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Brooklyn SPACE 
Domino Sugar Refinery Addition: Some Approve, Some Don’t 

‘Adding Floors to a Waterfront Building Makes Sense’ 

By Linda Collins
Brooklyn Daily Eagle 

WILLIAMSBURG — Some like it, some don’t. 
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Nine people testified in support of the application for a five-story rooftop addition on the landmarked Domino Sugar Refinery building in Williamsburg on Tuesday, according to Lisi de Bourbon, press secretary for the commission. 

Michael Lappin, president of CPC Resources Inc., the developer, who called the addition “striking,” did confirm to the Eagle Thursday that the addition would help offset the costs of constructing the affordable units. 

“The preservation of the refinery is very expensive and the constructing of the affordable units is costly. We actually need the density of the addition to pay for them,” he said. 

As previously reported in the Eagle, the plans call for 2,200 apartments on the 11.5-acre site, with 660 units — or 30 percent — reserved for low- and moderate-income families, including 200 units reserved for those earning in the $20,000s. 

“This housing is a very important element of the project and one that is badly needed by the community. Any delays and you’re delaying that highly-needed affordable element,” he said. 

Of the eight people who spoke in opposition, according to de Bourbon, most are representatives of preservation organizations who believe the bulky glass addition, which will contain residential units, is “inappropriate” and “overwhelming.” 

In its statement before the LPC on Tuesday, the Historic Districts Council, represented by Frampton Tolbert, “strongly urged” the LPC to reject the application and instead guide “a suitable restoration” for the landmarked Domino Sugar Refinery. 

The organization questioned whether the commission would even consider the “barely recognizable” building — “overwhelmed by the five glass floors and enormous boxes of mechanicals on top” — for landmarking if it was coming before them for landmark consideration now. 

 “As designed, the proposed glass box addition, plunked on top of the landmark, is simply too large and lacks the compositional organization and the arrangement of details that would relate it to the landmark,” she said. 

Kersavage told the Eagle Thursday that “the addition overwhelmed.” She also said she liked the comments of commissioner Roberta Gratz that “gentrification doesn’t reside in preservation and the two shouldn’t be discussed together.” 

Among those supporting the proposal was the American Institute of Architects New York Chapter. Reached Thursday, Executive Director Rick Bell and Policy Coordinator Laura Manville, said they looked at three things — the history of the building and its location on the waterfront; the desperate need for affordable housing citywide; and this particular rooftop development that brings an economic use into the 21st century. 

“Adding a few floors on top of a waterfront building makes a lot of sense,” Bell said. “The city’s aspirations have always been expressed vertically.” 

Paraphrasing a U.S. Department of the Interior director, Bell added, “There’s nothing wrong with differentiating between the old and the new. And while preserving a sense of history, have an addition that reflects the spirit of the age. 

“You can be a preservationist and still like change,” he concluded. 

Lappin’s assessment concurs. “The refinery is a reminder of the rough past of this industry, but it is not a precious building,” he said, explaining that it has been altered many, many times and torn apart to accommodate the changing sugar industry. 

“What we are looking for is a balance and that’s the lowest building facing the water.” 

Domino Sugar Sign 

Community Board 1 was also on hand to voice its objections to the addition. “CB1 opposes the five-story addition and asked that the Domino sign be incorporated into the design,” de Bourbon said. 

Said Kersavage, “This iconic and beloved sign is recognized all over the city and needs to be incorporated into the site plans.” 

In response, Lappin said an effort is being made to preserve the distinctive neon sign. 

“We are looking into possible ways to keep it on the site, possibly on the roof of one of the new buildings,” said Lappin. “The problem is it’s six stories high and would block windows and deprive residents of light and air if it was anywhere else.” 

The real issue though, is that the entire project still needs to go through the city’s public review process, he told the Eagle Thursday. 

“Once we understand what we can actually build on the site, then we can figure out what to do with it,” Lappin said. 

As Michael Wilson reported in the New York Times on Tuesday, LPC Chairman Robert Tierney urged the developers to find a place for the sign. “Look hard,” he reportedly said. 

The Commissioners took no action on Tuesday. Public testimony is still being accepted and the proposal will be brought back at a future public meeting, according to de Bourbon, who noted that Tuesday’s hearing lasted two hours. 

The developers were not asked to make any changes to the design in the meantime, but “we’re studying it,” Lappin said. 
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“Many were representatives of Churches United and other church and community groups who believe that the five-story addition is the only way to get sufficient affordable housing units at the site,” de Bourbon said.
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Although the smokestack will remain in CPC Resources Inc.’s plan for the Domino Sugar Refinery building, there is no plan — as yet —to salvage the “Domino Sugar” sign.





Lisa Kersavage of the Municipal Art Society, in her remarks, called the proposed addition inappropriate and said it needs to be entirely rethought. 


“This application represents the only opportunity to preserve some of the most interesting and distinctive architecture on the waterfront and to assimilate the memory of Brooklyn’s industrial heritage into its new life,” she said, adding that this challenge is unmet by the current design. 











