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I’ve been asked to speak to you this morning about my experiences in Greenport and any lessons they might offer other communities seeking to revitalize, and to relate these thoughts to the findings of the new Long Island Index report.

When I arrived in Greenport with my family in 1979 to take the position of Community Development Supervisor and Code Enforcement Officer, the village was a profoundly depressed place with some of the worst slums in Suffolk County. My friends and family thought I was nuts giving up a good job running restaurants in New York to take a large pay cut and what seemed an impossible challenge, especially for someone with no prior experience. 

Poverty, drug and alcohol abuse, crime, and lack of investment contributed to a deteriorating tax base and a community psychology of "no". The default response to new ideas was: "It'll never happen in Greenport". This mentality alienated investors and frustrated attempts at redevelopment, most notably of the old Mitchell property, an abandoned waterfront brownfield rotting at the core of the business district. 

The immediate challenge was to address a substandard housing stock serving the very poor. We employed aggressive code enforcement, along with federal funds, to rehabilitate where possible, demolish and rebuild where necessary, and upgrade public infrastructure. 

In my capacity as code enforcer, I closed down an active junkyard surrounded by homes. One day in court, when the judge ruled in our favor, the owner tried to deck me. I managed to duck, and the property was soon redeveloped as a garden apartment complex. 

I closed down a group of slum dwellings where raw sewage was collecting in cellars and leaking kerosene had turned the complex into an explosion-waiting-to-happen. We had to go to court on this one too when we found a group of outside activists had moved in with residents to block execution of a condemnation notice. All residents were successfully relocated within the village.

Slowly, private investment began to follow. We began to attract second-home buyers to a rich stock of antique architecture. But in 1994, the village remained depressed, with store vacancies rising and values falling. We were also suffering a scandalized police force that had failed to maintain the peace, driven taxes through the roof, and was the subject of a notorious corruption investigation.

The impact was personally devastating. High taxes had brought my small real estate business to a halt, and my wife and I seriously considered relocating. Seeing no leadership in village hall, I decided to run for mayor, in part out of self interest, to cut taxes, and by so doing help others. My first term was one year, the unexpired portion of the prior mayor’s term after he was forced out in the police scandal. I thought if I could get in for a year and shake things up it might make a difference. If not, I could move on.

During that year, I led the successful drive to abolish the police force and bring the town police in to patrol the village. Crime had risen so dramatically that people were afraid to walk the streets at night. I was forced to suspend the police chief and appeal to the governor to send in state police to restore order.

This was a painful episode for the village and for my family and me. I suffered a number of attacks, including a late-night assault on my home by a caravan of police and volunteer firemen, who were also mad because I opposed a move to give them pensions. They set off firecrackers on my front lawn and yelled up at my bedroom window, "fuck you, Kapell, you're next, you nigger lovin' Jew bastard".

Although people were afraid to voice their opinions in public, I knew I had broad support. In a referendum, the people voted overwhelmingly to abolish the department. This resulted in a budget surplus that we returned to the taxpayers in refund checks that I handed out personally from the steps of village hall. We then cut taxes by 70%. After this, I ran for reelection unopposed.

Suddenly, the "village of no" became a "village of possibility".

We repaved streets that had been neglected for decades. We restructured government to cut costs. We used funds in a utility account to hire the unemployed to perform maintenance on village facilities. We raised capital without raising taxes through careful management of utility and real estate assets and used this money to leverage state and federal funding for a $20 million downtown revitalization program that now benefits the region. 

The program involved redevelopment of the Mitchell property as a waterfront park with facilities that appeal to children and families and a docking facility that draws on our maritime history. We attracted support from officials and agencies in county, state and federal government and this translated into funding and technical assistance that made the project feasible.

This also did not come easily. The 13-year process of developing Mitchell Park was informed by scores of volunteers on committees helping conceive and design the project. At one point, the debate became so contentious that I faced an insurrection on my village board. It was quelled in an election

Among the most successful of the committees was one comprised of youth charged with helping resolve tension between them and the police associated with skate boarding. The product of their efforts was the first significant municipal skate park in New York State, now a model for other communities. This success was so proudly held that the needs of children and families became the central priority of community planning. 

The icon of this philosophy is an antique carousel donated by Northrop Grumman Corp. that became the centerpiece of Mitchell Park. It’s an enormous success, attracting over 100,000 riders and a total of 300,000 people annually. We also included a refrigerated ice rink that attracts much needed off-season commerce to the business district.

The economy roared, property values skyrocketed and erosion of the tax base was arrested and reversed. 

As values rose, local families were induced to sell, overwhelmingly to second-home buyers. Compounding this process was a rapid influx of Latinos filling jobs left vacant by locals moving away. 

Recognizing that more people were being forced into a fixed housing stock, and that no land exists within the village for new development, I sought to work with the Southold town board on the possibility of expanding the village boundary. The idea was to leverage village utilities and high-density zoning to promote private sector development of new affordable housing. Despite the fact that this would have met a critical mutual need, the proposal found no support on the town board and no progress was made.

On Christmas Eve 2005, I attended a Spanish-language mass at the local Catholic Church. I found the church packed to the rafters with Latino families. I realized immediately that the 2000 federal census count could not be correct. This also caused me to think about the number of people living in the village part-time, also not included in the federal count. In discussing this with the village board, and after a grant from the Horace Hagedorn Foundation, we decided to conduct a local census to obtain accurate information. Little did I know that this simple idea would land me on the Lou Dobbs program and in the contentious debate on federal immigration policy.

Our census shows that Greenport is a dramatically changed place. The permanent population is now 2,500. A whopping 30% are Latino, up from just 2% in 1980. Another 1,000 people live in Greenport part-time, making the real population 3,500. With no new housing built, 3,500 people are now living in a stock that served 2,300 people in 1980. Absent an expanded supply, inflated prices and overcrowding are the inevitable result.

Although it's hard to think of our experience as other than a success, I regret that we didn’t recognize earlier that revitalization would expand the population and necessitate new housing development.

Our experience is but a metaphor for Long Island. The region’s population and demand for housing continues to grow, while the supply is artificially fixed by restrictive local zoning. This can only have one effect: increasing prices and exclusion of all but the wealthy.

In spite of progressive leadership by County Executive Tom Suozzi in Nassau and County Executive Steve Levy in Suffolk, regional efforts to address the problem break down at the local level where the “not in my back yard” syndrome either wants nothing to change or wants change to occur in someone else’s backyard. Proposals for state mandated solutions run up against New York’s long held tradition of home rule, and even if passed, would have a slow impact at best, and perpetuate sprawl that will consume every inch of available open land.


The breakthrough we are learning about from the Long Island Index is that, for the first time, a large plurality of Long Islanders says they are willing to sacrifice the suburban dream of a single-family detached home and consider living in an apartment they can afford downtown. This shows that the average citizen understands what government doesn’t yet seem to get: we need to think vertically about new development and about locating it in existing downtowns where transportation facilities and infrastructure make such thinking possible and convenient, and where the economic benefits of an expanded population will help downtowns revitalize. 


Estimates of the near-term need for new housing range from 50,000 to 100,000 units. This cannot be met by small, heavily subsidized projects that dominate public sector initiatives. For a real solution to emerge, we need to think vertically in a big way about how and where we can induce the private sector to produce for profit what society needs. This can only happen with high-density development. Of course, there is a role for governmental support, but it should be limited to regulatory accommodation; provision of infrastructure like water, sewer, municipal parking and transportation improvements; and the use of eminent domain when needed to facilitate site assembly.

The question arises, how to prove that these theories can work? The answer lies in working with communities where bold local leaders express a willingness to consider radical change.

For example, under Mayor Joseph Delfino, the City of White Plains in Westchester County provides an excellent model for what could happen on Long Island. New vertical development has rapidly transformed this city from a depressed backwater surrounded by wealth into the new urban heart of suburban Westchester. This success was chronicled in a January 3rd New York Times article.

On Long Island, we also have leaders willing to think boldly. We need to get behind their ideas and seize the opportunity they offer to break the political logjam against change.

In Patchogue, under Mayor Paul Pontieri, the village has embarked on an affordable housing project nearing completion that will attract families to live downtown. He is also developing new zoning that will raise the height limit in the business district to eight stories to attract privately funded redevelopment. This will set a new standard for discussion of building heights in downtown Suffolk County.

In Riverhead, under Supervisor Philip Cardinale, the town board has formalized support for a 350’ high artificial ski mountain. While this is obviously not a housing proposal, it paves the way for thinking in big and vertical terms about how to revitalize downtown Riverhead, Suffolk’s strategically located but stubbornly depressed County Seat. As an east end resident, I would much prefer to look at some well-designed tall buildings with outstanding views than more sprawl in the potato fields. I might even like to live there!

In Hempstead, Mayor Wayne Hall has proposed a $2 billion mixed-use redevelopment. With Hempstead’s advantageous location close to New York City by train, and connected to the rest of the county by bus, this proposal could transform Hempstead from a depressed town into the kind of new “city” for Nassau that White Plains has become for Westchester. His efforts met early resistance from a community fearing that it will not benefit from or, worse yet, be displaced by the change. Mayor Hall is now working with community members to assure them that a project will not succeed at their expense. A new Request for Expressions of Interest from developers is currently pending.

In closing, we have a critical choice to make. The solution to the housing problem is a dramatically increased supply. In providing it, we can let the status quo continue the sprawl that’s destroying the suburban and rural qualities we treasure. Or we can think vertically and big in appropriate downtown locations where enlightened local leaders open the door to change. We can help them urbanize and thrive in a process that solves the housing problem while taking pressure off open land. 

And in so doing, we can secure a future for the diverse society that has come to be Long Island.

