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          1  LANDMARKS, PUBLIC SITING AND MARITIME USES

          2                 CHAIRPERSON FELDER: Okay, we have one

          3  item on the agenda today. We have one item on the

          4  agenda today. Manhattan Community Board 4. Manhattan

          5  Community Board 4, LU No. 556.

          6                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: No.

          7                 CHAIRPERSON FELDER: No.

          8                 Scratch that from the record.

          9                 LU No. 534. Queens Community Board-

         10  9, 20055612 HKQ, N050478 HKQ. Designation List

         11  Numbers 363, LP-2175, by the Landmarks Preservation

         12  Commission pursuant to Section 3020 of the New York

         13  City Charter of the Ralph Bunch House generally

         14  located at 115-24 Cross Vinor Street, Block 3319,

         15  Lot 18. Laid over from meetings on Subcommittee of

         16  Landmarks, Public Siting and Maritime Use on August

         17  15, 2005.

         18                 That is the one and only item. We

         19  have one witness, Rhonda Wist.

         20                 Is Diane Jackier on vacation?

         21                 Okay, tell her that we're very happy

         22  that she's away.

         23                 MS. WIST: Good morning, Council

         24  members. My name is Ronda Wist, Executive Director

         25  of the Landmarks Preservation Commission.
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          2                 I am here today to testify on the

          3  Commission's designation of the Ralph Bunch House in

          4  Queens as a New York City landmark.

          5                 On May 17th, 2005, the Landmarks

          6  Commission held a public hearing on a proposed

          7  designation. Five people spoke in favor, including

          8  Dr. Benjamin Rivlin, Chairman Emeritus of the Ralph

          9  Bunch Institute, Marjorie Tivin, representing the

         10  New York City Commission to the United Nations, the

         11  Chair of Community Board 9 in Queens, and

         12  representatives of the Landmarks Conservancy and the

         13  Historic Districts Council.

         14                 Three spoke in opposition. Two

         15  representatives of the Kew Gardens Civic Association

         16  and one representative of the Kew Gardens

         17  Improvement Association spoke in opposition because

         18  they wanted the entire Kew Gardens area designated

         19  as a historic district rather than just one

         20  building.

         21                 The owner of the building said he was

         22  "ambivalent" about designation, because it was

         23  already a National Historic Landmark. On May 17th,

         24  2005, the Commission voted to designate the building

         25  a New York City landmark.
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          2                 Constructed in 1927 and designed by

          3  the prominent Brooklyn architects Koch & Wagner,

          4  this neo-Tudor-style residence in Kew Gardens,

          5  Queens, was occupied by Dr. Ralph Bunche and his

          6  family for more than 30 years.

          7                 Dr. Bunche was, as U.N.

          8  Secretary-General U Thant said, "An international

          9  institution in his own right, transcending both

         10  nationality and race in a way that is achieved by

         11  very few."

         12                 Dr. Bunche had an illustrious career

         13  in academia, international esrvice and diplomacy.

         14                 He was the first person of color to

         15  be awarded the Noble Peace Prize, which he received

         16  in 1950 for his role in negotiating armistice

         17  settlements between Israel and its Arab neighbors.

         18                 He helped found and then worked for

         19  the United Nations, first as head of its Trusteeship

         20  Council, and later as advisor to three different

         21  Secretaries-General.

         22                 From 1954, until his death in 1971,

         23  Dr. Bunche served the organization as Under

         24  Secretary General, the highest post ever held by an

         25  American.
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          2                 Dr. Bunche was instrumental in

          3  developing and administering the various UN

          4  peacekeeping and truce observation activities of

          5  those years, as well as helping to establish two

          6  important programs of the United Nations: The

          7  International Atomic Energy Agency and the UN

          8  Development Program.

          9                 As an African-american, Dr. Bunche

         10  fought all his life to overcome the racial prejudice

         11  and barriers to advancement that existed in this

         12  country. Upon the establishment of the United

         13  Nations, Bunche and his family moved from

         14  Washington, D.C. to New York in 1947. They first

         15  lived in Jamaica, Queens, before buying this house

         16  in Kew Gardens in 1952. Kew Gardens was a

         17  racially-integrated garden city development begun in

         18  the early years of the twentieth century. The home

         19  and the neighborhood proved to be an ideal

         20  environment for this extraordinary man and his

         21  family.

         22                 The Commission urges you to affirm

         23  the designation as an individual New York City

         24  landmark of this house occupied for 30 years by Dr.

         25  Ralph Bunche, a great African-American and a great
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          2  American, who dedicated his live to working for

          3  freedom, equality, peace and justice.

          4                 Thank you.

          5                 CHAIRPERSON FELDER: Do any of my

          6  colleagues have any questions?

          7                 Chair Katz.

          8                 COUNCIL MEMBER KATZ: Please. Good

          9  morning.

         10                 We have had in our community a very

         11  long sort of tedious and drawn out issue with

         12  Landmarks, as many of my colleagues know, I've

         13  spoken to many of them about it, regarding not only

         14  Richmond Hill, Kew Gardens in my area, also this

         15  area.

         16                 This was an application I think that

         17  was very fast in the making. There are applications

         18  that are in Landmarks for years and finally get to

         19  us. This was only a few months ago. I am going to

         20  request of the Chair to postpone the vote until next

         21  week, so I can have further discussions with

         22  Landmarks.

         23                 One of the things that really does

         24  concern me, this is not about Ralph Bunche. This is

         25  about a building that is sitting in the middle of
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          2  Kew Gardens, in an area that for all intents and

          3  purposes to me the entire area should be a historic

          4  district.

          5                 I have asked Landmarks through the

          6  Commissioner to get back to us on an area that we

          7  have designated. It is not entirely all of Kew

          8  Gardens. It is a portion of Kew Gardens to be

          9  designated as a historic district.

         10                 The answer was it doesn't prohibit

         11  the future historic district. The problem we have is

         12  that we don't even think anyone is looking at it,

         13  and that's the problem.

         14                 Can I have that letter, Charles?

         15                 So my colleagues know, since last

         16  week I received two letters from the owner begging

         17  us not to make this a landmarks. August 29th and

         18  September 2nd.

         19                 The second letter basically says, "I

         20  have one question and one plea for all concerned on

         21  your Committee. The question, we all know this is

         22  New York City and not New Orleans, nor is it

         23  earthquake prone, but after September 11th, the City

         24  lives under constant peril of eerie uncertainty,"

         25  and basically the letter says, what if something
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          2  happens and it's landmarked? Clearly, this person is

          3  very agitated and annoyed at the whole process.

          4                 The first letter, however, is

          5  basically a very, you know, strong thing that says,

          6  I'm not going to be able to do with my house what

          7  I'd like to do, and it's the only house on the

          8  entire block.

          9                 So, I'm going to ask for a

         10  postponement. I'm going to once again, and I don't

         11  have a question for you, I really have just like

         12  sort of the issues that I would like a commitment

         13  from landmarks to look at the surrounding area of

         14  Kew Gardens, I would also like a commitment about

         15  Richmond Hill area, and the reason is that I truly

         16  believe they don't come in and look at the area of

         17  Queens and some of the other boroughs in as strong a

         18  fashion as we do for Manhattan.

         19                 I don't know if you have any

         20  comments, or if Mr. Tierney or Commissioner Tierney

         21  is ready to commit to anything, but that would be

         22  great if you could answer that.

         23                 MS. WIST: Do you want me to answer?

         24  That's fine.

         25                 COUNCIL MEMBER KATZ: Yes. If you can
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          2  --

          3                 MS. WIST: If it's okay, let me just

          4  answer the issue about the owner first.

          5                 We've been working with the owner

          6  since January 15th, 2004, and we met with them and

          7  they were -- and I will explain the steps of

          8  designation and the permit process and they asked us

          9  some very specific questions about changing an iron

         10  grill door and an outside porch door on the side of

         11  the house and they were very supportive because they

         12  knew the house was already on the National Register,

         13  there's already, as you know, a plaque, and they've

         14  been taking excellent care of it.

         15                 We then had correspondence with them

         16  in October 2004, in December 2004. We sent them

         17  another letter in January 2005, February 2005. And

         18  in February 2005, we spoke to them and the owner

         19  said that they would be out of town, and they

         20  wouldn't be able to attend the calendaring, and they

         21  said that even though they would not be there, it

         22  would be okay to calendar, even though they wouldn't

         23  attend.

         24                 We then sent them letters in March,

         25  April and we had the public hearing in May and the

                                                            11

          1  LANDMARKS, PUBLIC SITING AND MARITIME USES

          2  designation as well.

          3                 We then sent the report to the owner

          4  who had faxed through changes to the designation

          5  report, asking that their testimony be characterized

          6  as "amibivalent" about designations. So, they did

          7  not oppose designation at our hearing.

          8                 And we then spoke to them after our

          9  Chairman spoke to you in August, we spoke to them

         10  again talking about what the difference was between

         11  maintenance and what would require a permit, we

         12  talked about repainting, landscaping, the steps, et

         13  cetera. So, they've been asking us for over a year

         14  very, very specific questions, and they were not, at

         15  least to our ears, upset with the answers we gave

         16  them.

         17                 In terms of looking at Kew Gardens,

         18  our Chairman did speak to us --

         19                 (Unidentified speaker not using the

         20  microphone.)

         21                 MS. WIST: They were not. They were

         22  not. They were not. Because the answers that we gave

         23  them were very, were very clear and were not

         24  problematic for them. They were not planning on

         25  doing any major work that would require a public
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          2  hearing. Their work was maintenance.

          3                 COUNCIL MEMBER KATZ: You understand,

          4  though, that according to the report, these owners

          5  were ambivalent. As I reached out to them and said

          6  how can I change you from ambivalent to supporting,

          7  I asked Landmarks to talk to them, it was after

          8  those conversations that you're saying they weren't

          9  upset, that they wrote this letter vehemently

         10  opposing it.

         11                 So, I don't know what happened in

         12  those conversations, but I had ambivalent before you

         13  spoke to them, and then after you spoke to them --

         14                 MS. WIST: What happened to them was

         15  the public hearing with their neighbors opposing

         16  designation of their house, because our

         17  conversations were the same. I mean, I'm telling you

         18  they were, because they know what they want to do to

         19  their house. They're very clear about that. They're

         20  very good stewards of this house.

         21                 But anyway, I'm reporting that the

         22  two conversations that we had with them were

         23  essentially the same because their plans for their

         24  house had not changed.

         25                 COUNCIL MEMBER KATZ: I spoke to them,
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          2  for the record, after the hearing.

          3                 MS. WIST: Right.

          4                 COUNCIL MEMBER KATZ: I spoke to them

          5  only about a week ago.

          6                 MS. WIST: Um-hmm.

          7                 COUNCIL MEMBER KATZ: And when I asked

          8  Landmarks to speak to them. And it really was after

          9  that conversation that they wrote me this letter

         10  vehemently opposing.

         11                 I don't know what the conversation

         12  was. I just know what the end result was.

         13                 MS. WIST: And we spoke to them at

         14  your staff person's request.

         15                 COUNCIL MEMBER KATZ: Right.

         16  Absolutely.

         17                 MS. WIST: We had --

         18                 COUNCIL MEMBER KATZ: Right. And I

         19  appreciate it. I wanted to get them supportive, but

         20  it didn't work.

         21                 So, about the area that I had

         22  requested the designation?

         23                 MS. WIST: Right. I think it's 45

         24  blocks, is my recollection. A forty-five block

         25  neighborhood.
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          2                 So, --

          3                 COUNCIL MEMBER KATZ: I think it's

          4  like 30 --

          5                 MS. WIST: Is that right?

          6                 COUNCIL MEMBER KATZ: I thought it was

          7  like 32, but I could be wrong.

          8                 MS. WIST: Okay.

          9                 You know, you had asked if we would

         10  take a look at it in this year, and the Chairman

         11  Tierney, Chairman Tierney agreed that we would

         12  absolutely commit to do so, take a look at it.

         13                 But we are, in this fiscal year and

         14  this calendar year, we are doing, we are committed,

         15  we have some tremendous commitments about other

         16  things that we're doing, including Weehawken,

         17  Fieldston, Crown Heights North, Sunnyside, so there

         18  are certain -- and then we're going to do the second

         19  phase of Crown Heights North.

         20                 So, there are certain things that are

         21  already set in stone, and we're talking quite a few

         22  hundred buildings here. But Chairman Tierney

         23  absolutely agreed that we would commit to take a

         24  look at Kew Gardens.

         25                 And you're right, this would be the

                                                            15

          1  LANDMARKS, PUBLIC SITING AND MARITIME USES

          2  first look, because we've never gotten an official

          3  RFE, a Request for Evaluation, from the

          4  neighborhood.

          5                 COUNCIL MEMBER KATZ: We were too busy

          6  with Richmond Hill.

          7                 MS. WIST: Well, Richmond Hill. A

          8  commitment doesn't mean yes, right? As you know.

          9                 COUNCIL MEMBER KATZ: Right. Which is

         10  why in the next week I'm hoping that Commissioner

         11  Tierney and I can reach a better agreement than

         12  taking a look at it.

         13                 I invite any of my colleagues to come

         14  to Kew Gardens and take a look. It is probably one

         15  of the most beautiful areas in the City, of course

         16  along with all of your districts. It is a gorgeous

         17  area, one that I think deserves a historic district

         18  siting.

         19                 And I don't want to beat a dead

         20  horse. I just think that, Mr. Chairman, there's

         21  things that we need to do, and the person who is

         22  living in this area or this house is so vehemently

         23  opposed to the designation.

         24                 The civic association is opposed to

         25  it, really not because of the issue, but more
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          2  because of the area surrounding it. And there are

          3  other folks on that same block that would like to be

          4  designated.

          5                 I believe with the fact that Dr.

          6  Bunche lived here is a great reason to designate

          7  this as a landmark. I don't have any issue with

          8  that. My issue is that, you know, there are a bunch

          9  of ways to honor people, excuse the pun, Councilman,

         10  to honor people, and I am very concerned about the

         11  surrounding area.

         12                 So, in the next week I'm hoping to

         13  have further discussions.

         14                 CHAIRPERSON FELDER: Councilman

         15  Barron.

         16                 COUNCIL MEMBER BARRON: Just a point

         17  of information.

         18                 Didn't they do some incremental

         19  landmarking before, where you could landmark one

         20  piece and then consider landmarking other pieces?

         21                 CHAIRPERSON FELDER: Yes. My

         22  recollection is that when we first started a long

         23  time ago, this was an issue that we discussed at

         24  this committee about the fact -- I think Councilman

         25  Perkins brought it up --
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          2                 COUNCIL MEMBER BARRON: Right.

          3                 CHAIRPERSON FELDER: -- About the fact

          4  that they do piecemeal.

          5                 COUNCIL MEMBER BARRON: Right.

          6                 CHAIRPERSON FELDER: And then what

          7  happens is that on one hand you want it done, on the

          8  other hand, you wind up waiting years and years to

          9  be done the right way.

         10                 COUNCIL MEMBER BARRON: Right.

         11                 CHAIRPERSON FELDER: So that was an

         12  issue that was brought up before.

         13                 COUNCIL MEMBER BARRON: Yes.

         14                 CHAIRPERSON FELDER: And at this time,

         15  you know, the explanation, I believe the explanation

         16  we got then was that it's impossible to do what we

         17  want them to do, that it's just too much work, and

         18  unless they can do it piecemeal they won't be able

         19  to do anything at all. Something to that effect.

         20  That's what we were told.

         21                 So that's my recollection.

         22                 MS. WIST: That was for historic

         23  districts. That was for historic districts, not a

         24  situation like this.

         25                 CHAIRPERSON FELDER: Okay, thank you
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          2  very much.

          3                 MS. WIST: Thanks.

          4                 CHAIRPERSON FELDER: This, as a

          5  courtesy to Chair Katz, even though we all disagree

          6  and want this to be voted on today, we're going to

          7  lay it over to -- what we're going to do is

          8  September 15th, Gail tells me September 15th at

          9  11:00 we're going to have a Subcommittee, and that's

         10  September 15th at 11:15 we're going to vote the full

         11  Land Use Committee.

         12                 So, I would suggest that to my

         13  colleagues to make sure that you, you know, note

         14  that on your schedules because it's a day of a

         15  regular Stated Meeting and there's a lot going on,

         16  and since it's not on your calendar now, it will be

         17  important.

         18                 And if there are any of your

         19  colleagues, that you want them to make sure to miss

         20  the vote, don't tell them.

         21                 Meeting over.

         22                 MR. BANKOFF: Council member, I gave

         23  two.

         24                 CHAIRPERSON FELDER: What?

         25                 MR. BANKOFF: I signed in twice.
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          2                 CHAIRPERSON FELDER: My apologies. You

          3  can sit down and speak. I didn't see the --

          4                 MR. BANKOFF: Okay. I'm sorry to have

          5  interrupted the flow of things.

          6                 Here is, by the way, some testimony.

          7  I'd like to sort of talk specifically to some of the

          8  issues that have been raised. I think that everybody

          9  here is convinced of the importance of Mr. Bunche.

         10  I'd also just like to state, departing from my

         11  testimony, that as a side note and doing a little

         12  homework for the testimony, I went to the standard

         13  text for New York City history, the Encyclopedia of

         14  New York, only to find it silent on Mr. Bunche.

         15  Undeterred I went to my copy of Kew Gardens, Urban

         16  Village in the Forest -- in the Forest, in the big

         17  City, you know, you got this book, and this book,

         18  and this is the only mention of Mr. Bunche in the

         19  entire book.

         20                 So, really, we talk about landmark

         21  designation being public education, and this is, I

         22  wouldn't have known who this man was if this was not

         23  being designated. And that's embarrassing to me, but

         24  this is a very important point.

         25                 An issue that has been raised,
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          2  however, that also should be addressed, is the

          3  designation of an individual landmark versus the

          4  designation of a district.

          5                 The Council should be aware that HDC

          6  regularly requests landmarks to consider and

          7  designate neighbors throughout the City, it's a lot

          8  of what we tend to do, in fact, not long ago we had

          9  the pleasure of taking a tour of Kew Gardens with

         10  community members, and in our view there's

         11  definitely at least one potential historic district

         12  there.

         13                 That being said, however, we feel

         14  strongly that the designation of an individual

         15  landmark does not negatively affect on the

         16  subsequent designation of a historic district.

         17                 In fact, we did a survey of

         18  designated districts versus landmarks, and the

         19  results are quite startling, of the 83 existing

         20  designated districts, the number of districts

         21  containing individual landmarks within the district

         22  lines are 31. The number of districts with

         23  individual landmarks adjacent to them are 48. The

         24  number of districts that have been designated with

         25  the landmarks within the boundaries or nearby, the
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          2  total number is 52, which is 63 percent of the

          3  landmark districts that have been designated have

          4  done this.

          5                 The number of districts designated

          6  without any landmark nearby or within are only 31,

          7  which is only 37 percent. Statistically speaking,

          8  the percentage of districts that get designated with

          9  an individual landmark or landmarks in or near the

         10  district are much greater than those districts

         11  without a landmark included or close by.

         12                 Is this a magic bullet? Does this

         13  mean that every time the individual landmark gets

         14  designated the area will soon follow? Of course not.

         15                 We all know every landmark

         16  designation is in some way unique. You might even

         17  say that's one of the defining qualities of being a

         18  landmark.

         19                 However, claiming that an individual

         20  landmark should not be designated because the entire

         21  district should be is an incorrect line of argument

         22  with regards from a statistical point of view.

         23                 I also have some stirring words about

         24  property rights that I don't think I need to repeat

         25  to the Council, who is very aware of the fact that
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          2  the Supreme Court has said that, you know, the

          3  landmarks law is not a taking of property rights,

          4  there is a hardship tribunal that has been

          5  established, if that is the problem, and, frankly,

          6  we feel strongly that the accomplishments and the

          7  legacy of Mr. Bunche are such that if it's only a

          8  little bit of a nuisance, that it's worth it for the

          9  City as a whole to be protected this way.

         10                 Thank you.

         11                 CHAIRPERSON FELDER: Thank you very

         12  much.

         13                 The meeting is closed again.

         14                 (Hearing concluded at 11:48 a.m.)
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