CAC REPORT ON THE PIER 1 HOTEL/RESIDENTIAL PROPOSALS
The following three-part report on the proposals for a hotel and residences on the designated development site at Pier 1 in Brooklyn Bridge Park is from the executive committee of the park’s Community Advisory Council.

The report consists in the first two parts of our overall desires and feedback that came from three workshops held to study the proposals in-depth. Organized by the CAC’s Committees on Design and Construction and Concessions and Development Sites, the workshops were led by the following architects and/or designers: Katrin Adam, Norman Cox, Jonathan Fogelson, Jane McGroarty and Adam Meshberg. The third part of the report contains the scoring by CAC members of the scale and massing of the proposals and of the site and architectural design.

The CAC views this development project as having a major impact on the new park, the adjoining communities and the city as a whole. Those who have the say on the final shape of what is built carry a responsibility with far-reaching consequences. We offer this report in the hope that it will be taken seriously and that an aesthetic vision will overrule the revenue imperative. We hope too that what we say will be helpful to the decision-makers and that it can influence the outcome.

PART ONE: OUR DESIRES

Certainly we all want to be able to feel proud of what will occupy the site by 2015 and, yes, even to be able to see the new structures as outstanding architecture and worthy of their unique waterfront setting. What we believe could work toward that end in the final design are the following elements we most desire and those we feel should definitely be excluded.

What We Most Desire

+ Smaller bulk. All of the proposals have space not used for the structures, suggesting that negotiated redesigns could reduce their height and mass without an impact on the revenue. We note especially a completely unused Parcel B (Dermot), the division of Parcel A into three parts with extensive open space between each (Extell), a 90,000-square-foot atrium (SDS) and significant setbacks all around the footprint (Two Trees).

However much revenue is a requisite for these proposals, we reiterate that while "maximum revenue" dictates "maximum bulk," certainly a greater imperative is the aesthetic vision for the site.

+ Smaller hotel. A smaller boutique hotel would mean less traffic. Additionally, it would reduce the need for traffic-generating ballrooms, swimming pools, health clubs and parking spaces.

+ Set in from Old Fulton Gateway. Even modest plazas (Starwood and Two Trees) at the northeast corner of Parcel A would be much appreciated.

+ Connection to Squibb Park Bridge. Such a connection (Dermot) would benefit the hotel guests and apartment residents equally as well as park-goers.

+ Welcome-to-the-park features. Any openness in the structures would serve better to relate them to the park such as mid-level accessibility to terraces overlooking the park and skyline (Dermot), see-through or pass-through sections of the bases (Starwood and Toll Brothers, respectively) and plazas on the park side (Dermot and Starwood) and between the parcels (RAL).

+ Attention to Furman Street. Islands and cut-ins along Furman Street (Starwood and Two Trees) address traffic issues. A good balance of cafes/restaurants and retail shops enhances the experience of walking there.

What We Most Oppose

+ Facades of unproven, trendy, maintenance-heavy materials. Green screen walls (Two Trees) are likely to wither. Metal treatments are likely to make ungodly noise, shimmer distractingly and ultimately turn green (Starwood) or randomly stick out four to six feet from terraces when homeowners and/or guests find out how to open them–and may be the devil to maintain (Dermot).

+ Private gardens. That these structures are in a public park should exclude the use of any of the land for private gardens attached to the residences (Toll Brothers and Two Trees).

+ Mechanicals on the roofs. The mechanicals should be incorporated into the body of the structure and be as inconspicuous as possible.

+ Lack of interface with the park. Such features as barrier landscaping (Extell), fences (RAL) and walls (Two Trees) between the structures and the park (Extell) should also be excluded.

+ A theater on Parcel B. The use of this parcel for a "performance space" or theater to be built and operated by a private third party is unacceptable. This would necessarily mean that the developer must "max out" Parcel A with an especially bulky structure.

PART TWO: FEEDBACK

To help the participants in voicing their feedback at the workshops, the seven proposals were nicknamed as follows:

1. Dermot and Fx/Fowle - Theater Space

2. Extell and Beyer Blinder Belle - Rooftop Landscapes

3. RAL and CDA (Cangelosi Design & Architecture) - Air Shafts

4. SDS and Leeser Architects - Atrium

5. Starwood and Alloy Development - Arches

6. Toll Brothers and Rogers Marvel - Pass-throughs

7. Two Trees and Wasa/Studio A - S-curve

The feedback here consists of lists of the pros and cons of the proposals presented primarily without note or comment. The proposals are in the same order they were initially presented to the CAC on November 22.

Dermot and Fx/Fowle - Theater Space

Pros:

1. Well-regarded architectural firm.

2. Striking design.

3. The cantilevers.

4. The "texture" of the copper-colored, perforated aluminum screens.

5. Attractive glass frontages to the lobby and restaurants.

6. Welcoming parkside café and open public plaza.

7. Sensible connection from the Squibb Park Bridge.

8. Well-located park service spaces.

Cons:

1. Its biggest problem–much too bulky, looming over Fulton Ferry Landing, Furman Street and the park.

2. Cantilevers that increase the looming sense.

3. The five car and/or truck curb cuts on Furman Street that will no doubt cause traffic congestion.

4. No manufacturer would warrant durability of the aluminum screens.

5. Width of the overhanging screens when opened out at right angles.

6. The sense that the compelling aspects would not be in the final scheme if built.

Presumably this proposal meets the unit and revenue targets with the structure on Parcel A, thereby opening Parcel B for another use. The suggestion is a theater space, but this possibility raises the questions: Could the other respondents do the same? Could the parcel be taken back as green parkland?

Extell and Beyer Blinder Belle - Rooftop Landscapes

Pros:

1. Architects known as competent and normative designers.

2. Viewed from the park, not so bad.

3. Mass reduced by placement of three units on Parcel A.

4. Materials possibly blend well with the Brooklyn Heights background.

5.The many trees on both the Furman Street and park sides.

6. The retail mews in the drop-off area between the parcels and no parking entrances there.

 

Cons:1. Style of the late '60s–a base virtually taking up the entire footprint and presenting an unfriendly edge to the surrounding uses.

2. Treatment of all facades on four separate towers similarly, thereby being repetitive and monotonous.

3. Seems driven by the sight-line restrictions at the south and by the development controls for the hotel and residences.

4. Many of the residential units face courtyards.

5. The 11,000-square-foot ballroom as a glass box on the third & fourth floors.

6. No park-side interface other than for restrooms and park support space.

7. No pass-throughs to the park.

8. The two garage entries on Furman Street.

9. Parcel B primarily a garage.

RAL and CDA (Cangelosi Design & Architecture) - Air Shafts

Pros:

1. The cutout for a residential plaza at the southeast corner of Parcel A.

2. The red brick sections of the residential building suggesting brownstones or warehouses.

Cons:

1. Comes across as not suitable for Brooklyn Bridge Park because of the structures’ siting and the white concrete and glass materials.

2. Structures on Parcel A resemble generic corporate office buildings that could be anywhere.

3. Extensive use of bird-killing reflective glass on the Parcel A structures.

4. Four elevators and four air shafts in the residential structure seem excessive.

5. Apartment windows facing air shafts.

6. Entire scheme underdeveloped.

SDS and Leeser Architects - Atrium
Pros:

1. A strikingly formal and aggressive concept.

Cons:

1. Presents itself as a self-contained, inward-looking, unfriendly structure with no gesture toward the park or the surrounding community.

2. No indication in any way of the treatment of either the park or Furman Street sides.

3. The senseless and inappropriate giving of space to an atrium when amazing views of the park, the East River, Lower Manhattan, the Statue of Liberty and the Brooklyn Bridge are all right at hand.

4. A rooftop running track as though guests would prefer staying within the confines of the hotel to running in the park.

5. Nearly impossible to know what the Parcel B structure looks like.

Starwood and Alloy Development - Arches

Pros:

1. Good development on both the park and Furman Street sides with a long terrace on the park side.

2. The different materials used for the Parcel A and B structures and their expressions.

3. The see- and walk-through section at the north end of the base on Parcel A along with a public terrace.

4. The somewhat slender and angled structural blocks above the base, seeming to have less floor space than in the other proposals and appearing less bulky.

5. The arches around the ballroom, although they need further refinement .

6. The island separating drop-offs from Furman Street and the pull-ins along the street.

Cons:

1. Too monumental and uniform for this location.

2. No rendering from the north to show the free-standing "Brasserie" or of the south elevation either.

3. Fussy copper "postcards" that seem to limit the views, give questionable sun control on the western facade, are likely to be hard to maintain and possibly will turn green.

4. Parking entrance in the space between the parcels.

5. Boring structure on Parcel B, especially the window shutters.

6. The private gardens for apartments on the park side.

Toll Brothers and Rogers Marvel - Pass-throughs

Pros:

1. A developer with very positive working relationships.

2. The scale of the structures blends well with the Brooklyn Heights background and has an appealing look from the park.

3. High quality and sensitive material choices for the most part with those for the hotel not so special.

4. The three pass-throughs between Furman Street and the park that are hopefully open to the public in addition to the space between the parcels.

5. Relatively thin, V-shaped, set-back structures above the bases.

6. The greenery shown on the terraces that seems more believable and likely to happen than the so-called green roofs shown on other proposals.

7. An active and attractive Furman Street side having a seemingly wide sidewalk.

8. Placement of park services in the space between the parcels.

Cons:

1. Cliched facades having a generic feeling.

2. Weakly developed park side.

3. Underutilized space between the parcels.

4. Park restrooms in a poor location.

5. Private gardens for the apartments on the park side.

6. No cutouts along Furman Street.

Two Trees and Wasa/Studio A - S-curve

Pros:

1. Relatively thin, undulating structures having set-backs on both the Furman Street and park sides.

2. Prominent window in the northwest corner of the Parcel A structure.

3. No retail in proposal.

Cons:

1. Underdeveloped proposal and weak overall site plan with nothing happening on the park side.

2. Lack of identification of the material used on the hotel’s north face and the structures’ Furman Street side.

3. The vertical green screen wall that will need extensive maintenance and be expensive.

4. Facade’s boxed and pop-out windows.

5. Parking entrance in the space between the parcels.

6. The wall or fence at this same location that feels more like a boundary than an invitation to the park.

7. Congestion likely at the hotel parking elevators.

PART THREE: OUR EVALUATION

The goal of the architects who led the three CAC workshops was to examine and discuss each of the seven proposals in terms of scale, disposition of elements on the site, the relationship to the surroundings, the materials used, vehicular and pedestrian traffic and overall design. This in turn produced the feedback given in our report’s second part on aspects of each proposal that the participants felt successfully addressed the set of design guidelines used at the workshops and those aspects that failed to meet the design criteria in a meaningful way.

We were able to obtain some additional drawings from the park’s staff to understand the proposals better. Unfortunately information not available included section drawings cutting through the proposals. An east-west section is critical to see the relationship of Squibb Park, Furman Street, the proposed structures and the park. Similarly the rooftop designs were overly schematic–green paint?–or not presented at all. This was a failure in light of its being a requirement of the RFP.

The design guidelines were extrapolated from the RFP and separated into the following three categories: scale and massing; site design; and architectural design. Four elements were given under each category as follows:

Scale and massing

+ Relationship to the surrounding context–Fulton Ferry, the park, Furman Street.

+ Relationship of Parcel A and Parcel B structures–Visually distinct? Integrated?

+ Rooftop design–Is it a successful fifth facade?

+ Overall massing and form–Variety, height, plane, fenestration, pattern, set-backs.

Site design

+ Courtyard–Quality of the place, Squibb Park bridge, adjacent buildings and the park.

+ Parking, loading and drop-offs–Good vehicular plan? Drop-offs? Loading and delivery?

+ Sidewalk and street experience–Is Furman Street enlivened? Pedestrian experience?

+ Relationship to the park–Entrances, outdoor cafes, restrooms.

Architectural design

+ Excellence of design–Does the proposal stand out? Is it unique?

+ Quality of materials, sensitivity of use.

+ Building elements–Fenestration, doors, canopies, shading.

+ Green roof–Are the designs convincing?

CAC members were asked to give a weight to each element within the categories using the scale of 1, the least important, through 4, the most important. The consensus was strong as to which elements should be given the most weight. In the first category, "relationship to the surrounding context" and "overall massing and form" were rated first or second in importance by all respondents. In the second category, "relationship to the park" was of highest importance. In the third category, all but one respondent ranked "excellence of design" first.

The next step was to apply the elements to the seven proposals, rating them from 1, the lowest, to 10, the highest, and then to multiply each of those numbers by the weight given the category. This produced the weighted score. The proposal with the highest total weighted score was assigned 100 percent and the six others, a percentage of their weighted scores compared to the top proposal. The results were:

+ Starwood/Arches - 100 percent

+ Toll Brothers/Pass-throughs - 98 percent

+ Dermont/Theater Space - 87 percent

+ Two Trees/S-curve - 64 percent

+ Extell/Rooftop Landscapes - 63 percent

+ RAL/Air Shafts - 43 percent

+ SDS/Atrium - 27 percent

This was a valuable exercise in attempting to quantify the responses of CAC members using guidelines that could be weighted. The responses underscore the fact that the members wish to see a project of outstanding design quality. They place enormous importance on the overall scale and massing as well as the relationship of the project to the park and the surrounding context. These weights, of course, need to be considered in the context of the previously given feedback.
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