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THE SIT-DOWN

MIKI NAFTALI’S

HOME
TRUTHS

The developer opens up about his gargantuan
Brooklyn waterfront project, the appeal of Miami,
and what public officials have to know about
solving the housing crisis

BY AMANDA SCHIAVO

hey say a wise man builds a home

upon rock. For Miki Naftali, CEO of

the development and investment

firm Naftali Group, the Brooklyn

waterfront represents a steadfast and
enduring foundation.

For over 35 years, Naftali has been develop-
ing commercial projects across the United States,
including in New York and South Florida, and also
internationally in Singapore. In each development,
his focus has been to find the right properties in the
right neighborhoods.

With the continuing shift of residents to
Brooklyn from Manhattan — the former gained
more than 16,000 residents from the latter in
2022 alone, according to PropertyShark research
— Naftali has embarked on an ambitious luxury
residential development in the popular Brooklyn
neighborhood of Williamsburg.

Williamsburg Wharf will consist of five 22-story
towers totaling 850 apartments and condos along
525 feet fronting the East River. There will be com-
mercial and retail aspects to the complex, too. The
penthouse of One Williamsburg Wharf has already
sold for around $7 million, which is way more than
is standard for Brooklyn.

Commercial Observer recently caught up with
Naftali (pronounced naf-TAL-ee) for a one-on-one
chat about Williamsburg Wharf, Brooklyn’s resi-
dential real estate market, what else Naftali Group
has been up to around New York City and other
locations, as well as the challenges and opportuni-
ties in developing affordable housing.

This interview has been edited for length and
clarity.

Commercial Observer: What makes Brooklyn
— specifically Williamsburg — an attractive
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market for luxury residential real estate?

Miki Naftali: Well, residential is the best sec-
tor of real estate, because people need to live some-
where. At the end of the day, either you're going to
rent or you're going to buy, depending on what you
can or cannot afford. People need to live some-
where, and the population is growing. I think it’s
very clear how — except within a year or two during
COVID-19 — overall that the trend is to move from
the suburbs to more urban types of living.

Brooklyn became a brand name years ago, and,
when you zero in within Brooklyn, Williamsburg
is a brand name. And that stretch of Williamsburg
along the waterfront is just amazing.

I give a lot of credit to the City of New York
and previous administrations. They looked at the
waterfront and they created — anywhere from
Williamsburg up to Greenpoint — a really fantas-
ticarea. What is so unique here is that the building
sits on the waterfront. It’s so special.

When people go on vacation they like to go to
resorts, and so many people love to be on the water.
They like when there is a pool deck overlooking the
water. When we looked at the Williamsburg water-
front, we said, “This is amazing. We can create an
urban resort that is actually offering a space for res-
idents that they really don’t need to leave New York
City.” Icouldn’t do it in any other place in the city.

Two Trees Management is also developing on
the Williamsburg waterfront at Domino Park.
Talk to us about the competition in the area and
what sets Naftali Group apart.

What Two Trees has done in the last decade in
Brooklyn is amazing. They are really capable, and
develop beautiful buildings. Traditionally and his-
torically they develop Class A rental buildings, and
they really are not a condo type of developer. Their

14 FEBRUARY 4,2025 = COMMERCIAL OBSERVER

Miki Naftali at the Williams-
burg Wharf sales gallery on
Kent Avenue in Brooklyn.
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‘There is no private investor in any type of business, not just real estate, that
Is going to do something if he or she knows that they're going to lose money.

rental buildings are well received and they
are commanding really high rents.

Competition is good, especially when
your competition is very capable and they
can create a good product, because it cre-
ates a high-end productin a neighborhood,
soyou are not the only one creating some-
thing high end. Domino Park is amazing,
and it’s a great location.

Our condo product is just a little bit
of a better product because we design for
the condominium buyer, not the rental
customer.

There is enough demand in
Williamsburg for both of us. Ten or 15 years
ago, the competition was about delivering
apartments that were less expensive than
in Manhattan. So the quality of the design,
the quality of the product, wasn’t as good
because as a developer you couldn’t spend
as much money as in the city. It's not the
same game today.

What is your goal for your develop-
ment on the Williamsburg waterfront?

We're actually building a small neigh-
borhood, because when it’s all said and
done we’ll have five buildings. The first
phase, which we are completing this year,
will have three buildings. One of them is
the condominium building with 89 con-
dominium units, and then the other two
buildings are Class A, top-of-the-line
rental buildings.

We have over 500 rental units, and
each building has its own set of ameni-
ties, including coworking spaces. That is
about knowing your neighborhood, know-
ing your demographic, and knowing who
is buying and who is renting.

When you really zoom into Brooklyn
and Williamsburg, the demographic is
between people in their mid to late 20s and
40s. And, even if these people are going
into an office, it usually isn’t five days
a week. They spend a lot of time in their
apartments, and we listen to what they
need. At the end of the day, they need to
make some money in order to pay the cost
of living. Most of our buyers and future
renters, they work from home, especially
in creative types of jobs, and you need to
be inaspace where there are creative vibes.

So, in each building we have coworking
spaces, we have privacy spaces for creat-
ing content — podcast rooms and private
meeting rooms that you can book. There
are communal spaces and tables to sitand
work and meet new people.

Wherever we design and build a proj-
ect, we listen to the demand in the mar-
ket. We try to really understand what our
customers are looking for, what they do,
and what they want. It is not necessarily
about the architect or the interior designer,
or even what Miki wants. It’s about what
they want, what they need, what will

make their life really great in one of our
buildings.

The apartments we created are beauti-
ful, nice and very comfortable, but more
than that it is about community, which
is very important to the demographic in
Williamsburg and Brooklyn.

You mentioned the two Class A rental
buildings. Will any of those units be
designated as affordable housing?

Yes, and the buildings that we are com-
pleting this year — we’ll be able to start
moving in renters this summer — were
built based on the previous affordable
New York program 421a. So, yes, we do
have affordable housing, and I think about
25 percent of the buildings will be afford-
able, and next month we’ll be starting the
lottery. So we'll have both affordable and
free-market housing.

New York City’s housing crisis is no
secret, and both the state and local gov-
ernments are doing what they can to
incentivize affordable housing devel-
opment. Do you think developers who
are coming into a situation like this
have a responsibility to make their units
affordable?

Aresponsibility? Yes, but let’s be real for
asecond: No one is going to build anything
if he or she knows that they’re going to lose
money. It doesn’t make sense. The only
entity that can build something and lose
money is the government. There is no pri-
vate investor in any type of business, not
just real estate, that is going to do some-
thing if he or she knows that they’re going
to lose money.

The problem is the cost of land, the cost
of construction, the cost of insurance, and
interest, the cost to carry those buildings

during the construction, and, on top of all
of that, the cost of the real estate taxes.
If we want to be serious about solving
the affordable issue — and, by the way, I
don’t think the government should build
because they are not efficient enough —
the only way to solve the affordable issue
is to make sure the private developers have
a program that they can build something
and make a reasonable profit.

1 would be happy to do it, but how?
You need to give incentives. For a politi-
cian to take a position and say, “Oh, devel-
opers make so much money, they can
build affordable housing,” is not a serious
approach. We take so many risks during
development. We borrow so much money
inahigh interest rate environment that we
take a lot of risk. Some of us, if we are suc-
cessful, we make money. There are other
developers that are defaulting on loans,
and they are not successful for many dif-
ferent reasons.

So, what can we do? Find a way to lower
the cost of land. How do you lower the cost
of land? Well, if the state or federal govern-
ment owns the land and they are really
serious about creating affordability, they
should sell at a very low price — with the
condition that the buyer builds or converts
itinto affordable housing.

Another option is to rezone an indus-
trial area so we can come in and create a
residential neighborhood. But the price
will be based on the cost prior to the rezon-
ing, so basically your price per unit is low
enough so you can build affordable hous-
ing. The other option is to give really, really
substantial, deep tax incentives. The city,
the state, the federal government cannot
control the cost of construction.

If we all want to be serious about solv-
ing the affordable issue, at the end of the

day it’s about the dollars and cents, and to
make sure that it makes financial sense for
developers to do it.

Outside of Brooklyn, Naftali Group
is also developing in Manhattan and
Florida. Tell us about those projects.

Inaddition to ouramazing Williamsburg
project, we're building a 50-story, beautiful
building on the corner of 77th Street and
Second Avenue. It’s a sister building to 200
East 83rd Street, which is a 50-story build-
ing that we completed a couple of years ago.
Both buildings are designed by Bob [Robert
A.M.] Stern — he’s a great architect. Then
we have The Henry on the Upper West Side,
another beautiful building that is under
construction right now. Those three proj-
ectsare performing very well, and the three
of them are close to 50 percent sold between
September and now.

1 think what we are seeing here is a
strong demand for quality. It took me
many years to get to a point where bro-
kers and buyers realized that we not only
design but deliver really nice, good qual-
ity. And there is a real demand for quality.

What we design and deliver on the
Upper West Side is different than what
we design and deliver in Brooklyn. Every
neighborhood in New York is different.

Moving to South Florida, you cannot
go into a different geographic area and
assume I know what to do. The reason we
decided to go to South Florida is twofold.
No. 1, we always want to develop some-
thing in a high-demand market. We are
good, but we are not good enough to cre-
ate demand. I can’t go to a city where there
is no demand and say, “Oh, we are so good.
We can create a demand.” Once you have
the demand, we can cater to the demand
for the best product. We can compete head
to head and deliver a really, really good
product.

Miami, to some extent, it’s an inter-
esting story like Williamsburg. That mar-
ket also moved in the last 10 years. The
demand for quality changed. Restaurants
in Miami 10 years ago were OK, now there
are some amazing restaurants in Miami.
And, again, the demographic has changed.
People are there, and they’re willing to
spend a lot of money, but they want the
quality — they want the quality in restau-
rants, they want the quality in retail, and
they want the quality in housing.

In Fort Lauderdale, we wanted to deliver
five-star service. We worked with the
Viceroy Hotel Group, and we created two
residential buildings branded by Viceroy
Residences.

There is no competition between New
York and Miami, or New York and Fort
Lauderdale. Both markets are doing well.
There is just a good demand, and it is all
about choices.
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Investors and developers rediscover a Williamsburg, Brooklyn,

uch like the identity
swapping “Game of
Thrones” assassin
Arya Stark, Brooklyn’s
Williamsburg has
worn many faces. The
neighborhood has
evolved from a gritty, industrial warren toa
contemporary hub for artists, luxury retail
and contemporary housing.

Rezoning played a large partin the cre-
ation of Williamsburgas it is known today.
Indeed, it was 20 years ago this year that
the Bloomberg administration initiated a
plan to rezone Williamsburg — along with
its northern neighbor Greenpoint — in an
effort to revitalize the area and allow for
more housing and open space.

There was a burst of development
between 2007 and 2019, with approxi-
mately 17,100 new housing units developed
along the waterfront in Williamsburgand
Greenpoint, according to the Department
of City Planning. The housing develop-
ment in those areas also included more
than 2,000 new income-restricted units
and created over 1,000 affordable homes.

“In a city like New York, where there’s

used to the attention

By Amanda Schiavo

always a housing shortage, residential
developers saw opportunities and large
footprints [thanks to the rezoning],”
said Dan Marks, CEO of investment sales
brokerage TerraCRG. “With the rezon-
ing, it gave them a higher density and
the ability to build the towers that you
see today. So this neighborhood went
from a strictly blue-collar manufactur-
ing warehouse-type neighborhood with
low-density housing, to higher-density
development due to the rezoning.”

Over 150,000 people live in
Williamsburg, according to data from
Douglas Elliman Real Estate. The median
household income for the neighborhood
was just over $94,000 a year in 2022,
according to city data. And, true to its
history, the population is increasingly
diverse, with a growing mix of Black,
white, Asian and other groups, according
to New York University’s Furman Center.

“It’s the coolest place on Earth,” said
Sean Kelly, a partner with investment
sales and capital markets firm Ariel
Property Advisors. “That’s what's drawing
[developers] there. Itis justa very eclectic
neighborhood where you have investment

bankers, lawyers, bartenders, chefs, fash-
ion designers and tech executives.”

The waterfront in particular has
become a huge draw for developers.
There was a “surge” in newly developed
condos selling for over $2 million on the
Williamsburg waterfront in the fourth
quarter of 2024, according to the Corcoran
Group. The average price for a condo in
Williamsburg is about $1.3 million, accord-
ing to StreetEasy research.

The scarcity of the waterfront is one of
the reasons developers are building there,
Kelly said, noting “they’re not making any
more land.”

One new development in Williamsburg
is One Williamsburg Wharf, by Naftali
Group. It is a 22-story residential tower
along the neighborhood’s East River water-
front. The tower is part of Naftali Group’s
larger investment in Williamsburg Wharf
as a whole, a multi-phase development
that will include 850 “resort-style” resi-
dences across five residential towers with
both condo and rental options.

“There’s more people living and enjoy-
ing Williamsburg than in certain areas of
Manhattan now,” said Ryan Serhant, CEO of
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real estate brokerage Serhant, which handles
the sales and marketing for Williamsburg
Wharf. “That’s why you've seen such incred-
ible interest in retail space forbrandsand in
residential space for buyers.”

Thereisalotof interest in Williamsburg
Wharf from non-Brooklyn residents,
Serhant added. These buyers are looking
for Manhattan value in terms of amenities,
he said, butare attracted to the lower prices
and larger spaces that Brooklyn — particu-
larly Williamsburg — has to offer.

The median sales price fora Manhattan
condo in the fourth quarter of 2024 was
$1.665 million, according to appraiser
Miller Samuel. The median price in
Brooklyn for the same period was
$999,000.

“The penthouse that we put into con-
tract at Williamsburg Wharf for over $7
million has a roof terrace, stunning views
of the city, is right on the water, and has
parking,” Serhant said. “I can’t find you a
penthouse with parking for $7 million in
Manhattan. So even though the pricing [in
Williamsburg] is rising relatively speaking
to the quality, it is still a great value.”

Other residential developments in
Williamsburg include the 322 units at One
South First by Two Trees Management,
Gemini Rosemont’s 57 homes at 171NTI,
and the 857 units at 420 Kent from Spitzer
Enterprises.

“Williamsburgis a brand name, and the
stretch of Williamsburg along the water-
front is just amazing,” Miki Naftali, CEO
of Naftali Group, said. “I give a lot of credit
to the City of New York and City Planning,
because if you think about what they did
along the waterfront in Brooklyn, they cre-
ated a really fantastic area.”

There is a palpable vibe to Williamsburg
that makes ita dynamic market for residen-
tial development.

“What is so unique here is that the
building sits on the waterfront,” Naftali
continued. “It creates this cool vibe, and
for us it was like, wow, this is such an
amazing opportunity to create something
special.”

But residents aren’t the only ones mov-
ing to Williamsburg of late. Retailers have
been particularly drawn to the neighbor-
hood, too.

Lastyear marked the third best year on
record for sales of retail properties in the
overall Brooklyn market, according to data
from Ariel Property Advisors, which has
been tracking such data since 2010. There
were a total of 81 transactions which gen-
erated $641.5 million in sales, a year-over-
year rise of 48 percent.

There were several significant retail
deals in Williamsburg in 2024 that helped
drive the overall success of the Brooklyn
market. Westchester County-based Acadia
Realty Trust bought several retail build-
ings in Williamsburg for $35 million, and
there was also Manhattan-based Empire
State Realty Trust’s $195 million purchase
of properties from L3 Capital.

“From the very start [Williamsburg]
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‘This is not neighborhood retail. This is a retail neighborhood.

got our attention because many of the
brands that are in SoHo and Meatpacking
District — based on movements to date
— have a place on North Sixth Street in
Williamsburg, or in Williamsburg in gen-
eral,” said Anthony Malkin, chairman and
CEO of Empire State Realty Trust.

“North Sixth Street also stands out
very much because of access, the subway
station,” Malkin said. “It is one of the few
subway stations in New York where week-
end ridership exceeds weekday ridership.”

That ease of access is a particular
draw for investors and retailers in the
neighborhood.

“It’s five minutes from Manhattan on
the L train,” Malkin said. “It’s 16 minutes
from Manhattan on the NYC ferry.”

Some of the area’s major retail-
ers include luxury brands Hermes and
Chanel — something that would have been
unheard of in the area before the rezoning
changed the face of Williamsburg —as well
as eyewear retailer Warby Parker and shoe-
maker Nike.

Retailers need to be where there is
great foot traffic in order to make any
money, and Williamsburg offers them
that opportunity.

“Sales is a function of foot traffic, and
foot traffic is a function of the neighbor-
hood,” Malkin said. “This is not neighbor-
hood retail. This is a retail neighborhood.”

Seven of the top 30 transactions by
dollar volume in Williamsburg in 2024
were retail assets, according to Ariel
Property Advisors data. Six of those
transactions were residential develop-
ments, one was special use — the $177
million sale of the William Vale Hotel
— three were office assets, seven were
mixed-use, four were multifamily, and
one was industrial.

It’'s a rundown that might've been
inverted 20 or more years ago, with far
more industrial properties likely to be sold
in any given year.

“There continues to be differ-
ent iterations of what’s happening in
Williamsburg,” said Ethan Stanton, man-
aging director of capital markets at JLL.
“Developers want to build a project —
it doesn’t matter what asset class — in
Williamsburg because they believe in the
fundamentals of the submarket.

“There’s a tremendous amount of
demand,” Stanton added, “and there is still
room to run in the neighborhood.”

ALL SORTS OF THINGS GROW
IN BROOKLYN: Newly arrived
luxury retail shops along
North Sixth Street and fresh
mixed-use projects such as
the Domino Sugar Refinery
redevelopment (above) and
One South First Street (far
left) continue to change the
Williamsburg waterfront.
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