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The saving of the defunct Sixth Street Rail Embankment in Downtown Jersey City as a site for open space could come down to whether the six-block stretch of property is considered a spur or a section of a rail main line. 

The future of the embankment came into question when New York developer Steve Hyman exercised his long-held option on the property by paying Conrail $3 million. It is expected that he will develop the property. 

City officials and members of the Sixth Street Embankment Preservation Coalition are hoping to turn the land into a unique linear park. In June, the City Council voted to seize the property through eminent domain. Nearly $5 million in state and federal monies have been raised to acquire the landmark property

Assemblyman Louis Manzo of Jersey City plans to push a little known section of federal law that requires railroad companies looking to sell rail lines to first notify the federal Surface Transportation Board. The railroad company must then give public officials 180 days to buy the property. 

Conrail insists it is exempt from the law because it applies to main lines and it considers the embankment a spur - and here will be the core of the argument. 

Manzo argues that the embankment was a major route of the Pennsylvania Railroad, which built the elevated rail line near the start of the last century to move large shipments out of the Jersey City's rail yards on the city's waterfront. The assemblyman is filing a petition before the Surface Transportation Board asking for proof of abandonment and seeking the proper remedies. 

Given Hyman's history in dealing with real estate disputes with the city, it would be naive to believe that this entire issue will not wind up in a legal battle. 

Readers may recall that when the developer was seeking a tax abatement for the old Downtown Flintkote property he owned, the City Council was offered his option on the embankment property. The result was that the City Council eventually voted to give Hyman his tax abatement, but by then the embankment option was off the table. 

City officials should do what they can to support this latest effort to save the rail embankment.
