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Undeterred by a federal board's ruling that puts his ownership of Jersey City's Sixth Street Embankment in jeopardy, Manhattan-based real estate developer Steve Hyman is now touting a plan for the unused elevated railroad line that goes far beyond housing. 
In a nod to open space advocates, preservationists and Mayor Jerramiah Healy - who envisions a light rail system running from Newport to Secaucus - Hyman is now proposing to preserve 75 percent of the footprint atop the embankment's six elevated blocks for open space and minimal disturbance of the historic stone wall
In the plan, Hyman, who will present his plans Monday to the City Council, envisions a light rail line on Sixth Street that links to Journal Square. 

What's in it for Hyman? 

He gets to build four buildings containing about 1,100 housing units on the six blocks, plus another building on a seventh block between Brunswick and Division streets. In addition, in a joint venture with Conrail, he would develop 24 acres of Conrail land northwest of the New Jersey Turnpike that borders Newark Avenue. 

This concept plan, which would require zoning changes to allow for higher density, significantly ups the number of units Hyman had been planning for the site. 

Hyman owns eight blocks along Sixth Street. He has a different proposal pending before the Planning Board that would create 360 housing units, including 80 two-family homes on five of the embankment's elevated blocks. 

That plan also calls for ripping down the embankment's wall - an act the Historic Preservation Commission, which designated it "historic" in the first place, would have to sign off on. 

"In order to provide the improvements we anticipate Jersey City wants, we believe a project containing 1,100 to 1,500 units will be required on the eight blocks," said Robert W. Whyte, Hyman's project manager. 

Hyman's latest concept arrives on the heels of the federal Surface Transportation Board's ruling last month that Conrail never legally abandoned the embankment when it sold it to Hyman in July 2005 for $3 million. 

According to Charles Montange, a Seattle-based attorney hired by the city, the ruling essentially invalidates Hyman's deed and will ultimately force Conrail to sell the property to the city for the same price it charged Hyman. 
Three years ago, the City Council passed a resolution stating its intention to buy the embankment and preserve it as open space. To negotiate with Hyman at this point would be to "seize defeat from the jaws of victory," Montange quipped. 

Hyman's legal team, headed up by former Hudson County Assignment Judge Arthur D'Italia, believes city officials are dreaming if they think the city can snatch up the six-acre embankment for $3 million. 

According to D'Italia, federal law doesn't require Conrail to sell the property for public use. And if the city did seize it through eminent domain, the city would have to pay between $10 million (the appraised value of the property) and $20 million (Hyman's estimate), D'Italia said. 

"It's a shame," Hyman said about the city's legal challenge to his ownership. "I think they are spending unnecessary assets to prevent me from doing something that's great for Jersey City." 

Furthermore, Hyman said, Conrail plans to wait out the 180-day grace period when the embankment could be sold for public use and then turn over the deed to him at no extra charge. 

A Conrail spokesman, John Enright, would not comment on "private discussions" between Hyman and the company, stating only that "Conrail intends to seek abandonment of the line." 

Jersey City Corporation Counsel Bill Matsikoudis said the city has asked state Department of Transportation Commissioner Kris Kolluri to assess the financial feasibility of expanding the light rail to the embankment. 
The city expects to hear from Kolluri "any day now," Matsikoudis said. Kolluri's response would determine how the mayor responds to Hyman's plan, he said. 
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Some of the amenities included in Steve Hyman's new proposal for the Sixth Street Embankment: 

· Continuous serpentine pedestrian walkway 

· Continuous bike lane and jogging trail 

· Cascading water 

· Nature pond and play area 

· Community gardens with picnic shelter 

· Children's play area 

· Information/map kiosk 

· An 800-foot linear lawn 

· Landscaped connection to Hamilton Park 

