Minutes of Rhinecliff Advisory Council Meeting, 7/27/06

Members present: David Anthone, Mark Browne, Melissa Cohen, Kathy Flynn, Tom Holsapple, Lance Ringel, Sharon Rushton, Geoff Sanborn, and Greg Sokaris. Also present: Steve Block.

Overview of major topics of discussion:

· Should the Council commission a new traffic study?

· How might such a study be funded?

· Should someone from the Council sit in on the meetings of the Dock Committee, and vice versa?

· Should the members of the Council exercise their own independent judgment or reflect the consensus opinion of the residents of Rhinecliff?

· To what extent should the Council dedicate itself to the gathering of evidence to support claims, and to what extent should it be a vehicle for the expression of the feelings of the residents of Rhinecliff?

Summary of actions:

· David Anthone was elected Chair and Geoff Sanborn was elected Secretary. 

· There was general agreement that the review of the Comprehensive Plan should be the council’s first priority, given that the Town Board intends to produce a revised version of the Plan and reopen public hearings by January 2007. 

· The Council agreed to create subcommittees to address the three most important issues facing the Hamlet: the review of the Comprehensive Plan, Sewage and Septic, and Traffic and Parking. 

Record of Discussion:

  

The meeting opened at 6:45.

Steve Block: Rhinecliff is different from Rhinebeck. The idea of the advisory council seemed like a natural idea; I was surprised at the opposition. The council will be as strong and useful and helpful as you are. The Town Board is responsive and will be responsive to well-thought-out ideas that come from the body. 

David Anthone: We will be meeting every two weeks on Thursday at 6:45 in the Firehouse. Notices about the meetings will be posted at the Post Office, the library, and rhinecliff.org, We’ll work on creating an email list too.

Steve Block: The council must keep records of its meetings, come up with its own operating rules, and present an annual report to the Town Board.

(The council unanimously voted to make David Anthone the Chair of the Council and Geoff Sanborn the Secretary.)

David Anthone: Tonight I’d like to have a general discussion that identifies and prioritizes the key issues.

Andrew Sheppard: The key issue for me is the review of the Comprehensive Plan. I’d like to have a visioning session on traffic issues. I’d also like to talk about the LWRP (Local Waterfront Revitalization Plan). It’s a key state document that calls for a lot more development than I’d like to see. It’s going to guide things—there’s a question as to whether the Comprehensive Plan or the LWRP is the controlling document. Also, it’s been suggested that development would benefit the hamlet by benefiting the Hudson. I’d like to see a study. Treated sewage is actually worse than what comes out of the septic field. I think we should scientifically ascertain and address the problems we have. 

 (Lance Ringel took over as Recording Secretary) 

David Anthone:  Chris Gould did a study that showed how development would affect traffic.  How do we feel about a larger traffic study, taking a closer look? 

Rita Kirsch:  When I go down to the post office, I have to wait for a parking space.  We do need a traffic study.  We need a document where people can see what’s feasible. 

David Anthone:  We also need to see what alternatives are feasible for traffic.  Then there’s the Dock Committee.  Someone from the Council may need to sit in on their meetings, and vice versa. 

Steve Block:  We have to see what the appropriate relationship is between the two bodies, and make adjustments as necessary. 

James Chapman:  Would it make sense for the Dock Committee to let the Council know where we are up to, and what we do?  We have no solution in mind.  We are still going through our own process. 

Kathy Flynn:  We need to keep the people in the loop. 

Andrew Sheppard:  The dock is a Town asset, not exclusively a Hamlet issue.  If the Council were to handle it you would run into problems. 

Tom Holsapple:  The designation shouldn’t make a difference. 

Steve Block:  At the very least, have cross liaisons.  Someone from the Council should be at every Waterfront Committee meeting and vice versa. 

James Chapman:  We meet once a month.  Our next meeting is August 3.  We’ll see if we can send someone to the next Council meeting. 

Kathy Flynn:  Continuity is a concern if that individual is a rotating position.  The Council should have the agenda and the minutes of the Waterfront Committee meetings. 

James Chapman:  We can commit to see if one person can do it.  Some of our issues are exactly the same â€“ parking, traffic. 

David Anthone:  It is advantageous for the Dock Committee to be here.  I will go to their August 3 meeting. 

Cynthia Baer:  Or you can come to Rhinecliff Waterfront Day, August 6. 

Rita Kirsch:  How will the Council pay for a traffic study? 

David Anthone:  We need to scope the project and make a proposal. 

Rita Kirsch:  How can we have one more car here? 

David Anthone:  We’re helping the Town when we have this information.  I’m going to move the traffic study to the top of the agenda. 

Cynthia Baer:  Do you have a budget for this Council?  Without money, you’re really at a loss.  You can talk and talk, but you’re at the mercy of the Town.

  

Steve Block:  There is not a budget at this time.  There are so many additional expenses facing the Town Board right now, my suspicion is there is no appetite for an a priori budget line.  But we are open to technical help on specific requests.  A small operational budget won’t give you what you need. 

David Anthone:  We will feed off the Town Board for general office services. 

Steve Block:  The next Town budget will be adopted in November, so we have a few months. 

Melissa Cohen:  Can we independently raise money for projects? 

Steve Block:  You can’t go out and ask for money like nonprofits.  But an independent study by a reputable firm, paid for by a disinterested third party, could be accepted by the Town Board. 

Kathy Flynn:  We can ask the Town Board’s lawyer to help us do this study. 

Chuck Muckle:  What happened with the previous traffic study? 

Cynthia Baer:  The Highway Department has equipment you can use when it’s available.  The Dock Committee will be using it to determine how many people are using the dock. 

Steve Block:  There was a traffic study done.  We just received the results.  I haven’t seen them yet. 

David Anthone:  The addition of curve signs was a result of last fall’s study. 

Andrew Sheppard:  Those have made no difference. 

Mike Amsden:  I think the Council should be reviewing the Comprehensive Plan as a priority because of where it is with the Town.  You need to speak as a Council on those issues, and identify areas of concern to Rhinecliff as a Hamlet. 

Andrew Sheppard:  Our subcommittee voted four or five times to retain one-acre zoning in the Hamlet.  It’s not in the current version of the Comprehensive Plan.  We’re the only part of the Town explicitly excluded from one-acre zoning. 

David Anthone:  We revised the architectural guidelines to relate to massing, scale and setbacks.  They allowed for flexibility of style. 

Andrew Sheppard:  I have read the plan repeatedly and would be happy to go over the problematic points with a subcommittee. 

Steve Block:  This is where we are schedule- and procedure-wise. By the first of the year we aim to be completing an independent review of the Plan by a planner we hired.  We also are reviewing comments we received, many quarreling with implementation particulars.  We will come forward with a revised Plan by the end of the calendar year and resume public hearing(s).  We will go forward with SEQR and hope to get it done by the end of the moratorium that is in effect until July of 2007.  You folks have got to get busy if the Council wishes to seriously inform the comments on the Plan. 

Mike Amsden:  Getting hung up on traffic and sewer studies will delay you. 

David Foster:  I agree.  What needs to be done right away is for the Council to take a position on the Comprehensive Plan for the residents of Rhinecliff.  And by the way, the traffic problem is not volume, but speed. 

Steve Block:  The new members of the Town Board are really interested in evidence.  You have to guard against positions based on feelings without evidence.  For us to make rational decisions, we need evidence.  A preference not backed up by evidence will not be as strong in front of the Town Board. 

David Anthone:  I see three emerging subcommittees: Comprehensive Plan, Septic Systems, and Traffic/Parking/Pedestrian.  They could all be working simultaneously. 

Mike Amsden:  Is it possible to do a traffic study in this time frame? 

David Anthone:  It’s just a matter of money. 

Cynthia Baer:  In the past, we were told not to worry about traffic studies because the developer would pay for them. 

Steve Block:  If the Town Board is adopting a plan with a certain amount of development on either side of the Hamlet, we had better know the implications.  Fundamental questions need to be addressed through technical study.  Do the proposals in the Plan lead to traffic congestion and parking that make life much less tolerable here?  We need data, we need evidence to support policy conclusions. 

Kathy Flynn:  One reason I felt this Council was formed was that Rhinecliff was not being heard.  We can have a two-pronged approach to any issue:  express the feelings of the Hamlet and gather evidence.  They’re not mutually exclusive.  Every issue we’ve discussed here is part of the Comprehensive Plan. 

David Anthone:  It is better to gather the evidence yourself than chase developers. 

Kathy Flynn:  Every issue warrants looking at. 

Andrew Sheppard:  I would hope the Council would look closely at the entire Comprehensive Plan document. 

Joanne Meyer:  How will a consensus of the Hamlet be gotten?  We need some methodology. 

Kathy Flynn:  The Council will have to work out the minutiae.  We must be available to all the people who show up and the people who don’t come to meetings, who are homebound.  Many people who have a vested interest don’t come to meetings like this.  We must take a serious look at our time commitments.  We will be vocal with the Town Board. 

David Foster:  The next meeting announcement should state specifically the issue is the Comprehensive Plan and the Hamlet’s response.  That would increase the turnout. 

Chuck Muckle:  How can the Council get any work done if every meeting is open to the public?

  

Steve Block:  A lot of the actual work is in subcommittee format.  The Town Board will talk amongst themselves, then open up the meeting for input from the public.  If you’re trying to arrive at some position, there has to be an opportunity for the nine of you to engage each other.  But also, anything else anyone has to offer has to be heard.

  

Melissa Cohen:  Are we arriving at our own individual decisions, or are we reflecting the views of the Hamlet?

  

Steve Block:  It is important for everyone to be themselves, while being open to other viewpoints.  In the final analysis you express your own conscience.  That’s what we want.  We have confidence that the nine of you represent enough diversity.

  

Andrew Sheppard:  I would urge people on the Council to withhold declarative statements until you’ve heard from everyone. 

  

Melissa Cohen:  I’m trying to envision what Rhinecliff would be like 10 to 15 years down the road.  It is easier to maneuver through minutiae if we think about a Rhinecliff our children can enjoy.

  

Rita Kirsch:  It comes back to traffic and sewage.  Get something formal.  We don’t want cars pouring in; there’s no room here.  A formal study gives us much more clout.

  

Greg Sokaris:  Can we get a sense of the cost for each study?

  

David Anthone:  In the northern TND it could be as low as the teens to $30,000.

  

Kathy Flynn:  We need to include the southern TND.  I want short-, medium- and long-term projections.

  

Janet Decker:  I’ve lived here 20 years.  I can’t believe some studies haven’t already been done.  There must be some existing studies we can use.

  

David Anthone:  That is the first thing the consultant will do.  The document we produce must be fairly presented.

  

Janet Decker:  It is better to go see the actual area we are discussing.

  

David Foster:  We have talked enough.  You need to get together with yourselves.

  

Melissa Cohen:  Are there any other issues we’ve missed?

  

David Anthone:  The Hamlet has a very old cemetery, with three stones from the 17th century; also the Kip ruin.  We need to approach the historical society about protecting these.

  

Melissa Cohen:  I have another issue:  what is the Central Business District defined as?  What should or should not be included in it? How do we envision Rhinecliff developing?  It only makes sense for a TND to be connected to the Hamlet if there’s something to bring people into the Hamlet.

  

Andrew Sheppard:  Much of that is in the Comprehensive Plan.

  

Kathy Flynn:  I would have to re-read that part.

  

Andrew Sheppard (to Steve Block):  With all this emphasis on studies, please do not discount Rhinecliff residents’ feelings.

  

Kathy Flynn:  There is an objective data component and an emotional/social/psychological impact.

  

Tom Holsapple:  I’m hearing about study after study with no budget to work on.

  

Steve Block:  There is no operational budget.  There is a recognition from the Town Board that the Council will ask for special project funding.

  

David Anthone:  There are three key issues.  That makes three subcommittees with three Council members each.

  

Kathy Flynn:  Can we add people from the Hamlet to the subcommittees?

  

David Anthone, Steve Block:  Certainly.

  

(The Council chose membership in the subcommittees as follows: Comprehensive Plan: Melissa Cohen, Kathy Flynn, Greg Sokaris;

 Sewage and Septic:  Tom Holsapple, Geoff Sanborn, Lance Ringel; Traffic and Parking: David Anthone, Mark Browne, Sharon Rushton)

  

David Anthone:  Our next meeting will be on Thursday, August 10, at 6:45 p.m. at the Firehouse.

  

David Foster:  I did have one other question about the hotel.

  

James Chapman:  We hope the hotel will be what the Hamlet wants it to be.  After we bought the place in October 2003, we discovered the foundations were rotting.  We did everything we could to save the building.  The structure was so rotten that we salvaged the old lumber and cleaned it up.  It will look exactly like it did.  The Town has done everything it can to help us through a nightmarish process with permits and approvals.  We are now at a breaking point.  Our planning approval expires Monday, July 31.  If our approval expires, we are finished.  But we are working closely with the Town so we can move forward and start building.  

  

The meeting was adjourned at 8:35 p.m.
