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Proposed Empire Station Complex Project 
Alternatives Analysis for the Hotel Pennsylvania Building 

401 Seventh Avenue, New York, NY 
January 20, 2021 

A. INTRODUCTION 

In January 2020, Governor Andrew M. Cuomo announced the Empire Station Complex project 
among his State of the State initiatives, establishing the proposed blueprint for an integrated public 
transportation complex to revitalize the Penn Station area and give New York City the world-class 
intercity transportation hub it deserves. The first step in realizing this vision is the recently 
completed Moynihan Train Hall, breathing new life into the historic Farley Post Office, 
transforming it into an iconic, state-of-the-art infrastructure gateway for the National Railroad 
Passenger Corporation d/b/a Amtrak (Amtrak) and the Long Island Rail Road (LIRR). The other 
components of the Governor’s vision include a reimagined and expanded Penn Station, currently 
being planned by the Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA) in conjunction with Amtrak 
and New Jersey Transit (NJT), which would, among other things, modernize the facility and 
significantly increase its track and platform capacity.  

The relocation of Amtrak’s operations to Moynihan Train Hall provides the opportunity to 
overhaul Penn Station, including opening up its confined concourses and creating bold new 
entrances, inviting in natural light, improving retail and other user amenities, increasing safety and 
security, consolidating support functions, rationalizing pedestrian flows, and making it easier for 
passengers to navigate within the station as well as connect to their destinations beyond. The 
railroads are also undertaking planning for the proposed southward expansion of Penn Station into 
Block 780, and parts of Blocks 754 and 806, to accommodate up to nine additional tracks and five 
new platforms. Both the reconstruction and expansion of Penn Station are essential infrastructure 
projects for the future of New York, long talked about but finally achievable under the leadership 
of Governor Cuomo.  

The Proposed Project, a comprehensive redevelopment initiative to create a revitalized, transit-
oriented commercial district centered on Penn Station, is critical to fulfilling the Empire Station 
Complex vision. The Proposed Project would address substandard and insanitary conditions in the 
Project Area (as defined below) by facilitating redevelopment to create a cohesive, transit-oriented 
commercial district and would introduce much-needed public transportation and public realm 
improvements in the area. Specifically, the Proposed Project would result in the development of 
ten new buildings on eight development sites in the Project Area (Sites 1 through 8, see Figure 
1). The Proposed Project’s new developments would incorporate new onsite entrances and access 
ways to Penn Station and public transit. It would revitalize the Project Area by, among other 
things, introducing public realm improvements to address pedestrian, bicycle, and vehicular 
circulation and enhance the surrounding streetscape.  
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The Proposed Project would also support the reconstruction and expansion of Penn Station, which 
would be accomplished through separate but related projects that would be undertaken by one or 
more of the involved railroads (MTA, Amtrak, and/or NJT). Commercial development facilitated 
by the Proposed Project would generate essential revenue for substantial improvements at Penn 
Station, subway stations and other transit facilities in the Project Area, as well as the proposed 
expansion of Penn Station. The Proposed Project would accommodate the proposed expansion of 
Penn Station into the blocks south of the existing station (Sites 1, 2, and 3) to allow for the creation 
of new, below-grade tracks and platforms, significantly increasing the station’s capacity. The 
additional rail infrastructure would be built beneath three of the proposed development sites, and 
the Proposed Project’s approvals would require that the commercial development accommodate 
the proposed expansion at these sites and beneath adjoining streets. The design, construction, and 
operation of an expanded Penn Station would be assumed by one or more of the involved public 
transportation entities: MTA, Amtrak, and/or NJT. The specific assignment of responsibilities for 
those tasks is the subject of ongoing collaboration and planning among MTA, Amtrak, and NJT.  

The area of the Proposed Project is generally bounded by Sixth and Ninth Avenues to the east and 
west, and by West 30th and West 34th Streets to the south and north in Midtown Manhattan, 
Community Districts 4 and 5 (the Project Area). The Project Area includes all or portions of nine 
Manhattan tax blocks—Blocks 754, 755, 780, 781, 783, 806, 807, 808, and 809—that encompass 
Penn Station, Madison Square Garden (MSG), Moynihan Train Hall (see Figure 1), and 
surrounding blocks. However, the Proposed Project would not result in any new commercial 
buildings at the existing Penn Station, MSG, or Moynihan Train Hall.  

To allow for the implementation of the Proposed Project, ESD is proposing to seek its Directors’ 
approval of a General Project Plan (GPP) that would, among other things, authorize ESD to 
override certain provisions of the New York City Zoning Resolution and other local laws, as 
applicable, in accordance with the New York State Urban Development Corporation Act (the UDC 
Act).  

Although the sites where a proposed expansion of Penn Station would be located are included 
within ESD’s GPP boundaries, the siting, planning, property acquisition, and construction of the 
Penn Station expansion on Sites 1, 2, and 3 would be subject to separate actions and approvals by 
and for the involved public transportation agencies and would be subject to environmental review 
under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and Section 106 of the National Historic 
Preservation Act (Section 106). There are no historic resources on Site 1, and alternatives that 
would avoid or minimize adverse impacts to the historic resources on Sites 2 and 3 would be 
explored pursuant to the NEPA review and Section 106 process. The development of Sites 4, 5, 
6, 7, and 8 within the GPP boundaries are subject to review under Section 14.09 of the New York 
State Historic Preservation Act.  

There are no historic resources located on Sites 4, 5, 6, and 8. Site 7 is located on the western half 
of Block 808, which is bounded by West 33rd and West 32nd Streets and Sixth and Seventh 
Avenues. The site is privately owned by affiliates of Vornado Realty Trust (Vornado) and is 
occupied by the Hotel Pennsylvania building. The hotel on the premises closed in March 2020. 

The New York State Office of Parks, Recreation, and Historic Preservation has determined that 
the Hotel Pennsylvania building is eligible for listing on the State and National Registers of 
Historic Places (S/NR-eligible). It is anticipated that Vornado would demolish the Hotel 
Pennsylvania building and construct an office building at that location even if the Proposed Project 
does not proceed, as had been previously approved by New York City through the Uniform Land 
Use Review Procedure. Nevertheless, because the removal of the S/NR-eligible Hotel 
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Pennsylvania building would constitute a significant adverse impact to this architectural resource, 
ESD and Vornado have evaluated the potential for retaining and reusing the existing Hotel 
Pennsylvania building in conjunction with the Proposed Project.  

The analysis described below sets forth the alternatives that were considered including those that 
seek to avoid and minimize impacts to the Hotel Pennsylvania building. The following analysis 
concludes that it is not feasible to retain and reuse the Hotel Pennsylvania building as part of the 
Proposed Project.1 

B. PROJECT PURPOSE AND NEED 

The primary purpose of the Proposed Project is to transform a substandard and insanitary area in 
and around Penn Station into a revitalized, transit-oriented commercial district. The Proposed 
Project would generate revenue to help fund improvements to Penn Station and support economic 
growth in New York City and the region by providing substantial new high-density commercial 
development proximate to Penn Station and public transportation and public realm improvements 
to the area. In addition, the Proposed Project would support the improvement and expansion of 
Penn Station.  

The following section describes the challenges facing the Penn Station area and Penn Station itself 
and provides more detail on the goals and objectives of the Proposed Project. 

THE PENN STATION AREA 

Despite its adjacency to the busiest transit hub in North America, commercial office development 
in the vicinity of Penn Station has been limited by overburdened and degraded transit 
infrastructure, aging building stock, and poor pedestrian circulation. The last major building in the 
Project Area (1 Penn Plaza) was constructed almost 50 years ago (1970–1972). Aside from the 
recent ESD-led transformation of the underutilized Farley Building into the Moynihan Train Hall 
and new commercial development, the neighborhood immediately surrounding Penn Station is 
characterized by outmoded office buildings, bland nondescript retail offerings, congested 
sidewalks, and limited publicly accessible open space. Yet the Project Area provides a significant 
opportunity for sustainable growth in New York City due to its unmatched access to the region’s 
rail and transit network with the potential for future development to incorporate sustainable, 
resilient, and energy-efficient infrastructure.  

The Project Area is one of the most transit-rich areas in the City, but the public realm, both above- 
and below-grade, is substandard and deters redevelopment. The subway stations that serve Penn 
Station along Sixth, Seventh, and Eighth Avenues are collectively the busiest subway stations in 
the City, with nearly 300,000 riders on an average weekday in 2019.  Entrances are often difficult 
to locate, with small, inconspicuous entryways. Below-grade, subway infrastructure is 
overburdened with narrow stairs and corridors, crowded platforms, and poor accessibility. Above-
grade, public realm spaces, including sidewalks and pedestrian circulation spaces, are 
overcrowded, and sidewalk widths are too narrow to accommodate the high volume of pedestrians 
in the area. 

                                                      
1 Alternatives analysis for the adverse impacts resulting from the removal of S/NR-eligible properties on 

Sites 2 and 3 would be prepared separately pursuant to the Section 106 review for the proposed expansion 
of Penn Station. 
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PENN STATION  

Penn Station is located at the center of the Project Area. The combination of the low-cost 
construction redesign in the 1960s, inadequate investment in the station over time, and a steady 
rise in ridership has strained the station’s infrastructure and systems and degraded the user 
experience. Almost 60 years after the demolition and underground reconstruction of Penn Station, 
the facility is substandard, poorly configured, and in dire need of major investment to maintain 
operations, renew its infrastructure, improve its revenue stream, and re-establish itself as the 
premier rail transportation center in the region. A substantially improved Penn Station, along with 
the recently completed Moynihan Train Hall across Eighth Avenue, would anchor the economic 
revival of the surrounding area.  

Nearly 600,000 trips are navigated through Penn Station’s narrow underground corridors (more 
than three times the number of daily trips in the 1960s), which are devoid of natural light, 
consistent wayfinding, or sufficient waiting areas.  

MTA, in collaboration with Amtrak and NJT, is conducting a comprehensive study of the existing 
conditions at Penn Station as part of the Penn Station Master Plan. The Penn Station Master Plan’s 
preliminary findings indicate that commuters experience congested platforms and concourse 
levels, poor pedestrian accessibility (entrance and egress points are particularly difficult for 
persons with mobility issues to navigate), a lack of sufficient passenger waiting and overflow 
space, and a lack of sufficient public restroom facilities. The overall customer experience is 
universally perceived as very poor, particularly on the lower level, due to low ceiling heights, 
narrow corridors and concourses, poor lighting, and outdated and inadequate wayfinding and 
passenger information systems.  

Furthermore, robust growth in ridership into Penn Station is projected in the future as rail service 
is expanded and the population in the LIRR, NJT, Amtrak, and Metro-North service areas 
continues to grow. Penn Station train operations are currently at or near capacity, constrained by 
the number of tracks and platforms in the station and by the condition and capacity of the North 
(Hudson) River and East River Tunnels that serve it. Ridership through Penn Station, though 
impacted in the short term by the COVID-19 pandemic, is projected to continue to increase as 
service is expanded and the population in the LIRR, NJT, Amtrak, and Metro-North service areas 
continues to grow. Responding to this growing need, Amtrak, NJT, MTA, and New York State 
are planning and implementing extensive investments to alleviate these constraints, expand 
service, and extend existing service to new locations. 

Although recent initiatives like the new Moynihan Train Hall and West End Concourse beneath 
the Farley Building will improve the passenger experience in Penn Station, the station will still 
operate well beyond its capacity in terms of both trains and passengers and will remain 
overcrowded and confusing for passengers. Frequent transit delays, confusing wayfinding, and 
aesthetically uninviting concourse levels are synonymous with Penn Station, and frustrate 
thousands of commuters every day. In the future, without any expansion to the station itself, 
overcrowding will continue to worsen as the number of commuters grows. 

To address these issues, on January 8, 2020, Governor Andrew Cuomo announced an initiative to 
create a new commercial transit district and expand Penn Station southward. The Empire Station 
Complex would build upon the recent improvements to Penn Station, and facilitate the 
transformation of the Project Area to a modern commercial transit district. 
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GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 

The goals and associated objectives for the Proposed Project are as follows: 

 Goal 1: Revitalize the area surrounding Penn Station with new, sustainable, high-density 
commercial development 

- Provide a substantial amount of new commercial development to create a cohesive, 
transit-oriented district that will capitalize on the Project Area’s central Manhattan 
location proximate to passenger rail service at Penn Station and three major subway 
stations; 

- Eliminate substandard and insanitary conditions in the Project Area;  

- Foster and support economic growth and tax revenue through the creation of jobs and 
economic activity during construction, and through the provision of new commercial 
office space to accommodate New York City’s long-term growth targeting the modern 
needs of commercial tenants (i.e., generous column spacing, large ceiling heights and 
upgraded mechanical systems); and 

- Maximize incorporation of sustainable design practices to achieve environmentally 
superior performance in the new buildings.  

 Goal 2: Improve passenger rail and transit facilities and pedestrian circulation, access, and 
safety 

- Implement transit improvements at the 34th Street–Penn Station–Eighth Avenue [A/C/E], 
34th Street–Penn Station–Seventh Avenue [1/2/3], and 34th Street–Herald Square–Sixth 
Avenue [B/D/F/M/N/Q/R/W/PATH] subway stations to better accommodate passenger 
volumes in these stations; 

- Create a below-grade east–west corridor connecting the 34th Street–Herald Square and 
the 34th Street–Penn Station–Seventh Avenue subway stations; 

- Widen sidewalks in the Project Area;  

- Create shared streets;  

- Install protected bike lanes; and 

- Create publicly accessible passive open space to serve residents, workers, and visitors in 
the area. 

 Goal 3: Support improvements to address substandard conditions in Penn Station 

- Maximize revenue generated by the new development to fund, in part, improvements to 
Penn Station by MTA, Amtrak, and NJT; and 

- Utilize the adjacency of certain development sites to expand Penn Station ingress and 
egress and increase identifiable entrances. 

 Goal 4: Support and accommodate future capacity increases at Penn Station  

- Maximize revenue generated by the new development to fund, in part, the proposed 
expansion of Penn Station to accommodate new, below-grade tracks and platforms, to be 
designed, constructed and operated per arrangements among MTA, Amtrak, and NJT. 
Such expansion is anticipated to significantly increase the station’s overall platform 
capacity. 
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- Accommodate the proposed southward expansion of Penn Station in the design and 
construction of the development sites on the blocks comprising the proposed expansion.  

DESCRIPTION OF THE PROPOSED PROJECT 

The Proposed Project is a comprehensive redevelopment initiative to create a revitalized, transit-
oriented commercial district centered on Penn Station and implement public transportation and 
public realm improvements.  

TRANSIT-ORIENTED COMMERCIAL DISTRICT  

The Proposed Project would facilitate the construction of approximately 20 million gsf of new 
Class A commercial office space, retail, and hotel space on eight development sites within the 
Project Area. The new developments would provide new entrances and connections for both Penn 
Station and the subway system, further increasing transit access for the area. The new development 
would generate funds to support improvements to and expansion of Penn Station and its 
interconnected pedestrian passageways and subway stations.  

Sites 1 through 8 would be developed in accordance with design guidelines referenced in the GPP. 
The development sites are shown in Figure 1. The GPP would override use, bulk, density, and 
potentially other requirements of the New York City Zoning Resolution. ESD would prepare 
Design Guidelines for the Proposed Project, which would specify the parameters for permitted 
development in lieu of zoning.  

With the Proposed Project, Site 7 would be redeveloped with a new building containing 
approximately 2.6 million gsf of office, retail, and accessory parking uses. If the Proposed Project 
does not proceed, it is anticipated that Vornado would demolish the Hotel Pennsylvania building 
and construct a somewhat smaller office building (also with retail and accessory parking uses) on 
Site 7. 

PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION AND PUBLIC REALM IMPROVEMENTS 

Public Transportation Improvements 

The Proposed Project would include public transportation improvements consisting of 
improvements to passenger rail facilities at Penn Station and transit facilities at area subway 
stations. ESD, through the GPP and in collaboration with MTA, would require the completion of 
certain public transportation improvements as part of certain new building construction in the 
Project Area. It is anticipated that transit improvements would be implemented at the 34th Street–
Penn Station–Eighth Avenue [A/C/E], 34th Street–Penn Station–Seventh Avenue [1/2/3], and 
34th Street–Herald Square–Sixth Avenue [B/D/F/M/N/Q/R/W/PATH] subway stations. 

At Site 7, the proposed public transportation improvements under consideration are:  

 Widen the uptown local No. 1 platform between West 32nd and West 33rd Streets;  

 Replace the West 32nd Street subway entrance just east of Seventh Avenue;  

 Replace the West 33rd Street subway entrance just east of Seventh Avenue and add a new 
ADA-compliant elevator adjacent to this entrance; and 

 Construct new express No. 2/3 platform stairs at the south end of the station. 

These improvements would be made to the 34th Street–Penn Station (Seventh Avenue) Subway 
Station. Other potential public transportation improvements under consideration that would 
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involve Site 7 include the establishment of an east–west underground corridor connecting the 34th 
Street–Herald Square and the 34th Street–Penn Station–Seventh Avenue Subway Stations and a 
potential north–south below-grade concourse east of Seventh Avenue (between approximately 
West 30th Street and West 34th Street) and one or two new crossings below Seventh Avenue to 
connect Penn Station to the potential new north–south concourse. It is anticipated that these transit 
improvements would only occur if the existing Hotel Pennsylvania building is removed and 
replaced with an office building on the site. 

Public Realm Improvements 

ESD, through the GPP, would require the implementation of above-grade public realm 
improvements in the Project Area in connection with the proposed developments on Sites 1 
through 8. The above-grade public realm improvements include sidewalk widenings, new passive 
open space, enhancements to existing open space, the creation of shared streets, and the installation 
of protected bike lanes.  At Site 7, the sidewalks adjacent to the new building along Seventh 
Avenue and West 33rd Street would be widened by 15 feet on Seventh Avenue, and 10 feet on 
West 33rd Street by setting the proposed building back from the lot line. 

PENN STATION RECONSTRUCTION AND EXPANSION 

In addition to the project components described above, the Proposed Project would support 
separate but related projects to improve and expand Penn Station. These projects would be 
undertaken separately by one or more of the involved railroads (MTA, Amtrak, and/or NJT) and 
would be subject to their own environmental reviews and approvals, as appropriate. Specifically, 
the Proposed Project would: 

 Support reconstruction of the existing Penn Station. Revenue from the Proposed Project’s new 
development would fund substantial improvements to the existing Penn Station as identified 
through a Penn Station Master Plan under development by MTA, Amtrak, and NJT. 

 Support the expansion of Penn Station. The Proposed Project would support the planned 
expansion of Penn Station by (i) providing a potential source of funding for the proposed 
expansion and improvement of Penn Station and (ii) facilitating, through ESD’s proposed 
GPP for the Empire Station Complex, transit-oriented development above the below-grade 
expansion of tracks and platforms south of the existing Penn Station. Such an expansion of 
Penn Station would increase the overall station capacity for train operations and passenger 
flow. The expanded facility would incorporate eight or nine tracks (depending on final 
configuration) to substantially increase Penn Station’s existing track and platform capacity. 
The expansion of Penn Station would occupy the below-grade levels of Block 780 and 
portions of Blocks 754 and 806. The Proposed Project would be designed and constructed to 
accommodate rail infrastructure for the proposed station expansion. 

C. HOTEL PENNSYLVANIA BUILDING HISTORY, CONDITIONS, 
AND ALTERATIONS  

The Hotel Pennsylvania building (S/NR-eligible) on Site 7 at 401 Seventh Avenue is a 22-story 
building with Classical Revival-style details that opened in 1919 to cater primarily to travelers 
using the original Pennsylvania Station across Seventh Avenue. The firm of McKim, Mead & 
White designed the hotel to aesthetically and urbanistically complement Pennsylvania Station 
(1910) and the General Post Office (1913) across Eighth Avenue from the station, both of which 
were also designed by McKim, Mead & White. The Pennsylvania Railroad company built the 
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hotel partially out of concern that they would lose passengers to the New York Central Railroad, 
which was building the Commodore Hotel for a similar clientele near Grand Central Terminal, 
and the Pennsylvania Hotel’s design met the newly emerging need for businessmen’s hotels. Such 
hotels needed, for example, function rooms for large conventions of professional societies and 
business organizations. The hotel’s lobby, once one of the most important decorative spaces in the 
hotel, was modeled after the peristyle court in a house of the late Roman Republic, and its 
ornamental glass ceiling was designed by the firm of G. Rae & Co. Other original interior spaces 
included ballrooms and banquet rooms; a main restaurant, private dining rooms, a tea room, a bar, 
and a men’s cafe; and a library. Although the commercial zone around Penn Station developed 
much more slowly than the area around Grand Central Terminal, in large part because the 
Pennsylvania Railroad was not as active in development as was the New York Central Railroad, 
the Hotel Pennsylvania aimed to cater to the nearby printing district, the emerging retail district 
centered around West 34th Street, the proximate Times Square, and the Garment District. The 
Hotel Pennsylvania building is significant under Criterion A for its association with commercial 
development around Penn Station. In addition, the building also meets Criterion C for its 
architectural design. 

The plan of the large, brick-and-stone hotel consists of four rectangular wings set parallel to 
Seventh Avenue and connected by a perpendicular core set back from West 33rd Street. This plan 
creates three deep light courts on the south (West 32nd Street) side of the hotel to provide direct 
light to the hotel rooms. Two smaller light courts are located on the north (West 33rd Street) side 
of the hotel. The façade has a tripartite design of a rusticated, four-story stone base with a loggia 
of Ionic pilasters, a largely unornamented brick shaft, and a four-story capital that repeats the motif 
of a loggia of Ionic pilasters. The top floors of both the base and capital are conceived as attic 
stories above the loggias below. A projecting terra cotta cornice originally crowned the building. 
Located on Seventh Avenue, the main entrance is a tall portico of six Ionic pilasters. (See Figures 
2-4 for historic photographs of the hotel. Figures 5 and 6 show current photographs.)  

Since the hotel’s construction in 1919, the building’s exterior and interior spaces have undergone 
several major alterations. Four of the building’s six Ionic portico columns at the Seventh Avenue 
entrance have been cut off at mid-height to accommodate a new marquee and an expanded 
entryway. Windows on the building’s first three floors have been altered and expanded into 
doorways or replaced to accommodate a variety of retail establishments, many of which have 
awnings and miscellaneous signage. Windows on the building’s upper floors have been replaced 
with modern aluminum windows of several different types. Various types of signage have been 
installed on the building’s façades. A penthouse structure has been added to the roof, which breaks 
the cornice line and adds approximately a half floor in height. The original cornice at the roof has 
been removed. Most, if not all, of the hotel’s original public rooms no longer exist, as many have 
been converted to other uses like commercial retail space and a basketball court. The hotel lobby’s 
original ornamental glass ceiling has been removed, although the lobby’s terrazzo tile floors 
remain. The hotel’s ballrooms have also been converted for use as television studios. 

D. ALTERNATIVES ANALYSIS 

As the Hotel Pennsylvania is S/NR eligible, ESD, with input from Vornado, has evaluated the 
potential for retaining and reusing the existing building in conjunction with the Proposed Project. 
The following analysis concludes that it is not prudent of feasible to retain and reuse the Hotel 
Pennsylvania as part of the Proposed Project. 



Hotel Pennsylvania, 7th Av. 32-33 Sts. from 32 St, 1919
Note: Collection of the Museum of the City of New York, Photographer - Irving Underhill
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EMPIRE STATION COMPLEX Figure 2
Hotel Pennsylvania – Historic Photograph



Hotel Pennsylvania, Seventh Ave. & 32nd St., Building, South Elevation, 1919
Note: Collection of the Museum of the City of New York, Photographer - Byron Company (New York, N.Y.)
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EMPIRE STATION COMPLEX Figure 3
Hotel Pennsylvania – Historic Photograph



Hotel Pennsylvania, Seventh Ave. & 32nd St., Exterior, Main Entrance, 1919
Note: Collection of the Museum of the City of New York, Photographer - Byron Company (New York, N.Y.)
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EMPIRE STATION COMPLEX Figure 4
Hotel Pennsylvania – Historic Photograph
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EMPIRE STATION COMPLEX Figure 5
Hotel Pennsylvania – Current Photographs

View northeast on Seventh Avenue from West 32nd StreetView northeast on Seventh Avenue from West 31st Street 21
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EMPIRE STATION COMPLEX Figure 6
Hotel Pennsylvania – Current Photographs

View east on West 33rd StreetView west on West 32nd Street 43
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RETAIN AND RENOVATE THE BUILDING FOR CONTINUED HOTEL USE 

ESD, with input from Vornado, has evaluated whether it would be feasible to retain and renovate 
the building for continued hotel use. As described above, the Hotel Pennsylvania opened in 1919. 
In March 2020, it closed in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Prior to closure, the hotel’s last 
major renovation was almost four decades ago in the 1980s. Reopening the hotel in its current 
condition is not tenable for a sustained period without significant renovation, which would be cost 
prohibitive and yield a hotel with room sizes that are too small, bathrooms that are too small, and 
ceilings that are lower than modern industry standards.   

The hotel building, including its mechanical, electric, plumbing, and other systems, has more than 
reached the end of its useful life, and rehabilitating the 101-year-old building for modern hotel use 
would cost significantly more than constructing a new hotel. Vornado’s most recent estimates 
from internal studies prepared in 2017 place the total hard cost  for the renovation of the Hotel 
Pennsylvania building at $390,000 per key (not including costs for furniture, fixtures, and 
equipment, soft costs, developer fees, land cost, financing cost, etc.). In comparison, new hotel 
construction is estimated to have hard costs of $550 to $650 per square foot for a 3-4 star product. 
At 520 gross square feet per key (or 325 net square feet per key), and $600 hard cost per square 
foot, a new hotel could be built at $312,000 per key or 25 percent less than a renovation of the 
existing Hotel Pennsylvania building. Further, a renovation of the building for continued hotel use 
would need to address the following: 

 Building envelope. Severe deficiencies have been noted in the existing windows, roofing 
assembly, storefront, entrances, canopies and sidewalk on all street facades. Guestroom 
windows would need to be replaced. 

 Building structure. A November 2020 assessment by Severud identified low ceiling heights 
and short structural bays that are inconsistent with modern hotel standards. In addition, there 
are existing structural slab and steel beam deficiencies throughout the subcellars and sidewalk 
vaults that would need to be cured. 

The existing hotel room floors have a floor to floor height of 9'-9" and the framing is typically 
a 12-inch beam encased in concrete to 18 inches below the top of slab, which leaves 8'-3" 
below the clear height of the concrete-encased beams, conduit, lighting, plumbing, and 
ductwork will further reduce the height before a finished ceiling can be installed resulting in 
likely ceiling heights in the 7'-6" to 8'-0" range. 8'-8" clear height is typical for standard hotel 
construction, and luxury hotels have more clear height; therefore, the floor to floor heights are 
too short for contemporary hotel construction.  

The structural bay size in the hotel wings varies, but they average 22 feet by 16 feet. As 
standard hotel rooms are typically 13 feet by 25 feet, contemporary hotel rooms would not fit 
well within the existing structural bays. Furthermore, the hotel wings are approximately 51 
feet wide on the interior, and 25-foot-deep rooms could not fit on both sides of a central 
corridor.  

 Egress, Fire and Life Safety. Fire protection and life safety systems would have to be installed 
to comply with the 2014 Building Code. 

 Accessibility. The building is currently non-compliant with the 2010 ADA Standards for 
Accessible Design in many aspects.   

 Mechanical, Electrical and Plumbing systems. The existing mechanical systems have many 
deficiencies and some, including the heating, ventilation, and air conditioning system, do not 
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meet code. Renovation would require new systems and infrastructure upgrades and 
replacements. 

 Information technology. A complete replacement of infrastructure and systems would be 
necessary. 

 Hazardous Materials. Asbestos and lead-based paint have been confirmed to exist throughout 
the building and would require remediation and/or encapsulation for renovation to occur. 

 Public Space Program. A renovation and re-activation of the ballrooms and other public 
spaces in the hotel, which is shown to drive hotel occupancy, is largely cost prohibitive due 
to both the large capital cost investment required for finishes and systems and operating costs 
inefficiencies. Further, adapting those spaces to ADA accessibility and required egress and 
life safety is a significant challenge. As noted above, most, if not all, of the hotel’s original 
public rooms no longer exist or have been altered from their original condition. 

In addition to being cost prohibitive and impractical, retaining and renovating the Hotel 
Pennsylvania for continued hotel use would not introduce new commercial office space on the 
site, and thus would be expected to generate much less essential revenue than the proposed 
commercial office building for substantial improvements at Penn Station, subway stations and 
other transit facilities in the Project Area, as well as the proposed expansion of Penn Station. 

This alternative would also hinder the implementation of the full scope of proposed public realm 
improvements in the Project Area that would be required through the GPP in conjunction with the 
proposed developments. Retaining the existing building footprint would make it impossible to 
widen the sidewalk as part of the building construction along the south side of West 33rd Street 
between Sixth and Seventh Avenues and the sidewalk along the east side of Seventh Avenue 
between West 32nd and West 33rd Streets. Further, retaining the existing building would 
compromise the project objective of replacing the West 32nd Street subway entrance just east of 
Seventh Avenue, replacing the West 33rd Street subway entrance just east of Seventh Avenue, 
and adding a new ADA-compliant elevator adjacent to West 33rd Street entrance as the new 
subway entrances and elevator would be constructed as part of the new building on Site 7 and 
integrated with its foundation and ground floor. 

Therefore, while this alternative would not result in any adverse impacts to the Hotel 
Pennsylvania, it would not be prudent or feasible as it would not meet the goals and objectives of 
the Proposed Project. 

RETAIN AND ADAPATIVELY REUSE THE BUILDING FOR OFFICE USE 

ESD, with input from Vornado, also evaluated whether it would be feasible to retain and 
adaptively reuse the Hotel Pennsylvania for office use and concluded that the existing building 
presents too many challenges to make such an adaptive reuse a feasible alternative. In addition to 
the needed renovations to the building envelope, fire and life safety systems, and the mechanical 
electrical and plumbing systems, upgrades to meet ADA accessibility, and hazardous materials 
remediation, the building’s structural configuration creates a floorplan (arranged as four parallel 
wings separated by light courts and connected by a perpendicular core), ceiling heights, and 
column spacing that do not meet modern standards for office space. The 8'-3" height below the 
beams on a typical floor would result in a finished ceiling height at or below 7'-6" after conduit, 
lighting, sprinklers, and plumbing, and new office buildings demand a minimum clear ceiling 
height of 9 to 10 feet. In addition, the building has an unworkable column grid for providing 
modern office interiors, and the configuration of the floorplates into four narrow wings produces 
unmarketable office configurations for Class A tenants. As described above, the structural bay 



Alternatives Analysis: Hotel Pennsylvania Building 

 11  

size in the existing hotel wings varies, but they average 22 feet by 16 feet. Because new-built 
office floors typically have structural bays of 30 feet by 45 feet, the existing building would be 
inefficient for an office plan. The change in use to commercial office space would also require a 
structural evaluation of the existing building. Per the 1915 City of New York Building Code, the 
live load for the existing hotel is 40 pounds per square feet (psf), and a ceiling and partition dead 
load of 30 psf can be assumed. Per the 2014 New York City building code, an office use would 
require an increase in the live load to 60 psf and a ceiling and partition load of at least 22 psf, 
which would be an increase to the loads applied to the floors. Therefore, adaptively reusing the 
existing building for commercial office use would require a comprehensive survey and testing of 
the steel and concrete materials, and in all likelihood require reinforcing of floors, columns, and 
foundations. Areas with public assembly, dense storage, or IT programs would also likely require 
reinforcing.  

While this alternative could hypothetically provide new commercial office space to meet the 
purpose and need of the Proposed Project, it would not meet the modern needs of commercial 
tenants (i.e., generous column spacing and tall ceiling heights). In addition, the existing 
approximately 1.2 million-gross-square-foot building would only provide half of the office floor 
area that would be provided on the site with new construction and, therefore, would contribute 
much less to the generation of essential revenue for substantial improvements at Penn Station, 
subway stations and other transit facilities in the Project Area, as well as the proposed expansion 
of Penn Station. Further, any interior renovations to convert the building to office use would 
require modifications to its layout and circulation, potentially removing original design elements 
and resulting in a further loss of integrity. 

Like the hotel alternative, this alternative would also hinder the implementation of the full scope 
of proposed public realm improvements in the Project Area that would be required through the 
GPP in conjunction with the proposed developments. Retaining the existing building footprint 
would make it impossible to widen the sidewalk as part of the building construction along the 
south side of West 33rd Street between Sixth and Seventh Avenues and the sidewalk along the 
east side of Seventh Avenue between West 32nd and West 33rd Streets. Further, retaining the 
existing building would compromise the project goal of replacing the West 32nd Street subway 
entrance just east of Seventh Avenue, replacing the West 33rd Street subway entrance just east of 
Seventh Avenue and adding a new ADA-compliant elevator adjacent to West 33rd Street entrance. 

Therefore, this alternative would not be prudent or feasible as it would result in a loss of integrity 
to the Hotel Pennsylvania from interior renovations and would not meet the goals and objectives 
of the Proposed Project. 

RETAIN AND ADAPTIVELY REUSE THE BUILDING FOR RESIDENTIAL USE 

ESD, with input from Vornado, also evaluated whether it would be feasible to retain and 
adaptively reuse the Hotel Pennsylvania for residential use, and concluded that it would not be 
feasible for the same reasons that it could not be adaptively reused as an office building. The 
existing floor heights are too short, and the narrow widths of the four wings could only be laid out 
for apartments along a single-loaded corridor making the efficiency of the apartment floors 
significantly less than those of a purpose-build new apartment building. Like the office alternative, 
any interior renovations to convert the building to residential use would require modifications to 
its layout and circulation, potentially removing original design elements and resulting in a loss of 
integrity. In addition, the existing window openings are too small for a modern residential 
building. To meet industry standards for windows in residential buildings, the existing windows 
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would have to be removed and replaced with windows that are significantly larger, insulated, and 
appropriate to a residential building. While efforts could be made to match the existing windows, 
conversion to residential would necessitate new windows, which could affect the historic 
appearance of the building.  

This residential alternative would not provide new commercial office space and would instead 
adaptively reuse the existing building. The approximately 1.2 million-gross-square-foot building 
would only provide half of the floor area that would be provided on the site with new construction 
and, therefore, would be expected to generate much less essential revenue than the proposed 
commercial office building for substantial improvements at Penn Station, subway stations and 
other transit facilities in the Project Area, as well as the proposed expansion of Penn Station. Like 
the hotel and office alternatives, this alternative would also hinder the implementation of the full 
scope of proposed public realm improvements in the Project Area that would be required through 
the GPP in conjunction with the proposed developments.  

Therefore, this alternative would not be prudent or feasible as it would not meet the goals and 
objectives of the Proposed Project, and it would change the exterior design of the building and 
also likely affect the integrity of the interior. 

DEMOLISH THE BUILDING AND CONSTRUCT A NEW OFFICE BUILDING 
(FEASIBLE ALTERNATIVE) 

As it is not feasible to retain the Hotel Pennsylvania building as part of the Proposed Project, the 
GPP contemplates the demolition of the building and the development of Site 7 with a new 
building containing approximately 2.6 million gross square feet of office, retail, and accessory 
parking uses. The demolition of the Hotel Pennsylvania building would result in a significant 
adverse impact to this historic resource, but it is anticipated that the building would be demolished 
even if the Proposed Project does not proceed. As described above, retaining the building and 
reusing it for continued hotel use or adaptively reusing it for new office or residential use is not 
prudent or feasible. 

The redevelopment of the Hotel Pennsylvania site (Site 7) would meet the purpose and need of 
the Proposed Project to provide new high-density commercial office space in and around Penn 
Station to strengthen the area’s standing as a premier, transit-oriented commercial office district, 
and it would contribute to the generation of essential revenue for substantial improvements at Penn 
Station, subway stations and other transit facilities in the Project Area, as well as the proposed 
expansion of Penn Station. This alternative would also allow for the implementation of the full 
scope of proposed public realm improvements in the Project Area that would be required through 
the GPP in conjunction with the proposed developments.  

E. CONCLUSION 

As described above, ESD and Vornado have evaluated the potential for: 1) retaining the Hotel 
Pennsylvania and renovating it for continued hotel use; 2) retaining the Hotel Pennsylvania and 
adaptively reusing it for office or residential use; and 3) demolishing the Hotel Pennsylvania and 
redeveloping the site with a modern high-density office building. While the demolition alternative 
would result in an adverse impact, it is the only alternative that would meet the purpose and need 
of the Proposed Project. Therefore, there is no prudent and feasible alternative to avoid a 
significant adverse impact to the Hotel Pennsylvania.  
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