Town of North Salem 

Open Space Committee

Minutes – September 19, 2002
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OTHERS PRESENT:
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The Chairman called the September 19, 2002 Open Space Committee meeting to order.

The Chairman raised the subject of his August 8 memo to Supervisor Globerman regarding OSC membership.  He said he would like to see the membership built back up to its original 14 members, adding he would hope for people with genuine interest in open space projects.  

Joel Fishman passed around copies of summary sheets relative to past site visits and members’ scoring of the parcels.  He commented that he had not entered summary scores on some parcels because of discrepancies that he wanted to discuss.  First he described the separate sections: one for parcels already rated (listed in order from highest to lowest ratings); and then ones for parcels of 20+ acres, 15-19 acres, and 10-14 acres that all have not been visited/scored yet.  He commented that the group probably would not have the 10-19 acre parcels evaluated before making recommendations to the Town Board.

Elaine Sweeney and Chairman Bobolia both said they thought it would be helpful to list the names of the owners of the parcels already visited, because it is hard to remember them by sheet/block/lot numbers.  

Mr. Fishman said he would add the names to the list.  He then returned to the subject of the unscored sites.  Addressing Kate Arens and Bill Butler, he said he had been unable to reconcile some of their scores with his recollections of those parcels. He said that perhaps they didn’t have the correct lot-line information when they went out to visit sites.

Chairman Bobolia said the Planning Board has topographical maps that OSC members may use to locate parcels.

After pointing out some examples of odd parcel scores (including One Reed Road, the Naumberg property and the Paula Weil property), Mr. Fishman reiterated the need to consult a map before going out to a site.  Redefining some of the agreed-upon evaluation criteria for the Members, he reminded them how to add up individual ratings when groups go on site walks. He explained the multiplication factors used to give greater weight to parcel assets considered more important than others (valuing water over recreation, as an example).   Mr. Fishman pointed out that the summarized parcel ratings help to bring objectivity to an otherwise subjective project.

The Chairman asked if the group should plan to revisit the 5 to 6 parcels in question with regard to ratings.  

Mr. Fishman responded that he was merely trying to clarify those ratings, although perhaps some should be revisited.

Ms. Sweeney asked how they would decide which parcels to revisit for elimination from/inclusion in their final list of recommendations.

Mr. Fishman suggested a list of 30 parcels to be reduced to 10.  After seeing the properties again and re-rating them after possibly redefining the rating criteria, the OSC could then discuss the top 20 and work the list down to 10.  He said they should narrow the field using the most objective criteria possible before revisiting them, as their final recommendation would be far more subjective.

The Chairman said that in cases of agricultural properties, the OSC might suggest a conservation easement instead of outright purchase.  If a desirable parcel is huge, the Committee could not recommend purchase of the entire thing, because the dollar amount would be too great.  

Chairman Bobolia then said he had taken Town Board members to see the Marx property and provided them with information from appraisals, i.e. comparable property values.  He said the Supervisor had told him that, based on phone calls he had made, he was not sure the Marx property was a top priority with the Governor. 

Mr. Fishman said the State had been interested, then seemed to lose interest.   The North Salem OSC Resolution had been in the newspapers, which got it some attention, which in turn caused the Supervisor to make some calls.  The phone calls seemed to wake them up, and representatives from the State have since made several visits to the Marx property.  They had an internal appraiser go and look at it.   Lewisboro’s Town Board woke up, and their Town Supervisor wrote a letter to Governor Pataki stating that they would do whatever it takes to purchase the portion of the Marx property that is in Lewisboro, adding that it was an important part of their greenway.  Mr. Fishman said he was trying to encourage the State to find a way to handle the situation in a tax-neutral manner.  It may be that North Salem won’t have to pay up front, but saying they were willing to pay had gotten the State’s attention.  

Mr. Fishman said there were numerous ways to keep the property on the tax rolls.  The person in charge of acquisitions at the DEP said the Agency does not have the funds to purchase the Marx property but would take possession of it once the State bought it and so would continue to pay taxes on it, because NYC pays taxes on any watershed property it takes possession of.   On October 1, the Nature Conservancy, the Westchester Land Trust, the DEP and DEC will meet.  Mr. Fishman said it was important for the DEP and the DEC to meet to discuss possession and taxes.  He said someone from the DEC who had been out to evaluate the property had said that if Marx were to sell them 500 acres, the land would qualify for the NYS reforestation program, which would also keep it on the tax rolls.

In summary, Mr. Fishman said it was important to get the DEP and DEC together.  While the Town Board had been less than enthusiastic initially, the issue had gotten onto the Town Board agenda.  Lewisboro’s involvement got Governor Pataki interested in the project.  Mr. Fishman said he thought there was a 75% chance that something would happen with regard to the Marx property; and, of that 75%, a 50% chance that it will stay on the tax rolls.

Ms. Sweeney said New York City is draining the Titicus Reservoir rapidly, adding that she thought Supervisor Globerman should get NYC to take it over and pay the taxes on the Marx property.

Mr. Fishman stated that the City has limited funds for the Croton Watershed, and they are spending all of it in Yorktown where the situation is dire.  He commented that while it is unlikely that the DEP will spend any money to buy the Marx land, they will pay the taxes on land given to them.

Bill Butler asked if the Town Board’s less than enthusiastic response to the OSC recommendation re the Marx property was helping the cause with the DEP, and Mr. Fishman said it was not.   When Mr. Butler asked if the DEP taking on the property and paying the taxes would be helpful re the Town Board, the Chairman said it would. 

Mr. Fishman said it was possible that North Salem would not have to spend anything on the property, but their expression of willingness to do so had gotten the attention of the  State.  He stated that the DEP is not jumping at the possible $200,000 from North Salem, but they are waking up, politically speaking.  Mr. Fishman said he would be attending the October 1 meeting, and he would keep the Committee posted re further developments.

The Chairman moved the conversation forward to the subject of future site visits.  

Mr. Fishman asked if they were going to assign parcels to walk.

Chairman Bobolia suggested that groups communicate with each other so they would not all be looking at the same sites.  After talking with the Members, the Chairman said it would be a good idea for each group to inform Mr. Fishman of their plans for site visits so he could keep track of their efforts.

Mr. Fishman said there were approximately 80 sites of more than 20 acres that had not been seen yet.  He added that some of the properties on the list might already be protected, i.e. as part of a sub-division where development is prohibited.  Some others already have conservation easements.  He said that some small parcels with houses on them would be difficult to sub-divide.  Mr. Fishman commented that some are very large swaths of land that, if developed, would really have an impact on the character of the Town. 

Ms. Sweeney said she thought that type of parcel would be the most important to look at.  

Mr. Fishman commented that they could not save everything.  He added that there should be a difference between the type of parcel the OSC took an interest and those of interest to the Open Land Foundation.   He said, by way of example, that the Kraus land is a spectacular, easily developed piece of property but there is not much on it that is very sensitive.  

The Chairman asked if the Kraus property would lend itself to horse farming, and Mr. Fishman said it would.  He said that, while he would like to see it protected, the land did not really meet the objective criteria set by the OSC.  

Chairman Bobolia then brought up the subject of possible public information meetings to be held by the Committee.  He said he thought they should table it for discussion in depth at a future meeting.

Mr. Fishman asked the Chairman what the Town Board members had thought of the Marx property.

The Chairman said Cynthia Curtis, Warren Lucas and Chris Morley had gone out with him.  He commented that they had looked at some areas that Bill Wright had not shown to the OSC before, including a very buildable area on the north side of Nash Road.  The Chairman said it was sometimes hard to tell what parts of the property are included in the land being offered.  

Ms. Sweeney said Bill Wright had told her that flat section was not included, but the Chairman said the map indicates that it is.  

Having been informed that the July meeting minutes were not approved yet, Mr. Fishman suggested a correction on page 5.  The secretary made note of the change.

Mr. Butler asked Chairman Bobolia if he had had any response from the Town Board about electing more members to the OSC, possibly including the current non-voting members.  

The Chairman said he didn’t understand why an advisory committee would have non-voting members in the first place.  He added that the non-voting members attend the meetings regularly, and he felt they should be made voting members.  He said the Supervisor had not yet responded to the memo regarding the need for OSC members. He also said that the Supervisor had asked to see the July meeting minutes, and the minutes would make clear how few members are attending meetings.  Finally, the Chairman said that the Town Board’s desire for the OSC to have members from different parts of Town might have been a reason why they had rejected some applications.  

The Chairman made a motion to approve the July minutes with the correction noted.

Motion seconded by Jackie Kamenstein.

The vote was unanimous.

The Committee agreed to meet again on November 21.

Chairman Bobolia closed the meeting.
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