Town of North Salem

Open Space Committee

Minutes – March 27, 2003

8 p.m. – Delancey Hall
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OTHERS PRESENT:
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The Chairman called the meeting to order.

Chairman Nardone suggested the Members discuss the preparation of 2 reports to the Town Board: one regarding the criteria established for prioritizing properties, and another identifying the properties inspected so far in order of priority.

Elaine Sweeney asked if the Town Board had requested the information regarding the OSC’s prioritization, and the Chairman replied that they had.  He added that the Town Board had received no progress reports from the OSC and wanted to be brought up to date.

Joel Fishman produced the notebook he keeps for the OSC, which contains the criteria agreed upon by the group, and the rating sheets handed in by members after they look at and evaluate parcels.

Elaine Sweeney said she remembered discussing the criteria, but she thought they might need to consult past meeting minutes to see what they had agreed upon.

Kate Arens reminded her that they had met in small groups to work up criteria, and Mr. Fishman said they had then all voted together to approve the agreed-upon criteria.

Jackie Kamenstein expressed concern that the Committee had not yet accomplished anything in terms of preserving open space.

Mr. Fishman said he thought there was a question of whether or not the OSC has the support of the Town Board.  He read from a letter from the Town Supervisor to Mr. Nardone on the occasion of his appointment as Chairman of the OSC, “The fact that the Committee allowed itself to become bogged down over the sole issue of the Marx property has been a major disappointment”.  Mr. Fishman said he thought the statement was insulting, and several Members agreed with him.  He said that if the Town Board doesn’t respect what the OSC is trying to do, he feared the Committee would continue to work up to a certain point and provide recommendations that the Town Board would not act on.  He went on to say that he thought they needed to know if the Town Board was going to demonstrate any respect for the work thc OSC was doing.  He said that if the Town Board had created the Committee purely for show and intended to ignore their recommendations, he didn’t think the OSC should continue to work.

Ms. Sweeney said she had hoped that the Town Board would provide criteria, describing what they want.

Mr. Fishman said that would at least have been a straightforward and honest approach, but it was not what the Town Board had done.  He added that, as far as he knew, no open space group in northern Westchester had had criteria set by a Town Board.

Ms. Sweeney wondered if the Town Board wanted to approve the criteria agreed to by the OSC.  She also said it was her impression that the Town Board wanted reports/ recommendations on groups of 10-20 properties.

Mr. Fishman said that had been the group’s intention, but they had also all agreed that the Marx property was important.  He commented that Ms. Sweeney had been the only Member against recommending the Marx property, and she had made her opinion widely known.  Mr. Fishman added that their recommendation to the Town Board regarding the Marx property was historic as the OSC’s first recommendation regarding a parcel they felt was important, but he felt the Town Board had treated their proposal with contempt.

Ms. Sweeney said she thought the Town Board had looked into it, placing calls to the State, etc.  When she said she didn’t know what the Town Board’s final decision had been, Mr. Fishman re-read the Supervisor’s comments in his letter to Mr. Nardone.  He said he thought it made it clear how the recommendation re the Marx property was viewed.

Ms. Sweeney then said she thought perhaps the Town Board meant that they had hoped to receive a list of properties from which to choose.

Barbara Jacobi asked what information had been provided to the Town Board so far regarding the OSC’s criteria and/or progress.  When the Chairman told her nothing had been forwarded to the Town Board, she suggested that they needed to communicate with the Town Board.  Ms. Jacobi went on to say that while there are insufficient funds available at all levels of government, the OSC needed to continue to recommend parcels they feel are important.  She said the Town Board needed to made aware of what the OSC was doing.

Chairman Nardone said that was why he wanted to discuss the report he was proposing.  He said the criteria was available, and they needed to decide how to present it in a report that will show the Town Board what the OSC has done.  The Chairman went on to say that the OSC is an advisory committee appointed by and serving at the pleasure of the Town Board.  The OSC may make recommendations to the Town Board, and the Town Board may do what they wish regarding those recommendations.  He stated that the Town Board requested the report, as they want to know about the Committee’s criteria and the parcels they have rated and prioritized.  The Chairman said the OSC can make a recommendation at any time, but the Town Board requests progress reports.

Ms. Jacobi said she thought information had been provided to the Town Board all along, and other Members expressed their surprise that the Town Board knew so little about what the OSC had done so far.

The Chairman said it was possible that former Chairman Steve Bobolia might have had informal discussions with Town Board members, but no reports had been provided.

When Ms. Arens commented that the parcels visited could not be prioritized because the Committee had not finished seeing/rating all the parcels on their list, the Chairman responded that the Town Board wants progress reports.

Ms. Kamenstein asked the Chairman if he intended to forward OSC meeting minutes to the Town Board.  He replied that the Committee would provide regular reports to the Town Board, but not meeting minutes.  He said he would like input from all the Members present, and then he would prepare the report.

Mr. Fishman asked the Chairman how he thought the Town Board would respond to a list of priorities from the OSC.

The Chairman responded that he did not know, and he added that the Town Board probably didn’t know either, because they don’t know what information will be provided to them.  When Mr. Fishman reiterated his feeling that the Supervisor had insulted the OSC in his statement about the Marx property, the Chairman commented the Town Board’s view might be that after 2 years the OSC had only offered one suggestion.  He added that perhaps the Town Board had felt the OSC was forcing the issue of the Marx property because it was the only recommendation they had made.  He said the Town Board didn’t want the OSC concentrating its efforts on any single piece of property, but rather wanted broader information regarding their progress on all the properties they saw, including priorities.

Ms. Kamenstein commented that the OSC membership had shrunk.  She said she was astounded that meeting minutes had not been shared with the Town Board and they seem not to know what the OSC is doing.  She said she also was insulted that the Town Board said the OSC had been bogged down with one property, because she remembered describing the availability of the property at June and Bloomer Roads a year ago.  

Mr. Fishman asked who had recommended the 2 properties on the agenda, and Ms. Arens asked who had drawn up the agenda.  

The Chairman replied that he had done up the agenda based on discussions with the Supervisor.  He said that rather than send the Town Board 2 years’ worth of meeting minutes, he wanted to provide a comprehensive report.

The Members discussed how they had arrived at the criteria for rating parcels, including looking at what other towns were using, considering what the OSC thought the residents of North Salem wanted, and working from the results of the survey of residents.  The Committee had unanimously approved the criteria selected by smaller sub-committees.

Ms. Kamenstein said she knew that they all wanted to save land and had criteria to use in evaluating properties, but they go out and can’t even tell where parcels begin and end.  She stated that she felt they were not qualified to use a numerical system to rate features they are not especially knowledgeable about, i.e. vegetation.  She commented that, on the other hand, one could simply see an available parcel and form the opinion that it would be valuable/worth saving, for example the 70 acres at the corner of June and Bloomer Roads.

Mr. Fishman pointed out that there was information available in the Town offices regarding boundaries, and he suggested that Members should look into it before going out to walk a property.  He also stated that in instances where the group he was with could not determine where boundaries were, those parcels had not been rated.  He said it had been their intention originally to use the initial, relatively uneducated opinions of small groups to narrow down the list, and then revisit top-rated sites with the whole Committee, consulting State wetlands maps, etc. to help them re-rate properties.  

Ms. Kamenstein wondered if they should start over, adding that she felt even 20 to 30 properties sounded like too many.  She said she thought they should get together and suggest areas that, visually, seem to be beautiful and worth trying to protect. 

Ms. Sweeney agreed, adding that the Town had expressed its interest in open space and visual beauty.  She added that saving a big piece of farmland from development was also important to people.  She suggested that the Committee members could all bring up properties they knew or had heard of that were for sale.

Ms. Kamenstein reiterated her opinion that a property’s visual appeal was the most important factor, and she said that was what the Town had voted on.

Mr. Fishman stated that there was a survey conducted regarding open space, ecological, wetland and wildlife issues that the people of North Salem voted on.  He said these results were taken into consideration when the OSC had set their priorities for rating property.  Mr. Fishman said that sometimes important features are not compatible, at which time it is important to rely on criteria
 to keep from rating a property too subjectively.


Ms. Arens commented that she still felt they were trying to do too much, especially as the OSC had grown so small.

Mr. Fishman said they had already rated 40 to 50 parcels and there were probably about 100 of more than 20 acres. Ms. Kamenstein said she didn’t think they could look at 100 properties, and Mr. Fishman responded that perhaps they could look at larger parcels.

Ms. Sweeney said that as a small group, they could all recommend a parcel.  She added

that she would like to see both sides of the reservoir preserved.

Mr. Fishman said he thought they should keep what they’d already done but could discuss what to add to it.

Ms. Jacobi said she thought increasing the acreage of properties to be considered was a good idea, and she added that the Town Board should be made aware that they had already visited/rated 50 properties.

Ms. Kamenstein asked if the Town Board was especially interested in the 2 properties on the agenda, and the Chairman replied that they were.

Mr. Fishman said the property at June and Bloomer Roads had been looked at twice and not rated very highly.  He also said the Bloomerside Co-op, which owns it, had been unable to decide what they want to do with the property.  Ms Kamenstein asked him why the parcel had not rated higher, and he explained that there are high-tension lines on the property, and it is used for dumping.  He said it had no open fields, no water, no old trees or steep slopes, and it would cost the Town a lot to clean it up.

Ms. Kamenstein said she would hate to see the land developed, especially as it is right in the middle of the community.

Mr. Fishman said they could change the rating criteria or simply say they wanted to add a parcel to the list if they wished to.

Ms. Kamenstein commented that while the criteria was devised to make the rating of parcels objective, she views the issue more emotionally and just wants to protect sites she sees.

Ms. Sweeney said she thought that if 2 properties were given similar ratings, it would make sense to try to protect one in an R-2 zone before one in an R-4 zone.

Mr. Fishman said he thought using the criteria was useful for the initial looks at parcels, but he admitted that the revisiting of highly-rated properties would be more subjective.

The Chairman stated that the criteria could be adjusted, but he wanted to send a report to the Town Board first to see if they think the OSC is on track.  He said the Town Board wants a report on the criteria first.  

Ms. Jacobi suggested that the Chairman could include in the first report an explanation that the OSC had applied the criteria to 50 of the 100 properties identified as meriting examination.

Ms. Sweeney and Mr. Fishman both expressed concern about prioritizing the properties that have been visited/rated so far, because those not seen yet could prove to be the best of all.

The Chairman said they couldn’t wait until they had seen all the properties, because the Town Board wants a report on their progress.  When Mr. Fishman said he thought it was important to make clear that the ratings are not recommendations, the Chairman responded that it was not intended to be a final report.

Mr. Fishman stated his opinion that it would be a mistake for the rating sheets to become a part of the public record, adding that he had never heard of it being done.  The group as a whole seemed to agree that it would be better to submit a list of properties visited but not to include specific evaluations.

The discussion advanced to the subject of the vacant land along Sunset Road across from Joe Bohrdrum Park.  Chairman Nardone explained that the land belongs to the Town as the result of a foreclosure, and the Town Board is considering selling 1-acre lots not to be developed, at a low price.  The Members expressed doubt that anyone would buy such a lot.  The Chairman said the Town Board wanted to see how the OSC would rate the property, adding that it would not be easy to develop, as it is mostly sandy/gravelly land.

Mr. Fishman said that as the Town already owns the land, all they would have to do is to take it off the tax rolls to preserve it.  He also stated that it would rate low because of its proximity to 684.  He said it seemed as though the Town wanted to know whether they should try to sell the property or preserve it.  When the Chairman said he thought the Town wanted to preserve the land by selling it, Mr. Fishman said he didn’t think anyone would buy it under those conditions. 

Ms. Jacobi suggested that the 2 parcels that the Town Board was interested in knowing about be included in the second report identifying properties that had been rated by the OSC, and Ms. Sweeney said the Members should walk the Sunset Road parcel as they had visited the one on Bloomer Road.

Ms. Sweeney said she was interested in a property on Cat Ridge Road.  Mr. Fishman said he thought she was referring to the Fortusa property.  He added that he had walked that parcel, but Ms. Sweeney was certainly free to walk any property she felt deserving of attention.  

The Members discussed all the building occurring along Mills Road.

Ms. Sweeney, agreeing with Ms. Kamenstein that it can be difficult to determine a parcel’s boundaries, suggested that the Town might provide the services of a surveyor or someone knowledgeable to accompany Members on site walks.  Chairman Nardone said he would look into it.

It was agreed to meet again on April 17 at 7:30 p.m. in the Delancey Hall conference room, and the meeting was adjourned.

On March 28, it was pointed out to the secretary that April 17conflicted with some religious holidays.  This information was relayed to the Chairman, and the date of the meeting was changed to April 24, 2003.
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