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          1  ZONING AND FRANCHISES

          2                 CHAIRPERSON AVELLA: If everyone will

          3  please get settled, I'm reconvening the meeting from

          4  January 27th of the Subcommittee on Zoning and

          5  Franchises.

          6                 As everyone will recall, we had the

          7  public hearing on Land Use Nos 377 and 378, but we

          8  laid over the vote til this morning. This is

          9  commonly referred to as the Bronx BJ's project.

         10                 I have a statement that I will read.

         11  I will then call on Committee members, if they have

         12  a statement to make, I will then call on Council

         13  members that are also here, including Madeline

         14  Provenzano, whose district this project is in.

         15                 The project before the Committee is

         16  the proposed construction of a BJ's wholesale club

         17  on Brush Avenue in the Bronx.

         18                 It would require a rezoning and a

         19  special permit which actions have been the subject

         20  of a hearing by the Committee, as well as the

         21  subjects of numerous meetings and written

         22  communications.

         23                 This is a very serious matter and

         24  each member of the Committee has reviewed all of the

         25  information to present it to us in weighing the
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          2  appropriateness of this site for a use group ten

          3  large retail establishment use.

          4                 The project developer and his

          5  consultants presented their case for the

          6  appropriateness of the site through the

          7  environmental review and a conditional negative

          8  declaration which the project received.

          9                 Despite this, I, along with many of

         10  my colleagues, still had questions. Particularly

         11  since I have a BJ's Warehouse in my district and

         12  know of the problem such uses may present.

         13                 1. The traffic analysis did not

         14  consider any impacts on the Bruckner Expressway, the

         15  Hutchinson River Parkway or Cross Bronx Expressway

         16  from project-induced traffic.

         17                 The analysis only reviewed the

         18  intersections adjacent to the project site, and here

         19  several of the intersections already operate with

         20  severe level of service constraints.

         21                 I know from my own experience that

         22  the WhiteStone Expressway, entrance and exits

         23  adjacent to the College Point BJ's, can become

         24  backed up and significantly slow down traffic on the

         25  expressway.
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          2                 These questions were raised at the

          3  public hearing but were not addressed.

          4                 2. Additionally, members raised

          5  questions concerning a traffic plan to address

          6  potential impacts which would be predicted to occur

          7  during the reconstruction of the Unionport Bridge,

          8  which would significantly alter traffic patterns at

          9  the site.

         10                 The questions were not answered but

         11  were tabled for later consideration.

         12                 Community Board 10 raised many of

         13  these same traffic issues.

         14                 In a letter dated September 22nd,

         15  2004, the developer committed to study the concept

         16  of a new entrance ramp from the Bruckner directly to

         17  the project, as well as additional traffic

         18  correction measures at Bruckner Boulevard and Brush

         19  Avenue.

         20                 The Borough President also raised

         21  some concerns about the Unionport Bridge and

         22  traffic.

         23                 Taken together, these unresolved

         24  matters suggest to me that this site is not

         25  appropriate for a use group ten use, and I,
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          2  therefore, will vote no when we call the vote.

          3                 Are there any comments from Committee

          4  members first?

          5                 Council Member Katz and then Council

          6  Member Quinn.

          7                 COUNCIL MEMBER KATZ: Thank you, Mr.

          8  Chair. And I agree with your statement. I look

          9  forward to the motion that I know you're going to

         10  put on the floor.

         11                 I just wanted to comment, I think

         12  it's important to note that this is an application

         13  that affects two districts, and when that happens

         14  it's always a very difficult thing, especially when

         15  it comes to land use.

         16                 I was greatly concerned also with the

         17  Bruckner Expressway issue, and although we didn't

         18  put it in the record yet, during the hearing which

         19  came out about the bridge being closed right there

         20  as well for two years, and the impact that would

         21  have on the community, but also the transportation

         22  issue. BJ's testified regarding there are two buses

         23  that go to the area of BJ's and they're hoping to

         24  get a third one. I guess in and of itself, hoping to

         25  get a third mode of transportation is a good thing,
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          2  and knowing that there are two buses there is also a

          3  good thing, except I don't see a lot of people going

          4  to BJ's and then hopping on a bus. The whole purpose

          5  of going to BJ's is to be able to buy in bulk. And I

          6  think that bus transportation or subway

          7  transportation, depending on where you are, not

          8  here, but in other places, when you're buying in

          9  bulk it's a very difficult thing to do as well.

         10                 So, I just wanted to reiterate some

         11  of the things that you said, and just understand

         12  that the issues, traffic and transportation, were

         13  extremely concerning to me as well. Thank you.

         14                 CHAIRPERSON AVELLA: Thank you.

         15                 Council Member Quinn.

         16                 COUNCIL MEMBER QUINN: Thank you. I

         17  just want to add on to what you and Councilperson

         18  Katz just said.

         19                 A couple of years ago, in 2000, not

         20  long after I was elected to the Council, I had a

         21  proposal for not BJ's but a similar big box food

         22  establishment, two of them in my district, one on

         23  14th Street, one on 55th Street, actually right on

         24  the border of mine and then Council Member

         25  Eldridge's district, and the hearing is a little bit
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          2  like, and a old discussion, a little like "deja vu

          3  all over again." It was a lot of that kind of

          4  discussion with the M 14 bus which has challenges on

          5  schedule in and of itself, but I, like Council

          6  Member Katz, had trouble envisioning people with,

          7  you know, 182 rolls of toilet paper and 15 gallon

          8  cans of peanut butter, getting on and off the M 14

          9  bus. I didn't really see it happening.

         10                 And we were very concerned, because

         11  if anyone has tried to get across 14th Street,

         12  almost at any hour, except, you know, maybe 3:00 in

         13  the morning, it's usually bumper to bumper and

         14  really had tremendous concerns about what that would

         15  do traffic-wise in our neighborhood, and it seemed

         16  the very same scenario and problems were repeating

         17  themselves here, and I think those are very real and

         18  relevant land use items.

         19                 I also want to say, I remain, this

         20  isn't a land use issue per say, but I just want to

         21  put it on the record, remain disappointed that these

         22  large establishments have not changed their position

         23  on food stamps. Because one thing that could be

         24  compelling to me, even with the other challenges, is

         25  if these establishments were a resource for people
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          2  on food stamps, and that has not yet changed, so I

          3  do know, to be fair, that BJ's has said they are

          4  looking into it.

          5                 That not being relevant to land use,

          6  I do think that transportation and traffic issues

          7  are very relevant to our charges as a Zoning

          8  Subcommittee, and think the very same problems I saw

          9  remain here.

         10                 Thank you very much.

         11                 CHAIRPERSON AVELLA: Council Member

         12  Provenzano.

         13                 COUNCIL MEMBER PROVENZANO: Thank you

         14  very much, Mr. Chair.

         15                 I know there's been a huge, I guess

         16  we could call it controversy, over this BJ's. I

         17  think it extends beyond the word "controversy"

         18  though. And I know it's not only against BJ's, I

         19  think we're playing that big box store game here.

         20                 But what really distresses me is that

         21  because of this there's been a total disregard for

         22  my constituency for the 13th Council district.

         23                 This item was approved by the

         24  community board, was approved by the Borough

         25  President. The Borough President sat down with the
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          2  folks from BJ's, made many concessions, they made

          3  many concessions with him. I have the agreement that

          4  they put together right here. But, you know, the

          5  most avid supporters of this BJ's in my district

          6  were the folks in the Throggsneck housing

          7  development. As a matter of fact, the president of

          8  the Tenants Association I believe testified at the

          9  last hearing, Duane Jenkins. And you're talking

         10  about two buses. These are the people, many of whom

         11  don't have cars, and, yeah, will get on a bus with

         12  their three kids, four kids, their sister, their

         13  cousin, and go to a BJ's and cart all the stuff

         14  home.

         15                 So, to say that people that are going

         16  to BJ's don't ride the bus is ridiculous.

         17                 There are also the folks who need the

         18  lower prices, who have lower incomes, probably

         19  larger households, they need discount prices. And

         20  they shouldn't have to totally rely on the small

         21  grocery store on the corner that's probably ripping

         22  them off.

         23                 These are also the folks who would be

         24  applying for the jobs at BJ's. And that's another

         25  commitment that BJ's gave, that they would first
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          2  offer the jobs to those in the community, and then

          3  in the Bronx.

          4                 You know, I always hear this big

          5  message in the Council, no jobs in the Bronx with

          6  minorities. Well, here we go. More than likely they

          7  would be the first group that would be approached.

          8                 Also, on location, if someone came to

          9  me and said pick a location for BJ's, this is the

         10  location I would pick. No homes, no churches, no

         11  playgrounds, there's a high school but there's no

         12  elementary schools, easy on/off access to all the

         13  highways, and the traffic studies did show that

         14  there's no impact in the immediate vicinity. Now

         15  you're saying that they didn't go far enough.

         16                 The adjoining community board claims

         17  that traffic would double in their community. We

         18  don't have the concrete evidence to support that.

         19  And to tell you the truth, all of this stuff is a

         20  smoke screen. We all know what the real issue is

         21  here and we're not supposed to talk about it. It's

         22  the unions.

         23                 Well, you know what? I've been

         24  pro-union all my life, all of my political life, but

         25  now I say to the union but out. Go to BJ's, stand
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          2  outside, talk to the employees, talk to the members,

          3  that's the way you've done it for hundreds and

          4  hundreds of years, why change now? Convince the

          5  people that work there that they need a union.

          6                 We have plenty of construction unions

          7  and I think they testified that want the BJ's

          8  because it's a job, it's jobs for them. It's

          9  construction jobs.

         10                 If this BJ's goes down, and I'm

         11  pretty sure it will, what do we put in that big, big

         12  space?

         13                 Mr. Lipsky, who is not here today,

         14  are you going to put a Stop-n-Shop or a Pathmark?

         15  Does that not bring in traffic? Or are all of you

         16  good people that are voting against it today, you're

         17  all going to decide what will go in that big, big

         18  spot in my district?

         19                 The thing that disturbs me most,

         20  sadly, again, is that the folks in my community, you

         21  know, what do I say to them? Sorry. No BJ's for you.

         22  The needs and desires of my constituency had just

         23  been tossed aside. And I'm not really sure why, but

         24  I am really sure that I don't want to know why. But

         25  I do know that if this BJ's goes down, this body
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          2  votes against it, and I know you will, then tomorrow

          3  they vote against something in your district, and

          4  tomorrow they vote against something in your

          5  district as well, and we set a precedent in this

          6  Council that has never been set before.

          7                 Thank you.

          8                 CHAIRPERSON AVELLA: Thank you.

          9                 Council Member Palma.

         10                 COUNCIL MEMBER PALMA: Thank you, Mr.

         11  Chair.

         12                 First of all, let me thank you for

         13  your homework and your leadership on this issue. The

         14  staff of your Subcommittee and the Land Use staff

         15  has been amazing in making sure that we address the

         16  correct issue here which is the traffic impact that

         17  this is going to have in my district, and

         18  furthermore, into the rest of the Bronx.

         19                 I know it was a controversial issue,

         20  it was a tough decision to make, and you guys worked

         21  really, really hard around it.

         22                 I don't think this has to do whether

         23  we want BJ's to be unionized, or we want to vote

         24  against other projects in other members' districts

         25  but the bottom line here is that we need to protect
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          2  our districts. And if we can look at one community

          3  and see how it's going to affect another, that's how

          4  we need to continue to work and be mindful of our

          5  City as a whole.

          6                 So, once again, I thank everyone who

          7  worked so hard around this issue. First of all, my

          8  colleagues who support that, who support in knowing

          9  that putting BJ's in the Bronx would have an overall

         10  impact on all of us.

         11                 Thanks.

         12                 CHAIRPERSON AVELLA: Anyone else?

         13                 Seeing no other comments, I will ask

         14  Counsel to call the motion. The motion is to deny

         15  the application.

         16                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Chair Avella.

         17                 CHAIRPERSON AVELLA: I vote aye to

         18  deny the application.

         19                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Council Member

         20  Quinn.

         21                 COUNCIL MEMBER QUINN: I vote aye to

         22  deny the application.

         23                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Council Member

         24  Katz.

         25                 COUNCIL MEMBER KATZ: Aye to
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          2  disapprove.

          3                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Council Member

          4  McMahon.

          5                 COUNCIL MEMBER McMAHON: Aye.

          6                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Council Member

          7  Vann.

          8                 COUNCIL MEMBER VANN: Aye.

          9                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: The vote stands

         10  at five in the affirmative, none in the negative and

         11  no abstentions, and referred to the full Land Use

         12  Committee.

         13                 CHAIRPERSON AVELLA: Thank you,

         14  everyone. This closes the meeting of the

         15  Subcommittee on Zoning and Franchises.

         16                 COUNCIL MEMBER KATZ: Committee on

         17  Land Use will follow as soon as we have a quorum, so

         18  don't go far, please.

         19                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Baez.

         20                 COUNCIL MEMBER BAEZ: Aye.

         21                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: The vote now

         22  stands at six in the affirmative, none in the

         23  negative, no abstentions. Referred to the full Land

         24  Use Committee.

         25                 CHAIRPERSON AVELLA: The meeting of
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          2  the Subcommittee on Zoning and Franchises is hereby

          3  adjourned.

          4                 (Hearing concluded at 10:10 a.m.)
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