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BY BILL PARRY

Over 70 Jackson Heights resi-
dents joined LGBTQ activists and 
City Councilman Daniel Dromm 
(D-Jackson Heights) for a candle-
light vigil Wednesday to mark 
the 25th anniversary of Julio 
Rivera’s brutal anti-gay murder. 
The solemn crowd, that included 
Rivera’s brother and sister, gath-
ered at the southwest corner of 
78th Street and 37th Avenue that 
bears Rivera’s name.

The 29-year-old bartender 
was heading home from work in 
the early morning hours when 
he was set upon by a three-man 
“hunting party” from a skinhead 
gang. Two of them, Erik Brown 
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BY ERIC JANKIEWICZ

Woodhaven’s library 
saluted the youngsters who 
graduated from its first 
pre-K class  last week. 

Mayor Bill de Blasio’s 
push for universal pre-K 
met significant boundar-

ies last year when demand 
outstripped the number 
of seats. And while this 
was a problem throughout 
the city, it was most pro-
nounced in central and 
western Queens, according 
to de Blasio. 

Queens Library started 

a pre-K program in re-
sponse to high demand for 
seats and the library’s first 
class of 18 tykes gradu-
ated June 25. Other library 
branches in the borough 
are set to hold their own 
classes in the upcoming 
school years. 

BY MADINA TOURE

The long-awaited visitor’s cen-
ter for the historic Bowne House 
in Flushing is currently in its de-
sign phase, according to the city 
Department of Parks and Recre-
ation. 

The 1,250-square-foot center, 
which will be on the southeast 
corner of the property and face 
the 17th century house, located 
at 37-01 Bowne St., will consist 
of a gallery and education space, 
accessible restrooms and an of-
fice for the administration of the 
property. 

The center’s location on the 
southeast corner is intended to 
limit views of the center from 
Bowne Street and allow for views 

BY BILL PARRY

The Ravenswood Houses in Astoria figured 
prominently in a scathing report by the city comp-
troller’s office in an audit released last week. It 
showed the New York City Housing Authority 

Housing Authority maintains 
vacant apts. at Ravenswood

Visitor Center 
in works for 

Bowne House

Jax Hts honors Julio Rivera
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Library celebrates graduation

The Queens skyline got some bright new lights when the Central Astoria LDC 2015 Independence Celebration 
presented a fireworks display from Grucci, along with a performance from the West Point Band.  

Photo by Zerline Alvarez

HAPPY BIRTHDAY, QUEENS

Bridget Quinn-Carey, interim presi-
dent and CEO of Queens Library, at-
tends the first pre-K graduation. 

Photo courtesy of Queens Library

‘90 murder sparked
gay pride in Queens
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Individual treatment options are designed by 
Dr. Victoria Katz and her associates 

to ensure positive outcomes. 
Your good health is the key to our success.

NY ARTHRITIS CLINIC
718-375-2300

1664 East 14th St., Suite 401
Brooklyn, NY 11229

71-36 110th St., Suite IJ
Forest Hills, NY 11375

51 East 42nd St., Suite 1808
New York, NY 10017

 Latest Joint Diagnostics

 Physical Therapy & Rehabilitation

 On Premises Lab & Diagnostic Services

 Ultrasound Guided Injections

 Nutrition Counselling

 IV Chelation Therapy

Specializing in 
Treatment of Joint & Rheumatic Diseases

& Painful conditions of the joints.

ARTHRITIS? LUPUS?
OR JOINT PAIN?

BY SADEF ALI KULLY

Surrounded by family 
and friends who filled the 
courtroom, former south-
east Queens state Sen. Mal-
colm Smith sat with his 
head bowed Thursday as a 
federal judge sentenced him 
to seven years in prison and 
two years of parole on brib-
ery and fraud charges.

An hour later, former 
Queens Republican Party 
Vice Chairman Vincent Ta-
bone glanced at his family 
before being sentenced to 
3 1/2 years in prison and 
one year of parole for brib-
ery, fraud and witness tam-
pering in federal court in 
White Plains.

U.S. District Judge Ken-
neth Karas, who presided 
over the political corruption 
trial that rocked Queens, 
handed down the sentence 
to the grim-faced Smith and 
a weeping Tabone. Smith, 
58, had been facing a maxi-
mum sentence of 45 years 
and Tabone, 48, was facing 
a maximum sentence of 25 
years in prison. City Coun-
cilman Dan Halloran from 
northeast Queens was tried 
separately on the bribery 
charges and began serving 
a 10-year sentence June 8.

The case revolved 
around an attempt to get 

Smith, a former Democratic 
majority leader in Albany, a 
spot on the Republican line 
in the November 2013 may-
oral race.

Smith and Tabone were 
convicted after a four-week 
jury trial in February. 

Smith’s attorney, Gerald 
Shargel said letters showed 
Smith’s “selfless, good 
deeds” and he asked the 
court to show leniency dur-
ing Smith’s sentencing.

The prosecution remind-
ed the court that although 
Smith did not take any cash 
bribes, he still attempted 
to corrupt the democratic 
process.

 “He was a phenomenal 
politician, but he was phe-
nomenally corrupt,” one of 
the six prosecutors in the 
courtroom said. “He was 
one of the three men in a 
room,.” p

After Smith was sen-
tenced, Tabone and his fam-
ily entered the courtroom. 
Tabone’s attorney, Samuel 
Braverman, also asked for 
leniency and mentioned 
that Tabone had been so-
ber after 15 months of not 
drinking.

Smith sent a letter to the 
judge before he was sen-
tenced, but Tabone chose to 
address the court and the 
judge.

 “I accept full responsi-
bility,” Tabone said tear-
fully, citing the “dire con-
sequences” of his actions. 
“My conduct here was dead 
wrong.”

Karas responded by say-
ing he never understood Ta-
bone’s place in the scheme, 

“Smith was greedy with 
power, Halloran, who I will 
remember for the rest of 
my life, brazenly lied. [Tab-
one’s] story is the most per-
plexing and tragic in this 
case.”

In the elaborate bribery 
and fraud scheme that took 
place from November 2012 
through April 2013, Smith, 
Tabone and Halloran par-
ticipated in two overlap-
ping corruption plots that 
involved the payment of 
bribes to obtain a Wilson-
Pakula certificate, a way 
to run for office on another 
party line.  

Smith is scheduled to 
report to prison in Septem-
ber, while Tabone asked to 
begin his term in October.

Smith was first elected 
to the state Senate in No-
vember 2000 in the district 
covering Jamaica and sur-
rounding neighborhoods.  
He served as the Senate’s 
minority and majority 
leader and acting lieuten-
ant governor.

Smith, Tabone receive 
prison time for crimes

Former southeast Queens state Sen. Malcolm Smith (l.) and former Queens Republican Party Vice 
Chairman Vincent Tabone leave federal court in White Plains after they were sentenced to prison 
terms. AP Photos/Seth Wenig
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BY TOM MOMBERG

The City Council has 
approved the Department 
of Environmental Protec-
tion’s application to con-
struct its second of three 
water aeration facilities on 
Newtown Creek.

But upon the recommen-
dation of the Subcommittee 
on Landmarks, Public Sit-
ing and Maritime Uses, and 
after a push from Borough 
President Melinda Katz 
and other city leaders, the 
agency will be required to 
allow the community an op-
tion to create an open pub-
lic space or athletic field 
on the property, adjacent to 
the proposed pump facility 
on 47th Street.

The aeration facility, 
which would pump an addi-
tional 8,100 standard cubic 
feet of forced air into the 
creek, would be the largest 

such facility on the creek.  
It  came  under a 2004 con-
sent order from the state 
Department of Environ-
mental Conservation in an 

attempt to make the grid-
locked waterway habitable 
to marine life by infusing 
oxygen.

But when the plan went 

before Community Board 
5 and again before the bor-
ough president, DEP offi-
cials said they set aside a 
$14.5-million capital budget 

to remediate the 1.6-acre 
site of any contamination 
and turn less of the land 
into a green space that 
would be blocked off from 
public use.

Because there is little 
public access to the creek, 
the community board want-
ed to see DEP work with 
athletic groups to make the 
space available as a practice 
field. The effort was taken 
up by Councilwoman Eliza-
beth Crowley (D-?????), to 
make public access a condi-
tion in the land-use agree-
ment for the facility, and 
ultimately succeeded when 
the Council included it in 
its nearly unanimous deci-
sion to approve the facility 
at a hearing last Friday.

“In Maspeth, there is a 
high volume of trucks trav-
eling through the streets. It 
also has fewer city parks. 
This lack of green space 

plus its proximity to the 
(Long Island Expressway) 
both lead to a higher rate 
of obesity and asthma com-
pared to neighboring com-
munities,” Crowley said in 
a statement. “Maspeth resi-
dents are disadvantaged in 
that they lack access to suf-
ficient open green space. 
We can promote sports and 
physical activity by tak-
ing advantage of all public 
space options, ideally by 
way of increased access to 
athletic fields.”

DEP Associate Com-
missioner of Public Affairs 
Eric Landau testified be-
fore the Council during the 
hearing, saying the agency 
would begin immediate 
discussions with local ath-
letic groups about entering 
into a memorandum of un-
derstanding for an athletic 
field at the 47th Street site.

The DEP aeration facility adjoined to the Metropolitan Avenue bridge in Brooklyn was the first of 
three proposed sites to aerate the Newtown Creek. Photo by Michael Shain 

BY TOM MOMBERG

More and more children 
from Queens are finding 
their inner rocker, and with 
their first public debut dur-
ing the fireworks event at 
Fort Totten, kids and teens 
enrolled in a Whitestone-
based musical performance 
camp got a chance to show 
off their ever-developing 
skills.

MM Rock Camp, as it is 
called, is named after its 
founder, Baysider Michelle 
Nestor, a guitarist and jazz 
musician, who under the 
artist name Michelle Ma-
rie has accompanied art-
ists like Mary J Blige and 
Missy Elliot.

Nestor said she started 
teaching a classical guitar 
program at Queens College 
several years ago, but want-
ed more of an ensemble pro-
gram.

“Queens College re-

ally wanted to keep with 
the classical program, so 
I thought I would diverge, 
though I still teach lessons 
there,” she said.

Nestor started the sum-
mer performance camp 
privately in 2013, and many 
of the kids enrolled in the 
program were once her stu-

dents for private lessons.
The Bronx native said 

she enjoys working with 
children and teenagers just 
as much as performing as 
an artist.

“For me not having a 
good teacher growing up 
and essentially being self-
taught, I just wanted to 

be there for kids for them 
to have an outlet,” Nestor 
said. “I feel like I just want 
to share everything I have 
and fill in the missing links 
for them that I was strug-
gling with.”

Antonio Zgombic, 13, 
who will be starting his 
freshman year at Arch-
bishop Molloy High School 
next year, said he learns 
more and has more fun at 
rock camp than he does in 
school or extracurricular 
music programs.

Zgombic has been play-
ing guitar for seven years. 
Since taking Nestor’s in-
struction, he has also taken 
up the bass, and said he and 
his colleagues are welcome 
to bring up anything they 
want to work on, which 
makes it feel more free.

“I also think it’s more 
one-on-one, and Michelle 
takes it more seriously 
than my teachers usually 

do,” Zgombic said.
Jared Scott-Laroque, 13, 

is home-schooled and has 
taken private music les-
sons for four years. But he 
said rock and pop styles are 
more fun because they call 
for a little improvisation.  

Scott-Laroque, who 
plays drums, bass guitar 
and keyboards, said the 
music style is not the only 
thing that feels more free.

“We have more freedom 
and because it’s during the 
summer, we have more 
time to practice,” he said.

MM Rock Camp is de-
signed for children and 
teenagers from age 10 to 17 
who already have a certain 
level of musical ability. 

The camp runs over six 
hours a day every weekday 
for four weeks, from July 13 
to Aug. 6 this year. The sum-
mer program ends with a 
concert, but Nestor said she 
hopes the July 1 Fort Tot-

ten performance will give 
the kids more exposure and 
more opportunities to per-
form in the future.

The rehearsal space is 
located at 114-15 Clinton-
ville St, in Whitestone. 
There is still opportunity 
for kids and teens to regis-
ter for this summer session 
of the rock camp, or the 
young artist program that 
is available for students 
between the ages of 6 and 
10 for two or three hours a 
day.

Visit http://mmrock-
camp.com/ to register or to 
find more information on 
program costs and require-
ments.

See the full version of 
this story online at www.
timesledger.com.

Reach reporter Tom 
Momberg by e-mail at 
tmomberg@cnglocal.com or 
by phone at (718) 260–4573.

Catalina Velasquez (c.) sings during a run through with Antonio 
Zgombic (l.) on bass, along with Raymond Assencao (r.) and in-
structer Michelle Marie on guitar.  Photo by Tom Momberg

Newtown Creek pump wins DEP approval
Agreement with city’s environmental watchdog board paves way for public green space in Maspeth

Summer performance camp teaches live beats 
MM Rock Camp gives musically inclined kids and teens a chance to explore their inner rocker
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BY BILL PARRY

The city Department of 
Transportation has begun 
construction on a redesign 
of 21st Street, a danger-
ous 2-mile long stretch of 
roadway in Astoria that 
often resembles a speed-
way. There have been five 
fatalities and 19 pedestri-
ans injured along the street 
between 2009 and 2013, ac-
cording to DOT Commis-
sioner Polly Trottenberg, 
who joined elected officials 
and community leaders at 
the spot last Friday.

“We launched Mayor de 
Blasio’s Vision Zero initia-
tive in Queens over a year 
ago,” Trottenberg said. 
“And every day we see the 
difference these safety proj-
ects have made throughout 
the world’s borough, from 
21st Street to Queens Bou-
levard and beyond.”

The corridor safety im-
provements for 21st Street 
between Hoyt Avenue South 
and Queens Plaza were 

approved by Community 
Board 1 in March. The DOT 
has already installed Lead-
ing Pedestrian Intervals at 
ten intersections, giving 
those trying to cross the 60-
foot roadway an extra sev-
en seconds. The intervals 

provide pedestrian-only 
walk time before vehicles 
receive a green light.

“It’s an amazing step for-
ward. Getting milk should 
not be a dangerous en-
deavor,” City Councilman 
Costa Constantinides (D-

Astoria) said. “This street 
is more like a highway 
than a street, with heavy 
trucks speeding between 
bridges and tunnels. These 
Vision Zero improvements 
will make the street home 
to major senior and youth 

developments, safer for pe-
destrians and drivers from 
across the community.”

The project will include a 
new pedestrian crossing at 
29th Avenue through a new 
traffic signal; enhanced 
lighting to improve vis-
ibility at night by upgrad-
ing existing street lights 
to brighter LED lights; im-
proved land markings and 
12 painted curb extensions 
to shorten the crossing dis-
tance at nine intersections.

“For too long 21st Street 
has been known as a deadly 
speedway and the improve-
ments we are introducing 
will help put an end to the 
reckless driving that has 
claimed too many lives,” 
City Councilman Jimmy 
Van Bramer (D-Sunnyside) 
said. “I applaud Commis-
sioner Polly Trottenberg 
and the DOT for hearing 
the neighborhood’s con-
cerns and implementing 
concrete solutions that will 
begin improving traffic 
safety for all residents of 

Astoria, Ravenswood and 
Queensbridge.”

Several civic leaders had 
more praise for Trotten-
berg. April Simpson, Presi-
dent of the Queensbridge 
Tenants Association, called 
her “a lovely beast” for all 
of her accomplishments in 
the area over the last 1 1/2 
years.

Bob Piazza, the longtime 
chairman of CB1’s Trans-
portation Committee, said, 
“She’s the only commis-
sioner who came to Astoria 
and knew each of our trou-
ble spots —  21st, 31st Street 
and Vernon Boulevard. 
Each with a different set of 
problems and she’s fixing 
them all.”

The project is expected 
to be completed in just a few 
weeks.

Reach reporter Bill Parry 
by e-mail at bparry@cnglo-
cal.com or by phone at (718) 
260–4538.

DOT Commissioner Polly Trottenberg unveils the redesign plans for a dangerous stretch of 21st Street 
in Astoria. She is flanked by City Councilmen Costa Constantinides (l.) and Jimmy Van Bramer. 

Photo by Bill Parry

City begins work on redesigning 21st Street
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ANTIQUES & ESTATE BUYERS

ANTIQUE & ESTATE BUYERS
We buy anything old. One piece or house full. 

WILL TRAVEL. HOUSE CALLS.

ANTIQUE & ESTATE BUYERS
We buy anything old. One piece or house full. 

WILL TRAVEL. HOUSE CALLS.
WILL TRAVEL
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FREE
Estimates!

We Pay $CASH$ For 
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HUMMELS & LLADROS

ANTIQUES & ESTATE BUYERS

TOP $ PAID
FOR JUDAICA
COLLECTIBLES

HOUSE
CALLS
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US!
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Sterling!

Military
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Helmets, etc.

SEE OUR AD EVERY SUNDAY IN THE POST

SAME DAY  
SERVICE  

AVAILABLE

SERVING QUEENS  
AND THE ENTIRE  
TRI-STATE AREA

516-974-6528516-974-6528

WILL TRAVEL. WE MAKE HOUSE CALLS.
173 N. WELLWOOD AVENUE, LINDENHURST, N.Y.

HOUSE 
CALLS

ASK FOR CHRISTOPHER
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BY MADINA TOURE

Although Community 
Board 7 recently approved 
a 20-year lease for the 
NYPD’s tow pound in Col-
lege Point, board members 
were divided over the deci-
sion. 

Board members voted 
29-14 in favor of keeping the 
tow pound in College Point 
June 22. The property own-
er, Ares Printing & Packag-
ing, is leasing the property 
to the NYPD. 

Ares Printing & Packag-
ing could not be reached for 
comment. 

The NYPD agreed to get 
rid of the tow pound in 2009 
in exchange for putting 
the Police Academy on the 
same spot. The plan was to 
relocate the tow pound to 
Maspeth, but the depart-
ment scrapped the idea due 
to the Kosciuszko Bridge 
renovation.

Some board members 
said that the Police Depart-
ment “has been good to 
us,”noting the benefits of 
the additional police pres-
ence. But others thought 
the tow pound would over-
burden the area.

Chuck Apelian, CB 7’s 
first vice chairman who 
voted against keeping the 
tow pound, said  the pound 
exceeds fair share criteria, 
a citywide policy that pro-
hibits overburdening one 
district with too many city 
services. 

The Special College 
Point District has numer-

ous city services, including 
the Police Academy, the 
Flushing Armory and the 
NYPD Queens North Task 
Force, he said. 

“The operations will 
grow and it will be a lot 
more burdensome than 
what they’re presenting to 
us right now,” Apelian said. 
“This is the honeymoon 
period. They’re trying to 
make everything seem ter-
rific.”

The project also violates 
the M1-1 zoning for the 
area, or light manufactur-
ing, and the Special College 
Point District guidelines, 
which state that all uses 
should be located in com-
pletely enclosed buildings, 
he said. 

He said the district is 
not getting capital or ex-
pense money to mitigate 

the department’s presence 
or a police substation that 
would take pressure of off 
the 109th Precinct. 

“There is no deal. They 
just want to be there,” Ape-
lian said. “We’re coming in. 
That’s it. That’s the deal.” 

CB 7 member James 
Cervino, who voted yes, 
praised the owner as a 
“good neighbor” and said 
the NYPD has been good to 
the area. 

Cervino said he had 
mixed views of  the pound, 
noting that he wanted to put 
in a special condition call-
ing for a dedicated squad 
car or a police substation.

He said that the area 
seems close to getting the 
dedicated beat cop. 

“I didn’t want retail 
stores and more shopping 
malls,” he said. “It’s better 

off that we get something 
like this than shopping 
malls.”

Although he was not at 
the meeting, board mem-
ber Joseph Femenia said 
the tow pound is owned by 
private people and that to 
address traffic concerns 
in College Point Corporate 
Park, the roads should be 
fixed.

“No matter which way 
you cut it, the board voted 
in favor in a very large 
vote,” Femenia said. “It 
wasn’t close.”

Warren Schreiber, CB 
7’s third vice chairman, 
said he voted in favor of 
keeping the tow pound be-
cause it has been a good 
neighbor and there were no 
community complaints. 

An NYPD tow pound in College Point will stay in the area for the next 20 years.

BY TOM MOMBERG
 
The U.S. Army Corps 

of Engineers held a public 
meeting Tuesday to unveil 
options for remediation of 
soil containing traces of 
lead in a small area of Fort 
Totten behind the baseball 
field.

Project Manager Greg 
Goepsert identified five ar-
eas around the U.S. Coast 
Guard-controlled part of 
the fort that contain traces 
of lead, of which he said 
only the one behind the ball 
field had the potential need 
for remediation strategies.

The Army Corps put 
forward four options for 
a roughly 20,000-square-
foot surface area where it 
said lead levels just barely 
exceeded background con-
centrations required for re-
mediation. The minimum 
background concentration 
that has the potential to 
harm a child if ingested is 
about 523 milligrams per 
kilogram in shallow soil 
and 449 milligrams per ki-
logram in deep soil. 

The area suggested for 
soil remediation has traces 
of lead from when fill was 
taken from surfaces of for-
mer and existing vehicle 
maintenance areas on the 
Army-owned part of the 
fort to fill areas with stand-
ing water.

The first alternative 
would be to do nothing and 
to spend no money, which 
New York District Army 
Corps Public Affairs Spe-

cialist Chris Gardner said 
is always the baseline con-
sideration.

The second alternative 
would be to use land-use 
controls such as physical 
barriers or limitations on 
future land use, at an ini-
tial capital cost estimate of 
just over $73,400 and a 30-
year maintenance cost of 
just under $132,700.

The third alternative 
would be to implement a 
soil cover cap by covering 
the affected area with ad-
ditional topsoil and use 
land-use controls similar to 
the second alternative. The 
Army Corps estimated the 
construction time frame for 
the third option at a year 
and a half, with an initial 
capital cost of over $156,500 
and a 30-year maintenance 
cost of about $126,100.

The US Army Corps takes pub-
lic comment on the proposed 
remediation of soil contamina-
tion from taces of lead.

Cop tow pound to remain Totten soil cleanup 
under public review

CB7 approves College Point facility lease despite some objections
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of the house from inside the 
new gallery space.

The Parks Department 
said it anticipates having a 
final design for the center 
by early fall. 

The department initial-
ly planned to break ground 
on the center this spring 
but decided to hire special-
ized consultants given that 
the project is taking place 
on a historically sensitive 
site, a Parks spokeswoman 
said. 

“It was deemed neces-
sary to work with special-
ized consultants to evaluate 
the archaeological impact 
of the project and sensitive-
ly design the foundation 
and construction methods 
to not disturb the adjacent 
historic house,” the spokes-
woman said. 

The Parks Department 
completed renovations to 
the exterior of the house 
in the winter. The reno-
vations included window 
restoration and a new ce-
dar shingle roof, as well as 
substantial repair to and 
replacement of wood struc-
tural framing on the kitch-
en wing of the house. 

In addition, the house’s 
wood exterior siding was 
replaced and it was re-
painted in a historically ap-
propriate color determined 
from paint analysis. 

The city Department of 
Design and Construction 
will lead work on the inside 
of the house. 

Rosemary Vietor, vice 
president of the Bowne 
House Historical Society, 
which operates the house, 
said that the interior work 
would focus on the usage 
of the rooms, furnishings 
in the rooms and differ-
ent lighting options. She 
also said repairs need to be 
made to the plaster, which 
is damaged, and that floor-
ing in the kitchen area that 
was taken off needs to rein-
stalled. 

“We’ll be working with 
consultants on things like 
lighting, updating it,” 
Vietor said. “When you’re 
working with a historic 
structure of this sort, often 
less is more.”

Vietor said that at some 
point, the Parks Depart-
ment plans to move a fence 
located to the north of the 
Bowne House. The fence 
abuts Weeping Beech Park. 
Liquor bottles are frequent-
ly thrown over the fence 

onto the Bowne House’s 
grounds, and the park itself 
is the site of drug dealing 
and smoking, according to 
Vietor .

“The activity in the park 
is such that it’s not the best 
way to preserve the house,” 
Vietor said. “There’s been 
theft. It’s a constant prob-
lem. [The] Parks Depart-
ment’s aware of it, police 
are aware of it, [the] com-
munity board’s aware of it. 
It’s just a nuisance.”

and Esat Bici, lured Rivera 
into the schoolyard of PS 69, 
where they beat him with a 
hammer and beer bottle.

The third man, Daniel 
Doyle, joined in stabbing Ri-
vera and causing his death, 
according to the city medi-
cal examiner. Following 
police and media inaction, 
the gay and lesbian com-
munity in Jackson Heights 
organized rallies against 
hate crimes and held vigils 
for Rivera.

 During the next three 
years, LGBTQ organiza-
tions were formed and grew 
more vocal as the NYPD 
“looked the other way.” 

“The police were not 
doing a proper investiga-
tion which was the norm 
back then. They  called it a 
drug deal gone bad,” dfilm-
maker Richard Shpuntoff , 
who has been working on 
a documentary on the sub-
ject for 8 years, said. “The 
murder of Julio Rivera 

was, unfortunately, not the 
first gay bashing murder in 
the neighborhood by any 
means. There had actually 
been a number of murders 
of gay men in similar cir-
cumstances during the 
’80s.”

Shpuntoff grew up in 
Elmhurst. 

“I remember as a teen-
ager my mother telling me 
to be careful as I walked by 
37th Road—the gay cruis-
ing strip known as ‘Vase-
line Alley’—because gay 
men had been murdered 
there,” he said. The gay and 
lesbian community began 
to organize to get the police 
to “respond properly.”

“Phase 2 began when 
Ed Sedarbaum founded 
Queens Gays and Lesbi-
ans United drawing non-
gays to the Community 
United Methodist Church,” 
Shpuntoff said. “The third 
phase was Danny Dromm 
and the Queens Lesbian 
and Gay Pride Committee. 
That’s where the politi-
cal traction really began. 
Dromm said we had to 

show numbers, that tens of 
thousands of gay people in 
Queens were your friends 
and neighbors, and that’s 
how the parade was born.”

 Dromm had made a 
name for himself as an 
award-winning, openly 
gay, teacher who took on 
the District 24 board over 
using the Children of the 
Rainbow Curriculum in 
public schools in 1992. He 
founded the Queens Pride 
Parade which is now the 
2nd largest Pride event in 
New York City each year.

Shpuntoff was the offi-
cial photographer during 
the parade’s first 20 years. 
He lives with his wife in 
Buenos Aires, Argentina 
where he is working on 
the final cut of “Julio from 
Jackson Heights,” the docu-
mentary he’s been working 
on since 2007.

“The film begins with 
the Julio Rivera murder 
to the first parade, it en-
capsulates all the changes 
that took place during the 
three years in between,” 
he said. Shpuntoff is cur-

Continued from Page 1 

Bowne

Continued from Page 1 

Rivera

The project to build a visitor’s 
center for the Bowne House in 
Flushing is in the design phase.  

Photo courtesy of Rosemary Vietor 
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Learn more at
autismspeaks.org/signs

Some signs to look for:

No big smiles or other joyful
expressions by 6 months

No babbling by 
12 months

No words by
16 months
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BY BILL PARRY

Corona Plaza is set to 
be the first public plaza in 
the borough to have free 
WiFi and cell phone charg-
ing stations, making it a 
“hotspot” of connectivity. 
Corona Plaza, located in 
the heart of the neighbor-
hood at 103rd Street and 
Roosevelt Avenue, current-
ly hosts mobile libraries, 
cultural performances, a 
farmers market, and a va-
riety of programming for 
all ages.

“In just three short 
years, we’ve transformed 
Corona Plaza from an eye-
sore to a booming commu-
nity space deserving of all 
the amenities,” City Coun-
cilwoman Julissa Ferreras 
(D-East Elmhurst) said. “I 
am thrilled to add these 
free services that will in-
crease Internet access and 

eliminate the digital divide 
for thousands of people in 

this neighborhood.”
The plaza is surrounded 

by small businesses and 
it is an access point for a 
No. 7 subway station with 
an average of 20,000 daily 
riders. The services are ex-
pected to reach hundreds 
of residents and visitors 
every day.

The WiFi service con-
tractor is Sky-Pockets, a 
provider of high-speed 
services in nearly 30 neigh-
borhoods throughout the 
city. Corona Plaza’s service 
will accommodate several 
hundred users at any given 
time. AT&T has donated 
two solar-powered mobile 
charging stations to the 
plaza for the summer.

Each unit can charge 
up to six phones, tablets or 
other wireless devices at 
the same time. Plaza users 
will be able to charge their 
devices while using the free 
WiFi.

“This WiFi installa-

tion is another step in Co-
rona Plaza’s transforma-
tion from an underutilized 
space into a flourishing 
social and economic hub,” 
Queens Economic Develop-
ment Corporation Deputy 
Director Ricardi Calixte 
said. “The tech upgrade 
will encourage people to 
spend more time in the area 
and shop at local stores.”

Laura Hansen, the man-
aging director of Neighbor-
hood Plaza Partnership, 
a program of the Horti-
cultural Society, said, “In 
many parts of the city, free 
WiFi and charging stations 
are now expected ameni-
ties, while in high-need 
areas they’re a luxury. 
Bringing this service to Co-
rona Plaza is one of several 
ways in which we work to 
ensure that clean, beauti-
ful, vibrant public spaces 
flourish in every kind of 

community.”
The Queens Museum 

and the city Department of 
Transportation are also in-
volved in bringing the free 
service to the public plaza.

“We now have seven pe-
destrian plazas in the bor-
ough of Queens that help 
bring neighborhoods to-
gether,” DOT Queens Bor-
ough Commissioner Nicole 
Garcia said. “The new tech 
amenities at Corona Plaza 
are another milestone in 
the transformation of this 
former street space into an 
even more inviting destina-
tion for residents and visi-
tors alike.”

Reach reporter Bill Parry 
by e-mail at bparry@cnglo-
cal.com or by phone at (718) 
260–4538.

Councilwoman Julissa Ferreras announces that Corona Plaza will 
be the first pedestrian plaza in the borough with free WiFi ser-
vice. Photo courtesy Julissa Ferreras

Corona Plaza plugging into free WiFi
First public space in Queens to provide no-fee web service spot, cellular phone charging station
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“Queens Library’s pre-
kindergarten is a natural 
extension of our mission 
to provide impactful, life-
long learning resources,” 
said Bridget Quinn-Carey, 
interim president and CEO 
of Queens Library.  “We 
are looking forward to ex-
panding Queens Library’s 
pre-kindergarten to Raven-
swood for the next school 
year. Education and librar-
ies go together.”

The Ravenswood library 
branch in the NYCHA com-
plex needed $572,000 to 
make the necessary chang-
es to hold pre-K classes. 
And Borough President 
Melinda Katz allocated 
$250,000 to the project in 
2014. But the Ravenswood 
library did not hold a 2015 
class as originally planned. 
According to Quinn-Carey, 
the library will welcome its 
first class in the fall. 

“Addressing the pre-K 
seat shortage for the up-
coming school year has 
been a priority, especially 
in Districts 30 and 24,” Katz 
said.

According to the Queens 
Library, the pre-K program 
is the first of its kind in the 
nation. 

The new class is a wel-
come relief for a school 
district  that had the high-
est unmatched rating in 
New York City last year. 
Only 30 percent of 4-year-
olds in parts of western 
and central Queens got into 
the pre-K of their choice, 
according to the city De-
partment of Education. In 
particular, School District 
24 had the highest number 
of toddlers who could not 
be put in a nearby pre-K 
program. District 24 cov-
ers Ridgewood, Glendale 
and Maspeth, among other 
neighborhoods. And while 
Woodhaven is not in the 
school district, it is close 
enough to relieve some of 
the demand. 

Since then the city has 
pushed to create more 
seats and this year out of 
the 20,511 pre-K applicants 
from Queens, the mayor’s 
office said 16,359 would be 
offered seats from one of 
the top three choices they 
listed on their applications.

“The Queens Library 
has taken one of the more 

Continued from Page 1 

Library
keeps apartments off the 
rent rolls for an average 
of seven years while doing 
major repairs costing the 
city more than $8 million 
in lost rent.

The audit found five 
Ravenswood apartments 
have been vacant for more 
than seven years, removed 
from the rent rolls for ren-
ovations, roof repairs and 
major modernizations. An 
additional 49 apartments 
at Ravenswood were re-
moved from the rent rolls 
for elevator rehabilitation 
and one apartment was 
found vacant 400 days after 
an elevator was returned 
to service.

“We observed that 
many of the apartments at 
Ravenswood which were 
still vacant at the time of 
our visits appeared ready 
to be rented,” the auditor 
said. Across NYCHA a to-
tal of 80 apartments have 
been left vacant for over 
a decade, and another 161 
apartments have been 
empty for between three 
and 10 years.

“The fact that NYCHA 
has left 80 apartments 
vacant for over a decade 
,and another 161 apart-
ments sitting empty be-
tween three and 10 years, 
is simply unacceptable,” 
City Comptroller Scott 
Stringer said. “The more 
than 270,000 New Yorkers 
who are waiting for hous-
ing deserve much better 
treatment than that. It’s 
well past time for NYCHA 
to start getting it right.”

In addition, while the 

authority claims to have 
2,342 vacant apartments, 
the audit made clear that 
NYCHA’s figures were es-
timates at best, with some 
of the units actually occu-
pied by squatters and oth-
er city agencies, according 
to the report.

The authority an-
swered in a statement say-
ing, “NYCHA has a record 
low vacancy rate of only 
1 percent—the lowest it’s 
been in nearly 10 years. 
With thousands of fami-

lies on the waiting list for 
public housing and resi-
dents with critical pending 
transfer needs, managing 
and turning over our va-
cant apartments effective-
ly and efficiently is vital to 
our operations.”

A lack of resources 
is blamed, but increased 
capital work like roof re-
placement to be funded by 
the recently announced 
$300 million commitment 
by the mayor, will help re-
duce the amount of repair 
work at developments and 
free up staff for repairs re-
quired to rent units.

The audit recommends 
that NYCHA streamline 
repair operations and keep 
better reports on vacant 
apartments.

“We have a housing cri-
sis,” Stringer said. “People 
are desperate for homes. 
You cannot keep vacant 
apartments off the market 
for years and years with no 
explanation and no strat-
egy to fix up those units.”

Reach reporter Bill Par-
ry by e-mail at bparry@
cnglocal.com or by phone at 
(718) 260–4538.

Continued from Page 1 

Housing

City Comptroller Scott Stringer released an audit that shows 
NYCHA has many unused apartments.
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