Dear Members,

During the recent EHLT Board meeting, the Board discussed the proposed swap that is under consideration in the Town of Haddam and expressed concern regarding it. As such, we have drafted a letter that I sent on behalf of the board to several key members of the State of CT legislature. Below is the letter for you to read so you are aware of what the EHLT has done related to expressing its concerns about this proposed swap.

Thanks,

Shannon

Letter to Legislators:

April 27, 2011

Senator Eileen Daily

Legislative Office Building

Room 3300

Hartford, CT 06105-1591

Dear Senator Daily/ Governor Malloy/ Representative Orange:

I am writing to express the concerns of the East Haddam Land Trust Board of Directors’ concerns regarding the proposed land swap in Haddam, Connecticut.  The issues raised in this letter go beyond the local political boundaries.  They potentially impact open space land owned by the citizens of this state, everywhere in the great State of Connecticut.

For the past three years, Senator Daily has introduced legislation that would only financially benefit an individual business entity, River House, and its principals. The legislation would swap 17 acres of state-owned wildlife management land managed by the DEP in Haddam for an unknown quantity of land adjacent to Cockaponsett State Forest, also located in Haddam.  Senator Daily has said that this is "common” occurrence but has NOT been able to provide a previous example where state owned protected open space was sold, traded or swapped to benefit a commercial entity.  Additional issues with this terrible precedent-setting proposal are enumerated below.

1. The State of Connecticut paid top dollar ($1,350,000) to protect these 17 acres overlooking the Connecticut River in 2003.  The monies used to purchase this property were from the State’s Recreation and Natural Heritage Trust Program.  To quote from the DEP’s website, “… the DEP manages the acquisition of land of statewide significance that represents the ecological and cultural diversity of Connecticut, with a focus on unique features such as rivers, mountains, rare natural communities, scenic qualities, historic significance, connections to other protected land, and access to water.” 

2. Charles Robertson, who sold this property to the state, has acknowledged that it was his intent for the land in question to stay as open space.  (Hartford Courant - March 23, 2011) 

3. The deed for the property reads in part that the “hereafter described premises, being located on the Connecticut River, a prime natural feature of the Connecticut landscape, has high priority recreation, fishery, and conservation value, and is consistent with the state comprehensive plan for outdoor recreation and the state plan of conservation and development and should be retained in its natural scenic or open condition as park or public open space”. 
4. Mis-representations about the 17-acre property abound including that it is landlocked and a neighborhood dumping ground; neither are true.  The property has two access points to RT. 82 (Bridge Street).  There is the occasional disposal of litter and other items, but the records of the DEP management unit in charge do not reflect a huge problem.  In fact, this issue is less than on many other parcels of DEP managed open space. 

5. The property to be traded is of unspecified size (all or part of 87 acres).  Because of the expense in developing this parcel, most of the back acreage bordering Cockaponsett State Forest would (by default) be left as open space.  Most importantly, the River House principals continue to pursue development on this parcel thereby reducing the value and size of the parcel to be “Swapped”. 

6. The River House Partners have a history of asking for favors from the DEP, including removing trees on the 17 acres that impeded the view from their banquet facility.  The Partners have not yet honored conditions of that agreement, which is several years old.  Additionally, the Partners apparently “authorized” employee vehicles and construction equipment to trespass onto the 17 acres during the construction of the River House banquet facility.  They gained access through a previously locked gate. 

7. This swap is most probably unconstitutional as it is stated in Article 1, Section 1 of the Constitution of the State of Connecticut that “…no man or set of men are entitled to exclusive public emoluments or privileges from the community.”

Many more facts are available regarding this “swap”, almost all contrary to the supposed benefits of the “swap”.  The proposals, boutique hotel, theater venue and shopping center, put forth by the River House group may be just pie-in-the-sky rhetoric, as the potential costs needed to develop this property would need to be born by the State of Connecticut.  These include road modifications to a state highway, extending a public water supply several miles from Chester (estimated at $6,000,000) and tying in a sewage line under the Connecticut River to the East Haddam treatment facility.  The only profiteers from this swap will be the owners of the River House, as their out-of-pocket expenditures would then be reserved for their commercial enterprise.  

The most important issue here though is the loss in trust of the open space management principles of the State of Connecticut and the DEP.  The precedent of selling or trading this special piece of property or indeed any property protected as open space for the commercial benefit of a few should be anathema to any and all public officials. The East Haddam Land Trust can only reiterate the growing chorus of conservation groups and concerned citizens protesting this extremely poor decision of Senator Daily and the committee that moved it before the full legislature.  The chilling impact on open space acquisition by the State of Connecticut will go on for years.  ALREADY, even though there has been no action, there is a growing concern that other open space state lands will be compromised.  

As importantly, individuals considering selling or donating their land to other conservation organizations, such as the East Haddam Land Trust, may question the security of their wishes.  “Will this organization keep my property in open space or sell it to the highest bidder?”  Selling or donating property for open space often has a visceral quality for the seller.  They are often protecting memories or the wishes of a loved one - or they recognized the ecological importance of the property and wish to protect it from development and degradation.

The so-called WIN-Win situation being promulgated by Senator Daily and the River House group will be short-lived and will primarily benefit the principals involved.  More correctly, this is a LOSE-LOSE proposition as the long term consequence will be the degradation of open space management principles of the DEP and the State of Connecticut.  Precious money set aside for open space purchases through the State’s Recreation and Natural Heritage Trust Program will have been squandered.  The sincerity of the State’s long-term goals of protecting the 20% of the state as open space will be questioned! 

Please stop this ill-conceived legislation and preserve the standards and long history of the State’s open space management policies.

Sincerely,

Shannon A. Hawkins

President 

CC:

Senator Donald E. Williams

Senator Martin M. Looney

Senator Eileen Daily

Representative Christopher G. Donovan

Representative J. Brendan Sharkey

Representative Linda Orange

Governor Dannel P. Malloy

