
Boxed In: The precarious future of New York's Garment District

A multimedia narrative project about New York City's famed Garment District.

By Dewi Cooke and Tahiat Mahboob

On a rain-soaked December night in the heart of New York City’s Garment District, a handful 
of young designers are gathered inside a sparse room five floors above West 38th Street. 
They’re staking out their patches of floor space with racks of clothes and neat displays, 
heads down and quietly focused. The doors to this sale of prototype and limited-edition 
designs at fashion hothouse Showroom New York are about to open, but many here are still 
busy hanging their tailored jackets and gold-sequined shrugs as the first shoppers trickle in.

The young women (and one man) showing their designs are like many trying to make a start 
in the industry: They’re one-person shows, acting as merchandisers, sales reps and creative 
forces all at once, and hoping that one day fashion will be their ticket to some kind of fame 
– or at least modest fortune. In a city where the fashion industry contributes $1.7 billion in tax 
revenues annually, clothes are big business, and there’s no shortage of those willing to test 
their talent, and their luck.

“Everyone’s doing it,” says Catherine Chiara, a 24-year-old Pennsylvania native who’s 
brought her eponymous label of flirty cocktail wear to sell at the Showroom tonight. 
“Everyone wants to start a fashion line. So it’s very difficult to stand out in a large crowd. 
Getting press is a priority you need to have.”

But tonight isn’t just about connecting with the media. In addition to providing space for 
designers to hawk their wares, Showroom New York, paid for in part by the New York City 
Economic Development Corporation and the not-for-profit Garment Industry Development 
Initiative, tries to hook them up with the manufacturing community—the people who can 
produce their clothes in the very neighborhood where the showroom sits.

“It’s just a subway ride away,” says 28-year-old Dinna Soliman, who manufactures her Donuts 
line of retro t-shirts and flowing knitted tops here in the Garment District. “Being able to check 
on all the production and working with your patternmaker from start to finish – that’s always 
a plus.”

In contrast to the bustle above, the street below Showroom New York is slowing down, as the 
fabric, trim and bead stores shut their doors for the night. In the buildings between 34th and 
40th streets, seamstresses, pleaters and other garment workers are stepping away from their 
sewing machines and hanging up their patterns, just as workers have done here for 
decades. Their faces may be different, and there are far fewer of them, but otherwise the 
scene has changed little since the early 20th century, when the Garment District was at its 
zenith. Soon the multi-colored window signs will flash on and burn into the night, neon 
reminders to the occasional passer-by that, Yes! We Carry Felt!—and that yes, these 
businesses still exist.

It may not always be the case.

“The question is, do you hold back a whole neighborhood and 20 million square feet of 
space for one million square feet of users?” asks Barbara Randall, the executive director of 
the city’s Fashion Center Business Improvement District, or BID.

From her office, just a half a block from Showroom New York, Randall represents a 



From her office, just a half a block from Showroom New York, Randall represents a 
particularly frustrated group of Manhattanites: building owners hamstrung by decades-old 
zoning regulations that preserve the district’s side streets for clothing and other light 
manufacturing. The laws, enacted in 1987 in an attempt to preserve precious real estate for 
an industry once estimated to have employed a full 20 percent of the city’s workforce, 
prevent the owners from charging commercial office rates for their properties and, by 
Randall’s reckoning, give them little incentive to maintain them. “There’s not a lot of 
reinvestment occurring in these buildings,” says Randall, whose organization is responsible for 
the green and gold “Fashion District” banners hanging from the street lamps nearby and for 
the oversized needle-and-button sculpture at the corner of 39th Street and 7th Avenue. “The 
problem is the production. The production can’t pay Midtown Manhattan rents.”

Randall has been working with building owners, the city and industry groups for the past four 
years to find a solution that satisfies both the estimated 21,500 garment workers and affiliated 
businesses still operating in Midtown and the owners who collectively own the nine million 
square feet of space still zoned for manufacturing, within the some 20 million square feet that 
makes up the district. The task hasn’t been easy.

Part of the problem is that despite the area’s identity as a ”fashion center,” no one can 
ensure that the space protected for manufacturing is actually being used for that purpose. 
The fashion industry and Randall’s BID are in agreement that garment manufacturing likely 
accounts for no more than the 1.5 million square feet of the space that it’s entitled to. But in 
the face of poorly enforced zoning restrictions, the rest has slowly been taken over for other 
commercial purposes, most of them unrelated to fashion, and many of them illegal. Few 
understand the tension better than Eric Gural, for whom the district represents both family 
history and business opportunity. Gural’s grandfather, real estate giant Aaron Gural, made 
his career accumulating properties across the district and beyond. In the 1950s, the elder 
Gural joined the firm Newmark & Company, helping build it into the now-global real estate 
powerhouse Newmark Knight Frank. Eric’s father, Jeff Gural, remains chairman, and Eric 
serves as executive managing director, overseeing the same kind of garment-district 
properties his granddad once did.

A board member of BID who has worked closely with the city on fashion-related ventures 
(including providing space, in the same building as BID headquarters, for a “fashion 
incubator” that houses emerging designers at subsidized rents), Gural says that owners are 
losing out by not being able to charge commercial rates for their properties. While the cost 
of renovating a building in compliance with regulations would run into the millions, he says, 
the potential return on investment is very strong. Manufacturing properties in the district 
currently bring in $14 to $18 per square foot, but, renovated and leased for commercial uses, 
the same properties could pull in as much as $25. Given numbers like that, is it any wonder 
owners are itching for a change?

“One of the arguments we’ve made,” says Gural, “is saying, ‘Hey, look, we’re not telling you 
that we don’t want manufacturing in New York City, but why does it have to be in this little 
box?’”

But in a soon-to-be released paper looking at the garment industries in New York and Los 
Angeles, spatial and urban planning experts Sarah Williams, of Columbia University, and 
Elizabeth Currid-Halkett, of the University of Southern California, say that such a clustering of 
businesses – the little box – actually does matter. Fashion’s “just in-time” system of production 
for samples and high-end lines mean that the proximity of designers to manufacturers, 
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suppliers and wholesalers is integral to the process. This is particularly true for New York, they 
say, which is known as a hub for emerging designers dealing in limited-runs that rely on quick 
turnarounds.

Williams and Currid-Halkett point out that LA is in the process of expanding its clothing 
manufacturing sector, including providing a designated home for it downtown, and that the 
players in the New York drama might consider this, especially given that the West Coast city’s 
garment industry has grown from 2,384 businesses in 1986 to 3,866 in 2007. “If Los Angeles 
continues to expand its share of the fashion industry while New York battles out whether or 
not to support protective zoning for it,” write Williams and Currid-Halkett, “there is strong 
reason to believe that Los Angeles will make great strides as a competitor to New York’s 
position as a fashion capital.”

For people like business owner and third-generation garment-industry worker Paul Cavazza, 
such a capitulation would be devastating. Cavazza remembers well the clockwork regularity 
with which men like his dad, who worked as a fabric cutter, could be found lunching at 
cafés on the corner of 37th Street and 7th Avenue. “You would go there and all the 
patternmakers were in one corner,” he recalls one afternoon in his workshop on West 35th 
Street. “You were a patternmaker, you had your own group. You were a grader-marker, it 
was a different restaurant.” Today, says Cavazza, “it’s not like that anymore. You go to the 
corner of 37th and 7th today and there’s only three guys there.”

Nostalgia for what was tends to permeate any discussion of what should happen to the 
Garment District moving forward. This is largely because the district, and garment 
manufacturing in general, have come to symbolize so much that defines New York City itself: 
poverty, tragedy, decline, reinvention, wealth and success. The area has been home to 
waves of migrants from the city’s most prominent communities – from European Jews to 
Italians, Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, Chinese and African Americans – and it has traversed 
the physical landscape, moving from the Lower East Side to Greenwich Village and finally to 
Midtown over the course of a century.

The laws preserving the Midtown district came in part as a response to the drop in 
manufacturing that had begun in the 1960s, both in New York and the United States in 
general. In 1950, according to Bureau of Labor Statistics figures obtained by BID, the city’s 
textile and apparel manufacturing industries employed close to 370,000 people. By 1980, the 
number had slumped to 212,000, and in 2009 it was a mere 51,000. Figures for the district itself 
tell a similar story: Although not precisely within its boundaries, the zip code encompassing 
the area saw its total fashion industry – related jobs drop from almost 37,000 in 1995 to 21,500 
in 2009 – and barely 8,000 of those were in manufacturing.

It was against this backdrop that Amanda Burden, the director of New York City’s 
Department of City Planning, mentioned during a February 2007 breakfast conference that 
the city had been considering a proposal to rezone the district entirely. Opponents saw the 
move as the final blow to an area that had been under attack since the rezoning of Hudson 
Yards (west 34th and 42nd streets between Eighth Avenue and the Hudson River) had begun 
in 2005. (Neither Burden nor a representative from the Department of City Planning would be 
interviewed for this article.)

That spring, partly in response to Burden’s comment, business owners like Cavazza joined 
with designers and industry advocates to start Save The Garment Center, aimed at bringing 
together city officials, senators, unions and business groups to discuss the potential impacts 
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of such a rezoning. The group launched a prominent campaign, backed by the designers 
Nanette Lepore and Yeohlee Teng, at the 2008 September Fashion Week, and though 
support is still high, an actual solution for the issue remains elusive.

“If you have a fragmented industry and labor force, a fragmented ownership, you have all 
of these voices and not a lot of cohesion,” says Richard Greenwald, a professor of history at 
New Jersey’s Drew University, who’s written extensively about the garment industry in New 
York. “So there’s a lot of support for supporting the industry and saving the center itself, but 
there’s not a lot of conversation about what you save it for. What does it look like? Because 
everyone has their own idea.”

Suggestions have ranged from the practical – moving manufacturers to cheaper real estate 
in Long Island or New Jersey – to the resolutely historical: building a museum in honor of a 
faded industry. Among the ideas that have actually gained some traction was one floated 
in 2009. The plan would have seen 300,000 square feet of manufacturing-specific space 
consolidated into a single building (at a combined cost to owners of $25 million), leaving the 
rest of the district up for grabs for redevelopment. Not surprisingly, the negotiations 
eventually broke down.

“The initial offering of 300,000 square feet was so insulting,” says Erica Wolf of Save The 
Garment Center. Wolf, who works closely with Nanette Lepore, says the proposed solution 
would have given lease protection to only a portion of the district’s 300 manufacturers and 
left many more out in the cold. “Once these companies go,” she warns, “they’re never 
coming back.”

But Gural and Randall say that the intention was never to protect everyone, and that the 
free market should ultimately determine who survives and who does not. “I can only give 
them space,” Gural says, “I can’t give them a job. The manufacturing industry is dying,” he 
adds, “it has nothing to do with us. I’m not under the impression that if rents were zero, they’d 
still be alive.”

And yet thanks to an idea hatched by one of his manufacturer tenants, Gural finds himself in 
the unlikely position of siding with some in the industry. He and Joe Ferrara, whose two 
Garment District factories specialize in high-end products for labels like Polo Ralph Lauren, 
have spoken with the city and the New York City Economic Development Corporation about 
a plan to invest in a $10-million manufacturing showroom that would feature the latest in 
garment-making technology and design.

Still more concept than reality, the idea is for a sort of “factory of the future,” where young 
designers would be exposed to new processes and work directly with in-house sample and 
patternmakers. “What we don’t want is what we have right now,” he says, describing the 
status quo as “black and white.”

“When a designer says ‘I’m going off-shore,’ they adopt an off-shore infrastructure,” he 
explains, adding that there are economic advantages to producing smaller runs locally, and 
to enabling designers to have better control over their finished products. Ferrara, who is a 
member of Community Board 5, which covers the district, also owns a factory in the 
Caribbean.

Queens-based designers Fatima Monkush and Nyla Hashmi, the pair behind the women’s 
wear label Eva Khurshid, exemplify such an approach. Since establishing their label in 2008, 
they have produced exclusively in New York, but this Fall the designers will launch their first 
line made overseas. They will continue to make their capsule luxury collection, Eva Khurshid 



line made overseas. They will continue to make their capsule luxury collection, Eva Khurshid 
Noir, in New York, but will move the rest of production to LA and China.

“It was a business decision,” says Monkush, who adds that all of the company’s sample and 
pattern-making work will stay in the Garment District, in the hands of the people they’ve 
worked with since the beginning. Part of the decision, she says, was so that the pair “can 
make money and sustain the company,” but it wasn’t just about moving production 
overseas. They will produce 15 to 20 percent of the line in LA, she says, because of that city’s 
more specialized knitwear factories.

“Everything up until the cutting and sewing,” she says, “that’ll be done here.”

“We decided that it’s important to keep that here,” continues Hashmi, “to keep control over 
the initial concept.”

On a recent March morning, Joe Ferrara’s 39th Street workshop was packed with the various 
segments of a white tailored jacket, as workers focused on ironing lapel pieces, stitching, 
lining, and sewing button holes. He walked the factory floor and pointed to workers using a 
pattern to iron pocket flaps—detail, he says, you’d rarely find in mass-production 
organizations. Ferrara makes the point that having a designated district means ensuring that 
there’s a place with the knowledge of this kind of work, skills that can take “a solid 
generation to build but can be dismantled in a year.”

“Do we want to live in a city that doesn’t have everything at your fingertips?” he asks. “And 
do we want to reduce it to the point where that’s irrelevant? Do we want to have a city that 
doesn’t have texture?”

Raju Mann, director of planning at New York’s Municipal Art Society, believes it is essential 
that it is not just government that is relied on to find a solution. Instead, his organization has 
joined with others in the fashion and urban planning fields to encourage change to come 
from within rather than outside the industry.

The Society sees the future of the district lying in three key areas: with emerging designers too 
small to produce overseas; with medium-sized companies such as Nanette Lepore and 
Yeohlee Teng whose business models are built around harnessing the speed and timing of 
producing locally; and, possibly, large firms that may want small amounts of high-end work 
done in New York.

“It’s not really just or mostly about what the public sector can do,” he says. “What can the 
fashion world do? To me, it’s partially about reframing the discussion and not just waiting 
around for the city to feel that urgency – that point cannot be underscored enough. I think 
the focus is on what can be done, not what should be done.”

The decline of manufacturing is of course not exclusive to New York City, nor to the garment 
business. In January, the last cutlery manufacturer in the country quietly shut its doors in 
upstate New York, and over the past three decades, seven million jobs have been shed from 
manufacturing sectors across the nation. It’s a similar story in other western economies, as 
more companies look to the cheaper labor and higher technology on offer in countries such 
as China, India and Bangladesh.

But the shift has hit the fashion world particularly hard. Free trade and globalization have 
made it just as easy—if not easier—for a major New York label to send design orders off-shore 

as it would be for it to travel the few blocks to Midtown and meet with sample makers or 



as it would be for it to travel the few blocks to Midtown and meet with sample makers or 
fabric sellers in person.

“One could make the argument,” says Drew University’s Greenwald, “that because of the 
nature of garment manufacturing being lo-tech with high labor input, that America is past its 
time. That we had that moment, it peaked in the 1950s, and that it is good for developing 
nations to have this kind of industry.

“The flip side of it, though, was what was lost is the chance of turning bad jobs into good 
jobs. In the 1950s, garment work was very different than it was 50 years before. Not very 
glamorous, but much more stable. I think it would be unrealistic to say we could get back to 
the 1950s and we could manufacture all our clothing in the United States. It would be too 
costly and also too late for that. But the problem is, if we outsource everything, I think we’ve 
lost a bit of our identity as a nation.”

Columbia University architectural historian Andrew Dolkart believes the district holds 
significance for other reasons. The early 20th century loft-style brick buildings populating the 
area, he explains, are the product of the first zoning law regulating the construction of 
industrial space in New York City. And they may be the densest concentration of this type of 
building in the city. In fact, he adds, they are most likely the largest concentration of 
skyscraper factories in the world. So while individual Garment District buildings may not 
compare to New York’s other architectural gems from the same period, Dolkart says, 
“sometimes the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.” Any rezoning change must take 
this into account, he says. “Whatever changes are made to the law, they need to ensure 
that the garment manufacturing industry survives, as long as there is a garment industry.”

The city, for its part, appears to have shifted its focus. Last November, Mayor Michael R. 
Bloomberg announced a six-point initiative aimed at fostering and retaining new design 
talent– people like Showroom New York’s Catherine Chiara and Dinna Soliman – but other 
than a brief reference to the fact that “50% of all fashion jobs were found in the Garment 
Center and surrounding neighborhoods,” there was no further mention of the little box in his 
vision.

And so the people of the Garment District continue to await their fate. Though the recent 
economic downturn brought something of a reprieve – landlords decided that some tenant, 
however cheap, was better than no tenant at all – people like Cavazza aren’t letting down 
their guard. “If the zoning laws pass, and the economy does take a turn for the better,” says 
the third-generation businessman, “the landlords would really want us to be out of here 
quickly.” And he knows well what that would mean for him and his 27 staff.

“I always say to people, we’re not carpenters, we’re not plumbers, we’re not electricians. 
You know, if you’re a plumber or an electrician and you lose your job in New York City, you 
can go outside. In the Garment District, you’re a sewing operator and your factory closes, 
where are you gonna go? You’re not gonna go to Tennessee to get a job. There are no 
factories opening up. These people will lose their jobs, and there’s no other place where they 
can go.”

*The original version of this article was amended to clarify Mr Mann’s position.


