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Long Island’s Downtowns—An Underutilized Regional Asset

As the Index has learned, successful 
regions recognize and utilize their 
assets. Long Island’s more than 100 
downtowns and village centers are an 
asset, but for the past half-century 
the majority of them have been 
neglected and underutilized.

This year’s Special Analysis focuses on the issue of 
housing—what we have, what we need and want, 
and the gap between this supply and demand. It also 
takes a special look at Long Island’s downtowns as  
an opportunity for addressing the region’s serious 
housing needs. To study this topic, the Index used 
planning studies by Nassau and Suffolk counties and 
the Long Island Regional Planning Board to provide 
guidance on growth patterns, capacity and potential. 
The Fall 2007 survey of Housing Alternatives and 
Downtown Development conducted for the Rauch 
Foundation by Stony Brook University Center for 
Survey Research indicates the willingness of Long 
Islanders to live, work and shop in downtown loca­
tions. In addition, a field survey of 23 downtowns con­
ducted by the Rauch Foundation provides additional 

clues for how existing downtowns might become 
more attractive to residents, workers and visitors. 
Regional Plan Association analyzed the survey, 
Census and other data to put Long Island in a 
national and regional context.

Housing is arguably Long Island’s 
most pressing need

Despite differing opinions on a range of issues, most 
Long Islanders can agree on at least one thing: the 
high cost of housing is one of the most challenging 
problems that we face. In fact, 88% of respondents  
in a recent poll by Stony Brook University for the 
Long Island Index said that the lack of affordable 
housing is a serious problem, with most saying that  
it was either extremely or very serious. Even higher 
percentages were worried about young people leaving 
Nassau and Suffolk because of the high cost of living, 
and said that it is important for the government to  
take steps to ensure that young people have access to 
affordable housing.

Limited housing choices affect the very character of 
the Island, whose identity was shaped by six decades 
of welcoming new families with modern, moderately-

Credit: Diana Weir, Long Island Housing Partnership
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priced, suburban homes. Within families, the housing 
market can threaten the physical and social cohesion 
between generations. Typically, the young and the old 
are most affected by rising housing costs. For young 
adults who have not entered their peak earning years, 
housing costs can be a factor in moving away, or fail­
ing to return, to the place where they were raised.  
It can also alter life choices, such as delaying mar­
riage or having children. For the elderly, rising hous­
ing values can sometimes be a mixed blessing. If they 
own their home and wish to relocate to a different 
community or smaller home, their home is a major 
source of equity. But for those who cannot or do not 
wish to move, and particularly those on fixed incomes, 
higher housing costs can be a greater burden than  
on those in middle age.

But housing is more than just a social issue; it has 
significant impact on the region’s economic poten­
tial. Middle-income families, employers, job seekers, 
young workers and the elderly are all affected by a 
housing market that seems to offer fewer and fewer 
choices at higher and higher prices. Because housing 
costs make Long Island a less affordable place to live 
and work, the Long Island Association, which repre­
sents the Island’s business community, has made 
housing its number one economic priority.

The cost, quality, type and location of housing affects 
property taxes, school quality, traffic congestion and 
open space.

•	�Housing values help determine property taxes 
directly through their impact on tax assessments, 
and indirectly by inhibiting the economic growth 
that can help hold taxes down by adding more 
commercial properties to the tax rolls.

•	�School quality is in turn impacted by the revenue 
available from growth in the economy, as well as 
by the number and diversity of school-age children 
attracted by new housing.

•	�With limited land for new development, the type 
of new housing we create, and where we put it,  
will in large measure determine how much we can 
protect our remaining parks and agricultural land,  
and find solutions to highways that are increasingly 
congested from people needing to commute farther 
and farther.

There are a number of forces behind Long Island’s 
housing challenge that are not likely to be reversed. 
They include lack of available land, demographic 
changes, and growth pressures from New York City. 
Addressing the challenge will therefore require a 
rethinking of our approach to how we create new 
housing, where we put it, and how to make it afford­
able across generations and income levels. This  
analysis will examine these forces and discuss some 
new approaches that have been suggested in recent 
years. In particular, it will link the discussion of 
housing to one of Long Island’s underutilized assets—
downtowns that could be the site of new housing 
that would be affordable and attractive to young  
singles and families, and to the workforce that will 
be needed to keep Long Island growing over the  
next generation.

Long Island’s housing: Imbalance 
between supply and demand

The large cyclical swings in Long Island’s housing 
market in recent years have somewhat obscured long-
term trends that will help determine the availability 
of affordably-priced housing for years to come. The 
large run-up in prices since the late 1990s and the 
recent collapse in the credit markets are clearly issues 
that are both national and regional in scope. How­
ever, these challenges are exacerbated by ongoing 
land use, demographic and economic changes that 
affect the underlying supply and demand for housing 
at different price levels. This affects not only the 
housing choices but the type of place Long Island 
will become over the next generation.

Long Island’s housing supply: Single-family 
homes in moderate-density suburbs

Long Island remains, by and large, a place of single-
family homes. More than four in five homes are 
single-family detached houses, with the rest shared 
roughly evenly between small buildings of two to four 
units and large buildings with five or more apart­
ments1. Compared with other suburban areas in the 
New York region, Long Island has far fewer housing 
units in multi-family buildings.

1�There are no available estimates of the number of accessory apartments across 
Long Island but if these were factored into the totals, the number of multi-
family units and the number of rentals would be higher.
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•	�While 17% of all housing units on Long Island  
are in buildings with 2 or more housing units, 
multi-family units in other parts of the region  
outside of New York City make up 38% of the 
housing stock.

•	�For homes in buildings with 5 or more housing 
units, the shares are 10% on Long Island and 20% 
in other suburban counties.

A look at specific counties also demonstrates this dif­
ference. Even though Nassau is a densely developed 
suburban county bordering New York City, similar 
counties such as Bergen and Westchester have much 
higher shares of multi-family units. Similarly, a lower 
density, rapidly developing county like Monmouth in 
central New Jersey has proportionately more multi-
family units than Suffolk.

Density comparisons and history

One irony of the predominance of detached, single-
family homes on Long Island is that Nassau and 
Suffolk are two of the most densely populated coun­
ties in the region outside of New York City.

•	�With nearly 4,700 people per square mile, Nassau 
County has twice as many people per square mile 
as Westchester County and more than three times 
as many as Fairfield County.

•	�Suffolk has more people per square mile than any 
NYC suburban county north of Westchester, and 
more than most counties in central New Jersey, 
such as Monmouth, Morris, Somerset and Mercer.

This contrast of high density amidst neighborhoods 
of detached houses is a product of Long Island’s his­
tory and geography. Largely rural until World War II, 
it experienced rapid and intensive development from 
the late 1940s on, beginning with Levittown-style 
communities packed with single-family houses on 
small lots. While density declines from west to east, 
there is little undeveloped land west of Suffolk’s  
East End.

By contrast, Westchester, the Hudson Valley, south­
western Connecticut and northern New Jersey have 
more “peaks and valleys”—cities such as White 
Plains, Stamford or New Brunswick and large unde­
veloped or low-density areas such as the Catskills, 
watershed areas and the New Jersey Pinelands—in 
addition to traditional suburban communities. These 
areas experienced similar postwar suburban develop­
ment, but had a pre-existing base of city and town 
centers that grew up around rivers, coastlines and 
railways. These centers provide a tradition of higher 
density housing amidst lower density, single-family 
neighborhoods. They are also obvious locations for 
the construction of new multi-family housing.
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Housing prices

Following several consecutive years with double-digit 
increases, home sales prices leveled off in 2006 and 
the first half of 2007. Median sales prices rose only 
2% from 2005 to 2006.

•	�In 2006, the share of homes that sold for more 
than $500,000 was 35%.

•	�Those selling for less than $375,000 was 27%  
in 2006.

•	�Shares in the first half of 2007 are similar to those 
in 2006.

With the national housing market experiencing one 
of its sharpest downturns in decades, the years of 
steep price escalations appear to be over for the time 
being. While prices have held up far better in the 
New York region than in other parts of the United 
States, there are signs that Long Island homes are 
beginning to experience a decline in value. Some 

Long Island home owners are facing foreclosure 
because they can no longer meet mortgage payments, 
generally for buyers who took out “sub-prime” mort­
gages with high, escalating interest rates. Even the 
foreclosure crisis, however, does not appear to be hit­
ting Long Island as much as other parts of the coun­
try. According to an April 2007 report from the Joint 
Economic Committee of Congress, Nassau and Suffolk 
Counties ranked 37th among the 50 metropolitan 
areas with the highest foreclosure rates in 2006.

Even with this moderation, the escalation in home 
values and prices since 2000 remains striking.

•	�Median home values, as tracked by the U.S. 
Census, more than doubled in a six-year period, 
rising from an average of $213,000 in 2000 to 
$474,000 in 2006.

•	�Median prices for homes at time of sale, as mea­
sured by Long Island Profiles, were nearly as high, 
at $213,000 in 2000 and $440,000 in 2006.
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Household incomes have risen much less rapidly. 
Homes for $200,000 which would traditionally be 
considered affordable to a family with a household 
income of $80,000 (i.e., the home is valued at 2.5 
times the annual income) have virtually disappeared 
from the market. The share of homes being sold for 
less than $250,000 is now only 4%, when it consti­
tuted 62% of the market in 2000. At the other end 
of the spectrum, the share of homes that sold for 
more than $500,000 quadrupled from 2000 to 2006 
(9% to 35%)2.

Rental prices

Rental units, whether single-family homes rented by 
the owner or apartments in multi-family buildings, 
constitute less than 1 in 5 homes on Long Island. 
Unlike sale prices, rents have escalated at a steady 
and more modest pace since 2000, but they show no 
signs of leveling off. Rents continued to increase in 
2005 and 2006 at the same rate as they have been 
since 2000—roughly 6% a year—still much faster 
than household incomes. It is typical for the rental 
market to be less volatile than the sales market,  
and continued demand is keeping rents on an 
upward trend.

Since 2000, rents have increased by 39% Island-wide, 
with comparable increases in Nassau and Suffolk. 
Whereas in 2000, 55% of rentals cost less than $1,000 
a month, in 2006, that share was cut in half, to 23%. 
By contrast, houses and apartments renting for more 
than $1,500 more than tripled, from 11% in 2000 to 
38% in 2006.

Contributing to the increase in rents is the scarcity 
of rental units on Long Island. In Monmouth, Fair­
field, Bergen and Westchester Counties, a signifi­
cantly larger share of all housing units are for rent.

2�These figures are not adjusted for inflation but the rate of change in home 
prices far exceeds the rate of inflation.
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The burden of high housing costs

Long Islanders are spending more and more of their 
income on housing costs. Although the housing cost 
burden is increasing throughout the New York region, 
it has been increasing faster on Long Island than in 
similar suburban counties. The share of Long Island 
households that spend 35% or more of their income 
on housing was 39% in 2006. Over one-fifth of Long 
Island households spend more than half their income 
on housing.
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Impact on young people

Long Island’s housing patterns and high costs appear 
to be contributing to a sharp population decline 
among young adults. Nationwide there has been an 
8% decline in the 25 to 34-year-old population as a 
result of low birth rates in the 1970s, when most in 
their mid-20s and early 30s were born. Additionally 
there has been a clear migration of young people 
away from the Northeast and toward the South  
and Southwest.

New York City and the surrounding suburban regions 
are experiencing a decline in this age group, although 
the decline was much steeper in the suburbs than  
in the five city boroughs. For the suburbs in general 
this may be due to young people choosing to delay 
marriage and child-bearing, which can also delay 
moving from the city to suburban communities.
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But other high-cost suburbs in the region have not 
experienced as great a loss as Long Island. Analyses 
of census data show that the high cost of housing is 
disproportionately affecting young households on 
Long Island.

•	�Whereas in 2000, 29% of Long Island householders 
between the ages of 25 and 34 spent more than 
35% of their income on housing, in 2006, nearly 
half did (49%).

•	�In other suburban counties like Westchester, 
Bergen, Monmouth and Fairfield, 34% to 39% of 
young householders today spend more than 35%  
of their income on housing—a high share, but not 
as high as Nassau’s (at 48%) or Suffolk’s (at 49%)3.

These patterns are what one would expect given 
this report’s earlier findings about housing on  
Long Island. High housing costs are constraining 
population growth throughout the region, and  
are particularly affecting young households in 
high-cost suburbs. The sharper decline on Long 
Island is consistent with its low level of rental and 
multi-family housing, along with a lower level of 
housing production relative to its population size, 
explained below.

Assessing the demand for housing on  
Long Island

There is no universally accepted number or formula 
to determine how much new housing, and what price 
levels, Long Island needs. Estimates of need have 
varied widely, often depending on how “need” and 
“affordability” are defined. However, these studies are 
nearly universal in finding that the need far outstrips 
what Long Island is providing. Still, some order-of-
magnitude benchmarks are important for framing 
the discussion.

Without even addressing the issue of price and afford­
ability, Long Island will need to sustain a certain level 
of housing production just to maintain and modern­
ize its existing housing stock and accommodate the 
modest population growth that is forecast for the next 
two decades. To accommodate these replacement and 
growth needs, Long Island would have to produce 
well over 6,000 units per year, depending on how 
much housing is lost due to damage, conversion or 
demolition. This compares to about 5,000 units per 
year that Nassau and Suffolk have averaged over the 
last 15 years.

A constraint on housing supply would presumably 
slow the population growth that is projected. How­
ever, this would have a number of ill effects on both 
quality of life and the economy. It would reduce 
housing choices and mobility for those already living 
here, especially at points in people’s life cycle when  

3�It should be noted that data for housing cost burden by age are taken from  
relatively small samples and have a high degree of potential error. For example, 
the estimate for 25–34-year-olds on Long Island paying 35% or more of their 
income on housing could range from 42% to 52%, according to the lower and 
upper estimates provided by the Census.
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housing mobility is most likely to take place—moving 
out on one’s own, starting a family, retiring. It would 
restrict growth in the economy because businesses 
would have fewer potential workers, limiting job 
opportunities and putting greater pressure on resi­
dential property taxes to pay for government services. 
It would also not necessarily limit population growth 
as much as channel it to different places, such as  
illegal or overcrowded housing, since growth pres­
sures from other parts of the region will persist.

This level of housing construction, which would just 
maintain the status quo, will be increasingly difficult 
to maintain as the Island runs out of developable 
open space. It will also do nothing to address the 
existing shortage of housing that low, moderate and 
middle-income individuals and families can afford. 
The size of this population is considerable from 
almost any vantage point.

Most recently, a 2007 study by Rutgers University  
for Suffolk County found that 94,000 households  
in the county were middle-income or lower and had 
a high housing cost burden. An additional 16,500 
units of workforce housing at these income levels will 
be needed over the next 15 years to meet demand, 
and nearly 8,000 additional units would be needed  
to replace overcrowded or dilapidated housing. The 
report projected a need for 2,000 units of workforce 
housing per year (in addition to additional affordable 
units that would be provided by the market without 
government intervention) that would need to be  

met through a combination of new construction, 
rehabilitation of existing units, and increased sub­
sidy. This was based on a goal of addressing 5% of 
the existing need through 2020. This would indicate 
a need to both increase total construction in Suffolk 
County from about 4,000 units per year to between 
5,000 and 6,000 per year, and expand efforts to 
relieve the cost burden with subsidies and rehabili­
tation for existing units. A higher goal for relieving 
existing need could increase this projected construc­
tion need. For example, addressing 25% of existing 
need would require an additional 1,000 units per 
year. To completely eliminate existing need (an uto­
pian ideal that no place in the nation can claim), 
would require the county to more than double its 
housing production and insure that well over half  
of the net increase goes to low-to-middle income 
households with excessive cost burdens.

A similar study is planned for Nassau County. While 
Nassau has far less need expected from growth, the 
level of existing need could be of a similar magni­
tude since housing cost burdens are similar. For both 
Nassau and Suffolk, the amount of new construc­
tion that is needed to relieve excessive cost burdens 
depends on what goals are set, and what mechanisms 
are designed to meet these goals. A goal of increasing 
production from 5,000 to 7,000–8,000 units per year, 
with measures to increase the proportion affordable 
to low-to-middle income households, could be achiev­
able if redevelopment could be increased in existing 
downtowns, station areas and commercial strips.

Credit: Donna Tine
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What people in the region are saying—Long Island Index survey results
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Anemic production is at the root of 
the affordability problem

Many of the problems with housing on Long Island—	
including its high cost, lack of multi-family units and 
lack of rental units—can be traced to low rates of 
housing production. The dynamic era of new housing 
production following World War II has slowed con­
siderably over the last three decades.

•	�Except for a brief surge in the mid-1980s, annual 
housing production has ranged from 4,000 to 6,600 
units per year.

•	�New residential housing permits averaged 4,800 
units per year in the 1990s and 5,300 units  
since 2000.

•	�After a relatively strong 6,600 units in 2005, only 
4,000 permits were issued in 2006.

For a place with almost 3 million people and over  
1 million housing units, these are very low numbers. 
Furthermore, although 37,000 housing permits were 
issued between 2000 and 2006, the number of new 
units added to Long Island’s housing stock in that 
period was only 20,000. This discrepancy can be 
explained in part because some housing plans are  
abandoned after permits are issued, but also because 
a certain amount of construction is necessary just  

to replace units that are damaged, demolished or 
converted to other uses.

Long Island’s housing production is also low when 
compared to other parts of the region.

•	�For most of the last 27 years, New Jersey has been 
the largest generator of new housing in the tri-state 
region.

•	�Since the late 1990s, housing construction in  
New York City has grown dramatically, and the 
five boroughs are now building more housing  
than any other part of the region.

•	�The suburbs north of the city in the Hudson 
Valley and southwestern Connecticut are issuing 
about as many new residential building permits as 
Nassau and Suffolk, but relative to its population, 
Long Island compares poorly to these areas.

In the last seven years, there have been 13 new  
housing permits issued for every 1,000 people on 
Long Island. By comparison, about 18 permits per 
1,000 were issued in southwestern Connecticut,  
20 in New York City and 22 in the Hudson Valley, 
with northern New Jersey in the lead with 25  
permits per 1,000.4

4�For a list of counties included in these regions, see our Appendix.
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What’s more striking, however, is that unlike other 
parts of the region, the share of building permits 
issued for multi-family housing on Long Island is  
substantially lower and has declined in the last few 
years, even as it has increased in other parts of the 
region. In northern New Jersey, by contrast, the 
share of building permits issued for multi-family 
housing has more than doubled since 2000 and  
has averaged over 40% for the last seven years. 
Southwestern Connecticut and the Hudson Valley 
have maintained fairly stable rates of multi-family 
permits, much higher than Long Island’s over the  
last four years.

There are a number of causes for Long Island’s  
low housing production, both overall and for multi-
family in particular. Some are prevalent in all of  
the suburbs surrounding New York City including 
high building costs and regulatory burdens and 
restrictive zoning that limits both multi-family and 
affordable housing.

Two factors, however, are particular to Long Island. 
One is that it has less remaining open space to be 
developed than either New Jersey or the Hudson 
Valley. The second is that there are fewer city and 
town centers on Long Island that act as nodes for 
new high-density residential and mixed-use devel-
opment. Long Island’s density is much more evenly 
spread, with less undeveloped land but also few 
dense downtowns.
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Opportunity: Long Island’s often 
neglected downtowns

Increasing the supply of housing at all price levels 
requires changes in a range of policies, from state 
housing subsidies to local zoning. However, the 
notion that Long Island is “built-out” and has no 
room for growth is not true if we look to already 
developed places that have the capacity to add new 
housing. There are dozens of places where this  
is possible.

•	�There are 99 Long Island Rail Road stations, 
many surrounded by surface parking lots and 
underutilized property that could be the location 
of “transit villages.”

•	�Aging commercial strips and shopping malls offer 
other possibilities for redevelopment as new homes, 
retail stores, offices or a mix of those.

•	�There are a few large development projects, such 
as proposals for the area known as the Nassau  
Hub surrounding the Coliseum and Roosevelt and 
Mitchell Fields and Suffolk’s redesign for the old 
Pilgrim State site.

One of the greatest opportunities to build significant 
new mixed-income housing is represented by more 
than 100 downtowns in Nassau and Suffolk. Some 
village centers are already vibrant places that may 
have limited room for new development. Many, how­
ever, have opportunities for infill and redevelopment 
that could increase their attractiveness as places to 
work, shop and play while accommodating significant 
amounts of multi-family housing. Across the Island,  
a handful of towns and villages are already finding 
ways to build new housing that is both affordable and 
attractive to young singles and families, moderate-
income workers such as teachers, technicians or 
nurses, and retirees looking to leave their empty nest 
but stay close to family and friends. Several others 
are exploring new futures through redevelopment 
plans and community vision projects.

In addition to providing places where housing can  
be expanded, better utilizing our downtowns makes 
sense for a number of reasons:

•	�Downtown apartments are typically less expensive 
than single-family houses and are within the reach 
of a wider range of buyers or renters.

•	�Downtowns offer a lifestyle that is preferable for a 
large portion of the population, from young adults 
to retiring baby boomers.

•	�By encouraging transit use and shorter trips to work 
and shop, they reduce pressure on the road system.

•	�Apartments cost less in infrastructure (water/ 
sewer lines, road maintenance, etc.) than single-
family houses.

How far these downtowns can go toward filling  
Long Island’s housing needs depends on the answers 
to several key questions.

•	�Is there enough demand for housing in and near 
downtowns?

•	�How will additional density in these down- 
towns affect quality of life in the surrounding 
neighborhoods?

•	�Can these downtowns serve diverse residents 
across all age, income, racial and ethnic groups, 
rather than reinforcing patterns of segregation?
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If you build it, will they come?
Across the United States, the demand for living in 
city, town and village centers has been growing since 
the early 1990s. Cities as different as Denver and 
Providence have successfully repopulated downtowns 
as part of broader revitalization strategies. Within the 
tri-state New York region, places ranging from small 
cities such as New Brunswick (NJ), New Rochelle 
(NY) or White Plains (NY) to suburban towns and 
villages such as Morristown (NJ), Washington Town­
ship (NJ) and South Orange (NJ) have added popu­
lation with development projects that have attracted 
downtown residents. NJ TRANSIT’s Transit Villages 
initiative has been particularly successful in attract­
ing new residents right around train and bus stations. 
And, of course, the seemingly insatiable demand for 
housing in New York City shows that there are large 
numbers looking to live near urban amenities.

There are a number of complex demographic, eco­
nomic and development factors behind this shift.  
As the retirement population has swelled, many have  
become less driven by the need for space and good  
schools than by the desire to be closer to culture, 
retail and services. Improvements in safety, transit 
and neighborhood conditions have also made many 
downtown neighborhoods more attractive, while the 
worsening congestion, commuting times and costs  
in many suburban areas have lessened their relative  

attractiveness. The economic revival of many cities 
has also enhanced their attractiveness as places to  
live as part of a mutually reinforcing relationship 
between job and population growth.

But are Long Island residents ready to embrace 
downtown living? Long Islanders historically have 
had reservations about density and height. In fact, 
many residents moved to the Island to escape the 
confines of an overly dense and tall New York City. 
And according to previous surveys for the Long Island 
Index, most enjoy the suburban lifestyle that predom­
inates in Nassau and Suffolk.

However, the most recent survey indicates that a  
substantial number would consider moving to more 
centrally located neighborhoods under the right cir­
cumstances. Four in ten of those surveyed said 
that they could imagine themselves living in  
an apartment, condo or townhouse in a local 
downtown, a much higher percentage than  
the number of Nassau and Suffolk residents 
currently living in downtown neighborhoods. 
Nearly half of all young adults interviewed 
could see themselves living in a local down-
town. Low- and middle-income residents were 
equally likely to imagine themselves living 
downtown. Younger residents were more likely 
to say that they could see themselves living  
in an apartment or townhouse in a village or 
town center.

Credit: Eric Alexander, Vision Long Island
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When asked to imagine what they would choose in 
the next five years, a different picture emerges. Young 
people hope for the suburban style single-family home. 
In contrast, about four in ten residents 50–64 years 
old and half of seniors said that they would choose  
to live in non-single family housing if they were  
to move in the next five years. This might include 
semi-detached homes, condos, townhouses or apart­
ments. These older residents placed a particularly 
high value on living close to a downtown, being able 
to walk to amenities and having a home with low 
maintenance needs.

Long Island’s downtowns

Long Island has several downtowns, often referred to 
as village centers, with substantial residential popula­
tions, but few approach the size of larger centers in 
other parts of the region. Of the 23 villages surveyed 
by the Rauch Foundation for this study, selected to 
represent a range of different kinds of downtowns, 
the downtown areas of Long Beach, Great Neck and 
Hempstead Village have the highest populations, 
each with over 15,000 residents. The characters  
of these downtown areas differ in part because of 
population density.5

Overall, the average population density for the 23 
downtown areas surveyed is around 6,300 people/
square mile. While both Long Beach and Great 
Neck have high populations, their densities are  
quite different; population density in Long Beach 
approaches 20,000 people/square mile, while Great 

Neck’s population is more spread out over the area 
(around 8,000 people/square mile). Hempstead 
Village has the highest population density of all 
downtown areas—nearly 22,000 people/square mile, 
exceeding the average population density of Queens.

Long Beach is densely populated and amongst the 
tallest of the 23 surveyed downtowns resembling  
an urban downtown; but its attractions—a transit-
oriented, mixed-use, retail and service downtown 
with opportunities for culture and beach-front recre­
ation—can appeal to a wide range of residents. With 
a high number of residential buildings, Long Beach  
is a destination for those seeking downtown living.
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Villages included in 2007 survey completed by Rauch Foundation.              
Population and population density data derived from 2000 U.S. Census data based on census definitions for “Census Block Group,” or a rough equivalent of the 
downtown area.
Cultural places include museums, libraries and others. Late night places include clubs, theatres, bars. Data from Rauch Foundation survey.
Includes apartments, townhouses and other multi-family options in the downtown and surrounding area. Data from Rauch Foundation survey.
Retail/service orientation indicates if there is a dominance of retail (greater than 60% retail storefronts), service (less than 50% retail storefronts) or a mix of the 
two (50-59% retail storefronts). Data from Rauch Foundation survey. 
Number of stories of the tallest building in the downtown and surrounding area. Data from Rauch Foundation survey.
Includes parks, open areas, playgrounds in the downtown and surrounding area. Data from Rauch Foundation survey. 
Income distribution (from 2000 U.S. Census data) is one way to get a sense of affordability. In general, a livable place offers opportunities for those at all income
levels. Data for the “Census Place,” while Great Neck uses “Census Tract Data.” This data refers to the larger municipality, not just the downtown area.
% of population that is non-white and % of population that is between 18-34 based on 2000 U.S. Census data for the “Census Place,” while Great Neck uses
“Census Tract Data.” This data refers to the larger municipality, not just the downtown area.

Downtown refers to the main commercial area in the village, typically the “Main Street.” 
Surrounding area refers to the streets surrounding the downtown, approximately 3 blocks in every direction from the downtown commercial area.

The complete results of the Rauch survey on 23 Long Island downtowns is available on our website, www.longislandindex.org.

Population 48,573

White
Plains, NY Hempstead Freeport Hicksville

Long
Beach

Stamford,
CT

New
Rochelle,

NY

New
Brunswick,

NJ

Long Island Tri-State Region

56,554 43,783 41,260 35,462 117,083 72,182 53,077

Comparison of Population, 2000

Source: 2000 U.S. Census Bureau; data compiled by RPA

Population calculated for “Census Designated Place.”     

5�For a full description of the methodology for selecting these 23 places, see Appendix.
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Villages included in 2007 survey completed by Rauch Foundation.              
Population and population density data derived from 2000 U.S. Census data based on census definitions for “Census Block Group,” or a rough equivalent of the 
downtown area.
Cultural places include museums, libraries and others. Late night places include clubs, theatres, bars. Data from Rauch Foundation survey.
Includes apartments, townhouses and other multi-family options in the downtown and surrounding area. Data from Rauch Foundation survey.
Retail/service orientation indicates if there is a dominance of retail (greater than 60% retail storefronts), service (less than 50% retail storefronts) or a mix of the 
two (50-59% retail storefronts). Data from Rauch Foundation survey. 
Number of stories of the tallest building in the downtown and surrounding area. Data from Rauch Foundation survey.
Includes parks, open areas, playgrounds in the downtown and surrounding area. Data from Rauch Foundation survey. 
Income distribution (from 2000 U.S. Census data) is one way to get a sense of affordability. In general, a livable place offers opportunities for those at all income
levels. Data for the “Census Place,” while Great Neck uses “Census Tract Data.” This data refers to the larger municipality, not just the downtown area.
% of population that is non-white and % of population that is between 18-34 based on 2000 U.S. Census data for the “Census Place,” while Great Neck uses
“Census Tract Data.” This data refers to the larger municipality, not just the downtown area.

Downtown refers to the main commercial area in the village, typically the “Main Street.” 
Surrounding area refers to the streets surrounding the downtown, approximately 3 blocks in every direction from the downtown commercial area.

The complete results of the Rauch survey on 23 Long Island downtowns is available on our website, www.longislandindex.org.
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Comparison of Population, 2000

Source: 2000 U.S. Census Bureau; data compiled by RPA

Population calculated for “Census Designated Place.”     
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Are more Long Island downtowns ready for 
higher density?
While large population, high-density downtowns  
and village centers do exist on Long Island—they 
have been built and people have come—the question 
could be raised, are there other downtowns on Long 
Island (at mid- or low-density levels) that could be 
developed into denser downtowns with a mix of 
apartments, stores and offices?

Hicksville is one such downtown. Even though it has 
one of the largest total populations of the villages  
we surveyed, only 12% of Hicksville’s residents live  
in the immediate downtown area. In Long Beach, by 
contrast, 63% of residents live downtown. This makes 
Hicksville’s downtown area population density of 
3,900 people/square mile amongst the lowest of those 
surveyed and well below our survey average of 6,300. 
This was reflected in the field-survey results that 
found only one residential building in Hicksville’s 
downtown and surrounding area, compared with  
44 in Long Beach.

With its great access to the LIRR and major highways, 
Hicksville has great potential to support higher resi­
dential densities as well as employment opportunities. 
The working downtown of Mineola, for example, is 
the home of 28 office buildings, when only 7 were 
found in downtown Hicksville. Developing offices 
and housing around Hicksville’s downtown—as 
Stamford, CT has done—could produce a model 
“transit village” for the Island that could be repli­
cated in other low- to mid-density, transit-oriented 
locations.

The potential for affordable downtown centers does 
not lie solely in large centers like Hicksville. Many 
small and medium-sized downtowns could add mod­
est amounts of affordable housing without adding 
height or changing their overall character. These 
could take many forms—small lot infill housing, 
two-family homes, town houses, second story apart­
ments—and no two villages or town centers are 
likely to have the same prescription.

SPECIAL ANALYSIS CH 16
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Can more densely developed downtowns coexist 
with traditional suburban neighborhoods?
A number of successful downtowns around the 
region demonstrate that high-density, mixed-use 
downtowns can be consistent with lower-density,  
stable neighborhoods. New Jersey’s Transit Villages 
cited above have largely benefited the surrounding 
neighborhoods in places like Metuchen and South 
Orange, and their success has created demand for 
additional residential projects in and near down­
towns in places like Somerville and Westmont.

As indicated above, Long Island’s downtowns and 
village centers are a diverse set of places by many 
measures. In general, these centers do not have large 
concentrations of jobs compared to other parts of the 
region, but there is a wide variation in the mix of 
employment, residential, retail and cultural activities 
in these places.

Across Long Island, relatively dense downtowns can 
be surrounded by either wealthy, poor or middle-
income neighborhoods. Great Neck serves as an 
example of a more densely developed downtown  
that coexists with a number of wealthy surrounding 
neighborhoods. Located on a beautiful stretch of 
land in the Long Island Sound, Great Neck has 
attracted wealthy residents into its exclusive neighbor­
hoods from the Island’s earliest days. At the center  
of these distinct, low-density neighborhoods lies a 
thriving downtown with an abundance of retail and 
service storefronts (469, more than any other down­
town we surveyed), more than 20 office buildings, 
and more than 70 residential buildings. Downtown 
Great Neck is one of the most successful mixed-use 
residential and working communities of our surveyed 
downtowns, and it is surrounded by stable, traditional 
suburban neighborhoods.

Rockville Centre, Mineola and Long Beach are other 
examples of successful dense downtowns surrounded 
by desirable lower density residential neighborhoods.

Case Study: Stamford, CT

Description: Located 25 miles to the northeast of 
New York City, Stamford is the fourth largest city  
in Connecticut with about 117,000 residents. It is a  

major employment center, with 84,000 employees 
working in the city. Surrounded by five distinct 
neighborhoods, Stamford’s downtown occupies less 
than 1% of the total area of the city and is a vibrant 
center of culture, eateries and active retail and ser­
vice establishments.

History: Like many East Coast cities around the New 
York City metropolitan area, Stamford was directly 
shaped by the rise, and then the fall, of industrializa­
tion. By the 1960s Stamford had severely declined 
and a massive urban renewal operation was under­
taken to revitalize the downtown, with mixed suc­
cess. By the 1980s, Stamford’s efforts to redevelop 
into a regional hub showed early signs of success 
when it began to attract major employers and saw  
the construction of a number of large office towers,  
a hotel and a regional shopping center. The new  
millennium found Stamford as the second largest 
financial-industry center in the country with a rap­
idly growing downtown scene, but still facing serious 
housing shortages and development pressures in the 
surrounding neighborhoods.

2002 Master Plan: The city developed its 2002 
comprehensive Master Plan with the goal of focusing 
development within the downtown in order to main­
tain the quality of life and stability in the surround­
ing suburban neighborhoods. Other important goals 
for the Master Plan were to increase affordable hous­
ing and address the problem of traffic congestion. 
The Master Planning process was guided by input 
from local residents, businesses and civic groups who 
recognized the importance of growing, but did not 
want to sacrifice the quality of life of their neighbor­
hoods. The final recommendations of the plan were 
innovative and included: 1) Directing 80% of new 
housing and 70% of new office development to the 
already dense downtown and nearby South End 
neighborhoods to relieve traffic, positively impact 
economic development and maintain the identity  
of surrounding neighborhoods; 2) Reinforcing sur­
rounding neighborhood centers through urban design 
improvements; and 3) Meeting affordable housing 
needs for 9,000 units through maintaining publicly 
supported homes, using tools such as zoning, a 
Housing Trust Fund, a pre-development loan pool 
and partnerships with non-profit organizations.
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Can downtowns attract populations that are 
diverse by age, income, race and ethnicity?
The surveyed downtowns are in municipalities that 
vary widely by race and income diversity. By a broad 
range of measures, some of the more diverse munici­
palities in the survey also offered a range of job, 
housing and service opportunities in their down­
towns. Despite problems that each may be address­
ing, they offer the potential to be revitalized in order 
to provide a greater quantity of diverse housing 
options. Several of these places had relatively large 
downtown populations, including Long Beach, 
Mineola, Westbury and Patchogue, and several had 
substantial office and retail employment downtown. 
Notably, some such as Patchogue and Mineola are 
expanding housing in their downtowns. In addition, 
all had good access to Long Island Rail Road stations. 
Those downtowns that have already achieved a 
combination of high-density housing, an attractive 
commercial area and a healthy mix of incomes can 
be models for places that have the potential and  
are making efforts to achieve this.

Case Study: Mountain View, CA

Description: Situated between the Santa Cruz 
Mountains and the San Francisco Bay, just 10 miles 
north of San Jose and 35 miles south of San Francisco, 
Mountain View, California is in the heart of the 
Silicon Valley and home to some of the country’s 
most notable high-tech companies. The city of 
72,000 has an active and vibrant downtown with a 
diverse and young population of around 11,000 resi­
dents that enjoy the downtown’s thriving restaurant 
scene, nightlife and reasonably affordable housing. 
The downtown is well connected to the region via 
rail, light rail and bus service and it continues to 
become revitalized as the city intensifies land use 
around its transit systems.

A Diverse Population Experiences Downtown 
Successes: Mountain View’s resident population is 
both young and diverse. According to census data, 
more than half of the population is between the ages 
of 20 and 54, with nearly 25% in the 25 to 34 year 
age bracket. 45% of this population is non-white. 
About 15% of Mountain View’s population—or 
11,000 people—resides in the city’s downtown. Drawn 
by the employment opportunities and convenient 
transit connections, this young and diverse popula­
tion enjoys the opportunities offered by downtown 
living that include dense, affordable housing, an 
active nightlife and a walkable and bikeable commu­
nity with connections to parks. As a major regional 
employment center, the population of Mountain 
View swells 40% with a daytime population increase 
of nearly 30,000 people. The seven-block Castro 
Street downtown accommodates this population with 
an internationally diverse selection of restaurants 
and unique downtown shopping experiences. Moun­
tain View is exceptionally well-served by transit and 
its downtown is home to Centennial Plaza, the city’s 
transit plaza which offers access to light rail, bus and 
regional rail that connects to both San Francisco 
and San Jose.

Credit: 
Hillel Dlugacz, North Shore-LIJ Health System
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Case Study: Patchogue, NY

Description: Patchogue is an incorporated village in 
the Town of Brookhaven, located about 55 miles east 
of Manhattan on the Great South Bay. The village is 
connected to New York City and other Long Island 
municipalities via the Long Island Rail Road which 
has a station in the downtown. With an area just 
over two square miles, the village is home to nearly 
12,000 residents, 28% of which were between the 
ages of 18–34 as of the 2000 Census. Nearly two-
thirds of the population live within close proximity 
to the downtown area. Patchogue’s downtown has 
been undergoing a dynamic revitalization process 
resulting in an increasingly livable center for culture, 
shopping and entertainment along Long Island’s 
South Shore.

History: From as early as 1750, inhabitants of 
Patchogue took advantage of its streams and natural 
harbor transforming it into an important mill town, 
fishing village and shipping center. Following the 
installation of the Long Island Rail Road in 1869, 
Patchogue became a significant tourist destination 
and incorporated as a village in 1893. As industries 
shifted, Patchogue’s downtown slowly became a busi­
ness center and engine of commerce, exemplified  
by Swezey’s family-owned department store which 
attracted patrons throughout the region from the 
time it opened in 1894 until its closing in 2003. Like 
many downtowns on the Island, Patchogue began to 
decline in the wake of increased use of the automo­
bile and the development of large shopping malls and 
retail outlets in surrounding areas. Decline continued 
through the 1990s even as village leaders began to 
focus efforts on downtown improvements. Storefront 
vacancy rates remained high through the late 1990s 
when a turnaround began to take shape. Fresh cul­
tural life was breathed into the area in 1998 when 
the Patchogue Theatre for the Performing Arts was 
reopened. The 1923 theatre, purchased by the Village 
Board in 1997, was given a multi-million dollar face­
lift and today offers residents and visitors opportu­
nities to enjoy recitals, plays and other performances 
in the heart of the downtown. The success of the 
Theatre has spawned a new downtown restaurant 
industry—including a brewery. Affordable housing 
for artists and waterfront revitalization along the 
Village’s river are likely to come soon.

Affordable Homes Attract the Next Generation 
and Revitalize Downtown: Aware of the impor­
tance of maintaining a young, professional popula­
tion and familiar with the boost that new residents 
bring to downtowns, the leadership of the Village of 
Patchogue has spent the last few years cultivating 
affordable housing opportunities in Patchogue’s 
downtown area. Most recently, the Village collab­
orated with Suffolk County and the Long Island 
Housing Partnership to transform five acres of under­
utilized lots—contiguous to the downtown and 
blocks from the LIRR station—into a mixed-income, 
two-bedroom townhouse development. The Vision  
LI Smart Growth Award-winning Copper Beech 
Village offers 80 units of town houses—half at mar­
ket rate and half at various discounted rates—and 
creates affordable housing for first-time homebuyers. 
Providing homes in convenient proximity to the 
downtown attracts those seeking the lifestyle offered 
by a newly thriving, cultural center and in turn cre­
ates patrons for the local economy, further fueling 
Patchogue’s revival. The development was the first 
project supported by the Suffolk County Workforce 
Housing Commission, which acquired half of the 
property as part of its effort to increase housing 
options in the County. The Village continues to  
seek out affordable housing opportunities and is con­
sidering collaborating with Artspace, a nationwide, 
not-for-profit developer of living and work space for 
artists, to find affordable living opportunities for  
artists in the downtown.

Credit: Eric Alexander, Vision Long Island
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How much capacity do Long Island’s  
downtowns and village centers have for  
additional housing?
A definitive estimate of how much new housing can 
be accommodated in Long Island’s downtowns would 
require a village-by-village analysis of infrastructure 
capacity and potential development and redevelop­
ment sites. Even this analysis would really be second­
ary to the question of community consensus and 
political will. In theory, there is an almost unlimited 
capacity to “build up” if the regulatory environment 
allows it and sufficient investments are made in 
transportation, sewers and other infrastructure. In 
reality, there is a limit to how much density can be 
added to these downtowns without changing the 
fundamental suburban character of the Island. How­
ever, many downtowns could substantially increase 
residential development in a variety of ways without 
crossing the line from “suburban” to “urban.” In small 
and mid-sized places, second-floor apartments, infill 
townhouses and station-area developments could 
substantially increase housing options without signif­
icantly adding to height or changing the small town 
feel. In fact, they could enhance the sense of place 
with a real Main Street and neighborhood centers. 
Many larger places have significant capacity for 
apartment or condominium buildings in areas that 
are either already relatively dense, or that have large 
numbers of underdeveloped parcels in the center  
of town.

Of the 23 surveyed places, the average downtown 
area has 34% of the village population. However, this 
average covers a wide range, from less than 20% in 
Hicksville, Sayville and Smithtown to over 60% in 
Cedarhurst, Long Beach, Patchogue and Greenport. 
Increasing the housing in these downtowns by an 
average of 50% would seem quite possible consider­
ing the range of places and types of potential devel­
opment. A place like Hicksville with relatively little 
development in its core could triple the amount of 
housing and still only reach the average of other 
places in terms of the ratio of downtown housing  
to the town’s population. Other places might only  
feasibly add 10–20%, but still make a significant  
difference. Extrapolating to all 100+ downtowns  

on Long Island, a 50% increase in the average 
housing stock over the next 25 years would result 
in well over 100,000 new units of housing. Com­
bined with areas outside of downtowns that are still 
available for development and redevelopment, this 
capacity could make it possible for Long Island to 
increase its rate of housing production substantially 
while providing more affordably priced multi-family 
and rental housing. Put another way, our down-
towns have the potential to provide over half of 
Long Island’s housing needs.

Conclusion

A healthy housing market provides a variety of qual­
ity housing choices that are affordable at a wide 
range of income levels. It also helps to create neigh­
borhoods that provide a high quality of life and sup­
port a vibrant economy. To some extent, the high 
cost of housing throughout most of Nassau and 
Suffolk indicates that people still view Long Island  
as a very desirable place, and are willing to pay high 
prices to live here. There are a wide variety of attrac­
tive communities, from thriving downtowns to rural 
hamlets, all within a region that has one of the larg­
est concentrations of employment opportunities any­
where. However, the shrinking pool of housing 
choices that are affordable to moderate and middle-
income households is starting to take its toll on the 
very qualities that have attracted newcomers to Long 
Island for decades. Communities with both reason­
able costs and reasonable commutes are harder to 
come by. Young people in particular are having a dif­
ficult time staying or moving here, and job growth  
is constrained by the difficulty employers have in 
finding workers. Slower economic growth also means 
fewer tax revenues, resulting in higher property tax 
rates for residents.

These problems are not unique to Long Island. 
Metropolitan areas throughout the United States 
have experienced escalating prices and housing cost 
burdens. This is particularly the case in high-cost 
regions in the Northeast, California and Florida.  
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The recent bursting of the housing bubble is hitting 
many of these places much harder than Long Island 
and the New York region, but the long-term dynamic 
of relatively high housing costs will remain in places 
that are not expanding supply sufficiently to meet 
growing demand. Even within the New York region, 
suburban areas like Westchester, the Hudson Valley, 
Fairfield County in Connecticut, and much of north­
ern and central New Jersey have comparable costs 
and are facing similar issues.

However, many of these challenges are exacerbated 
on Long Island because of its history and geography. 
Because it is an island, and because it is reaching the 
end point of outward development, it faces a shortage 
of land to expand the number of traditional suburban 
single-family homes. Also, because Long Island has 
no cities that are comparable to those in other parts 
of the tri-state region, such as Stamford, White Plains 
or New Brunswick, and fewer town centers that have 
embraced higher density housing, it has far fewer 
multi-family and rental options relative to its size.

Overcoming these challenges will require addressing 
traditional attitudes as well as economic and regula­
tory issues. No single law, policy or program is likely 
to fill all of the needs for more affordable housing. 
Several policy initiatives are being debated that could 
have an impact. These include inclusionary zoning, 
which would require that a share of new housing 
construction be sold at prices that are affordable to 
low, moderate or middle-income individuals; incen­
tives to municipalities to zone for higher density 
housing, a share of which would be for moderate-
middle income households; and transit-oriented 
development, in which transportation agencies,  
housing agencies and municipalities cooperate to  
create new residential or mixed-use communities 
around train stations and other transit facilities.

All of these potential solutions point to Long 
Island’s downtowns and village centers as under
utilized assets that could put these tools to work. 
To achieve the densities required for inclusionary 
zoning—whether mandatory or incentive-based—
or for successful transit-oriented development,  
village and town centers are the first places to 
look. These places also represent opportunities  
to provide a wider range of life-style choices for 
both young and old, and reduce the environmental 
and infrastructure burdens that come with new 
development.

While all these solutions face political, logistical and 
other challenges, survey results show that Long 
Islanders are ready to support them. There are grow­
ing examples, both on Long Island and elsewhere  
of communities that have successfully overcome 
these challenges. Our ability to expand upon such 
successes is essential to closing the gap between  
Long Island’s housing supply and our region’s needs.

Credit: John McNally, Rauch Foundation


