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EDITORS’ NOTE Jim Robinson also 
serves as a board director at On Deck 
Capital, Business Insider, PrimeRevenue, 
and K2 Intelligence, all private compa-
nies. Robinson was Chairman and 
Chief Executive Offi cer of American 
Express Company from 1977 to 1993 
and Non-Executive Chairman of Bristol-
Myers Squibb from 2005 to 2008. Prior 
to this, he held several executive posi-
tions within American Express. He was 
an investment banking General 
Partner with White, Weld & Co., and 
served as Assistant to the Chairman and 
President of Morgan Guaranty Trust Company. He is 
also a director of The Coca-Cola Company. Robinson 
is Honorary Chairman of Memorial Sloan-Kettering 
Cancer Center; an Honorary Trustee of The Brookings 
Institution; and Chairman Emeritus of the Partnership 
for New York City and the World Travel & Tourism 
Council. Robinson has an M.B.A. from Harvard 
Business School and a B.S. from Georgia Institute of 
Technology.

COMPANY BRIEF Since its founding in 1994, RRE 
Ventures (rre.com) has been helping talented man-
agement teams build industry-leading companies. 
Today, they manage over $1 billion in assets dedi-
cated to investing in private information technology 
companies. They focus on rapidly growing markets 
in the software, communications, and fi nancial 
services industries, and back entrepreneurs and 
management teams that possess industry knowl-
edge, vision, passion, and discipline to create mean-
ingful, successful companies.

Has true economic recovery taken place and 
is it sustainable?

It remains in the same state, which is slow 
growth. You can call it recovery, and some jobs are 
being created, but we’re not seeing growth at the 
level we need.

What needs to be done to spur the economy?
We have to get a White House and Congress 

that understands what it takes to create certainty in 
the economy, which is to get on with tax and immi-
gration reform, and stop messing around with a lot 
of tangential things. We have to get the regulators 
out of the hair of the banks so bankers can do the 
jobs they’re supposed to be doing.

Right now, the regulators are primarily look-
ing at their mission as being prosecutorial rather 
than overseeing a signifi cant fi nancial system 
that has been tethered down by everything from 

Sarbanes-Oxley to the regulatory envi-
ronment that has come forth since.

How critical is it that we keep 
entrepreneurship at the forefront 
for job growth?

It is as critical, if not more critical, 
than it has ever been. Technology is 
moving with such pace that new indus-
tries are being created every day, and 
new opportunities exist for entrepreneurs 
to build new products and companies.

The spirit in America has always 
been one of optimism and innovation. 
We have to be careful that we don’t 

stamp that out with bureaucratic procedures at the 
state and local level, much less through excessive 
regulation at the federal level. Companies need ac-
cess to capital and need an environment where 
they can operate without ridiculous extremes.

Many states and cities are recognizing this, 
and are already taking initiatives to make it easier 
to do business there. They’re focused on trying to 
encourage new start-up entrepreneurial modules 
around the country.

Remember, despite its many flaws, Wall 
Streets’ money and capital markets are one of the 
greatest assets in the world; where capital is mobi-
lized and made available across many sectors, real 
growth fl ows.

As you seek out opportunities, do you fo-
cus more on the industry, the product, or the 
management team? How do you prioritize?

Priority number one is management – if they 
have a proven record or not; if they seem to have a 
keen focus and passion for what they’re trying to do, 
and if they have a business model that sounds like it 
will work. We also ask ourselves about competition 
and how big the addressable market can be.

The latter, you often don’t know, because to 
this day, Twitter is trying to fi gure out what its busi-
ness model should be to monetize what they’re 
doing.

Often, you are presented with a scenario 
where the need to drive market share gains and 
presence requires giving the software away free 
and then building up such credibility, within the 
millennial category, for instance, that it can drive 
resources or other kinds of loyalty revenue.

Is your focus specifi cally on technology 
and technology-based companies?

Yes. We try to take more of the market risk 
rather than a technology risk but we have partici-
pated in some things that are high-tech rich. A 
fi ne example of this is the Bitcoin ecosystem. We 

are convinced that it will succeed in some form 
because of the power of the Blockchain. All the 
pieces are being built by different entrepreneurs, 
each deciding which part of the elephant they can 
handle best. We are looking at a lot of those types 
of early-stage opportunities, but we’re looking ho-
listically because there are multiple pieces of the 
puzzle that need to be built and we want to partici-
pate in a variety of those.

Has cybersecurity been a focus for you?
Yes. We have had a good experience in the 

past with various security plays. The focus today is 
more elevated because of the horsepower of big 
data and pattern recognition, and the capacity to fi nd 
access points into a computer system or network.

There are both a defensive and, from a gov-
ernment standpoint, an offensive consideration of 
crime as a growth business. When the hackers are 
not just individuals but governments, it becomes 
a strategic weapon as well. We spend time under-
standing what is going on in this area and seeking 
out unique approaches that can add value to reduc-
ing the risk by spotting vulnerabilities, uncovering 
them, and walling them off.

What advantages does New York City of-
fer to tech companies?

The reason New York is important is that 
the focus is shifting somewhat from Silicon Valley. 
New York is where the bigger customers are – you 
have fi ve of the biggest industries in the U.S. head-
quartered or operating here in a major way, and 
the new game is to be closer to the customer. The 
talent that is here, from fi nance to accounting to 
media to technology, is growing dramatically. The 
big guys like Google and Facebook have important 
activities here, and the city is attracting more high-
talent engineers as a result.

Looking ahead, the advent of Cornell 
Technion, the New York Genome Center, and 
Silicon Alley downtown, as well as Memorial 
Sloan-Kettering’s new facilities on 73rd Street, 
will extend the footprint of the whole system of 
high-powered scientists, engineers, and technical 
experts, all over the greater New York area.

Are you surprised at how close the busi-
ness relationship is among leaders in New 
York?

I’ve been involved with the Partnership for 
New York City since the mid-70s. The job they have 
done, thanks to Kathy Wylde’s leadership and the 
support of the members, is incredible. You cannot 
maintain viability in New York without the busi-
ness community’s participation – large companies 
and small ones.•
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EDITORS’ NOTE Before assuming 
her current post, MaryAnne Gilmartin 
was the Executive Vice President in 
charge of commercial and residen-
tial development at FCRC. Gilmartin 
joined FCRC in 1994. She began her 
career in real estate as a New York 
City Urban Fellow in 1986 at the 
Public Development Corporation (now 
called the NYC Economic Development 
Corporation).

COMPANY BRIEF Founded by Bruce 
Ratner in 1985, Forest City Ratner 
Companies (forestcity.net; FCRC) is a wholly owned 
subsidiary of Forest City Enterprises, Inc. and owns 
and operates 34 properties in the New York metro-
politan area. Forest City Enterprises, Inc. is a NYSE-
listed national real estate company with $8.9 billion 
in total assets. The company is principally engaged 
in the ownership, development, management, and 
acquisition of commercial and residential real es-
tate and land throughout the United States.

Has the New York City real estate market fully 
recovered?

There is an overall exuberance in our local 
real estate market today – but to really understand 
what’s happening, we have to look at the different 
sectors.

In the Manhattan offi ce market, our local 
economy is on solid footing and we’re extremely 
well-positioned to participate in expansion. 

By contrast, the retail segment is still growing 
at a slightly disappointing rate – and this is rooted 
in national retail trends. In New York, we have 
strong retail outposts, but the retailers themselves 
continue to experience bumpiness in their busi-
ness, which ultimately impacts real estate.

On the fl ip side, the housing market – both 
rental market and condo market – are super strong. 
This is due, in large part, to the strength of our city 
on a global scale as a location for people to live, 
work, and play.

The city’s center of gravity and urbanity is shift-
ing to Brooklyn. We have been catalytic through 
our work in the borough, especially with Barclays 
Center. What is happening there is remarkable.

What I fi nd most exciting is the growing 
value proposition that Brooklyn offers relative to 
Manhattan.

Condo prices increased almost 20 percent in 
the third quarter of 2014. While that shows incred-
ible growth, the average condo price in Brooklyn 

is still under $1 million today for a decent-
sized unit, compared to an average price 
across the entire borough of Manhattan 
of close to $1,500 per foot. This pricing 
differential is compelling given the allure 
of the borough along with the high qual-
ity of buildings being put together with 
the superior architecture, layouts, and 
amenities. 

Is New York City getting to the 
point where it’s pricing out a large 
percentage of the population, and 
will that be a problem long term?

Of more than 6,000 units in Pacifi c 
Park Brooklyn, 2,250 units will be developed as af-
fordable – addressing the needs of families and indi-
viduals from low- and moderate-to-middle incomes. 

Affordable housing is necessary for the life of 
a great city. Workforce housing like this provides 
housing close to the urban core for low-income 
families as well as middle- and moderate-income 
families whose breadwinners are teachers, health-
care workers, and civil servants. The transformation 
of the city’s housing policy to reward and incentiv-
ize the construction of that type of housing is a ma-
jor policy platform for the Mayor, and our project 
will contribute signifi cantly to the administration’s 
goal of creating or preserving 200,000 units of af-
fordable housing over a 10-year period.

Are you surprised by the develop-
ment of so many previously undesirable 
neighborhoods?

The residential explosion in Brooklyn, with 
the artists and creative class who wanted to live 
there, was an evolution. We believe that if we build 
full-amenity, high-rise living, many people who love 
Brooklyn will also love the ability to live in a well-
designed high-rise instead of a more traditional 
Brownstone.

The Brooklyn market is deep and the reach 
is far and wide – it stretches from folks already 
living in Brooklyn to those living in Manhattan to 
growing families to people moving in from out of 
state. The borough’s exceptionally diverse com-
munity brought about a new cultural generation 
of food, art, music, and lifestyle in a way that we 
could never have predicted.

What is the scope of the Pacific Park 
Brooklyn project?

On scale, it’s $5 billion and that is not includ-
ing the arena, which adds $1 billion on top of that. 
It has roughly 6,430 units of housing.

It is probably among the most ambitious 
large-scale projects underway in the country. It has 

a high-level of affordability, which means it will 
be truly diverse and eclectic in the kinds of units 
we will put up – we won’t just build high-priced 
condos.

What makes the project intriguing is that it 
is being built in the confl uence of strong, true, and 
fl ourishing city neighborhoods today.

We have an ability to create a new standard for 
place-making in urban communities. We need proj-
ects like Pacifi c Park – healthy, resilient, and sustain-
able urban development –  to ensure that New York 
takes its rightful place as a modern 21st century city.

Is the modular building concept here to 
stay?

The best validation of high-rise modular con-
struction is the building standing on the corner of 
Flatbush and Dean. The modular construction used 
is invisible to the eye after it was put together. This 
building is defi ning modular success in that it’s 
high-quality and is being built in a timely fashion 
at a lower cost.

It is also a living, breathing experiment. We’re 
going to fi nish that building, do a thorough evalua-
tion of what we learned, and rationalize the means 
of construction going forward.

There are so many compelling attributes to 
building modular. Today, we’re still building the 
way our great-grandfather built and, with chang-
ing technology, that doesn’t make sense any 
longer.

Modular has always been the obsession of 
even the great architects. They always fantasized 
about the quality control benefi ts of building in a 
tempered environment where you don’t expose 
the architecture to the elements.

It has application in affordable housing and 
in luxury housing, and it might have application 
outside of New York.

How did you become involved in building 
part of the graduate school campus for Cornell 
NYC Tech?

We are well-suited for this project because our 
industry as a whole does not necessarily innovate 
in a chronic way. As developers, however, we are 
at the forefront of innovation as demonstrated by 
the modular building we’re creating at Pacifi c 
Park Brooklyn, and the way we look at place-
making and design as part of our craft.

Cornell represents an opportunity to partner 
with a great brand, and to use great architecture to 
create a totally new, vibrant, and dynamic space 
where the student, the entrepreneur, and the city 
can leverage off of each other’s strengths and create 
something amazing.•

MaryAnne Gilmartin

Building Brooklyn
An Interview with MaryAnne Gilmartin, 

President and Chief Executive Offi cer, Forest City Ratner Companies (FCRC)

POSTED WITH PERMISSION. COPYRIGHT © 2014 LEADERS MAGAZINE, INC. LEADERS 155VOLUME 37, NUMBER 4


