
VISION
The Buffalo SkyBeach is a major new 
investment in downtown waterfront Buffalo 
and represents a new paradigm of the post-
industrial transformation of city infrastructure. 
This investment will put Buffalo on the map as 
a tourist destination, and act as a magnet, 
encouraging tourists at the nearby Niagara 
Falls to visit the city during every season. This 
exciting year-round venue will also provide a 
strong boost to tourism from nearby Toronto, 
and will give the ‘snowbirds,’ who traditionally 
fly south for the winter, a slice of Miami Beach in 
Buffalo as a convenient alternative destination.

This ambitious project will have significant 
social and economic impact on the local area. 
It will act as a catalyst for the wider economic 
regeneration of downtown and waterfront 
Buffalo, providing increased footfall, tourist, and 
overnight spending, as well as providing an all-
season destination to allow Canalside’s vibrant 
cultural programming to extend into the winter 
months. The success of Buffalo SkyBeach will 
have a multiplier effect on nearby investment 
projects and will become an anchor of the wider 
cultural and economic ecosystem. 

BUFFALO SKYBEACH
REINVENTING A LEGACY 
INFRASTRUCTURE

TRANSPORTATION STRATEGY
The Skyway is a piece of legacy infrastructure 
that is no longer appropriate to the waterfront 
and downtown Buffalo. The SkyBeach Project 
reinvents this iconic structure as a world-
class amenity space, while reconfiguring an 
appropriate transport infrastructure for growth 
into the 21st century. With the removal of the 
Skyway, Fuhrmann Boulevard is transformed into 
a new form of multimodal corridor following the 
existing right-of-way. It will host an extension 
of Buffalo’s light rail corridor and generous new 
cycling lanes and sidewalks, enabling efficient 
and pleasant access to the harbor areas and 
beyond. By engaging the city’s communities 
and stakeholders in a conversation about the 
future of Buffalo’s roadways, we hope to move 
toward an integrated transportation system 
that improves health, safety and quality of life 
for everyone. 

CAN THE SKYBEACH PROVIDE A TROPICAL 
DESTINATION IN THE HEART OF BUFFALO?

BUFFALO’S WATERFRONT IS 
UNDERGOING A REBIRTH,

 BUT THE CITY IS FRIGID IN THE 
WINTER MONTHS

CAN WE TURN THE SKYWAY 
INTO A UNIQUE DESTINATION, 
A SLICE OF MIAMI BEACH IN 

BUFFALO?
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stunning views across downtown Buffalo and 
Lake Erie. In addition, the SkyBeach supports 
large flexible public spaces that can host local 
markets or festivals throughout the seasons.

The SkyBeach hosts a wide variety of 
sporting and recreational activities such as 
a beach and swimming lagoon, rock climbing, 
saunas, ziplining through the jungle canopy, 
an adventure playground, and even bungee 
jumping. These diverse and varied programming 
possibilities makes it an exciting destination 
for people of all ages, and a perfect escape 
for families during the depths of winter. The 
space can also be reprogrammed to hold annual 
events ranging from Christmas markets and 

concerts, right through to sports days for local 
schools. We would also embrace existing local 
events, such as Buffalo’s annual SkyRide event 
and fund raiser, allowing thousands of cyclists 
to experience the scenic views of downtown 
Buffalo and the waterfront from the 100-foot-
high Skyway, further developing a longstanding 
engagement with the Skyway as a place for 
recreation and community-building. 

The SkyBeach provides a dramatic and instantly 
recognizable backdrop to the Buffalo waterfront, 
and will help to shape the image of the city as 
both a regional and national destination.

PLAYGROUND
A half-mile of the iconic Skyway is reinvented 
as a ‘slice of Miami Beach’ floating above 
Buffalo. This SkyBeach would be a linear dome, a 
programmable civic space full of tropical plants, 
beaches, recreation, art, and cafes, all enabled 
by sustainable technology.

The SkyBeach becomes a true public space, open 
to local residents free of charge all year round. 
Diverse programming through the winter months 
enables the civic life of Buffalo to take place out 
of doors even while outside air temperatures 
drop below freezing. The SkyBeach hosts a 
wide variety of cafes, bars and restaurants set 
under palm trees on a tropical beach front with 
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TECHNOLOGY
Modern technology allows us to control our 
climate and to create comfortable interior 
conditions regardless of the weather or season. 
Buckminster Fuller’s dream of creating a 
geodesic dome covering downtown Manhattan 
to to regulate climatic conditions has already 
been realized on a smaller scale through 
developments such as the Eden Project in the 
UK, while the Four Seasons Pavilion in Milan 
illustrates the potential for creating radically 
different seasons within a controlled internal 
space.

For the Buffalo Skybeach we propose using 
a modular operable ETFE skin to form a linear, 
climate controlled dome, capable of sustaining 
tropical trees and planting. 

The modular structural skin is composed of 
fixed and operable ETFE pillows. These pillows 
are highly insulating and act as a greenhouse, 
helping to trap the sun’s heat and maintain a 
tropical climate within the domes. The project 
utilizes efficient energy management systems; 
greenhouse insulation, photovoltaic cells, 
accumulators and heat pumps in order to achieve 
highly effective climate control strategies 
and recreate a tropical beach environment in 
Buffalo.
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COSTS & REVENUES

OVERVIEW
Across the country, major public open space 
and cultural projects have been increasingly 
successful in attracting private funding to 
help sustain their initial capital and ongoing 
operational costs. Throughout all these cases, 
however, public money is required to leverage 
private investment. How and when public 
vs.private money is applied to a project varies 
by project and by location. New York City has, on 
multiple projects at this point, allocated virtually 
all public dollars to capital costs and all private 
to operating. In other jurisdictions, however, it 
has been easier to identify philanthropic capital 

dollars, and allocate operating responsibility 
to the public sector.  Still other jurisdictions 
have developed complex, mixed sources of both 
capital and operating funding.  
 
Regardless, all of these projects have had to 
grapple with the following challenges: 
Capital dollars tend to be easier to raise than 
operating. Therefore, for budgeting purposes, 
flexible dollars should be allocated to operating 
costs; and
Over the first generation of a project’s useful 
life, operating costs are likely to equal or exceed 
initial capital costs (on a net present value 

CAPEX for new SkyBeach
1. Modular Enclosure; ETFE skin (fixed and operable) 

500,000sq ft
$102.5m

2. Planting, Landscaping & Water Features 
180,000sq ft

$19.8m

3. MEP for Biosphere including sustainable 
technologies

$36m

4. Pedestrian access stairs / elevators $10m
5. New residential building 115,000 sq ft $40,25m
6. New spiral ramp to access canalside and 

downtown Buffalo
$10m

7. Cable lifts to riverside $6m
Total Construction Cost $224.55m

CAPEX for Upgrades to Transportation Infrastructure
1. Upgrading Fuhrmann Boulevard to a new multi-

modal transportation corridor
$75.6m

2. Construction of a new lift bridge at Erie St $26.25m
Total Construction Cost $101.85m

CAPEX TOTAL $326.4m

basis).

Determining the most plausible mix of sources of 
funding for this project will be a complex, multi-
year endeavor. For purposes of this submission, 
we assume that capital dollars will be primarily 
public and can be allocated from various sources 
of major infrastructure funding, and that the 
challenge is to identify alternative sources of 
operating funding, including earned income, 
value capture, and contributed income, which 
collectively cover operating costs.  We believe 
our proposal can operate at break-even without 
recourse to public operating subsidy. 

For this major infrastructure project we have 
calculated that the costs are likely to be in the 
range of $230m for capital construction, and 
we have estimated a figure of $25m for annual 
operating and maintenance costs. 

While a more detailed feasibility study is 
required, our preliminary analysis has indicated 
that this project is both financially achievable 
and sustainable. With our calculated revenue-
generating model, we estimate a healthy 
operating profit enabling the project to be self-
sufficient and exist without additional public 
subsidy in the years to come. In addition, the 
project will bring a wide range of benefits to 
the local area, sparking new life and economic 
activity along the waterfront, and acting as a 
catalyst in the long term transformation and 
revitalization of Buffalo. 

CAPITAL FUNDING
As discussed previously, the project’s 
required capital funding would most likely be 
predominantly raised through public investment 
funding. The project could be classified as a 
New York State Park and, as such, financed 
through the Buffalo Billion program to pay for 
initial capital costs. Additional revenue sources 
include funds for the Improvement of State 
Parks from New York Works, and Brownfield 
Restoration funding.

As the project shows significant potential for 
profit generation, there is also scope to explore 
opportunities for private investment to cover a 
portion of the capital costs.

Corporate and private philanthropy will also be 
a key component of this project’s financing. 
Our team’s fundraising and outreach efforts 
would include the following philanthropic 
organizations, who have a longstanding 
commitment to improving Buffalo and Western 
New York, with focus areas in parks and open 
spaces and arts and culture. 

OPERATING EXPENDITURE
We have taken a figure of slightly over double 
the annual operating expenditure for the New 
York Highline as a base estimate for the annual 
OPEX for the Buffalo SkyBeach. This figure of 
around $25m comprises Routine O&M, Capital 
maintenance, Programming & Overhead costs.

REVENUE GENERATION
Is there a market for the SkyBeach? Consider 
the number of people who travel from the 
Buffalo region to Florida every winter to escape 
the cold. The US Bureau of Transportation 
Statistics reports that annually 227,000 people 
fly from Buffalo to Orlando and another 110,000 
fly to Fort Lauderdale. What if a percentage of 
them chose to vacation in the heart of Buffalo? 
The SkyBeach is conveniently located close to 
home and does not require a long and expensive 
journey to reach your destination.

Similarly, there are huge number of national 
and international tourists (circa 30m) who 
visit Niagara Falls every year but don’t spend 
very long in the region. What if we created a 
destination that could keep tourists (and their 
spending power) here for an additional few 
days?

Thirdly, despite Buffalo’s love for cold-weather 
recreation, the city experiences a bit of a lull 
during the long winter months. To address this 
we imagine creating a new kind of destination 
for the city: beaches, water, restaurants, and 
other attractions suspended 100 feet in the air 
with stunning views across the city. The Skyway 
is already an iconic part of the city’s fabric, 
and we propose repurposing and building upon 
this rich built heritage. The SkyBeach quite 
literally spans between Canalside and the Outer 
Harbor, providing a key connector between the 
vibrant activities of the downtown and the new 
development quarter along the waterfront.

The concrete opportunities for revenue 
generation fall under three broad categories; 
earned income, value capture and contributive 
income.

Earned income covers entry ticket sales, 
ground rent for cafes, bars, restaurants and 
other concessions within the Skyway Beach 
complex, and space rental income for festivals 
and events.

Value capture refers to the ability to generate 
revenue through the increase in local land 
values and development potential of land 
adjacent to the Skyway Beach and Fuhrmann 
Boulevard. Revenues from this added value can 
be realized through increased Land Value Tax 
take and through a possible designation of a 
Special Assessment District.

Contributive income relates to money raised 
through local groups such as the chamber of 
commerce alongside private philanthropic 
donations. 

TRANSPORTATION FUNDING
This project’s transportation strategy involves 
removing the Skyway from the transport 
network and using a variety of methods both to 
reduce overall car miles and to incorporate the 
displaced traffic into a multimodal transport 
corridor along Fuhrmann Boulevard. 

The base cost estimate for this intervention 
comes from Scenario 1 of the 2019 Skyway 
Traffic Scenario Analysis which quotes a figure 
of $1b for the road improvements required to 
offset the removal of the Skyway.

With the advent of self-driving cars and 
increasing prominence of micro-mobility 
solutions in urban environments, we believe 
that we are moving into a future where upgrading 
to larger, higher capacity roads is no longer the 
answer. Instead, the future is smart, networked 
and multimodal. 

In the Skyway Beach scheme, we propose 
to reallocate this $1b funding to invest in a 
multimodal transport corridor comprising an 
extension of the Buffalo Metro Rail to Lackawana 
along with provision of dedicated bike lanes 
and a pedestrian route along Fuhrmann 
Boulevard. These interventions have the dual 
aim of reducing overall car miles by providing 
attractive, future-proofed alternatives, and of 
activating and adding value to the land property 
along the outer harbor.

Earned Income
1. 30m tourists visit Niagara Falls each year. If we 

can attract 10% to visit the Buffalo Skyway 
Beach that is 3m visitors @ $15pp

$45m

2. Day trips from Toronto (pop. 6m) and regional 
tourism. 150,000 visitors annually @ $15pp

$2.25m

3. Free entry for local Buffalo Residents -
4. 1m package deals including boat to Niagara Falls. 

$5pp margin
$5m

5. Food and beverage average spend $10pp x 3.2m 
= $32m turnover. Rent calculated at 5% of 
turnover

$1.6m

6. Sports and activities average spend $5pp x 
3.2m = $16m turnover. Rent calculated at 5% of 
turnover

$0.8m

Total Annual Earned Income $54.65m
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CONTEXT
The Buffalo Skyway Corridor was first conceived 
as a high-capacity freight route along Buffalo’s 
waterfront, further enhancing Buffalo’s role 
as a major gateway for commerce and travel 
across the Canada–United States border. 
Today, however, the Skyway has become a 
physical barrier to the city’s riverfront and new 
development opportunities.
 
Built to efficiently move industrial truck traffic 
throughout the region, the Skyway, at peak 
operation, carried approximately 40,000 vehicles 
per day. Most of these vehicles exited the highway 
in the downtown area, increasing congestion in 
this part of the city and compromising efforts 
to create a more comfortable and high-quality 
urban environment. This had knock-on effects 
of the economic growth of the city.
 
The steady decline of the local manufacturing 

industry in Buffalo has rendered the Skyway’s 
main purpose obsolete. However the induced 
demand generated through this legacy 
infrastructure requires careful management 
to avoid solutions that could compromise the 
operation of the wider road network or increase 
traffic at either a local or a regional level.
 
The modeled Scenario 1 results for 2050 
demonstrate that the removal of the expressway 
without any associated mitigation measures 
will lead to approximately 10% to 20% increase 
in traffic demands along the outer interstate 
corridors I-90 and I-190. Our strategy is to 
redistribute that demand by creating a multi-
modal boulevard within the right-of-way of the 
existing elevated expressway. This pleasant 
multi-modal boulevard will be connected to the 
downtown by a new lift bridge along Erie Str and 
will accommodate an extension of the existing 
LRT line, alongside car, bike and pedestrian 
lanes.
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ANALYSIS
Our initial isochrone analysis shows that the 
extension of the Metro Rail will increase overall 
accessibility of Buffalo’s downtown area by 
providing a valid alternative to the highway 
system. The creation of a new Park & Ride facility 
on the southern area of the Outer Harbor will 
allow people en route to the CBD to switch to 
transit before arriving to the denser and more 
congested areas of the city. A new consolidation 
center located south of the Outer Harbor will 
intercept HGV traffic and redistribute it among 
smaller, more sustainable vehicles, ultimately 
reducing impact on the downtown area and 
improving road safety and comfort. In addition, 
the multimodal boulevard will be integrated 
with a parallel water transportation system 
consisting of small on-demand electric boats 
and high-capacity water taxis to connect 
the area to other local neighborhoods, and 
other important destinations along the lakes 
including the Niagara Waterfalls and the City of 
Cleveland.
 
The upgrades to this transportation link will 
encourage the development of new businesses 

and activities along the waterfront. The success 
of these new development is directly related to 
the degree of accessibility: the new boulevard 
will provide excellent links to the central CBD and 
the wider metropolitan region. The multimodal 
boulevard will promote walking and cycling as 
the primary mode of transportation, allowing 
for active frontages and liveable streets and 
creating a virtuous cycle that will attract new 
investments in the area.
 
Our proposal, while bold and innovative, strikes 
a careful balance between planning for the 
coming changes in transport and mobility, while 
acknowledging and mitigating as many of the 
risk factors as possible. Based on our initial 
assessment, the measures mentioned above 
can mitigate the impact of the removal of the 
Skyway at a cost significantly lower than the 
$1.3 billion highway improvements referenced 
in Modeled Scenario 1. In addition our strategy 
will generate additional long-term benefits 
including improved air-quality, increased safety 
and the creation of healthy, livable communities 
along the Outer Harbor

CONNECTIVITY
The new multimodal transport corridor connects 
a series of recreational and development plots 
into the urban transport infrastructure. This 
connectivity acts as a driver for investment 
and development, and allows the Outer Harbour 
waterfront to develop to its full potential. 
Visitors can choose from a variety of transport 
options to reach the parks and recreational 
areas on Lake Erie reducing vehicle miles 
travelled while opening up opportunities for 
cycling, jogging and walking along this fantastic 
piece of currently underutilized amenity land. 

INCREASED CONNECTIVITY AND REDUCED 
TRAVEL TIMES TO DOWNTOWN BUFFALO

A MULTIMODAL TRANSPORT SPINE ALONG 
FUHRMANN BOULEVARD

A CATALYST FOR NEW DEVELOPMENT ALONG 
THE WATERFRONT
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