
NEW YORK

EDITORS’ NOTE Ken Biberaj was 
appointed to his current post in 
January 2015. He is an executive 
for his family’s real estate company 
that owns and operates The Russian 
Tea Room. Additionally, Biberaj 
was a candidate for City Council on 
the Upper West Side of Manhattan 
in 2013. 

ORGANIZATION BRIEF The 
Manhattan Chamber of Commerce 
(manhattancc.org;  MCC) is  a 
501c6 membership organization 
supported by its partners, corporate members, 
and general membership. Their mission is to ad-
vocate for, connect with, and educate the busi-
ness community in Manhattan. The MCC also 
has two nonprofi t arms: The MCC Community 
Benefi t Fund and MCC Foundation.

What is the history of the Manhattan Chamber 
of Commerce and how do you envision its 
purpose today?

The Chamber was started over 90 years 
ago with a focus on the small and medium-sized 
businesses in Manhattan. Over the years, there 
has been a large growth of advocacy for busi-
nesses with local business improvement dis-
tricts, the Downtown Alliance, the Grand Central 
Partnership, the Association for a Better New York, 
and the Partnership for New York City.

What sets the Manhattan Chamber apart is 
the laser focus borough-wide on the small and 
medium-sized businesses, making it a better envi-
ronment for them to start businesses and to grow.

Is it well understood that small and me-
dium-sized businesses are the real drivers 
of economic success?

As a Chamber, we work daily to make it 
better known that by helping create a better 
environment for small and medium-sized busi-
nesses, true job creation will take place from 
the ground up. The Center for an Urban Future 
noted in 2014 that companies with fewer than 
50 employees accounted for 97.7 percent of the 
growth in businesses citywide between 2000 
and 2013.

How do you defi ne a small or medium-
sized business?

Our Chamber is made up of small “mom 
and pops” and also multinational corporations. 
The focus of our advocacy, however, is really 
on the small and medium-sized businesses that 

make Manhattan so unique, those with 
roughly 100 employees or less. A large 
sector of growth within the Chamber 
has been from the tech sector and with 
start-ups looking to reach partners and 
new customers. 

Would you touch on the value 
that Chamber membership offers?

Membership in the Chamber 
o f fe r s  th ree  th ings :  Advocacy , 
Connections, and Education. We are 
out there on a regular basis advocating 
on behalf of our members to elected 
officials, regularly hosting unique 

events so members can network, and organiz-
ing special programs to ensure our members 
stay on the cutting edge. Membership fees are 
relatively modest, starting at $125 for individuals 
and $1,250 for corporations, so there is a real 
ROI for members. 

How critical has it been for the city to 
broaden into new sectors?

In 2009, when the economy crashed, New 
York should have done much worse, but the 
booming tech sector and hospitality industry 
helped to stabilize our entire economy. While 
the fi nancial sector remains the backbone of 
our economy, this continued diversifi cation is 
invaluable. That is why our Chamber has fo-
cused this year on expanding our membership 
base with restaurants, tech companies, and real 
estate professionals. A more diverse member-
ship base is also a real value that we provide 
members, because they now have access to 
even more potential partners. 

Are you able to track the impact of the 
Chamber’s work?

We track our impact by our ability to grow 
our membership, engage infl uential leaders, and 
shape the conversation about issues. Every day 
we are recruiting new members to the Chamber, 
including Uber, Google, Allied Barton Security, 
BR Guest Restaurants, and others. Additionally, 
this year already, we have hosted events with 
NYPD Commissioner William Bratton, the U.S. 
Small Business Administrator, and His Eminence 
Timothy Cardinal Dolan. 

With regard to our ability to raise issues, 
we have been leading the charge to eliminate 
the Commercial Rent Tax, a regressive and out-
dated tax that only Manhattan businesses face. 
We are working with the City Council to in-
troduce a bill that would immediately raise the 
threshold of who pays the CRT from $250,000 

to $500,000. That alone would provide immedi-
ate relief for over 2,500 small businesses. Not 
only are we getting traction in the Council but 
the media has taken note and there are now 
regular stories about why the CRT needs to be 
reformed – getting the conversation started is a 
big win for us as a Chamber. 

Have you seen movement? Has change 
been slow in coming?

It has been a challenge on some of these 
issues. Right now, there is a very large focus in 
this administration on the outer boroughs, so 
we are working extra hard to remind them that 
the Manhattan business community needs relief 
as well, especially the small businesses.

To have a real conversation about grow-
ing the outer boroughs and having the fi nancial 
resources we need to invest in our communi-
ties, we have to make investing in Manhattan 
part of that conversation. We must ensure that 
Manhattan remains a place that people want to 
live in, work in, and visit on a regular basis; 
otherwise, our entire city will suffer. 

Are we going to lose the diversity from 
the city as things become increasingly less 
affordable?

Diversity is what makes New York special. 
I applaud the Mayor for focusing on affordable 
housing because we need to make sure every-
one has a place to live in New York City, but we 
also need to ensure that we have diverse busi-
nesses and that our city does not just become a 
place for national chains. 

It is not a level playing fi eld for small and 
medium businesses, and that’s what we as a 
Chamber are trying to address. 

Do you worry about overdevelop-
ment? Can this market maintain it? 

We’re blessed in New York to have such 
a strong tourist industry. There is a demand 
for more hotel rooms. If we keep New York 
dynamic, we should be able to keep growing 
those numbers. Mayor Bloomberg was so pas-
sionate about this every year. Now that we’re in-
vesting more in the outer boroughs, we should 
welcome more people. There is more we can 
be showcasing. We also need to be investing 
more in our public transportation, and our air-
ports – it’s embarrassing to fl y into LaGuardia, 
as Vice President Biden pointed out.

As we continue to grow as a city, we need 
to plan and think strategically about that growth, 
to ensure that we remain a welcoming city for 
those looking to visit or conduct business.•

Ken Biberaj
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An Interview with Ken Biberaj, 
Chairman-Board of Directors, Manhattan Chamber of Commerce

NEW YORK

EDITORS’ NOTE Shaun Osher 
founded CORE in 2005. He has led 
CORE to its position as the number-
one boutique real estate marketing 
and sales company in New York. As an 
innovative and creative mind in mar-
keting, branding, and selling real es-
tate, he has been responsible for more 
than 30 new development projects and 
more than $4 billion in sales. Having 
started his career as one of New York 
City’s most successful and respected 
agents, he is known as a broker’s bro-
ker, with a keen understanding of the 
market and acumen for sales and negotiation. A na-
tive of Johannesburg, South Africa, Shaun graduated 
from The New School and began his career in 1994.

COMPANY BRIEF CORE (corenyc.com) started 
in 2005 as a joint venture between Shaun 
Osher and The Cayre Family of Midtown 
Equities. Shaun Osher, a top Manhattan real 
estate agent, had a progressive vision for a 
new type of brokerage firm: to create an in-
novative real estate company offering the best-
in-class service to its agents, buyers, sellers and 
developers; and to provide the most outstand-
ing client service that is personalized and per-
fectly tailored to their clients’ needs. CORE 
has since grown to over 120 real estate pro-
fessionals and staff, with offi ces in Chelsea, the 
Flatiron, and on Madison Avenue. In 2014, 
Related Companies acquired a stake in CORE 
to further expand the fi rm’s brand and offer-
ings throughout New York City. It is a privately 
held company, equally owned and managed by 
Shaun Osher and Related Companies. Midtown 
Equities retained a minor stake in CORE. 

How do you defi ne the CORE brand and 
what it stands for?

The CORE brand is innovative in that it is 
very connected to current market trends. Our 
brand ultimately is defi ned by our agents. I’m 
one of the few owners of a real estate company 
who was a top-producing agent, so my perspec-
tive on the business is very different.

CORE is built fi rst and foremost as a mar-
keting company because we market and sell – 
we just happen to sell real estate, which is what 
our expertise is.

Is the market across all price points 
and segments or is there a particular seg-
ment of interest for CORE?

We generally focus in the luxury 
segment. CORE is not a company 
that is interested in becoming the 
biggest, and we’re not trying to be 
all things to everyone. We’re look-
ing to continue our expertise in the 
markets we sell in, and be specialists 
in that market.

You’re primarily focused on 
New York City?

Yes, in the luxury markets with 
a heavy accent on the Downtown 
luxury market. We’re the leader in 
new development marketing and sales.

Are you surprised to see the growth of 
Downtown and will you discuss the ben-
efits that area offers from a residential 
perspective?

I’m not surprised to see Downtown 
evolve as it has. Twenty years ago, I sold a 
lot of the buildings that were ultimately con-
verted into condominiums at some of the 
most desirable addresses in Manhattan.

Downtown has a lot to offer with respect 
to architecture, amenities and new construc-
tion. New neighborhoods are being born out of 
those fundamentals. 

The f i r s t  ne ighborhood was  SoHo. 
What spearheaded that change in the neigh-
borhood was the fact that architecturally, 
people could get large, open spaces with 
high ceilings in these industrial artist loft 
buildings.

As these buildings started to take shape, 
the more savvy developers started to put 
in amenities that buyers across all segments 
were interested in. It was very difficult to 
find a Downtown building with a doorman 
20 years ago, for instance. People can also get 
a central location, and a very residential feel-
ing in these neighborhoods.

We started to see a lot of new neighbor-
hoods born out of this business model with 
Chelsea, the Bowery, and Tribeca.

Is a large percentage of the population 
now being priced out of the market and 
how much of a niche is New York going to 
become?

In the time I’ve been doing this, regard-
less of where the market has been, I’ve never 
once heard a buyer say, this is such a steal. 
I’ve also never seen a buyer regret buying a 
piece of real estate in New York City, but I’ve 
seen a lot of people regret not buying.

In leading CORE, what are the key at-
tributes you look for in a person that makes 
you feel they will be successful?

An agent has to be entrepreneurial. The 
fundamental attributes we look for are a 
strong work ethic, a high level of integrity, 
an appetite for knowledge and to continue 
to grow their knowledge base, their ability to 
be transparent, and a hunger to create and be 
innovative.

With the technology today, how do you 
avoid losing that human touch?

This is a service industry and technology 
is just an added tool to assist our agents in their 
ability to service the clients.

Do you still need storefronts today?
We’re focused on selling in neighborhoods 

and it’s very important that the people who live 
in the neighborhood know that they have a 
neighborhood broker, and having a storefront 
defi nitely sets the tone for the people going 
to and from work and their homes that we’re 
their neighborhood broker.

Is it challenging to differentiate in this 
space?

Our agents and our business speak for 
themselves. We’re different and we don’t look 
at any of our competitors’ business models at 
all. This is a large city and we cater to a certain 
segment of clients. We pride ourselves on being 
experts in that arena. Our expertise is selling 
new development projects and creating better 
real estate.

How has the role of an agent changed?
It has become more competitive, and to 

compete in this environment as a top-producing 
agent, you can’t do this part-time. Clients’ ex-
pectations are much greater and their level 
of sophistication is much higher today. That is 
good for our industry because it has raised the 
bar in terms of what our clients expect from us. 
In order to service them effectively, we need to 
commit to this as a full-time job. 

As to CORE’s growth, are there oppor-
tunities to enter other markets or will 
New York City always be its primary focus?

New York City is the market we know and 
the market where we can effectively service 
our clients, but there will always be global op-
portunities for us as a company because our 
expertise lends itself to add value in other 
markets.

Where and when it makes sense, we might 
consider doing that in the future.•

Shaun Osher
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Founder and Chief Executive Offi cer, CORE
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