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Robert Van Zandt guilty
of securities fraud

JAIL TIME FOR
PONZI SCHEMER

Not
‘too thin’
after all

Divine Admiration
Francesca and Quentin Castellano are captivated by Cardinal Timothy 
Dolan at the Sisters, Servant of Mary 100th anniversary gala awards lun-
cheon benefi t and silent auction on Sunday, November 16.  
 Photo by Laura Stone

BY STEVEN GOODSTEIN
Thin for the win! Construc-

tion on a narrow house in Throggs 
Neck has been given new life.

A temporary Department of 
Buildings stop-work order for the 
partially constructed house at 848 
Revere Avenue was lifted and con-
struction resumed after a three-
month hiatus as of Monday, No-
vember 3.

The site had previously been 
the subject of numerous com-
plaints from elected offi cials and 
neighborhood residents who felt 
it violated the recently enacted 
downzoning.

Construction of the house 
started in 2010, after a two-family, 
14-foot wide home on a 22-foot lot 
with an eight-foot side yard and 
two on-site parking spaces was ap-
proved by the Department of Build-
ings. 

According to the new zoning 
laws in Throggs Neck, which was 
a response  to the complaints over 
development, any property being 
developed in the rezoned portion 
of the neighborhood must be at 
least 25-feet wide, with new 2-fam-
ily homes requiring at least three 
parking spaces on site, including 
a one-car garage and at least two 
parking spaces on the street.

This particular property did 
not meet the minimum  zoning 
requirements and the construc-
tion was halted in late July for a 
review.

While the project was on hold, 
architect Gino Longo met with 
Community Board 10 and the De-
partment of Buildings to discuss 
and reevaluate the project.

“This is just part of the busi-
ness,” said Longo, who submitted 
an amended plan with minor con-

BY PATRICK ROCCHIO
Convicted fraudster Robert 

Van Zandt will serve a prison 
term for bilking people who in-
vested in his company’s Ponzi 
scheme.  

Restitution and the recovery 
of millions to scores of victims 
who entrusted their life savings, 
retirement accounts, and inheri-
tances to Van Zandt will be left to 
investor civil actions and a state 
attorney general’s civil case seek-
ing $35 million for over 250 inves-

tors.
Van Zandt, 70, pled guilty to 

a 33-count criminal indictment 
that includes two counts of secu-
rities fraud under the state’s Mar-
tin Act which regulates securi-
ties, as well as 29 counts of felony 
grand larceny, and two counts of 
scheme to defraud. 

According to the plea, Van 
Zandt can receive from 3 years 
and 8 months to 11 years when he 
is sentenced on January 5, 2015. 

Continued on Page 4

Continued on Page 4

Fire damages 
Bruckner Hobby 

BY PATRICK ROCCHIO
A fi re tore through the store-

room of a local Throggs Neck 
hobby shop Tuesday night, but 
luckily, the fi re was contained 
quickly. 

Based on a video shared with 
the Bronx Times, a lithium 
polymer battery - a small, high 
power battery used for model 
airplanes and cars - exploded 
into three pieces at Bruckner 

Hobbies in Throggs Neck. 
The fi re apparently started 

in a storeroom at at 3587 E. 
Tremont Avenue around 8 p.m. 
on Tuesday, November 18.

The battery had been charg-
ing when it exploded, said 
Bruckner Hobbies owner Tom 
Baffer. 

“It was a freeky thing that 
happened,” he said of the com-

Continued on Page 11



BY ROBERT WIRSING
Santa Claus is coming to 

Westchester Square!
The Westchester Square 

Business Improvement Dis-
trict Holiday Celebration 
will be held on Thursday, 
December, 11, from 4 until 7 
p.m. at Owen Dolen Park. 

The second annual event 
is sponsored by Healthfi rst. 

This edition’s festivities 
include a chance to meet and 
take pictures with Santa at 
his village as well as enjoy a 
special visit from two of Old 
Saint Nick’s reindeer. 

Toys will be available for 
distribution to children ages 
1 to 12, while supplies. At-
tendees will also be treated 
to beautiful renditions of 
timeless Christmas classics 
sung by yuletide carolers 
who will travel around the 
Square and into the local 
stores.     

Councilman James 
Vacca will be presiding over 
the yuletide celebration 
and will be joined by Santa 
Claus for the tree lighting 
ceremony.

“I’m very excited about it 
and we’ve been doing a lot of 
work with the BID and I am 
very impressed with all of 
their work,” expressed the 
councilman. 

“The holidays are upon 
us and the Square is doing 
something through the BID 
which is bringing people 
back there and I want to 
be in support of this effort. 
Christmas holds a very 
special place within chil-
dren’s hearts and this event 
brings families together,” he 
added.

Westchester Square BID 
was established two years 
ago after the Westchester 
Square Merchant Associa-
tion, Vacca, and Borough 
President Ruben Diaz, Jr. 
saw the potential of trans-
forming the area into a 
popular destination for 
shoppers and residents. The 
overall mission of BIDs have 
always been to encourage 
the revitalization of neigh-
borhoods while also foster-
ing economic development 
throughout New York City.

“This Holiday Celebra-
tion is great for the commu-
nity because it brings people 
to Westchester Square for a 

holiday event and presents 
an opportunity to help get 
people back into those stores 
within the area,” explained 
the councilman.  

Last month, Vacca and 
WSBID hosted a success-
ful fi rst annual Halloween 
event in the Square and 
they are looking to exceed 
these previously impressive 
results.

 Lisa Sorin has served 
as WSBID’s executive direc-
tor since its inception and 
revealed the signifi cance 
behind this year’s holiday 
celebration.

“This year has become 
a celebration and we have 
so many successes to cele-
brate,” divulged Sorin. “We 
decided if we’re going to go 
big, let’s go huge! We have a 
beautiful 20-foot tree we call 
the ‘Rockefeller Center Tree 
of the Bronx’ and the truly 
real Santa will be there for 
the children to meet inside 
his village. 

“It’s also about bring-
ing the real reindeer here 
for the children and having 
them witness something 
they don’t normally see here 
in the Bronx. This year’s 
huge event is about cele-
brating and reaching out to 
the entire community. It’s 

through Councilman Vac-
ca’s generosity along with 
the borough president that 
we have the park for the cel-
ebration. We want people to 
come here.”

According to Sorin, last 
year’s holiday celebration 
drew over 100 people, but 
its main focus was the tree 
lighting ceremony. Instead 
of dividing these events into 
separate days, they will be 
brought together.

“It was a really huge cel-
ebration last December and 
people got a real kick out 
of the carolers,” Sorin ex-
plained. “Last year was a 
very emotional time for us 
because it was our fi rst holi-
day celebration. This year is 
all about giving back to the 
community and it will com-
bine all of these events into 
one day.” 

For further information, 
call (718) 597-4629 or visit 
www.wsbid.org.

“It’s going to be fun, cre-
ative, and full of surprises 
that aren’t found anywhere 
else and we’re privileged 
to be hosting this,” she ex-
pressed. “The councilman 
and the BID really outdid 
themselves this year and we 
want people to come here ex-
pecting the best.”
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A group of parishioners at St. Frances de Chantal  Church  are concerned about the pasto’s steward-
ship of the parish.  Community News Group/ Photo by Patrick Rocchio

BY PATRICK ROCCHIO
Parishioners com-

plaints about the  pastor 
of their parish have been 
heard  downtown. 

Towards the end of Oc-
tober, a letter from a fac-
tion of concerned parish-
ioners at St. Frances de 
Chantal church was circu-
lated accusing Father Pe-
ter Miqueli, the pastor, of 
being chronically absent 
from the house of worship 
four days a week, of han-
dling cash donations in a 
manner contrary to Arch-
diocese of New York man-
dates and of lacking spiri-
tuality. 

So far, according to sev-
eral members of the effort, 
Miqueli has not person-
ally or publicly responded 
to any of the allegations 
directly. An archdiocesan 
spokesman has been speak-
ing on his behalf. 

Finally, according to 
sources within the group 
of parishioners, several 
of whom do not want to be 
named because of concerns 
of possible retaliation, the 
archdiocese has taken no-
tice and its representatives 
met with leaders of the ef-
fort calling for a change in 
leadership. 

“We have people here 

in the parish here who op-
pose Fr. Miqueli, but who 
are afraid to say anything 
because of his vindictive-
ness, I know that for a fact,” 
said Jack Lynch, a member 
of the group responsible for 
the letter, who confi rmed 
that he and others met re-
cently with archdiocesan 
offi cials about the pastor. 

“We had a confi dential 
meeting with people from 
the Bronx part of the arch-
diocese, but we don’t know 
what is going to transpire 
from this,” said Lynch. “All 
we know is that we hope 
the archdiocese will act.”

Another one of the mem-
bers of the group of parish-
ioners opposing Fr. Miqueli 
said that the biggest con-
cern of archdiocesan offi -
cials was not so much the 
pastor’s handling of cash 
donations, but allegations 
of a lack of spirituality on 
his part.  

“The people feel com-
pletely disconnected,” 
said Lynch. “A malaise 
has overtaken this parish. 
There was one lifetime pa-
rishioner who told me she 
was getting out of this par-
ish because she could not 
take it anymore.” 

An active parishioner 
for decades, who declined 

to give a name, but who is 
familiar with the workings 
of the Catholic church, said 
it is not uncommon for pas-
tors not to be exceptional 
administrators.

“There are many pas-
tors who are not good ad-
ministrators, that is not 
why they became priests, 
but that is what they have 
to do to run the parish,” 
she said. “So that sort of 
thing can be forgiven if the 
parishioners feel that they 
have a good shepherd.”

“The people of St. 
Frances do not feel that 
he has an affection for us 
as his fl ock,” she said of 
Fr.Miqueli.

Archdiocese spokes-
man Joseph Zwilling said 
that Fr. Miqueli has tried 
to reach out and speak 
with the unhappy parish-
ioners. 

He also said Bishop 
John Jenik, a representa-
tive for Cardinal Dolan in 
the Bronx, is the individ-
ual meeting with the pa-
rishioners. 

Zwilling declined to 
release specifi c parish fi -
nance data to the Bronx 
Times.  

Fr. Miqueli took over 
the helm of St. Frances 
about two years ago. 

Archdiocese hears 
parishioners’ complaints Bronx children will get their chance to meet Santa Claus at the 

upcoming Westchester Square BID’s Holiday Celebration.  
                 Photo courtesy of Westchester Square BID

 Westchester Square to host 
Holiday Celebration
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Robust job growth, new 
retail and residential proj-
ects, and pro-business lo-
cal officials are among 
the reasons investors are 
finding the Bronx an at-
tractive place for their in-
vestment dollars.

In the first half of the 
year the Bronx saw $1.15 
billion in investment 
property sales, according 
to Ariel Property Advi-
sors’ Bronx 2014 Mid-Year 
Sales Report, and the bor-
ough is expected to end 
the year with investment 
property sales exceeding 
$2 billion. Of the deals in 
the borough, the multi-
family asset class domi-
nated investment sales 
and institutional inves-
tors were among the new 
players entering the mar-
ket.

Investors are attracted 
to the Bronx because they 
are finding higher returns 
relative to the rest of New 
York City, but property 
prices are rising.  Aver-
age yields for multifam-
ily buildings at mid-year 
were around 6.6 percent, 
but in some deals cap 
rates have fallen below 6 
percent and sometimes 
below 5 percent. The price 
per square foot for com-
mercial properties also 
is rising from $213 per 
square foot in 2010 to $396 
per square foot in the first 
half of 2014.

Four major retail proj-
ects have opened in the 
Bronx in recent months 

including the Mall at Bay 
Plaza, Riverdale Crossing, 
Throggs Neck Shopping 
Center, and Broadway 
Plaza. Dozens of other res-
idential, retail, and recre-
ational projects are under 
construction or are in the 
planning stages. If the four 
proposed Metro North sta-
tions are approved, the 
eastern section of the 
Bronx will open up to jobs 
and development. In addi-
tion, zoning changes ap-
proved by the city are al-
ready spurring many new 
developments.

Ariel Property Advi-
sors recently shared its 
research during “The 
Bronx is Booming,” a pro-
gram and panel discus-
sion at the Bronx-Man-
hattan North Association 
of Realtors’ 13th Annual 
Trade Show at the Bronx 
YMCA. Shimon Shkury, 
president of Ariel Prop-
erty Advisors, provided 
an overview of the Bronx 
investment property sales 
market and moderated a 
panel discussion with in-
dustry leaders who are 
investing in the Bronx 
including Robert Frost, 
managing member of 
Signature Urban Proper-
ties and president of Sig-
nature Partners; Seble 
Tareke-Williams, man-
aging director of Emmes 
Asset Management Com-
pany; and Mark Stagg, 
president & founder of the 
Stagg Group. 

A 2011 zoning change 
from manufacturing to 
residential in the Crotona 
Park East/West Farms 
section of the Bronx is en-
abling Signature Urban 
Properties to develop 10 
residential buildings with 
1,300 affordable units, 
Mr. Frost said. Two of the 
buildings with 237 units 
are currently under con-
struction and should be 
online by the end of 2015. 
The firm is hoping to 
break ground on two addi-
tional buildings in June of 
2015 and another building 

at the end of 2015, which 
will leave five more build-
ings to build.

“We’re bullish on the 
Bronx,” Mr. Frost said. 
“There is a huge amount 
of infrastructure here 
that doesn’t exist in other 
places. …the subways are 
already here, the parks are 
already here…and there 
are some real institutions 
in the Bronx that help sup-
port it such as Montefiore 
Medical Center and  Al-
bert Einstein College of 
Medicine,  the Zoo, Ford-
ham, and the Botanical 
Garden. We believe in the 
Bronx and within our in-
vesting in New York City 
it is really our primary 
focus.”

Mr. Frost observed 
that the changes in the 
Bronx in recent decades 
have been remarkable and 
that the borough is becom-
ing a tourist destination. 
The Opera House Hotel on 
149th Street is 100 percent 
occupied and Mr. Frost 
said that his firm is plan-
ning to build a Hampton 
Inn near Yankee Stadium.  
New projects like the 
planned re-development 
of the Bronx Post Office 
also have the potential to 
attract tourists.   

Mr. Stagg said in the 
last 12 years, the Stagg 
Group has built 2,500 units 
of housing and currently 
has six projects with 600 
units under construction. 

“I’m committed to 
bringing Manhattan to 
the Bronx,” Mr. Stagg 
said. “Housing is housing 
and people deserve a qual-
ity home, hard wood floor, 
granite counter top, suffi-
cient light, and appliances 
that are user friendly.”

The Stagg Group builds 
ground up apartments for 
all income levels includ-
ing homes for market rate 
tenants, Section 8 tenants, 
and veterans, and also 
owns and manages 1,200 
units in all neighborhoods 
of the Bronx. 

“We see great oppor-

tunity and great values 
in the Bronx after what’s 
happened in the last few 
years,” said Mr. Stagg. “I 
never could identify with 
the prices in Manhattan. I 
kept this niche and I fell in 
love with this borough.”

Ms. Williams said that 
Emmes began investing 
in properties in the Bronx 
in the 1990s as part of a 
100-plus distressed port-
folio across all boroughs.  
“If you look at the value 
that was achieved in that 
portfolio, most of it was 
because of the neighbor-
hoods improving and the 
growth of the neighbor-
hoods where these prop-
erties were located,” she 
said. “So we recognize the 
unrealized value of the 
outer boroughs.”

Last year Emmes 
launched the Emmes In-
terborough Fund, a $160 

million fund that targets 
retail, multifamily, and 
office investments across 
New York City’s outer 
boroughs, Ms. Williams 
said.  The Fund recently 
purchased a portfolio of 
five buildings with 80,000 
square feet of retail in 
the Bronx on primary 
retail corridors such 
as Westchester Avenue, 
Burnside Avenue, Grand 
Concourse, and Fordham, 
all locations near trans-
portation hubs. The prop-
erties, which are 86 per-
cent occupied with a mix 
of national retailers and 
small, local businesses, 
were considered a “core 
plus play.”  

Ms. Williams said her 
firm sees opportunity in 
the Bronx because there 
is a $9 billion demand an-
nually for retail in the 
borough, but a third of the 

market isn’t being served. 
As a result, the borough is 
experiencing “retail leak-
age,” meaning that resi-
dents are spending their 
dollars in other boroughs 
and in other states instead 
of the Bronx.  She said 
she also sees value on the 
Bronx waterfront.

For a copy of Ariel 
Property Advisors’ Bronx 
2014 Mid-Year Sales Re-
port, please see http://
arielpa.com/newsroom/
r e p o r t - A P A - B r o n x -
mid2014-Sales-Report. 

Ariel Property Advisors 
is a New York City invest-
ment property sales firm 
with an expertise in the 
multifamily market and 
development sites. The firm 
also produces a number of 
research reports. For more 
information, please call 
212-544-9500 or visit us at 
arielpa.com.

A D V E R T I S E M E N T

Commercial Real Estate Investors  
Bullish on the Bronx

arielpa.com | 212.544.9500

Our Approach I Investment Sales & Investment Research

SOLD I $7,150,000 by Ariel Property Advisors
4250-4280 White Plains Road & 712 East 236th Street, Bronx, NY



State Attorney General Eric Sch-
neiderman’s offi ce prosecuted Van 
Zandt. 

“Securities fraud is a serious crime 
which my offi ce will prosecute to the 
fullest extent of the law,” he said. 
“Mr. Van Zandt stole his victims’ life 
savings, forcing some of them to re-
enter the workplace after their retire-
ment. Others will have to  rely on gov-
ernment assistance to survive. The 
perpetrators of this and other Ponzi 
schemes will face justice.”

Van Zandt’s criminal charges fo-
cused on a period from 2008 to 2012 in 
which he was collecting money from 
29 tax preparation clients, in amounts 
ranging from $25,000 to $900,000. 

The disgraced local businessman 

told these clients he would invest 
their money in real estate, U.S. gov-
ernment backed securities, and other 
investments, according to the A.G.

Instead he used the money for 
personal and business expenses 
(sometimes to other investors) and 
the funds he collected were not le-
gitimately invested, the A.G.’s offi ce 
stated. 

 “Mr. Van Zandt truly regrets the 
fi nancial harm he caused to inves-
tors, many of whom were long-term 
clients,” said Michael Bachner, Van 
Zandt’s attorney. “Regrettably, after 
the fi nancial collapse in 2008, Mr. 
Van Zandt unsuccessfully tried to re-
capture investor loses by selling se-
curities not registered in New York 
State.” 

Bachner added that Van Zandt’s 
losses were aggravated by theft from 
employees, including Van Zandt’s 
son, who committed suicideshortly 
after the scheme collapsed. He said 
that people involved in this theft have 
not been prosecuted. 

Several years ago, Van Zandt cli-
ents told the Bronx Times that Van 
Zandt’s tax business was  seeking 
their money for what seemed like le-
gitimate investment purposes.

“They had fl iers on the desk say-
ing to invest in these things and you 
would get nine percent,” said victim 
Stan Pliny in 2011.  

Jenice Malecki, a securities attor-
ney, said she represents about 100 of 
Van Zandt’s former clients. 

“Certainly the guilty plea helps 
provide some comfort and closure to 
these investors,” she said. “I think a 
lot of them would be distressed if he 
only got 3.8 years.” 
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The thin house on 848 Revere Avenue, resumed construction on Monday, November 3, after it was 
halted for over three months by the NYC Buildings Department. Community News Group / Steven Goodstein

Construction of thin 
house resumes

struction changes to the De-
partment of Building after 
clarifying the site’s inad-
equacies. “Sometimes, you 
have to go back to the draw-
ing board, especially when 
the Department of Build-
ings, the property owner 
as well as myself wanted to 
avoid any burden on hom-
eowners in the neighbor-
hood.”

Longo claimed that the 
bulk of the problem was the 
small parking area, not nec-
essarily the narrow struc-
ture.  

However, he is relieved 
that the house is back to be-
ing constructed.

“It’s unfortunate that 
the construction was put on 
hold, but now that it’s back 
on I am very happy for the 
property owner and land de-
veloper.”

On the contrary, there 
are still individuals in 
Throggs Neck who are out-
raged that construction of 
the thin house has started 

up again. 
“I fi nd the construction 

unacceptable and I do not 
agree with the Department 
of Buildings and their deter-
mination to go through with 
this project despite commu-
nity opposition,” said Coun-
cilman James Vacca, who 
played a major part in the 
construction’s temporary 
halt, which he claims did not 
stem on the limited parking 
area, but the home’s overall 
structure.

“I had the construction 
stopped for months - mainly 
because this neighborhood’s 
zoning laws require homes to 
be contextual, meaning that 
the houses must stay in con-
text with the other houses on 
the block,” said Vacca.

“This house goes against 
multiple zoning laws, and it 
is because of the home’s in-
ability to comply with these 
zoning laws and require-
ments that I do not support 
the decision of the Depart-
ment of Buildings to resume 
construction.”

Jail time for Robert Van Zandt

Robert Van Zandt has pled guilty.

From Page 1

From Page 1
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BY JAIME WILLIAMS
Entrepreneurs from the 

Bronx and around the city 
gathered at the Bronx Busi-
ness Incubator on Wednes-
day, November 12 for a Pop 
Up event hosted by the New 
York City Economic Devel-
opment Corporation.

The event at the Ban-
knote building in Hunts 
Point invited “makers and 
manufacturers” to network 
and share their innovative 
ideas with each other.

One such entrepreneur 
was 13-year-old Shakeena 
Julio, who was showing off 
a wooden prototype for a 
scooter that charges elec-
tronic devices as you ride 
it with a group of her class-
mates from I.S. 125. The 
group is working to get a 
working prototype con-
structed in fi berglass.

Julio said the students 
became interested in build-
ing something after learn-

ing about inventors a few 
years earlier.

“I fi nd it fascinating,” she 
said about the entrepreneur-
ial process. “I never thought 
I could do something like 
this.”

The young group also 
started an online company 
called Makeosity, which has 
the goals of taking children’s 
ideas and making them a re-
ality, said Julio. She came 
out to the pop up in order to 
spread the word about the 
project.

Another entrepreneur 
was David Lee, founder of 
KD New York, a company 
that has managed dance and 
fi tness wear in the Bronx 
since 1987.

Lee was there to talk 
about the revolutionary 
yoga mat he is developing 
out of a knit material, which 
he said will provide a better 
grip for superior yoga poses. 
While the mat was not ready 

yet, he brought along medi-
tation pillows stuffed with 
fabric scraps from his ap-
parel, which will be part of 
his future yoga line to com-
plement the mats.

Lee thought the business 
pop up was a great idea.

“It gives entrepreneurs 
an opportunity to get feed-
back,” he said.

He also thought the 
night’s event provide a 
needed spotlight on the bor-
ough.

“People in the Bronx are 
doing some amazing things,” 
said Lee. 

Other pop up partici-
pants included 3DHeights, a 
3D printing company from 
Washington Heights; Wanda 
Liz Art, a 3D graphic de-
signer from the Bronx; and 
Vista Wearables, a group of 
doctoral candidates from 
City College of N.Y.  who are 
developing an armband for 
the visually impaired that 

vibrates as it approaches ob-
jects.

The event was part of a 
fi ve borough series put on by 
the New York City Economic 
Development Corporation as 

part of their Next Top Mak-
ers program that encour-
ages innovation and entre-
preneurial development.

The pop up is designed to 
encourage sharing informa-

tion about resources, said 
Miquela Craytor, Director 
of NYC Industrial & Income 
Mobility at NYCEDC.

“It’s really about commu-
nity building,” she said.

Business Pop Up features 
Bronx Entrepreneurs 

Shakeena Julio, 13, shows off the prototype she made with her classmates for a scooter that charges 
electronic devices while you ride it. 
 Photo courtesy of Andy Zou / Imagination in Space
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BY PATRICK ROCCHIO
A state agency, a local 

elected offi cial and com-
munity activists are brain-
storming to push for a proj-
ect that been on the Throggs 
Neck community’s wish list 
for years. 

Sources have confi rmed 
that representatives from the 
state Department of Environ-
mental Conservation, Sena-
tor Jeff Klein’s offi ce, and 
the community met with the 
DEC dredging unit recently 
to discuss possible solutions 
to having the cove dredged.  

Long a top Community 
Board 10 capital budget re-
quest, the need for dredging 
at Hammond Cove is some-
thing understood by those 
who have boats docked there, 
and others who see the area 
as a vital resource for Fire 
Department rescue boats, 
sources confi rmed. 

The dredging requests 
have languished, mired in a 
bureaucracy that has, at dif-
ferent times, called on city, 
state, and federal authorities 
to take action so boats can en-
ter and exit it at low tide.

In May, the FDNY sent 
a letter to the Locust Point 
Yacht Club, where its boats 
dock during rescue opera-
tions, stating that the area 
around the marina is not suf-
fi cient at low or ‘moon’ tides 
for many fi reboats. 

“There may be times that 
our vessels will not be able to 
enter the cove to operate in 
this area,” stated the FDNY 
in the letter from May. “Con-
sidering the number and den-
sity of structures and vessels 
in Locust Point, it is recom-
mended that the depth of the 
water in Hammond Cove be 
improved to ensure (fi re de-
partment) access.” 

Citing the safety con-
cerns, local activist and 
LPYC member Pat Devine, 
who himself had the hull 
torn out of a boat in Ham-
mond Cove due to the low 
tide conditions, reached out 
to Senator Klein’s offi ce.

DEC is not necessarily 
the agency that will be re-
sponsible for the dredging, 
but was willing to sit down 
with representatives from 
the senator’s offi ce and the 
community to discuss a pos-
sible project, according to at-
tendees and a written sum-
mary of the meeting. 

Also, yet to be deter-
mined, is what the cost will 
be, with estimates ranging 
widely from $576,000 to $5 
million. 

“The fi rst step is fi gur-
ing out what the agency is 
responsible for, and the sec-
ond step is fi guring out what 

the potential cost will be,” 
said Dana Carotenuto, dep-
uty chief of staff for Klein. 
“However, these conversa-
tions have refocused our ef-
forts and are a good step in 
the right direction in terms 
of ensuring the safety and 
the economic viability of the 
marina and the cove.”  

At the end of the meeting, 
which was hosted by DEC 
dredging unit leader Ka-
tie Axt in Long Island City, 
Queens, it was decided that 

two tracks would be followed 
going forward, according to 
meeting minutes. 

The fi rst is that DEC will 
continue to work with local 
community and business 
leaders to gather more infor-
mation about the cove. 

The second is that both 
DEC and Klein would “con-
tinue to move forward in 
formulating a mechanism 
to fi nance the dredging of 
Hammond Cove.”

Among possible ways of 

obtaining funding would be 
to have a city or state agency 
take on the project directly, 
citing wider community need 
and the fi re hazard posed by 
the undredged cove; explore 
options in funding the proj-
ect in the new upcoming 
state budget due on April 1, 
2015; and exploring the op-
tion of applying for storm re-
covery and resiliency money 
to pay for an initial testing 
costs of the soil before any 
dredging can begin. 
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More options are being explored for the dredging of Hammond Cove near Locust Point and the Throgs 
Neck Bridge.  Community News Group/Photo by Patrick Rocchio

Meeting with DEC 
on dredging Cove 
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(718) 354-3834
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order and receive an 

additional 3¢ off 
per gallon 

Refer a new customer 
to us and take an 
additional 3¢ off 

per gallon 
on your next order 

BY ROBERT WIRSING
The New York State De-

partment of Transporta-
tion is paving the way for 
the complete revitalization 
of three Bronx overpasses 
as part of an infrastruc-
ture restoration project. 

The three overpasses 
include the Lafayette 
Avenue Bridge over the 
Throgs Neck Expressway, 
the Pennyfi eld Avenue 
Bridge, and the Castle Hill 
Avenue Bridge overlook-
ing Bruckner Boulevard. 

Each are undergoing 
restoration efforts and are 
being worked on by the 
contractor group, DeFoe 
Corp of Mount Vernon, 
New York.

“We’re replacing the 
existing concrete decks of 
the bridges on Lafayette 
Avenue, Pennyfi eld Av-
enue and Castle Hill Av-
enue and also installing 
new lighting above and be-
low the decks,” explained 
Diane Park, NYSDOT - Re-
gion 11 public information 
offi cer. 

“The key element for 

this project is about im-
proving the infrastruc-
ture and it will have a pos-
itive impact for motorists 
within these communities. 
The new bridge decks will 
provide a smooth riding 
surface and they will re-
main within a great state 
of repair for the many 
years to come.”

According to Park, the 
investment for this project 
totals approximately $12.5 
million. 

In addition to the over-
pass reconstruction ef-
forts, a new traffi c signal 
adjunct to Pennyfi eld Av-
enue will be installed at 
the intersection of Lawton 
and Prentiss avenues. The 
project was awarded to the 
contractors this past Jan-
uary and is set for a pro-
jected completion date of 
spring 2016.

DeFoe Corp was es-
tablished in 1946 and 
since then has garnered 
a respected reputation 
for their timeliness and 
craftsmanship. 

Their extensive resume 

includes such successful 
major borough projects as 
the Cross Bronx-Bruckner 
Interchange, the Throgs 
Neck Bridge, the Whit-
estone Bridge, the West 
Fordham Road Bridge 
over the Major Deegan 
Expressway and Metro 
North Railroad, and the 
Deegan Expressway en-
trance ramp at West Ford-
ham Road.

NYSDOT also noted the 
Major Deegan Express-
way is slated for rehabili-
tation. 

The $125 million proj-
ect will focus on the recon-
struction of the elevated 
highway structure from 
East 138th Street to the 
Macombs Dam Bridge, 
near Yankee Stadium.

According to NYS-
DOT, the reconstruction 
includes improving seven 
ramps along the express-
way, replacing 330,000 
square feet of concrete 
deck and installing a new 
center median. 

New energy effi cient 
LED lighting systems will 

be installed to enhance 
visibility and safety on 
the elevated roadway, bet-
ter illuminated lane mark-
ings on the mainline I-87 
roadway, replacing the 
outermost steel and mak-
ing substructural repairs, 
upgrading and repairing 
the drainage system, in-
stalling seven single-span 
sign structures with new 
signage, and adding a new 
permanent Variable Mes-
sage Sign on the south-
bound lane to provide 
real-time traffi c informa-
tion as well as general in-
formation to motorists.  

These improvements 
will also enhance the en-
vironment along Exterior 
Street, which runs along-
side the highway.

Corrective mainte-
nance to 62 bridges in 
the Bronx and New York 
counties was awarded to 
Kiska Construction, Inc of 
Long Island, New York on 
Saturday, November 15. 
This project’s anticipated 
completion date has been 
established for early 2018.

Kiska Construction 
Corporation-USA was 
formed in 1987 and is well-
known for constructing 
water and transportation 
system shafts and tunnels 
in addition to restoring 
bridges, industrial facili-

ties, and highway over-
passes. 

The fi rm has worked 
on some notable borough 
projects particularly the 
Sheridan Expressway and 
the Bruckner Express-
way.    

Lafayette Ave. bridge work on schedule

Lafayette Avenue Bridge is one of three local area overpasses un-
dergoing renovations. Community News Group / Robert Wirsing
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BY JAIME WILLIAMS
The former St. Dominic 

school building will open  as 
a public elementary school 
in fall 2015.

But after a contentious 
discussion between local 
residents and Community 
Education Council 11, the 
school will not be zoned and 
will open as a choice school.

The small elementary 
school, named X311, will 
open at 1684 White Plains 
Road with two kindergarten 
classes. The CEC discussed 
and voted on the Depart-
ment of Education’s pro-
posed zoning for the school 
at the November 18 calendar 
meeting. 

The purpose of the new 
school’s zoning was to alle-
viate overcrowding at P.S. 
83 in Morris Park. The small 
zone for X311 would have 
included the blocks of the 
president streets between 
Van Nest and Tremont av-
enues, as well as the blocks 
of Hunt, Holland, Wallace 
and Barnes avenues south of 
Morris Park Avenue. 

But P.S. 83 principal 

Brandon Muccino opposed 
breaking up the zoning for 
his combined elementary 
and middle school. 

His middle school classes 
are more crowded than his 
elementary classes, he said, 
and he expects that the mid-
dle school seats will be full 
again by the time the X311 
students graduate fi fth grade 
and look to attend P.S. 83 for 
sixth grade.

“They’re not going to be 
able to come back here,” he 
said.

He felt it’s important that 
families that were originally 
zoned for P.S. 83 retain the 
right to send their kids to 
an elementary school where 
they are then guaranteed 
middle school seats.

Several community 
members in attendance also 
voiced their opposition to 
the zoning plan. 

One common complaint 
was that the Van Nest neigh-
borhood is already divided 
by zoning; part goes to P.S. 
83 while part travels to P.S. 
105 in Pelham Parkway. 

A zoned X311 would not 

be a true neighborhood 
school, they said, because it 
would not serve all the kids 
from the neighborhood.

Making X311 a choice 
school could mean more stu-
dents would have the option 
to go to a school in their im-
mediate area.

“Wouldn’t it make sense 
for you to choose to walk fi ve  
blocks to school instead of 
busing up to P.S. 105?” Muc-

cino asked.
The community mem-

bers, including Community 
Board 11 vice chair and for-
mer educator Al D’Angelo, 
repeatedly urged the CEC to 
consider school choice.

“Let the parents make the 
decision where they’re going 
to send your children,” said 
D’Angelo.

On the other side, the su-
perintendent urged the com-

munity to look at the long 
term needs of P.S. 83, which 
at 108% utilization could 
benefi t from extra space.

CEC president Pam John-
son raised the concern that a 
choice school would not nec-
essarily be fi lled with  stu-
dents from the immediate 
neighborhood.

“If it’s zoned, the kids in 
your area will be served,” 
said Johnson.

The principal of nearby 
Van Nest Academy, Carol 
Ann Gilligan, suggested the 
solution was to go the route 
of her school, which oper-
ated as a choice school with 
a tiered enrollment system, 
giving priority for students 
zoned for nearby schools. 

Many community mem-
bers, as well as Muccino, 
voiced strong support for 
this idea, but the CEC was 
only voting on whether to 
approve the DOE’s recom-
mended zoning or not.

In the end, three mem-
bers voted to approve the 
zoning while fi ve abstained, 
and the zoning did not pass. 
The announcement was met 
with applause from those in 
attendance.

At the same November 
meeting, the CEC also voted 
on rezoning in Wakefi eld for 
a new public school in the 
former St. Anthony school 
building, which will allevi-
ate overcrowding in P.S. 16 
and allow for the removal of 
transportable classrooms. 
The proposed zoning passed 
without objection.

Open choice for new Van Nest elementary school 

The former St. Dominic School at 1684 White Plains Road is set to be the site of a new public elemen-
tary school, P.S. 311, slated to open for the 2015-2016 school year. File Photo
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bustion, adding “what 
(the fi re) did was trig-
ger the sprinklers, and 
everything in the back 
of the store was de-
stroyed.”  

When the battery ex-
ploded one of the pieces 
landed on a chair, which 
ignited. 

According to a fi re 
department spokesman, 
the fi re was fi rst called 
in  to the FDNY at 8:06 
p.m., with 12 units and 60 
fi refi ghters responding.  

The FDNY spokes-
man said that two people 
were removed to Jacobi 
Medical Center with mi-
nor injuries.

As of press time, the 
offi cial cause of the fi re 
was not determined,  the 
spokesman said. 

Bruckner Hobbies 
shares the building 
with two second fl oor 

apartments and a Radio 
Shack. 

The manager of the 
Radio Shack, Alan Leon, 
said that the damage 
there was from smoke 
that came in through a 
shared ventilation sys-
tem and some wet car-
peting. 

Leon said that em-
ployees called him and 
said the fi re department 
told them leave the store 
until it was clear for ev-
eryone to go back in. 

Leon said that busi-
ness was not greatly af-
fected by the fi re. 

“We are opened until 
9:30 p.m.” he said the next 
day. “This happened last 
night towards the end 
of closing time anyway, 
so this has not really af-
fected our business. But 
it is not something you 
want to hear – that there 
was a fi re next door.” 

Fire damages Bruckner Hobby 

A view of the damage inside Bruckner Hobbies. Community News Group / Photo by Patrick Rocchio
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BY STEVEN GOODSTEIN
Si! A Bronx resident 

has come up with a new, 
effective way to learn 
Spanish.

Eldon Mirjah, origi-
nally a native of Gre-
nada who has lived in 
the borough since 2001, 
has started a website 
that helps those who are 
interested in learning 
Spanish.

The program, Gritty 
Spanish, features MP3 
formatted conversations 
along with PDF format-
ted transcripts of the 
conversations made by 
real, colorful Spanish-
speaking actors and ac-
tresses in everyday life. 
The website’s motto: 
Real People, Real Span-
ish, Real Gritty sums up 
the learning experience 
that Gritty Spanish of-
fers.

The Gritty Spanish 
package includes 31 real-
life conversations that 
include emotions such 
as arguments and frus-
trations, for example, 
and was created to train 

its listeners to distin-
guish tone and pitch, so 
Spanish-speaking learn-
ers can apply it in which-
ever Spanish speaking 
nation that they visit.

“I’ve always wanted 
to create something like 
this because I am a Span-
ish learner and was con-
tinuously frustrated be-
cause I couldn’t find any 
down-to-earth content - 
the content was just ‘too 
nice’,” said Mirjah.

“I just wanted to 
give the intermediate-
advanced learners of 
Spanish a fun and more 
interesting way to learn 
the language by listen-
ing to real everyday and 
sometimes over the top 
conversations, so it’s 
easier to remember. I 
also wanted to create a 
learning option that was 
affordable.”

Eldon’s journey cre-
ating this program be-
gan about two years, 
when he started study-
ing Spanish and felt like 
he wasn’t making much 
progress, stuck at the in-

termediate level.
Eldon began taking 

time to look for alternate 
ways to learn the lan-

guage, but the resources 
didn’t match his stan-
dards, as he was look-
ing for a program that 

sounded more authentic 
and realistic.

Eldon realized he 
should take it upon him-
self to write stories and 
get in touch with Span-
ish-speaking actors and 
actresses to help him 
dramatically act out the 
dialogues to help him 
improve his proficiency.

In the middle of cre-
ating this program for 
himself, Eldon realized 
that others just like him, 
who were not f luent in 
Spanish, could also ben-
efit from this program 
as well, especially in 
the Bronx, where a large 
portion of the commu-
nity is Latino and Span-
ish-speaking.

“It’s always a benefit 
when one has the ability 
to understand and com-
municate with more peo-
ple and learn more about 
them and their wonder-
ful culture,” said Lorita 
Clarke-Scott, who is han-
dling public relations 
for Eldon’s program and 
website. “It not only ben-
efits individuals in the 

Bronx, but a person any-
where else in the world 
who will be able to use 
Gritty Spanish as a re-
source and benefit since 
it will give them a bet-
ter understanding of the 
language and how real 
people speak.”

Due to its conversa-
tional intensity and po-
tentially violent themes, 
Gritty Spanish is deemed 
not suitable for children. 
However, these violent 
themes are not intended 
to be taken seriously 
and are meant to further 
one’s knowledge.

These dialogues and 
transcripts are currently 
available for $59.99, and 
are user friendly with 
all iPad, iPhone and Gal-
axy devices. A Kindle 
eBook was also released 
due to the overwhelming 
response from the MP3 
and PDF versions

Downloading sam-
ples of the conversations 
and transcripts is also 
available on the website 
at www.grittyspanish.
com.

Grenada-born, Bronxite creates ‘Gritty Spanish’ language program

Eldon Mirjah, the creator of Gritty Spanish. 
 Photo courtesy of Eldon Mirjah
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Ready to learn
more about

relapsingMS?
You and your loved one are invited to an 
MS LIVING EVENT. Hear from MS experts and 
others who are living with MS. Plus, get some 
answers about dealing with MS and information 
on an oral treatment.

EXPERT SPEAKERS
Rene, Elkin, MD
MS Clinic Ryebrook
MS Clinic Bronx Lebanon Hospital

FYI
A meal will be provided
Free parking or valet available

PLEASE RSVP AT
mslivingevents.com or call 1-866-703-6293
Register today. Space is limited.

Event ID: TR76662 (1185275) US.MS.MSX. 14.08.017

Morton’s The Steakhouse, 551 5th Avenue, New York,  NY 10017
Monday, November 24, 2014 at 6:30 PM Eastern
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