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ABSTRACT 

In June of 2021, a 135-year-old church in Auburn, NY - a National Register of Historic 

Places listed building - was demolished. A church that spanned three centuries of history 

now takes up space in a landfill. What can we learn from this and how could this have been 

avoided so we can better retain our history, cultural heritage, environment, and economy for 

generations? Through a FOIL request, I ascertained the City of Auburn’s actions. I 

conducted interviews with experts. I investigated the context of the church, historic 

preservation law, and the potential for deconstruction as a form of preservation. I found the 

main barriers were the property owner’s inaction and the City’s lack of sufficient policy 

frameworks to detect problematic structures early on then intervene in a productive manner 

to avoid wasteful demolitions. Lastly, a lack of interest from a developer to lift a struggling 

neighborhood sealed its demise. 
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction 

The Wall Street Methodist Episcopal Church, more recently known as the Wall Street African 

Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, is a late Victorian Gothic Revival church constructed in 1886 

by architect Makerpeace on the northwest corner of Washington Street and Wall Street.1 The 

church served as a progressive multiracial place of worship on the north side of Auburn, NY.2 It 

was added to the National Register of Historic Places on April 29, 1999. The site occupies less 

than one acre on the northwest corner of Wall Street and Washington Street.3 (see Map 1) 

1 Rodman, “Historic Structure Report.” 
2 Wellman, “Uncovering the Freedom Trail in Auburn and Cayuga County, New York,” p 128. 
3 Warren, “National Register of Historic Places Registration Form: Wall Street Methodist Episcopal Church,” p 5. 

Map 1: Sanborn Map of Auburn from 1886 
The church is at the corner of Wall and Washington Street in pink. 

Source: “Sanborn Fire Insurance Map from Auburn, Cayuga County, New York.” 
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In June 2021, the City of Auburn had the Wall Street church, demolished. The National Register 

of Historic Places-designated building was taken down after it posed a safety issue for nearby 

residents. The church needed serious help for more than 20 years. The fact that the owners and the 

City let it get to that point was a mistake and at best, a missed opportunity. 

The following is a case study of this church which was located at 71 Wall Street in Auburn, NY. 

Looking at the history of a building and site, even when it has been demolished, can still yield 

valuable information that can be analyzed. Through this analysis, lessons in historic preservation, 

deconstruction, and policy can be learned, then applied to governmental and other organizational 

processes to better preserve the rest of our built environment and our natural environment. 

Throughout this paper I will continue with the US connotation referencing historic preservation, 

where internationally it is regarded as heritage conservation. However, I later remove the historic 

prefix and redefine the term preservation as a broader movement beyond designated assets 

towards preserving our whole built environment and the embodied carbon inherent in them. 

In this research paper, I explore many issues relating to what could have saved 71 Wall Street 

AME Zion Church from its demolition. This starts a review of literature related to preservation 

approaches and deconstruction. I then provide a brief description of the church, its historic and 

demographic context of the neighborhood. In the next, section I provide a history of the church 

itself and how certain forces were acting on how the church differentiated itself from the typical 

Catholic or Anglican styles giving it the architectural significance needed for to be placed on the 

National Register of Historic Places. I also make an argument that it could have an additional 

level of significance added to the National Register application relating to its association with 

“events that have made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of our history,” as laid out 

in 36 CFR §60.4 (a).4 I then follow the recent history of the church’s demise, including what 

materials were likely to come out of it including a breakdown of what we know for sure and what 

                                                 
4 National Historic Preservation Act of 1966. 
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was estimated and the possible reasons for the discrepancies. I then move on to the tangible costs 

to the City of Auburn, who paid for the demolition. Relating back to the costs, I examined reports 

made prior to the demolition of the church that informed on the repair costs to bring the church 

back to use and found the demolition costs were close to the repair costs. With these repair costs 

in hand, I look toward bridging the gap between the demolition cost that the City paid for, which 

could have been allocated for repair costs, and the remaining repair costs through national, state, 

and local funding sources that could have played a role in bringing the church back from the brink 

if preservation efforts were completed early enough to stop further deterioration. Speculating that 

funding would be secured, I imagine future uses of the church building and the different forces 

that play in redevelopment. In speculating closer to what actually happened, I consider what 

would have happened if the church were to be deconstructed instead of being demolished. Finally, 

I conclude with a hefty section on policy proposals that the City and other levels of government 

could institute to save these historic assets as well as the rest of the City’s struggling buildings. 

Areas for further research will examine other possible avenues and tools for preserving the church 

as well as other struggling buildings. These recommendations cannot only be thought of as things 

the City of Auburn should have done, it is also intended to show what other cities can do in 

similar situations in the future and, in some instances, for all of a city’s other struggling buildings. 

The client for this report is the Susan Christopherson Center for Community Planning, who is 

working closely with the CR0WD (Circularity Reuse Zero-Waste Development) network to 

research deconstruction, preservation, sustainability, and the circular economy. The partners in the 

CR0WD network include Historic Ithaca, the Cornell Circular Construction Lab and the Just 

Places Lab, Finger Lakes ReUse, and the Susan Christopherson Center for Community Planning, 

along with a growing number of other organizations. The lengthy appendix section is specifically 

for these groups to advance their understanding of research in the stated areas. Most of the 

documents in the appendix were obtained through a New York State Freedom of Information Law 

(FOIL) request to the City of Auburn, which many groups wouldn’t normally have easy quick 
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access to. This provides a window into how the City interacted with the property and the costs 

associated with their actions. The FOIL request also sheds light on what contractors charge for a 

demolition, and in some cases, what is involved in their bidding equations. 

Saving 71 Wall Street AME Zion Church could have taken many forms. I will go into some of the 

steps of preservation theory that would be relevant to the preservation of the church building.  
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CHAPTER 2: A Review of Preservation, Deconstruction and Heritage Waste 

In my literature review I discuss preservation theory framed around embodied carbon and climate 

change that could have been applied to the church, had it not been demolished. I then examine the 

recent theories of building material deconstruction in the circular economy, which could have 

extended the life of many of the church’s materials.  

Embodied Carbon and Preservation 

The Paris Agreement, a legally binding international climate change treaty adopted by 196 parties 

in 2015, calls for dramatic reductions in carbon emissions in all sectors of the world economy 

including the building sector.5 Three years later, a 2018 United Nations Intergovernmental Panel 

on Climate Change (IPCC) report warns of allowing more than 1.5 degree Celsius increase risks 

irreversible changes that could lead to a domino effect in economic and humanitarian crises.6 To 

limit temperature increases to no more than 1.5 degrees Celsius, carbon emissions associated with 

construction and operations must be reduced to zero by 2050, if not sooner.  

Buildings currently are estimated to generate 39 percent of annual carbon emissions worldwide ‒ 

28 percent from the operating of existing buildings and 11 percent from construction from new 

buildings.7 While a lot of effort and success in the area of reducing carbon emissions from 

building operations in the form of green/renewable energy, eliminating carbon in our buildings 

must also address embodied carbon. 

Embodied carbon emissions develop when fossil fuel energy is expended to extract, collect, 

process, transport, then assemble the various materials for new building construction. Most 

embodied carbon impacts come in the early stages of the building life cycle. For example, once a 

structural column is put up, the carbon emitted during the extraction, manufacture, transport, and 

                                                 
5 Conference of the Parties, Adoption of the Paris Agreement. 
6 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), “Report on Global Warming.” 
7 International Energy Agency, “Towards a Zero-Emission Construction Sector.” 
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assembly of those materials can never be recovered. Some remark that embodied carbon is the 

"blind spot" of the building industry because the processes occur in different locations away from 

the user’s perceptions.8 Embodied carbon is a complex, and generally not widely understood 

term.9 It is also difficult to accurately measure embodied carbon, which leads to a lack of 

consensus on the data.10 Energy and carbon emissions statistics in building operations are 

generally available, yet no central agency is tracking embodied carbon emissions in the building 

sector.11 However, the research and advocacy group Architecture 2030 estimates that in the next 

ten years, embodied carbon will represent 74 percent of the total carbon emissions from new 

construction.12 

James B. Lindberg, the Senior Policy Director at the National Trust for Historic Preservation and 

adjunct faculty member at the University of Colorado Denver College of Architecture and 

Planning, writes in Preservation Sustainability and Equity that  

Every building we save, rehabilitate, and reuse eliminates the need to construct a 

new building that serves the same purpose. Reuse avoids the carbon emissions 

incurred when the materials for a new building are mined, manufactured, 

transported, and assembled.13  

The National Trust’s Preservation Green Lab, now the Research and Policy Lab – which Lindberg 

was the director of for five years – states that it can take anywhere from 10-80 years to overcome 

the carbon debt when a building is replaced, even when it is a highly energy efficient building.14 

As far back as 1979, the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation provided a methodology to 

measure the valuable embodied energy that is saved when buildings are preserved rather than 

                                                 
8 Pak, “Embodied Carbon Blindspot.” 
9 Adams, Burrows, and Richardson, “Embodied Carbon,” p 35. 
10 Dixit, “Embodied Energy Calculation in Buildings.” 
11 Lindberg, “Issues in Preservation Policy.” 
12 “Why the Building Sector.” 
13 Lindberg, “Issues in Preservation Policy.” 
14 Frey, Dunn, and Cochran, “Environmental Value of Building Reuse,” p VII. 
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replaced.15 The World Green Building Council recommends renovation or reuse as a top strategy 

for reducing carbon emissions.16 Even Jean-Philippe Vassal and Anne Lacaton, the winners of the 

2021 Pritzker Architecture Prize, are known for their motto: “Never demolish,” which is evident 

from their Cité du Grand Parc complex project in Bordeaux, France. Instead of demolishing the 

three aging concrete slab social housing apartment towers, the duo - working with Druot and 

Christophe Hutin - created balconies and winter gardens “radically improving quality of life for 

residents while avoiding the detrimental carbon costs of demolition and new construction,” says 

Stefan Novakovic in Azure Magazine.17 So the notion of adaptive reuse, not just for historic 

preservation purposes, has been in the lexicon of top building architects in creating vibrant 

buildings that not only serve a utilitarian purpose, but are aesthetically pleasing while addressing 

climate change and improving the quality of life for residents. Historic preservationists are now 

no longer one of the lone voices in preserving our buildings.18 

Lindberg goes on to write that a movement is building among architects, climate policy makers 

and researchers that building reuse can be an effective way to decrease carbon emissions, 

specifically embodied carbon. Even though many entities are working toward reducing CO2 

emissions through low-carbon techniques in new buildings, fewer professionals know how to 

properly maintain and adaptively reuse older building stock. This is where traditional 

preservationists have a vital role to play in working with these groups to push for reuse and 

mitigate the effects of climate change.19 

It is important to note, however, that reuse has almost always been at the forefront of informal 

buildings usually associated with cities in the Global South, though even in Rome centuries of 

adaptive reuse can be seen by simply walking down a street. Dr. Stephen T. Muench, Associate 

                                                 
15 McDermott et al., “Energy Conservation Benefits of Preservation.” 
16 Adams, Burrows, and Richardson, “Embodied Carbon.” 
17 Novakovic, “Never Demolish.” 
18 Lindberg, “Issues in Preservation Policy.” 
19 Ibid. 
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Professor of Civil and Environmental Engineering at the University of Washington said that 

“you’ll see everything from old columns left in the sides of buildings to buildings whose 

foundations are ancient ruins.”20 Only now is building reuse starting to gain a resurgence because 

of the climate implications associated with new construction. Although it may be an uphill battle 

given many countries base their economic models on investment, consumption, and growth, 

driving the excessive extraction of resources and embodied energy in our buildings. It is too early 

to say if sustainability policies promoting wider building reuse beyond historic preservation will 

catch on in some of these highly developed resource extraction-based economies.21 Pressure will 

need to continue from preservationists, activists, researchers, and analysts to convince policy 

makers of the enormous consequences of not following the principles of building reuse. 

Deconstruction vs Demolition 

Demolitions in the US, like in the case of the Wall Street church, has been seen as the only option 

once preservation efforts have failed. However, a renewed interest in deconstruction has come 

about to provide some potential to preserve and reuse architectural features and building materials 

from a structure, while removing the building as a whole. 

Currently, preservation in the face of demolition has been limited to salvaging valuable elements 

for collection or treatment as artifacts. The links between preservation and sustainability efforts 

has not been made apparent to many members of the public. However, this is changing due to 

recent trends in sustainability and recognition of the threats to climate change. 

As populations grow and standards of living increase, stress on natural ecosystems grow and our 

reliance on natural resources like metals, timber, and minerals increases. As a result, more 

pressure is put on the building professions whose modus operandi often uses virgin material, 

                                                 
20 Muench and Cook, “Ancient Adaptive Reuse.” 
21 Sharif, “UN-Habitat Strategic Plan,” p 8. 
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which is extractive, and energy-and water-intensive. The need for more sustainable building 

practices involving building material reuse is a major driver in limiting these stresses.22 

The overwhelming majority of waste in landfills is not from trash people put to the curb, but 

construction and demolition debris. Around 600 million tons of total construction and demolition 

debris make up about twice the amount of municipal solid waste in the U.S. Out of the 600 

million tons of construction and demolition debris, 90 percent ‒ 540 million tons ‒ are solely 

demolition-related debris.23 

Currently, the resource consumption model most people live in is predominantly a linear one 

involving extraction of resources from the natural environment. These are then processed into a 

usable material, then made into component parts, and then assembled into buildings. These 

buildings are used and at the end of their lifespan are discarded into a landfill for all time.24 

Conversely, in a closed loop system or circular model, what was once destined to be waste in a 

landfill now becomes "feed" for new construction. This diverts material from the landfill, 

conserves natural resources, lowers the cost of construction materials, and more importantly, 

decreases the carbon and energy use in the construction sectors.25 This is all accomplished 

through the practice of deconstruction as being “the careful and systematic dismantling of a part 

or a whole building structure in order to maximize the recovery of valuable material. It is an 

environmentally friendly alternative to demolition, which produces large amounts of pollution and 

waste that ends up in landfills.”26 

Material reuse processes are starting to challenge traditional meanings of what is defined as 

'value-bearing.' A reevaluation of what was once considered to have 'no value' is changing. Now, 

                                                 
22 OECD, Sustainable Materials Management, p 1. 
23 US Environmental Protection Agency, “Sustainable Management of Construction and Demolition Materials.” 
24 Crowther, “Design for Disassembly – Themes and Principles,” p 3. 
25 Rios, Chong, and Grau, “Design for Disassembly and Deconstruction - Challenges and Opportunities,” p 1298. 
26 Greenberg, Rearick, and Sun, “CR0WDsource,” p 12. 
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policies are guiding the management of these so called 'no value' elements.27 New waste 

management practices, new policy frameworks, the nascent area of discard studies and gaps in 

critical heritage theories reinforce the need for practitioners in these fields to work together to 

achieve a shared vision.28 This is exactly what partners in the CR0WD network are doing in New 

York State. These organizations and individuals have come together to share the goals of 

supporting “New York state communities in their plans to achieve sustainable, equitable and 

resilient built environments. CR0WD promotes deconstruction, salvage and reuse of building 

materials and architectural elements through data-driven policy recommendations, engagement, 

and education.”29 CR0WD is working to address these diverse practice areas towards a common 

goal of deconstruction and growing the circular economy. 

Susan Ross and Victoria Angel write in their introduction to a special issue of the Journal of 

Cultural Heritage Management and Sustainable Development on “Heritage and Waste” that 

preservation can take a more proactive role than it has in the past in the domain of environmental 

sustainability by reducing overall resource extraction due to reuse, while also reducing the strain 

on landfills. Preservation using deconstruction provides an opportunity "to plan for material reuse 

in ways that are inclusive and socially equitable."30 

  

                                                 
27 Ross and Angel, “Heritage and Waste,” p 1. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Greenberg, Rearick, and Sun, “CR0WDsource,” p 1. 
30 Ross and Angel, “Heritage and Waste,” p 2. 
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CHAPTER 3: Wall Street Church: Its Context and History 

Context 

The Wall Street church was sited on the opposite corner of what is now called Auburn 

Correctional Facility (ACF), a state prison which was built prior to the church in 1817. However, 

the prison didn’t extend west to Washington Street until the state legislature funded a major 

remodel in 1930 after the riots of July 28 and December 11, 1929, which destroyed six buildings. 

The state acquired the 16 acres to the west of the prison ‒ which was home to the State Asylum 

for the Criminally Insane from 1859-1893 (see Map 2) and then converted to the State Prison for 

Women in 189431 ‒ and built the iconic 351-foot-tall cement walls and guard towers.32 The prison 

now dominates the streetscape to the east of the church site along Wall Street and south along 

Washington Street.  

31 Cayuga Museum of History & Art, “The State Asylum for the Criminally Insane.” 
32 Miskell, “History Update: Auburn Correctional Facility,” p 7. 

Map 2: Sanborn Map of Auburn from 1886 
Church is located at red dot. 

Source: “Sanborn Fire Insurance Map from Auburn, Cayuga County, New York.” 
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The neighborhood has changed since the church was built in 1886; according to my interview 

with Andy Roblee, a highly-involved Auburn resident who is also a CR0WD partner, president 

and owner of Roblee Historic Preservation, LLC,  president of the Preservation Association of 

Central New York (PACNY), and Auburn Historic Resources Review Board member, the 

growing neighborhood of the mid to late 19th century was a result of the industrial center called 

Clarksville and the various mills along the Cayuga Outlet.33 According to historic demographic 

data (see Figure 1), the population of Auburn in 1886 was similar to the population in 2021, the 

only difference is that Auburn was growing at a fast rate in 1886, whereas Auburn’s population 

now is declining at a slower rate. The population started to plateau just before 1920 and peaked 

around 1950 at around 38,000 people before slowly declining until 2021 where the population is 

now less than 26,000 people. According to a 2019 Historic Integrity Observations and Assessment 

report by Crawford & Stearns, the neighborhood currently shows deterioration; single family 

houses have changed into apartments and the “general care of the neighborhood is challenged.”34 

33 Roblee, Andy Roblee. 
34 Bartlett, “Historic Integrity Observations and Assessment,” p 12. [Appendix p 82] 
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Currently, the church and other properties facing the prison rear walls are zoned NC 

Neighborhood Commercial District, which was designed to encourage medium and small-scale 

commercial development that is compatible with the surrounding neighborhood with a few 

businesses sporadically placed, including a pizza shop on the northeast corner of the same 

intersection as the church.35 The wider residential neighborhood is predominantly working class 

residential zoned R2 containing single, two-and multifamily residential uses.36  

Second Great Revival 

To properly contextualize the Wall Street church, I will examine the many forces acting upon the 

Methodist Episcopal church from around the time of its construction in 1886. This includes 

influential church leaders, the dogmatic inclinations of the time and how these new variables 

35 City of Auburn, Article III Zoning Districts Established. 
36 Ibid. 

Figure 1: Auburn, NY population changes from 1840-2022. 
Source: “Auburn, New York Population 2022 (Demographics, Maps, Graphs).” 
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affected the church architecturally and spiritually, all within the context of the different 

movements of the time. 

The Second Great Revival (also known as the Second Great Awakening) of the 1830s and 1840s 

increased congregation numbers and continued to influence the Methodist Episcopal 

denomination into the latter half of the 19th century. During this time, Rev. Charles Finney's 

revival beliefs reverberated throughout western and central New York, and we see later that these 

beliefs are materialized in the auditorium plan for the Wall Street Methodist Episcopal Church. 

One of the main components of the Second Great Revival is Finney’s adamant belief that 

“religion is the work of man” in that it is a person’s responsibility to revive their religious 

obligations. He says there is an inherent “excitability” in mankind where people can be shaken out 

of their languid behavior. In an analysis by Professor of History at Jamestown College Mark S. 

Joy, Ph.D. quotes a sermon by Finney:37 

Men are so spiritually sluggish, there are so many things to lead their minds off 

from religion, and to oppose the influence of the gospel, that it is necessary to raise 

an excitement among them, till the tide rises so high as to sweep away the 

opposing obstacles. 

Revivals create that excitement that can move people towards an awakening. This is a marked 

difference from the past orthodoxy where the church was not actively seeking to awaken people to 

their religious duties. It was thought that a person’s spiritual revival would happen by divine 

action.38 Finney’s call to change the world through social action is also demonstrated through the 

strong antislavery movement that was especially fervent in Auburn at the time. 

According to Dr. James Moorhead, Associate Professor of American Church History at Princeton 

Theological Society, Rev. Charles Finney’s rise in popularity parallels the rise and fervor of the 

communities he preached to.39 During the Second Great Awakening, church denominations were 

37 Joy, “Analysis: Lectures on Revivals of Religion,” p 1. 
38 Joy, “Analysis: Lectures on Revivals of Religion,” p 1. 
39 Moorhead, “Charles Finney and the Modernization of America,” p 100. 
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passionately vying for new congregants in this rapidly growing area of central and western New 

York known as the “Burned-Over District,” for setting afire the area with spiritual fervor.40 The 

only way to reach people in this highly competitive region of believers is to have someone with 

such charisma and personal force and Finney proved to be the master of this environment.41 

However, Rev. Charles Finney did not preach at the Wall Street Church. He died before the 1886 

church was completed. His legacy and beliefs were immensely influential not only in the renewed 

church dogma but in the resulting architectural changes the churches went through in the mid to 

late 19th century.  

Specifically, for African American congregants, the history of the African Methodist Episcopal 

Zion (AME Zion) Church predates the Wall Street Church. However, in New York and 

Pennsylvania many Black congregants chose to stay with their White administered Methodist 

Episcopal churches since they were afforded autonomy unlike other places in the country at the 

time.42 The Methodist Episcopal moniker remained in the title of the AME Zion church to signify 

it continued the Methodist Episcopal doctrine and governing form. During Harriet Tubman’s time 

in Auburn, she played a significant role in the formation and progress of the Thompson Memorial 

AME Zion Church on the south end of Auburn on Parker Street. Given AME Zion’s founding in 

the late 1700s and early 1800s, many congregations were still smaller than their Methodist 

Episcopal sisters and therefore had limited resources, even in its time of growth in the latter half 

of the 19th century. Pair that with Tubman’s influence to site the AME Zion Church on Parker 

Street and you can perhaps see why it wasn’t until 1993 that the Thompson AME Zion Church 

moved to Wall Street.43 

40 Cross, The Burned-over District: The Social and Intellectual History of Enthusiastic Religion in Western New York, 

1800-1850. 
41 Moorhead, “Charles Finney and the Modernization of America,” p 100. 
42 Dickerson, “African Methodist Episcopal Church.” 
43 “The Harriet Tubman Home.” 
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History of the Wall Street Methodist Episcopal Church 

From the Second Great Revival, progressive change was afoot in Auburn and the wider Burned 

Over District. These changes in church dogma resulted in a new architectural style for churches 

built during this time. This new development in style was born from the increased role of Sunday 

school programs and the economic forces of growing non-ritual congregations during a time of 

rising land costs, growing congregations, and rising city populations.44 These new needs for a 

change in church operations manifested itself into the architecture of the non-ritual and 

evangelical denominations like the Methodists and was specifically seen in churches throughout 

central and western New York.45 

Amidst the changes happening in the church, in 1854, the Reverend B.I. Ives, who oversaw the 

church at North and Water Streets in downtown Auburn, was given the task of founding a new 

mission in the northwest part of the City of Auburn by the Oneida Conference of the Methodist 

Church. Shortly after, the new congregation met in various buildings in northern Auburn until 

1860 when a new building was constructed at the corner of Wall and Washington Streets.46 In the 

span since its opening, the congregation grew and subsequent alterations to the church were made 

to accommodate this growth.47 However, the alterations were not sufficient for the expanding 

congregation within the growing city. A new building was constructed at the same corner in 1886. 

When it was dedicated the year after on January 13, church leaders praised the congregation for 

helping to raise $4,300 of the $14,000 construction cost ($128,418.82 and $418,107.79 

44 This term ‘non-ritual’ does not mean non-religious; it simply means the adaptation of a newer style of worship 

where the primary emphasis is on the preacher giving a sermon and less emphasis on elaborate rituals that are similar 

to Roman Catholic or Anglican traditions. (Warren, “National Register of Historic Places Registration Form: Wall 

Street Methodist Episcopal Church,” Sec 8, p 2.) 
45 Ibid, Sec 8, p 3-4. 
46 “Historical Sketch of Wall Street Methodist Church, Auburn, NY.” 
47 Storke, History of Cayuga County, NY, p 209. 
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respectively in current [as of 03/25/2022] USD with an average inflation rate of 2.55% per year)48 

in just that morning’s service alone.49 

According to Arthur Robert Jaeger’s 1984 Cornell University master’s thesis “The Auditorium 

and Akron Plans: Reflections of a Half Century of American Protestantism,” one of the new 

aspects of the Second Great Revival that was manifested into church architecture of the day was 

the new program requirement of Sunday schools. Bible teaching of children at the time 

transitioned away from being the duty of the family to that of the church's newly acquired role in 

the community, giving rise to Sunday schools by the last quarter of the 19th century.50 The new 

expanded role of Sunday school programs expressed itself architecturally on the lower level of the 

churches of the time so as to not compete with regular services. It was also expressed in the open 

plan featuring folding partitions that opened to allow the entire class to learn together and closed 

to divide the different ages for further study in smaller groups.51 

Jaeger goes on to say that the non-ritual nature of the newer church expressed itself architecturally 

in the auditorium plan, which was popular from the 1880s to the 1920s. This plan deviated from 

the traditional longitudinal basilican church plans that were heavy on ritual aspects of worship. 

Protestants and evangelicals of the time rejected the rituals of Roman Catholic and Anglican 

services and placed value on a personal and direct kind of worship from the preacher or pastor 

with their congregation.52 The new auditorium plan accentuated this value of personal and direct 

worship in line with the Second Great Revival where the emphasis was placed on the preacher 

giving their sermon. Andy Roblee backs up Jaeger’s thesis that many charismatic speakers would 

48 Webster, “$4,300 in 1887 to 2022 Inflation Calculator.” 
49 “In the New Church: The Evening Dedicatory Services in the Wall Street Methodist Episcopal Church.” 
50 Jaeger, “The Auditorium and Akron Plans: Reflections of a Half Century of American Protestantism,” p118-119. 
51 Ibid, p 131-136. 
52 Jaeger, “The Auditorium and Akron Plans: Reflections of a Half Century of American Protestantism,” p 32. 



18 

travel across the state attracting crowds at these churches. The auditorium-style design was all 

about the conveyance of these supercharged public speakers who travelled the circuit.53 

According to Jaeger, the auditorium plan helped solve problems from the traditional basilican 

longitudinal style that limited sight lines with its large processional aisle, columns, and sound 

absorbing tall ceilings. Instead, the auditorium plan based its design on that of the New England 

meeting house style that focused on the spoken word.54 In the meeting house style, congregants 

retained a more democratic relationship with the speaker bringing the congregants closer to the 

center of worship. 

Economically, auditorium plan churches made the most sense in a time of rising land costs. 

Evangelical preachers such as the famed Charles G. Finney and Henry Ward Beecher pushed for 

auditorium plans that would efficiently accommodate large numbers of congregants on a small 

plot of land while also placing the congregants within viewing and hearing distance of the pulpit. 

This was expressed architecturally as having curved rows of pews, radiating aisles that converged 

on the pulpit at the front where the preacher spoke.55 In the National Register of Historic Places 

registration form, Susanne Warren writes about the sanctuary space as a large open area without 

columns interrupting the view made possible through timber hammerbeam and king post truss 

system featuring a quatrefoil motif cut out of the arched braces on three levels with each post and 

beam finished with knobbed finials. (see Figure 2)56 Jaeger goes on to write the chancel in the 

auditorium plan typically differentiated itself from Anglican and Catholic architecture to be a 

shallow apse located behind the speaker’s platform.57 These new adaptations were not flaunted by 

the architecture community58 but by the church because of the functional nature of what was 

53 Roblee, Andy Roblee. 
54 Jaeger, “The Auditorium and Akron Plans: Reflections of a Half Century of American Protestantism,” p 36-37. 
55 Ibid, p 54, 59. 
56 Warren, “National Register of Historic Places Registration Form: Wall Street Methodist Episcopal Church,” sec 7, 
p 3. See also photos in Crawford & Stearns report [Appendix p 92-94, 98].  

57 Jaeger, “The Auditorium and Akron Plans: Reflections of a Half Century of American Protestantism,” p 82. 
58 Ibid, p 85. 
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needed at the time. The Methodist Episcopal Church went as far as publishing a book of church 

plans in 1875 and became regular practice for non-ritual Protestant churches in the United 

States.59 This book, written by William Patterson titled A Manual of Architecture for Churches, 

typifies most of the elements of the Gothic Revival examples in the Wall Street ME Church.60 

The historical significance of the church, according to its nomination to the National Register of 

Historic Places, is for its architectural characteristics as laid out in 36 CFR §60.4 (c)61 in the way 

it exemplified a certain type of church design – the auditorium plan - that grew out of the need for 

59Jaeger, “The Auditorium and Akron Plans: Reflections of a Half Century of American Protestantism, p 73. 
60 Patterson, “A Manual of Architecture: For Churches.” 
61 National Historic Preservation Act of 1966. 

Figure 2: Interior, looking north, inside 1886 auditorium sanctuary showing details of 

1886 hammer beam trusses with quatrefoil detailing against east church wall.  

See also Appendix p 98
Source: Bartlett, “Historic Integrity Observations and Assessment.” 
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a design change to meet the changes occurring in the community, within the church 

congregations, and the overall changes in Protestant worship style at the time of its creation.62 

Despite its originally stated architectural significance in the approved application for the National 

Register on April 29, 1999, the Wall Street Methodist Episcopal Church could have also held a 

historical significance relating to its association with “events that have made a significant 

contribution to the broad patterns of our history,” as laid out in 36 CFR §60.4 (a).63 Historically, 

during the time of its original inception at that location in 1860, the church was active in the anti-

slavery movement. The church was known early on as a multiracial abolitionist church. Rev. 

William Hosmer regularly spoke there and was also the editor of the Northern Independent, an 

Auburn anti-slavery weekly newspaper published from 1856-186364 ‒ Hosmer’s 1840’s Greek 

Revival home sat a few blocks away at 29 Washington Street and is also listed on the National 

Register.65 Harriet Tubman ‒ an Auburn resident, abolitionist, political activist, and emancipator 

of at least 70 enslaved people through 13 rescue missions ‒ has ties to the church. William Henry 

Stewart, Jr., Tubman’s great-nephew, was married to Emma Moseby in the first church at this 

location in 1879 prior to its expansion in 1886.66 

This 1886 church stood on that corner for 135 years – through the 19th, 20th, and 21st centuries - 

until it was brought down in an emergency demolition in June of 2021.  

Recent History of Disrepair 

The AME Zion Church at 71 Wall Street was added to the National Register of Historic Places in 

1999,67 however Mark A. Rodman, a student from Cornell University, prepared an Historic 

Structure Report stating that even in 1999, the building needed repairs. He had expressed 

62 Warren, “National Register of Historic Places Registration Form: Wall Street Methodist Episcopal Church,” sec 8, 

p 2. 
63 National Historic Preservation Act of 1966. 
64 “The Northern Independent (Auburn, N.Y.) 1856-1863.” 
65 Wellman, Warren, and Lincoln, “National Register of Historic Registration Form: William Hosmer House.” 
66 Wellman, “Uncovering the Freedom Trail in Auburn and Cayuga County, New York,” p 128. 
67 Warren, “National Register of Historic Places Registration Form: Wall Street Methodist Episcopal Church,” p 1. 



21 

“extreme concern” for the 1976 asphalt shingles, which needed replacing.68 He laid out three 

phases of repair and rehabilitation that addressed other areas of concern that “threatened the 

lifespan of the structure,” which totaled $302,263.69 Twenty years later in November of 2019 the 

firm Klepper, Hahn & Hyatt were commissioned by the City of Auburn to create a Structural 

Condition Review Report and they also noted significant water damage due to the unrepaired roof 

as well as other things that totaled $350,000.70 

According to City of Auburn documents obtained through the state Freedom of Information Law 

(FOIL), City officials were first aware of the condition of the church on April 17, 2008.71 The 

City “received information on the condition of the Ame [sic] Zion Church” and requested a 

walkthrough to verify the condition. In the following years after the walkthrough in May of 2008, 

there were nine building code violation notifications (including second and third notices), and this 

doesn’t include twelve lawn maintenance code issues. In the midst of these violations, in 2014, the 

church was officially condemned and placed on the Vacant Building Registry.72 The last code 

enforcement violation was filed nearly twelve years after the first one on July 28, 2020,73 less than 

a year before the church was torn down by emergency order. “It really is heartbreaking that we 

weren’t able to save the church,” said Jennifer Haines, Director of Planning and Economic 

Development for the City of Auburn, NY.74 

However, nine months prior to the demolition, the Historic Integrity Observations and Assessment 

report prepared for the City of Auburn by Crawford & Stearns Architects and Preservation 

Planners from Syracuse stated, “The survival of so much of the 1886 character-defining materials 

is remarkable.”75 However, this report remarked on the deterioration of the physical structure 

68 Rodman, “Historic Structure Report,” p i. 
69 Ibid, p 24-36. 
70 D’Aloisio and Klepper, Hahn & Hyatt, “Structural Condition Report,” p 12. [Appendix p 111] 
71 City of Auburn, “Code Violations: 71 Wall Street,” p 68. [Appendix p 200] 
72 Ibid, p 4-5. [Appendix p 136-137] 
73 Ibid, p 1. [Appendix p 133] 
74 Haines, Interview with Jennifer Haines, Director of Planning and Economic Development. 
75 Bartlett, “Historic Integrity Observations and Assessment,” p 13. [Appendix p 83] 
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indicating that it “requires immediate and appropriate attention ASAP to prevent further building 

component, or entire building loss.”76 This means that while the physical structure was 

deteriorated, the historic conditions of the “design and character-defining features” remained well 

preserved.77 

As of May 2022, the AME Zion Church still owns the lot; however, the City plans to foreclose on 

the property to help recover some of the costs associated with its demolition. On top of the tax 

liability owed by the AME Zion Church, the church owes the City of Auburn for the cost of the 

demolition as stated in the City code.78 Once the foreclosure is finalized, the neighbors have first 

right of refusal and the one neighbor to the north on Washington Street has expressed an interest 

in purchasing the empty lot. If that falls through for some reason, City officials do not see any 

revenue-generating operation for that location other than its market-rate sale price for the lot. A 

community park is not an option for that corner since the City struggles to keep up its current 

parks and a City park about five blocks west of the property will be receiving Community 

Development Block Grant (CDBG) funding in 2022 for a playground, which already serves the 

neighborhood.79 However, the Memorandum of Agreement between the City, HUD, and SHPO 

stipulated that SHPO would have to sign off on any new development of the property as well as 

the stipulation that the City erect a “commemorative education marker” in the public right-of-

way.80 

76 Bartlett, “Historic Integrity Observations and Assessment, p 5. [Appendix p 75] 
77 Ibid, p 5-6. [Appendix p 75-76] 
78 City of Auburn, “Code Violations: 71 Wall Street,” p 8. [Appendix p 140] 
79 Haines, Interview with Jennifer Haines, Director of Planning and Economic Development. 
80 City of Auburn, “Memorandum of Agreement,” p 2. 
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CHAPTER 4: Materials 

Aside from the historic materials that gave the church its architectural significance, the material as 

a whole that made up the church are also important to understand. The importance of materials 

not only resides in their market value for reuse, but also in the issue of averting placement in our 

ever-growing landfills, and more importantly in losing the embodied carbon inherent in the 

building. Next, is an accounting for the materials what went to the landfill that could have been 

salvaged in a deconstruction. 

Estimates 

According to the most recent 2022 estimate, the Cornell University’s Circular Construction Lab 

(CCL) estimated a total of 1,170.7 tons of construction debris broken down by material: 650 tons

of bricks, 0.46 tons of lamella wood, 9.28 tons of wood rafters, 28.46 tons of wood flooring and 

construction, 7.30 tons of asphalt roof shingles, 43.20 tons of roof construction, and 432 tons of 

concrete foundation.81 It is important to note that these estimates are based on photos and publicly 

available information. 

Measured Materials 

Robinson Roll Off, the company tasked with hauling the building material to the landfill, provided 

tipping fee invoices to the City that I acquired through a FOIL request. These invoices 

documented 292.16 tons of demolition debris that were carted off and sent 23.2 miles to the Town 

of Camillus Landfill, which accepted the construction and demolition debris. The landfill tipping 

fees were $60/ton, which extrapolates to costing the City of Auburn $17,529.60 (tax exempt 

savings of $1,402.37, which O’Connell Excavation would have had to account for in their RFP if 

they were to keep the same profit margin).82 

81 Cornell University’s Circular Construction Lab notes that “Quantities are estimates based on pictures and publicly 
available information only. Data is subject to change; no responsibility is accepted for the accuracy of this 

data.” ccl.aap.cornell.edu (Jawanrudi and Heisel, “Estimated Material Count,” p 1-10.) [Appendix p 353-362] 

82 City of Auburn and Robinson Roll Off, “Tipping Fee Invoices,” p 1-8. [Appendix p 201-208] 

http://ccl.aap.cornell.edu/
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Discrepancies 

There is an 878.54-ton discrepancy between the estimate from Cornell’s Circular Construction 

Lab (CCL) of 1,170.7 tons83 and the actual 292.16 tons of debris measured by Robinson Roll Off. 

Robinson Roll Off simply provided containers for O’Connell Excavation, LLC to fill with 

construction and demolition debris from the site. Robinson Roll Off then transported the waste in 

their containers to the Camillus Town Landfill where it was weighed then provided the City with 

a bill for the tipping fees from the landfill.84 This large discrepancy between the CCL and 

Robinson Roll Off could be explained in many ways. The CCL estimates are exactly that. When 

first engaged with ascertaining a materials estimate, the team was restricted by a few factors. 

There were no available architectural plans with precise measurements, the team was unable to go 

inside the structure and perform laser measurements because of the unsafe nature of the building 

at the time, and assumptions were made on the thickness of the walls, on the construction of the 

flooring, and on the weight of the bricks extrapolated to the whole building.  

With that being said, only if the Circular Construction Lab got the measurements wrong by quite a 

lot, the numbers might fall in line closer to the Robinson Roll Off numbers. However, the CCL 

revised their estimates multiple times and each time the total went up from its original 777.98 tons 

to its current estimate of 1,170.7 tons. If the CCL’s building measurements were in the ballpark 

range, the actual measured total should at least be somewhere near the first smaller estimate, not 

the Robinson Roll Off amount. Instead, the measured material is one-fourth of the most recent 

estimate – the foundation estimate alone is more than what was measured in total that went to the 

landfill. On the other hand, a possible reason for the discrepancy when looking at the practices of 

O’Connell Excavation is that O’Connell Excavation may have retained the valuable brick and 

other materials to either sell or use in their excavation business as fill, which could be a reason for 

the lower documented tonnage that ended up at the landfill. However, it is difficult to ascertain the 

83 Jawanrudi and Heisel, “Estimated Material Count,” p 1-10. ccl.aap.cornell.edu [Appendix p 353-362] 
84 City of Auburn and Robinson Roll Off, “Tipping Fee Invoices,” p 1-8. [Appendix p 201-208] 

http://ccl.aap.cornell.edu/
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actual materials breakdown since no one documented the actual per-material amounts. Actual 

breakdown of types and amounts of material were unable to be ascertained through multiple calls 

to O’Connell Construction and to Robinson Roll Off. However, through a phone call to Robinson 

Roll Off, the eventual location of the construction debris from the church was ascertained to be 

the Town of Camillus Landfill. Because of a lack of data regarding the precise make up of 

materials, it is difficult to know the amount of embodied carbon that was lost due to the 

demolition. 

Anecdotal information from the scene of the demolition shows that some materials may have been 

reclaimed. According to Andy Roblee, there was at least one other person collecting bricks at the 

scene and putting them in a shopping basket. He also witnessed a large flatbed filled with chunks 

of foundation at the scene; however, it is not known if it belonged to O’Connell Excavation.85 

City of Auburn Director of Planning and Economic Development Jennifer Haines confirmed that 

O’Connell took possession of some or all the stained-glass windows, presumably for resale. Also, 

the City of Auburn had possession of the church bell, but at this time, has no concrete plans for it, 

because the City is not the owner. However, if given the opportunity, City officials would like to 

auction it off to gain some revenue.86 

Asbestos Containing Material 

The following is an assessment of the asbestos residing inside the Wall Street church. However, it 

should be noted that had the building been preserved or adaptively reused, the asbestos would 

have been encapsulated and have posed minimal health risk. Likewise, if the building were to be 

deconstructed, the asbestos-containing material would have been remediated prior to the full 

85 Roblee, Andy Roblee. 
86 Haines, Interview with Jennifer Haines, Director of Planning and Economic Development. 
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building salvage in line with Federal and New York State laws and regulations through multiple 

departments and agencies.87 

Asbestos, a product made up of six heat resistant minerals, was found in thousands of consumer 

products including building materials before the cancer-causing link was found and subsequently 

phased out in the U.S. in the 1980s. However, asbestos made up a lot of building products from 

the late 1800s until the 1980s and it has caused health problems for construction workers, 

especially demolition workers. Asbestos has been known to cause mesothelioma and other 

cancers and health conditions.88 

According to the City’s demolition RFP,89 which contained the Asbestos Pre-Demolition Survey 

Report by Paradigm Environmental LLC in the RFPs Appendix C and conducted on Aug. 27, 

2020, there were four types of asbestos containing material (ACM) in the church.90 From the 

report, I extrapolated estimated weights of these identified materials:  

List of Asbestos Containing Material (ACM)91 

• White Pipe insulation (ACM-Friable):7 ft: 9.24 lb/ft * 7 ft = 64.68 lb92

• Linoleum (ACM-Friable): 1.35 lb/sqft * 150 sf = 202.5 lbs93

• Black flashing cement (ACM-NOB): (8 gal/100 sf * X gal/72 sf),

o X = 5.76 gal (to cover 72 sf) x 8.93 lb/gal = 51.43 lbs94

• Window Glaze (assuming whole window is tainted) (ACM-NOB):

3/16" thick = 2.45 lb/sf -- 2.45 lbs x 25 sf

87 NYS departments dealing with asbestos regulations: Dept. of Health, Dept. of Labor, Dept. of Environmental 
Conservation. Federal departments dealing with asbestos regulations: Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), 

Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA). (“Asbestos Regulations.”) 

88 Whitmer and Zuckerman, Ph.D., “Asbestos.” 
89 Dygert, Lupien, and Haines, “Demolition Request for Proposal,” p 1. [Appendix p 210] 
90 Paradigm Environmental, LLC, “Accessed through FOIL Request from City of Auburn,” RFP p 32 (Paradigm 
report p 12). [Appendix p 241] 

91Friable means capable of being pulverized and released into the air. NOB is Non-friable and is Organically Bound 
which is embedded in the material. 

92 Escoe, Piping and Pipeline Assessment Guide. 
93 National Institute of Standards and Technology and US Department of Commerce, “Generic Vinyl Composition 
Tile,” p 2. 

94 Karnak, “19 Flashing Cement.” 
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= 61.25 lb per window x 37 windows = 2,266.25 lbs95 

Total Est. weight (lbs) of Asbestos Containing Material (ACM) = 64.68 + 202.5 + 51.43 + 

2,266.25 = 2,584.86 lbs or 1.29 tons 

Given the asbestos report by Paradigm Environmental96 was completed nearly a year before the 

building was demolished and was included in the RFP, O’Connell Excavation could conceivably 

have separated the 1.29 tons of asbestos-containing material, if fully licensed to do so, and 

salvaged or recycled the remaining 484.53 tons of material – or whatever the actual difference 

between the Cornell Circular Construction Lab estimates and what was documented by Robinson 

Roll Off to go to the landfill. This would be a good thing: making use of the building material. 

95 ACP NOXTAT, “Helpful Hints for Weights and Dims,” p 1. 
96 Paradigm Environmental, LLC, “Asbestos Report,” p 1. [Appendix p 230] 
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CHAPTER 5: Costs and Funding 

Costs for Demolition 

The City of Auburn incurred the cost of the demolition contractor O’Connell Excavation for 

$148,500, plus the roll off / tipping fees of $17,529.60,97 plus $1,000 for air monitoring from 

Barber Environmental,98 and $650 for Cayuga County Soil and water to reseed the lot for a grand 

total of $167,679.60.99 However, if you fully believe the Circular Construction Lab estimate over 

the amount taken down by O’Connell Excavation and reported by Robinson Roll Off, O’Connell 

Excavation may have saved the City $52,712.40 in landfill tipping fees by reusing the 

materials.100 

To pay for the demolition, the City utilized Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) 

funds. According to a Memorandum of Agreement between the City, U.S. Department of Housing 

and Urban Development (HUD), and SHPO ‒ less than a month before the demolition ‒ the three 

parties agreed on partially using CDBG funds101 to undertake the emergency demolition of the 

church for the sake of the safety to the public.102 Because the funding of the demolition came from 

a federal entity, this triggered an “undertaking” under Section 106 of the National Historic 

Preservation Act.103 According to Jennifer Haines, the Director of Planning and Economic 

Development for the City of Auburn,104 the City used about 1/3 of CDBG funding to bring down 

97 City of Auburn and Robinson Roll Off, “Tipping Fee Invoices,” p 1. [Appendix p 201] 
98 Originally, the contract with Barber Environmental was $2,000 but was reduced to $1,000 according to Jenifer 
Haines, Director of Planning and Economic Development for the City of Auburn (Haines, Interview with Jennifer 

Haines, Director of Planning and Economic Development.). (Barber Environmental, LLC, “Barber Air Monitoring 

RFP,” p 2.) [Appendix p 289] 

99 Haines, Interview with Jennifer Haines, Director of Planning and Economic Development. 
100 1,170.7 tons estimated from CCL – 292.16 tons measured by Robinson Roll Off = 878.54 tons x $60/ton tipping 
fee = $52,712.40 

101 According to Jennifer Haines, Director of Planning and Economic Development for the City of Auburn, the City 
doesn’t fit the criteria for CDBG funding because the City population is not above 50,000 people, yet because of the 

actions of some politicians in the late 1990s, Auburn became an entitled community in 1994 and has continued to take 

advantage of federal funding. (Haines, Interview with Jennifer Haines, Director of Planning and Economic 

Development.) 

102 City of Auburn, “Memorandum of Agreement.” 
103 National Historic Preservation Act of 1966. 
104 Haines, Interview with Jennifer Haines, Director of Planning and Economic Development. 
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the church; the other 2/3 of the cost came from other sources including federal COVID funding 

from the American Rescue Program Act105 and from local taxpayers. Because of the demolition 

costs for this church, other demolitions in the city had to be postponed so the church, in its 

precarious state, could be demolished.106 

In order to establish the efforts that might go into deconstruction as a viable alternative to 

demolition - through possible pilot deconstruction case studies - it is important to understand the 

time and labor that goes into demolition so we might be able to compare total costs minus income 

from the material reuse/resale from deconstruction. This will only be a piece, albeit an important 

piece, of a deconstruction puzzle that could be invaluable to organizations like CR0WD that want 

to propose realistic legislation that can be implemented given the available local resources. 

Labor Estimate breakdown from the Crisafulli Trucking Inc. Request for Proposal (RFP) and 

workplan – one of three non-winning bids: 107 

• Four people working 8 to10-hour days x 5 days / week

• Demolition will take one week (five days) to complete.

Total: 

[{($28.27/hr x 3 Laborers108) + $38.18/hr Foreman109} x (8 to 10 hours/day)] x 5 days/week, 

= Crisafulli Trucking therefore estimates between $4,919.60 to $6,149.50 in labor wages to 

complete the job in one week. 

A table of the contractors and their bids, below, are listed to understand the ballpark total costs to 

demolish a church of that size. Churches typical to that style and size could reasonably cost 

105 US Treasury Department, “American Rescue Plan.” 
106 Haines, Interview with Jennifer Haines, Director of Planning and Economic Development. 
107 Crisafulli Trucking, Inc., “Workplan.” p 1. [Appendix p 293] 
108 New York Department of Labor, “NYSDOL - Prevailing Wage,” p 13. 
109 Salary.com, “Construction Foreman Salary in Syracuse, New York.” 
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roughly the same to demolish. This can then be compared to deconstruction costs in pilot case 

studies. 

Table 1: Demolition RFP Bids 

Contractor Bid 1 pays tipping fees Bid 2 reimbursed 

Crisafulli Trucking Inc.110 $319,400.00 $240,650.00 

Federico Demolition+111 $305,629.00 $211,879.00 

O’Connell Excavation^112 N/A $147,000.00* 

ERSI+113 $255,000.00 $197,000.00 

Only 2 of 16 contractors the City reached out to responded to the bid 

+ Contractors that submitted RFP that the City did not reach out to

* If variance is required, an additional $1,500.00 will be added totaling $148,500.00

^ Winning Bid 

Source: City of Auburn FOIL documents114 

Table 2: Air Monitoring RFP Bids 

Contractor Daily Rate Quote Days Total Quote 

Barber Environmental^115 $500.00 4 $2,000.00 

Paradigm Environmental116 $620.00 4 $2,480.00 

HSE Consulting Services117 $785.00 4 $3,140.00 

Atlantic Testing No Response 

Asbestos & Environmental Consulting Corp. 

(AECC) 

No Response 

Environmental Compliance Management No Response 

Auburn Testing Services No Response 

^ Winning Bid from Barber ended up costing only $1,000 as per Director Haines118 

Source: City of Auburn FOIL documents119 

Costs for Preservation 

Should interested parties have intervened and repaired the church before it became a public safety 

issue, repair estimates were completed twice in over 20 years before the church came down. The 

110 Crisafulli Trucking, Inc., “Crisafulli RFP,” p 1. [Appendix p 295]
111 Frederico Demolition, LLC, “Frederico RFP,” p 1. [Appendix p 305]
112 O’Connell Excavation, LLC, “O’Connell RFP,” p 1. [Appendix p 315]
113 ERSI, LLC, “ERSI RFP,” p 1. [Appendix p 322]
114 City of Auburn, “Demolition Contractors,” p 1. [Appendix p 331]
115 Barber Environmental LLC, “Barber Air Monitoring RFP,” p 2. [Appendix p 289]
116 Paradigm Environmental, LLC, “Paradigm RFP,” p 2. [Appendix p 333]
117 HSE Consulting Services, LLC, “RFP HSE Consulting,” p 7. [Appendix p 343]
118 Haines, Interview with Jennifer Haines, Director of Planning and Economic Development. 
119 City of Auburn, “Air Monitoring Quotes,” p 1. [Appendix p 347]
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most recent repair recommendation opinion from a Klepper, Hahn & Hyatt report120 

commissioned by the City of Auburn estimated a total of $350,000 to fully restore the church 

back to its original function. The City also found estimates for an additional $10,000 to clean the 

pews that were contaminated with pigeon feces and a possibly excessive cost estimate of 

$500,000 to restore the church organ.121 If one declines the exorbitant cost of the organ, the 

estimate reaches $360,000. The Klepper, Hahn & Hyatt report also gave an Immediate 

Recommendations estimate of $7,500, as part of the overall $350,000, to maintain the stability of 

the structure for the short-term, which was a bare bones estimate designed to keep the building 

from falling further into disrepair. This would have been needed to be accomplished first, ideally 

before anything else was to be done.122  

Circling back to the overall cost of demolition and comparing that to the estimated cost of 

preservation, it becomes clear that instead of the City funding the demolition of this building, it 

could have invested that same money - $167,679.60, to be precise – into preserving the church. 

With a gap of $192,320.40 between the City-commissioned $360,000 preservation estimate and 

what the City paid for demolition and the associated costs, the preservation of the church becomes 

more within reach. In place of the City throwing away nearly $170,000 and hundreds of tons of 

building material into a landfill and getting an empty lot in return, perhaps the City should have 

invested that money into purchasing the property on the cheap and sought developers for adaptive 

reuse. Basically, it comes down to what does the City want, an empty lot or reinvestment in the 

community? Reinvesting the same money for demolition into something tangible makes more 

sense on so many levels. It works for bringing in more tax revenue in the long run eventually 

paying for the preservation grant, it would divert building materials from the landfill and lowering 

our demand for extractive resources, and it has the possibility of being an anchor for a struggling 

neighborhood. The 53 percent gap not paid by the City of nearly $200,000 is certainly attainable, 

120 D’Aloisio and Klepper, Hahn & Hyatt, “Structural Condition Report,” p 12. [Appendix p 111] 
121 Haines, Interview with Jennifer Haines, Director of Planning and Economic Development. 122 

D’Aloisio and Klepper, Hahn & Hyatt, “Structural Condition Report,” p 11. [Appendix p 110] 
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if certain parties involved are committed in securing a diversity of funding sources. It is certainly 

a lot less than the original $360,000 estimated quote to bring the church back into previous use. 

Spreading the funding between public and private entities provides a win-win-win solution for 

both parties and the environment. 

Sources of funding 

There are many funding opportunities to bridge the gap between what the City might pay, 

diverting funding from demolition to building reuse, and what money a property owner needs to 

come up with range from federal, state, and local tax credit opportunities to governmental grants 

as well as non-governmental sources. However, some grants have stipulations that the property 

owner must be a nonprofit organization, some grants are matching grants, and most require at 

least a listing on the National Register of Historic Places, and most require adherence to the 

Secretary of the Interior Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties. What follows is not an 

exhaustive list. 

National Funding 

Federal Rehabilitation Tax Credit program offers up to a 20 percent tax credit available for 

income-producing buildings that are on the National Register.123 However, the use of the Wall 

Street church would have to change ownership to that of an income-producing entity. Also, the 

credit must comply with the Secretary’s Standards for Rehabilitation. Nonprofit property owners 

may be eligible for the 20 percent federal historic rehabilitation tax credit program, which is 

normally designed for income-producing residential use, commercial, industrial, or agricultural 

use,124 through the process of syndicating the credit to a private investor(s).125 

123 US Department of the Interior and National Park Service, “NPS Tax Incentives.” 
124 Bronin and Byrne, Historic Preservation Law, p 611. 
125 New York State Department of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation, “Preservation Assistance.” 
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African American Civil Rights (AACR) grant has money available for projects ranging from 

$75,000-$500,000.126 The goal of the grant is to preserve and protect sites affiliated with the Civil 

Rights Movement as well as the slave trade. These funds are administered by the National Park 

Service and are funded by the Historic Preservation Fund for governmental entities as well as 

nonprofits. 

History of Equal Rights (HER) grant is available for projects ranging from $75,000-$500,000. 

This grant, through the National Park Service, funds projects that preserve sites relating to the 

struggle for all Americans to achieve equal rights. Given the new information from Uncovering 

the Freedom Trail in Auburn and Cayuga County127 that revealed the rich African American 

history of the Wall Street church, this grant may apply. 

African American Cultural Heritage Action Fund can range from $50,000 to $150,000 and the 

grant winning organization’s fundamental mission must be set on African American cultural 

heritage.128 This grant opportunity is through the National Trust for Historic Preservation and 

champions the protection of sites that have been overlooked in American history which tell the 

story of African American activism, resilience and achievement. 

National Fund for Sacred Places 1:1, then progressing to 2:1 matching grants of $50,000-

$250,000. However, the grant application stipulates several signs of positive organizational health 

is required. If the grant was available in the past, the owners could have applied for this grant 

when there was a stable congregation.129 

126 National Park Service, “Civil Rights Grant.” 
127 Wellman, “Uncovering the Freedom Trail in Auburn and Cayuga County, New York,” p 128. 
128 “African American Cultural Heritage Action Fund.” 
129 “National Fund for Sacred Places.” 
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State Funding 

Similar to the federal tax credit program, New York state offers a NYS Historic Preservation Tax 

Credit Program for Income-Producing Properties. If owners have been approved for the federal 

program, owners can claim a state tax credit of 20 percent or 30 percent.130 However, like the 

federal program, these tax credits normally are a moot point for tax-exempt entities unless the 

owner changes use to that of a for-profit enterprise, or syndication would be required.  

The New York Landmarks Conservancy Sacred Sites matching grant program for churches 

throughout New York State offers up to $70,000, though typically up to $50,000 and funding 20 

percent of a project’s cost.131 The grant provides matching grants for planning and construction of 

exterior restoration projects. High priority is given to roofing, drainage systems, and masonry 

repointing and restoration, as well as structural repairs, which the Wall Street church was in dire 

need of.  

NYS Environmental Protection Fund (EPF) 132 provides grants for three program areas: parks, 

historic preservation, and heritage areas. The Seward House in Auburn received $500,000 for its 

barn and carriage house restoration in 2021. The EPF grant has a history of a few grants being 

awarded of up to $750,000. 

New York State Council on the Arts133 provides multiple funding opportunities relating to 

organizations and individuals that center around the arts. Annually, there are four rounds of 

funding: RestartNY Live Performance Grants, Expanded Access Funding, Organizational and 

Individual Artist Support, Capital Funding for the Arts. Specifically, the Facilities Projects grants, 

under Capital Funding, have awarded $636,000 to 15 organizations to help rehabilitate buildings. 

130 “NYS Tax Credits.” 
131 Friedman, “Sacred Sites Fund.” 
132 “Environmental Protection Fund Grant.” 
133 “Facility Grants.” 
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These opportunities, however, center around a change in use of the church to that of an arts-

focused venue. 

The Empire State Economic Development Fund Program provides financial assistance for 

enterprises that increase job creation and increase business activity.134 The goal of the fund is to 

provide a range of help for businesses. Eligible projects include municipalities and nonprofits. On 

top of construction and renovation costs, the fund also supports training, which may be helpful if 

converting the church into a makerspace utilizing deconstructed materials. 

The Environmental Finance Center (EFC) at the Center for Sustainable Community Solutions 

(CSCS) at Syracuse University,135 while it does not provide funding, provides technical assistance 

by bridging the gap between local officials and the public by presenting information through 

outreach. One area of focus is on sustainable materials management and energy efficiency, among 

others. The CSCS has a Funding Guide Database with over 100 funding opportunities geared 

towards New York state municipalities.136 

Local Funding 

The City of Auburn has a ten-year tax exemption program for historic properties137 that provides 

incentives for taxpayers of locally registered landmarked resources. The church would have had to 

be listed locally first. The schedule breaks down to be 100 percent exempted from taxes for five 

years, then each subsequent year 20 percent is reduced until the tenth year where the exemption 

reaches zero. And like the state and national tax credit programs, the use of the Wall Street church 

would have to change ownership to that of an income-producing entity or syndication would be 

required. 

134 “Economic Development Fund.” 
135 “Environmental Finance Center.” 
136 “Funding Database.” 
137 City of Auburn, Article VIII Exemption for Historic Properties. 
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Incentives through the Cayuga County Industrial Development Agency (CCIDA) including tax 

exemptions, abatements, and below-market financing.138 If the church changed use (through sale 

of the church) to that of commercial use that brings jobs to the county, these incentives could have 

applied. One of many possible use-changes could be towards conversion into a retail store 

specializing in salvaged aesthetic building materials. This would help increase the much-needed 

capacity any city would need for switching from demolition to deconstruction. 

The Emerson Foundation is a private family foundation in Auburn focusing funding efforts on the 

community in which Fred L. Emerson lived and worked. In 2021 alone, the Emerson Foundation 

awarded over $8.3 million in grants mostly to organizations in the Auburn area.139 The foundation 

supports a variety of organizations that show the most intriguing, impactful, and most sustainable 

investment. The foundation is specifically interested in projects that address a particular need that 

can be replicated. This may be useful for replicating church adaptive reuses throughout the region 

and beyond. 

138 “Financing and Benefits.” 
139 Fessenden, “Emerson Foundation Grant.” 
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Chapter 6: Imagining Future Uses 

The loss of any building ‒ especially one like the Wall Street African Methodist Episcopal Zion 

Church in Auburn, which was placed on the National Register of Historic Places ‒ was a difficult 

pill to swallow for City officials and preservationists. It was difficult because the building could 

have been saved but given the lack of interest from the owners in selling the building or finding 

funding, the building was consigned to a landfill. 

The following imagined future uses examines two possible scenarios that might have been. The 

first scenario on future building reuse hinges on the possibility of preservation through a timely 

intervention before the building became a public safety hazard. The second scenario hinges on the 

future use of the construction materials if the building had to be taken down but was able to be 

deconstructed instead of being demolished. In imagining future possibilities, I suggest a range of 

options for property owners and municipalities to consider in similar cases.  

Building Reuse 

“The greenest building… is the one that is already built,” says Carl Elefante the 2018 AIA 

President.140 Most preservationists believe in this mantra. To preserve buildings when certain uses 

are no longer in demand, like that of religious services, means a change in use must be 

accomplished to keep the building from being torn down. 

The imagined building reuse for the Wall Street church could have served as a template for 

municipalities to zero in on neglected properties if addressed before they fall so far into disrepair. 

Instead of viewing these buildings as a detriment to the community, a reframing of the issue into 

one that can better suit community residents, the local economy, and the environment should be 

sought. 

140 Elefante, “About Carl Elefante.” 
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Developing the building and side lot while limiting the physical changes to the building in order 

to keep the federal, state, county, and local funding intact while staying within the zoning 

restrictions of the City, the Wall Street church could be remade into many things.141 A satellite 

library for the Seymour Library would create a safe place for the community to gather without the 

need to spend money. The large auditorium would lend itself well for visiting speakers to the 

library like the circuit revival preachers of the 19th century. For another use, the auditorium space 

could also serve as a gallery space or workspace for an artist’s studio. Expanding on the idea of an 

artist’s studio, a makerspace could help bring the community together in a creative way by 

offering classes and resources for prototyping products and creating art. Because of its location 

across from the Auburn Correctional Facility, the local microbrewery, Prison City Pub and 

Brewery, could capitalize on the location with a satellite facility; the high auditorium ceilings 

would lend well to the tall tanks needed to craft their beverages. It could also be a coffee shop, 

after school program facility, computer gaming space for teens after school, daycare, restaurant, 

bakery. The open plan of the basement also lends itself to a multitude of uses over its useful life 

including programming not yet thought about yet. 

Andy Roblee and real estate professional Michael DeRosa, of Michael De Rosa Exchange, 

performed a walk-through tour of the dilapidated church about nine-months prior to the 

demolition.142 According to Roblee, he thought DeRosa passed on the opportunity to develop the 

church because the property has expensive renovation issues and its location is in a disinvested 

neighborhood next to a prison, which wasn’t favorable in his eyes for rehabilitation. Roblee’s 

interpretation was that DeRosa saw the neighborhood as not being able to aid in making a return 

on investment. This is the chicken vs. egg conundrum; which comes first? Roblee says: the 

neighborhood is in decline, but the revitalized church could contribute to revitalization in the 

141 City of Auburn, Article III Zoning Districts Established. 
142 Dygert, “City’s Response,” May 7, 2021, p 1. [Appendix p 350-352] 
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neighborhood, as many preservationists think, or the neighborhood needs to be growing before 

investment can be realized, as some developers think.143 

In imagining a future for the church building more or less as it used to be, it is important to 

understand some limitations. For a change in use that would require the alteration of features, 

spaces, and spatial relationships, very little of the exterior can be changed. The owner must abide 

by the Secretary Standards for preservation, rehabilitation, or restoration, which is required in 

many federal and private grants programs.144 

Given this rather large caveat, a developer could also come in with their own financing and 

develop the property as they saw fit. What new use would work in this church space if an investor 

wasn’t hamstrung by the Secretary Standards or intimidated by neighborhood characteristics? If 

funding from alternate sources could be secured, and the owner would be willing to forego tax 

credits and private grants, this would open up the possibilities for the building usage that don’t 

conform to the Secretary Standards.  

Aside from the unlikely event that someone would purchase the building to make it into a large 

single-family residence, it could be retrofitted to accommodate a multifamily housing unit if the 

interior vertical space was utilized and divided up according to the exterior load bearing structure, 

with a mixed-use possibility of making commercial space on the first floor. It is clear to see in 

Damun and Professor Heisel’s graphical representation of the church, an architect could easily 

divide up the individual units based on the east-west structural elements and divide up the vertical 

space into at least two stories with 12 narrow units per floor with a double-loaded corridor down 

the middle.145 An example of something like this has been done to an 1892 red brick Neo-Gothic 

church in Bushwick Brooklyn among countless other examples.146 However, the City would have 

143 Roblee, Andy Roblee. 
144 National Historic Preservation Act of 1966. 
145 Jawanrudi and Heisel, “Estimated Material Count,” p 1-10. ccl.aap.cornell.edu [Appendix p 353-362] 
146 West, “Converted Brooklyn Church.” 

http://ccl.aap.cornell.edu/
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to grant a special use permit for any dwelling over four units in its current Neighborhood 

Commercial zoning district, which includes a public hearing before the Planning Board on the 

project’s compatibility with the neighborhood.147 Having more than four units, specifically if it 

were smaller one-bedroom units, would be more ideal for the neighborhood; smaller units would 

command lower prices than larger units in an area where the median gross rent is $743 (in 2021 

inflation adjusted dollars).148  

Another imagined use could be in tandem with the Auburn Correctional Facility located 

diagonally across the street. The church could be transformed into a short-term inn for families of 

inmates that live out of the area. The basement could serve as a nursery school for these families 

while they are engaged in visitation in the prison.  

Because the lot the church stood on is zoned Neighborhood Commercial District, the City cannot 

allow light industrial or a distribution center that a deconstruction hub might fall under given the 

likely large storage area and truck traffic associated with its use.149150 Expanding on the 

makerspace possible use that I have mentioned before, the church and its grounds could provide a 

makerspace where residents and/or artist could purchase or utilize processed 

aesthetic/architectural salvaged materials from deconstructed buildings. Space could also be 

divided to make room for retail space on the bottom floor. The makerspace could also provide 

meeting rooms and open spaces to encourage dialogue between community members. In trying to 

determine the feasibility of converting the church and side lot to a makerspace/artist studio and 

retail space, one thing the church has is space, vertical space in the sanctuary could be utilized by 

inserting an easily removable independent internal structure, similar to a more rigid scaffolding or 

something similar to that of the internal four floors of bookstacks within Cornell’s Mui Ho Fine 

147 City of Auburn, Article VIII Administration and Enforcement. 
148 US Census Bureau, “ACS Rental Statistics.” 
149 “Auburn Zoning Map.” 
150 City of Auburn, Article III Zoning Districts Established. 
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Arts Library.151 While this wouldn’t help in the way a larger deconstruction hub would, it would 

increase awareness for deconstruction and help increase, in a small way, the much-needed 

capacity any city would need for switching from demolition to deconstruction.  

In the unlikely event that the owner wanted to take advantage of federal tax credits and other 

grants, a use that could “maximize the retention of distinctive materials,” or require “minimal 

change to its distinctive” materials, features, spaces, and spatial relationships and keep within the 

Secretary Standards for preservation and rehabilitation could be a return to its previous use.152 A 

return to church use could be accomplished, however it is unlikely given the dwindling number of 

parishioners led the church to the state it is currently in. Perhaps another denomination that has a 

strong number of parishioners could take it over. Again, overall church attendance in general has 

dwindled greatly in recent years. According to a 2020 Gallup Poll, in 1999, 70 percent of 

Americans said they belonged to a church, synagogue, or mosque; twenty-one years later in 2020 

that number has decreased significantly to only 47 percent (see Figure 3).  

151 “Library Renovation.” 
152 National Historic Preservation Act of 1966. 

Figure 3: Church membership surveys from 1935-2020. 
Source: Jones, “U.S. Church Membership Falls Below Majority for First Time.” 
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Deconstructed 

The final act of preservation could have rested with deconstruction. The salvaging of most of the 

materials could have been performed to avert the carbon loss. According to Cornell University 

Professor Sara Bronin and Georgetown University Professor J. Peter Byrne in their book “Historic 

Preservation Law,” the carbon impacts of demolition by neglect and subsequent new construction 

can take about two generations to offset. Because of the demolition, the City loses tax revenue it 

could have benefited from if a change of use occurred, and it brings down the surrounding 

property values. The less tangible elements that occur after demolition by neglect include the 

depression of the community character as well as the loss of irreplaceable historic 

craftsmanship.153 

If the owners of the church intended not to sell the church and to let it fall into disrepair from the 

start, the option for deconstruction in place of demolition should have been considered early on in 

order to mine the building for its cultural, historic, and building materials thereby extending the 

life of the building components back into the built environment. This extension of a building’s life 

or carefully tailored afterlife can also be a boon for the local economy and the environment at the 

same time. Green jobs in the form of deconstruction workers could have been added to the local 

economy, at the same time deconstruction and reusing the building materials would eliminate 

waste being sent to the landfill and help to lower the demand for natural resources in constructing 

the built environment. 

A few groups working together did express interest in the materials from the church: Quarter Acre 

for the People (QAP) project in Ithaca, an initiative from Khuba International154 working with 

Cornell University in the Design and Environmental Analysis (DEA) program and then partnering 

with the CR0WD network. The Quarter Acre for the People project seeks to bring BIPOC (Black, 

Indigenous, People of Color) communities as well as refugees into non-urban environments and to 

153 Bronin and Byrne, Historic Preservation Law, p 317. 
154 Nunez, “Quarter Acre for the People.” 
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connect them to food production possibilities in the form of education, cooperative farming, 

homesteading and farm business opportunities on unused land. The program aims to address 

inequity in land access and healthy food for BIPOC communities in the surrounding counties, 

while focusing on having more control over the food system, creating a more sustainable way to 

feed families and communities.155 

The collaboration between the QAP/DEA and CR0WD came about through Cornell Design and 

Environmental Analysis student Talia Greenberg. Talia heard about the impending demolition of 

the church through Associate Professor Jennifer Minner, the director of the Just Places Lab and 

member of CR0WD and through an Instagram post at the time. Talia was working with Associate 

Professor Jack Elliott, who was teaching Ecological Literacy and Design (DEA 4220) and was 

partnering with QAP. Talia noticed a crossover opportunity.156 Putting the QAP/DEA’s goals of 

designing dwellings for their community members together with the deconstruction goals of the 

CR0WD network meant a responsible sourcing of local materials could be utilized to further the 

goals of all involved. 

Quarter Acre for the People Project, in partnership with the Ecological Literacy and Design class, 

planned to utilize the Living Building Challenge.157 The Living Building Challenge is a 

certification tool that advocates for a more holistic built environment by encouraging 

professionals to create buildings that take less than they give based in part on seven core 

requirements or petals: place, water, energy, health and happiness, materials, equity, and beauty. 

For this project, the end result would have been twelve tiny house dwellings with the possibility 

of a collaborative learning center and storage space. This is where the materials from the Wall 

Street church likely would have been put to use, at least in-part.158 

155 Greenberg, “Quarter Acre.” 
156 “Ecological Literacy and Design.” 
157 “Living Building Challenge.” 
158 Greenberg, “Quarter Acre.” 
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Unfortunately, the plans to utilize the deconstructed materials from the church for the Quarter 

Acre for the People Project fell through because the church became a public safety hazard after a 

storm threatened to topple parts of the building and in the interest of public safety, the City 

determined that a demolition – not deconstruction – must proceed, meaning all the material was 

meant for the landfill.159 However, the Quarter Acre for the People project continues to partner 

with the CR0WD network to responsibly source materials from other projects locally. 

The reuse of the church materials in this context would have been very appropriate given the goals 

of Khuba International working to help BIPOC communities paired with the multiracial identity 

of the church’s history and more recent Black history. This would have been one exciting 

opportunity to deconstruct the church and reuse the building’s materials in a way that retains the 

cultural and historic heritage of the church in a new and useful way, while keeping the material 

relatively close by. 

Another option for reusing deconstructed material locally in Auburn is at the Harriet Tubman 

National Historical Park. Following the Civil War, Tubman opened her house to boarders to make 

money; in 1880, a boarder accidentally set her wood-frame house on fire, and it was destroyed. 

Following the fire, the community stepped up to help and made plans to build her a new brick 

house on the foundation of the old house. This new brick house was constructed between 1881-

1882. The building was likely constructed with bricks from a nearby brickyard that her second 

husband, Nelson Davis, owned and worked at. The house was designed entirely by African 

Americans, likely by Davis and Tubman’s relatives and friends. Some bricks were made on site, 

this may be considered the same historical era of the Wall Street church being only four years 

apart.160 The bricks from the Wall Street church may have also been made at the same local 

159 Dygert, “City’s Response,” May 7, 2021, p 3. [Appendix p 352] 
160 US Department of the Interior and National Park Service, “Tubman Home.” 
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brickyard as Tubman’s new home. This would lend well to the notion that deconstructed brick 

from the Wall Street church could be reused in future preservation efforts of Tubman’s home. 

Also included in the Harriet Tubman National Historical Park in Auburn, is the Thompson 

Memorial African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church on Parker Street. The Thompson AME Zion 

Church, where Harriet Tubman worshiped and helped found with a pledge of $500, was built five 

years after the Wall Street church in 1891 and was Auburn’s AME Zion church until it moved to 

the Wall Street church in 1993-1994. In 2017, the Thompson AME Zion Church was acquired by 

the National Park Service and efforts to stabilize the church and restore it to its 1913 condition - 

as it would have appeared during Harriet Tubman’s funeral.161 Given the Wall Street church’s 

significance and history, the material that could have been salvaged from the church could 

possibly have been used to stabilize and restore the Thompson AME Zion Church just as it may 

have been able to help restore Tubman’s home. However, the Thompson Memorial AME Zion 

Church is primarily a wood-frame structure, whereas the Wall Street church is primarily a brick 

structure; however, many other original elements could have been repurposed including interior 

wall structure, wood flooring and floor and roof structure could have found a home in the 

Thompson Memorial AME Zion Church. 

A more recent addition to Auburn’s built landscape is the New York State Equal Rights Heritage 

Center. The center could have served as a place for unique items salvaged from the Wall Street 

church to be displayed in interactive and educational exhibits that pertain to the equal rights 

history and vibrant culture of the City. Though this venue would not have utilized a good portion 

of the materials from the church, it would be an important venue to display the unique 

architectural components from the church and would allow for a proper context to be explained to 

visitors. 

161 US Department of the Interior and National Park Service, “Thompson Memorial AME Zion Church.” 
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After these locations had been exhausted, individual members of the public could have benefited 

from the deconstruction. A material depot could have been opened somewhere locally to accept 

the reusable material and architectural components for local reuse in similarly aged buildings. 

Nearby architectural salvage or reuse facilities could have also accepted and sold the material like 

Finger Lakes ReUse, Significant Elements, Cortland Reuse. However, in keeping with the goal of 

lowering the carbon footprint, it would be advantageous for the City to encourage more local 

operations like Auburn-based salvage yard Shaver Brothers to open within the City. Other less-

desirable materials that are not aesthetically valued could be reused or reprocessed. Old growth 

lumber is highly sought after and commands a higher price ($4.50/lf old growth162 vs $1.75/lf new 

growth163) for its sturdiness, firmness (less expansion and contraction), and resistance to rot.164 

Another example would be with the limestone foundation: it could have been sent to a stone 

processing facility to be used as either processed aggregate or landscaping pavers; it could also be 

reprocessed with gypsum into drywall boards; or reprocessed into the concrete making process; 

among many other uses. Similarly, the asphalt shingles could be reprocessed in one of three 

statewide facilities that accepts nail-containing shingles.165 Specifically, New York State 

Department of Transportation allows two percent ground asphalt shingles to be used in road 

mixtures. Testing in Vermont has determined up to a 10 percent mixture of recycled asphalt 

shingle aggregate in road mixtures proved advantageous when mixed with recycled asphalt 

pavement and gravel.166 

Almost any way one looks at it, most of the material in the Wall Street Methodist Episcopal 

Church could have been reused or recycled in one way or another. The end life of the church did 

162 “Old Growth Douglas Fir.” 
163 “Common 2x6 Fir.” 
164 “Old Growth v New Growth Lumber.” 
165 Construction & Demolition Recycling Association, “Shingle Recyclers.” 
166 Grodinsky, Plunkett, and Surwilo, “Performance of Recycled Asphalt Shingles,” p 30. 
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not have be to a landfill. A multitude of useful lives could have resulted from the church back into 

our built environment even if the building had to be taken down. 
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CHAPTER 7: Opinions and Further Analyses 

City and Owner Duties 

Ultimately, it is the property owner’s responsibility to care for their property. While the City of 

Auburn has a duty to protect their residents as they have done by bringing down the church, they 

also should have a duty to identify historic and at-risk buildings, and educate property owners, 

and to properly list resources within its boundary and affect positive change for these resources.  

According to the City’s 2017 Reconnaissance Survey performed by Christina Selvek, Director of 

Capital Improvement Program and Grants for the City of Auburn, out of 1,500 properties in the 

City, there are 297 properties listed by the survey as being either already registered 

state/nationally, properties that are eligible, ineligible, or have had a survey performed to 

determine possible inclusion on the state or national registers.167 However, the City of Auburn 

only recognizes a fraction of these properties as local landmarks. In the City of Auburn’s Historic 

Preservation Code168 it lists seven historic local landmarks, two local historic districts containing 

137 properties,169 none of which include the national and state registered 71 Wall Street AME 

Zion Church. In total, the City regulates 144 historic properties as laid out in the code, leaving up 

to 153 properties – including a few National Register properties – unprotected. 

Even around the time of the church being placed on the National Register in 1999, the Historic 

Structure Report from Mark A. Rodman, a student researcher from Cornell University states: 

“Presently, the building has many areas that should be targeted for repair and rehabilitation,” 

including “Conditions of extreme concern include the 1976 asphalt shingle roof which needs 

replacement.” His findings in 1999 estimate three phases of repairs costing a total of $302,263.170 

167 Selvek, “Reconnaissance Survey.” 
168 City of Auburn, Designation of Historic Landmarks and Districts. 
169 The 137 properties include properties from the South Street National Historic District, which contains 133 

properties – 151 buildings as well as one contributing object and twelve contributing structures – on the south side of 

the City. (Peckham, Bishop, and Slack, “Auburn Historic District,” p 242.) 
170 Rodman, “Historic Structure Report,” p 24-36. 
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This report, however, was not on the City’s radar. According to Director Haines, the first time the 

Wall Street church was on the City’s radar was in 2014, 15 years later, when it was placed on the 

Vacant Building Registry.171Twenty years after the Rodman Historical Structure Report, on Nov. 

6, 2019, a City of Auburn commissioned Structural Condition Review Report by Klepper, Hahn 

& Hyatt172 gave a similar estimate of $350,000 to bring it back to use. 

Both Rodman’s Historic Structure Report in 1999 and a separate Crawford and Stearns Historic 

Integrity Observation and Assessment report in 2019, which was released seven days prior to the 

Klepper structural report, mentions the importance of the building still possessing a “high level of 

Historic Integrity.”173 This “high level of Historic Integrity” left the door open for federal and 

state funding that is linked to the building’s listing on the National Register of Historic Places and 

the New York State Register. Yet the funding opportunity was never taken advantage of. 

Despite these reports, nothing was done in over 20 years of documented need. I surmise that it 

comes down to inadequate monitoring beyond Code Enforcement, municipal policy, and more 

specifically, an issue of funding and perhaps a lack of property owner education and/or capacity to 

access available funding options. 

I also found that the involvement of Michael DeRosa, of Michael DeRosa Exchange, in assessing 

the building and property may have been a questionable one. In my estimation, his real estate 

company is mostly a high-end real estate brokerage and auction marketing firm with offices in 

Midtown Manhattan, Skaneateles, and Owasco who markets and sells lakefront estates, mansions, 

castles, and private islands among other properties.174 I see little relevance with the properties he 

markets on his website to the Wall Street church. DeRosa may not make an appropriate 

assessment of the property, given his background in mostly elite properties, who likely wants the 

171 Haines, Interview with Jennifer Haines, Director of Planning and Economic Development. 
172 D’Aloisio and Klepper, Hahn & Hyatt, “Structural Condition Report,” p 12. [Appendix p 111] 
173 Bartlett, “Historic Integrity Observations and Assessment,” p 13. [Appendix p 83] 
174 DeRosa and Ide, “DeRosa Exchange.” 
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highest rate of return, not a reasonable rate of return that would be more in line with the 

neighborhood and the church property. A real estate professional that focuses on preservation 

and/or reuse would likely be a better fit to examine the property. 

According to the City of Auburn’s Code Section §178-10 pertaining to the creation and 

administration of preservation in the City, the church was not listed locally, yet it was listed on the 

state and national registers.175 It clearly states the criteria for local designation in the City code 

§178-8,176 which almost mirrors the accepted National Register Statement of Significance,177 yet

the building was not added to the local register. 

The owner of the church was able to list the church on the state and national registers yet did not 

approach the City’s Historical Resources Review Board to have it listed locally.178 Given this lack 

of action, did the City’s Historic Resources Review Board not know of its significance? Yes, they 

did. The board sponsored the publication of the 443-page survey “Uncovering the Freedom Trail 

in Auburn and Cayuga County, New York in 2004-2005.” The survey states that the Wall Street 

church is listed on the National Register, and it further adds cultural and historic significance that 

the National Register nomination did not have including its history as a multiracial abolitionist 

church that Rev. William Hosmer, editor of the Northern Independent, spoke at and that Harriet 

Tubman’s nephew, William Henry Stewart, Jr, married Emma Moseby there as well.179 This 

information could have added two more criteria for local, state, and national designation. Listing 

the property as a local landmark might have added layers of protection for the building. However, 

contacting the owners of the church has continually been a problem for many involved. 

A high degree of responsibility still lies with the property owner. However, there is help to be had 

in working with the City and other entities. There are many grants available. If the church was 

175 City of Auburn, Designation of Historic Landmarks and Districts. 
176 City of Auburn, Criteria for Designation of Landmarks and Historic Districts. 
177 Warren, “National Register of Historic Places Registration Form: Wall Street Methodist Episcopal Church,” p 4. 
178 Haines, Interview with Jennifer Haines, Director of Planning and Economic Development. 
179 Wellman, “Uncovering the Freedom Trail in Auburn and Cayuga County, New York,” p 128. 
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able to afford a grant writer early on, when the property was listed on the state and national 

registers, I believe much of this could have been avoided. If the owner had no financial resources 

at all, as Director Haines understood from the limited contact they had with the property owner,180 

then selling the property may have been the better goal to work towards. The federal, state, county 

and city tax programs don’t help tax-exempt organizations unless they syndicate to a private 

investor. Though knowing that these tax incentives exist at all levels, the owners could have 

marketed the property with these tax incentives to other non-tax-exempt buyers when the 

congregation disbanded in the early 2000s.181 

Policy Proposals 

While the City of Auburn has done nothing wrong in holding up its laws in my assessment, it 

could have done, and could do, so much more. I lay out here a few policy proposals for the City 

and other areas of government that might help enliven the community by keeping many of its at-

risk properties on the tax rolls, helping to sustain the neighborhoods in which they reside, and 

perhaps grow a green workforce through deconstruction. 

Help tax-exempt organizations: A fair and interesting objection to a church being included in a 

National Historic District coming in 1990 from Rev. Dennis J. Haines from First Presbyterian 

Church, which resides in the local South Street Historic District in Auburn who says:182 

The experience of many churches across the nation has shown that such a 

designation creates an unfair burden on the members of that church. The tax 

benefits that can be significant for private homeowners or developers are of no 

benefit for a tax-exempt organization such as a church. 

Simply being placed on the National Register has no requirements on the property owner. 

However, that same year the City included nearly all properties from the National Historic District 

onto the local register where there are requirements on exterior changes as laid out in the City 

180 Haines, Interview with Jennifer Haines, Director of Planning and Economic Development. 
181 Roblee, “Follow Up Email,” March 18, 2022. 
182 Peckham, Bishop, and Slack, “Auburn Historic District,” p 243. 
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code §178-11.183 The fact that Rev. Haines claims an unfair burden by being placed on the 

National Historic District may come from the fear of the domino effect of also being placed on the 

more restrictive local register. The fear may also be from the perceived burden that the church 

could not take an additional benefit – like their neighbors do – above and beyond what it already 

enjoys from its tax-exempt status. Unless the church foregoes its tax-exempt status and changes 

use to an income-generating use, its only option is to syndicate the credit to private investors.184 

For reasons like these, I believe some exception should be granted to tax-exempt organizations, 

especially since the benefits of being on the register are mostly funding related. Some funding like 

federal tax credits are based on tax deductions, which are not allowed for tax-exempt use 

properties under federal code 26 USC §47 (c)(2)(B)(v)(I).185 This exemption may be because the 

federal government does not want to involve itself with matters of religion, yet many properties 

on the National Register are churches186 as well as other buildings owned by nonprofit or tax-

exempt organizations. Perhaps a federal grant program for tax-exempt organizations to help offset 

their exclusion to federal tax credits if it is not tied to favoring one religion over another. Since the 

significance of this church is primarily architectural in nature, perhaps grants tied to National 

Register criteria for significance. 

Mandate local protections for national and state registered assets: In total, the City regulates 

144 historic properties as laid out in the City code §178-10, leaving up to 153 properties – 

including a few National Register resources – unprotected.  Given the numerous properties that 

were not included in the City’s reconnaissance survey,187 adding an amendment to §178-10 that 

includes all resources designated by the state or national register shall be included under §178-10 

would help cover those unprotected resources. Also, closer working ties to the State Historic 

183 City of Auburn, Certificate of Appropriateness, p 13. 
184 New York State Department of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation, “Preservation Assistance.” 
185 US Department of Internal Revenue, Sec. 47 Rehabilitation Credit. 
186 Religious properties used for religious purposes are not normally included in significance unless the religious 

property derives its primary significance from architectural or artistic distinction or historical importance. (National 

Historic Preservation Act of 1966.) 
187 Selvek, “Reconnaissance Survey.” 
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Preservation Office and the Department of Interior’s National Park Service who administers the 

National Register of Historic Places would help in efficiently performing the survey, especially 

since 71 Wall Street was listed on the survey as ‘undetermined,’ when it should have been 

categorized as ‘listed.’ In a correspondence from Andy Roblee a member of the Historic 

Resources Review Board (HRRB):188  

Had the church been a City landmark, there probably would have been more 

attention focused on it long prior to its demise. I think because it was not within the 

HRRB's powers, it was an "out of sight, out of mind" situation for many years, 

until it became obvious something had gone wrong. 

Create a local land bank program: As a general tool to address the increased vacant and 

deteriorated buildings due to population loss, the City and/or county government should create a 

local land bank program under Article 16 of the New York State Not-for-Profit Corporation 

Law.189 Land banks are quasi-governmental local public authority non-profit corporations created 

by municipal law that take control of tax-delinquent, abandoned, or vacant buildings and develop 

them for better serving the public’s interest while improving property values and quality of life 

issues for surrounding residents. This could fill the gap where owners fail to keep up their 

properties and developers fail to make an investment in troubled properties, which could have 

conceivably included the Wall Street church many years prior to its demolition.  

In my interview with Director Haines, starting a land bank for the City or county was considered a 

real option, but funding the land bank was an issue. In order to start the land bank, she said that a 

critical mass of properties also needed to be identified and a set budget coming from the City 

every year. The City was in talks with the Greater Syracuse Land Bank ($1M yearly budget) to 

join their land bank, but it fell through.190 Perhaps working with a less urban county next door like 

the Finger Lakes Regional Land Bank Corporation out of Seneca County would be more 

188 Roblee, “Follow Up Email,” March 18, 2022. 
189 New York State Not-For-Profit Corporation Law, Land Bank Act, p 2-3. 
190 Haines, Interview with Jennifer Haines, Director of Planning and Economic Development. 
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advantageous in understanding how to fund the Cayuga County or City of Auburn land bank. 

Identifying a critical mass of properties could be accomplished through revising the City’s Vacant 

Building Registry (VBR). 

Expand the VBR to include a Building Condition Survey: The Vacant Building Registry 

(VBR) could have been a starting off point for funding future rehabilitation and deconstruction 

plans.191 First, the VBR was only triggered once the building was officially condemned in 

2014,192 over 10 years after the church stopped services in the early 2000s.193 This means the 

registry identified the church as a vacant property and yet nothing significant happened since the 

church was added to the registry in the subsequent years. The registry doesn’t go far enough. 

Second, there is a cost to the owner of the property to be added to the VBR. Many property 

owners would not likely pay for this. If they cannot afford to repair their building, they likely 

won’t pay to be listed on the VBR. It is not a good disincentive; it is tantamount to a poor tax. 

The VBR could be transformed into something more nuanced, and action focused. First, a 

thorough publicly available city-wide Building Condition Survey needs to take its place in order 

to have a better understanding of the number of buildings that need help or that are approaching 

the point of being condemned.194 In 2008, CZB consultants published a report on “Strategic 

Investments in Community Health and Strong Markets” for the City of Geneva, NY, which 

divided up the city by neighborhood and assigned a market type: healthy, transitional, near 

distressed, and distressed. 195 A similar classification system was later used in 2021 in Geneva to 

start the process of creating a city-wide building condition survey but was halted in the planning 

stage due to staffing changes. The plan was to partner with community groups who would 

191 The VBR was initially put forth in the 2010 adopted Comprehensive Plan. Four years later in 2014, the VBR 
became law. Comprehensive Plan Advisory Committee, “Auburn Comprehensive Plan,” pg. 53. 

192 Fritz, “Memo,” p 1-2. [Appendix p 348-349] 
193 Roblee, Andy Roblee. 
194 Being publicly available may create peer pressure from neighborhood residents to persuade the property owner to 
do what is right. 

195 CZB LLC, “Neighborhoods of Geneva,” p 11. 
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perform visual surveys from the sidewalks after being trained by City staff. 196 Something similar 

could happen in Auburn with help from community groups doing much of the heavy lifting. 

Institute intervention at each level of a building’s condition: Once a Building Condition 

Survey was developed and implemented in Auburn, intervention at each level would need to take 

place to educate owners about consequences as well as available resources, perhaps in the form of 

Code Enforcement at the “near distressed” or “distressed” levels, but resources need to 

accompany waivable fines if compliance is met.  

Expand the Home Repair Assistance Program: Most educational assistance the City of Auburn 

currently has online are in the form of tax exemptions.197 These tax exemptions do not help tax-

exempt organizations like churches, so the Home Repair Assistance (loan) Program that Auburn 

advertises should be expanded to not just homes but any real property with an unlimited cap of 

funding if real changes are to be seen. 

Given the history of population loss in Auburn, it may be safe to say that if nothing is changed, 

the population numbers will dwindle further, and more and more buildings will eventually be 

included in the current Vacant Building Registry. Revising the VBR into a Building Condition 

Survey so it is more reactive to deteriorating buildings and including this list in multiple 

departments in the City and adding educational outreach programming by the City and the State 

Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) to these building owners about their funding options may 

help, in time, to turn the tide of negative growth and foster development. However, it still comes 

down to the chicken and egg dilemma: does development in the form of preservation lift up a 

neighborhood or does the neighborhood need to be on the upswing before developers invest in 

them?198 

196 This author was part of the training in Geneva as a volunteer with the League of Women Voters for this endeavor. 
197 City of Auburn, “Vacant Property Owner Assistance,” p 1-4. 
198 Roblee, Andy Roblee. 
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State and nationally listed buildings should be viewed differently: One problem with the way 

the Wall Street church was handled was that it was treated as a vacant building, not so much as a 

National Register of Historic Places listed building. The City should view state and nationally 

listed buildings differently than other buildings, because the real estate market sees them 

differently for the potential of funding available for preservation.199 It comes down to marketing 

these buildings, whether in the traditional sense for a real estate agent but also the value of its 

intangible cultural associations and the sense of historical imagination it inspires. Having a 

building on the National Register of Historic Places is seen as important and valuable to some and 

it can be a way to draw attention and coalesce a community around to save a building. 

More quality data: In relation to the data gathering for the city-wide Building Condition Survey 

described above, further data should be collected. Currently, the federal government does not 

regulate construction and demolition debris (CDD). A state-wide mandate of more finite data 

needs to be collected on what specifically is leaving the built environment as waste. It is important 

for the state to take this up because many municipalities may not adopt this legislation and even if 

they did, the variables might change from place to place, this way there is a set standard for the 

whole state. The New York State Department of Environmental Conservation already collects 

some data; however, it only collects county-wide data and what comes into and out of landfills, 

transfer stations and the like on 14 mostly infrastructure-related materials like asphalt, concrete, 

rock, and sand, etc., which make up the bulk of the current weights. The only data the DEC 

collects that pertain more to buildings, besides concrete for foundations and asphalt for driveways 

and roofing, is gypsum wallboard and unadulterated wood.200201 Data needs to be divided up 

between infrastructure-related materials and building-related materials. The data should also be 

collected down to the address-specific level, and on a more specific level of materials handled. 

This data should be made available to each municipality it originated from as well as its 

199 Roblee, “Follow Up Email,” March 18, 2022. 
200 “Construction and Demolition Debris.” 
201 Greenberg, Rearick, and Sun, “CR0WDsource,” p 4. 
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destination. This statewide data could help inform policy decisions for the state as well as 

municipalities. This will then lead us to ascertain what can be captured and reused in salvage and 

deconstruction or in preserving a building in situ. When the Wall Street church was demolished, 

292.16 tons of construction and demolition debris went to the landfill, which could have been 

reused in many different applications locally and regionally. But the fact remains that no one 

knows the actual breakdown of the materials presents a missed opportunity. Gathering complete 

building material flow information represents an initial step towards deconstruction. I find serious 

faults that the City of Auburn acted in an irresponsible way in failing to collect this highly 

important data. CR0WD requested more finite data on the material makeup of the Wall Street 

church, of which the City provided very little. The City absolutely should be collecting materials 

data to use for future decision-making. Collecting this data would not add much to the duties of 

City officials if finite data collection requirements were added to each demolition RFP. 

New data like this on materials reuse can also help persuade preservationists to reframe their 

previously held notion of where preservation ends. Preservation of materials can continue well 

after a building has come down through deconstruction. In an ideal world, preservation would 

never end, it would continue in tandem with the circular economy. 

Conditional demolition permits: One of the many things in the preservationist’s toolbox are 

demolition delay laws to help preserve the City’s protected assets. However, the City of Auburn 

recently repealed their demolition delay law in 2019.202 This is understandable when many 

demolition review laws don’t always reach the desired outcome of saving buildings. Except for a 

few cases, most demolitions move forward. For example, in Denver, the City’s demolition review 

policy only saved fewer than 12 buildings between 2014 and 2019 when over two thousand 

buildings were demolished over that same period.203 Many demolition review/delay laws presume 

the demolition permit will be approved except in unusual circumstances. To counter this 

202 City of Auburn, Certificate of Appropriateness Public Notice Requirements and Approval. 
203 Lindberg, “Issues in Preservation Policy.” 
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oftentimes automatic approval, perhaps a demolition permit should not be approved unless certain 

criteria are met that include but go beyond the cultural, historic, and architectural significance to 

include embodied carbon emissions and other environmental factors. Demolition permits in the 

future could require a carbon impact assessment, requiring applicants to prove how a demolition 

and replacement results in fewer carbon emissions than adaptive reuse.204 

Update the Secretary Standards: At the federal level, one thing that needs updating is the 

widely adopted Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties that 

are codified in regulation 36 C.F.R § 68.3.205 In addition to the federal domain of these standards, 

many states, municipalities, tribal governments, and funding structures refer to these standards of 

treatments. These standards were first codified in the Code of Federal Regulations in 1977 and 

subsequently revised in 1995 and has not changed since. These standards provide guidelines for 

the different treatments: preservation, rehabilitation, restoration, and reconstruction of historic 

buildings and if these guidelines are not met, funding in the form of federal tax credits and other 

funding sources are denied.206 The Secretary Standards should be updated and codified into 

regulation to reflect ways to address embodied carbon to help mitigate the effects of climate 

change. James Lindberg recommends adding a fifth ‘more flexible’ treatment of ‘reuse.’ He says 

this new treatment might fit better if new tax incentives aimed at undesignated non-historic 

buildings is instituted. A reuse treatment could work well to avert more full demolitions 

subsequently retaining some of the more high-carbon materials. Further revising the Secretary 

Standards to respond to materials conservation by recommending the use of low carbon or carbon 

sequestering materials, allowing the replacement of missing or damaged elements with salvaged 

materials. And finally, the Secretary Standards could recommend a full life-cycle carbon 

assessment for all treatments.207 Sara Bronin, a professor of law and planning at Cornell 

204 Lindberg, “Issues in Preservation Policy.”. 
205 National Historic Preservation Act of 1966. 
206 US Department of the Interior and National Park Service, “History of the Secretary Standards.” 
207 Lindberg, “Issues in Preservation Policy.” 
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University, also suggests adding another treatment to the Secretary Standards – deconstruction.208 

As I have stated before, deconstruction should be the last avenue of preservation to help retain the 

embodied carbon in buildings if they are reused in other buildings. Because these standards are 

widely accepted, changes to the standards would trickle down to the local level quicker than 

instituting a hodgepodge of local ordinance changes throughout the country.  

Deconstruction mandate: Finally, one important requirement that should be added to demolition 

permits is a requirement for deconstruction of designated historic buildings in addition to as many 

buildings as possible in the City. If deconstruction cannot be incorporated into the revised 

Secretary Standards, a phased deconstruction mandate should be added to the City code after data 

has been collected on the current building stock, a market viability assessment completed, and 

case studies on local buildings done before an ordinance is considered.209 A phased 

implementation (see Table 3)210 before a City-adopted ordinance is passed of the phased 

deconstruction mandate (see Table 4) will ensure that changes can be made along the way as well 

as to help local stakeholders to keep up with the capacity and demands of the newly created 

market. This new market is expected to create green jobs in deconstruction, since it is a more 

labor-intensive process than mechanical demolition. The cost of this labor-intensive process is 

offset by selling the useful materials mined from the buildings that are deconstructed. Some of 

these materials include components like architectural elements, flooring, doors, as well as 

building materials like bricks, concrete, asphalt, metals, wood, and gypsum drywall. Some 

examples of other cities that have deconstruction ordinance are Palo Alto, California; Portland, 

Oregon; and Vancouver, BC Canada. Important aspects of a deconstruction mandate will be 

working with local stakeholders and providing incentives ‒ and taking away incentives if targets 

208 Bronin, “Adapting Preservation Standards.” 
209 Delta Institute, “Deconstruction,” p 11-19. 
210 Two phased implementation tables I created for the Cornell’s Just Places Lab (JPL) and CR0WD. The first table 

goes into some of the things needed in a step-by-step process of getting to a phased ordinance. The phased ordinance 

comes in the second table that will bring the public and other stakeholders along once passed into law. (Rearick and 

Just Places Lab, “Pre-Ordinance Levels.”) 
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are not met (see Table 4). As stated above: deconstruction can add new local green jobs to the 

economy while helping the environment at the same time while saving cultural and historic 

elements and keeping them within the community.
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Some steps involved in thinking through drafting a possible ordinance as an end goal. 

Table 3: Pre-Ordinance Levels 
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Phased implementation levels built into a possible ordinance. 

Table 4: Ordinance Levels 
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Eliminate carbon emissions from materials pipeline: Thinking beyond the point of 

deconstructing the Wall Street church, the question remains, what happens to the empty lot 

if the City retains it? Development of that property and others throughout the city, state, and 

nation pose an exciting opportunity for government officials and the building sector to 

rebuild in a responsible way by limiting carbon emissions throughout the building’s 

lifecycle. In new construction, the problem of materials and embodied carbon is a 

challenging one. One materials solution, which Lindberg proffers, is that new construction 

should be made of materials produced in ways that emit less carbon thereby lowering the 

embodied carbon in new construction. The building sector is starting to shift in this direction 

towards using Environmental Product Declarations (EPDs).211 EPDs measure the embodied 

carbon in all manufactured products including building materials.212 EPDs, if developed 

further and mandated statewide or better yet, nationwide, could really provide actionable 

data. The innovation in the building sector is also moving toward using more sustainable 

materials. Wood, as a low or negative-carbon construction material are growing beyond the 

typical 1 to 3 story stick frame housing type. Skyscrapers are now being built out of low 

carbon wood and timber products. However, out of date building codes need to be updated 

to accommodate new innovative wood products like cross-laminated timber.213  

Tighter regulations: While experimental techniques to reduce carbon emissions from 

traditional building materials of the 20th century like steel and concrete are progressing, a lot 

more work needs to be done to reach the IPCC goal of zero carbon emissions from our 

buildings by 2050.214 To further address embodied carbon in our new construction projects, 

tighter regulations at all levels of government need to address carbon emissions in our 

construction pipeline from mining operations to manufacturing plants to transportation and 

211 Lindberg, “Issues in Preservation Policy.” 
212 “Environmental Product Declarations.” 
213 Holland, “Wooden Skyscraper Revolution.” 
214 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), “Report on Global Warming.” 
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transportation infrastructure and construction equipment. Conversion to all electric 

operations in the pipeline is important but for the pipeline to transition to being fully 

sustainable, the electricity generated needs to transition to non-carbon producing sources 

like hydropower, photovoltaics, wind energy, nuclear power, and other experimental 

processes to be able to handle the capacity. 

Preserve all buildings: Finally, Lindberg argues ‒ and I agree with ‒ that the historic 

preservation movement needs to move beyond the 4.3 percent of buildings in the US that are 

protected by landmark laws to include all buildings.215 Shifting the notion of what 

contemporary preservation means to include traditional preservation, building reuse, 

deconstruction, and materials preservation can make a sizable impact on our environment. 

Moving beyond protected buildings, municipalities can start to slow the pace of wasteful 

demolitions of all buildings. Cities can start by offering incentives (money and/or speedier 

governmental processes) for in situ rehabilitation and disincentives for demolition as well as 

larger policy solutions through partnerships with climate researchers and activists, 

affordable housing supporters and preservation proponents inside and outside government as 

well as other interested nonprofit advocacy organizations that have the shared goals of 

making our planet and neighborhoods more safe, livable, and prosperous. 

Areas for Further Research 

Since the owner of the Wall Street church did not have sufficient access to capital for 

preservation, the question of grant writing for property-owning institutions that don’t have 

money to pay for a grant writer creates a chicken and egg conundrum. Allegedly, you must 

have money to pay for a grant writer to be awarded grants, but how do you get money if you 

don’t have a grant writer? According to Director Haines, the City of Auburn does not 

provide a grant writing service, but the City does provide assistance in the form of guiding 

215 Meeks et al., “Atlas of ReUrbanism.” 
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owners towards local resources.216 If the AME Zion Church really has no money, as 

Director Haines has said, then someone within the organization should step up and add grant 

writing to their skillset. There are many online resources to help nonprofits and their grant 

writing. 

Further legal investigation into the question of ownership needs to take place. When does 

ownership stop? Does the material from the building stop being property of the church once 

the material is no longer attached to the ground? Who has the right to salvage and take 

possession for resale? Is it legally obvious when the building ceases to be real property, or 

does it always require a legal contract to delineate the point of loss of ownership? There may 

be standard practices that contractors informally adhere to but if deconstruction is to grow, 

these standard practices need to be codified into law so ownership disputes are quickly 

resolved in the future.  

Another issue of ownership came up when Director Jennifer Haines mentioned an action the 

City could use to seize ownership of the building under the state’s Real Property Actions 

and Proceedings Article 19-A,217 which is the process of transferring the title of abandoned 

properties to the City. However, as it stands now, this applies only to residential rental 

properties where the owner does not occupy the property, which would not have affected the 

Wall Street church. Despite this caveat, this law could be used in other situations as a tool to 

force the hand of property owners to fix or sell their abandoned property, aiding disinvested 

neighborhoods in the process. According to Director Haines,218 this has only been used once 

in her memory and it didn’t pan out well for the City. Further precedents research into cases 

involving Article 19-A, as well as research if expanding Article 19-A to involve all real 

property in the municipality’s jurisdiction, would be a wise next step. However, the fear of 

216 Haines, Interview with Jennifer Haines, Director of Planning and Economic Development. 
217 2015 New York Laws: Article 19-A (Real Property Actions & Proceedings). 
218 Haines, Interview with Jennifer Haines, Director of Planning and Economic Development. 



66 

heavy-handed government overreach in this instance could backfire and end up with 

members of the opposition repealing Article 19-A, giving fewer tools for local governments 

to use in aiding marginalized and disinvested neighborhoods with abandoned and neglected 

buildings. 

The lack of actual data for the materials that made up the church is an important aspect of 

what happened and envisioning what could have been. In this age of increased scrutiny of 

carbon emissions, it is important to understand what embodied carbon was represented in 

the materials of the church. If the church needed to be taken down, how could 

deconstruction specialists mine the most material to avert adding more carbon-producing 

material to the landfill and to minimize excess resource extraction for any building that 

would go in its place. A great first step towards deconstruction is mandating further material 

data research of every building partially or wholly demolished or deconstructed until a 

roadmap can be codified into an ordinance for fully mining of the built environment. The 

Circularity Reuse Zero-Waste Development (CR0WD) network is recommending policies 

like this, that are supportive of salvage and deconstruction, to local and state government 

agencies. 

Further investigation needs to be conducted for all historically protected assets within the 

City once an accurate inventory is complete. This deeper investigation would be done to 

determine the materials present, and specifically the provenance of these materials, which 

would add to the historical context of the resource. If the historic resource needs to be 

removed, a market for these materials could be advantageous to local material resellers, 

builders, and preservationists in determining a proper home for similarly contextualized 

materials. It would have been important to know where the bricks from the Wall Street 

church came from, especially since Harriet Tubman’s home was built with bricks from a 

nearby brickyard within a few years of the Wall Street church. This brings up the possibility 
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that the bricks from both buildings came from the same brickyard that was owned by 

Tubman’s second husband, Nelson Davis.219 So in theory, the bricks from the Wall Street 

Church could be used to repair Harriet Tubman’s home or other buildings that were built 

around that same time. 

219 US Department of the Interior and National Park Service, “Tubman Home.” 



68 

CHAPTER 8: Conclusion 

Despite the Wall Street church being demolished, I believe I was able to salvage some 

important information through its demise. As a consequence of my analysis, I laid out some 

crucial lessons learned in historic preservation, deconstruction, and policy and put fourth 

policy proposals that could be utilized by governments and other organizations to better 

preserve our built and natural environments. 

The importance of the material make-up of any building including the Wall Street church is 

highly important when addressing not only its market value in salvage and reuse, but also in 

considering the valuable material taking up space in a landfill and in the embodied carbon it 

took to make that building. The fact that we don’t know the precise material make-up of the 

church because of poor policy planning by the City of Auburn, we don’t know exactly what 

was lost other than a historically and culturally significant church and a building that could 

have transformed into any number of things that may have helped reshape the community 

and city. Actions by the City and by the owner did not help the situation by sitting on a 

building like this and letting it decay over decades without any physical intervention showed 

the importance of acting early. Therefore, in some of my policy proposals I tried to strike at 

the heart of early intervention. In my cost/benefit analysis, the intervention the City 

undertook to demolish the church could have been redirected toward saving the building 

instead. While it wasn’t the full amount to cover the estimated renovation cost, it would 

have covered nearly half the cost, as I lay out in the end of chapter 5. There is a myriad of 

funding sources from governmental and non-governmental institutions at every level that 

could easily have closed the gap. Instead of ending up with an empty lot for the price of 

approximately $170,000, the City could have got something tangible that would have repaid 

their investment over time from tax revenue from a new use, while possibly serving as an 

important anchor for the struggling neighborhood and may well have become a catalyst that 

brings the community together. If all that has failed, the final act of preservation could have 



69 

rested with deconstruction. If phased in properly and given accurate data, a deconstruction 

ordinance could bring much needed green jobs to the City as well as tax revenue from retail 

sales of salvaged material. If not for anything else, deconstruction helps to mitigate climate 

change by giving the embodied carbon in our buildings a second life in our expanding 

circular economy. It is my hope that the lessons learned here can be applied to governmental 

action, saving our buildings and our environment for the future. 

I hope the main takeaway from this paper should be that buildings should be preserved in 

one form or another. However, that definition of preservation should expand to be a more 

inclusive definition to that of all of our buildings. Instead of thinking of preservation in 

terms of the important job of protecting the buildings that represent our history and culture, 

preservation needs to include our whole built environment. Preservation should not only 

happen at the building level but also at the material, processes, and carbon levels. If cities 

are going to take the root causes of climate change seriously, officials need to recognize and 

take action to minimize the waste of embodied carbon that is present in our built 

environment. Local governments are best positioned to address this issue through incentives, 

policies, and fair enforcement.  

Something can be learned from Rev. Charles Finney's belief of revival. Just like a soul needs 

reviving, so too does a building, especially if we are to combat climate change in our built 

environment. We need to revive buildings like reviving souls. One doesn’t simply throw 

away a soul if it gets tired or "spiritually sluggish," so why should buildings get thrown 

away as waste when they could be revived through adaptive reuse, rehabilitation, or through 

deconstructing their component pieces to contribute toward expanding the circular economy. 

The result will be a more excitable, awakened, and prosperous community. 
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