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Greetings from 
RPA leadership

Our transportation system is deteriorating because we fail to 
invest in improvements and technology, allow costs to spiral 
out of control, and do not reform how these systems are gov-
erned so they function more e�  ciently and e� ectively. 

As the impact of climate change becomes a reality, we still 
treat each storm like a once-in-a-lifetime occurrence instead 
of preparing for a radically and permanently changed envi-
ronment that will reshape our region’s geography.

We can secure a safe and prosperous future for the next gen-
eration if we break free from those constraints. With 23 mil-
lion people and a $1.8 trillion economy—nearly 10 percent of 
the entire country’s economy—we have the talented people, 
resources, entrepreneurs, creativity and leadership to move 
the region forward.

But fi rst we must shake o�  our old habits and assumptions 
and commit to not settling for anything less than the best we 
can accomplish. And we must have a bold plan of action that 
considers the needs of everyone in our region.

We o� er this Fourth Regional Plan as a roadmap to making 
the region work for all of us.

Scott Rechler

Rohit T. Aggarwala

Tom Wright

This plan was made by listening to people.

Five years ago, we started conducting surveys, convened 
focus groups and talked to a wide range of community, civic, 
business and public-sector leaders to better understand the 
needs and concerns of everyone who calls the metropolitan 
area home.

What emerged was a paradox.

New Yorkers love where they live, and they believe in the 
region’s future potential. They have seen the region face 
daunting challenges over the past generation and come back 
even stronger. This was true for everyone we spoke with: rich 
and poor, city dweller and suburbanite, young and old, fami-
lies and single people.

But these people also said they were losing faith.

Regardless of where they lived or how much money they 
made, many said life was becoming too expensive, housing 
and jobs were too di�  cult to fi nd, and the social divisions in 
our society were too deep.

Whether they drove a car to work, took the subway to school, 
or rode the bus to visit family, people were frustrated by an 
unreliable transportation system and congested roads. They 
recalled the death and destruction caused by Hurricane Irene 
and Superstorm Sandy, and worried about the storms to come. 
And they expressed despair about a future in which these 
problems would only get worse and threaten the success of 
their children. 

Most distressing was the feeling that we could not solve these 
problems. 

Over the past fi ve years we have spent considerable time fi g-
uring out how to address this loss of confi dence. The conclu-
sion is that the biggest challenges we face are not the result 
of external forces or situations beyond our control. It is the 
constraints we put on ourselves and our institutions.

Housing costs are too high primarily because we artifi cially 
restrict housing opportunities in the places where it makes 
most sense—near train stations and transportation links, close 
to jobs, and in neighborhoods with plenty of room to grow. 
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If the Regional Plan of New York and Its Environs, 
from 1922, was about realizing that New York 
City was part of a larger regional economy and 
natural ecosystem; if the Second Regional 
Plan of 1968 was about trying to concentrate 
unconstrained sprawl into a constellation of 
regional cities; and if the Third Regional Plan of 
1996 was about reinvesting in the infrastructure 
systems of the region to reassert our prominence 
on the national and international stage—then 
the lesson we learned from four years of data 
analysis and public engagement is that the 
Fourth Regional Plan is about creating and re-
creating our public institutions, and shaping 
them to make positive change happen.
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Our work on the Fourth Regional Plan began by talking with 
and listening to people from across the region. What we 
heard was that people loved living here, but also had some 
serious concerns. Housing was too expensive. Commutes 
were long and unreliable. The destruction brought by Hur-
ricane Irene and Superstorm Sandy underscored our region’s 
vulnerability to climate change, and raised questions about 
how prepared we were for the storms to come.

But the most distressing thing we heard was that many 
people believed these and other problems were just too big to 
solve.

We have spent the past fi ve years engaged in more discus-
sions and countless hours of research and analysis to better 
understand these challenges, and to fi nd solutions.

We learned that despite the fl ourishing economy, future 
growth is far from guaranteed. The region gained 1.8 mil-
lion jobs over the past 25 years, but is likely to grow by only 
half that number over next quarter century. And the growth 
we’ve experienced has failed to lift the standard of living for 
far too many households. 

Yet if we change course—if we can provide the housing, com-
mercial space, and infrastructure that is needed for all those 
who want to live here—the region could gain nearly two mil-
lion additional jobs by 2040. More importantly, this growth 
could take place in a way that broadly shares prosperity and 
well-being, overcomes long-standing inequities, promotes a 
sustainable environment, and prepares the region for climate 
change. 

Achieving this long-range vision of inclusive growth will 
require rethinking the institutions that govern the region 
and oversee its infrastructure. 

The Fourth Regional Plan includes 61 specifi c recommen-
dations to achieve greater equity, shared prosperity, better 
health, and sustainability. It also represents an important 
opportunity to continue—and intensify—a civic dialogue that 
breaks through the short-term thinking of the past.

Creating more room for sustainable growth 
would expand economic opportunity and 
make the region more a� ordable.
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Source: RPA, U.S. Bureau of the Census. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics

Current trends would 
cut economic growth in 
half while making the 
region more crowded and 
expensive. The region added 
800,000 jobs over the past 
fi ve years, but that’s as many 
as we’ll add over the next 25 
according to current trends.

The way forward
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The region’s economy is thriving. After the deep recession 
of the late 1980s and early 1990s, and the fi nancial crisis 
of 2008–2009, the tri-state area bounced back. People are 
choosing to live, work, and visit here. New York City is now 
one of the safest big cities in the nation. Public health has 
improved, as has quality of life.

National and global trends towards urbanization have played 
a part in this renaissance, but intentional policy choices, such 
as major investment programs in both housing and transit in 
the 1980s and 1990s, also positioned New York to capitalize 
on these trends.

But this recent economic success is not guaranteed, and past 
development trends teach us that growth alone does not 
always benefi t everyone. 

For the bottom three-fi fths of households, incomes have 
stagnated since 2000. More people live in poverty today 
than a generation ago. Those in the middle have fewer good 

job opportunities and chances to climb the economic ladder. 
There is greater income inequality in the region than else-
where in the country.

While household incomes have plateaued, housing costs have 
risen sharply and are taking a larger share of household bud-
gets. For many people, discretionary income cannot cover 
critical expenses such as health care, college, child care, and 
food.

When it becomes too expensive to live here, talented people 
pick up and leave for more a� ordable places. It’s no coinci-
dence that peak real estate prices in the mid-2000s coincided 
with the highest recent level of outward migration. 

These dual crises of stagnant wages and rising costs are 
exacerbated by a legacy of discrimination in housing, trans-
portation, education, and other policies that limit opportuni-
ties for low-income residents and people of color. Although 
the tri-state region is one of the most diverse in the country—
nearly half of all residents are people of color, and a third are 
foreign-born—it is also one of the most segregated.

T he current crisis

Households in the lower three-fi fths of the 
income distribution have seen little or no gains.
Change in median income in the New 
York region, 2000–2016
Source: 2000 U.S. Census, 2016 American Community Survey

Many people 
haven’t shared 
in the region’s 
economic 
growth of 
the last two 
decades.

Regional Plan Association | The Fourth Regional Plan – Executive Summary | November 20178



Growth patterns within the region have changed dramati-
cally over the last generation. Many urban areas have been 
reinvigorated, but that transition has put new strains on city 
housing markets and suburban economies. 

In the second half of the 20th century, suburbs grew quickly 
as middle-class and a�  uent city dwellers were able to take 
advantage of federal and local policies that promoted subur-
ban home ownership. Cities were left behind, and struggled 
with growing unemployment, poverty, and crime. Over the 
last two decades, that trend has reversed, as people and jobs 
returned to New York and well-positioned cities such as 
Jersey City, White Plains, and Stamford. 

For many towns, villages, and rural communities, this rever-
sal has resulted in fewer local jobs, an aging population, and 
a smaller tax base. And many older, industrial cities are still 
struggling to grow their economies.

But for New York and other growing cities, the return of jobs 
and people has presented new challenges: rising real estate 
prices and rents, families displaced by una� ordable hous-
ing, and neighborhoods that longtime residents no longer 
recognize as their own. This growth has also put additional 
pressure on the region’s aging infrastructure, including 
subways and roads.

The failure to invest in improvements and build new infra-
structure has led to disruptions and unreliable services, 
which are further strained by the impact of severe storms, 
heat waves, and catastrophic events like Superstorm Sandy 
and Hurricane Irene. Lives are senselessly lost, and the eco-
nomic toll registers in the billions of dollars. 

Metropolitan regions around the world are taking on these 
problems by investing in neighborhoods and business 
districts; building modern infrastructure that increases 
capacity, improves resilience, and boosts economic competi-
tiveness; and adopting innovative solutions to protect coastal 
areas.

Yet in our region, government institutions fail to make the 
di�  cult decisions necessary to address the persistent prob-
lems of a� ordability, opportunity, and resilience.

We haven’t amended land-use and building regulations to 
facilitate the construction of more homes and encourage the 
development of communities that accommodate families of 
di� erent incomes. We haven’t su�  ciently reformed planning, 
management, or labor practices to reduce the high costs 
and slow pace of building new infrastructure. We haven’t 
modifi ed tax structures to be more fair and promote a more 
productive and diversifi ed economy. We haven’t built new 
public transportation to make sure people arrive at their jobs 
and schools faster. We haven’t done enough to update our 
technology infrastructure and reduce the digital divide. And 
we haven’t invested in the physical and natural systems that 
make our society and economy more resilient when disaster 
strikes.

Throughout the region, households are spending 
a much larger share of their income on rents, 
mortgage payments, and other housing costs.
Households spending more than 30 percent of 
their income on housing, 2000 and 2015
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Regional Plan Association | The Fourth Regional Plan 7Regional Plan Association | The Fourth Regional Plan – Executive Summary | November 2017 9



Vision for the future

The Fourth Regional Plan is guided 
by four core values that serve as a 
foundation across issue areas.

Sustainability
The region’s health and prosperity depend on a life-
sustaining natural environment that will nurture 
both current and future generations. To fl ourish in 
the era of climate change, the fourth plan proposes 
a new relationship with nature that recognizes our 
built and natural environments as an integrated 
whole.

Goal: By 2040, the region should be nearing its goal 
of reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 80 percent, 
eliminating the discharge of raw sewage into its riv-
ers and harbor, and greatly improving its resilience to 
fl ooding and extreme heat caused by climate change.

Health
Everyone deserves the opportunity to live the 
healthiest life possible, regardless of who they are or 
where they live. The Fourth Regional Plan provides 
a roadmap to address health inequities rooted in the 
built environment to create a healthier future for all.

Goal: By 2040, conditions should exist such that 
everyone is able to live longer and be far less likely to 
su� er from mental illness or chronic diseases such as 
asthma, diabetes, or heart disease, with low-income, 
Black and Hispanic residents seeing the greatest 
improvements.

Prosperity
In a prosperous region, the standard of living should 
rise for everyone. The actions in the Fourth Regional 
Plan will create the robust and broad-based economic 
growth needed to lift all incomes and support a 
healthier, more resilient region.

Goal: By 2040, the tri-state region should create two 
million jobs in accessible locations, substantially 
increase real incomes for all households, and achieve 
a major boost in jobs and incomes for residents in the 
region’s poorer cities and neighborhoods.

Equity
In an equitable region, individuals of all races, 
incomes, ages, genders, and other social identities 
have equal opportunities to live full, healthy, and pro-
ductive lives. The investments and policies proposed 
by RPA would reduce inequality and improve the 
lives of the region’s most vulnerable and disadvan-
taged residents.

Goal: By 2040, the tri-state region should sharply 
reduce poverty, end homelessness, close gaps in 
health and wealth that exist along racial, ethnic, and 
gender lines, and become one of the least segregated 
regions in the nation instead of one of the most seg-
regated.
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A� ordability
Over the last two decades the tri-state region has become 
more attractive to people and businesses—but it has also 
become more expensive. While household incomes have 
stagnated, housing costs have risen sharply, straining fam-
ily budgets and resulting in increased displacement and 
homelessness. What’s more, the region’s history of racial and 
economic discrimination has kept many residents away from 
neighborhoods with quality schools and good jobs. Instead, 
many live in areas that are unsafe or environmentally 
hazardous. The region needs quality housing for all income 
levels in places that have good transit service. It must also 
invest in smaller cities and downtowns to boost economic 
opportunities throughout the region.

Transportation
Transportation is the backbone of the region’s economy. It 
is also vital to the quality of life of everyone who lives and 
works here. But years of population and job growth and 
underinvestment in both maintenance and new construction 
have led to congestion, lack of reliability, and major disrup-
tions on a regular basis. Some transportation improvements 
are relatively quick and inexpensive, such as redesigning 
our streets to accommodate walking, biking, and buses. But 
the region also needs to invest in new large-scale projects 
to modernize and extend the subways and regional rail 
networks, as well as upgrade airports and seaports. These 
investments will have far-reaching and positive e� ects on 
land use, settlement patterns, public health, goods move-
ment, the economy, and the environment.

Climate change
Climate change is already transforming the region. Reducing 
the region’s greenhouse gas emissions is critical, but it won’t 
be enough. We must accelerate e� orts to adapt to the impact 
of a changing climate. 

Today, more than a million people and 650,000 jobs are at 
risk from fl ooding, along with critical infrastructure such as 
power plants, rail yards, and water-treatment facilities. By 
2050, nearly two million people and one million jobs would 
be threatened. We must adapt our coastal communities and, 
in some cases, transition away from the most endangered 
areas. We will also need to invest in green infrastructure 
in our cities to mitigate the urban heat-island e� ect, reduce 
stormwater runo�  and sewer overfl ows, and improve the 
health and well-being of residents.

Institutions
Our infrastructure is deteriorating, and it takes too long 
and costs too much to fi x. Housing policies, local land-use 
practices, and tax structures are ine�  cient and reinforce 
inequality and segregation. Public institutions are slow to 
incorporate state-of-the-art technology to improve the qual-
ity of services. And truly addressing the growing threat of 
climate change requires investments far more ambitious and 
strategic than we have made so far. Solving these existential 
challenges will require public o�  cials and citizens to reas-
sess fundamental assumptions about public institutions.

The plan is organized into four action 
areas that represent major challenges 
and areas of opportunity.
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The Fourth Regional Plan details 61 recommendations to 
make our region more equitable, healthy, sustainable, and 
prosperous. Here is an overview of the most urgent and 
potentially transformative ideas.

Reform regional transportation authorities and 
reduce the costs of building new transit projects.
The Port Authority of New York and New Jersey, and the 
Metropolitan Transportation Authority were created in the 
1920s and the 1960s to address the challenges of their respec-
tive eras. The region has evolved since then, but the agencies 
haven’t. To fi x our transportation system and expand capac-
ity, we need to restructure the authorities that manage them. 

RPA recommends reforming the governing and operating 
structures of both the MTA and the Port Authority to ensure 
they are more transparent, accountable, and e�  cient. Only 
then can the agencies regain the public’s trust and support 
for investing in costly new projects.

Specifi cally, RPA recommends the governor of New York 
establish a new Subway Reconstruction Public Benefi t 
Corporation to overhaul and modernize the subway system 
within 15 years, thereby creating a transportation system 
suitable to meeting the needs of the largest, most dynamic 
metropolitan area in the nation. 

RPA also recommends the Port Authority take immediate 
steps to depoliticize decision-making. Longer term, the Port 
Authority should create independent entities to manage 

the daily operations of its di� erent assets (airports, ports, 
bus terminal, PATH, bridges, and tunnels). The central Port 
Authority body could then focus on its function as an infra-
structure bank that fi nances large-scale projects.

Price greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions using 
California’s comprehensive approach.
The region has already cut GHG emissions, but reaching the 
goal adopted by all three states and New York City—reducing 
emissions 80 percent by 2050—will require more dramatic 
action. RPA recommends strengthening and expanding the 
existing carbon pricing system, the Regional Greenhouse 
Gas Initiative, RGGI, to include emissions from the trans-
portation, residential, commercial, and industrial sectors, as 
California has done. The three states could eventually join 
California and other jurisdictions to form a larger and more 
powerful cap-and-trade market. 

The additional revenues that would be generated—poten-
tially $3 billion per year in the three states—could be used 
to invest in creating an equitable, low-carbon economy and 
increasing our resilience to climate change.

Establish a Regional Coastal Commission 
and state adaptation trust funds.
Climate change and rising sea levels do not stop at any 
border, yet resilience e� orts so far have been managed at the 
municipal and state levels, with a complex and overlapping 
bureaucracy and scattered funding.

Key recommendations of 
the Fourth Regional Plan

Create a Subway 
Reconstruction Public 
Benefi t Corporation whose 
sole mission is to overhaul 
and modernize the subway.

Transform the Port 
Authority into an 
Infrastructure Bank with 
more innovative and 
e�  cient operating units.
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RPA recommends New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut 
create a Regional Coastal Commission that would take a 
long-range, multi-jurisdictional, and strategic approach to 
managing coastal adaptation. The states should simultane-
ously establish Adaptation Trust Funds to provide a dedi-
cated revenue stream for resilience projects. Funding should 
be determined by the Coastal Commission using a clear set 
of standards and evaluation metrics that include both local 
and regional impacts on fl ooding, ecological conditions, 
the economy, fi scal conditions, as well as public health and 
neighborhood stability, particularly for the most vulnerable 
and those with fewest resources.

Increase civic engagement at the local level 
and make planning and development more 
inclusive, predictable, and e�  cient.
Local governments are responsible for most of the decisions 
that shape the daily lives of residents. Yet few residents par-
ticipate in community decision-making, and those who do 
are not representative of their communities in terms of race, 
age, and income level. As a result, local institutions make 
decisions that often refl ect the values and needs of older, 
wealthier, and mostly white residents rather than the overall 
population. 

In addition, public review processes for development proj-
ects are too complex and unpredictable, which increases 
costs and delays, or prevents too many good projects from 
being completed. All too often, when government agencies 
evaluate projects, they fail to adequately consider e� ects on 
health, a� ordability, the economy, and the environment.

RPA recommends local governments engage with the public 
more e� ectively by making better use of technology and 
data, adopting participatory budgeting, and ensuring resi-
dents have more infl uence in decision-making. The planning 
process should be reformed to engage residents earlier in 
the process, establish a fi xed timeline for community input 
and government approvals, and incorporate health-impact 
assessments. These initiatives will lead to decisions that bet-
ter refl ect community needs and aspirations. 

Levy charges and tolls to manage 
tra�  c and generate revenue.
There is no logic to the way we manage our limited road 
capacity, from the congested streets of Midtown Manhat-
tan to our interstate highways. Now, dozens of state, local, 
and regional agencies are responsible for these roads, and 
policies vary widely and seldom use market principles to 
improve service.

Adding tolls to all crossings into Manhattan south of 60th 
Street would reduce tra�  c congestion in the core of the 
region, make trips by car more reliable and goods delivery 
more e�  cient, and free up space for buses, bikes, and pedes-
trians. Tolls would also generate much-needed revenue for 
roads and transit.

In addition to this congestion charge for the core of the 
region, departments of transportation and highway authori-
ties across the region should use tolls to reduce tra�  c on all 
highways, which would make driving times more reliable 
while also generating revenue. Highway and bridge tolls 
could, in the long term, be replaced with a fee on all vehicle-
miles traveled, or with tolls that vary depending on time of 
day and levels of congestion. Every two cents charged per 
mile driven on the region’s highways would raise about $1 
billion a year. 

Modernize and expand New York City subways.
After decades of underinvestment, the subway system is 
rapidly deteriorating at a time of record ridership.

RPA recommends the creation of a special public benefi t 
corporation to be in charge of completely modernizing the 
subway system within 15 years (see recommendation above). 
Specifi c proposals include accelerating the adoption of 

Adopting California’s 
approach to pricing 
greenhouse gas emissions 
could yield $3 billion 
a year in new revenue 
for our region to invest 
in a greener future.

Our region can’t a� ord 
to wait for 21st century 
transportation. The 
subway system must be 
modernized within 15 years.
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modern signaling systems, and redesigning and renovating 
stations to reduce crowding, make the ambient environment 
healthier, and improve accessibility to people with disabili-
ties.

To accomplish these large-scale improvements in a timely 
way, RPA recommends the MTA adopt policies with a 
greater tolerance for longer-term outages (as the MTA is 
already doing for the L train repairs), and evaluate replacing 
weeknight late-night subway service with robust bus service 
(when streets are tra�  c-free). Having longer windows for 
maintenance work would help keep the system in a state of 
good repair in the long term. 

The MTA should also begin to expand the subway system 
into neighborhoods with the densities to support fi xed-
rail transit, particularly low-income areas where residents 
depend on public transportation. These strategic exten-
sions would provide a better, more time- and cost-e� ective 
option for more residents, foster economic opportunities, 
and reduce tra�  c congestion. The fourth plan recommends 
building eight new lines and extensions in four boroughs.

Create a unifi ed, integrated regional rail 
system and expand regional rail.
Outside New York City, our region has three of the busiest 
commuter rail systems in the country and bus systems that 
serve millions of local, regional, and long-distance trips. 
Funding for these systems has not kept pace with growing 
ridership, and in some cases has been drastically cut. NJ 
Transit, Metro-North, and the Long Island Rail Road need to 
scale up operations to serve this increased demand. RPA rec-
ommends increasing funding to these entities, and reform-
ing their governance structures to promote innovation and 
coordination.

RPA also envisions a series of new projects, phased in over 
the next few decades, to unify the commuter rail system 
and expand it into a seamless regional transit system. The 
resulting Trans-Regional Express (T-REX) would provide 
frequent, reliable service, directly connecting New Jersey, 
Long Island, the Mid-Hudson, and Connecticut, create new 
freight-rail corridors, and provide additional transit service 
to riders within New York City. T-REX would enable the 
transit system to comfortably serve an additional one million 
people by 2040, and support a growing regional economy. 

Design streets for people and 
create more public space.
RPA recommends cities and towns across the region rebal-
ance their street space to prioritize walking, biking, transit, 
and goods deliveries over private cars. Managing street space 
more strategically will be particularly important as shared, 
on-demand, and, ultimately, driverless vehicles become 
more commonplace. Cities and towns should take a number 
of measures to ensure these vehicles improve mobility and 
don’t result in more congestion, including creating protected 
bus lanes, repurposing parking lanes for bus/bike lanes, rain 
gardens or wider sidewalks, and “geofencing” particular 
districts to prevent vehicle use at certain times of day.

Designing streets for people will make lower-cost transpor-
tation like biking, walking, or riding the bus safer and more 
pleasant, and encourage healthy physical activity. Prioritiz-
ing public transportation is particularly important for lower-
income residents who disproportionately rely on buses. 

RPA also recommends larger, more crowded cities such as 
New York expand access to public spaces in more creative 
ways. This could include reopening streets and underground 
passageways, and integrating some privately owned spaces, 
such as building lobbies, into the public realm.

Expand and redesign John F. Kennedy 
and Newark International airports.
The region’s airports need more capacity to meet growing 
passenger and freight demand and to maintain economic 
competitiveness. RPA recommends phasing out Teterboro 
Airport, which will be permanently fl ooded by just one foot 

An integrated, expanded 
regional rail system 
could serve at least one 
million more people 
by 2040, creating 
access to opportunities 
across the region.
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of sea-level rise. Improvements are already underway at 
LaGuardia Airport, which over the long term will need to 
expand capacity to handle larger aircraft. 

JFK Airport should be expanded and modernized to include 
two additional runways, larger and more customer-friendly 
terminals, and signifi cantly better transit access. Newark 
International Airport should be reconfi gured, moving the 
main terminal closer to the train station on the Northeast 
rail corridor and freeing up more space to eventually con-
struct a new runway. These improvements would allow the 
region’s airports to handle a projected 60 percent increase in 
passengers and reduce delays by 33 percent.

Strategically protect land to adapt to climate change 
and connect people with nature; establish a national 
park in the Meadowlands and a regional trail network.
Even if we aggressively reduce our carbon emissions, climate 
change is here to stay. Our coastline will move inland, with 
up to six feet of sea-level rise possible by the beginning of the 
next century. There will be more frequent storms and days of 
extreme heat. To increase the region’s resilience to storms, 
fl oods, and rising temperatures, we must reconnect our com-
munities to nature.

RPA proposes establishing a national park in the New Jersey 
Meadowlands, one of the Northeast’s largest remaining 
contiguous tracts of urban open space. The Meadowlands 
supports a wide array of wildlife and biodiversity, and has 
the potential to protect surrounding communities from 
storm surges. A Meadowlands National Park would protect 
this fragile ecosystem and also help educate the public about 
climate change adaptation. 

RPA also calls for creating a 1,620-mile tri-state trail net-
work, building on existing and planned trails and establish-
ing new connections to create a comprehensive network 
linked with transit. Almost nine million residents would live 
within a half-mile of a trail—nearly 25 percent more than 
today.

Create a greener, smarter energy grid.
Without signifi cant new investment, the electrical grid will 
not be capable of handling increased demand due to popu-
lation and job growth, the digital economy, and electric 
vehicles. Scaling up production of renewable energy and 
creating a cleaner, modern grid would also require better 
coordination among energy providers and regulators across 
the three states. 

RPA recommends creating a Tri-State Energy Policy Task 
Force to enable a more reliable, fl exible, cleaner, and greener 
network. This task force should develop a comprehensive 
plan to utilize emerging renewables such as wind, solar, and 
storage technology; integrate distributed generation; and 
make the grid smarter and more e�  cient. As cleaner fuels 
generate more power, existing electricity-supply facilities—
including fast-ramping plants necessary for rapid changes—
could be updated and used more e� ectively.

Preserve and create a� ordable 
housing in all communities.
A� ordability is key to giving everyone in the region the 
chance to succeed. RPA recommends several actions by all 
levels of government to protect and increase the supply of 
homes for households of all incomes, and create a� ordable 
housing in all communities. Many of these recommendations 
will facilitate the creation of new housing without additional 
funding. RPA also calls on cities and states to be more proac-
tive in protecting vulnerable residents from displacement 
through policies that generate more permanently a� ordable 
housing and increase wealth in lower-income communities. 

Municipalities should update zoning to facilitate more hous-
ing production, especially near transit. Some common-sense 
changes include allowing accessory dwellings, which could 
create 300,000 new units regionwide without any new con-
struction. Others include ensuring all municipalities allow 
multifamily developments near transit stations, so residents 
can take advantage of technology-enabled vehicles that mini-

Redeveloping underutilized 
parking lots near rail 
stations alone would yield 
a quarter million new 
homes for the region.

The Meadowlands 
could be the nation’s 
fi rst national park 
established to 
promote climate 
resilience.
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mize the need for parking. Developing existing parking lots 
in this way would yield a quarter of a million new homes in 
walkable, mixed-income communities near transit.

These new homes can be accessible to all the region’s resi-
dents—existing as well as newcomers—by robust enforce-
ment of fair housing protections and a region-wide inclusion-
ary zoning policy, thereby creating diverse, mixed-income 
communities. 

Create well-paying job opportunities 
throughout the region.
Increasing incomes is essential to solving the a� ordability 
challenge, and that requires a diverse economy with good 
jobs in accessible locations for people with a variety of skills 
and education levels. 

Manhattan’s central business district (CBD) could become a 
more powerful engine for the region’s economy by expand-
ing to the south, east, and west; preserving Midtown’s older, 
less-expensive o�  ce space to accommodate di� erent types 
of businesses; and creating more mixed-residential and job 
districts near the CBD.

Cities such as Bridgeport, Paterson, and Poughkeepsie could 
become regional centers for new jobs in a range of indus-
tries, by building on existing urban assets and revitalizing 
downtowns with fi nancial and policy support from state 
government. 

RPA also recommends municipalities partner with local 
anchor institutions such as hospitals and universities to 
develop career pathways for training and hiring local resi-
dents. These institutions, which have a great procurement 
power, can also create and support local supply chains that 
benefi t the surrounding neighborhoods, the city, and the 
region as whole. 

In addition, RPA urges municipalities to preserve exist-
ing industrial space for that purpose, while also creating 
facilities for smaller high-tech manufacturers that will drive 
industrial job creation in the coming decades. 

Half a million new 
homes could be 
added to the region’s 
housing supply 
without constructing 
one new building.
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Recommendations at a glance
Fix the institutions that are failing us
Transform the way we govern and pay for transportation
1. Reduce the cost of building rail transit
2. Restructure the Port Authority to function 

as a regional infrastructure bank
3. Create a Subway Reconstruction Public Benefit Corporation
4. Modernize transit systems outside New York City
5. Charge drivers to enter Manhattan, price highways, 

and transition to vehicle-miles tolling

Create new institutions and funding to tackle climate change
6. Reduce greenhouse gas emissions with a cap-and-

trade market modeled after California’s program
7. Establish a Regional Coastal Commission
8. Institute climate Adaptation Trust Funds in all three states

Change fundamental inequities in how we govern land use
9. Reduce reliance on local property taxes
10. Create regional school districts and services
11. Make New York City property taxes fair
12. Make the planning and development process 

more inclusive, predictable, and efficient

Make technology policy a core part of government’s business
13. Increase participation in local government
14. Expand affordable internet access across the region
15. Create a Regional Census to support better 

use of data for public purposes

Make the region affordable for everyone
Provide affordable housing for all incomes, 
ages, races, and ethnicities
46. Protect low-income residents from displacement 
47. Strengthen and enforce fair housing laws
48. Remove barriers to transit-oriented 

and mixed-use development
49. Increase housing supply without constructing new buildings
50. Build affordable housing in all communities across the region
51. Make all housing healthy housing 
52. Reform housing subsidies

Expand access to more well-paying jobs
53. Maintain a globally competitive regional business district
54. Restore regional job centers
55. Make room for the next generation of industry
56. Promote partnerships between anchor 

institutions and local communities 

Support healthy and livable communities
57. Remake underutilized auto-dependent landscapes
58. Turn environmentally burdened neighborhoods 

into healthy communities
59. Support and expand community-centered arts and culture
60. Expand access to healthy, affordable food 
61. Expand and improve public space in the urban core

Create a dynamic, customer-oriented 
transportation network
Create a fully integrated, regional transit system
16. Build a second bus terminal under the Javits Convention Center
17. Build new rail tunnels under the Hudson and East Rivers 
18. Expand, overhaul, and unify the Penn Station Complex 
19. Combine three commuter rail systems into one network

Rebuild the subway system
20. Adopt new technology for fast, reliable subway service
21. Modernize and refurbish New York City’s subway stations
22. Build new subway lines to underserved areas of the city

Adapt streets and highways for a technology-driven future
23. On city streets, prioritize people over cars
24. Improve bus service, and introduce new 

light rail and streetcar lines
25. Expand suburban transit options with 

affordable, on-demand service
26. Reduce highway congestion without adding new lanes
27. Remove, bury, or deck over highways that blight communities

Create world-class airports and seaports
28. Expand and redesign Kennedy and Newark airports
29. Build fast and affordable rail service in the Northeast Corridor
30. Modernize the region’s seaports and expand rail freight access

Rise to the challenge of climate change
Adapt to our changing coastline
31. Protect densely populated communities along 

the coast from storms and flooding
32. Transition away from places that can’t be protected
33. Establish a national park in the Meadowlands
34. Determine the costs and benefits of a regional surge barrier

Bring nature into our communities
35. End the discharge of raw sewage and pollutants into waterways
36. Restore the region’s harbor and estuaries
37. Cool our communities

Improve the natural and built systems that sustain us
38. Prioritize the protection of land to help 

adapt to a changing climate
39. Create a tri-state trail network
40. Upgrade infrastructure to high standards of resilience
41. Connect the region’s water supply systems

Create a greener energy system, with more capacity
42. Modernize the electric grid
43. Scale up renewables
44. Manage demand with energy-efficient 

buildings and variable pricing
45. Electrify buildings and vehicles
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To demonstrate how the policies and projects recom-
mended in this plan could shape places where we live and 
work, RPA composed potential futures for nine places 
that represent different types of communities, districts 
and landscapes. Each is unique, but all highlight chal-
lenges and opportunities that can be found elsewhere 
in the region. These “flagship places” are intended to be 
illustrative and inspirational, not prescriptive.

⊲⊲ Jamaica: A business hub tied to neighboring commu-
nities and JFK Airport

⊲⊲ Bridgeport: A green and healthy city on the Northeast 
Corridor

⊲⊲ Meadowlands: A national park for the region

⊲⊲ The Far West Side: A new anchor for the region’s core

⊲⊲ Triboro Line: A new transit link for the boroughs

⊲⊲ Central Nassau: New transit for a diverse suburb

⊲⊲ Newburgh: A model of equitable and sustainable 
development in the Hudson Valley

⊲⊲ Paterson: Connecting a former factory town to the 
region’s economy

⊲⊲ Inner Sound: Industry, nature and neighborhoods in 
harmony

Jamaica, NY

Flagship places

Bridgeport, CT

Meadowlands, NJ
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Far West Side, Manhattan, NY

Central Nassau County, NY

Newburgh, NY

Triboro Line, Brooklyn/Queens/Bronx,  NY Paterson, NJ

Inner Sound, Queens/Bronx/Manhattan, NY
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The Fourth Regional Plan looks ahead to the next generation. 
A long-range plan allows RPA to set our sights high and not 
be constrained by current political dynamics. But we know a 
generation is too long to wait for families facing the pres-
sures of rising rents and stagnating wages, for workers facing 
long and unreliable commutes, and for coastal communities 
on the front lines of more frequent and extreme fl ooding. 

And so the fourth plan is the long-term strategy that also 
informs our short-term advocacy e� orts. 

If we succeed in implementing the vision and recommenda-
tions outlined in the Fourth Regional Plan, the region will 
be more equitable, healthy, sustainable, and prosperous. 
The plan provides a model for growth that creates a larger 
tax base to fi nance new infrastructure, an expanded transit 
network, more green infrastructure to protect us from the 

From  plan to implementation

This plan provides a 
long-range vision, but 
its implementation 
must begin right now.

impacts of climate change, as well as su�  cient a� ordable 
housing and other necessities that together create a virtuous 
cycle.

Regional Plan Association will build on the partnerships it 
has created through the development process for this plan 
to ensure its recommendations are debated, refi ned, and 
ultimately implemented. The continued success of the region 
and all of its residents depends on it.

Paying for it
Addressing these challenges would require signifi cant 
investment. 

The plan recommends ways to reform the way new rail infra-
structure projects are designed and built to reduce their cost. 
The plan also suggests redirecting funding from low-impact 
programs to more e� ective ones. With these measures, we 
will be able to grow the economy, increase the tax base, and 
generate new revenue. 

But even with signifi cant budget savings and a growing 
economy, more funding would still be needed. RPA proposes 
new funding streams that would more fairly distribute the 
burden of taxes, fees, and tolls, while promoting strategic 
policy goals. These include sustainable patterns of develop-
ment, more equitable distribution of wealth and income, 
energy e�  ciency, and climate resilience.  

New or underutilized funding streams identifi ed in this plan 
include: 

 ⊲ Pricing greenhouse gas emissions to fund climate adapta-
tion and mitigation measures, transit, and investments in 
environmentally burdened neighborhoods

 ⊲ Highway tolling and congestion pricing to fund invest-
ment in our highways, bridges, and transit

 ⊲ Value capture from real estate to fund new transit sta-
tions or line extensions, as well as more a� ordable hous-
ing near transit

 ⊲ Insurance surcharges on property to fund coastal climate 
adaptation

 ⊲ Reforming housing subsidies to fund more low-income 
housing
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How was the Fourth Regional 
Plan developed?
RPA began work on the Fourth Regional Plan by speak-
ing with residents and experts and aggregating data. RPA’s 
report “Fragile Success,” published in 2014, assessed and 
documented the region’s challenges: a� ordability, climate 
change, infrastructure, and governance. 

Utilizing detailed land-use data and intricate econometric 
models, RPA documented the region’s built form, quantifi ed 
population and employment trends, and extrapolated future 
growth scenarios. The 2016 report “Charting a New Course” 
compared these scenarios and presented an optimal growth 
pattern that would achieve several benchmarks of success. 
This aspirational scenario guided recommendations devel-
oped for the Fourth Regional Plan.

About Regional Plan Association
Since its inception nearly a century ago, RPA has conducted 
groundbreaking research on issues of land use, transporta-
tion, the environment, economic development, and opportu-
nity. It has also led advocacy campaigns to foster a thriving, 
diverse, and environmentally sustainable region, helping 
local communities address their most pressing challenges.

RPA sta�  includes policy experts, urban planners, analysts, 
writers, and advocates. RPA collaborates with partners 
across sectors to fi nd the best ideas to meet the challenges 
facing our region today and in the future.

RPA’s work is informed by these partnerships as well as by 
our Board of Directors and our New York, New Jersey, and 
Connecticut Committees.

The  fourth plan in context

RPA held over 200 
meetings and worked with 
community organizations 
representing over 50,000 
residents from around the 
region to create this plan.

RPA used data from a dozen 
di� erent sources, at a half-mile-
square level, to document the 
region’s built form, quantify past 
population and employment 
trends, and from there, 
extrapolate future growth.

Urban core
Downtowns and local centers
Commercial and industrial
Primary residential
Rural and open space
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Throughout the process, RPA sta�  worked with hundreds 
of experts in housing, transportation, land use, and envi-
ronmental issues. And we received regular feedback over 
the years at nearly 200 meetings and forums, where we held 
discussions with some 4,000 people.

RPA sta�  also engaged in deep, multi-year collaborations 
with community organizations including Make the Road 
New York, Make the Road Connecticut, Community Voices 
Heard, Housing and Community Development Network of 
New Jersey, Partnership for Strong Communities, Right to 
the City Alliance, and others. These organizations, which 
represent more than 50,000 low-income residents and people 
of color, helped RPA sta�  hear a wide range of perspectives 
on a� ordability, jobs, transportation, and environmental 
justice. This e� ort enabled us to stay connected at the grass-
roots level—no easy task in a region with 23 million residents.

RPA’s past plans have shaped 
the tri-state region.
Since the 1920s, RPA has developed groundbreaking long-
range plans to guide the growth of the New York-New 
Jersey-Connecticut metropolitan area.

These e� orts have shaped and improved the region’s eco-
nomic health, environmental sustainability, and quality of 
life. Ideas and recommendations put forth in these plans 
have led to the establishment of some of the tri-state region’s 
most signifi cant infrastructure, open space, and economic 
development projects, including new bridges and roadways, 
improvements to our transit network, the preservation of 
vital open space, and the renewed emphasis on creating sus-
tainable communities centered around jobs and transit.

Regional Plan of New York and Its Environs, 1929
RPA’s fi rst plan in 1929 provided the blueprint for the 
transportation and open space networks we take for granted 
today. Major recommendations that shape the region today 
include:

 ⊲ A more connected region with better railroads, high-
ways, and parks. The goal was to provide access to more 
of the region and give options for living beyond the 
overcrowded core. The fundamental concept of metro-
politan development driven by transit and limited-access 
highways, pioneered in the fi rst plan, created a precedent 
for every modern 20th century metropolis. 

 ⊲ The proposed network of highways led to the relocation 
of the planned George Washington Bridge from 57th to 
178th Street. RPA understood the bridge would primar-
ily be used for traveling through the region, and should 
therefore avoid the congestion of Midtown. The con-
struction of the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge in the early 
1960s e� ectively completed the regional highway system 
proposed in RPA’s fi rst plan.

 ⊲ The fi rst plan’s call for preserving large swaths of natural 
areas, as well as the identifi cation of the most critical 
areas to be preserved, persuaded several public agencies 
to purchase and preserve land. Acquisitions in Nassau, 
Su� olk, Putnam, and Dutchess counties, and in Flush-
ing Meadows, Orchard Beach Park, and the Palisades, 
doubled the region’s park space.

 ⊲ RPA helped local governments establish planning boards, 
including New York City’s City Planning Commission, to 
advise local elected o�  cials on development decisions. 
From 1929 to 1939, the number of planning boards in 
the region increased from 61 to 204. Today, they are an 
essential component of local land-use and budget plan-
ning in the region.

Second Regional Plan, 1968
The Second Regional Plan envisioned a regional network of 
economic centers connected by robust and federally funded 
mass transit. At a time when middle-class and wealthier 
Americans were fl eeing cities for residential suburbs, RPA 
called for concentrating areas of economic development 
and building the transit network for these urban centers 
to thrive. Major recommendations of the second plan that 
shape the region today include:

 ⊲ The federal Urban Mass Transportation Act adopted 
RPA’s principle of federal support for capital costs for 
urban mass transit. By ensuring adequate funding, the 
region’s transit agencies were able to plan for the long 
term. RPA supported the formation of the Metropolitan 
Transportation Authority, which brought together the 
subway, bus, commuter rail, and many bridge-and-tunnel 
toll facilities under one roof. 

 ⊲ The second plan identifi ed the potential for revitalizing 
the Lower Hudson River area with better infrastructure, 
housing, and public parks. Its vision for Manhattan, 
Hoboken, and Jersey City has largely become reality, 
with better transit, an attractive waterfront, and mixed-
use development.
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 ⊲ RPA called for the revival of regional centers in Jamaica, 
Queens, Downtown Brooklyn, Newark, NJ, and Stam-
ford, CT.

 ⊲ RPA introduced the concept that the supply of undevel-
oped natural spaces was limited and called for an aggres-
sive program to acquire, protect, and permanently pre-
serve natural landscapes for future generations. RPA led 
the e� ort to create Gateway National Recreation Center, 
which in 1972 became the fi rst major federal recreation 
area in an urban setting.

Third Regional Plan, 1996
A cornerstone of RPA’s Third Regional Plan was the rec-
ognition that the region’s continued prosperity and global 
standing were no longer guaranteed. A severe economic 
downturn hit New York in the early 1990s, and by 1996 it was 
still uncertain whether the economy could fully recover. The 
Third Regional Plan called for renewed economic develop-
ment in New York City, and investing in schools, rail systems, 
community design, and natural resources to accelerate eco-
nomic recovery. Major recommendations of the third plan 
built or in progress include:

 ⊲ The redevelopment of the Far West Side to expand the 
Midtown business district helped shape RPA’s alternative 
development scenario for the Hudson Yards when city 
leaders proposed building a football stadium on the site. 
The plan ultimately adopted by the city and developers 
closely resembled RPA’s proposal.

 ⊲ The third plan proposed a new rail system to connect 
existing commuter rail lines and optimize the transit 
system as a whole, including a Second Avenue Subway 
(the fi rst phase of which is now built) and a connection 
for Long Island Rail Road into Grand Central, known as 
East Side Access (now under construction).

 ⊲ The third plan set in motion steps that led to the perma-
nent conservation of several region-shaping open spaces, 
including Governors Island, the New Jersey Highlands, 
and the Central Pine Barrens. 
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Alliance for Downtown New York
American Littoral Society
Association for a Better New York
Association for Neighborhood Housing & Development
Bike Tarrytown
Bridgeport Neighborhood Trust
Bronx River Alliance
Brooklyn Greenway Initiative
Business Council of Fairfi eld County
Center for an Urban Future
Citizens Budget Commission
Columbia University Graduate School of Architecture, 

Planning & Preservation
Community Service Society of New York
Community Voices Heard
East Coast Greenway Alliance
Rutgers University Edward J. Bloustein School of Planning & 

Public Policy
Enterprise Community Partners
Environmental Defense Fund
ERASE Racism
Fair Housing Justice Center
Friends of Hudson River Park
Greater Jamaica Development Corporation
Hester Street Collaborative
Housing & Community Development Network of New Jersey
Hudson River Waterfront Conservancy
Hudson Valley Rail Trail
Ironbound Community Corporation
La Casa de Don Pedro
Lincoln Institute of Land Policy
Long Island Housing Partnership
Make the Road Connecticut
Make the Road New York
Merritt Parkway Trail Alliance
Motor Parkway East
Municipal Art Society
National Association of City Transportation O�  cials
Natural Areas Conservancy
Natural Resources Defense Council
New Jersey Bike & Walk Coalition
New Jersey Board of  Public Utilities
New Jersey Future
New Jersey Highlands Council
New Jersey Institute of Technology
New York - New Jersey Trail Conference

New York Academy of Medicine
New York Building Congress
New York Communities for Change
New York Housing Conference
New York League of Conservation Voters
New York University Furman Center for Real Estate & Urban 

Policy
New York University Rudin Center for Transportation Policy & 

Management
Newark Alliance
Newark Regional Business Partnership
NYPIRG Straphangers Campaign
Open House New York
Open Space Institute
Orange County Land Trust
Pace University Land Use Law Center
Partnership for New York City
Partnership for Strong Communities
Pattern for Progress
People Friendly Stamford
PlaceWorks
Pratt Center for Community Development
Project for Public Spaces
Riders Alliance
Right to the City
Scenic Hudson
Science & Resilience Institute at Jamaica Bay
Shawangunk Valley Conservancy
SUNY New Paltz
The Harbor Ring
The Nature Conservancy - New York
The New School Tishman Environment & Design Center
Time of Day Media
TransitCenter
Transportation Alternatives
Tri-State Transportation Campaign
Trust for Public Land
Upper Manhattan Empowerment Zone
Urban Justice Center
Vision Long Island
WE ACT for Environmental Justice
World Bank

Partner organizations
A special thanks to our non-profi t and academic partners 
who work with us to create a more equitable and sustainable 
tri-state region.
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Tessa Andrew
Ana Baptista
Richard Barone
Vanessa Barrios
Alex Belensz
Maya Borgenicht
Dare Brawley
Ellis Calvin
Lilly Chin
Jane Cooke
Chasity Cooper
Brian Dennis
Jim Finch
Robert Freudenberg
Moses Gates
Ricardo Gotla
Allison Henry
Christine Hsu
Rossana Ivanova
Doneliza Joaquin
Christopher Jones
Melissa Kaplan-Macey
Christina Kata
Amanda Kennedy
Amie Kershbaum
David Kooris
Emily Korman
Kyle Kozar
Robert Lane
David Lee
Sharai Lewis-Gruss
Mark Lohbauer
Alex Marshall
Sarabrent McCoy
Courtenay Mercer

Juliette Michaelson
Lucrecia Montemayor
Ben Oldenburg
Howard Permut
Corey Piasecki
Alyssa Pichardo
Robert Pirani
Wendy Pollack
Emily Roach
Nicolas Ronderos
David Sabatino
Steven Salzgeber
Pierina Sanchez
Daniel Schned
Mandu Sen
Sarah Serpas
Sanjay Seth
Melat Seyoum
Janani Shankaran
Dani Simons
Kate Slevin
Roma Tejada
Emily Thenhaus
Petra Todorovich-Messick
Laura Tolko� 
Karen Trella
Julia Vitullo-Martin
Jackson Whitmore
Thomas Wright
Robert Yankana
Robert D. Yaro
Zachary Zeilman
Fiona Zhu
Je� rey Zupan

Ahmad Abu-Khalaf
David Andrew
Kellan Cantrell
Corey Chao
Alex Chohlas-Wood
Dustin Fry
Noni Ghani
Crystal Godina
Dennis Harvey
Shahneez Haseeb
Adia Klein
Taylor LaFave
Zoe Linder-Baptie
Mariana Llano
Reva Marathe
Claire Mardian
Alexandra Moscovitz
Anna Oursler
David Perlmutter
Michael Phillips
Rebecca Ramsey
Ann Regan
David Young Shin
Samudyatha Subbarama
Eline Toes
Renae Widdison
Xinyun Wu
Xu Yuan

Staff  & interns
Creating this plan would not have been possible 
without the incredible dedication and passion of 
the RPA team over the last fi ve years.

Staff Interns
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