THE NEW YORK TIMES, SUNDAY, DECEMBER 14, 2003

D EVELOPMENT

Susan Stava for The New York Tlmﬁ

Advocates for Reservoir Move
To Halt Housing Development

IR By TINA KELLEY

SOMERS

N .a move unusual for its last-minute fervor, a

l group opposed to a 23-home development on

the Amawalk Reservoir in Somers is urging

‘New York City and other governments and chari-

table groups to try to buy the 29-acre site in ques-
tion and keep it from being developed.

Despite the objections, the developer, Sue-
laine Realty Inc. in Katonah,] , said nothing short
of an offer to buy the property could stop the pro-
posed homes, which have received final subdivi-
sion approval from the planning board. John M.
Harkins Sr.,a part owner of the realty company,
w said the company would sue the town if it con-
tinues to delay signing the final easements need-
ed before building can begin.

The plan to develop the sloping, wooded prop-
erty on the Amawalk Reservoir Peninsula dates
back almost 15 years. The project’s opponents
base their objections on many of the traditional
antidevelopment reasons: spoiling the environ-
ment, adding too much traffic, and compromising
the riral nature of the town. In addition, the res-
ervoir delivers water to the towns of Cortlandt,
ankmwn and Somers, as well as other towns in
northern Westchester, and is part of the Croton
Resérvoir system, which holds New York City’s
drinking water, and opponents say the water may
be fouled by extensive development.

- .About 75 people opposed to the homes attend-

ed the town board rneetmg last month when the
development, known as Granite Pointe, was
scheduled to receive final approval of its ease-
ments, said Julia Rellou, a 14-year resident of
Somers who is a leader of the group.

The opponents raised questions about a letter
from the health department to the developer’s en-
gineer in January 2002, noting some contamina-

" tion of the groundwater at the wooded site, which

is across the street from a former gas station
where there was leakage from an underground
storage tank. Other residents requested that the
site, a former shooting range, be tested for residu-
al lead from bullets.

These questions should be enough to per-
suade the planning board to reconsider its ap-
proval of the plans, said Councilman Paul Meyer,
a Democrat, who opposes the subdivision. Yet
this point, like most others, is hotly contested.

“One would think one would see this land as
sacrosanct,” said County Legislator Michael B.
Kaplowitz, a Somers Democrat who is chairman
of the Environment and Health Committee,

“It is a primary drinking supply for tens of
thousands of residents,” he said of the reservoir.

The town is asking the New York City De-
partment of Environmental Protection to buy the
property. A spokesman for the department,
Charles Sturcken, said the agency might be inter-
ested in the property, in partnership with the
state, county, other nearby towns, or private
groups, if the owner was willing to sell it.

“We don’t have.the present wherewithal to
outright purchase this property,” Mr. Sturcken
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The peninsula on the Amawalk Reservoir,
where a group is trying to halt a 23-home de-
velopment on a 29-acre site.

said.

Mr. Harkins estimated the property should
sell for $15 million to $20 million, He said the de-
velopers have already invested between $3 mil-
lion and $4 million on the property, including at
least $1 million in fees to the town for recreation,
water and letters of credit.

But Mr. Meyer believes that price is too high.
“1f we were to turn around and give him $5 mil-
lion, with $2 million free and clear on a project
that is still questionable, I'd be perfectly fine with
that,” he said, adding that the developer should
make a reasonable profit on the reasonable as-
sessed value of the land, which would be consider-
ably lower if it is discovered to be contaminated.

Meanwhile Ms. Rellou said opponents of the
development are planning to meet with the West-
chester Land Trust, the Trust for Public Land,
the Open Space Institute and the town of Somers,
to try to come up money to add to any that might
come from the city’s environmental agency to
buy the land.

But time is running out. The planning board
met Wednesday night and gave the developer an
extension on his subdivision approval until the
end of January.

“It’s really just the thinnest thread that is
holding this project back from going forward,”
Mr. Meyer said.

Some of the opponents moved to the area af-
ter the planning board approved the subdivision,
and others were not aware of its potential impact
when it was in the earlier planning phases.

The development has a long and complicated
history. The first environmental impact state-
ment about Granite Point was presented to the
town in 1989, when it was owned by different de-
velopers, said Mr. Harkins, who is a substantial
but not majority owner of Suelaine Realty, which
bought the mortgage on the heavily indebted
_property in 1993, then foreclosed on the mortgage.

The planning board approved plans for a 26-
home development in 1998, but the New York City
Department of Environmental Protection sued
the town successfully, asking to be included in the
decision-making. The number of homes was then
reduced to the current 23.
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