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Chairman Brannan, Chairman Koo and fellow council members, thank you for 
the opportunity to speak on behalf of The Trust for Governors Island. We are 
thrilled to have the opportunity to share an update on the Island’s tremendous 
progress to date as an extraordinary resource for New York City. I look forward to 
working with all of you as we continue to transform Governors Island into a 
vibrant place that’s accessible to New Yorkers 24/7, 365.  
 
The Governors Island Corporation, doing business as The Trust for Governors 
Island, is the 501(c)3 not-for-profit organization created by the City of New York 
and charged with the planning, redevelopment, and ongoing operations of 150 
acres of Governors Island. The Trust’s mission is to transform Governors Island 
into a vibrant resource for New York City, making the Island a destination with 
extraordinary public open space, as well as educational, not-for-profit, and 
commercial facilities.  
 
Located at the center of New York Harbor, the Island has long held an important 
role in New York City’s history. The Island originally served as a hunting and 
fishing camp for the Lenape, and later was occupied by Dutch and British settlers. 
For nearly two centuries starting during the revolutionary war period, the Island 
operated as a strategic, mostly administrative military base, first for the U.S. 
Army, and later, the US Coast Guard, which had over 3,000 military personnel 
and their families living on the Island, until 1996 when it ceased operations. 
Twenty-two acres were later designated as the Governors Island National 
Monument, managed by the National Park Service with the remaining 150 acres 
sold to New York for $1. When the federal government transferred the Island to 
local control, it required open spaces accessible to the public and educational 
uses, with arts and culture, recreation and entertainment, hospitality, retail and 
commercial permitted, as well as short-term accommodations and extended stays 
associated with all permitted uses. The deed prohibits casinos, industrial, parking 
and power generation for use off-Island, and residences not associated with 
permitted uses.  
 
The Trust for Governors Island today owns, operates and maintains 150 acres of 
the Island, and is responsible for 1.5M SF of historic buildings on the North 
Island, over 120 acres of open space including its newly constructed park, and 33 
acres of development area on the South Island.  
 
Thanks to a decade of investment, planning and commitment from the City of 
New York, Governors Island has been transformed into an extraordinary, vibrant 
resource for all New Yorkers. Over the past decade, the City has invested over 
$300M in creating a Park and Public Space Master Plan, building 43 acres of new 
park space completed in July, 2016, while readying the Island for year-round 
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access with infrastructure improvements and expanded transportation.  Looking 
ahead, Governors Island is poised for growth as a year-round public place for 
learning, innovation, arts and culture with one of the city’s most unique open 
spaces. 
 
Expanding Access and Welcoming New Yorkers 
 
Opening to the public for the first time in 2004 for select summer weekends, the 
Island has expanded to a 6-month public season, open every day from May 1-
October 31. The Island has welcomed over 6M people since its first public season, 
with 750,000 visitors during the 2019 season alone and an average 12% increase 
year over year. The Island attracts a uniquely diverse local audience – 80% of 
visitors come from the 5 boroughs, with 90% of New York City zip codes 
represented.  
 
The Island is accessible by ferry daily from Lower Manhattan during the season 
and on weekends from Brooklyn Bridge Park Pier 6. Ferries are $3 roundtrip, $1 
for seniors and free at all times for IDNYC holders, children under 12 and 
military personnel. All ferries are free before noon on weekends. Additionally, 
Governors Island is accessible via NYC Ferry through a shuttle from Wall St/Pier 
11. This season, ferry service expanded to Governors Island with the delivery of 
the Governors 1, a new 400-passenger vessel owned and operated by the Trust. 
Service on weekends increased to every 20 minutes between Lower Manhattan 
and Governors Island.  
 
The Trust anticipates expanding service in the future and is currently in the 
process of designing new ferries as part of a $31M capital project to replace the 
Coursen, the Trust’s current passenger and vehicular vessel which is nearing the 
end of its useful life. In future expansion efforts, the Trust has a desire to 
prioritize increasing frequency, expanding connectivity and decoupling passenger 
and freight transportation. 
 
During the public season, the Island is an affordable and accessible destination. 
Each season visitors enjoy a robust calendar of cultural and educational 
programs, public art, recreational opportunities and events. In 2019 the Island 
hosted over 80 events, programs and activities, 70 of which were free. Each 
season, the Trust opens a call for proposals for use of 150,000 SF of space inside 
the historic former officer’s homes of Nolan Park and Colonels Row, and 25 acres 
of outdoor space to cultural organizations offering free programming. 
Highlighted programs include exhibits from the Climate Museum, American 
Indian Community House, MoCADA, 4heads and the New Art Dealers Alliance, 
events including Free Outdoor Films presented by Film at Lincoln Center and 
Japan Performing Arts Festival, environmental learning opportunities from NYC 
Audubon, GrowNYC, Earth Matter’s Compost Learning Center and the Billion 
Oyster Project, and recreational activities including free bike rentals weekday 
mornings on the Island’s car-free paths and free kayaking with the Downtown 
Boathouse. 
 
Ensuring that all New Yorkers feel welcomed is a key priority for the Trust. The 
Trust works with its partners The Friends of Governors Island and the National 
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Park Service to improve the visitor experience through free tours, welcome 
centers and informational materials. Additionally, the Trust works closely with 
local elected officials, community boards, advocacy groups, tenants and cultural 
partners through the Governors Island Community Advisory Council, who advise 
on the Island’s ongoing initiatives and provide an important link in getting the 
word out about the Island’s public season. Non-English speakers are able to 
easily navigate the Island as well, with translation options on our website and 
translations of our maps into Chinese, Spanish and Russian. Thanks to support 
from Council Member Margaret Chin, we will offer free tours on a brand-new 
Eco-Shuttle during the 2020 season, which will expand our reach to seniors and 
persons with disabilities. We look forward to continuing to work with the City 
Council other partners in broadening our outreach for next season. 
 
A Park Designed with Climate Resilience in Mind 
 
Governors Island is home to a world-class, award-winning park. 43 acres of the 
Island’s southern half have been transformed with rolling hills overlooking New 
York Harbor, sports fields, play areas, a 6-acre food court, hammocks and 
permanent public art. The park was completed in two phases between 2014 and 
2016, when the Hills, its crowning achievement, opened to the public one year 
ahead of schedule and under budget. Today, the Trust manages and operates the 
park, and partners with the Friends of Governors Island through volunteer 
stewardship projects and fundraising for ongoing maintenance. 
 
West 8, the Dutch landscape architects who released the Island’s Park and Public 
Space Master Plan in 2010, intended every aspect of the park’s design to increase 
the longevity and success of the park despite changing climate conditions in New 
York City. While the North Island is predominately above the projected 100-year 
flood plain, the South Island was originally designed as a flat landfill, with a lack 
of elevation that made it vulnerable to rising sea levels and storm surge. Key 
design principles included transforming the topography by lifting the land out of 
the flood plain and plantings out of brackish water, rainwater management, use 
of diverse, experimental plantings to increase biodiversity in changing climate 
conditions, and replacing a 100-year old seawall with a riprap revetment more 
resilient to harsh wave action. During Superstorm Sandy, when the initial fill was 
placed for the park, the newly elevated topography saw virtually no flooding. 
 
Now open to the public, the Island’s park is a model for resilient design and a 
living classroom for biodiversity and ecology. Future activation of the two 
development sites adjacent to the park will be designed with equal consideration 
to the park, demonstrating sustainable urban development practices. 
 
Tenants and Planning 
 
Today, the Island is home to several year-round tenants. At the time of the 
transfer, the Island was zoned for low-density residential use, in conflict with the 
requirements and restrictions outlined by the deed. In 2013, the North Island was 
rezoned as a Special District, allowing for the mix of mix of non-profit, cultural, 
commercial uses and amenities, primarily for the adaptive reuse of historic 
buildings. 
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Currently in its 10th school year on Governors Island, the Urban Assembly New 
York Harbor School is a 500-student DOE public high school with a Career 
Technical Education curriculum focused on maritime, marine biology and 
environmental education. The school operates out of two facilities on the Island, 
including a laboratory space shared with the Billion Oyster Project Students 
utilize the Harbor as a classroom, engaging in vessel operations, diving programs, 
waterfront advocacy and more.  
 
The Lower Manhattan Cultural Council opened its expanded Arts Center at 
Governors Island on September 19, 2019. The new 44,000 SF facility transfoms a 
former ordnance warehouse into a new center for artists and audiences, with 
public galleries, a café, 20 open-plan artist studios and rehearsal spaces. Year-
round, the Arts Center will operate as an artist residency program, providing free 
space to over 40 artists annually with galleries free and open to the public during 
the Island’s season.  
 
QC Terme, an 80,000 SF day spa, is currently under construction across three 
buildings within the Island’s Historic District and is expected to open in 2021. 
 
In 2016, Mayor Bill de Blasio announced plans to transform Governors Island 
into a year-round destination that would bring together educational, commercial, 
cultural, research and retail uses complementing the Island’s existing open 
spaces, recreational and cultural activity. Plans have progressed, with the City 
announcing in August 2018 plans to rezone development parcels on the South 
Island to allow for these uses. The Trust is currently working on articulating a 
comprehensive vision that will inform future planning, strategy and timeline 
around the contemplated rezoning, and plans to re-engage community 
stakeholders in the process in the coming months.  A key priority of the Trust is 
leading all future development with a clear vision that complements the Island’s 
character as a great public place with extraordinary open space, arts and culture. 
The Trust is currently exploring the Island’s potential as a center for climate 
adaptation research, that brings together education, innovation, policymaking 
and public engagement, while enhancing the Island as a public resource for all 
New Yorkers. This is an early step in a longer planning process, which will 
include broader engagement around a contemplated ULURP for the South Island 
and, ultimately, a future RFP. 
 
In parallel, The Trust is also continuing to work to activate the Island’s historic 
buildings with a mix of non-profit, cultural, commercial uses and amenities.  
 
This is an exciting time for Governors Island. We’re continuing to deliver our 
mission to expand public access, maintain and enhance our natural and historic 
resources, deliver amenity and infrastructure improvements, and move towards 
year-round activation. As we advance the planning process for the Island’s next 
chapter, we look forward to continuing to engage with our stakeholders for input 
and ensure that Governors Island is a vibrant resource for years to come.  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to discuss our progress and work. We welcome any 
questions the committee may have. 


