of the “Willets West” proposal and causes adverse impacts on open space 
and transportation should met the standards described below.  The developer of “Willets West” is 
WKH�EHQHðFLDU\�RI�GLUHFW�JUDQWV��LQIUDVWUXFWXUH�LPSURYHPHQWV��WD[�EUHDNV�DQG�VXEVLGLHV�NQRZQ�DQG�
unknown, and the use of public parkland and publically acquired land.

1. Equitable economic development combines protections for existing workers and businesses with 
assurances that new jobs will support a family.

2. Park Investment and Open Space Access should be ensured through a contractually obligated 
through a(n): 

 
 Direct, up-front contribution to FMCP that can be used for capital or maintenance    
 improvement

 Contribution into perpetuity of an annual investment in FMCP maintenance

 Acceleration of the creation the components of the project that create open space and   
 recreational opportunities.  These should be made permanent and free to the public.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Job Quality

 Every job should pay a minimum living wage of $11.50 and the equivalent rate ad 
� MXVWHG�IRU�LQñDWLRQ�for jobs that are created far into the future. 

 All employers and sub-contractors should guarantee labor neutrality.

 Developers, contractors, and employers should be required to ensure that 50% of  
 workers hired come from the local area, and job placement and training pro  
 grams should be supported.

Fair Treatment of Existing Workers

 The existing workers and businesses who are dependent upon each other and who  
 are threatened with displacement should be offered the option for group reloca-  
 tion. 

Support for local, small businesses
 
 Economic development projects in the area should reserve at least 25% of the   
 square footage created to local, independent retailers and offer eligible businesses  
 DQ�DIIRUGDEOH�UHQW�UDWH�WKDW�OHYHOV�WKH�SOD\LQJ�ðHOG�with national chains.



3.  Affordable Housing must meaningfully address the housing crisis in surrounding communities by 
the:

4.  Transportation is a vital lifeline for job access that is already compromised in the area. Develop-
ment should:

It is clear that the “Mets MegaMall” proposal represents a work-around of fair and normally required 
planning processes.  It is a far cry from a realization of the original Willets Point plan, and it introduc-
es a new proposal with many negative impacts on the community.  The next mayoral administration 
should initiate a new, fair, and inclusive process that fully contemplates impacts and community needs 
and any development in the area should address the needs described above.

 

RECOMMENDATIONS

Requirement that the housing will be affordable permanently, that it will be 35% of the total 
units created and that the subsidized housing is affordable at levels that are realistic for local 
MHTPSPLZ��ZWLJPÄJHSS`!

 -10% of the total units are affordable for families earning up to $45,000 per year
 -15% of the total units are affordable for families earning up to $38,400 per year 
 -5% of the total units are affordable for families earning up to $30,370 per year
 -5% of the total units are affordable for families earning up to $23,000 per year

Closing of the loopholes in the developer’s contract that allow for the delay or failure to build 
affordable housing, related to the construction of highway ramps, clean-up costs, and chang-
ing market conditions.

3ULRULWL]DWLRQ�WKH�KRXVLQJ�GHYHORSPHQW�to synch it with economic development in a guaran-
teed timeline

$GGUHVV�VLJQLðFDQW�DGYHUVH�LPSDFWV�PKLU[PÄLK�PU�LU]PYVUTLU[HS�YL]PL^Z�I`�UHTXLULQJ�VLJQLð-
cant and ongoing City and developer contributions to mass transit that will accomplish:

-Increased capacity of the 7 train and by bringing LIRR to Flushing at a fare level that is afford-
able to local residents

-Increased service on the Q19, Q48, Q66 bus lines

-Widen station staircases to ensure pedestrian safety



For More Information:
www.ProtectThePark.org

Contact
Jose Lopez

Make the Road New York
jose.lopez@maketheroadny.org
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