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The Chairman called the January 17, 2002 North Salem Open Space Committee meeting to order.

The Committee members gathered at the displayed map to discuss the parcels they had visited since the November meeting.  

The Chairman then introduced Paul Gallay, Executive Director of the Westchester Land Trust and invited him to tell the Members about the meeting at Teatown on Wednesday, January 16.

Mr. Gallay told the members that the meeting was well attended by about 60 people representing 17 towns and environmental organizations.  The Westchester Open Space Alliance held the meeting to discuss identification of projects for purchase/purchase of development rights and donation of easements.  It was presented by the Westchester Land Trust and co-sponsored by Teatown Reservation.  There were 3 speakers: Clinton Smith, former Supervisor of the Town of New Castle, Daryl Abrams of Teatown, and Dave Tobias, the New York City Department of Environmental Protection’s Director of Land Preservation.  Mr. Gallay heard the first 2 speakers.

The discussion indicated the different approaches taken by open space groups in different towns.  Somers is still in the process of developing a map from a list.  They’ve had some trouble gaining access to properties, in which case they’ve worked with aerial photos, existing maps and viewed parcels from the road-line.  There is currently a tie between the Somers Open Space Committee and the Planning Board with regard to a large development of 600-acres called Eagle River.  The developer has agreed to meet with a “concept committee” made up of members of the Planning Board, community and environmental groups to strategize a project that everyone feels they can live with.  Possibilities include low-density housing, cluster-houses that leave more open space and affordable housing units.

In Yorktown, they’ve passed a referendum that has not succeeded, under which every lot in the town pays the same amount instead of payments being based on property tax.  The referendum has since been declared unconstitutional.  As a result, they’ve been forced to allocate funds from the Town budget on a yearly basis.  This year they’ve allocated $200,000.  They are using a GIS (Geographic Information System) map which layers data so you can coordinate wetlands, property taxes, lot-lines, roads, rivers, etc. to enable the creation of corridors of land to protect.

In Lewisboro, they are in the process of negotiating for 7 parcels.  Their inventory is done, and they’re contacting landowners.

Dobbs Ferry is trying to balance the need to move quickly due to pressure from development with the fact that they only passed a referendum 2 months ago.  

Ardsley is in much the same situation.

Skipping several other towns, Mr. Gallay stated that all towns are doing similar things with regard to land conservancy.  They’re establishing criteria, making site visits, trying to decide what areas are of greatest importance, and trying to figure out how much land they can protect with limited funds.  This last issue is looked at 2 ways: donated easements and investment by other levels of government. 

 Mr. Gallay then showed the Committee some examples of the kinds of maps the towns are having made.  

In Pound Ridge, the committee has completed its recommendations.  Rather than recommend acquisition of parcels all around town, they have concentrated in one area near the Connecticut border which ties into watershed land owned by Bridgeport Hydraulic Corporation and other water suppliers.  With limited funds, the Pound Ridge group has decided to concentrate on corridors.  They are trying to get wildlife corridors, buffering for watershed lands and scenic corridors that would provide trails and other public access in addition to protecting an area.  

The town, the Westchester Land Trust and the Pound Ridge Land Conservancy are all going to property-owners to see who does not want to sell, who wants to preserve, who may be interested in the tax benefit of a donated easement, who wants to keep their property.  The point is, not to offer to buy development rights from people who may be interested in donating it and getting a tax deduction.  With limited funds, a town cannot expect to buy much land.  In addition to the tax write-off, another benefit to donating easements is that the owner can maintain control of the land, allowing public access or not.  By donating the land, they give away development rights, take a tax deduction, and continue to enjoy the land.  Mr. Gallay recommended that, once properties are identified,  easements should be considered before offering to buy properties.  Mr. Gallay went on to say that if the members of an Open Land group don’t know the landowners whose property they’re interested in, they could consider sending letters with their newsletters enclosed.  When committee-members get to visit the landowners, they can go over the newsletter or an annual report.  People with a little interest sometimes become more interested when they see the names of the people already listed for making donations.  Following up with a gathering at someone’s home is a good way to explain easements. 

Moving ahead, Mr. Gallay strongly recommended contacting the Town Assessor to provide real property data.  The file is called RP995T1.  If the Assessor can’t provide it via computer, he can authorize the New York State Office of Real Property to release it to you.  Working in an Excel spreadsheet, a committee-member can manipulate the way properties are listed, ordering them by size, sheet/block/lot, street address, alphabetically by owner, etc. and cross-reference also.

Mr. Gallay then put up the Bedford map.  Bedford’s plans are town-wide, as they feel it’s important to protect land in Katonah, Bedford Village and Bedford Hills.  They want to create corridors, too.  Bedford is a complex town as it has large-lot landowners, some small-lot zoning, and numerous institutions.  The Westchester Land Trust is soliciting parcels for the Bedford group.  Pointing to the map, Mr. Gallay indicated Croton Lake Road, Wood Road, Harris Road, Cantitoe Road and Upper Hook Road as good areas in which to seek easements.  There are very large properties owned by wealthy people in these areas.  These people don’t want to sell their land, which makes them good candidates for easement-donation.   As such, Bedford is concentrating its easement-donation efforts in these corridors, saving their funds for the purchase of potential development sites.  Mr. Gallay indicated the Buxton Gorge property on the map, saying that the Westchester Land Trust has been asked to negotiate for it in behalf of Bedford.  He pointed out another parcel near the center of town in Katonah that would be accessible to the numerous small-lot zones in the area.  Its acquisition would benefit people who wouldn’t have access to the easement-donation parcels.

At this time, Mr. Gallay went on to discuss the mechanics of acquiring properties.  Before approaching the landowner, criteria are determined, site visits made, maps being done, GIS done.  In Bedford they’re working with digital orthographic photographs which are digital aerial photographs which are then keyed to longitude and latitude.  You can then 

super-impose the property lines over it,  so you can see the areas with habitat potential.

Mr. Gallay urged the Committee to get mapping done.  

Once you’ve gone to the Town with your priorities and the Board agrees, it has to be decided who will negotiate for the property.  Options include the Town Attorney, Westchester Land Trust, the Advisory Committee, and the Town Supervisor.  If you’ve never negotiated for property before, Mr. Gallay recommended at least consulting with Westchester Land Trust or the Trust for Public Land.  A proposal should be provided that includes the importance of each parcel, information as to whether or not parcels are linked, and an explanation of benefits and high-scoring criteria.  Consider including parcels not being recommended and explaining their low-scores.  

A lot of people are anxious to make a deal before the local Planning Board gets too far.  If the land is sub-divided, it will fetch a higher price, but it’s not necessary to rush to buy it.  If a parcel is not sub-divided, don’t appraise it as if it were.   If a committee-member is also on the Planning Board, they should simply recuse themselves either from the negotiation for parcels or from the Planning Board’s deliberations.  Mr. Gallay recommended getting appraisals for a parcel as sub-divided and non sub-divided.  Even if a property is sub-divided, it’s not out of reach until it’s built on.  When approaching landowners about donating easements, you need to have criteria, explain what other towns have done and make clear your committee’s interest in preserving the beauty of the land.   Developers  must do an environmental impact analysis.  An environmental impact review identifies adverse impacts that can be lessened through mitigation measures or avoided by alternative means of project-design.  Finally, the review seeks to find the middle ground in terms of appropriateness and return on investment.  If a developer’s plan can’t avoid some negative impacts, one way to mitigate is to ask for a quid pro quo.  This would all be handled by the Planning Board. Examples of this quid pro quo would be ridgeline protection, roadside buffers, large wetland buffers, and clustering of houses.  If a developer wants to put in 10 houses and the community really only wants 3, it’s possible to buy down the density of the development and pay for an easement that would have to be the value of 7 lots.  Priorities would determine where to have the easement.  For instance, protection of view-shed might call for placing a house farther back on the property where it would be close to wetlands in order to keep it away from the fence-line.

Moving the discussion more specifically to North Salem, William Butler said that some of the properties the Committee is interested have debt.

Mr. Gallay replied that in the case of conservation easements, the mortgage had to be subrogated to the easement, occasionally putting these properties out of the running. 

Kate Arens asked if people who live well away from the concentrated corridors of interest in Pound Ridge have expressed feelings of neglect.

Mr. Gallay replied that he didn’t know how well-known it was that the plan focuses on corridors, but there are other areas of preservation in Pound Ridge.  

The Chairman suggested that maybe the Ward Pound Ridge Preserve, being very large, satisfied people also.

Mr. Fishman asked if hamlets don’t feel especially neglected regarding conservation.

Mr. Gallay said he thought that one reason why the referendum was passed in Bedford is that people are agreeable to investment to protect the land in places where easements are not likely to be donated.

Mr. Fishman replied that the North Salem Committee awards an extra evaluation point to properties that are close to denser areas.  He then said that the Committee had no particular expertise in wildlife habitat, wondering how to manage that aspect of rating parcels.

The Chairman said he was expecting a report from Michael Klemens’ group, the Conservation Alliance,  shortly.

Mr. Gallay admitted it was hard to rate parcels without real knowledge of habitats.  He suggested that resources are available from the DEC and Hudsonia.  An expert could be hired to help.  Finally, Mr. Gallay said that an actual species count is not necessary.  The Committee can keep track, by parcel, of what creatures have been spotted and whether the parcel is a habitat or seasonal fly-over.  The type of tree cover can indicate which bird species to look for.

William Butler asked if the Bedford group used a rating grid.

Mr. Gallay replied that they did but it proved to be very subjective, because their group is quite small.  A larger group produces more scientific results.

Rohna McKenna explained to Mr. Gallay that the North Salem Committee splits into 2 or 3 groups to visit sites.  She asked if the groups in other towns revisit top candidates as a single group before making recommendations to the town.

Mr. Gallay said that is what the other towns are doing, and he recommended that a final list of 10 to 12 sites be looked at by the whole Open Space Committee together.

Jackie Kamenstein asked what some of the other towns’ budgets were.

Mr. Gallay replied that the Bedford budget is $3 milliion, and the Lewsiboro and Somers budgets are $2 million.

Mr. Butler asked if there are any allocations on the State or County level.

Mr. Gallay replied that the County has very few projects in northern Westchester that they like.  They say they will match local contributions, but then they also say that northern Westchester already has a lot of open space.  They are looking for open space per capita and cases of the greatest urgency.  For example, when Ardsley asked for funds for the only 10 available acres of open space in the entire Village, the County was interested.  Andrew Spano came to Bedford Green around the time the referendum came up, and pledged his support for good projects with scientific bona-fides that will benefit the community.  Mr. Gallay believes that he will support excellent projects, although he may want something in return, i.e. affordable housing.  

With regard to State financing, Mr. Gallay described the State as complicated.  There were no Open Space funds in the 2001 budget.  September 11, the recession and education issues will make it tough for the State to come up with open space funds, even in an election year.  It was recommended that the Committee select a project and try to get an option to negotiate for the following fiscal year when, hopefully, there will be less of a back-log of other issues to absorb the State’s funds.

On the subject of coordination between towns, Mr. Gallay said there is not much yet, although the Open Space Alliance is taking steps in that direction.  He added that, as the County begins to take notice of the number of towns passing referendums regarding open space, they will begin to increase their own commitment.  

Mr. Gallay then passed around copies of some brochures relating to open space efforts.  

Mr. Butler asked if Mr. Gallay could recommend any appraisers.

Mr. Gallay said he could and pointed out that appraisers can help with easements and valuing land.  He then stated that an engineer is needed for a complete report.  Good appraising is necessary for successful negotiation, as the seller/developer will have had an appraisal done too.  When asked who absorbs appraisal and engineering fees, Mr. Gallay replied that the town does.

Mr. Butler asked what level of tax-savings could be expected by easement-donators.

 Mr. Gallay explained that it varies widely.  He cited an example of a property owner who probably only got $250,000 to $300,000 in tax relief for his donated easement of a fairly small, scarcely buildable lot.  He didn’t want to see it built on in the future, and it’s on the Amawalk trout stream.  Mr. Gallay described another parcel of 17 acres.  The owner donated an easement, then found out he had 3 big buildable lots and wound up with a tax deduction of over $1 million.  He then read from a brochure that explains how donated easements result in tax deductions.

The Chairman thanked Mr. Gallay for addressing the group.

The Committee agreed to hold their next meeting on the third Thursday in March –

March 21, 2002.

Mr. Fishman said he thought they needed topographical maps.  The Chairman responded that he might have the maps from Liz Axelson, Director of Planning, by the next meeting.

The Committee then broke up to discuss formation of groups to make future site-visits:

· Rohna McKenna, Joel Fishman,  – Hauserman property, Marriott/Croton Falls,

& Barbara Jacobi                            Sendak property

· Jackie Kamenstein, Bill Butler,      - Marx properties

     Kate Arens & Lynn DeGregorio

· Steve Bobolia, Peter Nardone,      - Sunrise, Naumberg (cell tower parcel),

     Elaine Sweeney                                Hawleywoods

The Chairman closed the meeting.
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