Town of North Salem 

Open Space Committee

Minutes – July 18, 2002

8 p.m. – The Annex
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Steve Bobolia, Chairman





Kate Arens





William Butler





Lynn DeGregorio





Joel Fishman





Barbara Jacobi

MEMBERS ABSENT:
Jackie Kamenstein





Jon Laqueur





Peter Nardone





Elaine Sweeney

OTHERS PRESENT:
Rohna McKenna, CAC Chairwoman





Andrew M. Alt, Lewisboro





Maureen Maguire, Lewisboro





Janice Will, Recording Secretary

The Chairman called the July 18, 2002 Open Space Committee meeting to order.

The Chairman announced that the OSC would be holding a discussion with 2 members of the Lewisboro Open Space Committee.   He asked how the Lewisboro OSC was coming along with their index/inventory and site inspections and what kinds of problems they had encountered.  He added that there are areas of mutual concern for the 2 towns, i.e. greenbelts straddling the towns that include the Marx property and Mountain Lakes Camp.

At this time Andrew Alt introduced himself, adding that he lives in the Mt. Holly Preserve area.  He said he wanted to start with a focus on the Marx property because it is shared by the 2 towns, and because it is one of the single largest land zones.  He stated that Ward Pound Ridge is a 3500-acre parcel and was a gift from the government.  Lewisboro is now looking at a 110-acre parcel owned by Altman.  Mr. Alt went on to say that Marx is the single largest tax-paying private citizen in North Salem, and his property is comprised of 810 acres including 125 acres of wetlands that the DEP is focusing on.  Only about 55 acres of the 285 acres being considered for preservation are in Lewisboro, with 230 acres in North Salem.  The largest pieces of land being looked at by the Lewsiboro OSC are a 130- acre parcel and one of approximately 125 acres (the Houlihan property).

Maureen Maguire, also of the Lewisboro OSC, got up and displayed a map color-coded  to indicate land already preserved, land being considered for preservation, etc.  The map clearly illustrated the greenbelt and areas of hoped-for expansion.  Ms. Maguire pointed out the Marx property and the Boniello property (close to the Brownell  Preserve) which has been in question for a number of years in terms of development.

Mr. Alt stated that if it can be shown to a developer like Boniello that the Houlihan property is being bought at a competitive price and that possibly a state-wide and local conglomerate is trading with Marx, perhaps they will realize they can sell for a competitive price and not have to deal with local objections to development.  Mr. Alt said Lewisboro was getting close to a deal with Houlihan, and they anticipated paying $3.7 million to $4.2 million for the property.  He reiterated that if developers can sense economic viability in dealing with open space groups, they may come around, although it is unlikely that they would be paid as much as the Houlihan property was expected to go for.

Mr. Alt told the Members that Kathy Moser, Northeast Director of the Nature Conservancy, is available for consultation and would be willing to address the North Salem OSC on the subject of the Marx property.  Ms. Moser has been in touch with Mr. Marx, who is known to be preserve-minded, over a period of 3 years.  Mr. Alt said the Nature Conservancy has funds available.  He commented that the attack on September 11, 2001, had slowed the flow of State funds for environmental projects, but money has been promised for projects already committed to.  The State will first make those payments and then move on to current projects.  Mr. Alt said Governor Pataki is committed to the acquisition of the Marx property.  Mr. Alt commented that it would not be good to scare Pataki’s people with a negative attitude on the part of the North Salem Town Board.

At this time, Mr. Alt said that, in Lewisboro, the Town Board, the OSC and the residents support the Marx purchase. Mr. Alt said that Lewisboro has made some soft deals with the State and the County for inexpensive housing in the past.  He suggested that if the County were to contribute to the North Salem portion of the Marx purchase, perhaps they would look to North Salem for cooperation on the westward 684 corridor.

Ms. Maguire said that, while the Lewisboro Town Board had not actually voted on it, their support of the purchase of the Marx property was expected. She explained that a recent newspaper article had described how the Marx property is a good fit with other Lewisboro projects.  Its location in an area that has been developed with low- to moderate-income housing and includes the 684 corridor also makes it desirable.  

Joel Fishman asked what steps had been taken to get State and County funding for the Houlihan purchase.

Mr. Alt stated that the County’s announced plan to provide $50 million over five years is in arrears already.  So money for land, including playing fields, etc. has been in short supply.  In this election year, Pataki is trying to fulfill some promises made.  At the County level, it is vital for him to be seen as active and from the State side he’s trying to work with prominent groups to get those initiatives handled.  Mr. Alt said that others in the Lewisboro OSC had done more work toward the Houlihan purchase than either he or Ms. Maguire.

Ms. Maguire stated that the Houlihan project had begun as a grass-roots movement.  A community hike was organized so people could walk the land.  If legislators come out at that point and see 30 to 40 people turning out, they recognize the community support and realize the importance of the endeavor.

Mr. Alt said that Naomi Matusow had been very helpful.  He said that, in an election year, it was possible to approach a politician who hadn’t done anything for conservation, and suggest an opportunity to lend support to an open land project.

Ms. Maguire said a lot of people in Lewisboro were not familiar with the hiking trails available, so the OSC had discussed sponsoring a monthly walk.  She also said that the North Salem Referendum had passed with 86% of the vote, indicating that people support open land projects.  She commented that people move to North Salem for the open space as well as for the schools.

Kate Arens asked if the North Salem OSC could organize invitational walks.  She said that on Saturday, July 20, members of the OSC were escorting some members of the Town Board on a walk of part of the Marx property. 

Chairman Bobolia said he thought organizing walks was a good idea, but not for the Saturday walk with the Town Board.

Mr. Alt suggested that it was not necessary to protect the Town Board members, because people who want to hike wouldn’t want to meet them and might not even know them.  He also said the Town Board might be impressed by a good turnout.  

Lynn DeGregorio asked if the public could be alerted that purchase of the Marx property was to be discussed at a Town Board meeting so that supporters would attend/be heard by the Town Board.  She said she was concerned because she had heard that some Town Board members did not support the purchase.

The Chairman said some members were concerned about the loss of tax base.  

Rohna McKenna stated that, when the OSC had voted on the Resolution to support the Marx property purchase, there had been only 1 dissenting vote; yet the Town Board had seemed to pay more attention to that 1 vote than to the majority who were in favor.

Ms. Maguire said she had met with the Peconic Land Trust on eastern Long Island, and they were on the cutting edge of using tools and techniques to garner support.  They gave a presentation at the Westchester Land Trust seminars in Irvington.  She said the one main theme they communicated was that consensus must be built.  If a town board is not in favor of a project, an uphill battle will be faced.  The Peconic Land Trust has suggestions for building consensus and showing a town board how much support there is for a project.

Mr. Alt said that every community has targeted, strategic areas, and he asked if there is a single larger property than Marx’s in North Salem where the owner will donate and the public has endorsed a $2 million open space fund.

Ms. DeGregorio asked what the OSC could do to change Town Board Members’ minds.

Mr. Alt said he could offer help.  He said the North Salem OSC needs a public voice to whittle down Town Board objection.  He reminded the OSC that the public had voted for the referendum and also elects the Town Board.  Pointing out that the public is not being served by a Town Board that doesn’t support an open land initiative could have the effect of embarrassing the Town Board.  Mr. Alt said the OSC should use the press to educate the public.  Upon reading that the OSC has recommended the purchase of a large parcel of land but is not being supported by the Town Board, the public will write and call the Town Board to express their support.  Mr. Alt promised the North Salem OSC that the Lewisboro Ledger would work with them. 

The Chairman said the OSC had had a press release about its Resolution supporting the Marx purchase in several papers, and one member of the Town Board had been very upset that the Town Board had not been consulted in advance.  Chairman Bobolia commented that this was an example of the power of the press.  He went on to say that, while it might become necessary to confront the Town Board, he had promised them a walk of the Marx property and didn’t want to overwhelm them by inviting a large number of people.  

Ms. Maguire reiterated that Kathy Moser is an excellent resource and could tell the OSC a lot about the discussions and negotiations with Mr. Marx to date.

Barbara Jacobi suggested they could bring Kathy Moser in to talk to the Town Board.

Mr. Alt said the Lewisboro CAC could help by providing an economics-related argument, since the Town Board fears losing revenue.  

The Chairman said the Town Board had raised 2 arguments: first, that a large property would be taken off the tax rolls; and second, that the property was unsuitable for development any way so there was no need to spend Town money to buy it.  The Chairman said that if the property couldn’t be developed there won’t be significant tax dollars generated by it in the future.  If it were to be developed, homes would be built on it, and the Town would face an increased number of students in the school, etc.

Mr. Fishman said he felt the OSC had learned that leveraging dollars is a positive thing.  The Marx property had been presented to the Town Board as requiring a very small expenditure or possibly none, with third parties picking up the lion’s share of the cost.  A Town Board member had said that when the Town voted on the $2 million referendum, that is the amount of property they expected would be taken off the tax rolls, but the Marx purchase would take 2 to 3 times $2 million off the tax rolls.  

Mr. Alt asked if each member present had 3 or 4 people who might be interested in joining the OSC.  He said they needed to fill the vacancies on the Committee.  When the Chairman said that while the OSC could request that the Town Board appoint people to fill the vacancies, they could not say who they wanted, Mr. Alt suggested that they could find people to express interest in the OSC to the Town Board members.

Mr. Fishman said it would help to build a constituency outside the OSC if they take groups of people out to show them the results of their efforts at conservancy.  He added that the concept of open space is too abstract to people if they haven’t seen it. 

Mr. Alt suggested showing groups of people a map that illustrates Open Space land and the greenbelt.  Describing the movement to create the greenbelt and showing people that they are not merely saving individual parcels but joining them together, gives meaning to the OSC’s efforts.  Mr. Alt said that, eventually, they would make this presentation to people who become very interested in helping, have connections to the press, know others who might become donors, etc.  He commented that it was the OSC’s job to inform the public of their efforts, and he added that it was still possible to lose the Marx property.

The Chairman asked how often the Lewisboro OSC meets and how many members they have.

Ms. Maguire responded that the whole Committee meets once a month.  In addition to a chairman, they have 9 members who are divided into 3-person zones, and they may meet during the month.  She said that when they have an article in the Lewisboro newspaper, the zone captain’s phone number is included for readers to call with questions and comments.  Ms. Maguire said it was helpful to their Committee that a former member of the OSC and Chairman of the CAC is now on the Town Board.  

Mr. Alt said the Lewisboro OSC advises the Town Board about strategic properties.  At the OSC meetings, the local zoning laws have been examined, and the Committee sees the need for a tree law, a steep slope law and a wetlands law.

Chairman Bobolia stated that when the OSC went to the Town Board about the Marx property, a Town Board member said they didn’t think the OSC should promote a particular parcel until they had looked at all the possible properties.  He asked Mr. Alt and Ms. Maguire if they had prepared an interim inventory or waited until they had covered most of the parcels in Lewisboro.

Mr. Alt said they had been fortunate in that the CAC had built up most of the inventory and established a rationale for inclusion in the index before the establishment of the OSC.  They had broken down 100+ parcels by size and rated them by ecology.

Ms. Maguire added that the OSC was interested in parcels of 20 acres or more, and they had spent time in the Assessor’s Office identifying properties of that size.

Mr. Fishman asked if it was correct that the Lewsiboro OSC had advocated purchase of parcels before their inventory was complete, and Mr. Alt said that was right.

Mr. Alt said it was necessary to be able to explain why the OSC thought a specific property was strategic, adding that they needed to get maps as soon as possible.  He recommended holding a working session with 3 representatives each from North Salem, South Salem, and Lewisboro, adding that he would bring people who could provide the economic argument in favor of the Marx project.  They would also talk about how to win over the Town Board and publicize their efforts. 

Mr. Fishman commented that they are at a disadvantage regarding the press, because North Salem does not have its own newspaper. 

Chairman Bobolia said taking the Town Board members out to see the Marx site was a way of pushing them forward on the project.  

Ms. Jacobi commented that they needed to counter the Town Board’s fears or losing tax revenue.

Mr. Fishman said he had come away from the Town Board meeting with the impression that the Members were going to look into the Marx purchase, and he thought they were doing so.  He also said he feared that if a newspaper reported that the Supervisor said he had reservations about the Marx project, the OSC would be at risk of losing State and County funds to another cause.

The Chairman said that the Town Supervisor had told him that there had been State support for the project in the past, but he was not sure it was still a priority with them.

Mr. Alt said the State and County were looking for local commitment.

Kate Arens asked Mr. Alt if there was any time limit on Lewisboro’s interest in the Marx property.

Mr. Alt said Lewisboro was waiting for State funds to be released to the project.

At this time, the members broke into groups to continue to discussing the purchase of the Marx property and how best to convince the Town Board of it’s importance.

The Chairman asked for a motion to approve the March and May meeting minutes.

Motion by:

Kate Arens

Seconded by:
Barbara Jacobi

The vote was unanimous.

While Mr. Alt and Ms. Maguire were preparing to leave, Chairman Bobolia asked if the Lewisboro OSC had held public information sessions.

Mr. Alt said they had, with 10 to 15 citizens attending.  He recommended inviting members of the press to meetings also.

The Chairman said he thought they could invite people to a meeting about the OSC in general and specifically about the Marx property.

All the Members were in agreement that maps were vital to making a presentation to the public.  

Ms. Jacobi suggested that showing people the Lewisboro map also would illustrate the tie-in to the greenbelt.

The Chairman said that they should invite the Town Board to the public meeting as well.

Mr. Fishman said he thought the meeting should be more than just a general information session and should also be a call for ideas from people.  He commented that they need to build a constituency, especially because people seem mostly unaware of what the OSC is trying to do.  Mr. Fishman said that, handled properly, the open meeting should show the Town Board that the OSC has a job as an advisory committee to promote preservation.

Mr. Butler and Ms. Arens both expressed concern about presenting the issue to the Town Board in a friendly, non-confrontational way.

Mr. Fishman said he thought there was some uncertainty on the Town Board about what the citizens of North Salem really voted for when they voted for the referendum.  He said that educating the public about what the OSC does could bring out advocates who would voice their support.  Mr. Fishman stated that they all had been chosen by the Town Board who knew they were preservation advocates.  He said he thought they could find a way to involve the public without alienating Town Board members, but it was important to get the OSC out in the open.

Mr. Butler said that, while one Town Board member had been vocal about the perceived tax loss, he thought the Board would eventually support the Marx project.  He agreed that the Board does need to brought up to speed on what the OSC’s mandate is.

The Chairman suggested they meet again on September 19, 2002 and consider a public information meeting for October.  The Members were in agreement, and the Chairman closed the meeting.
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