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          1  LANDMARKS, SITING AND MARITIME USES

          2                 CHAIRPERSON LAPPIN: Welcome to

          3  today's meeting of the Land Use Subcommittee on

          4  Landmarks, Public Siting and Maritime Uses.  I'm the

          5  Chair, Jessica Lappin, joined today by Council

          6  Member John Liu of Queens, Council Member Maria Baez

          7  of the Bronx, Council Member Maria del Carmen Arroyo

          8  of the Bronx, Council Member Jimmy Oddo of Staten

          9  Island, Council Member Andrew Lanza of Staten

         10  Island, Council Member Annabel Palma of the Bronx,

         11  Council Member Rosie Mendez of Manhattan, Council

         12  Member Dan Garodnick of Manhattan, Council Member

         13  Miguel Martinez of Manhattan and Council Member

         14  Charles Barron of Brooklyn.

         15                 We are going to vote today on two

         16  items that were laid over from yesterday's agenda.

         17  Item No. 20065521, the DeHart House, which is in

         18  Council Member Lanza's district. We will begin with

         19  a brief discussion on that item. We're not going to

         20  reopen the hearing, but I wanted to give Council

         21  Member Lanza an opportunity to speak to this issue.

         22                 COUNCIL MEMBER LANZA: Thank you,

         23  Madam Chair. And I am here to speak on behalf of the

         24  Landmarking vote for 134 Main Street. And I've

         25  talked to a number of my colleagues and I understand
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          2  that the mere consideration of this vote has raised

          3  some very serious and I think relevant and good

          4  questions with respect to government's function in

          5  landmarking.

          6                 And I understand that for the most

          7  part the trepidation or the opposition does not

          8  revolve around the merits of this property being

          9  considered for landmarking, but whether the impact

         10  that it has on the property owner. And I think

         11  that's something that we do need to consider. I am

         12  sensitive as well, and I think it speaks to the

         13  decency of the members of this Committee and the

         14  City Council that that is something that has been

         15  seriously considered here.

         16                 You know, I've always believed that

         17  it is a legitimate point of view to suggest that

         18  perhaps government should not be in the business of

         19  landmarking properties, because we understand that

         20  when we do that, we affect the property rights

         21  vis-a-vis that property.

         22                 And that is something certainly that

         23  we can all discuss. I happen to believe, and so I

         24  think the question is whether or not the Landmarking

         25  power is a legitimate government function. I happen
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          2  to believe that it is, that it ought to be used

          3  sparingly and that it ought to be imposed in limited

          4  circumstances. And if it's done that way, and based

          5  on the merits and with proper consideration that it

          6  is a legitimate government function.

          7                 And I think it is because I think in

          8  certain instances it's important to maintain that

          9  which makes a community livable, that which makes a

         10  community desirable, and it's important to maintain

         11  and to acknowledge our collective heritage, and

         12  history.

         13                 So, that being said, and

         14  understanding that the discussion surrounding this

         15  property has less to do with the merits, I won't go

         16  on about that. But I would point out that this is a

         17  house that was built around 1850, it is the best

         18  preserved house representing the early Staten Island

         19  building tradition. In fact, it's unique in many

         20  respects. It sits in historic Tottenville. Staten

         21  Island is known for its small towns, it's a

         22  collective of small towns, if you will, and

         23  Tottenville among all those towns really has

         24  survived some of the destruction that some of the

         25  other towns have endured, and still to this day has
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          2  managed to maintain the small towns character, which

          3  is why, quite frankly, I was so adamant in offering

          4  downzoning laws to protect Staten Island, which is

          5  why in fact I am so supportive of the landmarking of

          6  this property.

          7                 I would add that, I understand that

          8  the public testimony portion of this hearing is

          9  closed, but Tottenville is about as far away as the

         10  crow flies from City Hall as any point in the City

         11  of New York, and it's also a place where you can't

         12  find a bus and there is no subway, and so you've got

         13  to be Lewis and Clarke to make it over to City Hall.

         14  And that being said, just to show how supportive I

         15  think, or to demonstrate how supportive people in

         16  our community are of maintaining the character of

         17  this quaint and historic town, we're joined by a

         18  number of members from Tottenville, June Delaney,

         19  who is the President of Tottenville Civic Group, and

         20  Linda Hauke, who is the President of the Tottenville

         21  Historic Society, Tina Kaufsman, who is part of the

         22  Tottenville Historic Society, Bob Sweigert from

         23  Tottenville Civic, Linda Eskenas from Staten Island

         24  Preservation Society, or the League. And they're

         25  here because they feel as I do very strongly that we
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          2  do have a community worth saving, but that we need

          3  government assistance.

          4                 There is page after page discussing,

          5  and we all have that, discussing the merits, if you

          6  will, of this property for landmarking. And, again,

          7  I won't go into it, and I'm not an expert on it, but

          8  if you only look at the picture, you can see that

          9  there is something unique and different about this

         10  house, and I'm told that that is all true. It's, as

         11  I said, a home that was built in 1850. It is an

         12  eclectic architectural style of the Gothic Revival

         13  Period, and it has attributes of Greek Revival, all

         14  things that I'm not really well versed in and don't

         15  exactly know what they mean. All I know is when you

         16  look at it, you know that this house is something

         17  special and it's something unique an it really does

         18  hearken back to another time. And, again, the

         19  experts tell me that it is almost entirely fully

         20  intact. And more importantly that it's unique, it is

         21  the last remaining fully intact structure on the

         22  entire South Shore of Staten Island from this

         23  period. And you know, South Shore of Staten Island

         24  is a big place, I think there is lots of history

         25  there, and its history is worthy of preservation,
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          2  just as the history of any other community in this

          3  City. So, it's a big place and to have only one home

          4  that is surviving to reflect in all its grandeur an

          5  earlier time.

          6                 It also really I think symbolizes,

          7  when you come to Tottenville, and it sits on Main

          8  Street, the most important street, obviously, in

          9  Tottenville, a very historic street, it's either the

         10  first or second home built on Main Street in

         11  Tottenville, which is a 19th Century town. And I

         12  think when you look at this home it kind of looks

         13  like a miniature Gracie Mansion. But when you look

         14  at this home, it truly symbolizes what Tottenville

         15  is all about, that which we're trying to protect.

         16                 So, I think on the merits, I don't

         17  think there is any argument from any members of this

         18  Committee with respect to the merits of whether or

         19  not the architecture, the structure, the home

         20  itself, ought to be preserved.

         21                 The issue turns on the impact to the

         22  homeowner, and I've got to tell you, I'm proud that

         23  all of you take so seriously that issue. I'm proud

         24  to be a member, not of this Committee, but of the

         25  City Council that you care so much about the
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          2  interest of every single individual in this City,

          3  and I have watched it time and time again for four

          4  and a half years, and you haven't let me down here.

          5                 Let me just add, though, that

          6  whenever we landmark a property, we somehow affect

          7  its value. Some will tell you the value goes up,

          8  some will tell you it goes down. Certainly with

          9  respect to a purchaser, prospective purchaser, a

         10  builder whose intention is to destroy and tear down

         11  a property, certainly to that perspective buyer by

         12  landmarking we make worthless the property.

         13                 But after all, isn't that why we

         14  landmark a property, to prevent that very thing from

         15  happening? To prevent the destruction of the

         16  property, preserve that which we believe is worthy

         17  of being preserved. So that is the very nature of

         18  landmarking.

         19                 And so that is no different with

         20  respect to this property, and I would suggest to you

         21  that if we don't landmark this property and this

         22  house in historic Tottenville, then we really ought

         23  to get out of the landmarking business, because if

         24  that is the factor that we're considering that we

         25  affect the value of the marketability, well that's
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          2  the case for every property.

          3                 Let me just speak a little bit about

          4  that bill.

          5                 I would submit, first of all, I'm

          6  told that the real estate broker -- there were three

          7  offers for this property, one by a builder initially

          8  a year ago, but when it was determined that you

          9  couldn't build townhouses there, the offer was

         10  withdrawn.

         11                 And that was by virtue of work that

         12  this Council did on the downzoning applications I

         13  presented and the growth management task force that

         14  changed commercial rights. And so that had

         15  everything to do with the zone changes and nothing

         16  to do with the perspective landmarking.

         17                 I'm told there was another offer by a

         18  commercial neighbor who wanted to utilize the

         19  property as a parking lot, and when he learned that

         20  the zone did not allow it to be utilized in that

         21  way, they withdrew their app -- so, again, little to

         22  do with landmarking.

         23                 And, finally, I'm told that there was

         24  an offer of $600,000. Now, you know, I say this with

         25  some hesitance, but the property owner her purchased
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          2  the home a long time ago, for 18,000 records show,

          3  and there was an offer for $600,000, which was

          4  rejected. So, I think the argument that suggests

          5  that somehow we're making this property worthless is

          6  unfounded. And I truly believe we've experienced a

          7  slowing down in the market, the real estate market

          8  on Staten Island, because of a number of reasons,

          9  and little old Tottenville in Staten Island there

         10  are 85 homes on the market right now. The market has

         11  shifted. The market has moved in a different

         12  direction.

         13                 I believe that the value has been

         14  affected and the marketability has been affected,

         15  having more to do with market conditions, and zoning

         16  regulations, than with the landmarking.

         17                 That being said, of course we affect

         18  the marketability when we landmark, but again, we

         19  affect this no differently than every other property

         20  that we landmark.

         21                 So, I think that that being

         22  considered, you need to take a step back and

         23  understand that we are not unduly in my opinion, we

         24  are not harshly, we are not disproportionately, we

         25  are not unreasonably affecting this person's
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          2  property rights, affecting the value of this home in

          3  a way that we don't do it with others.

          4                 And there are those who would suggest

          5  that it becomes more marketable, and I know Linda

          6  Eskenas from Staten Island Preservation Society

          7  suggested that they have buyers and folks in their

          8  community, the preservation community, that are

          9  looking for landmarks, and she has offered her

         10  assistance to help with the owner of this property,

         11  to help them market it as a landmark.

         12                 And let me just, one last thing, I'm

         13  being told to wrap it up by my Minority Leader. One

         14  last thing. There is also a history here. In fact,

         15  the present owner is part of that history. There's a

         16  rich history in ownership of this house. Very

         17  prominent families from Staten Island. The present

         18  owner is from the Bidell family, an important street

         19  named after the Bidell family. They're very

         20  prominent merchants, for over 100 years in the

         21  community. So, this is both rich in architecture,

         22  it's rich in history, and with respect to the very

         23  legitimate concern about the impact upon the value,

         24  I think it's something that we always deal with here

         25  in Landmarks, I think we do it in the City Council
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          2  carefully, but I think all being said and done, if

          3  we don't landmark this home, then what you're saying

          4  is there really isn't a home worthy of landmarking

          5  on Staten Island.

          6                 So, I would ask my colleagues for

          7  support on this issue.

          8                 Thank you, Madam Chair.

          9                 CHAIRPERSON LAPPIN: Thank you.

         10                 Thank you. Would any of my colleagues

         11  like to make comments before we vote?

         12                 Michael McMahon who -- oh, Council

         13  Member Barron. Please turn off your cell phones.

         14  Thank you.

         15                 COUNCIL MEMBER BARRON: First, I want

         16  to start with an apology for not getting back to you

         17  in your phone call. We had some crises in the

         18  neighborhood and both Mike McMahon and yourself

         19  called, and I didn't really get a chance to speak to

         20  either one of you before this decision.

         21                 This has been a very difficult

         22  decision for me on these two particular sites,

         23  because you know there's always an issue, and I

         24  think you very eloquently presented your case being

         25  sensitive to our concerns and to the concern of the
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          2  historical preservation, which I support 100

          3  percent, 1,000 percent.

          4                 The impact on property, in the past

          5  we really haven't had owners that came in that would

          6  be as impacted as these owners. And I think even

          7  though I felt the realtor in this case was

          8  manipulating us by bringing in an elderly person,

          9  but it worked, it really worked, because, you know,

         10  she was being manipulative, but the reality is that

         11  there are some real issues there with this

         12  particular 88-year-old woman, and that's what I

         13  think has really gotten to most of us. And the

         14  conflict, the concerns is not to question the

         15  historical value of this, but you're right, the

         16  impact that it would have on the elderly 88-year-old

         17  woman in this particular case.

         18                 And, you know, I just don't know, we

         19  hear arguments back and forth, is it easier, and are

         20  there a bunch of buyers out there ready to purchase

         21  landmarked property or not. You know, we can go back

         22  and forth, I'm sure there will be good arguments on

         23  either side for that particular issue. But that's

         24  where I'm at right there, the impact of this

         25  particular elderly lady.
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          2                 You know, if in fact this is a bunch

          3  of manipulation from the realtor just bringing

          4  before us so that she can get to our bleeding

          5  hearts, and stop the landmarking, or is it real? And

          6  is it really going to be more difficult for them,

          7  for her to get back to her family, to sell this, and

          8  are they concerned just about the property and not

          9  the real estate itself, and is this more the

         10  realtor's interest than it is the elderly resident's

         11  interest? Those are some of the things that I'm

         12  wrestling with this morning. I was leaning toward

         13  really not landmarking it for those reasons. That

         14  was my leaning, and your argument has been very,

         15  very compelling, but I'm not totally convinced about

         16  the impact it will have on this senior citizen, and

         17  if there are three or four others that will help

         18  with the marketing of the landmarked property, I

         19  think it would have been better to have that in

         20  place than to say we will do this. It would have

         21  been good to have that in place.

         22                 I would have certainly felt more

         23  comfortable if I knew that that was in place and

         24  that this could happen, and then we got some buyers

         25  for it, even if it's landmarked, and we have that on
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          2  the table, that would make my life easier this

          3  morning. But I must be honest with you and say that

          4  the presentation did impact me and I have my

          5  leanings toward supporting the senior citizen.

          6                 Thank you.

          7                 CHAIRPERSON LAPPIN: I just wanted to

          8  say to the owners who are here, and to everybody who

          9  testified yesterday, that we listened and took what

         10  you had to say very seriously, and that's why we

         11  laid this item over for today, so that we could

         12  debate and discuss and deliberate what is an

         13  important and significant decision, and not a

         14  decision that this body takes lightly. And there has

         15  been an economic debate, and Council Member Lanza

         16  laid out very eloquently the other side, and we

         17  could, with every landmarked property have that

         18  discussion and debate, but really I think for me

         19  ultimately we have to look at these properties on

         20  the merits, and there hasn't been any testimony that

         21  disputed that these are significant and worthy

         22  properties and part of the important history of this

         23  City, and so that to me at the end of the day is

         24  what I have to look to in making my decision,

         25  recognizing that it is a difficult one, but I think
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          2  the right one.

          3                 So, that said, I'm going to ask the

          4  counsel to call the roll, and I recommend a

          5  favorable vote on both of these items.

          6                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Council Member

          7  Lappin.

          8                 CHAIRPERSON LAPPIN: Aye.

          9                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Council Member

         10  Barron.

         11                 COUNCIL MEMBER BARRON: I vote no on

         12  both.

         13                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Council Member

         14  Liu.

         15                 COUNCIL MEMBER LIU: Yes.

         16                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Council Member

         17  Martinez.

         18                 COUNCIL MEMBER MARTINEZ: Aye on both.

         19                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Council Member

         20  Palma.

         21                 COUNCIL MEMBER PALMA: I vote no.

         22                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Council Member

         23  Arroyo.

         24                 COUNCIL MEMBER ARROYO: Yes.

         25                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Council Member
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          2  Mendez.

          3                 COUNCIL MEMBER MENDEZ: I vote yes.

          4                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Council Member

          5  Oddo.

          6                 COUNCIL MEMBER ODDO: Yes.

          7                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: By a vote of

          8  six in the affirmative, two in the negative, no

          9  abstentions, the item carries to the full Land Use

         10  Committee.

         11                 CHAIRPERSON LAPPIN: And we'll hold

         12  the vote open until the Land Use Committee starts,

         13  otherwise this meeting is adjourned.

         14                 (Hearing concluded at 10:40 a.m.)
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