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By: Council Member Gerson, The Speaker (Council Member Miller) and Council Members Brewer, Clarke, Davis, Dilan, Felder, Foster, Gennaro, Jackson, Katz, Lopez, Monserrate, Nelson, Perkins, Rivera, Sanders, Seabrook, Sears and Quinn.

Title:
Resolution calling upon the United States Treasury Department to return the United States Customs Service and its 750 employees back to its historic home in Lower Manhattan.

The United States Customs Service (USCS), the oldest federal law enforcement agency in the United States, established its first offices on Whitehall Street in Lower Manhattan in 1789. Since that time the agency has, at twelve different sites, maintained a continuous presence in the area. At the turn of the twentieth century (1907), USCS moved into its “Customs House” at Bowling Green on lower Broadway. The agency remained at that site until 1973 when it moved into its new quarters at 6 World Trade Center (WTC) (also known as 6 Varick Street).

During the two hundred years that the Customs Service spent in Lower Manhattan it attracted numerous import-export related small businesses to the area. By the year 2001, hundreds of these offices, employing thousands of people, were established in the area of the World Trade Center. The Customs Service alone employed 750 people at 6 WTC.

The United States Customs Service’s offices in the World Trade Center were destroyed during the September 11, 2001 terrorist attack. Today, for the first time in more than two hundred years, USCS does not have a presence in Lower Manhattan having moved its operations to other sites in New York and New Jersey . Of the 750 agency jobs that existed at the WTC, 310 have been transferred to Newark, New Jersey, 250 were moved to 1 Penn Plaza, 110 went to offices on West 26th Street, and 80 were relocated to John F. Kennedy International Airport. It has been reported that some of these displaced workers must now commute as much as five hours each day to reach their jobs.
The destruction of USCS offices in Lower Manhattan has virtually stranded the many small import-export offices that still exist in the area. The essential services previously provided for them locally by USCS are now many miles away and barely accessible. They report that transactions, which formerly took minutes or hours, may now take days to complete. Without proximity to USCS there is no real advantage for these companies to remain concentrated in Lower Manhattan and there is the possibility that they might gravitate to locations outside of Lower Manhattan and New York City to be nearer to USCS services. According to the New York Daily News (July 21, 2002), “Hundreds of brokers and trade firms rented space near the Customs House. If Customs doesn’t return, importers and exporters and the lawyers, freight forwarders, surety companies, and underwriters that support them will likely leave.” Most of these small companies would prefer to remain in the City, and many have requested that USCS restore its presence and services in Lower Manhattan.

As of this writing, USCS has given no indication that it will return. The agency’s current commissioner, Robert Bonner, stated in a July 10, 2002 letter, to New York customs lawyer Joel Simon, that “We [USCS] were not able to locate adequate space [in Lower Manhattan] to house all of our employees and activities.” However, on July 21, 2002 the New York Daily News in an editorial stated “Clearly, Customs didn’t look very hard. Millions of feet of space are available. Customs would need about 80,000 square feet to handle the inquiries and paper work from importers and exporters. Cushman & Wakefield conducted a survey of Lower Manhattan and found 25 locations with 80, 000 square feet or more, with rents from $25 to $48 per square foot.  Meantime, Customs reportedly is paying $58 per square foot for 118,000 square feet it just took in midtown.”

Some observers have pointed out that USCS’s seeming reluctance to return is counter to present efforts by federal, state and city agencies to rebuild and revitalize Lower Manhattan’s economic base. According to one observer “At a time when everyone is talking about revitalizing and rebuilding the Lower Manhattan area, would it not [USCS’s return] stimulate firms involved in international trade to remain or to relocate to this area.”

In an October 8, 2002 editorial, the New York Daily News asked rhetorically, “If Customs refuses to move back downtown, how can Washington validly argue for private businesses to return? How can it expect customs brokers, shippers, et. al., to stay.” Resolution No. 311 calls upon the United States Treasury Department to return the United States Customs Service and its 750 employees back to its historic home in Lower Manhattan.

Invited to testify at today’s hearing are Paul H. O’Neill, United States Secretary of the Treasury, Robert Bonner, Commissioner of the United States Customs Service, Susan Mitchell, Director of Field Operations, United States Customs Service, United States Senators Charles E. Schumer and Hillary Clinton and Congressman Jerrold L. Nadler.

� Sam Zekser, President of Sobel Shipping Co. Inc., in a letter to USCS Commissioner Bonner received on February 6, 2002.
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