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Jersey City warehouse wheeler dealers 

Saturday, July 22, 2006 

W hat Hudson County loves is political intrigue. And what was more intriguing this week than the shenanigans and wheeling and dealing going on involving that Marion neighborhood brawl over the old PJP landfill site where the question is to cube or not to cube? 

Jersey City Mayor Jerramiah Healy favors the California-based AMB Corporation's "high-cube" warehouse proposed for the 41-acre site off Routes 1 & 9 (and the Hackensack River). Healy says that the $100 million project will provide $1.1 million a year in taxes, 165 construction jobs, and 300-plus permanent jobs. 

It does not hurt AMB that its attorney for this project is former Ward A Councilman Robert Cavanaugh, an unsuccessful mayoral candidate in 2001 and a political ally of Healy in 1997. 

Those against the mega-warehouse are many Marion residents who say they don't want a warehouse that will add large container trucks to the already dense roads. Union workers looking for work have appeared at meetings backing the project. 

Behind the curtain sits the Hudson County administration of Tom DeGise. The county wants the land for the back nine holes of a county-run golf course. The front nine would be on the west side of Lincoln Park. The problem is that DeGise and company do not want to look as if they are dictating to the city what should go on the federal Superfund site. 

It is hard to convince anyone that the county is ambivalent about the issue because those members of the City Council who are against the "cube" are either employed or politically aligned with the county. They are William Gaughan, Peter Brennan, Steve Fulop, and Mary Spinello, whose ward would contain the facility, and Council President Mariano Vega. 

Those backing Healy and the warehouse are council members Willie Flood, Viola Richardson and Michael Sottolano. 

On Tuesday, the City Council agreed to bring the issue to a vote and Healy took advantage of the time before the vote. This columnist did not think the administration was capable of figuring out how to win the necessary votes, but Healy was able to pull out a surprise. 

The most obvious targets to turn were Lipski and Fulop. The low common denominator here is developer Steve Hyman. 

Lipski had a moment reminiscent of one of the "Godfather" movies. Remember where the former mob guy took the stand against Michael Corleone only to see his brother sitting in the audience next to a couple of goons? Suddenly the witness could not speak. 

The Journal Square councilman met with Healy, only to find his benefactor, Hyman, sitting there. 

Hyman has an interest in a Grand Street property, and city sources say he would be willing to swap his ownership of the Sixth Street Embankment coveted by activists as a city park and open spaces. This is where Fulop comes in, because the embankment and activists are all in Fulop's backyard. Of the embankment for Grand Avenue property swap, Fulop said, "It was insinuated, but clear." The councilman said he did have a one-on-one meeting with Healy, after he, Steve Lipski and Steve Hyman met with the mayor for 20 minutes. 

When it came time for the vote, the supposed majority - as in county - members of the City Council tabled the issue until Aug. 16. The reason given by Spinello is that AMB had decided to "sweeten" the deal on behalf of the city and Marion residents and time was needed to better inform the residents. This could be very true, but the real fear was that the county did not believe it had the votes. 

Actually, neither side was sure they had the vote, or one or the other would have forced the issue. 

Now comes more wheeling and dealing. For Fulop, the deal for his vote was probably a one-time thing and more negotiations are in order. The Healy team may also have a tough time keeping their own council members in line. Each person on the council believes they are the deciding vote. How long before one board member, say a Viola Richardson, may think that their vote is being taken for granted while others are looking for something in return for theirs? 

INSIDER NOTES - Jersey City is looking ahead at some tough financial times. It has already raised taxes. When the city was removed from the state's Distressed Cities program in November 2003, in hindsight, did then-Mayor Glenn D. Cunningham make a mistake? There are rumbles in the Healy administration that the city may be researching the benefits of returning to the program. One such benefit is $10 million more in state aid. - St. Ann's Feast in Hoboken is taking place this weekend. The big question is when will local resident Gov. Jon Corzine show up? Apparently he is not telling anyone, preferring to pop up when he decides to try the zeppoles
