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Chairman Belcastro opened the meeting.  He informed the other Committee members that the DEP has said they are considering offering the Town a 1-acre parcel between the soccer field and Westchester Exceptional Children’s School for the price of $1.  If the DEP makes this donation, the Chairman suggested that it could be cleared to create a connection between the sports field and WECS.  He added that it is a nice piece of land and visible to all.
The minutes from the January 11 and March 22, 2007 meetings were unanimously accepted.

Elaine Sweeney said she was glad to see Bill Butler, because she thought he would offer input regarding open space possibilities in Croton Falls.  She said she also consulted Drew Outhouse, but he did not see anything really worthwhile.

Mr. Butler said he does not live in Croton Falls, adding that people pass through it quickly, as it is quite small.  He commented that he and Lynn DeGregorio looked at a parcel on Reed Road in the past.
Chairman Belcastro said the Highgate site, also on Reed Road, is still being discussed, now in terms of upscale homes and adult condos instead of offices.  He mentioned that Dino and Arties will have some affordable homes built on that site.
Ms. DeGregorio commented that Reed Road picks up a lot of noise from 684.

Mr. Butler said he thought the OSC wanted parcels that have synergy with other open land areas or are visible from roadways.

The Chairman said he agreed with Mr. Butler, but the OSC needs to do something on the west side.  
Ms. Sweeney stated that Drew Outhouse told her he could think of nothing of value, and others he spoke to could not think of anything either.

To bring Mr. Butler up to speed, Chairman Belcastro said the OSC had spoken about 2 parcels at an earlier meeting.  He said Highgate was being considered, because there will be some land that the developers may make available, although it is all cliffs.

Ms. Axelson pointed out that that land is next to a 17-acre piece the OSC was looking at.

The Chairman described the other parcel being considered as somewhat out of the way, up by a fire tower.  
Mr. Butler said he was familiar with the area, and it had been given a low priority in the past in large part due to its remoteness.

Ms. DeGregorio asked if land on Hardscrabble Road would be far enough west, and the Chairman said the Town Board really wants something visible.  

Chairman Belcastro asked Ms. DeGregorio what she had in mind, and Ms. DeGregorio said she was merely thinking in general terms.

Ms. Axelson pointed out the Highgate area on a displayed map, and Ms. Sweeney asked if it could be seen from the road.

Ms. Axelson said it could not be seen, but she thought it might connect to a neighborhood.

Ms. Sweeney asked what road or roads it would connect to, and Ms. Axelson replied that it would reach Avery Lane and maybe Close Hill Road in Croton Falls.

Mr. Butler commented that Verizon has been selling individual parcels to developers.  He mentioned the Kelly property on Hardscrabble Road, past Crosby Road and across from Outhouse Orchard.

Chairman Belcastro said he thought it was purchased by a North Salem resident to incorporate into an existing nursery.  He said other things are happening in the vicinity now, and he asked if the other Members remember the group who wanted to develop a golf course and conference center.  The Chairman said that group sold their property to a company from Colorado that develops million dollar homes clustered around an exclusive club, often with golf and/or an equestrian facility.
The Chairman commented that while he liked the conference center idea, he likes this one even better.  He explained that the developers are trying to purchase additional property to leave undeveloped/provide a large screen for their proposed homes/club.  Chairman Belcastro said they have bought the Outhouse Orchard property and another 50-acre parcel farther to the east.  They are also negotiating to buy part of the Colley land, and have inquired about buying part of the Naumberg property.  
Ms. Axelson said no one has made application to the Planning Board as yet, and Ms. DeGregorio commented that she approves of the cluster idea with a lot of unused space.

Chairman Belcastro said the developers want to have their clubhouse on the Colley property, well away from the road, as part of their desire to create an atmosphere of discreet quiet in the woods.  He pointed out that such a development would not add children to the local school, because the residences will all be vacation homes and not primary residences.

Ms. Axelson commented that it sounded as though it could be done under existing zoning.

The Chairman said he thinks it is a very positive thing, although there are sure to be people who won’t like it.

Mr. Butler pointed out that if numerous large parcels are purchased first, developers can mastermind the site overall.

The Chairman said that the developers want to lose the tax expense of the large not-to-be-developed areas, perhaps by donating the land to the Town for parks, etc.  He said he would watch and see what actually develops.

Siobhan O’Kane displayed some new maps.  The first map was of existing open space with an overlay of individual tax-map lots.  Ms. O’Kane handed out copies of the map and lists of what is indicated on the maps, which she said includes information available up to 2002.  She also stated that if there is additional land that should be added to the map, she would do that.
It was suggested that the Town Clerk would have information about land donated to the Town.

Ms. O’Kane said the group should decide what they do and do not consider open space; for example, they may not look upon ball fields and golf courses as open space, but they are designated as such on the map now.

The Chairman asked how accurate the map is, and Ms. O’Kane said it is quite accurate because it’s based on Westchester County GIS data, but land-use classification is open to interpretation. 

Ms. O’Kane went on to say that agricultural property is difficult to map, because some is in the County agricultural district but not used for ag operations, and some farms are not in the ag district.  She said it would be up to the OSC to decide whether or not to include ag properties, recreation areas, community facilities, etc.

Ms. DeGregorio asked if ag properties can change their use and sell to developers.  Ms. O’Kane explained that land within the ag district has its own set of rules that come from the State regarding what can and cannot be done.  She stated that ag properties don’t necessarily have to follow local zoning rules if the zoning ordinance is believed to present a hardship.  In such situations, one may go through an easier permit process or apply through the State for a building permit.  
The Chairman added that the owner of a property in the ag district may even contend that proposed activity on another lot will present a hardship or disturbance and prevent it from happening.
Ms. Axelson said she did not think a farm could prevent subdivision, but when someone subdivides near a farm, the people who eventually live on those lots can’t complain about the farms, because they are protected.

Mr. Butler asked how permanent farms in the ag district are, and Chairman Belcastro said he did not believe they were permanent at all.  

Ms. O’Kane said the purpose of an ag district is to maintain agriculture in the district.  A property-owner in an ag district must apply to the State to get out of it in order to develop the property, which is not an easy thing to do.  For this reason, land in the ag district is less threatened by development than land not in the district but not immune to it.

Ms. Axelson stated that, although they presumably don’t want to, the NSOLF can sell land to developers.

The Chairman said the NSOLF is more like a land bank, and Ms. Sweeney said that although they could sell land, she thought there would be a penalty. 

Mr. Aronchick asked about restrictions on ag exempt properties.  

Ms. Sweeney said that, in the case of ag exempt horse farms, she thought a certain number of horses was required among other things, and the land comes off the tax rolls.  She said more properties were getting ag exemptions every year.

Mr. Aronchick said he wanted to know how permanent such an exemption is or how difficult it is to give up an ag exemption and convert back to normally-taxed and used land.

The Chairman stated that as long as the land continues to be farmed and a specified minimum income is produced, a parcel keeps its exemption.  When such a property is sold, if the buyer also intends to farm the land, they will be tax-exempt also.  Chairman Belcastro said he did not know whether or not a new property owner must reapply for the exemption.

Ms. Sweeney said that if the farm activity is no longer maintained, the exemption is lost and the property may be sold.

Ms. Axelson said there are penalties for changing the use, and when one tries to develop the land, the loss of agricultural land is also considered.
The Chairman said the point of the discussion was for the OSC to decide if they want to consider farms open spaces.  He added that, to him, farms are open space.

Ms. Axelson said the balance to the tax loss is preservation of open areas and agricultural character.

Barbara Jacobi said she too would consider agricultural land open space, but she suggested highlighting it regarding individual parcel vulnerability.

Ms. O’Kane directed the OSC’s attention to a second map delineating parcels of un-conserved land of 20 acres or more, ag properties of more than 20 acres, and ag properties of less than 20 acres.  She further explained that all the land shown in colors is potentially developable.  White areas are either under 20 acres, already developed or not at risk.
The Chairman asked if Ms. O’Kane thought these were parcels the OSC should focus on, and she replied that the group should look the map over to see if it is highlighting parcels in a way they want.  
Ms. Sweeney commented that the map only indicates DEP-owned land along one side of the reservoir, although they own land all around it.

Ms. Axelson said she would be interested to see a map of parcels under 20 acres, because there may be situations where smaller parcels would be desirable. 

Ms. O’Kane said a map could be done for any size lots.

Mr. Butler commented that the OSC has been opportunistic in the past.  He said he thought they needed to know the priority or real risk of development of properties.  He said the OSC looked at some very small parcels that they considered important.  Mr. Butler stated that, for example, small parcels near the road or connecting to existing greenways would be important.  
Ms. DeGregorio remembered a beautiful parcel on June Road that was small but visible.

Mr. Butler asked if the OSC should make it a priority to maintain the rural look.

Ms. Jacobi said considering small but visible parcels might help them to find something in Croton Falls, and the Chairman added that taxpayers want to be able to see the benefit of paying to preserving space.

Ms. Axelson said she thought it was valuable to have some kind of green in every village, even if it can’t be right in the middle of town.

The Chairman said Supervisor Globerman once asked the DEP about using a piece of its land at the corner of Mahopac Avenue and Route 22 for a very small park with a few benches, and the DEP agreed.  At athe time, residents said they did not want it, because they were worried about loitering.  Chairman Belcastro said the OSC might want to consider revisiting that one.

Ms. Sweeney liked the idea and suggested asking Croton Falls residents about it again.

Chairman Belcastro stated that if the OSC likes it and has some good ideas about what to do with the land, a proposal could be presented to the residents.  He added that he thought feelings about the little park would be different now.

Mr. Butler pointed out that if there is pressure to allocate open space in Croton Falls, the DEP land would be free.  
Mr. Aronchick said that if anyone wants to go and take a look, he would like to go along with them.  

Mr. Butler asked how long it would take to be granted use of the land from the DEP, and the Chairman said the Supervisor would need to raise the subject with the City again, but he didn’t think it would be a problem.

Returning to the subject of the maps, Ms. O’Kane said those presented were just an idea of what kind of analysis can be done.  She stated that next, parcels and areas can be looked at in depth to determine where the group wants to focus more analysis, e.g. overlaying environmental features to see where parcels turn up in terms of wetlands, steep slopes, etc.  Ms. O’Kane said she also plans to map scenic roadways.

Ms. Axelson said a blow-up of Croton Falls would be helpful.

Ms. DeGregorio said a problem she experienced in the past was not knowing if she was still on the parcel she set out to look at.
Ms. O’Kane said an aerial photo could be done to show parcel boundaries and perhaps some landmarks (buildings, groups of trees, etc.) to help OSC members keep to the parcel they want to see.

Ms. O’Kane stated that map #3 combines all the features of maps 1 and 2, for the purpose of discussing contiguous land.  She displayed a fourth map of land use in Town.
Someone noted the area on the map, and Chairman Belcastro said the County is going to refurbish Mt. Lakes Park, and the Town will keep Camp Hemlock.  He stated that the County will put in yurts and repair existing lean-tos for year-round camping.  The Chairman commented that the park is seriously under-utilized, and everyone agreed that it is very beautiful.
Chairman Belcastro said he has a neighbor who fishes there, and Mr. Aronchick stated that the Boy Scouts occasionally use the park.

Ms. O’Kane recounted map features to be provided for the OSC’s next meeting: 

· Croton Falls blow-up

· Smaller parcels

· Scenic roads

Chairman Belcastro said he would like to present a set of maps to the Town Board once they are fairly accurate and display a full inventory.  He added that any Members who would like to come along to offer comments could do so, and the OSC would present their recommendations.  
Mr. Butler asked how much money is available for purchase of land.

The Chairman replied that authorization is for $4 million, and approximately $1.6 million has already been spent.  He explained that whenever the money is spent, it appears in the following year’s tax bills.  As a result of a recent tax increase, the Town heard from some residents with ideas for other ways to pay for open space.  Chairman Belcastro stated that a tax on property purchases has been proposed to the State as a way to raise funds for purchase of open land.  
Ms. DeGregorio mentioned that partnering with the Open Land Foundation has helped defray costs.  

Chairman Belcastro agreed, saying that the OSC had paid the bulk of the bill for Purdys Ridge, and the NSOLF had paid most of the price for the Bloomerside land recently purchased.

The Chairman said viewshed land is important.  He pointed out that there is another 8 acres next to the Bloomerside land, but the Town Board feels there is no reason to purchase it, because they consider it to be unbuildable.  Chairman Belcastro said he would like to see a presentation worked up for the Town Board as soon as it could be completed.
Ms. Axelson said Gloria Stein of the NSOLF would like to attend some OSC meetings, and the Chairman commented that it would be good to share ideas.
It was agreed to meet again on Thursday, May 24 at 7:30 pm, and the Chairman adjourned the meeting.

Respectfully submitted,

____________________________

  Janice Will, Recording Secretary
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