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There were a number of surprises Wednesday night. The biggest was the Jersey City City Council actually voting down a tax abatement by a vote of 7-1. After rubber stamping just about every tax abatement request that's come before the governing body for the past few decades, there should be a special mention when a payment in lieu of taxes is rejected. 

Then again, this is about the former Flintkote property, and lately nothing about it should be a surprise - until it was linked at the City Council meeting with the Sixth Street Railroad Embankment. 

Flintkote property owner Steve Hyman had sued the city a decade ago, seeking to have the site removed from the Liberty Harbor North Development Area condemnation plan, and in early 2002, the city Department of Housing and Economic Development, with the City Council's approval, did remove it from the acquisition map. 

Several council members claimed they were tricked into voting to remove the property from the map by a sentence at the end of an ordinance authorizing several other amendments to the Liberty Harbor plan. They said the property was referred to only by its block and lot number, not as Flintkote. 

The HEDC director, Mark Munley, had been a business associate of Hyman. After he took office in July 2001, he listed the Flintkote site among his business ties and projects that might present a conflict of interest in his new position. He noted he had severed his ties to Hyman and the Flintkote property before taking office. 

It's assumed the city would have paid a lot less for the property under the condemnation plan than the $25 million Hyman had, until Wednesday night, been expecting to get in a pending sale. For Hyman to sell the property, he said, he needed a 20-year tax abatement from the City Council. It was suggested in Our Opinion that if the council members really felt they had been bamboozled two years ago then they shouldn't approve the tax abatement. 

At the meeting, when it became apparent that the council might indeed vote against the abatement, Hyman made an out-of-the-blue offer to transfer to the city his rights to the Sixth Street Railroad Embankment. Preservationists have long been clamoring for the city to save the embankment from development and turn it into an elevated park. Hyman actually held an option, until this June 21, to buy the property from Conrail for $3 million. 

On top of this, city Corporation Counsel Karen DeSoto announced at the meeting that the administration of Mayor Glenn D. Cunningham had received a commitment from Green Acres for up to 75 percent of the purchase price. The expected buyer of Hyman's Flintkote property, Dean Geibel, then offered to come up with the additional funds. 

The City Council didn't bite, and voted against the abatement proposal. 

Cunningham said he is considering using eminent domain to grab the Sixth Street Embankment for use as a park. After all the lawsuits the city has endured in dealing with Hyman, perhaps it would be better to wait until his option expires and negotiate directly with Conrail. 

