Neither Side Blinks O
Y In Airport Dog Fight 1"

By Emily Colc

Negotiations between Read-
ington Township and the Solberg
family over control of Solberg Air-
port deadlocked Monday at a meet-
ing attended by about 100 resi-
dents.

Neither party could sway the
other from making its own applica-
tion for federal funds to do a master
plan study for the airport. Neither
would halt its application to allow
more negotiations.

Instead, the township committee
voted to have airport consultant
Richard Bisbal prepare its applica-
tion at a cost of up to $7,000.

The airport owners had invited
the township to participate in their
study, but only after they get fund-
ing approval from the Federal Avi-
ation Administration (FAA). The
committee did not take the
Solbergs up on the offer, saying the
township should be included in the
application process as well, prefer-
ably as sponsor or co-sponsor.

The Solbergs have submitted a
pre-application to the FAA which
outlines compeonents to be includ-
ed in the master plan. The commit-
tee asked the Solbergs not to sub-
mit their application yet, allowing
time for a consultant to rewrite the
Solbergs technical report so that it
reflects township concerns.

“You're asking us not to proceed
while you proceed” with a
township-sponsored application
and appraisals of the property,
Thor Solberg said. He and the oth-
er owners said after the meeting
that because the committee would
not stop its application and ap-
praisal efforts, the Solbergs “have
1o choice but to proceed.”

Sounding like an echo of Sol-
berg, Mayor Stephen Mirota said
after the meeting, '“We would have
stopped our application, but they
were not willing to stop theirs.”

The committee also authorized
an appraisal of the airport property
costing $8,500.

§

The Solbergs said that move in-
dicates the township may con-
demn the airport to acquire it. The
committee has said it would only
condemn 4s a last resort.

The committee wants to buy part
of the airport as a municipal facili-
ty, to control its future and keep it
recreational, rather than commer-
cial. The Solbergs say it is not for
sale.

The Solbergs want to make im-
provements, and say these changes
will not bring additional air traffic.
The committee and many residents
doubt this claim and fear that the
Solbergs or future owners will ex-

.pand the airport to ailow larger

planes and more air traffic.

The master plan study would es-
tablish future directions for the air-
field. It must be compieted before
federal funds for either acquisition
or improvement can be sought.

Mirota has said that the party
who sponsors the application for
master plan funds would have an
edge in getting funding. But
Solberg said this connection
doesn’t exist, and that master plan
funds usually go to airport owners.
The funds come from “a field tax”
paid by airport users. '

In their pre-appilication, the Sol-
bergs said they want township offi-
cials and community members in-
volved in building the master plan,
through a steering committee. Par-
ticipants would advise the airport’s
planner on their areas of concern.

The committee said it would not
be content with an advisory role,
but wants to be on an equal footing
with the owners in deciding the fu-
ture of the airport.

Resident Mary Ann Dandrade, a
former employee of the airport,
said the township should look into
the realities of operating an air-
port. She said operating expenses,
liability insurance, and depen-
dence on weather make owning an
airport very costly.




