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Flintkote abatement nixed; city will take embankment 
Thursday, March 18, 2004

By Jason Fink 
Journal staff writer 

The Jersey City City Council has voted down a tax abatement for the controversial Flintkote property, rebuffing a last-minute offer by the owner to transfer his rights to the Sixth Street railroad embankment to the city in exchange for a thumbs-up on the abatement. 

In a stunning development that literally came at the 11th hour at the March 10 meeting, Flintkote's owner, Steve Hyman, offered to hand over his $3 million option to buy the embankment from Conrail to the city if the council would agree to adopt an ordinance granting a 20-year abatement to the man set to buy the prime parcel from him for $25 million. 

The story took another turn the next day when Mayor Glenn D. Cunningham announced that the city has secured funding from the state Green Acres program to convert the embankment into open space and now plans to take the property through eminent domain. 

"I would encourage Mr. Hyman at this point not to purchase it because (the city is) going to acquire it through eminent domain," Cunningham said in an interview. 

Though the planned acquisition was announced a day after Hyman's offer was made to the City Council, Cunningham said one has nothing to do with the other. 

"This is completely separate," the mayor said. 

Despite Hyman's offer, the council voted 7-1 against adopting the ordinance to grant the Flintkote abatement. 

The defeated ordinance would have given an abatement to Hoboken-based developer Dean Geibel, whose deal with Hyman to buy Flintkote fell apart just before 1 a.m. on March 11, as council members cast their votes at the end of a six-hour meeting. 

"If there's no tax abatement, I don't want the deal," said Geibel, who added that he has already spent $600,000 for preliminary work on the proposed 432-unit condominium project that was slated to be built at the Flintkote site, at Luis Muñoz Marin Boulevard and Grand Street. 

The offer of the railroad embankment, whose preservation has been a top priority of many of the same community activists who have loudly protested the Flintkote deal, surprised nearly everyone in the packed Council Chambers, including some of the very people it was meant to appease. 

"We never said to anyone, 'Give us the embankment and we'll be quiet on Flintkote,'" said Steve Gucciardo, vice president of the Hamilton Park Neighborhood Association and a member of the group that pushed to save the embankment. "We had no idea that this deal was going to be put on the table tonight." 

According to several people familiar with the discussions, Hyman was contacted around the start of the meeting at 6 p.m., when it became clear to those involved that the council was inclined to reject the Flintkote abatement. 

As the council plodded through its agenda, more than half a dozen lawyers, lobbyists and other representatives for Geibel and Hyman met with city officials in small groups in the chambers and in the second-floor hallway. 

As Geibel addressed the council to plead his case for the abatement, he told members that Hyman would transfer over his rights to the embankment. 

Hyman, summoned from the back of the chambers, confirmed the offer, revealing that he has an option to buy the historic brick embankment for $3 million from Conrail. 

"I'm willing to give up the embankment," said Hyman, whose purchase option expires June 21. 

The Embankment Preservation Coalition has fought to preserve the land as open space and, though the city has granted historic status to the structure, the future of its 6-acre surface is still an open question. 

Hyman's offer was met with skepticism by some council members who complained that he was only saddling the city with the responsibility of buying the land for $3 million. 

At that point, Corporation Counsel Karen DeSoto said the administration had received a commitment from Green Acres to put up 75 percent of the purchase price. Geibel then chimed in, saying he would come up with the additional funds, lending the air of a frenzied marketplace to the late-night discussions. 

Cunningham said the next day, however, that a state loan may make up the other 25 percent and that Trenton had vowed to assist in the condemnation process. 

A motion to table the vote on Flintkote was defeated when the council split 4-4; the ordinance was then voted on and defeated, 7-1. Councilwoman Mary Donnelly was absent from the meeting. 

Councilman Steve Lipksi, who voted three weeks ago to introduce the abatement ordinance, said the last-minute nature of the embankment offer left too many questions unresolved. 

"Because of the uncertainty of the Sixth Street embankment, I vote no," he said. "Let's bring (the abatement ordinance) back." 
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