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Building near an existing building that may be 150 years old is a real adventure in New York, a 
city where most buildings are either “glued” to each other or separated by just a few 
centimeters, says Cristian Vimer, a Romanian entrepreneur and structural engineer, whose 
design firm Madsen Engineering has over 700 real estate projects in New York, from small 
renovations to towers with tens of floors. "New York is a crazy city, perhaps one of the world's 
most complex metropolises. This madness of the city is perhaps most clearly seen in the way it 
continuously builds, demolishes and rebuilds itself while remaining the same extraordinary 
place. It's hard to believe I could have the same professional achievements in Romania. For 
example, it would have been impossible in Romania for a small design company such as ours to 
have the privilege of being part of hundreds of projects, many of them very large, at least for 
Romania. Of course, it’s never easy to establish your place among the large and well-known 
companies, but at least it is possible here." 

Cristian Vimer (photo) arrived in the United States in 2000 with a research fellowship and he 
pursued his PhD studies at New York University (then Polytechnic University of Brooklyn). After 
completing his doctorate in 2005, he was offered a position at a medium-sized engineering 
company, Wexler Associates, where he worked for nearly six years and became a partner in 
2008. The idea of starting a new company in New York has always been tempting, and the 
opportunity came in 2011, when, in collaboration with another Romanian engineer (Alexandru 
Marin), Cristian founded VM Consulting. The company was mainly a Structural Engineering 
company, with other related services, but also involved in research and development, in 
collaboration with New York University. 

Later, in 2012, he finished the collaboration with the Romanian engineer and joined forces with 
another engineer, Erik Madsen, who had his own company, Madsen Consulting Engineering. 
They started working together, initially on a single project, then this turned into an ongoing 
collaboration. "At first, it was just the two of us, then we started hiring young graduates and 
training them. We now have 10 employees, including 6 engineers," says Cristian Vimer. He adds 
that the engineering services are provided through Madsen Consulting Engineering, and the 
other related services through VM Consulting. 

"In Romania, I was employed by an engineering company, but at the time there was not enough 
work, people were just signing the attendance sheet. I felt that, even after five years of 
undergraduate studies and a master’s degree in Romania, I still did not know enough to design 
a building by myself. I felt that the prospects were gloomy, so I started to inquire about how to 
apply for studies in America. I had two friends who had already arrived there and helped me 
with advice. I applied to a few universities and, without blinking, I picked New York", says 
Cristian Vimer. However, "Since I left the country in 2000, I kept in touch with Romania. My 
family and many friends are still in the country and I visit them frequently. I have worked in the 
past for a few projects with two Romanian engineering firms in the country, one in Bucharest 



and the other in Cluj, and we also tried to open a Bucharest office – we did market research, we 
looked for possible hires, but it is very difficult to do this without being there in person, at least 
during the initial stages.” 

New York, a City of Construction Extremes 

"We have in our portfolio projects ranging from openings in bearing walls, to buildings with 
tens of floors and subway projects. We worked on more than 700 projects so far. Construction 
just started on a 24-story residential building, a 17-story building is already occupied. A 
cathedral in Brooklyn is filed for approval, a museum in the Bronx will break ground soon, plus 
many other projects in various stages of design or construction. Most are residential, but we 
also have schools, museums, hospitals, commercial and office spaces, art projects, etc. The 
majority of our projects are in New York - Manhattan, Brooklyn, Queens and the Bronx.", says 
the entrepreneur.  

He also explains that the projects may be in the early stages – from schematic design to filing 
drawings for obtaining building permits and up to the final construction documents. The design 
phase can take anywhere from two months to two years, depending on the complexity of the 
project, the number of government agencies that need to approve the project (aside from the 
Building Department, sometimes it is required to obtain approval from the Metropolitan Transit 
Authority for buildings in the vicinity of subway tunnels, from the Landmarks Commission, from 
the authorities in charge of low income residential buildings, for green buildings, etc.). 

Other current projects may be in the construction phase – the engineer must ensure that the 
construction process is smooth, answer the questions on the site, visit the site if needed, 
approve proposed building materials, etc. Construction runs from a few months to over two 
years, depending on the project and the unforeseen issues that almost inevitably occur in New 
York. 

"It is almost impossible to build something on an empty lot, where there isn’t or it hasn’t been a 
building at some point in time, and it is also unheard of a new construction without any 
neighboring building right on the property line or even encroaching the existing property." says 
Cristian Vimer. 

"One of the challenges of New York projects is that, for the most part, the buildings are either 
“glued” together or separated by only a few centimeters. Build next to an adjacent 150-year-old 
building ay become an adventure, and the DOB (Department of Buildings) pays special 
attention to this – they must make sure the neighboring buildings are not damaged by the new 
construction They are very strict with this issue. In addition, many buildings are very close to 
the subway tunnels and the project requires approval from the Transit Authority. There are also 
other government bodies that have to approve projects that fall under their jurisdiction.", the 
Romanian contractor points out. 

He adds that, in 2017, he applied to become part of the DOB Code Revision Structural Technical 
Committee. He sent a detailed description of his expertise in the field and his willingness to 
collaborate on producing the new Building Code of the City of New York. 



"Both partners, Erik and myself, have been selected to be part of this group of about 50 
engineers. It is an extraordinary achievement, I believe we are the only small company 
represented in this committee. The selection was made not only for companies, but also on 
individual expertise, in public or private projects, of the participating engineers. NYC has always 
been such a complex city that had a building code starting from 1908, that is not necessarily 
linked to international codes, and has many specific provisions. The current code is from 2014, 
the code before this one was issued in 2008, and the one before that was all the way back in 
1968 (after a long “wild west” period, the city came up with a modern code in 2008). The next 
code will come out in 2020, and DOB called upon the best engineers in the city to review and 
modify the new code as needed.", says Cristian Vimer. 

In conclusion, "obtaining construction permits in New York City can be quite complicated, but it 
still works pretty well, especially given the complexity of the city.". A few figures about New 
York City: there are about 1.1 million buildings in the city, of which 635,000 are one- or two-
family homes, 145,000 are apartment buildings up to 6 floors, 38,000 are Landmarked 
buildings, and only 14,500 are buildings with more than 6 floors. So much less skyscrapers than 
one would expect. 

The NY City Department of Buildings is mandated by the local administration to create the city's 
building codes and to keep them up to date and aligned with the most recent versions of the 
international codes created by the International Code Council. The department has organized a 
series of expert committees to contribute to the review and editing of the new construction 
codes that will appear in 2020. Current codes include the Building Code, Plumbing Code, 
Mechanical Code (that refers to air conditioning, ventilation, heating, etc.) and the Fuel Gas 
Code. These committees are known as the NYC Construction Code Revision Committees. The 
committee members have to be experts in their fields and they analyze in detail the proposed 
codes and recommend the final versions that will be voted by the New York City 
Council. Building codes set minimum standards for the design, construction and operation of 
New York buildings. Builders and developers are required to maintain the standards prescribed 
in building codes. (Note: These codes apply only for buildings, not for infrastructure - bridges, 
roads, piers, etc.).  

Differences Between Practicing Engineers in New York versus Romania? 

"For structural design, things are less complicated than for architects. A Professional Engineer 
licensed in New York State signs and seals the project and assumes responsibility for the 
structure. There are no project reviewers, the Department of Buildings should review the 
project, at least theoretically, but this doesn’t happen too often in practice. The DOB examiners 
do not assume any responsibility for the building. In Romania, as far as I know, there are 
authorized project reviewers who co-sign the projects of other engineers, but here, once you 
have the license you can sign and seal your own projects. It is quite difficult to obtain a license – 
you need a minimum of four years of experience and you have to submit an application and 
pass a difficult eight-hour exam (with a minimum score of 70%-75%)", says Cristian Vimer. 



However, "it is possible here for a small company to work on relatively large projects. I started 
my collaboration with Erik on a seventeen-story building. The project was practically designed, 
drafted and inspected by just the two of us. We also provided technical site inspections of the 
reinforced concrete structure for this project; this is not always included in our contract, it is 
often carried out by independent inspection agencies. As we hired more people we increased 
the number of projects we designed. Our first two engineers graduated college in 2013 and 
were able to obtain their Professional Engineer license in 2017; now they manage other 
engineers and drafters. Two more engineers hired after them are now at Project Manager 
level.", the entrepreneur adds. 

Some of their projects include: a 24-story residential building on 30th Street in Manhattan (the 
building was originally designed as a 7-meter wide and 70-meter-high “needle”, so the design 
was very difficult because of the slenderness ratio and because it must withstand earthquakes 
and hurricanes). After the project was approved by the DOB, the developer has managed to 
acquire the neighboring lot and the building was redesigned as a 15-meter-wide, 80-meter-high 
structure. Other projects include a seven-story residential building in Brooklyn that will be built 
without demolishing a historical building on site (a 1922 synagogue which became a Baptist 
church in 1972), a 10-story building in Brooklyn, across the street from the famous Brooklyn 
Academy of Music (the building is located above two different subway tunnels) or a renovation 
of the David H. Koch Theater, part of the famous Lincoln Center. 

Last but not least, the Romanian engineer is also involved in the East Side Access mega-project, 
which will bring the Long Island Railroad (LIRR) commuter trains to a new station built into the 
East Side of Manhattan (photo above). 

"Today, the only station for these commuter trains is Penn Station, located on the west side of 
the city. For this project, a new train station is built under the famous Grand Central Station 
located on the east side of Manhattan. This mega-project which will cost several billions of 
dollars is one of the largest current infrastructure projects in the US. The project includes 
various structures in Manhattan, Queens and the Bronx, plus kilometers of railways and 
tunnels, and it is estimated that 162,000 passengers will use these facilities every day.” 

Asked if he would spend more time in Romania in the future, Cristian Vimer said that "I am 
involved in too many activities here, at the time being, but in the future, I will surely make it." 

 

 


