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546 Gulf Avenue 

Staten Island 

Block 1760, Lot 35 

Job No: 520356025 

 

Dear Commissioner Chandler: 

 

At the request of concerned New Yorkers, I have reviewed the zoning diagram 

approved for block 1760, lot 35 in Staten Island. My firm regularly consults with 

land owners, architects, community groups and Community Boards on the New 

York City Zoning Resolution, and I have been a member of the American 

Institute of Certified Planners for the past 20 years.  

 

Summary of findings 

The ZD1 makes no attempt to follow the Department of Building’s (DOB or 

Department) own instructions for completing a ZD1.  It omits the most basic 

information necessary for a zoning approval: no dimensioned zoning lot, no lot 

coverage, no lot area, no notation of street widths. The ZD1 does not even provide 

the zoning district. It should have never been accepted as complete, let alone be 

given zoning approval.   

 

On substance, the use group claimed is 16. According to statements made by 

Amazon and the Governor’s office, the use of this lot is a motor freight station, 

which at this size is use group 17.   

 

A new drawing that includes the information the required in a ZD1 must be 

prepared and the proper use group should be noted.   

 

DOB’s ZD1 requirements vs. applicant’s ZD1 

Attached to this challenge is part of the instructions for a ZD1 published by the 

Department in 2009.  Those instructions list the following as items that must be 

shown on the site plan:  

 
1. Dimensioned Zoning Lot  
2. Lot Coverage 
3. Lot Area  
4. Street Trees 
5. Yards Front / Side / Rear 

http://www.georgejanes.com/
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6. Wide and Narrow Street 
7. Zoning District(s), Overlays and Special Districts 
8. Open Space / Plaza / Arcades 
9. Curb Cuts / Splays / Curbs 
10. Designated Parking Area (Driveway, Parking Areas, etc.) 
11. Garages / Sheds 
12. Decks 
13. Building Footprint and/or Building Segments 
14. Distance to Nearest Corner 
15. Swimming Pools 
16. Retaining Walls 
17. Fences 
 

The ZD1 is attached to this challenge and the site plan is reproduced below: 

 

 
Detail of site plan in ZD1 

 

A quick review reveals that virtually none of the required site plan elements are 

shown on this ZD1.  Not only is the zoning lot not dimensioned but the site plan 
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includes much more than block 1760, lot 35. The plan also appears to include lot 

25, 1, and 45, which are not mentioned anywhere.  A dimensioned zoning lot is 

fundamental to showing zoning compliance; it is a necessary part of this drawing 

and the Department’s approval.1   

 

Likewise, lot coverage and lot area are missing.  There is no information on street 

trees or yards.  The instructions require that not only should these elements be 

shown in plan but “a citation of the appropriate section of the New York City 

Zoning Resolution (ZR) is required for the bold-faced items.”  The applicant has 

included zero ZR citations on this ZD1.   

 

Even though there are mapped streets shown on this site plan, there are no narrow 

or wide street notations.  This area also has private streets, and to avoid confusion 

with mapped streets, private streets should be noted for clarity.   

 

There is no zoning district noted on this ZD1.  How can zoning compliance be 

granted without disclosing the zoning district in which the project is located?  The 

zoning district must be noted as the instructions require.   

 

Parking areas are shown in plan, but page 2 of the ZD1 states that there are no 

parking areas or parking spaces provided. Is there parking provided or not?  How 

is it calculated?  Why is it shown on plan if there is none provided?  How can 6.5 

million SF of zoning floor area produce no parking spaces in an area that requires 

parking?   

 

The most basic conventions, like a north arrow and a legend, are also missing.   

 

While these omissions are enough to require a new drawing and approval, the 

problems with the ZD1 are not limited to the plan.  The following is a detail 

showing the axonometric view: 

 

                                                 
1 This is especially true considering that zoning lots may now consist of partial tax lots.  So while 

the plan appears to include tax lots 35, 25, 45 and 1, without a dimensioned zoning lot, it is 

impossible to know if the zoning lot includes all of the tax lots, or just some subset of these or 

other adjacent lots.   
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Detail of axonometric diagram from ZD1 

 

The text shown in the axonometric diagram is the only alleged zoning 

requirement provided in the ZD1.  However, there is no ZR section citied to back 

up the statement, and I can offer none since it is not clear from where this 

standard comes.2 

 

Use Group 16 or 17?  

The reminder: “Complete and accurate information is required for all 

applications” is included in the instructions for a ZD1 in several places.  One of 

these places is the instructions for Section 4, Proposed Floor Area, where the use 

group is identified.  Here, the use group claimed is 16, presumably for a 

warehouse3 and related accessory uses.  But is this the right use group to include 

in Section 4?  While no information is provided on the ZD1 regarding the 

proposed use other than the plan and the use group claimed, both Amazon and 

New York State officials describe the use not as a warehouse, but as a “fulfillment 

center.”4 “Fulfillment center” is not a listed use in the ZR so we must interpret to 

which use group a “fulfillment center” belongs. The press release from Governor 

Cuomo’s office describes a fulfillment center as: “an advanced logistics operation 

                                                 
2 I have not been able to find the section of the ZR that relieves a project setback 120 feet from the 

street from the requirement of a sky exposure plane, for instance.  If it exists, the section should be 

cited.   
3 The TCO for the neighboring facility list primary uses as a warehouse (UG 16D) in the first floor 

and “ROBOTIC STORAGE PLATFORM, for the mezzanines, also UG 16D.    
4 https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-cuomo-announces-100-million-amazon-

fulfillment-center-staten-island-create-2250-new  

https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-cuomo-announces-100-million-amazon-fulfillment-center-staten-island-create-2250-new
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-cuomo-announces-100-million-amazon-fulfillment-center-staten-island-create-2250-new
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that strategically moves products the fastest way possible.”  I do not believe there 

is any evidence that such a use is a warehouse under use group 16.   

 

The ZR does not define uses, so we must look elsewhere to find use definitions.  

Fulfillment centers are used specifically by e-commerce companies to handle 

logistics. “Sellers send merchandise to the fulfillment center, and the outsourced 

provider ships it to customers for [the e-commerce company].”5 They are places 

where goods come in by trucks, are processed, and are then are shipped back out 

in trucks.  The Business Dictionary describes a fulfillment centers as: “[t]he 

location where incoming orders are received from affiliated stores or locations. 

These orders are processed and filled.”6   

 

Warehouses, on the other hand, are places where goods are to be stored.  The 

dictionary definition includes: “A building, or a part of one, for the storage of 

goods, merchandise, etc.; or a building, or a part of one, in which wholesalers 

keep large stocks of merchandise, which they display and sell to retailers.”7  

Black’s Law Dictionary defines warehouses as “[a] place adapted to the reception 

and storage of goods and merchandise.”8 Other zoning codes, some in New York 

State, are more explicit: “WAREHOUSE: A building used primarily for the 

storage of goods and materials.”9 The operative word here is “storage.”   

 

Fulfillment centers are not primarily designed for storage of goods, rather they 

are primarily designed for the shipping of goods.  Consequently, there is another 

use and use group that better defines this facility.  A motor freight station is 

defined in other zoning codes as: “A building in which freight brought by motor 

truck is assembled, sorted or reloaded for transshipment by motor truck.”10  In a 

motor freight station, the operative words are “assembled, sorted or reloaded,” 

and not stored as goods are in warehouses. Motor freight station is a use listed in 

the ZR and I believe that this is clearly the better designation for the uses 

described in Section 4.  When motor freight stations are located on lots greater 

than 20,000 SF, they are use group 17 (ZR 42-14).  Motor freight stations are a 

more intensive use of the land, generally more industrial than warehouses, create 

more traffic, and rightly require a higher use group. While use group 17 is 

allowed in this district as-of-right, just as use group 16, it is important that the 

                                                 
5 https://www.bigcommerce.com/ecommerce-answers/what-fulfillment-center-and-why-it-

important/  
6 http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/fulfillment-center.html  
7 https://www.dictionary.com/browse/warehouse  
8 https://thelawdictionary.org/warehouse/  
9 https://www.saratoga-springs.org/DocumentCenter/View/270/Zoning-Ordinance-Complete-PDF  
10 http://www.brecksville.oh.us/Departments/Building/Files/BCO-PlanningZoning-Code .  Others 

are materially similar: 

https://www.mayfieldvillage.com/includes/uploads/pages/Planning%20Development/Zone_Code/

Zone_code.pdf  

https://www.bigcommerce.com/ecommerce-answers/what-fulfillment-center-and-why-it-important/
https://www.bigcommerce.com/ecommerce-answers/what-fulfillment-center-and-why-it-important/
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/fulfillment-center.html
https://www.dictionary.com/browse/warehouse
https://thelawdictionary.org/warehouse/
https://www.saratoga-springs.org/DocumentCenter/View/270/Zoning-Ordinance-Complete-PDF
http://www.brecksville.oh.us/Departments/Building/Files/BCO-PlanningZoning-Code
https://www.mayfieldvillage.com/includes/uploads/pages/Planning%20Development/Zone_Code/Zone_code.pdf
https://www.mayfieldvillage.com/includes/uploads/pages/Planning%20Development/Zone_Code/Zone_code.pdf
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ZD1 correctly identifies the appropriate use group, as the instructions require, and 

the subsequent certificate of occupancy properly categorizes actual use. 

 

Final thought 

The fact that a ZD1 with so much missing information was not only accepted as 

complete, but granted zoning approval is astounding.  While errors in ZD1s are 

common, the lack of even the most basic information necessary for zoning 

approval makes this ZD1 notable.  The Department should examine its approval 

process to look for improvements that might prevent such drawings from 

receiving approval.  When such substandard documents are approved, the public’s 

faith in the important work you do is undermined. I encourage you to work with 

your team to examine your internal processes with the goal of eliminating errors 

introduced by applicants and approved by the Department, so that we all can have 

more faith in the accuracy of Departmental approvals.   

 

Thank you for your hard work to make New York City a better place.  Should you 

have any questions or would like to discuss, please feel free to contact me at 917-

612-7478 or george@georgejanes.com.  

 

Sincerely, 

 
George M. Janes, AICP 

George M. Janes & Associates 

 

 

Attachments:  Three pages from DOB’s ZD1 Guide 

ZD1 for job 520356025 
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