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OVERVIEW
Jackson Heights is located in northwestern Queens, New York. Founded as one of America’s first 
exclusive garden cities in the early 20th century, it has since become home to a diverse and substantial 
immigrant community. In spite of its troubles in the ‘80s as an epicenter of drug trafficking and gang 
violence, Jackson Heights rebounded to become a family-friendly neighborhood known for its historic 
garden apartments, lively street food scene, annual gay pride parade, and cultural attractions.1

Despite the progress made in recent years, Jackson Heights still lacks notably in two important areas, 
namely public green space and affordable housing. Western Jackson Heights: Utilizing Cultural Capital 
for Neighborhood Improvement seeks to address these issues by drawing on the area’s strengths - its 
rich history of experimental urban living and the incredible diversity of its residents. By utilizing and 
celebrating these assets, the neighborhood stands to become a profitable travel destination within the 
City as well as an accessible, affordable, and livable community for New Yorkers of all backgrounds.

This report outlines several suggestions for achieving a greener and more equitable Jackson Heights, 
inspired by the work of the Jackson Heights Green Alliance2, Jackson Heights Beautification Group3, 
and Chhaya Community Development Corporation4. Specific recommendations discussed here include:

•	 Rezoning	along	Northern	Boulevard	to	create	a	vibrant	corridor	of	affordable	housing	and	mixed-
use	development,

•	 Revitalization	and	rebranding	of	Diversity	Plaza	as	a	public	green	space	and	gateway	to	a	
suggested	“Jackson	Heights	Cultural	Corridor,”

•	 And	repurposing	of	the	Bruson	Building	at	75th	St.	and	37th	Ave.	as	a	community	center	and	
public	gathering	space.

STUDY AREA
Jackson Heights can be roughly divided into three distinct 
areas: the westernmost third bordering Woodside; the 
historic district in the center; and the easternmost third 
bordering Corona. Western Jackson Heights: Utilizing 
Cultural Capital for Neighborhood Improvement looks 
specifically at the first area, from 69th to 75th Streets 
and Roosevelt Avenue to Northern Boulevard -- home 
to approximately 12,000 people5. The neighborhood is 
primarily residential, with commercial activity centered 
along 74th and 73rd Streets, Broadway, and Northern 
Boulevard, with some mixed-use buildings scattered 
throughout. It is serviced by a significant transportation 
hub at Roosevelt Ave. and Broadway, with E, R, M, F, 
and 7 trains making stops there; there is also a large 
bus station with connections to LaGuardia Airport. 
The neighborhood is represented by Council Member 
Daniel Dromm, whose offices are located on 75th Street.
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ISSUES
Despite its founding as a garden city, Jackson Heights is considerably lacking in public green 
space; this is especially true in the study area. Diversity Plaza, located at 37th Rd. and Broadway, 
was meant to rectify this problem, though it is hardly being utilized to its full potential.6 Given 
its location between the Roosevelt Avenue - Broadway transportation node and the cultural 
centers of Little India and Little Bangladesh on 74th and 73rd Streets, the plaza has the potential 
to serve as an attractive gateway to the neighborhood as well as a green space for residents.

Affordable  housing is another area in need of improvement in the study area. While Jackson 
Heights has abandoned the exclusivity it was known for at its founding, home ownership remains 
elusive for the neighborhood’s predominantly immigrant and low-income residents, approximately 
70% of whom rent, rather than own, their homes (compared to a borough-wide average of about 
65%).7 The recent arrival of luxury apartments in the area brings with it the potential threat of 
gentrification and displacement, highlighting the need for affordable housing development.8

PROPOSALS

Northern Boulevard Rezoning Study
In order to address the lack of affordable housing, we suggest the City undertake a rezoning study of the 
area along Northern Boulevard from 69th to 74th Streets, and possibly further eastwards in the future. 
Current zoning has resulted in a glut of parking lots, gas stations, and car dealerships, creating a homogenous 
and unwelcoming atmosphere; potential rezoning would permit the development of mixed-use, mid-rise 
building stock with retail on the ground floor and affordable housing units above. In a nod to the area’s 
agricultural past, urban farms on the housing stock’s rooftops could potentially create local jobs while 
encouraging healthy food habits. Construction of green infrastructure in the currently unused median 
space would beautify the area, collect storm water runoff, and reduce the Urban Heat Island effect (UHI). 
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Diversity Plaza Revitalization and Extension
Since its creation by the Department of Transportation in 2011, Diversity Plaza has been an area of contention 
within the community.9 Though its presence has generally been accepted by residents, the predominant 
sentiment is that the plaza is not being utilized to its full potential. Lack of permanent seating, poor 
maintenance, and a lack of trees and greenery were cited by residents as the plaza’s most glaring deficiencies.10 

In our proposal, the plaza would be extended eastward from 73rd to 75th Street, doubling the current 
amount of public space and laying the foundations for a potential future Western Queens Greenway. 
Permanent outdoor seating, better lighting, and way-finding signage are a few simple and inexpensive 
ways to enhance the plaza’s atmosphere. Partnerships between the Jackson Heights Beautification 
Group and the local business owner’s association, SUKHI, as well as the office of Council Member 
Daniel Dromm, should be cultivated to promote regular maintenance of the plaza and its greenery. 

Revitalization would extend to Diversity Plaza Triangle as well, beneath the elevated tracks of the 
7 line. Currently unused and poorly lit, the area would benefit from the same improvements as the 
plaza proper, namely lighting, signage, permanent seating, and regular maintenance. In our vision, 
the Triangle could be utilized by local vendors as an outdoor market space, perhaps in partnership 
with a local immigrant organization such as Make the Road. Such repurposing would serve to 
stimulate the neighborhood economy and create a welcoming gateway to the area. We suggest 
the City undertake a study with local business owners and residents to assess the feasibility of a 
Cultural Corridor pilot program, modelled after the Business Improvement District framework. 
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Bruson Building Repurposing
In April 2014 the Bruson Building at 37th Avenue 
and 75th Street, owned by the Joseph Bruno 
Trust, was damaged in a multi-alarm fire, from 
which it is still being renovated.11 The building 
was home to many restaurants, businesses, and 
office space, as well as Plaza Business College. 
Residents have voiced their opposition to the 
Trust’s proposed plans to attract large, brand-
name chains to the space, and it is our opinion that 
the building could be put to better use, as well. 

Some ideas put forward by the community 
are a prepared food market, community 
wellness center, business incubator, 
conference space, language instruction school, and community radio station.12 To this we would 
add LEED-certified Neighborhood Sustainability Center; an enterprise that would serve as a tool 
lending library, seed bank, resource center, and meeting space, as well as a model of sustainable 
design practices. The vacant lot at the intersection of 34th Avenue and 69th Street would be 
another suitable location for such a center, with ample outdoor space for a community garden.
 

CONCLUSION
The recommendations outlined here are by no means exhaustive, but if implemented could 
lay the foundations for a greener, more equitable Western Jackson Heights. Development and 
economic vitality do not need to come at the expense of diversity and affordability, and we believe 
that in this regard Jackson Heights can serve as a model neighborhood for the rest of the City.
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