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They want open space

Supporters ask City Council to save Reservoir No. 3 and Sixth Street Embankment
Ricardo Kaulessar
Reporter staff writer 

How much do residents want open space in Jersey City? The answer is very much, if Wednesday's City Council meeting was any indication.

Hundreds of people packed the council chambers to advocate turning two landmarks into parks - a former Conrail railroad embankment on Sixth Street, and a former city reservoir on Summit Avenue.

First was the matter of preserving all 13 acres of Reservoir No. 3.

Currently, 9 acres of that reservoir, completed in 1881, are protected from development. Those acres are listed in the city's Open Space Inventory and in the state's Green Acres program.

The Jersey City Reservoir Preservation Alliance, a group formed to preserve the reservoir, wants to see the remaining 4 acres also protected from development of any kind.

The entire reservoir already exists as a kind of nature preserve with a man-made lake. The reservoir is open to the public at certain times of the year by the Alliance by applying to the city for a permit and submitting insurance paperwork to protect against liability. 

Second, the Pennsylvania Harsimus Stem Embankment Coalition, a group formed in 1998 to save the Sixth Street embankment in Downtown Jersey City, wanted the council to hire an attorney to look into the embankment's recent sale by Conrail to real estate investor Steve Hyman. Open space advocates believe that Conrail skirted a state law mandating that abandoned railroad land first be offered for public use.

By the end of the meeting, the City Council passed the resolution to hire a lawyer by a close and contentious 5-3 vote.

Also, City Council President Mariano Vega announced that at the next meeting Oct. 12, the council will introduce a resolution to place all 13 acres of Reservoir No. 3 in the city's Open Space Inventory. 
It's not easy being green
The color of Wednesday night's meeting was green, which reflected the popular theme of open space preservation. At a rally that took place outside City Hall before the meeting, supporters for Reservoir No. 3 and the railroad embankment wore green t-shirts emblazoned with the slogan "SAVE OUR PARK."

The meeting also lured advocates for other parks in the city needing attention, such as Cornelius Parker Park on Madison Avenue and Ercel Webb Park on Lafayette Street. However, much of the conversation was on the future of Reservoir No. 3. 

Steve Latham, president of The Jersey City Reservoir Preservation Alliance, addressed the council about the need to preserve all 13 acres and to put it into the city's Open Space Inventory, rather than leave out four acres.

"There is not 9 acres; there's 13 acres, and these acres are a gift from many generations ago," said Latham. "This is a special spot. We're asking for it to be a certain way...we're not asking for the city to spend millions of dollars to renovate it. We're just asking for the city to spend zero dollars and to make sure this space stays open forever for our children."

Brian O' Reilly, the city's business administrator, pointed out that an application was made in 1998 by the city to the state's Green Acres Program to place 9 acres under protection rather than 13, but could not answer why.

Ward D Councilman William Gaughan provided an answer by saying that the mayor at the time, Bret Schundler, wanted 9 acres for open space and four for active recreation such as a baseball diamond, but the plan never materialized.

Others spoke out about the city's inability to create new green space.

Dr. Clifford Waldman, co-chairman for the Friends of the Van Vorst Park, said that city should move for more green space, considering there has not been a new park built in the city in 50 years.

Waldman suggested a community group be entrusted with the responsibility of working to create and preserve green space in the city, rather than government.

On the issue of the embankment, Stephen Gucciardo, vice president of the Embankment Preservation Coalition and chair of the Jersey City Historic Preservation Commission, told the council about the importance of approving $20,000 for Seattle-based attorney Charles Montange to research the embankment sale.

"By not giving us $20,000 to pursue the right way to approach the STB (Surface Transportation Board), you will throw away eight years of work [and] $80,000 of money already spent by the city," he said. "That doesn't make any sense to me." 

$20,000 means more than $20,000
The problem expressed by council members who voted against the resolution was that it called for paying an attorney $20,000. However, the lawyer's services could save money, because the city may still want to buy the embankment property from the developer.

The city has been discussing with the Embankment Coalition the idea of purchasing the 6-acre embankment to develop a passive park/nature trail that would require the construction of bridges to span gaps over city streets.

Gaughan, along with Lipski and Ward E Councilwoman Viola Richardson, voted against the resolution. Gaughan cited the city's financial problems and the burden that acquiring and developing the embankment would have on the city's coffers.

"$20,000 could lead to $3.1 [million] for acquisition and $3.7 [million] for the bridges. You have no idea about the level of contamination...it could go as deep as six feet," said Gaughan. "I am not going to vote for anything at this time that will increase our spending level until such time I see a budget."

City budgets are normally due in August, but some cities, like Jersey City, are typically late.

Gaughan said that the city is facing a $35 million deficit in its upcoming fiscal budget if it goes ahead with the embankment project, and that a $7 or $8 per $1,000 tax increase would result.

Lipski noted there are other projects in the city such as the Loew's Theatre and the Apple Tree House in Journal Square that are looking for the money from the city, and felt the city needed to look at fiscal responsibility.

Some believed Lipski should recuse himself from the vote because of his friendship with Hyman, the developer. But Lipski defended himself by saying that the city's lawyers and his own private counsel advised him that he could vote. (Lipski is currently in a war of words over this and other matters with his former political consultant; see Al Sullivan's column "Between the Lines," page 6).

Richardson said that she could not vote for a project that could potentially take money away from refurbishing parks throughout the city and especially in the ward she represents.

Voting in favor of the resolution were all three councilpersons at large - Mariano Vega, Willie Flood, and Peter Brennan. Also voting in favor were Ward E Councilman Steven Fulop and Ward A Councilman Michael Sottolano. Ward B Councilwoman Mary Spinello abstained from voting. Fulop didn't agree with his colleagues that $20,000 be a huge expense for the city to bear.

"$20,000 - that's not going to blow a hole in the budget by any means," said Fulop. "These people waited a long time here...let's send them home happy for $20,000."

Mariano Vega, as City Council president, had the final vote. Vega, who has been a longtime advocate of open space, said "It's a wonderful day today" before making his vote.

"What I look at," he said, "[is] the fact that Jersey City has a 600-acre deficit of open space for its population. And $20,000 is, in fact, a reimbursable expense and will not affect the budget."

To this, Vega received thunderous applause. 
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