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Developer Dean Gitter has taken a giant step in realizing his ambitious private development next to the state's Belleayre Ski Resort in the Catskills. 
It's only taken eight years. Ten months ago, during the Pataki administration, various stakeholders in the stalled $400 million project began negotiations to come up with something the developer, environmentalists, the city of New York, the state, various recreational groups and local government could live with. 
Amazingly, a compromise was crafted that environmental lawyer Marc Gerstman calls "a new paradigm for how large developments should be handled in New York."
As we know at this point, Gitter gave up any development on the east side of Belleayre -- on 1,200 acres that represented two-thirds of the original development. The state will buy that land and add it to the adjoining forever wild Catskill Preserve. That also will protect the watershed below, a huge issue for the city of New York. 
In return, Gitter will have more opportunities to develop on the west side of Belleayre, as long as his new plans pass regulatory muster. In all, what's been agreed to is a significant decrease in scale. But is it enough of a decrease? There are groups involved that did not sign the agreement, notably the Sierra Club, and that is one of their main concerns. 
It should remain a concern, just like the impact on the tiny community Shankaken and its surroundings is still a big unanswered question.
Ideally, of course, environmentalists preferred that Dean Gitter and the entire project just disappear. But after eight years and many millions of dollars invested in trying to make his Crossroads Venture plans more than a mirage, it was pretty clear he wasn't going to do that. 
And then the Pataki administration, just hours before the Spitzer camp took over, gave him a gift in terms by eliminating some of the key issues being adjudicated before a Department of Environnmental Conservation administrative law judge. Suddenly the new reality on Jan. 1 was that Gitter was a presence with standing. 
So given the options and the fact a legal settlement could have given Gitter more than he got in these negotiations, opponents should feel good about the results, very good actually.
From an environmental perspective, the agreement conforms to the ideal blueprint Congressman Maurice Hinchey spelled out a year ago. Hinchey's timely involvement last fall was critical to laying out a map for negotiations. 
But the most troublesome detail still dangling is what happens to Belleayre, and what it means short- and long-term for the mid-Catskills. That's the big sweetener for Dean Gitter. The state will undertake a major upgrading of Belleayre and will acquire and upgrade the defunct Highmount ski resort alongside. Gitter and co-investors own Highmount. Part of the $14 million the state will give Gitter is for Highmount, which originally was to be restored privately. 
Under the new arrangement, Gitter's private resort and spa and the public Belleayre, including Highmount, will form something of a strange marriage. The huge advantage for Gitter is that the state will pick up the tab for Belleayre and Highmount, yet his resort will be right next door and a destination for skiers. 
This is an unusual public-private co-habitation that barely skirts the state constitution's prohibition against using state resources for private gain. Considerable ire is bound to be raised by the nearby private ski resorts that will have to compete with the bigger state-run facility. Those would be the ski resorts in nearby Greene County, at Hunter and Windham. 
At this point, the extent and timetable of the improvements to Belleayre and Highmount are conjectural. In addition, the new downsized Gitterland must still pass the usual gauntlet of environmental assessments and permit reviews, because in effect we have a new project that will require starting over in terms of public hearings and official scrutiny. 
And finally, any actual development that's approved logically will be phased in over many years. So we should be able to see any train wreck before it happens.
By no means is this the end of haggling over Gitter's Belleayre development, nor should it be. Those that did not sign the agreement, for one, are expected to continue to oppose it. And even those that did sign might have second thoughts if plans mutate from what was signed. 
That said, getting this sort of an agreement in principle when so many disparate interests were involved is historic and deserves sustained applause, even if it only marks a critical milestone in the process. State leadership was paramount in affecting a solution. 
It is a harbinger of what ought to happen for other development projects of such grand scale. The Tupper Lake project in the Adirondacks comes to mind.
