
EDITORS’ NOTE In 1975, Frank 
Sciame established F.J. Sciame 
Construction Company (Sciame), 
which is one of the tristate area’s 
leading construction management 
fi rms. Sciame received a BS de-
gree in architecture in 1974 from 
the City College of New York, and 
an honorary doctorate in fi ne arts 
in 2004 from the City College of 
New York. He is Chairman of the 
Board of the New York Landmarks 
Conservancy and the South Street 
Seaport Museum, Director of the City 
College of New York’s 21st Century Foundation 
board, and current Chair of the President’s 
Council and the Task Force on Construction 
Costs for the New York Building Congress.

COMPANY BRIEF F.J. Sciame Construction Co., 
Inc. (www. sciame.com), is a leading builder of 
highly designed and technically sophisticated 
projects. With its innovative ideas and tech-
niques, the fi rm has earned numerous awards 
for its work. Sciame has applied its expertise to 
a broad range of projects, including museums 
and cultural centers, educational facilities, his-
toric restorations, restaurants, retail facilities, 
residences, corporate interiors, research com-
plexes, and medical facilities. 

How would you describe Sciame’s business?
currently, we have close to $1 billion worth 

of work in progress or on the books. we have a 
very healthy backlog, and we continue to be able 
to refuse work. ninety percent of our projects 
are new york-based. they all vary by design. 

Why has your brand been success-
ful in winning high-demand, high-profi le 
projects?

we work with many leading, world-re-
nowned architects, including pritzker architecture 
prize-winners, and we have a real passion for 
good design. i graduated as an architect, and 
used that love of architecture to develop a com-
pany that works hard to preserve design. many 
of our senior executives, including our president, 
have degrees in architecture. i like to think that 
we make a humble contribution to the fi eld of 
architecture by fi nding cost-effective means and 
methods to realize the architects’ visions. 

Has your business progressed the 
way you expected when you founded the 
company?

it’s progressed beyond expecta-
tion. i have to be honest: there wasn’t 
a business plan; it was survival – doing 
something i loved and making a living 
at it. but as we did the right thing, we 
continued to grow. we’ve always had to 
refuse work in order to satisfy our de-
manding clients. if you put the b-team 
or c-team on a project, you get b or 
c results, which doesn’t set you apart. 
you need a capable and passionate 
staff, and we’re blessed with just that.

How did you fi nd your niche 
working on museums?

when we did the morgan library, Joseph 
mizzi – now sciame’s president – was the project 
executive. he set out to make that building 
peerless in terms of quality and execution – and 
he did just that. as a result, other museums saw 
or heard about the morgan and wanted to hear 
what they had to say about sciame. i guess the 
good news spread fast to other museums. 

Have you been involved in lower 
Manhattan’s redevelopment?

we were called on by governor pataki 
and mayor bloomberg in 2006 to reconcile the 
vision for the design with the budget for the 
memorial at ground zero. it was a signifi cant 
accomplishment. after successfully completing 
this assignment, we thought it was appropriate 
to step back and not work on any project at 
ground zero. 

downtown at cooper union, we’re do-
ing the new academic building, designed by 
thom mayne; to the south of that we’re near 
completion on the cooper square hotel; fur-
ther south we completed the new museum of 
contemporary art; and after completing the 
cooper union academic building, we will move 
across the street and build a major commercial 
offi ce building for edward J. minskoff equities 
designed by maki and associates. 

How has Sciame Development 
evolved?

the development side of the business is 
growing nicely. we have some projects in prog-
ress right now, but we like to walk before we 
run. being in the development business has 
educated me about the challenges that are out 
there. it’s not as easy as it appears. on the other 
hand, the thing that is of real concern to most 
developers is the construction process, which is 
something we are extremely at ease with, so this 
is a natural evolution for us. 

Are we on the right track to address-
ing safety issues in this risky business of 
construction? 

you can never do enough with regard to 
safety, but i do think the new york construc-
tion industry, given its unique challenges in 
terms of density and site constraints, has done 
a remarkable job. all the leaders of the ma-
jor construction companies are committed to 
safety. the industry has recently had a num-
ber of serious accidents, and as a result, the 
consciousness regarding safety is being raised 
even higher. i think that because of the stellar 
record the construction industry has had for 
the past 15 years, it’s making us look a little 
bad now. that’s not to say we shouldn’t have 
a zero-tolerance approach when it comes to 
safety.

What makes New York so resilient in 
an economic downturn?

since the giuliani administration, when 
crime was cleaned up and the city took on 
a new look, the perception of new york has 
changed. now the bloomberg administration 
is doing a remarkable job bringing business 
and people to new york, helping them by try-
ing to create a business-friendly environment. 
the world still wants to be in new york and 
still recognizes that new york is one of the 
safest investments you’ll ever fi nd. smart de-
velopers are looking for opportunities. in my 
opinion, this is not going to be a long period 
of slower development. as soon as the lend-
ing opens up, you’ll see continued develop-
ment in new york. it’s a unique market, and 
the world wants to be a part of it. 

How challenging is it for you person-
ally to turn off the business? 

For the fi rst 25 years, i would compare 
running a construction business to running in 
front of a tidal wave – it could not be turned 
off. now we’re at the point where we have 
great people, starting with our president, 
Joseph mizzi, and they understand exactly 
what we’re trying to do. so i now have the 
opportunity to act as ceo and chairman and 
not be involved in day-to-day operations. i 
take great pride in realizing that the organiza-
tion we have today, with Joe at my side as 
president, is doing an even better job than 
when i was the only one at the helm.•

Frank Sciame

Preserving Design
An Interview with Frank Sciame, 
Chief Executive Offi cer, F.J. Sciame Construction Co., Inc.

The Pierpont Morgan Library in Manhattan, restructured by 
F.J. Sciame

posted with permission. copyright © 2008 leaders magazine, inc.leaders118 volume 31, number 4




