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Chairman Belcastro called the meeting to order. 

The Chairman handed out copies of correspondence between Supervisor Sy Globerman and Senator Vincent Leibell regarding funding for open space purchases.  Chairman Belcastro explained that an attempt was made in the past to try to get legislation passed for Westchester open space funds like that in Nassau County, which comes from a tax on home sales, but it was unsuccessful.  Senator Leibell has now been asked to support such a tax, to be paid by home-purchasers.  Realtors were concerned at first, but they seem to have a better understanding now that the tax buys a valuable commodity.  
Chairman Belcastro said private possibilities have been considered also, like taking more land from developers when possible, especially if a parcel is contiguous to existing open space.  Overall, the aim is to get and keep money available for open space purchases.
Barbara Jacobi asked if New York City or the State doesn’t already have such a tax on properties that sell for over $1 million, and Elaine Sweeney said it is a State tax, but she couldn’t remember whether it was on real estate sales or on inheritances.  

The Chairman said the OSC should look into what other town are doing while they consider what can be done in North Salem.

Ms. Jacobi said they could consider forming a coalition with other towns to urge for passage of open space legislation.  
Ms. Sweeney read about different methods of financing open space from a recent Somers newsletter.  One way to build up funds is with financing provided by the Town’s yearly budget.  A downside to this method of funding is that funds accrue slowly.  Proposed State legislation would permit a real-estate transfer tax of up to 2% on sales over a certain amount and bring in money fairly quickly.
Chairman Belcastro said this is what North Salem is asking Vincent Leibell to support, and he added that such a tax is fairly painless for purchasers of higher-priced properties.  The Chairman commented that it needs to be kept in mind when dealing with the Town Board that there is a political element to supporting such a tax.

Moving on to another topic, the Chairman stated that there is another approximately 9-acre parcel of land adjacent to the 69 acres near Bloomerside that was purchased recently for open space.  The North Salem Open Land Foundation has approached the OSC about jointly purchasing the 9-acre parcel.  Chairman Belcastro pointed out that the offer sounds good, but the Town can’t pay any price asked for land.  He added that they will only pay what land is appraised for or less.  The Chairman stated that it has also been pointed out that the land is not endangered, as it is all wetlands and can’t be built on, which raises a question as to why it should be purchased at all.
Liz Axelson said Drew Outhouse, Superintendent of Highways, was also approached about preserving old Bloomer Road (a small strip looping from June Road to Bloomer Road), but he has no interest in it.  She added that it is probably part of a County roadway.
Siobhan O’Kane handed out an aerial photograph of Croton Falls, with some environmental features overlaid on it.  She said it was an example of what she will be able to get in the future for the entire town, including information on parcel size and ownership, steep slopes and wetlands, whether or not a parcel is developable and proximity to other open space.  
Ms. O’Kane said the overlays on the photo include Westchester County’s identification of open areas (in green), but they are not accurate.  Also included are NWI and DEC wetlands.  She explained that it will be possible to overlay the outlines of individual tax lots on these photos in the future.

Ms. Axelson suggested the OSC members look at the Town’s GIS link on-line, and she offered to help them learn to look at aerial photos.    

Ms. Sweeney asked if a 17-acre parcel outlined on the photograph is an open space consideration, and Ms. Axelson said it is a possibility.

Ms. Sweeney asked if people in Croton Falls would be able to look up and see the property and feel it was good to have preserved it, and Ms. Axelson pointed out that preserving it would keep it from being developed.  She added that she did not know how many people would actually see it.
Ms. Axelson recommended looking at a parcel on Reed Road that would accommodate a picnic area and trails.

Chairman Belcastro stated that the parcel also includes buildings that could be used.

Ms. Sweeney said she would like to hear the opinions of people from Croton Falls.  
Ms. Axelson stated that the parcel on Reed Road is large and at least a few houses could be built on, so it would cost a fair amount of money.
Ms. Jacobi said she has heard that the 100+-acre Dayton property on Mills Road is for sale, and she thought it might be a good time to look into preserving part of it.

The Chairman commented that the parcel includes beautiful meadows on both side of Mills Road, and Ms. Sweeney agreed, adding that it could be developed if it is not preserved.  She suggested speaking to Mr. Dayton.
Ms. Axelson pointed out that extensive wetlands on the Dayton property would limit development.  
Ms. Sweeney said she felt it was a very important piece of land to preserve, and she reiterated her desire to ask the owner for permission to look at the land and possibly see if he would be interested in donating part of it.  
Ms. Jacobi suggested that a person friendly to both the OSC and Mr. Dayton might be someone they could ask to see him.

Chairman Belcastro said he would speak to the Supervisor about writing a letter to Mr. Dayton about open space preservation.

Ms. Sweeney said Mr. Dayton should be given or sent a brochure she has seen about the tax benefits of donating land, but The Chairman pointed out that wealthy land-owners and/or their attorneys already know a great deal about tax incentives.

Ms. O’Kane said there is a wealth of information available about the benefits of donating land for open space.

Ms. Sweeney said this brochure is especially nice, and she thought it had been put out by the NSOLF.

Ms. Axelson said it might not be appropriate for the OSC to offer a NSOLF brochure, but Ms. Sweeney said she did not think NSOLF had their name on the brochure.  

Ms. Jacobi asked what the impact of such a donation would be on the tax roll.

The Chairman said that if the property has an agricultural exemption, the taxes are already low; otherwise, the loss would hurt.  He went on to say that this sort of thing always has to be considered.  He agreed that the OSC could pursue some kind of donation from Mr. Dayton. 
Ms. Sweeney said she does not think the property has an agricultural exemption.

Ms. O’Kane said agricultural exemption can also be layered over maps.

Chairman Belcastro asked Ms. Jacobi and Ms. Sweeney if they want to make inquiries about the Dayton property, and they said they do, because it is so beautiful.

The Chairman pointed out that the Town Board has expressed interest in preserving open space in Croton Falls, and there is only so much money.

Ms. Sweeney asked if the Elcon property hasn’t just been preserved.

The Chairman said some one- and half-acre properties were sold to neighboring property owners, and about 8 acres is now preserved.  He stated that the land is not in Croton Falls proper/on the west side of 684.

Ms. Sweeney suggested land around the Croton River for preservation, and Ms. Axelson responded that most of that land is already owned and preserved by the DEP.  
Ms. Sweeney asked if there might then be land contiguous to the land around the river that they could preserve, and Ms. Axelson agreed that small connecting parcels would be desirable.

Chairman Belcastro stated that the DEP owns the land at the river right up to the railroad station parking lot, including Back Street, and the land on both sides of the street near St. Joseph’s Church  and on up Route 22.  

Ms. Sweeney asked if there is any visible land available, because she thinks it is a waste of money to preserve land that is out of sight.  She added that visibility is a major reason she is in favor of acquiring the Dayton property.  

Ms. Sweeney asked if it is too late to save the property behind the former Mona’s Restaurant (Primavera), and the Chairman said it is, because it is proposed to build a hotel there.

Ms. Axelson said the hotel application is moving forward with the Planning Board, and there is just enough useable space for a 62-room hotel plus septic and parking.

Ms. O’Kane suggested the OSC think about a long-range plan, perhaps starting with Croton Falls and then moving on to other areas as part of a town-wide 10- or 20-year plan.
Ms. Sweeney asked how much money is available.

The Chairman said $2 million was approved, some additional funding was added, and $1.7 million has been spent.  

Ms. Axelson reiterated that the land on Reed Road would offer both visibility and useability, and the Chairman added that the property is interesting because there is a structure on it.

Ms. Sweeney asked if the 17-acre parcel near Avery Road is developable.  She said that if it is not, she could not see why the Town would buy it.  
Ms. Axelson said there is an area that could possibly be developed into 3 to 6 lots.

Chairman Belcastro said he could see merit in what Ms. Sweeney was saying.

Ms. Sweeney said she wants to know what the zoning in the area is, and she also said the OSC might consider numerous small parcels instead of preserving one large one.

The Chairman said he thought any small parcels purchased should at least be contiguous, and Ms. O’Kane agreed.

Ms. Sweeney said she would ask Drew Outhouse if he thinks people would be interested in preserving the land above Avery Road.

Martin Aronchick arrived well after the start of the meeting.

Chairman Belcastro asked if it might be better to meet at 7:30 instead of at 7, and all those present agreed that it would.  The Members also agreed to change the scheduled date of their meetings to the fourth Thursday of the month, starting with April 26.
Mr. Aronchick asked if the OSC had discussed taking field trips, and the Chairman replied that they will wait until they have GIS maps with overlays of the individual tax lots on them.  

It was agreed that it will be easier to tell what parcels are being inspected with the new maps in hand.

The Chairman said all the Members should get OSC/Town photo identification badges made also.  

Ms. Sweeney commented that the OSC has always felt that if a worthwhile property comes up for sale, they should approach the owner about a purchase or donation.  She said that even though they are currently discussing Croton Falls, they should be considering the Dayton property as well.

The Chairman asked why she thinks Mr. Dayton would donate some of his land, and Ms. Sweeney answered that there are financial benefits to such a donation, all spelled out in the brochure she described earlier.  She said the OSC should send a letter with the brochure enclosed and suggest that Mr. Dayton donate a piece of his property.  
Chairman Belcastro said he would be just as interested in buying the development rights, which would also preserve the meadows.

Ms. Sweeney stated that she feels there is a window of opportunity now, because the property is for sale.  Mr. Dayton could either donate some land himself or present the possibility as an advantage to a buyer of his property.

Ms. Axelson said a conservation easement would keep the land open, but Mr. Dayton/a new owner would still own it, and the Chairman added that it would preserve the viewshed.
Mr. Aronchick agreed that a conservation easement would be a good thing.  He added that it would keep the land on the tax rolls, albeit at a reduced rate.
The Chairman stated that Mr. Dayton, who has lived in Town for a while, would see the value of preserving viewshed, more than a new owner of the property.  He added that if he were a recent purchaser/new resident, he might not be particularly receptive to the idea of donating land.

Ms. Sweeney said she believes in the personal touch, and she suggested that a couple of OSC members call on Mr. Dayton, bringing the pamphlet and a letter of introduction.

Chairman Belcastro said he would not be in favor of turning up unannounced.

Mr. Aronchick said he thought it would be better to approach the current owner than a new owner, and he also commented that a new owner would have the price paid for the land fresh in his/her mind.

Ms. Jacobi agreed, saying Mr. Dayton knows the Town and its ambience, and all the things he has done with his property have been in keeping with the character of the Town.

The Chairman asked Ms. O’Kane to compose a letter to Mr. Dayton stating that the OSC is aware that his property is for sale/asking for permission to visit him, and she agreed, saying she will spell out a variety of options.
The Chairman said that if they can work something out with Mr. Dayton, they could then approach the NSOLF about doing something together.  He asked if horseback riders go through the property, and Ms. Sweeney said she does not think so, as they ride up behind Cat Ridge Road.  She said it is possible that they ride on the back part of the Dayton property.
Mr. Aronchick said he is friendly with a former president of the Bridal Trail Association, and he will him ask if riders go through the Dayton property.

Chairman Belcastro said the local riding trails are important, adding that the Bridal Trail Association was asked once to formalize their locations with a map.  He explained that this was never done, because the Association seems to prefer to keep a low profile so the trails won’t be used by bicyclers, etc.  
Ms. Axelson said the Planning Board asks subdivision applicants to preserve or re-locate existing trails, adding that Salem Hunt (recent applicant) will cooperate with this request.

The Chairman commented that some people don’t want strangers riding horses through their property, and Mr. Aronchick agreed, adding that the O’Donohues don’t want it.

As there was not a quorum present, the January meeting minutes were not approved.

Noting there was no further business to discuss, the Chairman closed the meeting.

Respectfully submitted,

__________________________

Janice Will, Recording Secretary
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