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New Construction Accident at the Deutsche Bank Building

By Al Baker
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A pile of debris from today’s accident at the Deutsche Bank building was surrounded by police tape. (Photo: Chris Hondros/Getty Images)
Updated, 3:20 p.m. | A piece of construction equipment fell from the scaffolding surrounding the troubled, partly demolished Deutsche Bank building in Lower Manhattan at 1:54 p.m. today, injuring two firefighters, according to city officials.

The officials said that the injuries to the two firefighters were not life-threatening, but that one firefighter suffered a head contusion. The injured firefighters were taken to St. Vincent’s Hospital in Greenwich Village. It was not clear if anyone else was injured. Maria Newman of The Times has prepared a news article on the accident.

Officials had initially believed that a part of the scaffold itself had fallen, but later said that a piece of equipment, like a construction jack or drill, fell onto a sidewalk shed. The injured firefighters were standing under that shed, the officials said. 

City Councilman Alan J. Gerson, who represents the area, said after being briefed by city officials that the equipment had fallen from the 26th floor. Workers had been clearing debris and broken glass from the fire that swept through the building on Saturday, he said.

Officials said the collapse appears to have occurred on the Liberty Street, or north, side of the building. Residents in the area had been advised last night to keep their windows shut because of remedial work being done on the south side of the tower. 

The building, at 130 Liberty Street, has not been used since it was badly damaged on Sept. 11, 2001. On Saturday, two firefighters were killed in the fire that swept through the building. One of the two firefighters, Joseph Graffagnino, was buried today; Gov. Eliot Spitzer and Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg spoke at his funeral this morning in Brooklyn. The other firefighter, Robert Beddia, is to be buried Friday.

Workers had dismantled 14 stories of the building, leaving about 26 stories, at the time of the fire, which broke out on the 17th floor on the afternoon of Aug. 18. The demolition work has been suspended since the fire, but fire marshals have continued to work at the building as part of their investigation into the causes of the fire.

Although the fire is still being questions, serious questions have already been raised about the malfunctioning standpipe that made it impossible to bring water up beyond the fifth floor, the Fire Department’s level of preparation in sending more than 100 firefighters into the burning building, and the obscure subcontractor that had been hired to dismantle the tower. 

The Manhattan borough president, Scott M. Stringer, arrived at the scene of the accident today. He said he was trying to gather information about what occurred, but he quickly called for all activity at the building to be halted until the site can be made safe. 

“This is absolutely ridiculous,” he said. “They have got to shut this site down pending a full review. But to have injury upon injury to these firefighters, I mean, something is not working here. It should be shut down pending a safety review because we are putting these firefighters and construction workers in harms way and, ultimately, the people in the ground zero area.”

Mr. Stringer also was critical of the contractor in charge of the project. “It is time for Bovis Lend Lease to face this community in Lower Manhattan, something they refuse to do. It’s time for them to come clean and tell the public what is going on behind closed doors in this building.”

Readers with information about the collapse — including images or video — are encouraged to e-mail The Times. 

The building’s history has been nothing if not troubled.

Originally known as One Bankers Trust Plaza, the building at 130 Liberty Street was completed in 1974. At 565 feet high and 41 stories tall, the building was connected to the World Trade Center to the north by a pedestrian bridge.

On 9/11, a section of 2 World Trade Center, the south tower, fell onto the bank building, creating a 15-story gash and severing a column line. A 20,000-gallon basement fuel tank was ruptured and 1,700 windows were destroyed.

For nearly four years after the attacks, the building’s future remained in limbo amid disputes with insurers and the discovery of high levels of asbestos, dioxin, lead, quartz, chromium and manganese and other contaminants in the building.

In August 2005, the corporation signed a new, two-year, $75 million contract with Bovis Lend Lease to clean and dismantle the contaminated tower, but a month later, progress was stalled when workers found bone fragments in the rooftop gravel on the tower. Some 760 fragments were eventually found.

In June 2006, the start of demolition was delayed again after the E.P.A. raised fresh concerns about air monitoring. In December, workers for the John Galt Corporation, a subcontractor, walked off the job in a dispute over the rising costs of the project. Governor Spitzer and Mayor Bloomberg later stepped in to broker a settlement.

Demolition finally began in February, but on May 17, a 22-foot metal pipe fell from the 35h floor through the roof of a firehouse next door, halting work for about a week.

Sewell Chan and Ray Rivera contributed reporting. 

