EXTERIOR IMPROVEMENTS

ALEXANDER PIRNIE US COURTHOUSE & FEDERAL BUILDING

UTICA, NEW YORK


INTRODUCTION

A proposed GSA Urban Development and Livability (UD&L) project has been identified in Utica, New York.  The project consists of improvements to a parcel of  City-owned real property (approximately 4583 rsf) directly North of and abutting the GSA-owned Alexander Pirnie US Courthouse and Federal Office Building (NY0218ZZ), 10 Broad St., Utica, NY.  For the past several years GSA Property Management has recognized that exterior improvements were needed to enhance the working environment of Federal employees at this location.  The proposed project includes the installation of a water feature (fountain), a cobble stone plaza area, increased exterior lighting, a walking path, bench seating and development of a treed and shaded area that will serve as a gathering place for Federal employees.

During the late nineteen twenties the Alexander Pirnie US Courthouse and Federal Office Building was constructed as a US Post Office and Courthouse.  The building was located in the heart of the City of Utica.  The building was a pedestrian draw for the commercial district and remained that way until the late nineteen seventies.  At that time, there was a migration of businesses from the downtown area to suburban shopping malls.  In the nineteen eighties, major commercial industry moved out of the Utica area.  Those developments, compounded by the closing of Griffiss US Air Force Base in the nineteen nineties caused a dramatic change in the City of Utica demographics.  As a result, the downtown City of Utica area surrounding the Pirnie Building has deteriorated. 

In an effort to revitalize downtown, the City of Utica has aggressively pursued an Urban Development Program to re-establish downtown businesses and provide quality-gathering places for the city population.  Several city projects have been completed in the vicinity of the Pirnie Building that provide an improved quality of life.  The proposed GSA UDL project will parallel recent City efforts, and provide an enhanced working environment for Federal employees of the Pirnie Building.  GSA justification to support our investment on City of Utica-owned property is as follows: 

JUSTIFICATION

The movement of businesses out of the downtown area caused an increase in crime in the area surrounding the Pirnie Building.  Relocated and failed businesses left buildings vacant and unoccupied.  Substandard housing was abandoned and provided a conduit for criminal activity.  Consequently, security is a major concern for the160 Federal tenants in the building and the 300 visitors who conduct business on a daily basis. The proposed project includes a lighting upgrade that will enhance physical security in the area abutting the building.

The project will become part of a pedestrian traffic thoroughfare connecting the Bag Square area (a City of Utica Urban Development project) and downtown Utica.  Increased pedestrian traffic and enhanced lighting will create an environment for Federal and city events that will positively affect the quality of life for our Federal employees in downtown Utica.

The proposed project establishes a water feature (fountain), a shaded treed area, and benches for seating, and establishes a gathering point for employees and patrons of the building and the Utica population in general.  The City of Utica and GSA will program the enhanced area for scheduled events throughout the year.  Because the City’s property abuts the Federal Building site, Federal employees will be able to utilize this area for lunch, special events, outside meetings or to just find a quiet place to read the paper.  There is currently no suitable location in the vicinity of the building that could be used for these purposes. Accordingly, it is anticipated that the project will have a very positive effect on the physical and mental well being of Federal employees, which will result in increased productivity. 

This project makes sense.  The City of Utica has launched their Urban Development Plan.  Several sites in and around downtown Utica have already been completed.  The inclusion of the Pirnie Building UD&L project will result in improving the work environment of Federal employees, revitalizing the downtown area, improving physical security and increased productivity of Federal workers.   

GSA’s Annual Appropriations Acts provide that the Federal Buildings Fund “shall be available for expenses of real property management and related activities not otherwise provided for. . . .”   This expenditure is clearly related to our minor R&A appropriation and directly benefits the health, welfare, productivity, and morale of Federal employees by enhancing their work environment.

GSA funds for these improvements will not be supplemented with payments by the local government, as the City has no legal obligation to provide financing for this project.  The local government will, through a separate cooperative agreement with GSA, provide for specific initial activities and recurring maintenance services after improvements have been made (tree removal, pruning & landscaping).  Since the project is estimated to cost approximately $150,000, congressional approval of a prospectus under the Public Buildings Act is not required.

Improvements planned will occur on non-federal property.  GAO has a longstanding position that appropriated funds generally may not be used for permanent improvements on private property.  However, exceptions have been recognized based upon the facts and circumstance of each case. The project at the Pirnie Courthouse and Federal Building is primarily for the benefit of the Government employees and enhances the value of the Federal property.  The estimated cost of $150,000 for the project is reasonable. The water feature (fountain) makes up about  23% of the project cost.  The expense of this amenity is supported by the role this feature plays.  Look across our cities and see what draws people to a place, in most cases it’s running water.  We are confident that the success of this “place” rests upon this feature within the project and support its use. 

The diagram below details the city owned property (hatched) that we have proposed to improve for our use.  The relationship to the Federal Building clearly indicates that it can be viewed as an extension of the Federal Property.  We are confident that based upon the size, configuration, and relationship to the Federal Building, the City would have no interest in future development of this property.  The Commissioner for the City’s Urban & Economic Development has advised that the City has no plans for further use or development of this site, and is willing to agree to a either a long term use easement or license as part of  the Memorandum of Understanding between GSA and the City of Utica. 
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When the city heard our proposed intentions they were enthusiastic and supportive of a partnership that will better the image and condition of the Federal Building and benefit the entire community.
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Director, Upstate New York PMC
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