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Sixth Street Embankment: talk of the town

Planning Board, City Council, and county debate future of old rail line
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APPLICATION DENIED – The Planning Board on Tuesday voted to deny for now an application by Steve Hyman, current owner of the Sixth Street Embankment, to subdivide part of the property for two-family homes. The sale to him by Conrail has to be investigated 
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Those who want a former railroad embankment to become a park rather than a residential development attended as many as three public meetings last week wearing "Embankment" nametags and green t-shirts saying "MAKE MY PARK."

"The Embankment is not just a Downtown issue or just a Jersey City issue, but also a county issue," said resident Laura Skolar at a meeting.

The Pennsylvania Harsimus Stem 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 ran starting in 1902 until the late 1970s.

On July 13, real estate investor Steve Hyman purchased the Embankment from Conrail for $3 million, intending to build two-family homes there.

However, members of the Pennsylvania Harsimus Stem Embankment Coalition (created in 1998 for the purpose of preservation from any pending development) have, for several years, worked toward transforming the Embankment into a linear park and nature trail that would serve as a link in the 2,500-mile East Coast Greenway (stretching from Maine to Florida).

The city has in recent months retained appraisers to put together an estimate of the cost for acquiring the Embankment. The number is expected to be ready in early October.

But Hyman has already put in an application with the Planning Department to start building on land located at the corner of Sixth and Brunswick Streets.

That application was denied by the Planning Board on Tuesday. 



Planning Board puts Hyman on hold

The supporters of the Embankment attended two meetings on Tuesday evening: first a Planning Board meeting in City Hall, and later a meeting of the Hudson County Open Space Advisory Board.

At the Planning Board meeting, the board denied the application by Steve Hyman to subdivide two existing lots on the corner of Sixth and Brunswick Streets into seven smaller lots. Six lots would see two-family houses constructed on them and one for commercial business.

Planning Board Chairman Jon Cardwell told Hyman's attorney, Carmine Alampi, that the application was being denied based on advice from the city's Law Department, and that the Embankment sale had to be researched before they could approve the application.

There is a question over whether Conrail, the former owner of the rail line, followed proper procedure in turning over the land to Hyman after they abandoned it.

Federal law stipulates that rail carriers intending to abandon any part of their railroad lines have to first file an application with the Surface Transportation Board (STB), the federal agency responsible for regulating interstate railroad transportation. If the STB finds an abandoned railroad property suitable for public use, and no longer in operation, then the property has to be offered for sale for public use.

Alampi protested the Planning Board's denial and said that Hyman would file a lawsuit against the city immediately to contest the Planning Board decision. In fact, Alampi filed suit in Hudson County court on Wednesday.

The last time the Embankment was discussed in front of the Planning Board was during its Aug. 13 meeting, when the same application was tabled when resident complained of not being contacted about the plans.

At that meeting, historic preservationist Rick James brought up the issue of Conrail abandonment of the railroad, leading State Assemblyman Louis Manzo to bring up the issue in an Aug. 25 letter to Mayor Jerramiah Healy. 

City Council puts legal action on hold
But supporters of the Embankment suffered a temporary setback Wednesday when the City Council withdrew a resolution authorizing the hire of a lawyer to help the city find out if sale was valid.

Instead, it will be re-introduced at the next City Council meeting on Sept. 28 to allow the attorney to describe how he would proceed with this litigation.

The resolution proposed to pay $200 per hour, up to $20,000, to Charles Montange, Esq. as special counsel. 

Montange is a Seattle-based attorney who has worked over the years on issues regarding the transformation of rail corridors into trails. 

Some on the City Council such as Ward D City Councilman William Gaughan wanted to wait on Montange's hiring because they didn't have enough information on his qualifications and potential costs.

"I have some problems with no appraisal costs, no estimated costs for legal services, and I can't see anything in terms of his qualifications," said Gaughan during his vote.

City Attorney Bill Matsikoudis tried to impress upon opposing council members the merits of hiring Montange.

"Going to the eminent domain issue, that's exactly why it's worthwhile to spend $20,000 on this attorney because this attorney could determine whether or not the property was in fact abandoned pursuant to federal law," said Matsikoudis, "and if it was not properly abandoned...we could then negotiate with Conrail and acquire it, presumably for an amount that is similar to the amount that Mr. Hyman bought it for in the neighborhood of $3 million."

But Gaughan noted that Hyman has engaged the city in years of costly litigation over land owned on Grand Street, and didn't want that experience repeated again.

Matsikoudis then suggested the resolution be pulled from the council's agenda. 

City Council puts legal action on hold
Meanwhile, members of the Coalition for the Sixth Street Embankment asked the county's Open Space Advisory Board to include the Embankment on their list of 18 sites requesting money from the county's Open Space, Recreation and Historic Preservation Trust Fund.

The Coalition would like the county to use $3.6 million from the fund to help purchase the Embankment. The Coalition already had amassed $4.1 million over the years.

But the board was leaning toward not including the Embankment on their list when they make their decision on Sept. 28 and send their recommendations to the Hudson County Board of Freeholders.

The board noted that there are the questions of ownership, and waiting for answers would hold up other projects on the list from receiving needed funding.

But advocates spoke from the heart to implore the board to recommend that the Embankment stay on the list.

Maureen Crowley, the founder of the Embankment Coalition, spoke of how the money is needed in order to go ahead with acquisition. The mayor's representative, David Donnelly, called the Embankment "a piece of Americana." St. Peter's College student Robert Napiorski was effusive with praise for this Embankment in his hometown.

The board chairman, Sarah Crew, complimented the attendees on their enthusiasm, but board member William DeRosa advised that unless the Embankment coalition and the city are able to acquire the Embankment in the very near future, the project cannot be included on the list.

However, Captain Bill Sheehan, founder of Hackensack Riverkeeper, Inc. organization, made the suggestion that the Coalition and the city should appeal straight to the county freeholders to include the Embankment on the Open Space funds list. 

Ricardo Kaulessar can be reached at rkaulessar@hudsonreporter.com 
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