
TOWN OF GHENT 
TOWN BOARD MEETING 

April 15, 2021 
 
The Regular Meeting of the Town Board was held April 15, 2021, via the “Zoom” online meeting 
platform Supervisor Benvenuto opened the meeting at 7:00 pm. 
 
Present were: Michael Benvenuto                                  Supervisor 
                          Charles Wood                                            Councilman 
                          Koethi Zan                                                  Councilwoman 
                          Patti Matheney                                         Councilwoman 
                          Mallory Mort                                             Councilman 
                          Ben Perry                                                    Highway Superintendent 
                          Matthew Cabral                                        Attorney for Town 
 
MOTION #1 TO OPEN THE MEETING FOR PUBLIC COMMENT made by Councilman Mort, seconded by 
Councilwoman Zan and approved unanimously. 
Ayes: 5 Benvenuto, Wood, Mort, Zan, Matheney 
Nays: 0 
 
Francis Greenberg- Chairman of Art Omi Inc. – Thank you for allowing me to read this statement in 
response to the paid advertisement by the Ghent Planning Board in placed in the Columbia Paper on 
April 8, 2021. I think that the fact the Planning Board choose to communicate through a “paid” 
advertisement in the newspaper is perhaps symbolic of their approach to communication and lack of 
openness in process.  Rather than contacting Omi directly or releasing a press release which could have 
been subject to journalistic review. It seems they wanted to present a narrative without the type of fact 
checking and multiple points of view that the press normally subjects newspaper report to. I’ve have 
seen this “paid” advertisement used by foreign government, but not usually by local, state or federal 
agencies. The reason Omi withdrew its application and became discouraged by the Planning Board was 
what we saw as a lack of concern for Omi’s needs. They particularly seem to see their role as responding 
to an adjacent property owner who is also a member of the Board and who declined to recuse herself 
when asked to. They actively and very appropriately responded to other community members concerns, 
however I do not recall them ever saying to OMI what are your needs.  They spent many months making 
ongoing and multiple requests for information to which we did our best to respond. They never stated 
clearly in the process what conditions they felt Omi needed to agree to. Omi was responsive to concerns 
raised by the Board about event frequencies and size and we agreed to limit such events.  Early on there 
was never any discussion of limiting the total number of visitor’s to our 160 acre campus and park. Many 
months into the process late at night at one of the meetings one of the members announced they 
wanted to limit the number of visitors we could have to what equals approximately one person per acre 
per day. The arbitrary number proposed seem to have no substance attached to it, no calculation, traffic 
logic or other basis. Just an arbitrarily determinate by one of the Board members of when OMI would be 
required to come back to the Board and say because of the success of our institution , education 
program etc., that we would have to seek permission to have additional visitors come to campus. 
I think the Planning Board’s attitude is best described or at least how we experienced it best 
summarized by a statement made by one of its members” what Omi does not understand that this is not 
a negotiation and the Planning Board will decide on its own what it wants Omi to do”. Even judges in 
America don’t make decisions arbitrarily. We have a country of laws, rules, due process and due  
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consideration.  The Ghent Planning Board neither observes a fair unbiased bound approach nor gauges 
in due consideration of all parties needs and concerns in our experience. These are no the conditions 
under which a responsible not for-profit organization can invest 5 million dollars in expanding it’s 
educational and other facilities or plan its future. I wonder whether the Planning Board places outdoor 
visitor limits on other schools or educational programs in the county? Can you imagine a school telling a 
parent that they cannot come to discuss their child’s progress or attend a school sporting event in non 
covid times because the school has a limit on the number of visitors? Omi is not alone in its concerns 
about the attitude and actions of the Ghent Planning Board. A number of people who have interacted 
with it have had an unhappy experience.  This is not been my experience with other Planning Boards 
who have a more transparent considerate and inclusive process. If Ghent wants to encourage 
responsible development the Planning Board will need to operate with more consideration, helpfulness 
and an unbiased process or applicants will do as Omi is doing and look to plan its future in other more 
balanced jurisdiction.  Thank you for allowing me to make my statement.  
 
Eddie Allen- Trying to understand a few things? The reason this was a paid piece from my understanding 
is the Columbia paper has a limit on an opinion piece and if you go over you have to pay for it. Also, it 
seems everyone wants Omi to expand, the letter states it was to double from 30,000 to 66,000 people a 
year which is about 181 people a day. It seems like there are good people on each side and I hope that 
somehow something can be figured out. 
 
Dave Berman- Who paid for the ad in the Columbia paper? I certainly hope it wasn’t my tax dollars used 
for an ad. 
 
Supervisor Benvenuto- I can state that it did not come from Town funds, However, I can also state that a 
Town attorney was used to review what was submitted, so that will have to be looked at further 
because that could be equated to using Town funds.  
 
Councilwoman Zan- on that point, a few people have come to us with the same question. I have spoken 
extensively with the General Council office at the Department of State on whether it was proper for the 
Planning Board under the town name and use the Town Attorney to place paid ad, stating a position 
regarding an applicant. It was strongly recommended to us to refer the matter to the County Board of 
Ethics. The CC Board of Ethics is not required to review a municipality matter so we have not heard back 
from them or about any further recommendation. 
 
Dan Barufaldi- thank you for your time, and Mr. Greenberger we appreciate your comments. I am 
member of the Ghent Planning Board, a resident of Ghent and an Art Omi supporter and donor. We 
appreciate your comments, you may not be surprised to learn we have a vastly different understanding 
about where negotiations broke down between our two organizations. We welcomed you back to the 
table and you indicated you were coming back to the table and then you withdrew your application. All 
of the restrictions addressed in the resolution were agreed to by your executive director. I want to say 
for the record so everybody understands the Ghent Planning Board has no desire to limit your growth, 
we simply need a check in point at which we can determine whether or not it has a negative impact on  
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the residential rural community in which you are domiciled.  If you would like to come back and have a 
conversation with the Board you are welcome to do so.  
 
Councilwoman Zan- I can add something more about my discussions that I had with the Dept. of State 
and general council regarding this matter. We will be asking them to do a presentation to our boards 
and the Town Board because we have had a couple of issues that have generated complaints. The 
Planning Board is an independent Board and we just receive the complaints. One of the issues has been 
a question on whether the Planning Board can regulate business operations of an applicant vs land use 
restrictions. I think certainly in the Art Omi case this was really a question. There is a lot of case law in 
general that municipalities do not have the authority to control details or operation of a business, and 
the only is if there was substantial evidence of the impact of the surrounding area. Obviously we don’t 
want to go back and forth on the issues in this situation, at the moment this application is withdrawn, 
but I do think it’s important as a fundamental aspect of the municipality authority. I want to understand 
it, it’s a complex area, but I think that there are some in the community that think the Planning Board 
can put any conditions they want on an applicant and I think as a community we need to be a little 
clearer about what is required to demonstrate before business operation can be restricted. 
 
Councilwoman Matheney- I am once again going to say how disappointed I am that Art Omi and the 
Planning Board were not able to work something out. Again, the Town Board has no say so with the 
Planning Board, they are an independent body.  I am very concerned about, and simply do not 
understand the purpose of the paid advertisement. I don’t see how it furthers the greater good of our 
town. I don’t understand the why of it. How did it benefit the Town of Ghent? It was signed by the 
Ghent Planning Board. We shouldn’t be on separate sides, we are one town and we all represent the 
Town of Ghent when we speak in this capacity. I’m a citizen of Ghent, I love Art Omi. It’s a valuable asset 
to our community, it’s an institution in our community. We do not have many in this Town and I 
appreciate them being here.  I am very disappointed and concerned that we have a Planning Board that 
took this step to place a paid advertisement. If it had to do with the length of it, then they should have 
made it smaller. I do not know who paid for it, as Supervisor Benvenuto said it seems maybe town 
resources were used, which I think is inappropriate. I had lots of people call and ask me who paid for it. 
There is no fact checking when it’s a paid ad.  There are a lot of nuances in the application, it went on for 
14 months and certainly there are always two sides to the story, but I think it was inappropriate. I hope 
we can figure something out and move on from this. 
 
Dan Barufaldi- Thank you for the comments. Since a lot of folks here do seem to have concern with the 
paid advertisement, the letter was sent to the Columbia Paper as a letter to the editor. It contained 
originally 1066 words. Perry Teasdale indicated that because they had two classified ads week that the 
letter was too long. It had to cut down to 650 words. We felt we could not communicate the whole story 
in 650 words, so we paid for space. We had to pay to get the whole story in. Perry Teasdale had no 
problem with the content of the letter to the editor and simply would have printed it if he had the 
space.  
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Councilwoman Matheney- That’s fine, it was dome and I again do not understand to what end the 
Planning Board felt the needed to tell their story to say you were wrong, I was right. If the goal was for 
Art Omi to come back and have a conversation the is nothing in the ad that would get to that goal and it 
moved the goal post even further away. I’m right and your wrong is not very helpful. 
 
Councilwoman Zan- I am also concerned that is will have a chilling effect on the other good and valuable 
projects that people might want to bring to the Town. If I had a project and I saw that the Planning 
Board took out a paid ad to tell their side of the story in this way, I think I would look at another town. I 
don’t think that’s the message we want to send. Absolutely the message should be the Ghent Planning 
Board is going to give a fair and professional review of every project in accordance with the law. 
Independent review, free from all political interference. I fully agree with that, but I do not think 
applicants should have additional fear if there are disagreements that the Planning Board is going to 
take out a paid ad telling their side of the story. This does not benefit the Town of Ghent.   
 
Eddie Allen- Again I’m just trying to grasp all this. There were a couple of other opinion pieces in the 
paper. So if this wasn’t a paid ad, because of the length would everything have been fine? Everyone 
seems to want Omi and wants to see them be a success. They are known around the country and the 
world. 
 
Councilwoman Zan- The paid ad is separate issue, I would fail to see the value to the Town of the Ghent 
Planning itself making this kind of statement. 
 
Eddie Allen- It just seems like if you could all get together you could make this happen. 
 
Supervisor Benvenuto- my personal opinion, Mr. Allen if you’re confused, I’m am confused as well and 
I’m the Supervisor. That paid ad did not help at all. The Planning board was asked to give a comment 
and they refused that opportunity. A letter to the editor would have been the next step. Six hundred 
fifty words, and that’s not enough? Well that’s your first clue that what you are doing is probably not a 
good idea. So regardless of what could have happened, what happened was the Planning Board took out 
an ad and in my personal opinion it was a bad idea and did not go well. And you just can’t turn around 
and say “you know what, never mind, we want you to come back”. The Town Board made a comment 
when we were asked by the paper. The main topic of our comment we hoped things could be worked 
out.  The Planning Board process gets complicated at times, but you try to work with the applicant, the 
applicant is key. It’s for the Town of Ghent, not individual people. So if everyone is okay with that, I’m 
about done with this right now, but I just want everyone to know why we are here, why there was an 
issue. I don’t know what Art Omi’s plans are, maybe on to something else, and that is extremely 
unfortunate. But, that’s where we are, hopefully we can move forward, things can be different, but all 
this stuff is not helpful. And the only thing I have done in my eight years on this Board is I think about 
the Town, I really do. It doesn’t matter if I grew up here, people who live here, love the Town, love 
what’s in the Town and we try to do what’s best for the Town.  I’ll leave it at that. I’m hoping to move 
on, we have Town Board business to attend to and I very much appreciate the people who have 
attended here tonight.  
 
Rich Coon- I have lived in Ghent for 61 years. I went before the Planning board few times for different 
projects. I have also gone to other Planning boards around the Troy area, and Warrensburg. I guess the  
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main difference I see when I go to Planning boards is when I went to Warrensburg 5 years ago to build a 
facility up there, I was shocked when I went in and talked to the Town, they actually asked me how a can 
we help you. Wow, that was so un- adversarial, it was kind of a welcoming thing. The Town of Ghent 
Planning Board seems like everything is push and shove, and when you come up with a solution to an 
issue, they find more issues to bring up, and it just goes on month after month after month. I’ve 
watched a couple of projects go on for not months, but years. It just seems like they are not there to 
help at all, just obstruction, constantly bring things up.  That is my observation of the Ghent Planning 
Board, if it could be more congenial it would do the Town very well.  
 
Councilman Mort- to answer the chat question, the members of the Town Board appoint the members 
of the Planning Board. 
 
Councilwoman Zan- chat question, Could Mr. Barufaldi or someone elaborate on how a Town attorney 
was used for the letter to the editor/ ad piece? 
 
Supervisor Benvenuto- the attorney was just used to review, did not assist in writing it. 
 
Councilwoman Zan- chat question, we are new to these meetings and residents of Ghent.  It feels like 
Omi wants to build something and most of the people on this call are in support.  Can the building 
effort/conversation continue or is it over? 
 
Supervisor Benvenuto- that is up to the applicant. 
 
Councilwoman Zan- On of the advantages of what we have all gone through this year with having to be 
virtual is that we have had more participation at meetings. People are seeing and observing the 
meetings in some ways being more involved with what is going on with the Town, or at least being more 
aware.  I am saddened in the result of this project, I just hope we can learn for the experience and work 
together. We are a small community, we are planning in the fall to start our comprehensive plan update 
process. That is time this community has got to look at how we envision the future of this Town. It has 
not been done since 2099. I think what we are seeing here is that are big picture things we really need 
to think about and what are common goals are. I hope we can move forward in a positive fashion. 
 
Ruth Adams- Director of Art Omi: Appreciate all of the overwhelming support. It was a very difficult 
experience to go through, confusing and overwhelming. It was the first time I had been through this 
process, but looking back, it probably did not need to be so confusing and I understand there were a lot 
of factors at play. We are grateful to be in Ghent, Ghent has been very good to us. We are still here. 
 
Craig Simmons- You were talking about the Planning Board and Zoning Board taking classes and courses 
to be certified and was wondering if the Board itself is going to engage is some boardsmanship. Public 
comment typically most Roberts rules do not go back in forth with public comment. I think it was wrong 
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 that some Board members stated their opinions on this matter and I think they should hear the public 
during this period. In defense of the planning board, they are basically just following the rule of our 
comprehensive plan that this same board had created. So, I just want everyone to consider all this, you 
have good folks on zoning and planning and on this board. It’s a little heated right now, let it be public 
comment, move on and address it at a later point. 
 
MOTION #2 TO CLOSE PUBLIC COMMENT AND OPEN THE MEETING made by Councilman Mort 
seconded by Councilwoman Matheney and approved unanimously. 
Ayes: 5 Benvenuto, Wood, Matheney, Mort, Zan 
Nays: 0 
 
MOTION # 3 TO ACCEPT THE TOWN BOARD MINUTES FOR MARCH 18, 2021 made by Councilman Mort, 
seconded by Councilwoman Zan and approved unanimously. 
Ayes: 5 Benvenuto, Wood, Matheney, Mort, Zan 
Nays: 0 
 
FOOD PANTRY NUMBERS FOR MARCH- 41 Children, 68 Adults, 31 seniors and 48 households. 1512 
pounds of food ordered. 
 
MOTION # 4 TO ACCEPT THE CONSENT AGENDA made by Councilman Mort, seconded by 
Councilwoman Matheney and approved unanimously. 
Ayes: 5 Benvenuto, Wood, Matheney, Mort, Zan 
Nays: 0 
 
Climate Smart- Councilman Mort reached out to Jack Mckeon about possibly heading up looking for the 
next round of funding. He will also reach out to Chatham about bumping up the price of the EV charging 
station. 
 
Broadband- Councilwoman Matheney reports today with Dave Berman and the Supervisors from 
Austerlitz, Canaan and New Lebanon put together a grant through Congressman Delgato’s office. We 
decided to all come together, thinking it was the best way since we have overlapping areas.  Working 
with Spectrum and Consolidated that both serve the majority of these four towns, Dave worked with 
them on some cost estimates to complete service in our towns. The grant was turned in today with 
those figures and multiple letters of support of this project which could get us very close or complete 
with getting everyone service. 
 
YOUTH PARKS AND RECREATION: 
MOTION # 5 TO CANCEL THE SUMMER RECREATIONAL PROGRAM THIS YEAR made by Councilman 
Mort, seconded by Councilman Wood and approved unanimously. 
Ayes: 5 Benvenuto, Wood, Matheney, Mort, Zan 
Nays: 0 
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Supervisor Benvenuto reiterated the parks remain open, tennis nets will be put up, and new mulch 
added by playground equipment and basketball courts will be lined for use. 
 
HIGHWAY: 
We have been busy with finishing up some tree work that was scheduled for the winter back to back 
storms pushed the schedule back, there is never a shortage of tree issues. We are finishing up some 
winter mowing overgrowth for right a ways and sight distance. Stockport road is now posted at 35MPH 
I saw a email that noted the state department of Transportation declined any further looking into 
request at the 9H-cty22 Stockport rd intersection for requesting of any type of safety light reason being 
accidents have mainly been driver neglect. We repaired two underground water damage problem areas 
one on Browning Hill and another on German church with one more to do on German church. 
We have stripped just about 95% of the equipment down from winter to move to summer work.  
We have completed-our winter sand sweeping of the roads system. There will be more truck traffic in 
West Ghent regarding the upgrade to the power line system running 2+ miles back in to the west of 9H. 
I received an email last week from the state and was pleasantly surprised the highways infrastructure 
chips program was granted its first increase in 9 years of $250,000 million. I received an email today 
regarding last year’s withholding of the 20% which we were told we would be seeing 15% back last 
month today the State reinstated the full 20% with the numbers I am seeing projected before I get my 
official letter from the state is over $300,000 we will be putting it to good use as always back into the 
highway paving program. We are prepping for summer paving season. Regarding the Acciani property, in 
1937 the State ru-cut Route 203 and rerouted it off Acciani’s property. They request the Town officially 
abandon that right of way which is on that property so that Acciani’s can resume ownership of it. I 
received information by their lawyer and our Town lawyer and see no issue with it all. 
 
Attorney Cabral- Correct, the State had an old road bed and it was turned over to the Town after Route 
203 was realigned. The family is requesting it be formally abandoned by the Town. The Board would 
need to concur and then the paperwork can be filed. The family is requesting a quick claim deed and the 
Supervisor would need authorization from the Board to execute that deed.  
 
MOTION # 6 TO DEEM THE RIGHT OF WAY ABANDONED AND AUTHORIZE SUPERVISOR BENVENUTO 
TO EXECUTE THE PAPERWORK made by Councilman Mort, seconded by Councilwoman Zan and 
approved unanimously. 
Ayes: 5 Benvenuto, Wood, Matheney, Mort, Zan 
Nays: 0 
 
MOTION # 7 TO ACCEPT THE HIGHWAY REPORT made by Councilman Mort, seconded by Councilman 
Wood and approved unanimously. 
Ayes: 5 Benvenuto, Wood, Matheney, Mort, Zan 
Nays: 0 
  
 
NEW BUSINESS: 
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MOTION # 8 TO SET PUBLIC HEARING FOR LOCAL LAW #2 FOR 2021 AS AMENDED FOR MAY 20, 2021 
AT 6:50PM made by Supervisor Benvenuto, seconded by Councilman Mort and approved unanimously. 
Ayes: 5 Benvenuto, Wood, Matheney, Mort, Zan 
Nays: 0 
 
MOTION # 9 TO SET A NEW FEE FOR CERTIFICATE OF OCCUPANY SEARCHES OF $75.00 PER SEARCH 
made by Councilwoman Matheney, seconded by Councilman Mort and approved unanimously. 
Ayes: 5 Benvenuto, Wood, Matheney, Mort, Zan 
Nays: 0 
 
PAYMENT OF AUDITED BILLS AND ACCEPTANCE OF MONTHLY BUDGET REPORT: 
AUDITED BILLS:   
General A     $24168.51 
S.L.                 $916.83 
General B      $1458.47 
Highway DB  $55646.13 
TOTAL:           $82189.94 
 
MOTION # 10 TO PAY ALL AUDITED BILLS AND ACCEPT THE MONTHLY FINANCIAL REPORT made by 
Councilman Mort, seconded by Councilwoman Matheney and approved unanimously. 
Ayes: 5 Benvenuto, Wood, Zan, Matheney, Mort 
Nays: 0 
 
Public Comment- 
Craig Simmons- I think now that you have passed that the lower boards will be required extra training, I 
suggest you consider any new Town Board member also get the training they need to be proper Board 
members for good governance. If the Planning and Zoning boards need 6 hours each, the Town Board 
should do 6 hours each as well. 
 
Supervisor Benvenuto- It is already in Town Law that they should have training. What we have in the 
Ghent code is that training is recommend. We have not passed it yet, the public hearing is set for next 
month. The State Comptroller’s office offers training for Town Board members, handbooks and manuals. 
 
Councilwoman Matheney- Town Board members have taken training , myself included. Are you saying 
the Board should pass a law requiring all Town Board members require training? 
 
Craig Simmons- I would suggest the law require all governances be required to take training. I think it 
would be fair and good for the future. 
 
MOTION # 11 TO ADJOURN MEETING AT 8:28 PM made by Councilman Wood, seconded by Councilman 
Mort and approved unanimously. 
Ayes: 5 Benvenuto, Wood, Matheney, Mort, Zan 
Nays: 0 
 
Respectfully Submitted, Michelle Radley Town Clerk 



 


