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Battle brews over historic Watson Island seaplane site

Hundreds lined up on Friday seeking jobs connected to the construction of a tunnel to the Port of Miami.

BY MIMI WHITFIELD
For decades they were a romantic fixture in downtown Miami: Chalk's seaplanes swooping across the skyline and then gliding to a landing on the shimmering channel off Watson Island.

Then came tragedy: a Bimini-bound seaplane plunged into the water near Government Cut six days before Christmas in 2005, taking all 20 people aboard to their graves.

Now come the lawsuits. Not over the deaths -- that was a separate legal matter -- but over the Watson Island land just south of Port of Miami on which the seaplane terminal sits. It's a classic Miami brawl involving dollar signs and conflicting dreams. 

After the crash, Jim Confalone sold the ill-fated Chalk's Ocean Airways but a separate company he owns, Chalks Airlines Inc., is the holder of a 30-year lease for the seaplane base property with two 10-year options.
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Confalone badly wants to hold onto the site where the famous and infamous -- from Judy Garland to Al Capone -- were once ferried to the Bahamas on Chalk's planes.

But his landlord, the Miami Sports & Exhibition Authority, a city agency, claims he is in violation of his lease and wants him to vacate the 2.4-acre property with postcard views.

``It's a plum,'' Confalone said. The seaplane terminal ``is sitting on a very valuable piece of property and they'd like to get it back.''

With a mega-yacht marina on the horizon for Watson Island, a truck tunnel under construction from the spit of land to the port of Miami, and other development plans floating around, the waterfront Chalks site figures to be worth far more than the $2,500 Confalone pays to the city each month. How much more?

Potentially, it's worth $30 million, said Peter Zalewski, a principal in the real estate consultancy Condo Vultures, though it would be difficult to get such a price today.

Confalone, who contends he has complied with the terms of the lease, said he can't figure out what the city wants. In September 2007, he sued the city asking for a judgment clarifying what are his rights and obligations. The city countersued to try to get Chalks evicted.

(In a quirk of nomenclature, Chalk's Ocean Airways has an apostrophe, while Chalks Airlines Inc., the leaseholder, does not.) 

``Chalks has not complied with the lease requirements to maintain an ongoing seaplane operation,'' said Julie O. Bru, the city attorney.

The dispute is headed to trial in Miami-Dade Circuit Court in March.

After hearing that a restaurant was being illegally operated on the site, the city sent two code inspectors out Oct. 16, followed by Director of Code Enforcement Sergio Guadix.

Mayor Tomás Regalado himself spent last Sunday afternoon watching the base and wondering about the three seaplanes that he saw arriving or taking off.

Earlier this month, an e-mail was sent to Confalone's lawyer by Assistant City Attorney Kevin Jones. It declared: ``Your guy is operating a restaurant... without the required permission or permitting. It is also my understanding that he is selling alcohol. Please have him stop.''

Confalone said no alcohol is served and there's not even a kitchen. But he said he makes complimentary coffee, cold drinks and snacks available to passengers and pilots. There is a tips jar on the coffee bar for donations.

Although Chalk's Ocean Airways hasn't operated flights from the seaplane base since the crash, private seaplanes have continued to land and take off for a fee. 
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