
 

 
 

COMMENTS REGARDING PROPOSED FREIGHTWAY PROJECT 

 

On December 11 2019, two developers (Avalon Bay and East End Capital/LCOR) presented 
their respective plans for a Freightway redevelopment. The Board has designated the sixty (60) 
days following that presentation as a public comment period during which residents are invited 
to provide input prior to the Board’s selection of a preferred developer. I am submitting this 
memo as at least an initial public comment. I anticipate making further comments.   
 
1 Understandings 

 
I appreciate that there is an ongoing need for parking and that the aging Freightway parking 
structure will require some amount of maintenance and should be considered for replacement at 
some point. 
 
I appreciate that a developer may be willing to build a new structure that maintains/expands the 
parking capability as part of a larger project that the developer considers a good investment.  I 
understand that the larger project may provide municipal benefits that go beyond the parking 
itself, such as a more attractive facility. 
 
I therefore understand the Board’s decision to explore whether a larger project makes sense as a 
means of improving the parking in a way that is more financially advantageous to Scarsdale then 
just a standalone garage project. I understand that the Board might even consider itself in 
dereliction of its responsibilities to Scarsdale if it focused only on a standalone garage project 
and did not explore improving the parking as part of a larger project. 
 
I understand that the Freightway Document and Video Library on the Scarsdale website contains 
all the information currently available to the public. 
 
The Board’s recently published FAQs make a number of commitments.1 
 

• “[A]ny potential development must have a net positive financial impact on our 
community … based on our current tax structure.” Also, “net fiscal benefit [is viewed as] 
as a net gain to the collective interest of the School District and the village relative to the 
status quo (the expected costs of not undertaking the redevelopment of the Freightway 
site).” (FAQ 16.) 
 

• (In response to the question, “Will the Freightway project have a positive impact on my 
taxes?”) “One of the primary goals of redeveloping the Freightway Site is to provide a 
fiscal benefit to the community [which] includes the Village and the School District. 
(FAQ 4.) 
 

                                                 
 
1 https://www.scarsdale.com/DocumentCenter/View/5423/December-2019-Freightway-FAQ-PDF 
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• “There will be a lot of expert analysis and community conversations that need to happen 
…. And once there, it will have to be clear that any such plan is the better option than 
simply repairing that garage.” (FAQ 6.) 
 

• The preferred developer will, “in conjunction with the Village, confirm and present a 
refined development plan” and “the Village (with expert consultant(s)) will have 
conducted an in-depth economic analysis of the proposed project’s impact on the 
community. This fiscal impact analysis will be shared with the public.” (FAQ 7.) 
 

Taken together, I see a commitment to demonstrate that the project is less expensive than simply 
repairing or eventually rebuilding the garage. I see this as a demonstration based on direct 
fiscal/financial/tax impact. I see that the primary responsibility for performing this demonstration 
rests with the Village and its experts, with the developer confirming the analysis.  
 
2 Conclusions 

 
I will cut to the chase. I have reached the following conclusions. 
 

• As long as the developers’ proposals involve non-age restricted residential apartments, it 
is not likely and not realistic that the fiscal analysis of any project acceptable to a 
developer will convince the Board and the public that the project is more financially 
advantageous to Scarsdale then just a standalone garage project. Potential non-financial 
considerations will not alter this conclusion.  

 

• Therefore, the Board has already more than met its responsibilities to Scarsdale in 
pursuing this as far as it has. It is reasonable and understandable for the Board to 
terminate this effort. 

 
The balance of this memo explains these conclusions in more detail. As part of this explanation, 
it discusses what I consider the minimum expectations for a convincing demonstration. 
 
3 Minimum Requirements for a Convincing Demonstration 

 
What to Compare. In order to convince the public that any proposed larger project has a net 
fiscal benefit relative to just a garage project, it should be compared to two alternatives. 
 

• Minimum alternative -- Minimum maintenance and upkeep of the existing garage. 
 

• Rebuild alternative -- Replace the existing garage with a new facility that has the same 
parking capacity as the developer proposal. 

 
Comparison of the minimum to the rebuild will show if the rebuild would be worth doing as a 
standalone. If a standalone rebuild is not worth doing, then it is also not worth doing as part of a 
larger project that has the same fiscal impact as the standalone. 
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Comparison of the rebuild to the proposed larger project would then show if the proposal would 
cost us less than a standalone rebuild. It would show if the developer proposal actually is a less 
expensive way to get a new garage. 
 
Form of Comparison.  Either through the developer, or through the fiscal analysis prepared by 
the Village and its expert consultant(s), or both, we should see all the information requested in 
the RFP,2 particularly all the information demanded in the “Finance Plan” section (pages 11-12). 
I want to make it clear that I am not asking for the developer’s original RFP response – I am 
asking to see the information described in the RFP but based on the final developer proposal.  
 
We should not expect all of this for the two garage alternatives, but we should at least see 20-
year projections and a narrative describing the economic and fiscal impacts. Per the RFP,3 
 

Financial Model/Cash Flow – Respondents must submit a 20-year pro forma financial 
workbook provided in MS Excel® on a USB drive. All Excel files must be in original 
formatting, contain all original formulas (i.e., no hardcoding) and have no hidden or 
locked sheets or cells. The financial workbook should be consistent with Respondent’s 
statements with respect to the proposed uses and financing. Financial workbooks should 
clearly indicate assumptions on which all calculations are based, and should include the 
following:  

• Proposed acquisition or lease costs;  

• All equity pay-in, revenue sources, expenses, debt service, and sales if 
applicable;  

• All assumptions for revenue and expense increases;  

• Appropriate Debt Service Coverage Ratio (DCR) typically required of 
construction and permanent lenders; and,  

• Developer returns on an Internal Rate of Return (IRR) and cash-on-cash basis, 
or other returns analysis, which clearly indicate the financial feasibility of the 
Proposed Project.  

  
Economic and Fiscal Impact Statement – Provide a quantified and/or qualitative 
narrative describing the Proposed Project’s anticipated economic and fiscal impacts on 
the Village, as well as the Scarsdale Public Schools. Please provide an estimate of the 
number of school-aged children associated with the residential component of the 
Proposed Project, and source for estimate, in order to inform the fiscal analysis.  

 
In other words, we should see “apples-to-apples” 20-year projections for the final developer 
proposal and the two garage alternatives. 
 

                                                 
 
2 https://www.scarsdale.com/DocumentCenter/View/4762/Freightway-Redevelopment-Site--Request-for-

Proposal 
3 The school aspect of the RFP is not applicable to standalone garage projects, but I am quoting these in full. 
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If it is not already clear or already implied, the request to see “revenue sources” includes 
property tax revenue and requires a projection of the tax base/assessed value and tax rates. 
Similarly, the request for “expenses” includes school expenses. 
 
Backup Information Must be Convincing. The public will not be convinced by financial 
assertions and arguments that are not substantiated. Here are some examples of insufficient 
assertions and arguments.4 
 

• On the question of public school impact, it is not sufficient to refer to studies that purport 
to show public school population per unit. For example, Visioning Study footnotes 1 and 
2 referred to studies indicating 0.41 per unit, 0.031 per unit, 0.087 per unit and 0.07 per 
unit. If the fiscal impact analysis relies on a study, the study and all of its backup should 
be provided.  
 

• The actual multi-unit comparables that underlie any conclusions regarding public school 
population should be provided. Also, along these lines, the fiscal impact analysis should 
address the implications of three comparables that have been publicly discussed – 45 
Popham, Avalon Bronxville and the Short Hills project. 

 

• The Visioning Study projected property tax without also providing the tax base/assessed 
value and the tax rate and without explaining how these quantities were estimated. The 
fiscal impact analysis should include all of this. 
 

• Public school student expenses should be based on the average cost per student, reduced 
by expected state and Federal aid. This was done in Table 12 of the Visioning Study, but 
the Visioning Study also suggested that “there is capacity in the district to absorb some 
new students.” In other words, it suggest that the marginal (incremental) cost is less than 
the average cost. In my opinion, any attempt to argue marginal costs is not convincing.5 
 

• According to the Scarsdale website,  
 

[B]ased on an engineering study of the parking structure, the community is facing 
estimated costs of approximately $2.5 million over the coming three years to 
repair, maintain, and improve the nearly 50 year-old structure. Those repairs are 
expected to carry the structure for the next 8-10 years, at which time more 

                                                 
 
4 A number of these points refer to the Visioning Study. 

https://www.scarsdale.com/DocumentCenter/View/2626/Freightway-Site-Redevelopment-Study-Feb-2018  

I do not want to be overly critical of the Visioning Study. I realize it was a first draft and was expected to be 

superseded based on the gathering of more information. A deficiency in the Visioning Study is understandable, but 

a repeat of that deficiency in the anticipated fiscal impact analysis will be a problem. 
5 Without getting too much into detail or theory, the average cost is a meaningful all-in reflection of the district’s 

educational philosophies, practices and circumstances. (E.g., teacher qualifications, class sizes, union contracts, 

transportation requirements, physical plant circumstances, etc.). It is generally stable over time, adjusted for 

school inflation. It is therefore a good measure for determining the long term impact of a permanent increase in 

the student population. 
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significant expenditures are expected to be required, perhaps as much as $25M in  
additional investment.6 

 
This engineering study and all of its backup should be provided. 
 

4 The Fiscal Impact Analysis Must Address Long-Term Risk and Uncertainty 

 
I will explain this concern with a simplified example based on some available data. 
 
Assume we could rebuild a garage for $25 million. The same 720 spaces, more attractive than 
the current building, better traffic flow, modestly improved fee income, modestly reduced 
operating and maintenance expenses. If this is bonded at 3.5%, paid back in equal installments 
over 25 years, I calculate annual debt service at about $1.5 million. 
 
Assume we could obtain a garage with the same features (capacity, attractiveness, traffic flow, 
income and expenses) included as part of a larger project, but we will be exposed to an increase 
in the public school population.  
 
To estimate the school impact, I am looking at Avalon Bronxville, as presented this table. 7 
 

 
 
So, Avalon Bronxville is subsidized significantly by the other taxpayers in Bronxville. Since 
Avalon Bronxville is half the number of units as the proposed Avalon project (110 vs 220), I 
double the $449,327 to $898,655 as a baseline estimate for the proposed Scarsdale project. 
 
So, we would be “paying” for the garage in an indirect way, by increasing everyone else’s school 
taxes by about $900,000 a year. This is less than $1.5 million, but does this make sense? 
 
I would say no. 

                                                 
 
6 https://www.scarsdale.com/535/Freightway-Redevelopment 
7 Data sources. 

– Assessed Value from 2019 Assessment Roll. 

– School Tax Rate for 2019-2020 from County website. 

– Public School Population in response to a FOIL request submitted by a local resident. 

– Expense per Student based on 2016-2017 figure in my recent study, reduced by 9% as estimate of state and 

Federal aid and increased by 6% as estimate of three years’ cost increase. 

Metric Avalon Bronxville

Assessed Value 34,830,000

School Tax Rate per 1000 13.6972

School Tax 477,073

Public School Population 33

Expense per Student 28,073

School Expense 926,401

Net School Impact -449,327
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• First, the $1.5 million is known and fixed while the $900,000 depends on the student 
population in the proposed project and is thus uncertain. Every ten additional students 
increases the amount by $280,730. 

 

• Second the $1.5 million is not just fixed it is also limited to 25 years, while the $900,000 
will increase each year based simply on school inflation and it goes on forever. Even if 
the student population in the proposed project does not change, the $900,000 grows to 
$1.5 million in 26 years at 2% inflation. It reaches $1.5 million in 18 years at 3% 
inflation and in 13 years at 4% inflation – and then, again, it goes on forever. 

 
So, what might seem like a good deal in year one is actually risky and uncertain if you consider 
what might happen and look down the road. 
 
I am not insisting that these specific figures based on this simple comparison are correct. I am 
using them as an example to show the type of risk evaluation that should be included in the fiscal 
impact statement. 
 
Furthermore, we might even decide that rebuilding that garage at $25 million is not a worthwhile 
project at this time, so we do not even want to commit to something that is the equivalent of $1.5 
million a year over the next 25 years.  
 
5 The Potential Non-Financial Benefits Are Not Compelling If They Increase the Cost, 

and There Are Multiple Non-Financial Concerns. 

 
I see the non-financial considerations in asymmetric terms. Non-financial benefits will not justify 
a project that worsens the financial impact, but non-financial negatives will justify rejecting a 
project that does not worsen the financial impact. 
 
The Freightway process has identified multiple potential benefits beyond the ability to obtain a 
new garage in a financially advantageous way. These include, for example, a more attractive site, 
a public amenity such as a park, and (as identified in FAQ 2) “add[ed] vitality to our Village 
Center” and “enhance[d] vibrancy, livability, walkability, and sustainability near public 
transportation hubs.” 
 
Even if some these benefits are possible, they do not matter if the direct financials do not work.  
As I understand the Board’s commitments, some of which are restated above in Section 1, there 
is a repeated commitment that the hard, direct fiscal impact will not be worse than the impact of 
a standalone garage project. The commitment is not that we will get something in addition to the 
garage if the cost exceeds that of the garage.  
 
Therefore, it will be perceived as a bait-and-switch if the final developer proposal has a worse 
fiscal impact than a standalone garage project but is promoted or justified on the basis that we 
get some additional less tangible benefits. I am not questioning motives but I am saying that the 
commitment as currently understood is for a better outcome in hard, direct fiscal terms. Stated 
simply, our taxes will not go up. 
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Furthermore and more important, even if there are some additional benefits of this nature, the 
public has identified just as many concerns that go beyond the fiscal concerns. Here are some 
potential bad outcomes that seem plausible to me and that argue against the project even if there 
is a provable fiscal benefit. 
 

• Permanent increased overcrowding on the train platform. 
 

• Permanent increased traffic on Garth and Popham/Ardsley. 
 

• The public simply does not want additional urbanization and density. The public does not 
want zoning changes. 
 

• The whole general disruptiveness – the whole stress and anxiety – of dealing with this 
over the next five or so years. Both physical disruption during the construction period and 
a constant issue in community affairs.  
 

• Disruption of Garth Road. Based on my occasional and totally amateur observations the 
Garth Road commercial area near Freightway seems to be doing well right now. New 
restaurants have opened. It is a nice atmosphere, especially on a hot summer night. 
 

• Will the developer be aggressive about challenging assessments? People seem upset 
about one of the current big landlords,8 so why bring in another big landlord?    
 

• Will the Fox Meadow School boundaries have to be altered? More generally, will there 
be operational issues in the schools beyond the fiscal impact? 
 

• The Board is spending a lot of time and effort when it could be doing other things.  
 

• The financial bargaining could result in a project that cuts too many corners – less 
parking than we currently have, a building that is unattractive or too tall, a building with 
vacant commercial space, etc. 

 
6 I Do Not Expect a Convincing Financial Demonstration, and It Is Reasonable and 

Understandable for the Board to Terminate This Effort 

 
I will be direct. Based on the requirements, the obvious risks and uncertainties, and the lack of a 
clear justification based on non-financial considerations, I do not expect the Board and its expert 
consultant(s) and the developers to establish a convincing financial demonstration.  
 

                                                 
 
8 For example, improving the business climate for existing downtown businesses. 

https://www.scarsdalenews.com/opinion/editorials/the-scarsdale-inquirer-why-we-moved/article_f08637ce-

258a-11ea-881c-b3b70f99b8f1.html 
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Perhaps I am pre-judging a process that should just play out. Perhaps I am being too cynical or 
too impatient. However, my motive in saying this is to tell the Board that it is OK if they 
conclude now that the effort is no longer worthwhile. I believe the Board has more than fulfilled 
its responsibilities to the community in getting it this far.  
 
Aside from the difficulty in demonstrating a convincing financial path, I get the impression that 
the developers are not even trying and are not taking this seriously. This is certainly true for East 
End Capital/LCOR, as demonstrated by their speaker’s claim that the school population impact 
would be minimal because less than 10% of the units will be 3-bedrooms. Did he really think 
that this would convince the Scarsdale public?  
 
If the Board does not want to terminate this effort right now, then at minimum, I urge the Board 
to tell the developers now, as a non-negotiable item, that they will have to commit to some 
mechanism that will guarantee reimbursement to the school district each year to the extent that 
student expenses (measured based on the district average) exceed school taxes. This would have 
to be permanent. This will tell the developers that we are serious about this concern. It would be 
a good test of how serious they are.  
 
However, even this sort of financial guarantee would still just be a starting point, because it still 
not address many of the non-financial negatives. When I factor those in, I return to the 
observation that the public will not be convinced that a residential apartment project is beneficial 
or appropriate. It is reasonable and understandable for the Board to terminate this effort now. 
 
 
Michael Levine 
January 6, 2020 


