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New plan for Sixth Street Embankment

Developer proposes three-quarters parks, 1,500 housing units
Ricardo Kaulessar
Reporter staff writer 
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NEW EMBANKMENT PLAN – This rendering of a new plan for the Sixth Street Embankment in Jersey City was done by Hoboken-based Dean Marchetto Architects and A. Nelessen Associates. 
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A new vision for the Sixth Street Embankment was unveiled last week to the City Council.

The Embankment is a series of sandstone and granite blocks spanning Sixth Street from Marin Boulevard to Brunswick Street, over which a section of the Pennsylvania Railroad freight line ran from 1902 until the late 1970s. Developer Steve Hyman acquired the property in 2005 from Conrail for $3 million and planned to demolish the entire Embankment and build 64 two-family homes across Sixth Street.

But on Monday, Hyman presented a development plan for the Embankment at the City Council caucus. It calls for setting aside 75 percent of the 5.6-acre, six-block structure as open space. The remaining 25 percent would contain housing: up to 1,500 units, in fact. There would also be accommodation for NJ Transit Hudson-Bergen Light Rail to run down Sixth Street alongside the Embankment.

For some time, local park activists have pushed for the Embankment to be preserved and possibly used for parks, recreation, and maybe a light rail extension. 

Rather than build 64 large homes, Hyman is now looking at a mix of small housing units and parkland. 

Moot point?

But Hyman's proposal may be for naught.  Back on Aug. 8, the federal Surface Transportation Board (STB) ruled that perhaps Hyman shouldn't have been able to buy the property from Conrail in the first place.  They said that Conrail should have gotten authorization from the STB to legally abandon the Embankment or offer it to public entities before it was sold to Hyman.  Attorneys for Conrail are currently appealing the decision.  If the decision stands, the Conrail will have to file the proper paperwork for abandonment with the Surface Transportation Board and then offer the Embankment to a government body for sale during a 60-day period before looking at private buyers.  Hyman said last week that after the presentation, he plans to have meetings with members of the Pennsylvania Harsimus Stem Embankment Coalition, founded in 1998 by several longtime downtown Jersey City residents to preserve the Embankment.

He said also he plans to meet with Mayor Jerramiah Healy, Hudson County Executive Tom DeGise, and other officials to sell them on the plan. The City Council, meanwhile, is putting together a committee of council people, city officials, and Embankment coalition members to study Hyman's proposal further. 

The Embankment coalition looks to present their development plans for the Embankment at the next City Council caucus on Dec. 17. 

Hyman's plan 

Hyman said last week that his conceptual plan calls for the two blocks on either side of Jersey Avenue to be "total parks."  They would include an 800-foot Great Lawn, a children's play area, and outdoor exhibition area, and a dedicated right-of-way for the East Coast Greenway. The East Coast Greenway is a 2,500-mile series of trails stretching from Maine to Florida through property owned by Conrail. Some of that property runs below Dickinson High School on Palisades and Newark avenues.

The other four blocks of the Embankment would have housing. The highest structures would be at Marin Boulevard at the Embankment's eastern end, and at Brunswick Street on the western end.  Hyman said his plan would improve upon a similar plan put forward by the Embankment coalition to develop the entire Embankment as a linear passive park and nature trail co-existing with a possible light rail route from Jersey City to Secaucus on top of the Embankment.  "We saw the design plans of the Embankment as a park by the coalition, and we believe we can do a lot better than that for them," Hyman said.   

Can it work?

He said the development of his vision for the Embankment will depend on the cooperation from the city. He said he is optimistic based on the reactions of the City Council. "Conrail owns the acreage and I own the acreage....we need governmental cooperation to let us build," Hyman said.

But the question is will Hyman build? Based on reputation, Hyman is seen as a controversial landowner and speculator who looks to sell his developmental rights rather than build, judging from past projects in Jersey City.  But he dismissed that notion, saying his struggles with trying to develop the Embankment makes him as a much a developer as someone actually building on the structure. 

Various views of new idea

Jennifer Meyer, current president of the Embankment coalition, said Hyman's proposal at the caucus was "a beautiful presentation" in terms of what it showed of the open space.  But she said her group is concerned about the housing in the plan, which could be more dense than allowed within the city's Hamilton Park historic district.    We look forward to being at the table with Mr. Hyman, and those are things that will need to be talked about, and we are willing to talk," Meyer said.

Coalition member Stephen Gucciardo was skeptical about Hyman's reason for presenting. He said it was done just to take away attention away from the STB ruling.  Gucciardo, who chairs the city Historic Preservation Commission, also said that he couldn't see the community approving of the housing element.  "To suggest that the neighborhoods are going to approve the density of 1,500 units is absurd," Gucciardo said.  He also took issue with the City Council being given legal advice by Hyman's counsel, former Hudson County Judge Arthur D'Italia, rather than getting legal opinion from the city's attorneys.

Mayor Healy said he was not at the presentation, but based on the information he was given, "there's a wait-and-see attitude." "It's the same criterion as always - if it's good for the city then we can forward," Healy said. "If not that plan, then some modifications are needed." 
City Councilman Steven Fulop, who represents the area in which the Embankment is located, said that while Hyman's plan was well-done, he wants as much discussion as possible on what is best for developing the Embankment. 


City Councilman Steve Lipski, who admits to being a friend of Hyman's, said it was a "well thought out" proposal. He believes it can come to fruition if all sides come together and are willing to compromise. 

Comments on the story can be sent to rkaulessar@hudsonreporter.com 




