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Priceless chance, but prudence rules 

Saturday, September 17, 2005 

W hat can you say about the decision by the Jersey City administration to pull the motion to hire an attorney to fight for the six blocks of elevated rail line property known as the Sixth Street Embankment? 

Perhaps one can suggest that developer Steve Hyman has city officials - let us say, "fearful." This could very well be Flintkote property redux. 

On Tuesday, it appeared that the city Planning Board hammered Hyman's plans by unanimously rejecting his attempt to subdivide a two-block, non-elevated section of the controversial property to build housing. Local activists who are fighting to turn the Sixth Street Embankment into an urban linear park were ecstatic. 

The euphoria died the next day when the City Council tabled a resolution to hire an out-of-state attorney to try to determine whether Conrail legally abandoned the mostly elevated site 10 years ago. Hyman in July exercised a long-held option to buy the old railroad turnaround from Conrail for $3 million. 

Supporters of the resolution argue that under federal law, Conrail should have told the federal Surface Transportation Board of its intentions to walk away from the site. The law mandates that the railroad company had to give the city a 180-day window to buy the property, the activists note, contending that by insisting the federal guidelines be followed, the Hyman option and sale can be voided. 

At Wednesday's City Council meeting, members of the panel suddenly got cold feet. They did not want to pay $200 per hour for a Seattle attorney. Councilman Bill Gaughan reminded everyone that Hyman is extremely litigious. 

He was referring to the 18-year legal battle the city staged with Hyman over the old Flintkote property that was to be included in the Liberty Harbor North redevelopment project. Eventually, the Flintkote property was removed from the redevelopment plan unilaterally by the new head of city redevelopment who also was a business associate of Hyman. 

Many of the same City Council members who are shy about obtaining an attorney this week to challenge Hyman's control over the embankment were not averse to approving a tax abatement for the Flintkote property to make it easier for the developer to sell the property once the council's actions made it more valuable. 

The issue is being "reviewed," say city officials, to determine how wise it would be to go ahead with litigation. As it stands now, it is hard not to wrinkle one's nose. 
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