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THE JERSEY CITY REPORTER

See you in September

Planning Board puts off subdividing lot near Sixth Street Embankment
Ricardo Kaulessar
Reporter staff writer  

08/13/2005

The Planning Board Tuesday tabled an application from new Sixth Street Embankment owner Steve Hyman and local businesswoman Claudia Jastrzebski to subdivide two lots at the western end of the embankment to build new homes there.

The application will be heard at a Planning Board meeting scheduled for Sept. 13.

One of the two lots belongs to Hyman through his newly formed SLH Holding Corporation. The other belongs to Jastrzebski.

The meeting was crowded with nearly 50 people who want the embankment to instead become part of a recreation trail. 

They would like the city to buy the historic embankment from Hyman.

Planning Board Chairman John Cardwell and his fellow board members said that they decided to table the application because they want to discuss the matter with head of City Planning Robert Cotter, who was not present at the meeting, before a decision is made. 

The section in question was on the corner of Sixth and Brunswick streets.

Located near the Newport Center Mall, the six-acre embankment, officially known as the Pennsylvania Harsimus Stem Embankment, is a series of sandstone and granite blocks over which a section of the Pennsylvania Railroad ran starting in 1902. On July 13, Hyman purchased the embankment from Conrail for $3 million.

Hyman's attorney Carmine Alampi told the Reporter earlier that Hyman will litigate against the city to overturn a municipal order granting the embankment landmark status. 

But is this section part of the embankment
Advocates for the embankment believe that Hyman is seeking the subdivision in order to have additional lots available for sale if he decides not to build. 

When Alampi presented the application to the board, he pointed out that it had been filed with the Planning Department since May and that by law, the land being subdivided for one- and two-family homes wasn't subject to site plan review. That means documents showing what would be built on the site do not have to be studied by the board before they approve the subdivision.

But Board Commissioner Leon Yost asked Alampi to clarify the application. Yost asked Alampi if the parcel of land in question is entitled to the same protection granted to the embankment from any subdivision or potential construction. Alampi said that the property was part of Hyman's purchase but is not part of the embankment. 

The questioning soon led to a fairly contentious exchange between Yost and Alampi, as Yost felt that Alampi was not answering the question about the historic value of the property. 

The board also took issue with director of city planning Robert Cotter not being in attendance for this important application. 

Subdivision seen as divisive
Felicia Palmer, a resident of 296 Sixth St. for seven years, said that neither Hyman nor his attorney had met with most Sixth Street residents regarding this subdivision or his purchase of the Sixth Street Embankment. She referred to their efforts as "divide and conquer."

Palmer said that only residents within 200 feet were notified (as they must be by law), and that plans to build on any part of embankment affect the entire block, not just a smaller area. 

Also at the meeting was Maureen Crowley, a founder and current member of the Pennsylvania Railroad Harsimus Stem Embankment Preservation Coalition, founded in 1998 to save the embankment from demolition.

Crowley asked that the board and city officials look into who exactly owns the embankment since Hyman registered each of the blocks that encompass the embankment as a separate entity. Crowley doesn't trust that Hyman is the sole owner of the property. 

Also, Crowley said she was offended that Hyman advertised the application in a newspaper before the Planning Department had an opportunity to review it. She requested that the board put stringent conditions upon the owner before they approve any subdivision, such as conducting an impact study and a carefully reviewing the documents filed as part of the application.

Rick James, a historic preservationist who has consulted the Embankment Coalition since their start, posed provocative questions to Alampi about the embankment, including whether Conrail, before selling the property to Hyman, had filed the proper paperwork stating that they would no longer use the embankment property. 
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