Fallsburg Tests Sustainable Planning Power
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FALLSBURG – It's "speak now, or forever hold your peace" time in Fallsburg.

There are two more days remaining for the public to com​ment on the Fallsburg Comprehensive Plan. Sept. 8 is the closing date.

"We are taking people's points of view very seriously," says Kim Sutton, comprehensive plan steering committee chairperson. "It's become a living and breathing document."

The plan's steering committee will meet on Sept. 13 to dis​cuss final public input and make revisions to the plan. The final plan is expected to be submitted to the town board for adoption in October.

Like many towns across the county, Fallsburg is wrestling with its future and mapping out its possible course with its comprehensive plan. For Fallsburg, the future's push is now coming down to planning's shove and those who've been involved are taking stock in what that process has produced.

Much of the comprehensive plan's vitality emanates from the steering committee itself plus the choice of planner Alan Sorensen, principal author of the document. Both Sorensen and Sutton suggest that the steering committee's diversity and commitment have contributed to making the plan what it is – representative of the community and therefore endur​ing. The nine members of the committee, Sutton, Ken DeMars, Kalman Freidus, Vic McCarthy, Tim Pantel, Steve Proyect, Bruce Sabinski, Kenneth Schmitt, Gene Walkowiak, and Chris Williams, the committee's non-member secretary, "are each and every one of us different, yet all the same in that we all care about the town," says Sutton about the group which has been meeting every other week since January.

The committee's success, according to Sutton, also has something to do with a good beginning. Appointed by the town board, the group was urged on the first meeting by Town Board Supervisor Steve Levine "to make sure we were non-political and that he trusted our judgment. He didn't influence us."

Says Sutton, "It's the people that will channel the town toward its full potential. I hope people will keep coming to meetings and keep challenging all the boards."

Tax exemptions questioned

One of the biggest issues frustrating everyone is the high percentage of properties exempted from the tax rolls. Last year it was 39.3 percent, according to the county's Real Property Tax Services Office. The figure has stayed between 38.8 and 40.6 percent since 1999 and is 21.6 percent higher than Thompson, the county's largest town, at 17.7 percent. Interestingly, the towns of Cochecton, Liberty and Tusten have higher percentages when it comes to tax exemptions than Thompson with 18, 21.5 and 19.2 percent exempted property compared to a low 9.4 percent in Mamakating.

"We're choking with tax exemptions," says Vivian Ginsberg of Hurleyville. "How do we go to NYS and say, 'Enough!'? We cannot take on one more school, one more prison."

Sutton says, "I'd like to get our representatives in Albany to say, 'Hey, we're getting taxed out of our homes.' I have two kids who have good jobs, and they couldn't afford to live here because of the insurance and taxes."

Supervisor Steve Levine is pragmatic. "We'd all like to have the perfect world and the right people move into town, but we have to work with the financial end and cover expenses," he says. "The tax exemption figure is growing and you need growth to offset those losses. All the develop​ments coming in are taxable. Notice that the types of homes we're building haven't increased school taxation."

Placing the housing-growth-offsets-tax-exemptions-loss model aside for a moment, Sue Traverse of South Fallsburg says, "It's true that the town is not collecting property tax on exempted properties, but are they costing the town any-thing?"

Traverse's comment places the link between tax exemp​tions and high taxes into a different light. If a considerable percent of the tax-exempt properties actually just sit there untouched, are used mostly during the summer months, minister to people or employ people, how much do they actually increase taxes, or is it just some that do? Which ones do and for how much? These are ongoing questions for Fallsburg, and for other towns as well.

Strategies for growth revisited

Some people have suggested a moratorium on develop​ment so that they can have time to study how local land uses impact the town's budget. The Division of Planning and Community Development and the Partnership for Economic Development recently reported that "residential land use, on the average, is demanding more in services than it is con​tributing in revenues." But Levine says he's wary of a mora​torium as a stopgap. "With a moratorium, property values would go down and tax exempt groups would buy up more land."

Levine believes the town needs more people in order to strike the balance and prosper. "We do need more people, and we need year-round people. But the fact is there are no jobs here to support people."

Part of the town's strategy for attracting year-round resi​dents is to attract people who already live nearby. He says, "We're looking for expansion from Orange County; they have higher interest rates and high gas prices." He says that The Grande at Hurleyville was supposed to be an Orange County offshoot because it offers a less expensive property ownership option.

Sutton offers an additional idea for growth, and that is to make the town attractive to young people. "I would love a course in the high school that could show kids that they could open a barber shop for instance, put a little store on Main Street, or start a little dairy farm. You don't have to make masses of money" she says. "Let's steer them toward the hamlets again. Not everybody is geared for working in the cities, in big business."

Residential developments such as second homes and sen​iors housing appear to be favorable to people in the commu​nity because it is believed that these types of developments can increase the tax base, lower taxes by placing less of a bur-den on the town and schools and have less impact on the existing community.

But these types of development do not necessarily lead to lower taxes. Vic McCarthy, resident of Hurleyville and a member of the comprehensive plan steering committee, says, "Where we get hurt is by building homes that do not really build up the tax base. We need to build up commerce."

A recent study by the Division of Planning and Community Development and the Partnership for Economic Development about the cost of community services for Sullivan County shows that for every dollar in revenue gen​erated for residential development, the Town of Fallsburg spends $1.58 to cover services. In comparison, commercial, agricultural and open space properties all cost less than $.54 per revenue dollar.

McCarthy adds, "We won't be able to return to the level of commerce that we had in towns in the past. People can go to box stores, now. We have to be realistic and plan well."

In addition, the comprehensive plan points out that healthcare, care facilities and public transportation will have to be provid​ed in the future to meet the needs of an aging population (this is a national trend). Even though these services may in turn provide economic opportunities, Fallsburg Smart Growth has reservations about seeking out retirees from other states and counties because their healthcare will have to be sub​sidized in addition to the care allocated to elders who have lived here all of their lives.

Sutton says that rural nature is the key. "I don't want to see such growth that we lose that hometown feel and safety in the community where everybody knows and helps each other and looks out for each other's kids." 

Sustainable growth

So while certain kinds of housing devel​opments may turn out to be short-term, per​haps even short-lived solutions, sustainable, long-term notions of growth are starting to make more sense to planners. Instead of planning boards having to fend off develop​ers that are within code but don't match their comprehensive plans, the Sullivan County Alliance for Sustainable Development pro-poses a new and different model for growth that insists on local businesses getting the lion's share of economic activity and where locals, not outsiders, seize the reins of change.

In its executive summary of "Renewing Sullivan: Creating Economic Development in Sullivan County" the Alliance outlines eleven key sectors for sustainable growth. Among them are sustainable agriculture, green energy, green building and construc​tion in which "local builders can secure a bigger piece of the dollars that will be spent on building the county over the next decade." Developing main streets and obtaining small business funding for them is explained and an emphasis on clean manu​facturing and eco-tourism is also highlight​ed in this model of sustainability.

Levine says he is working with Sullivan County Community College on a green technology park that the college is propos​ing. And Fallsburg's Comprehensive Plan is right in line with the sustainable growth model, also Smart Growth principles which foster a range of housing choices with walk-able neighborhoods, mixed land uses, dis​tinctive and attractive communities that have a strong sense of place, open space, transportation choices, development in existing communities and compact building design. The plan accentuates the positives in the town and outlying areas, directs devel​opment toward existing hamlets already served by infrastructure, discourages extending sewer lines into areas with prime farmland and recommends protecting the town's natural resources through eco​tourism.

Looking ahead

What's ahead for Fallsburg in terms of its comprehensive plan, says Sorensen, is to complete the zoning revisions, consult with the farming community to help find niche markets and look for opportunities for fund​ing the O&W Rail Trail. The plans are for a unified trail that runs through the towns of Mamakating, Fallsburg and Liberty starting in Summitville and terminating in down-town Liberty.

Also in the works are improvements for Route 42, the final planning of which could put several stakeholders together. Preliminary talks with the Department of Transport (DOT) have already begun regarding a bikeway and overlook onto the river. And, says Sorensen, "This could be a pilot case for the Town of Fallsburg. DOT suggested that they would like to work with a committee on this so that there could be greater input on what the state plans to do. Part of the project would involve streetscapes in South Fallsburg."

The plan also recommends an implemen​tation committee and an architectural review board to make sure that goals are taken through completion and new develop​ments receive guidance.

The most important action needed will be community follow-up. As Vic McCarthy says, "We have to show up and take part in our process. Like anything else, if we don't work on it every day, it doesn't work."

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Fallsburg Update

A look at current growth allocations, beautifica​tion efforts and sewer improvements

*The town is directing developers to plan for development within the existing sewerage dis​tricts - Loch Sheldrake, South Fallsburg and Mountaindale. (See: “What's on the Books” allo​cation summary - below)

*Affordable developments like Davos, Old Falls and Walden Woods. The town put a huge water tank in Davos in the '80s, and a sewerage tank was built by the developer. Built out, it will han​dle Davos' capacity, according to Levine. Old Falls will have 60 townhouses and Walden Woods, just outside of Woodbourne, will offer an array of housing choices with an emphasis on public open spaces and easy-to-walk-to shops for necessities.

*The town is removing ugly or rundown build​ings. 1,000 have been removed so far, and the town is hoping to make a settlement with The Pines, which might open an opportunity for a development, and also sell the old school on Laurel Avenue to make room for senior housing. *The town's government center on Railroad Plaza in South Fallsburg has plans to add to its "Tuscan" character, which won a Renaissance award last month, by installing new lights and a clock, fixing the sidewalks and retaining wall, redoing the roof of the town hall building and adding a wood-tone look to the railroad build​ing.

*The town is encouraging owners to fix up their properties. "We're not aggressive at socking people for fixing up properties," says Levine. "We're always being fair, so that's an incentive. We will revalue, but not so much that they'd have to suffer for it."

*The town is improving and monitoring sewer-age. Levine says that during floods, the system has been overwhelmed and what adds to it is heavy use. "We've negotiated with the cheese factory to put in a pre-treatment system, same with the poultry farm." He says, "We're also checking that people are not pumping storm water into the sewerage system, and we're see​ing less water in the sewerage plants.

*Online resources include:
 www.townoffallsburg.com




 www.planitmainstreet.com
 www.fallsburgsmartgrowth.com
 www.fallsburgwatch.com
 www.sasdonline.org 

 www.oandwrailtrail.org







[image: image1.png]What's on the Books

Home allocations according to corresponding waste and
water freatment plants

Ared . # Allocated Approved and can be constructed
South Falisburg 1846 576
Loch Sheldrake - 1273 233

‘Mountaindale .~ 312 allocated  none to date
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