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PP: 
So to begin with, can you say a little bit about your history with the neighborhood, and when you arrived here what the neighborhood was like, what your building was like, what the decision making process was before you moved here.

SS:
Well, we looked at – the we being my father, Harry Suna, who passed away in 1992, my brother Allen Suna – and we looked at the property in 1979. I think the bread factory closed in early ‘75. Actually, we were in December ’79. And we looked at this vacant building as an industrial rehab and a space to expand and consolidate his sheet metal factory. It was Local 28 HVAC contracting business, louvers and dampers. And in buying the building, the local wouldn’t let my father consolidate the two companies, cause they were different work rules, same union. So he had two sons who were both architects, one in Boston, one in Pittsburgh, and wanted to always get them into the business with him. So he figured this was a good opportunity to say what should we do with this building? When I was still in college, I was actually here during Christmas vacation and helped him survey the building. Down in the old [inaudible], found the basement files, cause the building closed due to a Teamsters strike and people’s personal belongings were still in the lockers. They really believed they were coming back to work.

PP: 
So the bakery wanted to stay in the building?

SS:
Well, what happened was, the Gordon Bakery Company which was making Silver Cup bread, they had I think license agreements to make, they had a three year contract with the City school system, so they couldn’t raise their prices, Nixon selling grain to the Russians, the price of grain doubled, we were in a recession, there was mom and pop bakeries and organic foods getting popular. Even though Silver Cup was the pure one with no preservatives, it was still a big brand you got in supermarkets. And it was all union, 24 hour operation. And so business was really tight for them, and the union said we want a 10% commission for the bread we deliver to non-union supermarkets, and he said I can’t afford it. And they said, well, you’ve got lots of money, you just bought us new trucks. He said, well, I can offer you 2%, they said no, we need ten, otherwise we’ll go on strike. He said, you go on strike, I’m gonna close. They said, you can’t close, you bought us new trucks. And they struck, he closed. He sold his new trucks, he sold the copper wires, he sold the ovens, he salvaged everything in this building. He actually was over his head, he owed the IRS about a half a million dollars in withholding taxes, he owed the pension fund another half million dollars, but he walked away clean. Salvaged everything. So it was yes, the unions put him out of business….

PP: 
How many people worked here again?

SS:
It was like 600 people. That’s an oral history, I’m just going by memory, I wasn’t here.

PP:
Right, okay.

SS: 
I was a kid who had a tour of the Silver Cup factory as a cub scout, but other than that I don’t know much about it. Had no idea that I’d be coming back here. So we bought the building as industrial rehab. The idea of building studios was just a seed that was planted cause the caretaker for the bank who was also the superintendent for the building during the bakery times -- who’s still with us now, Joe Zabo, we kept him in the building – but he told us that CBS had come to look at the building to make studios out of. So we thought that was a good idea, we looked at studios, tennis courts, industrial space, housing. I wound up saying to my father if you’re going to buy this building, I want to have this little corner, which was the refrigerator for the milk and the yeast, because I saw it had 16’ ceilings and 10’ windows facing south and west. It became my loft apartment, a duplex. I lived here actually for 10 years.

PP:
You no long do though?

SS:
No. So I saw the neighborhood change for sure. This building had beautiful skylights, but the water and pigeons were coming in, and the sprinkler systems were all frozen and ruptured open, so it was a complete gut rehab for this building. We built one studio, it was booked all the time. And so we built three more, and we just kept growing, realizing that the business had a lot to do with its size and…diversity, both commercials business, feature films business and television business.

PP:
Right. Is it all studios now?

SS:
Yeah, it’s all studios. When he died in ’92, we kept the sheet metal business running for about another year and a half, and it was just too much of a struggle, it didn’t make sense, and we needed to continue expanding. So we then closed down the sheet metal business, took over those two spaces, made two studios, A and B, and then we bought some waterfront property here, [for] more studios. And then another steel factory, just south of Borden Avenue came to us. Old Johns and Lochland (?) steel fabricating plant that we then bought and now have five 16,000 square foot studios over there.

PP:
Yeah, I pass the Blissville one on my way to work.

SS:
Blissville, right, there’s very few people who know that it’s Blissville over there.

PP:
So what was the neighborhood like when you arrived in ’79?

SS:
It was pretty dark and dismal, lots of hookers under the, using our parking lot as their, ah….

PP:
So, nothing’s changed? (Laughs)

SS:
No, actually, it’s much better now than it was back then, much much better. There were no restaurants, very few restaurants, there were some. Water’s edge I think was already here at that time, on the barge. Mandacotti’s was here for a long time before that. So there were definitely some restaurants, but not like it was now in the past ten years. And crime was pretty low, but it didn’t feel like it was low, it felt pretty scary, it was dark, a lot of lights were out. You know, there was no attention to the neighborhood. I was also on the community board for eight years, so I started to get involved very quickly.

PP:
Is it One or Two over here?

SS:
This is Board Two, which ends at the 59th Street Bridge.

PP:
So, ah, and did you guys also buy the Terra Cotta Works?

SS:
Yeah, that’s the waterfront property.

PP:
That’s the one, okay right. What are your plans for that?

SS:
Our plans for that is to develop the property, we want to build new studios there, public access to the waterfront esplanade, housing, commercial, new studios, cultural institutions. So we’re going to be starting soon a whole ULURP proceeding, public review process, environmental impact statement to change the zoning over there.

PP:
Are you trying to source any State funding for the waterfront piece? State of federal funding?

SS:
Ah, we always look to our friendly government, city, state, federal for support, since it is public access to the waterfront. The park to the north certainly needs it, the esplanade has been falling into the water for a long time.

PP:
I think we’re interested in identifying particular parts of the neighborhood, particular places in the neighborhood that you would highlight….either which have disappeared or which have changed beyond recognition, or which have personal import for you in one way or another.

SS:
Yeah, it’s important to me that I don’t see hookers on 23rd Street at night anymore or condoms laying in our parking lots. I mean, some change is good change. Definitely another change is seeing many more establishments for eating lunch and dinner. I remember when one of my favorite restaurants Manetta’s opened up on Jackson Avenue, they’re actually family from Mandacotti’s, they left and started something. They thought it was going to be all take out. They had no idea, they started just a small little piece of it, they had no idea there were going to be people coming in for lunch and for dinner. And, you know, I live in Manhattan now, my daughters still love coming, it’s one of their favorite restaurants to come back to.

PP:
Any other more offbeat places that have disappeared? Actually, I’m curious, since you probably have more perspective on this than most of the people I speak to, do you have a sense of industry being on the decline in Long Island City, or was there ever a period when you observed higher vacancy rates in industrial property? A lot of the reaction I’m getting is along the lines of, you know, unlike North Brooklyn, a lot of the industrial property in Long Island City was never vacant, it sort of maintained its status as a pretty viable industrial center. Is that your perspective as well?

SS:
No. Because when we came in here this was a vacant building and there were a lot of other buildings in the area. The studios opened in ’83, so this is our 20th anniversary now this June. So, we definitely saw more vacancies back then. But also, being on the board of the LIC Business Development Corp, and one of its founding members, and the In-Place Industrial Park, I don’t know what the real statistic is, but I know that at least half of the members, the board members, own their own buildings. And so its not that industry is being pushed out because landlords are raising prices because of the zoning speculation, which is part of what the Municipal Art Society and a lot of people believe. The reality is that a lot of the families who own it, you know, struggling to stay in this business because it’s the only business they have, but they’d be happy to sell off their real estate and continue to develop the neighborhood, and have New York City continue to grow.

PP:
Is the rezoning aggressive over here?

SS:
Oh, it’s actually very aggressive. Two of the businesses who’ve moved out – Case Paper and Manheimer Fragrances – both of them were not pressed, they owned their own buildings, and they both moved out of the state for economic reasons. After earlier taking benefits from all of the city and state programs for them, they still moved out because of the cost of energy, the cost of labor, the cost of everything else. It was just easier for them to just own their buildings and lease them out to others. It’s not about real estate, they’re not even in the upzone. So there are companies constantly moving out just for the cost of doing business in New York. And, I also believe that in the evolution of New York City, as we start to, even if we’re displacing some of the industrial jobs with new development, there’s still many new immigrant workers who come to this country who have entry-level positions, whether it be cleaning the offices or working low-level jobs in offices, there’s all kinds of jobs that are still available. And that, one of the things city policy needs to do is to keep these jobs here in New York City by providing economic benefits to move from one borough to another borough. Most of the benefit programs are to move from Manhattan, South of 96th Street to an outer borough. But if you’re being displaced from next to Citibank in Long Island City because of a new tower to go up, let’s say, and you want to move to Maspeth or you want to move to Greenpoint, Brooklyn, there’s very little benefits you can have. Then once you’re moving, you might as well move out of the city or out of the state.

PP:
What do you think the neighborhood is going to look like 20 years from now?

SS:
Well, if you were to ask that question 20 years ago, you’d probably still get the same answer, cause people thought 20 years ago we’d be there already! 

PP:
We have a lot of old articles that say, artists are arriving, the neighborhood’s just about to tip!

SS:
I was in Williamsburg a few times recently, and that’s a whole artists’ colony.

PP:
That’s tipped, yeah.

SS:
That’s tipped a while ago, I think, and all the clubs, I was in some nightclubs over there. We had a group of people here from Amsterdam, who were visiting New York, it was a whole exchange that we did with government about waterfront development. And Williamsburg was a place that already tipped a while ago. Long Island City I think is starting to finally tip, but there’s not that much residential opportunity, whereas in Williamsburg there is a lot of residential space. And also you have a lot more vacancy in the industrial property, so you get more artist studios.

PP:
And the BSA’s been rubber stamping conversions all over the place.

SS:
Right. And Queens West I think has been stymied by the very bad – I’m trying to figure out what to call it – the relationship, I don’t think there’s a good healthy relationship between the city, the state and the Port Authority for the past 16 years. They’re in competition. I think the Port Authority was, you know, led by some New Jersey strength, held back on Queens West. It was supposed to be competitive with the Jersey waterfront, look what happened. We got 20 million square feet in New Jersey, and we got zero other than 2 residential buildings in Queens, or Brooklyn.

PP:
The Olympic plan seems like it’s sort of being superimposed on the Queens West plan. How does that work?

SS:
The Olympic plan takes the southernmost portion of Queens West, which is where the Daily News building is, and also comes back in over here into the Fink Bakery, which is now vacant.  The next phase for Queens West is two pieces: one is the Pepsi property, which has been in negotiation with RockRose, the developers, for the past probably, year and a half, two years; Avalon has already been designated for the next two sites, there’s already been site preparation; and then the Alcore site, which is a commercial center,  where the ferry is and also the concrete silo. But the problem is Alcore won’t do anything until they have a tenant, and no million square foot office buildings were willing to come here even before 9/11. Instead they were going to New Jersey, just because of the economic incentives, and so now after 9/11, the dot com industry going bust, we realize there’s over 50 million square feet vacant in Manhattan, so you can get that cheaper than new construction and be in Manhattan, not in an outer borough.

PP:
So what do think the impact of the Olympics will be?

SS:
I think the Olympics will be great for NYC. It gives us a vision, which was only reinforced by 9/11, about how important our waterways are. And to use waterborne transportation is a great way of dealing with congestion, getting around the island, and bringing back an awareness and a use of waterfront, which I think has been lost in this city other than Battery Park City, and a few bike paths or jogging paths. You know, ring our waterfront with highways, is sort of not just New York, it’s a national problem we have.

PP:
Other spots in the neighborhood that you have interesting histories about?

SS:
I think it would be really exciting to see the McKim Meade and White power plant, which is known as the Schwartz Chemical building and the smokestack building [which was] generating power for the Penn Central Railroad. And it would be great to see, to learn from the British and have it like the Tate Museum, it would become a great museum over there.

PP:
I hear it’s sort of in contract, or almost in contract.

SS:
It’s been in contract many many times, and the price keeps going up. And it keeps changing hands. There’s various reasons why property changes hands….

PP:
So Schwartz Chemical, they’ve been talking about hotels and residential?

SS:
Well Schwartz Chemical and the smokestack building are actually two separate buildings next to each other….the tennis courts are in the Schwartz building all the way upstairs under the cranes. And there are some operating businesses there. That’s the one to the north, that’s where the generators were. And then the power plant, which is the four smokestack building, which is the big open one. Also, there’s been separate owners for a long time.

PP:
Do you guys do development outside of Long Island City?

SS:
Yeah.

PP:
Where else?

SS:
We did a very large, $60 million development up in Harlem called the Renaissance, we do a lot of affordable housing with the City of New York, over the years we’ve been doing vacant buildings, all the gut rehabs over the years going back to the Koch administration, and New York Partnership, we did a lot of the townhouse developments where you take a vacant block and build two-family townhouses which helps reclaim really sad neighborhoods. You get rid of the graffiti and the hookers and the drug dealers on that block, and people get involved in their school boards, in their community boards, it really helps. And then we did this large limited equity coop development, part of the anchor partnership program with NYC Partnership which brought 65,000 square feet of retail at 116th Street and Lenox, and 240 coop apartments.

PP:
Was this your first development? Did you refinance this to do the others?

SS:
No, as I said my father was in the sheet metal business and he was doing a  lot of the rehabilitation and conversion, not conversion, but in-place rehab and then gut buildings early on, partly for the tax incentives, and also just as general contractors. And we went into that and were already doing affordable housing when he bought the Silver Cup building….

PP:
So how big is this building total?

SS:
This building is 240,000 square feet. The one over in Blissville is 200,000 square feet.

PP:
And you did the rehab over the course of about a decade?

SS:
Of this building? Yeah.
