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On October 23, 2013 the Greater New York Construction User Council (GNYCUC) held a panel entitled, 

Going Higher: The Quest to Dominate the NYC Skyline. John E. Osborn, Esq., General Counsel to the 

GNYCUC, introduced the program, which explored the ability of developers to maintain relevance in 

New York City - one of the most competitive real estate markets.  The program examined both new 

construction and the renovation of older buildings.  

 

The panel, held at 7 World Trade Center, amid the backdrop of the ongoing construction, was moderated 

by the dynamic Hugh Hardy, Founding Partner, H3 Hardy Collaboration Architecture, with panelists: 

Michael Samuelian, Vice President, Related Companies; Janno Lieber, President, World Trade Center 

Properties, LLC; and Tom Durels, Executive Vice President & Chief of Property Operations and Leasing, 

Empire State Realty Trust.    

 

Mr. Hardy’s introduction served as the jumping off point for the morning, he spoke with a depth of 

understanding and contagious enthusiasm. In a city known for its density, finding space often means high 

rise and mixed use buildings. Mr. Hardy noted the current obsession to attain the tallest possible building 

via “the needle”, may miss the point when it comes to the best form of urban planning.  Mr. Hardy opined 

that instead the better focus may be on what is going on at street level.  If that were done, the greater 

emphasis would then be  placed on issues such as transportation, public parks and sitting areas, and the 

relationship between new and old buildings.  

 

The three panelists provided an array of insight, ranging from upgrading one of the most iconic historic 

buildings in the city to the efforts that go into building a new skyscraper from the ground up. The first 

speaker of the morning, Mr. Samuelian, is responsible for the urban planning, architectural design, 

marketing and public approval of the Hudson Yards project, a multi-billion dollar mixed-use development 



project covering 13 million square feet in a space connecting the Hell’s Kitchen and Chelsea 

neighborhoods. 

 

Hudson Yards as a mixed-use development and its affect on the NYC skyline In his discussion, Mr. 

Samuelian mentioned the desire to retain local architects in an effort to make this a truly New York City-

centric project. Kohn Pedersen Fox was enlisted to build its first skyscraper in New York City in 20 years 

bringing with it an expertise gained from numerous projects abroad. A focal point of the project is that it 

is a mixed-use development. In an effort to cut down on possible future conflicts, Related retained their 

own team of experts on staff, which allowed them to work through possible conflicts internally before 

they may arise in an uncontrolled setting. The mixed-use aspects have made this a desired development, 

and a number of floors are already leased (Coach has already signed on as an anchor tenant).  

 

Throughout the presentation, Mr. Samuelian impressed upon the audience the importance of this project’s 

connection to the neighborhood communities in which they are building, “this is not just a construction 

project, but a way to unite the neighborhoods of Chelsea and Hell’s Kitchen,” he stated. Mr. Samuelian 

added that there has been little pushback from the community as the site had previously been a parking lot 

with little value to the surrounding neighborhood.  

 

The New World Trade Center The second panelist of the morning, Mr. Lieber, is in charge of managing 

all aspects in Silverstein’s efforts to rebuild the World Trade Center site. The World Trade Center project 

brings with it a strong history, however, unlike the Hudson Yards development; this is not an entirely new 

project. Mr. Lieber explained that this project is providing a second chance to build New York and will 

provide his company the opportunity to make the legacy what they would like it to be.  

 

The goal, in rebuilding the World Trade Center, is to connect the new development to the immediately 

surrounding neighborhood and the entire city by creating parks and expanding transit. Since 9/11 

downtown has seen an incredible amount of growth:  the population has doubled while the number of 

hotels has tripled. Mr. Lieber explained the dynamic mixed-use building concept used downtown, which 

allows activity to take place on multiple levels. He noted that the buildings are being developed to make 

money, “The essence of our economy is in brain power, we need to keep it here and maybe the 

skyscrapers could be it”.  

 

Maintaining Relevance In contrast to the previous speakers, the third panelist, Mr. Durels, is not in the 

process of developing a new building. Mr. Durels’ interest in the potential of skyscrapers is directed 

toward keeping the Empire State Building competitive. The history of the building provides a sort of 

intrigue and romance to the younger generations he is courting to rent the space. As a measure to increase 

worker productivity, the Empire State Building recently created a corporate campus within the building, 

opening a gym and restaurant for tenants only. Adding such amenities and upgrades have proven to be  

successful, to the extent that the Empire State Building counts the quickly growing, work media website, 

LinkedIn, as one of its tenants.   

 

 

 

 

 


