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Abstract | &

As cities aspire to become global metropolises, older low-rise structures are getting torn down
to make room for new, often tall, buildings and neighborhoods. What does this mean for
preservation? This paper investigates historic preservation in New York, Berlin, and Beijing.

All three cities are at a turning point in deciding how their past should be remembered, while
capitalizing on tall building technologies that can attract businesses and residents. Beijing is
rapidly razing the architecture of its long history. New York developed a complex regulatory
framework for a balance between preservation and growth. Berlin is continuing to debate
which history is worth preserving. How did historic preservation develop and what ultimately
gets preserved? How are buildings and neighborhoods preserved, and how are newer and taller
buildings integrated? What is the value of preservation? This paper reflects on these questions
and discusses the potential of learning from each city’s experience.

Keywords: Beijing, Berlin, Historic Preservation, Landmarks, New York, Tall Buildings
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Introduction

In the wake of rapid urban growth, historic
preservation seems like a luxury that some
cities might not be able to afford. Economic
and population growth leads to the pressure
to replace old, low-rise buildings with
economically more efficient buildings that
are often much taller. The question is, how
can cities embrace these new and iconic tall
structures, while retaining historic buildings
and neighborhoods and the charm that
comes with them? How does this conflict
between tall versus old or economic value
versus cultural value play out in different cities
across the globe?

This paper compares and contrasts the
various approaches and experiences to
historic preservation in the cities of New York,
Beijing, and Berlin. New York City’s extensive
regulatory and institutional framework
continuously tries to strike a balance between
historic preservation and growth, creating an
eclectic urban fabric that mixes old buildings
with increasingly tall structures. Since China’s
opening to the global economy, Beijing,
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the oldest of the three cities discussed

in this paper, has razed large parts of its

old city to make space for new high-rise
developments. While Beijing authorities and
planning experts have awakened to the
value of historic preservation in recent years,
development pressures still dominate the
city’s decision-making processes. In contrast
to New York City and Beijing, Berlin had
swaths of land available for development
after the destruction it experienced during
its turbulent twentieth century. Debate
there is less about tall versus old, and more
about what parts of that century’s history
should be preserved.

This paper will analyze these approaches
and experiences through the lens of four
questions. First, the paper looks at the
historical development of preservation and
asks how, during the twentieth century,
each city approached the urban fabric
constructed in previous eras. Without
going into the regulatory details of each
city, the three examples show that the
political ideology that reigned in these
cities during the twentieth century had a
significant influence on their respective
approaches to historic preservation —an
influence that continues today. Second, the
paper asks which, and how, buildings and
neighborhoods are being preserved. Are
landmarks and historic districts frozen in
time or do regulatory frameworks allow for
a balance between historic preservation
and economic growth, through the
modernization and adaptive reuses of
buildings or the integration of newer and
taller structures into neighborhoods?

Historic preservation is always also a
question of value. Is the economic value
of a potential development on a plot

of land higher than the cultural

and economic value of the preserved
urban fabric? Additionally, how has
preservation changed the value of these
neighborhoods? Often the charm of
historic districts creates some of the
most valuable patches in a city, which, as
a result, may render them no longer
affordable to those that once kept them
alive. Finally, if preservation leads to
higher property values in the historic
districts, this paper asks if preserving the
urban fabric is enough or if there is a
need to protect the social fabric - the
types of businesses and people that are in
danger of being displaced by increasing
property values. After looking at each of
the cities individually, these four questions
are revisited in a comparative way to
draw lessons for cities grappling with
similar issues.

Figure 1. Several supertall buildings, such as the pictured 111 West 57th Street tower built in the courtyard of the
iconic Steinway building, are rising in Midtown Manhattan, as the area is not designated as a historic district; thus, an
eclectic mixture of old and new buildings is created. (Source: JDS)

1. BRAREXEANETREHEK, BEAT LB RRAMMITERRRAAKE T KIS AHE

MNME, WEAREIRMXAES7E11S51E,

New York City - Creating an Eclectic Mix of
Old and New

For New York City, 2016 is the year of supertall
buildings. In recent years, the city has seen
several tall buildings rising, including One
World Trade Center. However, this year’s
construction of six buildings of 300-plus-
meters nearly doubles the total number

of such buildings from seven to thirteen.
Most of these new buildings have replaced
Midtown Manhattan’s low-rise, 19th-century
structures, despite preservationists’concerns
that Midtown will soon reach “a tipping point
in which the architectural mix of old and

new is lost to a wash of sparkly glass” (Kaysen
2015: 2). Indeed, the battle over preservation
versus development in Midtown is only the
most recent example of a fifty-year-long battle
between the two (Figure 1).

The development of New York City has
always been based on the maxim of
transformation in the name of growth and
capital accumulation. The only constant is
change. Some areas of the city, especially
those parts along the waterfront where

the city continually expanded, have been
reinvented five or more times in the last 300
years (Tung 2001). Historic preservation,
however, is relatively new. In 1956, New York
State passed a law to enable designation of
historic landmarks and districts. It took the
much-regretted demolition of Penn Station
in 1963 for New York City to pass its own
legislation and establish the Landmarks
Preservation Commission (LPC). Since then,
the Commission, appointed by the Mayor,
has held extensive power in designating
individual landmarks or entire districts,

(ER: JDS)
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Figure 2. The transformation of a Tobacco Warehouse, keeping its original brickwork and scenic
archways, into the state of the art, flexible St. Ann’s theatre space. (Source: Dustin Nelson)

B2 ZRCERIAN—MAZECE, ZIUERFINEPETIARE < ARRIFEAIH
NEsEl, BEhERRES NS ABEFRUEIRE.

representing a special historical, cultural, or
aesthetic value to the city, state, or nation.
Once a building or district is designated, its
owners are required to seek approval from the
Commission for any alteration, construction,
or demolition they desire to make on-site
and the Commission must consider if these
would destroy the site’s protected values
(Mason 2009). In addition to the City’s
Landmarks Preservation Commission are
State and National Historic Preservation
Commissions that recognize buildings and
areas with historic merits. In contrast to the
City's designation status, such designations
do not restrict changes, but provide financial
incentives such as tax abatements and
grants for their preservation. These incentives
have helped further the adaptive reuse of
historical buildings, such as the transformation
of abandoned warehouse buildings into
residential lofts or cultural spaces (Figure 2).

With some of the most extensive legislation
on historical preservation in the country, New
York City has over 1,300 individual landmarks
and 114 historic districts. In Manhattan

alone, 27 percent of buildings are either in

an historic district or have landmark status
(New York Times 2015). While many New
Yorkers complain that preservation has

Figure 3. Both the buildings of a historic district and the individual landmarked

(358 Dustin Nelson)

taken a back seat to economic development
pressures and affordable housing provision,
property owners and developers balk at

the high costs imposed by the preservation
rules. By and large, however, the regulatory
and institutional framework has provided

a workable balance between the need to
preserve the city’s great architecture and its
need to grow and evolve.

New York City’s interesting mixture of new,
often tall, buildings and low-rise historic
buildings has to do with the particular
mechanism of air rights transfers. These
represent a compromise between the interest
in preserving the historic structure and the
constitutional right that ensures that property
owners are not denied a return on their
investment (Tung 2001). This mechanism
allows property owners of historic landmarks
to sell the unused development potential (as
defined in zoning laws) to adjacent or nearby
plots. The transfer of these so-called air rights
(based on the volume able to be built above a
landmarked property) creates New York City’s
unique mixture of new, high-rise and old, low-
rise buildings and helped save structures such
as Grand Central Terminal and, more recently,
the elevated railroad that was turned into the
new High Line park. (Figure 3)

structures are regulated the same way, except that individual landmarks outside of
historic districts can sell the air rights to buildings. (Source: BuroHappold)
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Despite the frequent complaints of developers
and property owners that preservation costs are
stifling economic growth, research has shown
that historic preservation not only has cultural
value, but also has economic value in New York
City. Uplifts in property value and neighborhood
desirability more than offset the costly effort

to restore and retain historical structures (New
York City Independent Budget Office 2003).
Designated historic districts such as Greenwich
Village, Soho, or parts of Tribeca are now some
of the most expensive areas in the city.

Beijing - Saving the Historic Core

Beijing has experienced same rate of
development that New York City has
experienced over the course of a century, in

just under a decade. Perhaps not surprisingly,
the replacement of low-rise structures with

tall buildings has spurred historic preservation
concerns. Beijing’s approach to historic
preservation in the twentieth century was first
influenced by the planning doctrines of the
Soviet Union, which were fundamentally anti-
conservationist. This allowed for the gradual
erosion of city wall, the destruction of numerous
historic assets, as well as zoning for high-

rise development along the broad avenues.
Traditional archways along the city’s roads and
the great gateways to the city were destroyed to
enlarge road networks (Tung 2001). Following
the political break with the Soviet Union, Mao's
Cultural Revolution during the 1960s and 1970s
led to the mass destruction of historical artifacts
—and human lives — and hindered any reform to
support historic preservation.

One could, however, argue that market forces,
in the absence of a communist state, might
have destroyed much more of the historic
fabric much earlier (Abrahamson 2007).
Traditional courtyard houses — known as
"hutongs” - could be adapted to the needs

of the communist proletariat, and therefore
survived. Relatively modest houses were
organized around a single courtyard and
traditionally occupied by merchants or doctors.
Likewise, houses organized around several
courtyards were reserved for the aristocracy.
During the communist era, hutongs could be
easily adapted for mass housing, creating dense
communities where several families shared one
courtyard (Tung 2001) (Figures 4 and 5).

In the 1980s, when China recognized
Beijing as a center for culture and tourism,
appreciation for some historical structures
was developed and landmark conservation
laws were instituted — at least on paper. This
meant height regulations for the Old City of
Beijing, designations of cultural assets such
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Figure 4. The Hutong neighborhood of Old Beijing.
(Source: Geoffrey McKim, flickr)
B4 ZtRBEEEE. R Geoffrey McKim, flickr)
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Figure 5. Stores in the Hutong neighborhood of Old
Beijing. (Source: Geoffrey McKim, flickr)
&5 ZAtREBEINAIES. CRB Geoffrey McKim, flickr)
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as the Forbidden City, the protection of
neighborhood characteristics where intact,
and a mandate to ensure new buildings
integrated with the historic assets and
neighborhoods (Tung 2001). In practice,
however, historic preservation has taken a
backseat to Beijing’s focus on development.

Despite some of these early historic
preservation regulations, hutong
neighborhoods began to disappear in

the 1990s, when China's new open-door
policy started to gain momentum and real
estate speculators saw the potential profit

in redevelopment. This wave of destruction
accelerated in the run-up to the Olympic
Games in 2008 (Krajewska 2009). As urban
land became more valuable, inner-city
neighborhoods were razed entirely and
relocated to suburban greenfield sites,

and in their place, high-rise buildings were
constructed. This had aesthetic consequences
in disrupting the low-rise profile, and also
social ones. As entire hutong neighborhoods
were destroyed, residents were moved to new
buildings at the outskirts of the city, often
breaking up social ties between neighbors.
As living standards for relocated families

have usually improved, residents were not
primarily concerned with the destruction of
the hutongs per se, but with the relocation to
new communities in districts outside of the
Second Ring Road, such as Shunyi, Daxing,

or Chaoyang, which meant much longer
commute times.

By 2005, nearly half of the city's 3,000
hutongs were demolished. It was during this
time that popular criticism became louder
and the government grew more sensitive
towards it (Jacobs 2005). The government
issued a plan designating 25 protected
historic zones in the city center. While some
violations still occur, the pace of demolition
has slowed (Ouroussof 2008). The protection
of hutongs remains controversial, however,
as many of them have been targeted for
luxurious interior renovations that left

little of the original interiors (e.g., western
interiors including hot tubs, bars, garages).
Further, in those neighborhoods where

the traditional architectural features of the
courtyard houses were kept, a tendency
toward “museumification” has taken place.
Dongcheng, northeast of the Forbidden City,
is one such example — where a once vibrant
neighborhood of courtyard houses and
storefronts has turned into rows of storefronts
with shops exclusively catering to tourists
(Jacobs 2005).

While the preservation of these traditional
houses as valuable reflections on Chinese

culture and society has received increasing
attention, the demolition of socialist-style
housing from the 1950s and 1960s has taken
place without much controversy or debate.
These four- and five-story apartment blocks
are a mixture of the modernist housing

seen in other communist countries and the
traditional hutongs, as they are also arranged
around a courtyard (Jacobs 2005). In recent
years, they have been increasingly replaced
by high-rises, raising the question of which
history is worth preservation. While Beijing
does not seem to have an open debate about
the protection of its more recent history, the
issue of “historical censorship” (Ouroussof
2008) is omnipresent in Berlin's approach to
historic preservation.

Berlin - Preserving Socio-Political History

In contrast to New York City and Beijing,
preservation in Berlin is not a clash between
historical buildings and the new skyscrapers
that provide a higher return on investment.
This is because of Berlin's turbulent history
during the twentieth century. After World War
Il and the retaliation against the Nazi regime,
Berlin was characterized by its rubble —“about
twenty percent of Berlin's buildings were
beyond salvage, seventy percent required
varying degrees of rehabilitation, and large
parts of central Berlin were reduced to
skeletal ruins” (Tung 2001: 397). The division
of the city into two zones, one dominated

by the Soviet Union and the other by the
Western Allies during the Cold War, led to two
different approaches to urban development,
also creating a no-man’s land in the form

of the Wall and a large security zone to the
eastern side of it. After the fall of the Wall,
large patches of land became available

for development. The Potsdamer Platz, for
example, was once the core of the city and a
vibrant urban intersection. Destroyed during
the war and divided by the Wall, it provided
the opportunity for building a contemporary
version of an urban hub surrounded by
high-rise development (Figure 6). This does
not mean that high-rise developments are
entirely spared of controversy in Berlin, but at
least — until very recently — they rarely had to
confront preservationists.

Instead, Berlin's debate over historic
preservation is focused around what history
to preserve. Berlin reflects the different “isms”
that dominated the last century. In the early
twentieth century, Berlin was host to the last
Prussian ruler, who abdicated after losing
the Great War. After a failed new repubilic,
Berlin became the center of Nazism, causing
terror throughout Europe and unleashing
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Figure 6. Once Berlin's urban core, Potsdamer Platz, destroyed during World War Il and divided by the Wall, provided Berlin with development opportunities that did not have to

confront historical buildings. (Source (from left to right): Waldemar Titzenthaler, Robert Fenstermacher, Michael J. Zirbes)

Ee. BB, BEMMMTmRL, THIMEREKERRS, BES—E BARIARNNSMABRMHIET RS MO EENFLNER. KR (WNEEIE)

Waldemar Titzenthaler, Robert Fenstermacher, Michael J. Zirbes)

Figure 7. From the Prussian City Palace to the Palace of the Republic, back to a partial reconstruction of the City Palace. (Source (from left to right): unknown author, Istvan, flickr,

Szczecinolog)
E7. NESLEIHNESHIMENEH =R

retribution in the form of devastation (Ladd
1998). During the Cold War, Berlin was at the
forefront of the ideological clash between
capitalism and communism. This clash had
deep consequences for the way historic
preservation was approached and remains

a controversial topic to this day. After
reunification, references to the communist
regime of East Germany, such as statues of
Lenin, were rapidly removed from the urban
fabric and many former East Berliners felt that
their contribution to the city was increasingly
erased by “arrogant Wessies [West Germans]
acting in the manner of a conquering power”
(Maiershofer 1998: 2).

This clash between the West and the East

is most pronounced in the debate around
Berlin’s City Palace. Once the winter residence
of the Kings of Prussia, it was heavily damaged
by the Allied bombing in World War II. Rather
than restore it, it was demolished in 1950 by
German Democratic authorities. On its site,
the Communist regime built the Palace of the
Republic, which for many East Berliners, is an
important historic symbol of growing up in
East Berlin. After reunification, asbestos was
detected on the site, and while Berlin’s city
government completed a lengthy process of
removing it, the federal government decided
in 2003 to just demolish the building and
leave the site as parkland. After a long-running
debate, a group of private lobbyists led by

BoER. KR (WNEEAR)

an aristocrat and businessman gained the
legislative support of the federal government
to undertake a partial rebuilding of the
Prussian Palace. The privately funded project is
currently under construction (Figure 7).

Berlin has a complex framework for
historic preservation, and as the example
of the City Palace shows, it is not always
solely controlled by the city government.
Landmarks are designated, researched,
and inventoried by the city’s historic
preservation agency that also provides
funding for the restoration and
modernization of designated buildings,
gardens, and ground (in Berlin, much history
is called out on the ground, the ruins of
fortifications for example). Agencies at the
district level adjudicate, in collaboration
with the city’s historic preservation agency,
applications for changes to any landmarks.
In contrast to New York City, historic
districts are not protected the same way
as individual or ensembles of landmarks.
Instead, property owners in designated
historic districts receive subsidies from a
federally- and city-sponsored program to
modernize and retain historical districts
instead of demolishing them.

When the program was launched in 1991, it
predominantly focused on the renovation
of 19th century tenement houses in East

KA, Istvan, flickr, Szczecinolog)
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Figure 8. Chamissoplatz: 19th century buildings that have been modernized with state-subsidies to create vibrant urban

neighborhoods. (Source: Sabina Uffer)

8. Chamissoplatz: 19HEAZRIEFINGABNEE TS EMI I LABNL KSR THINEN. KR

Sabina Uffer)

Berlin, which were deemed from a capitalist
era and therefore left to decay during the
communist regime. In West Berlin, earlier
programs allowed property owners to
renovate and modernize their houses before
reunification. Today, the program focuses
less on the maintenance of the historic
urban fabric, but on the provision of social
infrastructure and a good public realm.
While the program provided minimal
oversight of the renovation (developers
did not have to undergo a strict planning
application process), it generally helped
protect neighborhoods that have a
significant historical character (Figure

8). These properties are now the most
valuable and highly sought after residential
buildings in the city, similar to the historic
districts in New York.

As in New York City, the renovation of these
historic neighborhoods has in many cases
led to gentrification, and consequently,

these properties are becoming increasingly
unaffordable for many Berliners. While Berlin’s
extensive rent regulation has prevented some
of the social displacement seen in other
cities, the city has put further mechanisms

in place to allow locally-based authorities to
designate districts as “milieu protection areas”
whereas developers are required to apply for
planning permission for any modernization
of buildings. This gave districts some power
to moderate any unnecessary luxurious
upgrading of buildings and, with it, the
displacement of existing communities.

Lessons Learned: The Compatibility of
Preservation and Development

The approach to historic preservation in each
of the three cities discussed here is worth

a paper of its own, if not an entire book.
Nevertheless, the short overview of historic
preservation in the wake of development
pressures in each city provides a few

lessons that might be of interest to cities

and developers that try to strike a balance
between preservation and development.

Most people agree that the preservation

of buildings, monuments, and districts that
have significant historical and cultural value is
worthwhile. The charm of old neighborhoods
and historical artifacts significantly contribute
to a city’s attraction — for tourists and residents
alike. Beyond the cultural and historical value,
it becomes increasingly apparent that historic
preservation also creates economic value.

Not only can property owners of designated
buildings generally charge their tenants
higher rents, it also increases tourism and the
indirect economic benefit that comes with

it. In all three cities, this has put pressures on
lower-income residents and shop-owners that
are not able to keep up with the increasing
rents. In the wake of affordable housing
shortages in these cities, it is worthwhile to
also think of mechanisms which can protect
those tenants.

Historic preservation does, however, need
to be flexible enough to allow for growth.
A city cannot be fixed in time, otherwise it
becomes a museum where nobody wants
to work or live. Neighborhoods need to be
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able to evolve to remain vibrant, and this
often includes mixing the old urban fabric
with newer and sometimes taller buildings.
Regulatory frameworks that include “a

carrot and stick”approach can help strike

the balance between preservation and
development. The renovation of historical
buildings can be costly, so property owners
should be incentivized to renovate old, and in
some cases, decaying buildings. At the same
time, the regulatory oversight of an expert
committee helps ensure that the character

of a building or neighborhood remains
intact. Rules, however, need to be clear and
transparent — and not able to be twisted by
vested interests. This also means that any
approach to historic preservation requires
openness to debate about what to preserve —
including newer, taller structures.
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