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In January, the legislature quietly passed a multi-million dollar giveaway 
in the form of a tax subsidy for five Manhattan luxury towers, includ-
ing One57 at 157 West 57 Street. Governor Cuomo approved the big tax 
break as part of a larger housing bill, which he signed this January 30.

Developed by the Extell Development Company, One57 is appropriately 
called the “Billionaires Tower”: among the beneficiaries of the tax break 
is billionaire hedge-fund manager Bill Ackman, who purchased a pent-
house in the building, according to the Wall Street Journal.1 One57 drew 
public attention last year when its crane snapped in Hurricane Sandy 
and dangled 90 stories over Midtown for several days. 

The tax breaks for One57 and the four other towers are part of the 
421-a program, a city program originally intended to spur development 
and later revised to encourage affordable housing construction as well. 
Changes in the program, named after the section of the state tax code 
that established it,  require state legislative approval. 

Affordable housing advocates agree that the 421-a program has long 
outlived its usefulness and effectiveness, but Albany lawmakers approved 
the giveaway nevertheless. 

That’s because a handful of developers wanted it, and expected it, after 
contributing heavily to the campaign chests of state legislators, party 
committees and the governor himself. Cuomo was the biggest recipient 
of campaign cash from the developers who benefited most directly from 
the wasteful tax breaks. Assembly Democrats and Senate Republicans 
also raked in substantial contributions—$136,400 alone for the Assem-
bly campaign committees and $98,000 for the Republican Senate Cam-
paign Committee. 

In this report, the Metropolitan Council on Housing reviews what the 
luxury real-estate developers spent and what they received in return. 
We focus particularly on One57 because more data are available for that 
development.

New construction in midtown Manhattan is ineligible for the 421-a tax 
subsidy unless the development includes on-site affordable units, which 
One57 and the other towers lacked. But the five developers wanted the 
tax breaks anyway. 

With their campaign contributions, developers of the five luxury towers 
had a goal: Get the legislature to let them take advantage of the 421-a 
program anyway, which would offer a substantial city tax break. Specifi-
cally, the legislature had to allow the five developments – located at 99 
Church Street, 520 Fifth Avenue, 157 West 57 Street, 109 Nassau Street 

Does the owner of a $90 
million dollar penthouse 
deserve a tax break?  

Governor Andrew Cuomo 
and the state legislature 

sure seem to think so.

Swindling: How Millions in Tax Breaks Were Engineered by and for Luxury Developers
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and 78-86 Trinity Place – to get the 421-a tax breaks even though the 
buildings would not normally be entitled to them. 

The reason Albany lawmakers agreed to spend millions subsidizing 
luxury housing for the wealthy is clear: developers who contributed to 
their campaigns called in chits and expected to be rewarded.

Key Findings:
•	 Combined, developers of four of the five luxury buildings 

gave at least $440,962 to PACs, state offices, and political par-
ties in 2012 alone.  (After an exhaustive search, we were not 
able to obtain data for the developer of the fifth building.)

•	 Governor Cuomo, who had to sign the 421-a legislation, re-
ceived $150,000 from the four developers in 2012. He was the 
biggest recipient of cash from these developers last year.  

•	 Contributions from Extell Development Company and its princi-
pals, owners of One57, accounted for $229,262 of the 2012 total. 
Extell has given a whopping $771,436 to state committees and 
campaigns since 2005, spent $74,500 lobbying New York City on 
One57 alone and spent tens of thousands of dollars more lobbying the 
city and state to get new permits for its crane, among other issues.

•	 Contributions to party committees, which benefit the most powerful 
legislators who control the movement of legislation, were also sizable: 
Republican Party committees received $53,000 and Democratic 
Party committees received $34,000 from the four developers in 2012.

•	 Overall, these four companies gave more than $1.5 million 
($1,531,531) to state elected officials, political parties and 
real-estate PACs between 2008 and 2012.

Following the Money: Luxury Developer Contributions to Cuomo and State Legislators2

Developer 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 Totals
Extell / Barnett $104,276 $8,861 $46,611 $4,411 $229,262 $393,421 
Fisher Brothers $72,500 $13,500 $285,000 $13,800 $60,000 $444,800 
Silverstein $61,350 $4,000 $283,200 $10,000 $114,100 $472,650 
Thor / Sitt $60,710 $50,950 $59,300 $12,100 $37,600 $220,660 
Totals $298,836 $77,311 $674,111 $40,311 $440,962 $1,531,531

Contributions by Developer

Office or Category 2008-2011 2012 Totals
Real estate PACs $195,269 $100,262 $295,531
Governor $136,500 $150,000 $286,500
Senate $208,950 $58,600 $267,550
Democratic Party $223,350 $34,000 $257,350

Contributions by Recipient*
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The bill (Chapter 4, Laws of 2013) that gave the luxury developers tax 
breaks included other provisions, such as an uncontroversial renewal of 
tax abatements for co-op and condo owners and expanded protections 
for loft tenants, but also included other questionable tax breaks and 
benefits.3 

That a handful of real-estate developers were able to win such a huge 
giveaway is a reflection of their outsized influence and just how broken 
the current campaign finance system is. Even legislators who have a long 
history of favoring the expansion of affordable housing voted for the 
bill, since it contained items they favored. But the 421-a tax breaks went 
beyond the typical horse-trading in the legislature.

One57, the “Billionaires’ Tower,” is a luxury high-rise near Carnegie 
Hall. The two penthouses sold for $90 million each, and the rest of the 
building has panoramic views, a “pet wash room” and private sauna and 
spa. The building also offers storage lockers for as much as $200,000 a 
piece.

Thanks to the 421-a tax break, each of the two One57 penthouse owners 
will save more than one million dollars in city taxes over ten years ($2.4 
million combined). What about the other apartments? 

Developers will get $2 million in tax breaks from six other units over ten 
years, according to one estimate.4 Data on the tax break values for the 
other 127 residential units (there are 135 total) are not publicly available, 
but it will likely amount to millions of dollars over the next decade. 

Data on the value of the tax breaks in the other four buildings (99 
Church Street, 520 Fifth Avenue, 109 Nassau Street and 78-86 Trinity 
Place) are not publicly available either, in part because construction is 
not complete and the New York City Department of Finance hasn’t as-
sessed the value of the properties.

This bill “has some  
important things in it, but 
it’s also a perfect example 
of what goes wrong in the 
wheeling-dealing of the 
backrooms of Albany.” 

— State Senator Liz Krueger 
during the debate on the bill.

A Perverse Trade-off: Tax Breaks for Luxury Apartments, Fewer Resources for Other Needs

Republican Party $114,500 $53,000 $167,500
Independence Party $85,000 $30,000 $115,000
Assembly $62,500 $5,100 $67,600
Attorney General $53,500 $10,000 $63,500
Conservative Party $10,000 $0 $10,000
Comptroller $1,000 $0 $1,000
Totals $1,090,569 $440,962 $1,531,531

*Includes multiple office-holders.
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These tax breaks represent millions of dollars that the city has lost. The 
money could have been used for real housing needs, like rent subsidies 
for the more than 50,000 people sleeping in homeless shelters or for the 
repair of dilapidated apartment buildings. The 421-a program cost the 
City $755 million in 2010 in lost real property tax revenue, according to 
the Pratt Center for Community Development.5

New York needs an election funding system that reduces the politi-
cal influence of real estate and the amount developers can spend on 
candidates and campaigns. A better, reformed system would make our 
politicians accountable to regular voters,  amplifying their voices above 
those of Extell and other mega- developers. Greater transparency, lower 
contribution limits, repeal of the LLC loophole and, public matching 
funds will help achieve the kind of accountability New Yorkers need 
and deserve. 

We have an historic opportunity to restore trust in government. With 
Albany mired in scandal after scandal, and this legislative session com-
ing to a close in a matter of days, we can’t afford to delay campaign 
finance reform any longer. The time to get it done is now.

1. Ackman also owns homes on Central Park West, in the East End of Long Island and in Cha-
tham, New York. )Other buyers are fashion moguls and business partners Lawrence S. Stroll – a 
collector of vintage Ferraris – and Silas K. F. Chou, according to The New York Times. 

2. We used New York State campaign finance database to identify the developers’ campaign contribu-
tions. We searched for the names of the companies, their principles principals and the principles’ prin-
cipals’ spouses. We also searched for Limited Liability Companies housed at the same address as the 
companies. In New York, individuals can donate through LLCs -- essentially erasing their fingerprints 
from their contributions. Because of this, and because the contribution records often contain omis-
sions and misspellings, identifying all aevery contribution from a developers’ contributions is difficult. 
Each LLC set up by a real-estate baron can contribute the maximum amounts allowed in campaign 
contributions, thus circumventing the limits on contributions that apply to other contributors.

3. For example, the bill also continued use of J51 tax benefits. This program was started in 1955 with the inten-
tion to spur owners of substandard housing to make basic building upgrades, but have been increasingly been 
used to subsidize luxury renovations. See Community Service Society. 2012. Upgrading Private Property at 
Public Expense: The Rising Cost of J-51. June. http://b.3cdn.net/nycss/b3347d0b9b1c3a863d_ffm6ivrrh.pdf

4. See Robert Frank. October 11, 2012. “Billionaires get ‘low income’ tax breaks in NYC condo tower.” 
CNBC News. This report examined financial documents for One57 that projected that the two penthouse 
units would save $210,000 and $186,000 in taxes a year under the abatement. The value of this abate-
ment decreases over its ten-year lifespan, so overall the two units will see savings of $2,379,600. See: http://
www.nbcnews.com/business/billionaires-get-low-income-tax-breaks-nyc-condo-tower-1C6403983

5. See Pratt Center. 2011. “A luxury housing subsidy New Yorker’s can’t afford.” Issue Brief. June 
6. http://prattcenter.net/issue-brief/luxury-housing-subsidy-new-yorkers-cant-afford

The Solution: Comprehensive Campaign Finance Reform with Public Funding at its Core



Recipient Office Total
REAL ESTATE BOARD PAC PAC $265,500
ANDREW CUOMO 2014, INC. Governor $157,000
INDEPENDENCE PARTY OF N.Y. CAMPAIGN ACCOUNT (NY. - NEW YORK) Independence Party $115,000
NYS SENATE REPUBLICAN CAMPAIGN COMMITTEE Republican Party $98,000
NYS DEMOCRATIC ASSEMBLY CAMPAIGN COMMITTEE HOUSEKEEPING (DACC) Democratic Party $90,000
NYS DEMOCRATIC ASSEMBLY CAMPAIGN COMMITTEE (DACC) Democratic Party $46,000
SCHNEIDERMAN FOR ATTORNEY GENERAL, INC. Attorney General $34,500
SIMCHA NY State Senate $33,600
FRIENDS OF BOB COHEN State Senate $28,500
QUINN FOR NY State Senate $28,500
NYS DEMOCRATIC SENATE CAMPAIGN COMMITTEE (NYS DSCC) Democratic Party $28,000
KINGS COUNTY DEMOCRATIC COUNTY COMMITTEE Democratic Party $25,800
VALESKY FOR SENATE State Senate $24,000
NEW YORK CITY PARTNERSHIP STATE PAC PAC $15,000
NEW YORKERS ON THE BALL State Senate $14,500
DINALLO FOR ATTORNEY GENERAL, INC. Attorney General $10,000
FRIENDS OF ANDREA STEWART-COUSINS State Senate $10,000
PATERSON FOR GOVERNOR, INC. Governor $10,000
SCHNEIDERMAN 2014 Attorney General $10,000
STATE CONSERVATIVE CAMPAIGN COMMITTEE Conservative Party $10,000
FRIENDS OF AUBERTINE State Senate $9,500
FRIENDS OF CRAIG JOHNSON State Senate $9,500
ZELDIN FOR SENATE State Senate $9,500
KATHLEEN RICE 2010 Attorney General $9,000
BROOK-KRASNY FOR ASSEMBLY Assembly $7,900
FRIENDS OF SILVER Assembly $7,100
FRIENDS OF CARL (KRUGER) State Senate $6,000
CARLUCCI FOR NEW YORK State Senate $5,000
COMMITTEE TO ELECT ERIC ADAMS State Senate $5,000
ULRICH FOR SENATE State Senate $5,000
BRONX DEMOCRATIC COUNTY COMMITTEE - II Democratic Party $3,800
FRIENDS OF SCHNEIDERMAN State Senate $3,000
COMMITTEE TO RE-ELECT JOHN SAMPSON State Senate $2,750
CITIZENS FOR DILAN State Senate $2,500
FRIENDS OF MARTIN GOLDEN State Senate $2,500
FRIENDS OF SQUADRON State Senate $2,500
HOYLMAN FOR SENATE State Senate $2,500
COMO FOR SENATOR State Senate $2,000
FRIENDS OF DAVID WEPRIN Assembly $2,000
FRIENDS OF MIKE GIANARIS State Senate $2,000
DEMOCRATIC ORGANIZATION OF QUEENS COUNTY Democratic Party $1,400
HAKEEM JEFFRIES FOR ASSEMBLY Assembly $1,000
PEOPLE FOR BING Assembly $1,000
PERALTA FOR SENATE State Senate $1,000
RSA PAC PAC $784
Grand Total $1,158,134

 Appendix Table: Developer Contributions, 2010-2012


