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Project Support 

The project is part of Governor Andrew M. Cuomo’s Cleaner, Greener 

Communities program, a major statewide initiative encouraging communities to 

incorporate sustainability goals and principles into local decision-making, and 

then form partnerships to transform markets that lead to the reduction of 

emissions and the generation of economic development benefits. The program, 

administered by the New York State Energy Research and Development 

Authority (NYSERDA), also empowers communities to take action, providing 

technical resources and decision-making tools on land use, housing, 

transportation, energy, economic development and environmental practices, 

resulting in a more vibrant and prosperous New York. 

Cleaner, Greener Communities is funded through the Regional Greenhouse Gas 

Initiative (RGGI), the nation’s first market-based regulatory program in the United 

States to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. RGGI is a cooperative effort among 

the states of Connecticut, Delaware, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, New 

Hampshire, New York, Rhode Island, and Vermont to cap and reduce CO2 

emissions from the power sector. 
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Part 1 - Introduction  

Background 

The City of Saratoga Springs has emerged as one New York’s most vibrant and successful small cities.  

While “health, history, and horses” has long been its mantra, the city has become so much more than 

that following a period of robust regional growth.  With its refreshing mineral spas, award-winning 

main street, and a flourishing arts and culture scene, the Spa City has gained a reputation throughout 

New York and across the country as an exceptional place to live, visit, and do business.  

This vibrancy is due in no small part to the fact that many people and a wide range of organizations 

have been successful in engendering a kind of growth that strategically focuses economic activity in 

the urban core, sustains the safety and character of the city’s diverse neighborhoods, and preserves 

open lands in rural area. This vision, reaffirmed in the city’s 2015 Comprehensive Plan, is the bedrock 

on which the city’s zoning and economic development policies are built upon.   

Thoughtful planning for the future has been an integral part of maintaining the city’s vision for both 

development and conservation, now and in the past.  The city adopted and implemented successful 

planning initiatives including the Saratoga Plan of Action that helped guide downtown revitalization in 

the 1970’s, the Open Space Plan of 2002 that led to the successful open space bond referendum, and 

the comprehensive plans of the last twenty years.  It is the goal of the Unified Development Ordinance 

(UDO) to continue this tradition of effective planning by establishing a unified zoning ordinance that 

actively and clearly coordinates city development and reservation policies and regulations to improve 

the overall quality of life for all citizens of Saratoga Springs. 
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Introduction & Purpose 

 

The Unified Development Ordinance (UDO) will establish rules on the form, use, and character of 

development and preservation in Saratoga Springs. It will combine the city’s Zoning Ordinance and 

Subdivision Regulations into a single, user-friendly document that aligns approval procedures, 

eliminates conflicts between related codes, and encourages high quality development. 

 

This effort – funded largely by the New York State Energy Research and Development Authority 

(NYSERDA) – is designed to encourage new development and renovation that helps move the 

community toward its goals of being a vibrant, attractive place to live, work and recreate with a diverse 

and viable local economy. The City has hired a 

local firm, Behan Planning and Design, to assist 

us in making this a reality. 

 

The UDO provides Saratoga Springs an 

opportunity to update the city codes - including 

zoning, subdivision, stormwater and design 

regulations - and ensure that they are in 

conformance with the 2015 Comprehensive 

Plan. Such periodic updates are necessary and 

required by both New York State and city code.  

 

Section 1.4 of the existing Saratoga Springs zoning ordinance states: “Any amendments to this chapter 

and all development approvals shall be consistent and in accordance with the adopted comprehensive plan. 

An amendment to this chapter, whether text or district boundary, is consistent and in accordance with the 

comprehensive plan if it complies with the goals, objectives, policies and strategies and any vision statement 

contained in the comprehensive plan.” 

The comprehensive plan does not delve into excessive detail; instead, it provides a high-altitude 

perspective on the city’s vision, guiding principles and establishes a map of future land use patterns.  

 

The first public document, this Zoning Diagnostic Report, will become the “roadmap” for the drafting 

of the new Unified Development Ordinance, which will commence after City Council review of the 

Zoning Diagnostic Report. 

 

The report focuses on summarizing major issues identified by the public, city staff, and Behan 

Planning and Design after the project initiation stage and an independent evaluation of the zoning 

ordinance and other relevant city regulations. It defines the basis or need for designing the UDO but 

does not prescribe or recommend the specific direction for the new ordinance.  

  

New York Department of State: Guide to 

Planning and Zoning Laws 

Of New York State 

“All city land use regulations must be in 

accordance with the (comprehensive) plan.” 
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Unified Development Ordinance—A User-Friendly Approach 

 

Understanding how to navigate the development review rules and regulations can be daunting.  As 

illustrated by the graphic below, a UDO combines traditional zoning and subdivision regulations, along 

with other development standards for items such as design guidelines, stormwater management, sign 

requirements and street standards into one, easy-to-read reference document.  

 

 

A UDO is intended to streamline the review and approval process and clarify all requirements with 

clear illustrations for ease of understanding by the public, developers and city officials.  It provides an 

excellent opportunity to integrate other adopted policies and plans into the city ordinance including 

the Saratoga Greenbelt Plan, Open Space Plan, Urban and Community Forest Master Plan and the 

Complete Streets Policy and Plan (under development). It can also address and implement energy 

efficiency and environmental sustainability objectives as set forth in the 2015 Comprehensive Plan. 
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One way to make regulations user-friendly 

is through the use of graphics, 

illustrations, photos, flowcharts, and 

tables. Graphics will be enhanced to make 

clear expectations both in terms of 

process and design.  Flowcharts and 

summary tables are also very helpful in 

presenting information succinctly and 

eliminating repetition or inconsistent 

terminology. They can be used along with 

text in the procedures section of the 

regulations to graphically portray the 

process required for review of a specific 

type of development application. For 

example, the illustration below depicts the 

flow of a development project review 

process. 

 

Process Overview 

 

Updating the zoning ordinance and 

subdivision regulations is a significant 

undertaking. The work began in October of 

2015 and was organized into the eleven 

project milestones shown below. The 

project initiation stage was conducted 

from October 2015 until March 2016. 

During that process, Behan Planning and 

Design conducted numerous interviews 

with the public and staff, hosted a community workshop, and met with the Zoning Board of Appeals 

and City Council members. Behan also set up a website for the project (www.saratogaspringsudo.com) 

which was used to introduce the work, advertise upcoming events and catalog all of the public 

comments received. 

The following is a description of the major stages of the process: 

 
 Listening and Understanding. Through a series of internal (City Council, City Staff, and Land 

Use Boards) and external (public) input or listening sessions (Community Workshop), evaluate 

and identify components, methods and techniques that can improve the readability, navigation, 

and understanding of regulations in the UDO. 

 

 Review of Documents. Review the key ordinances, policies, and plans that have been developed, 

adopted, and/or implemented by the City of Saratoga Springs in the past 15 years. It is important 

Sample Flow Chart. Process flow charts, such as the one shown 

above, can be used to help graphically illustrate the steps and 

procedures so they can be more easily understood by the 

applicant, reviewing boards and the public. 
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to note that while Behan reviewed all available planning and regulatory documents, for the 

purposes of this report they have focused only on those documents having specific relevance to 

the zoning and land development and preservation guidelines. 

 

 Diagnosis/Outline (this document). 

Creation of a diagnostic report to 

provide a general overview of the 

current zoning ordinance and 

subdivision regulations and a proposed 

framework for a consolidated UDO. 

Behan Planning staff will present this 

report to City Council. Based on 

feedback to the report, the Behan team 

will then begin drafting the new UDO. 

 

 Initial Ordinance Draft (Staff and 

Public Review Drafts). Given the length 

and complexity of the new UDO, the new 

ordinance will be drafted in four stages: 

draft outline of the UDO with 

subsequent public workshop, 50% draft 

complete, 75% draft complete, and 95% 

draft complete. The 95% completed draft will then be presented at a public workshop. 

 

 Final Ordinance Draft and Adoption Process. Following the review of each of the four 

installments, a consolidated final draft will be prepared for review through the public hearing 

process. 

 

 

Project Milestones 


Public Informational Meeting 

 

Analysis of Comp Plan and development 

codes 

 Public Stakeholder Meetings 

 Publish Zoning Diagnostic Report  

 Publish Draft Outline of UDO 

 Public Workshop (to be scheduled) 

 50% Draft UDO published 

 75% Draft UDO published 

 95% Draft UDO and Public Presentation 

 Planning Board / City Council Public Hearing 

 Adoption 
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Highlights of the Listening and Understanding Stage - Working with Our 

Citizens 

Input to the diagnostic report includes information gathered from the public and staff during the 

listening phase of the project, as well as the consultant’s analysis of the text and structure of the 

existing ordinance. As part of the City’s 

public information program, the City hosted 

a day-long workshop consisting of topic-

related meeting slots to discuss our current 

land use ordinances and identify possible 

changes as part of the UDO project. Local 

residents, business owners and other 

interested members of the public were 

encouraged to sign up for a topic discussion 

slot. 

 

The workshop was set up in table discussion 

format where participants were invited to 

share their thoughts with members of the 

city staff and consulting team who helped 

facilitate the discussion and take notes. The 

meeting schedule was broken up into one-hour slots, devoted to general topics of interest. Those 

topics included:  

 

 Development Review and Approval Process 

 Energy, Sustainability, and the Environment 

 Economic Development 

 Housing Options 

 Preservation 

 Streetscapes, Parks and the Public Realm 

 Neighborhood and Community Character 

 Open Group Discussion (evening) 

Participants gather at tables at Empire State College to discuss 

various issues regarding the city zoning. 
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Through all of these efforts, we collected numerous comments about what was working and what was 

perceived to need improvement in the current zoning ordinance. Several major themes and goals for 

the project emerged from the community workshop. While these themes often overlap, we have 

organized them into six general areas/topics for discussion purposes. To view the full 41-pages of 

meeting notes, refer to the project website: www.saratogaspringsudo.com

  

Public workshop discussion tables, February 4th, 2016.  

http://www.saratogaspringsudo.com/
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Part 2 - Summary of Key Themes  

 

Based on the major issues that emerged during the 

initial public input phase of this project, this report 

presents seven key themes the city can consider to 

improve the organization and content of its 

development ordinance.  

The focus of this diagnosis is on the zoning and 

subdivision regulations. Due to the interrelated 

nature of a number of these topics, some overlap 

between the analysis of current regulations and 

recommendations may occur between topics. We 

have retained this redundancy to ensure that each 

topic may be reviewed independently, if desired.  

 

Economic Development 

Background 

2015 Comprehensive Plan 

 “To preserve and enhance a City that is economically strong and adequately diversified to 

withstand cyclical changes in the economy; that creates economic and employment opportunities 

for all of its citizens; 

 To encourage development that benefits our tax base and is based on sustainable concepts; 

 To maintain the balance of land uses, economic forces and social diversity. Downtown is the key to 

the City’s economic health. Likewise, the City’s open space resources constitute a vital economic 

component and valuable aesthetic and recreational amenity. It is the strength and preservation of 

these two distinct and unique attributes that assures Saratoga’s continued success and 

sustainability.” 

In the past two years, Saratoga Springs has won multiple awards: One of the 20 Best College Towns, 

One of the 10 Best Places to Retire, One of the Best Small Cities in NY, as one of the most Walk 

Friendly Communities in US. As the city moves forward into its second century as a city, it must 

sustain its growth and prosperity without compromising the unique character, historic buildings, 

and open space that have drawn new residents and businesses to relocate here and tourists to visit. 

Sustainable economic development must include the ability for the city to be able to continue to 

grow with an evolving tax base in order to support the financial demand and responsibilities that 

come with an increasing population. 

 

To achieve a balance, zoning will need to be flexible and allow for the creation of emerging 

businesses and new opportunities while assuring the wise and timely development of new areas 

and redevelopment remains in harmony with the comprehensive plan. With our proximity to 

Key Themes 

 Economic Development 

 Housing Options 

 Neighborhood and Community 

Character 

 Streetscape, Parks, and the Public 

Realm 

 Review of Zoning Districts 

 Process Improvements 

 Sustainability, Resiliency, and the 

Environment 
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growing technology manufacturing centers nearby, the city will need to ensure that it can 

accommodate new industrial and commercial growth and that the current quantity and location of 

commercially and industrially zoned sites is adequate and appropriate. 

 

1. Transect Zones 

a. Issue: The Transect Zones have limited as-of-right uses leading to unnecessary work 

for land use boards and increased cost for applicants.  

i. Potential Solution: Consider including some uses as Permitted or Permitted with 

Site Plan Approval. 

b. Issue: The City has encountered difficulties in fulfilling two-story usable space intent. 

i. Potential Solution: Revise and clarify the intent and performance criteria of the 

minimum two-story requirement. 

c. Issue: City needs to provide better clarification of mix of uses at a neighborhood and 

project level scale. 

i. Potential Solution: Revise intent of Transect Zones to clarify desire for a mix of 

complementary uses. Consider providing additional flexibility in some Transect 

zones to accommodate a mix of uses within a single development or property, 

not limited only to a mix within each building. 

d. Issue: Current transitions between Transect and adjacent residential zones are abrupt 

and not graduated. 

i. Potential Solution: Incorporate layered transition zones which step-down from 

taller commercial districts when adjacent to smaller residential districts. 

ii. Potential Solution: Include more graphically-oriented design guidance. 

e. Issue: There are challenges with current zoning regulations to ensure that 

development is harmonious with its surroundings, achieves appropriate height and 

density transitions, and protects neighborhood character. 

i. Potential Solution: Institute context-based review considerations into the design 

standards for Transect zones. 

f. Issue: Current maximum height, build-to, build-out requirements have produced 

large uniform buildings where the objective was to have greater diversity in building 

type, layout, roof top and façade treatments. 

i. Potential Solution: Revise building height requirements to be based on number 

of stories instead of total number of feet to provide more height variations.  
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ii. Provide design guidance for Transect zones which requires massing of larger 

buildings to be visually defined by smaller scale elements.  

2. Evaluate Zoning Districts 

a. Issue: Underperformance and utilization of existing zones such as the Warehouse 

District. 

i. Potential Solution: Review and identify current zones that could be eliminated 

or replaced with more productive land-use options. 

b. Issue: There is a need for certain districts to be modernized to reflect desired uses 

and to maximize economic development opportunities in areas such as Industrial 

(IND), Tourist Related Business (TRB), and Highway General Business (HGB). 

i. Potential Solution: Re-evaluate the uses and intent of TRB and HGB districts to 

better accommodate a variety of area appropriate uses. 

ii. Potential Solution: Review currently permitted uses in IND districts and identify 

emerging technology uses which could be added. 

iii. Potential Solution: Review current area, bulk, parking and other lot configuration 

requirements to identify options which could increase allowable building 

footprint area to help incentivize redevelopment. 

 

3. Encourage Business Growth 

a. Issue: City’s current regulations may not sufficiently address home occupations and 

provide for preservation of neighborhood character. 

i. Potential Solution: Investigate additional performance standards and 

conditions by which home occupations may be permitted. 

ii. Potential Solution: Consider different “intensity levels” of home occupations 

which may be permitted in different zoning districts so as to provide greater 

protections in sensitive neighborhoods while providing more flexibility in rural, 

outlying areas. 

b. Issue: City may not have sufficient language to define or provide guidance for home 

occupations and emerging workplaces. 

i. Potential Solution: Review the current restrictions on home occupation 

including use of accessory structures, number of workers, vehicles, signs, 

outdoor activity, hazardous material, utilities and services. 

c. Issue: Small businesses often struggle with financing and capital to expand their 

businesses and upgrade facilities. 
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i. Potential Solution: Review current area, bulk, parking and other lot configuration 

requirements to identify options which could increase allowable building 

footprint area to help incentivize redevelopment or permit new additions. 

ii. Potential Solution: Consider adoption of Property Assessed Financing (PACE) in 

order to facilitate commercial properties to make energy efficiency and 

renewable energy upgrades to buildings. 

iii. Potential Solution: Evaluate 485b, the Business Investment Exemption, to 

encourage reconstruction in select portions of the City. 

4. Signage 

a. Issue: Current signage regulation may not be sufficiently flexible to serve business 

needs. 

i. Potential Solution: Revise sign regulations with a location specific focus to 

provide more “fine-grain” control and flexibility such as different sizes 

depending on where they are located. 

b. Issue: Current sign regulations focus on retail/commercial advertising and may not be 

sufficient guidance for civic and cultural events/activities. 

i. Potential Solution: Provide for appropriate, creative sign options/alternatives 

for civic and cultural organizations and events (temporary signs (banners), off-

site signage, etc.) 

c. Issue: Businesses are not submitting sign packages early enough in the building 

review process. 

i. Potential Solution: Encourage applicants to incorporate sign package 

submittal into site and building project design. 

 

 

Housing Options 

Background  

2015 Comprehensive Plan 

 

 “Encourage and increase housing diversity and affordability as well as neighborhood vitality;  

 

 To preserve and enhance a City that is accessible and affordable to all income levels;  

 

 To maintain a City that includes diverse housing opportunities for all economic levels throughout 

the City.” 

 

In Saratoga Springs, 37.3 percent of households have an income below $50,000 according to the 

Capital District Regional Planning Commission. Household of four making at or less than $51,792 are 

considered low income. In Saratoga Springs, 63.9 percent of these low income homeowners and 67.9 
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percent of these renters are spending more than 30 percent of their annual income on housing. 

According to U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, families who pay more than 30 

percent of their income for housing are considered cost burdened and may have difficulty affording 

necessities such as food, clothing, transportation and medical care. 

 

Despite significant growth in the overall housing market, there is a shortage of affordable housing 

options. Expanding affordable and workforce housing will not only give families the ability to live in 

an economically thriving community close to employment opportunities and services but will also help 

Saratoga Springs sustain a vibrant economy, fill jobs, service visitors, and create diversity in our 

community.  

 

5. Affordability and Diversity 

a. Issue: City needs to elicit a greater range of housing types and economic levels to 

sustain a successful and economically vibrant community. 

i. Potential Solution: Consider incentives for integrating affordable housing into 

market-rate housing (i.e., not creating additional separate low/moderate 

income housing projects).  

ii. Potential Solution: Consider inclusionary zoning. Research inclusionary zoning 

requirements that have been successful in other communities. 

b. Issue: Incentives for clustering and/or encouraging affordable housing have not been 

successful. 

i. Potential Solution: Consider Burlington, Vermont example of inclusionary 

zoning which indexes its affordable housing set-aside to the price of the 

market-rate homes.  

ii. Consider review of inclusionary incentive zoning regulations through a generic 

Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) as suggested in NYS enabling legislation 

for incentive zoning. 

iii. Potential Solution: Reconsider the city’s previous work to develop Inclusionary 

Zoning, identify issues that prevented this from being adopted in the past and 

develop alternative approaches which would improve chances of inclusionary 

zoning in the future. 

c. Issue: Affordable housing is not always conveniently located close to transportation, 

shopping, and other services.  

i. Potential Solution: Explore incentives (such as density bonuses)that reward 

projects shown to have multimodal transportation choices within a 1/4-mile 

(400 meters) walk distance of bus stops, or within a 1/2-mile (800 meters) walk 

distance of bus rapid transit stop and/or rail stations. 
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d. Issue: Innovative types of housing options – senior rooming housing, concierge 

apartments, micro units, employee/worker housing - are not expressly permitted by 

the current zoning ordinance.  

i. Potential Solution: Review minimum square footage of units in consideration 

of smaller and “micro-unit” apartments. Research requirements other 

municipalities have put in place including: unit features and finishes, 

community amenities and services, locational characteristics, operating 

experience, and construction and operational costs. 

ii. Potential Solution: Explore impacts of the conversion of existing accessory 

structures into accessory dwelling units. Research requirements other 

municipalities have put in place regarding accessory dwelling units and 

impacts on conversions to neighborhood character. 

 

 

Neighborhood/Community Character 

Background   

2015 Comprehensive Plan 

 

 “A primary goal of the comprehensive plan is: 

o To maintain a City that values historic preservation and architectural quality in its built 

environment; 

o To maintain a City that includes diverse housing opportunities for all economic levels 

throughout the City.” 

In recent years, there has been a strong demand for our traditional residential neighborhoods. The 

scenic quality of our city, high performing school system, historic buildings, and proximity to 

entertainment and cultural activities have created a strong housing market. In addition, previous 

efforts to strengthen and enhance the inner district through infill development and reuse have been 

successful and led to the new construction of residential and multifamily housing and the construction 

of new retail shops and services. 

 

Maintaining the quality of life in our neighborhoods during this growth phase is important to 

residents. While the City’s zoning ordinance includes many of the elements necessary to achieve good 

outcomes in both new construction and redevelopment, there remain opportunities to recalibrate the 

regulations in order to achieve better design and enhanced neighborhood character and to ensure 

that mixed-use development is compatible with and contributes to the character of the street, the 

Downtown, and adjoining neighborhoods. 

 

6. Area and Bulk 

a. Issue: Public perceives that there is an expanding commercial presence and increase 

of density which negatively effects neighborhood character. 



City of Saratoga Springs                          Zoning Diagnostic Report 

PART III Page 17 of 54 Analysis of Code, Plans and Studies 

i. Potential Solution:  Conduct a build-out analysis project of commercial districts 

to explore the potential impacts and appropriate mitigation measures. 

b. Issue: The mandate of the ‘build-to’ line in some places has created condition where 

buildings may be too close to street. 

i. Potential Solution: (see above Potential Solution.) 

ii. Potential Solution: Create a recommended streetscape and façade area 

character design guideline to address this issue. 

c. Issue: Zoning board variances relative to property setbacks are changing the historic 

character of neighborhoods.  

i. Potential Solution: City should conduct a detailed context analysis project for 

historic neighborhoods to document the existing setbacks and degree of 

acceptable change. 

ii. Potential Solution: Create a context-based design guideline for use by the 

zoning board of appeals. 

d. Issue: There is no height limitation on accessory structures. 

i. Potential Solution: Adopt reasonable height limits. 

e. Issue: Height limit of 70 feet has produced flat roof properties in our inner district, 

with little or no variation. 

i. Potential Solution:  Consider using stories in lieu of or combined with a height 

limit. 

f. Issue: Many residential zones allow far too tall buildings inconsistent with existing 

buildings. 

i. Potential Solution: Adopt reasonable height limits in residential zones which 

are in keeping with their historic patterns. 

ii. Potential Solution: Investigate residential height limits which are based on the 

immediate neighborhood context, rather than by zoning district, to account 

for differences in neighborhoods. 

g. Issue: Required front setbacks sometimes prove problematic leading to buildings too 

close to the street and inconsistent with neighborhood and/or adjacent properties.  

i. Potential Solution: Review all front yard setback requirements in relation to 

the actual built environment. 

ii. Potential Solution: Investigate the potential for front yard setbacks which are 

based on the immediate neighborhood context, rather than by zoning district, 

to account for differences in neighborhoods. 
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h. Issue: Transitions into the neighboring zones from the transect zones are often abrupt 

and lack variation in heights and roof styles. 

i. Potential Solution: Consideration of neighborhood contextual standards. 

ii. Potential Solution: Consider lower height limits as a transition at edges of pre-

existing older and smaller more traditional structures. 

7.  Short-Term Rentals 

a. Issue: There is a growing year-round commercialization of properties not currently 

allowed within residential districts by unregulated short-term rentals. 

i. Potential Solution:  The city has already been working to research and update 

city codes with Albany Law School to address many of the issues of short-term 

rentals, and these revisions will be coordinated with the new UDO where 

appropriate. 

ii. Review growing body of research and emerging approaches to addressing the 

“Airbnb” type of on-line rentals. 

8. Home Occupations  

a. Issue: City’s current regulations may not sufficiently address home occupations and 

provide for preservation of neighborhood character. 

i. Potential Solution: Review existing home occupation regulations to ensure 

that home occupations do not adversely affect the character of the 

surrounding neighborhood and that a home occupation remains accessory 

and subordinate to the principal residential use of the dwelling. Research 

other municipalities and if they define types of allowable home occupations. 

b. Issue: City may not have sufficient language to define or provide guidance for home 

occupations and emerging workplaces. 

i. Potential Solution: Review the current restrictions on home occupation 

including use of accessory structures, number of workers, vehicles, signs, 

outdoor activity, hazardous material, utilities and services. 

9.  Noise Impacts 

a. Issue: The increasing use of outdoor space for entertainment can result in impacts on 

adjacent residential areas.  

i. Potential Solution: Review and strengthen guidance within the special use 

permit evaluation process to set noise restrictions to reduce impacts. 

10.  Recreational Vehicle Parking  
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a. Issue: Boats, trailers, RV’s and other large mobile homes are being stored on property 

without respect for respective front yard setbacks or aesthetics in neighborhoods. 

i. Potential Solution: Incorporate standards, regulations and limitations for 

storage of recreational vehicles in residential districts. 

 

Streetscapes, Parks and the Public Realm  

Background 

2015 Comprehensive Plan 

 “Maintain a City that accommodates all modes of transportation including vehicles, freight, 

pedestrians, bicyclists, and people with disabilities; 

 To encourage walking, bicycling and mass transit to reduce traffic congestion and improve local air 

quality.”  

On-street parking and attractive sidewalks with street trees, pedestrian-scaled lighting, etc. is a key 

element of traditional/historic neighborhood design – for both residential and commercial areas – and 

is important to creating a walkable commercial destination.  The current design of many of the major 

thoroughfares (South Broadway, West Avenue, Weibel Avenue, etc.) is not conducive to an active 

streetscape.  In particular, this is due to the lack of on-street parking and adequate 

landscape/architectural design to help “place-making”.  While on-street parking cannot meet the full 

demand for adjacent commercial uses, it provides a critical role for convenience and to make the front 

building entrances and façade treatments meaningful.     

11. Incorporating Adopted Plans and Policies 

a. Issue: In the past few years, the City has approved new plans and policies (Complete 

Streets Policy, Urban and Community Forestry Master Plan, Saratoga Greenbelt Trail) 

which have not yet been fully incorporated into the UDO.  

i. Potential Solution: Incorporate these policies into the design guidelines and 

other elements of the UDO. 

b. Issue: The city’s standard construction details used for construction projects, typically 

within the right-of-way, do not reflect the adopted Urban Forestry and Community 

Master Plan. 

i. Potential Solution: Incorporate new standard construction details into UDO. 

12. Trails 

a. Issue: Current zoning does not provide for successful integration of proposed trail 

networks.  

i. Potential Solution: Incorporate proposed trails in the zoning district map.   
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b. Issue: Existing trails including Spring Run and 

Railroad Run are not reflected in currently zoning 

designations as Institutional Parkland/Recreation. 

i. Potential Solution: Incorporate existing 

trails in the zoning district map.   

 

13. Public Realm 

a. Issue: The City needs to provide more specific 

guidance and standards to encourage better 

utilization and investment in the public realm 

(parks, civic areas, the arts, green infrastructure, 

etc.).  

i. Potential Solution: Strengthen regulations 

for the improvement and/or creation of 

civic spaces as part of the development 

process. 

b. Issue: The current zoning ordinance does not 

effectively articulate or illustrate design standards 

or guidelines for gateway areas. 

i. Potential Solution: Identify all major 

gateways and develop specific design and 

gateway improvement projects and a 

capital/fundraising program along with 

state and county highway agencies and 

partner organizations to implement these 

improvements. 

c. Issue: Current expectations and definitions for 

public rights-of-way are not adequate nor do they 

correlate with the City’s street design cross section 

details.  

i. Potential Solution: Update street design 

cross section details as part of the 

Complete Streets program.   

ii. Potential Solution: Consider approaching 

setbacks, tree belts, civic spaces based 

upon the street centerline (versus right of 

way line) 

Public Realm 

The public realm is the physical 

space that people experience as 

they travel along public ways.  It 

includes the street itself—the 

pavement and crosswalks, the 

curbs, sidewalks, outdoor cafes 

and civic spaces, trees, plantings, 

lighting, signage and the front 

yards and facades of buildings. 

 

Civic spaces are part of the public 

realm that can be large or small, 

public or semi-public where 

people can gather.  (Image below 

of garden plaza at Museum of 

Modern Art (MOMA) in New York.) 
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d. Issue: There is little to no integration of stormwater 

management in the public right- of-way – living streets, rain 

gardens, green streets, streetscape amenities, etc. - that can 

enhance and beautify the public realm. 

i. Potential Solution: Provide new landscaping standards which 

incorporate leading stormwater management designs for both 

public and private properties. 

ii. Potential Solution: Develop standard street details from 

planting areas, tree beds and curb designs which include new 

stormwater practices. 

e. Issue: The current design of many of the major 

thoroughfares (South Broadway, West Avenue, Weibel Avenue, 

etc.) is not conducive to an active streetscape.   

i. Potential Solution:  Develop complete streets design plans for 

public rights-of-way including amenities, green infrastructure, 

and develop activated streetscape designs and retrofits for 

major thoroughfares and downtown core streets including 

where appropriate on-street parking, bike lanes, location for 

undergrounding utilities, etc. Note: The City is currently 

working to finalize a Complete Streets Plan which will illustrate 

and provide design guidance on the elements above. 

 

14. Complete Streets 

a. Issue: Current zoning does not ensure the completion 

of sidewalk connections and identify priority areas. 

b. Issue: The City’s current transportation standards are 

predominately vehicular based. We need to better incorporate 

a Complete Streets approach. 

c. Issue: Current zoning does not adequately address 

project area context such as connections to prominent 

landmarks, recreation, shopping, employment center, cultural 

centers or other key destinations between project sites and the 

public realm. 

d. Issue: Currently there is inconsistent integration of 

pedestrian, transit, and bicycle accommodations in the public 

realm and site development.  

i. Potential Solution:  Transit Oriented Development (TOD) to 

increase ridership.  Incentive to develop near transit by density 

bonus or reduction in parking requirement.  

Complete Streets 

Complete Streets is a 

transportation policy and design 

approach that requires streets 

to be planned, designed, 

operated, and maintained to 

enable safe, convenient and 

comfortable travel and access 

for users of all ages and abilities 

regardless of their mode of 

transportation.

 

Currently the City of Saratoga 

Springs is finalizing the 

Complete Streets Plan to provide 

a framework for including all 

modes of mobility on existing 

City streets, State and County 

routes. This plan compliments or 

further progresses the City’s 

adopted policies and plans 

including: Greenbelt Trail Plan, 

Climate Smart Communities 

Pledge, the Complete Streets 

Policy, and the Comprehensive 

Plan (2015). 
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e. Issue: Current regulation has led to inconsistent integration of pedestrian and bicycle 

accommodations in the public realm and site development.  

i. Potential Solution (Issue 14.a– 14.e): Review, incorporate, and adopt, as 

appropriate, improved design standards from the following local resources: 

1. Complete Streets Policy and draft Complete Streets Plan 

2. Department of Public Safety’s Pedestrian Safety Audit 

ii. Potential Solution (Issue 14.a– 14.e): Review, incorporate, and adopt, as 

appropriate, improved design standards from the following national 

resources: 

1. Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices and New York State 

Supplement 

2. American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials 

(AASHTO) Policy on Geometric Design 

3. AASHTO Guide for the Planning, Designing and Operating Pedestrian 

Facilities 

4. AASHTO Guide for the Development of Bicycle Facilities 

5. Institute for Transportation Engineers (ITE) Designing Walkable Urban 

Thoroughfares: A Context Sensitive Approach  

6. The National Association of City Transportation Officials (NACTO) 

Urban Street Design Guide 

7. NACTO Urban Bikeway Design Guide 

8. US Access Board Public Right-of-Way Accessibility Guidelines  

iii. Potential Solution (Issue 14.a–14.e): Research financing mechanisms to 

implement priority elements of the Complete Streets Plan. 

iv. Potential Solution:  Application of Complete Streets recommendations into 

project development – review segment of overall recommendation (for 

example:  bike lanes proposed for multi-block area where proposed project 

could be a small portion of that area).   

 

f. Issue: Development that does not undergo site plan or subdivision approval is not 

subject to streetscape requirements as other projects. Sidewalks, curbs, and 

streetscape improvements. 

 

i. Potential Solution: Review current thresholds and revise as appropriate to 

ensure continuous streetscape improvements. 

 

g. Issue:  There has been an inconsistency in the application of standards or the 

allowance of waivers relating to streetscape improvements. 

 

i. Potential Solution: Clarify required streetscape improvements, where 

applicable and parameters for waivers. Define when and where waivers are 

possible.  
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h. Issue: The City needs an improved advance planning mechanism for infrastructure 

upgrades, infrastructure extensions, and corridor-based design solutions for issues 

such as sidewalk connectivity and details on desired future streetscape design (on-

street parking construction, sidewalk extensions and connectivity, etc.) in advance of 

the projects. 

i. Potential Solution: The City should prioritize growth areas and major corridors 

for planning infrastructure upgrades and corridor-based design solutions.  

Consider use of generic EIS and mitigation fees for cost-sharing with the 

beneficiaries of these improvements through the development process. 

i. Issue: The current ordinance only calls out traffic calming in one area of the City, 

Marion Avenue Gateway, and should be considered in other situations and 

neighborhoods.  

i. Potential Solution: Integrate traffic calming elements into overall project 

development plans for the city.  

a. Issue: While 1:15 bike to parking ratio is recommended in Transect Districts currently 

(6.2.9), the city’s zoning ordinance does not provide for this in other districts and it’s 

not required in any districts. 

i. Potential Solution: Require adequate storage for multi-family and non-

residential uses. Many university communities such as Austin, TX, Madison, WI, 

and Boulder, CO, have such standards in place. A good source for standards 

relating to bicycle parking is the Association of Pedestrian and Bicycle 

Professionals (http://www.apbp.org/).  

ii. Potential Solution: Consider allowances for parking reductions in specified 

zone districts if bicycle lockers are provided. In other communities, a typical 

incentive is to allow a reduction of one parking space for every 3-4 bicycle 

parking spaces (often with a maximum credit of 5-10 off-street parking 

spaces).  

 

15.  Infrastructure 

a. Issue: Currently there is not an active provision of when utilities should be placed 

underground or re-routed which can result in conflicts with future activities in the 

public realm.  

i. Potential Solution: Coordinate with utility companies to create a master plan 

for underground utility placement and interim processes and criteria for 

incremental undergrounding of utilities. 

b. Issue: The City needs an improved advance planning mechanism for infrastructure 

upgrades and infrastructure extensions. 
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i. Potential Solution: The City should prioritize growth areas and major corridors 

for planning infrastructure upgrades and corridor-based design solutions.  

Consider financial mechanisms such as generic EIS and mitigation fees for 

cost-sharing with the beneficiaries of these improvements through the 

development process. 

c. Issue: Construction activities are negatively impacting public streets, curbing, and 

sidewalks and post construction these public amenities are not restored to 

appropriate pre-construction conditions. 

i. Potential Solution: Require provisions (e.g., letter of credit, performance bond) 

for construction projects to ensure full and proper restoration of impacted 

properties and public realm. 

16.  Open Space 

a. Issue: Current allowable uses, densities, and incentives within the Greenbelt and 

Country Overlay area may not be achieving the City’s overall goals of the Greenbelt 

and Country Overlay area. 

i. Potential Solution: Review allowable uses and intensities in the Country 

Overlay area to determine if they are appropriate for residential setting, or if 

performance standards should be included. 

b. Issue: The current method of requiring conservation subdivisions for each project 

may result in a greenbelt which is highly fragmented.  

i. Potential Solution: Explore mechanisms to achieve a more desirable, 

consolidated open space and recreation land in lieu of providing it on-site.  

ii. Potential Solution: Conduct a build-out analysis of the Greenbelt area and 

identify alternatives and incentives to create a more intact and larger open 

space network. 

c. Issue: It is often challenging to find a party(s) to hold conservation easements for both 

grantees and grantors. 

i. Potential Solution: Research improved mechanism(s) to hold the easement to 

hold, monitor and maintain conservation easements.  

d. Issue: The City does not differentiate requirements between conservation easements 

of large and small parcels.  

i. Potential Solution: Explore model approaches and template language that 

could assist with the implementation of smaller-scale open space protection. 

e. Issue: The current regulation does not provide adequate standard language and 

details regarding the allowable uses and maintenance of open space. 
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i. Potential Solution: Consider development of standard language for 

easements/deeds to lands set aside for open space and or recreation. 

17. Subdivision Regulations 

a. Issue: The current subdivision language, organization and layout are repetitive, 

difficult to navigate, and lacks clear graphic descriptiveness and quality. 

i. Potential Solution: Re-write and re-organize subdivision regulation to be 

clearer. 

ii. Potential Solution: Centralize common requirements into single spot to reduce 

redundancy. 

iii. Potential Solution: Add graphic examples to illustrate desired features and 

goals of future subdivisions. 

iv. Potential Solution: Clarify expectations for the applicants and streamline the 

review process.  

i. Potential Solution: Integrate streamlined and clearer regulations for 

subdivision control in the UDO. 

b. Issue: Currently there is no division between large and small subdivision. 

i. Potential Solution: Consider revising process based on scale and magnitude of 

project. Possible allowance of some administrative approvals. 

 

Review of Zoning Districts / Map 

Background 

2015 Comprehensive Plan 

“If the City is to be successful in preparing for the future, it must have increased flexibility to 

accommodate the rapidly changing needs of business, commerce, and our residents.” 

The analysis considered the extent of dissimilarity between existing land uses, existing zoning and 

proposed future land use designation and the extent to which a zoning modification may be 

appropriate.  The analysis looked at the area and bulk standards, allowed uses, residential density 

and variances in the different zoning districts. 

18.  Updating Maps and Districts 

a. Issue: Assuring consistency between comprehensive plan and the future land use 

plan. 
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i. Potential Solution: Zoning maps need to be updated in consideration of the 

2015 Comprehensive Plan and its “Future Land Use” map which outlined the 

desired vision for future land uses within the city going forward.  

ii. Potential Solution:  For map updates that are particularly challenging, consider 

a future phase of neighborhood-based planning prior to implementation of 

zoning map amendments. 

b. Issue: Existing zoning does not adequately reflect the actual character, physical form 

or the varied historic neighborhoods around the city (See Required vs. Existing 

Analysis).  

i. Potential Solution: As an interim measure, require a context-based 

neighborhood character compatibility analysis for new projects.   

ii. Potential Solution: Document context-based design parameters for existing 

neighborhoods—in particular those expected to face high development 

pressure, and devise protocol for determining acceptable level of change. 

c. Issue: In the past decade, the City has not evaluated and/or updated language and 

mapping for the following districts: 

 Tourist Related Businesses (TRB) 

 Agriculture (RR) 

 Industrial (IND) 

 Highway General Business (HGB) 

 

i. Potential Solution:  Evaluate the purpose of each of these districts/uses and 

update the zoning map and ordinance to reflect current needs and goals as 

expressed in the comprehensive plan.  

d. Issue: The City’s 31 zoning districts, including three transect districts and seven 

Planned Unit Developments (PUDs); have not been reviewed comprehensively in 

terms of uses, geographical location, and attributes including area and bulk standards 

for decades. 

i. Potential Solution: Identify potential changes to the zoning district map to 

implement the land use vision as recommended in the comprehensive plan. 

ii. Potential Solution:  Develop appropriate amendments to use schedule 

including special use permit list and area and bulk standards. 

e. Issue: In Saratoga Springs, transect zones are a hybrid of form based and traditional 

zoning. This construct may not provide the necessary flexibility or sufficient 

perimeters to guide applicants and accommodate a flexibility of uses.  

i. Potential Solution: Establish evaluation criteria and review projects 

constructed under these more form-based regulations in terms of what is 

working and what is not. 
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f. Issue: The existing District Corporation Line, currently shown on the zoning map, 

needs to be updated and/or may no longer be necessary. Parcels can be split/bisect 

by district boundaries resulting in the creation of two separate parcels. These parcels 

then create unique issues when questions arise related to zoning and building code 

compliance.  

i. Potential Solution: Evaluate current District Corporation Line and its original 

purpose and the whether or not it is still useful and necessary. 

g. Issue: In the transect zones, the current ordinance has only generic sketches of 

building form and does not provide sufficient clarity and guidance for placemaking for 

the next generation of Saratoga Springs’ urban form.   

i. Potential Solution: Include illustrated design guidelines in the UDO addressing 

key issues for building form and placemaking. 

19.  Rural Residential  

a. Issue: Rural Residential district allows agriculture but does not support a variety of 

potential complementary agricultural uses.   

i. Potential Solution: Review New York State Dept. of Agriculture and Markets 

definition of agriculture and the comprehensive plan recommendations and 

update the UDO accordingly. 

20.  Preservation 

a. Issue: The local historic district does not match the National Historic Register districts. 

i. Potential Solution: Interim action rectifies the discrepancy with an updated 

historic district map.   

ii. Potential Solution: Assess and re-evaluate the boundaries of the existing 

historic districts to ensure that they are providing adequate protections for 

historic properties and resources. 

iii. Potential Solution: Consider adding a requirement for site-specific review of 

historic resources prior to demolition permit including consideration of 

protection from “demolition-by-neglect”.   

iv. Potential Solution: Develop additional review process to assist with 

determination of when demolition is an appropriate resolution to allow 

reasonable new construction and city growth. 

v. Potential Solution: Consider applying some level of Design Review to 

properties immediately adjacent to National Register properties—but which 

are otherwise outside the Historic Districts and do not have Historic District 

protections—to protect them from adverse impacts from neighboring 

changes. 
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b. Issue: Historic preservation is a core value of the City’s economy; however the 

juxtaposition of new development in historic area can create design and compatibility 

conflicts.   

i. Potential Solution: Incorporate better guidance and checklists for the review 

of historic properties to help ensure consistent and fair review of all projects.   

21.  Creative Economy 

a. Issue: Current zoning may not be sufficiently flexible to encourage the “creative 

economy”.  

i. Potential Solution: Define the mix of uses and flexibility required then 

determine the zoning districts and related modifications needed to be 

included in the UDO including identification of “next generation” locations for 

low-cost, flexible space (adaptive reuse or new construction). 

 

 

Process Improvements 

Background 

Zoning regulation governing development review and other administrative matters create the 

procedural environment through which the City can achieve the goals and policies laid out in its 

comprehensive plan and other adopted plans. At their best, development review provisions can 

promote the type of development a community wants by providing a clear, predictable path to project 

approval; conversely, vague review processes with unclear requirements can cause developers a high 

level of anxiety, frustrate community residents, and severely dampen a City’s ability to attract 

desirable growth. Generally, the development community and individual applicants value three 

central qualities in any administrative ordinance: certainty in the requirements and structure of the 

review process, built-in flexibility to adjust development standards to the needs of individual projects, 

and opportunities to request relief from requirements that constitute a substantial burden. Certainty 

about the types of development they can expect to see in their community is also important to 

residents. The degree to which Saratoga Springs can incorporate these qualities into its UDO will help 

improve its ability to compete for development in the near future. 

 

During the community workshop, it was clear that the community expects the UDO to set forth clear 

administrative procedures to be followed for all types of land use decisions. One method to explore 

is the allowance of more uses and other approvals “by right” or subject to appropriate and suitable 

locational, form, and operational standards and limitations and without discretionary review of 

building and site design. By allowing these uses by right, Saratoga Springs will not only speed the 

development process, but also provide additional certainty to prospective developers that their 

projects are allowed and encouraged. 
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22.  Regulation  

a. Issue: The public perception is that there is little predictability or consistency with the 

way projects are being reviewed and approved. 

i. Potential Solution: Enhance communication regarding the review process in 

terms of opportunities for public access and engagement and documentation 

of decisions.  

23.  Improve the Quality of Applications 

a. Issue: Public has express the concern that application materials are not always 

complete, sufficiently detailed, or accurate.  

i. Potential Solution: Review existing forms/applications for improvements, 

identify areas which may be required to complete, or additional info is 

requested. 

ii. Potential Solution: Develop form fillable PDFs to improve ease of completing, 

ensuring they are readable and already in electronic form to eliminate need to 

scan before posting on website.  

b. Issue: Applicants have noted inconsistent board review and lack of predictability of 

outcome.  

i. Potential Solution: Develop clearer standards, goals, principles and visual 

examples within the ordinance.  

ii. Potential Solution: Design and approval checklists should be updated or 

clarified. 

iii. Potential Solution: A “pre-application” meeting is currently encouraged, but 

could be required, as a prerequisite to filing a formal application.  

iv. Potential Solution: Describe within the UDO the process for owners, designers 

and consultants to request consultation(s) on their projects with planning staff 

and/or other relevant departments.  

24.  Public Communication Channels 

a. Issue: Applicants and the land use boards as well as the general public have been 

frustrated that they do not always know what is happening with different applications 

or have a difficult time keeping up with last minute design revisions. 

i. Potential Solution: Revise the standard procedures with which it handles 

typical applications for review and approval and seek more timely methods of 

notification such as better utilization of web-based access to materials.  

Require applicants to submit material in digital form. 
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25.  Enhanced Notifications  

a. Issue: The general public does not have adequate and/or proactive notification of 

pending projects in their neighborhoods. 

i. Potential Solution: In addition to voluntary email notifications which people 

can sign up for, on-premise signage can be required to be posted on a subject 

property to announce a pending application review for significant proposals 

such as use variances, demolitions, etc. 

26.  Staff Resources 

a. Issue: The City has limited staff and resources for the volume and magnitude of the 

current project and application pipeline. 

i. Potential Solution: Seek additional staff, resources, whether permanent or 

through third party consulting services. 

27.  Evaluate Procedures 

a. Issue: There is a perception that variances are freely granted.  

i. Potential Solution: Consider clarifying the standards upon which variances are 

based and provide additional guidance regarding how concepts such as 

“character of the neighborhood” are documented and defined. 

b. Issue: Land Use Board processes are too lengthy. 

i. Potential Solution: Consider an administrative review process for simple 

applications and focus the land use board involvement in the larger, more 

challenging or precedent-setting decisions. 

ii. Potential Solution: Consider setting threshold parameters for an “early 

determination of major noncompliance” for project proposals that are far 

afield from the existing ordinance requirements.  

c. Issue: Current regulation does not discourage code violations.  

i. Potential Solution: Strengthen code enforcement provisions in the 

Administration and Enforcement section of the UDO.   

d. Issue: Larger or more professional design applications can often be treated differently 

than smaller novice applicants.  

i. Potential Solution: Improve application guidelines and improve materials to 

better assist small project applicants. 

e. Issue: The land use boards guide development in the City and should be staffed with 

qualified members. 
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i. Potential Solution:  Consider adoption of appointment 

guidelines/requirements as permitted by state enabling 

legislation. 

 

Sustainability, Resiliency, and the Environment  

Background 

 

The vision set forth in the 2015 Comprehensive Plan states 

“The overriding philosophy that will guide future development 

of our "City in the Country" will be sustainability”.  
 

The availability of reliable, resilient, and affordable energy is 

critical to the welfare of Saratoga Spring’s citizenry and is 

essential to our local and state economy. In 2015, New York 

adopted a new State Energy Plan which puts New York State on 

a path to achieving the following clean energy goals: 

 

 40% reduction in greenhouse gas emissions from 1990 levels  

 50% of energy generation from renewable energy sources  

 600 trillion Btu increase in statewide energy efficiency 

 

To meet these goals, Governor Andrew M. Cuomo directed the 

Public Service Department (PSC) to establish a new Clean Energy 

Standard mandating 50% of the electricity consumed in NY to 

come from clean energy sources by 2030. In addition, the State 

Energy Plan coordinates Governor Cuomo’s major new energy 

initiative, known as Reforming the Energy Vision (REV). REV’s 

goal is to create a cleaner, more affordable, more modern and 

more efficient energy system in New York, through the 

increased development of distributed energy resources, like 

rooftop solar, energy efficiency, and battery storage. 

 

In order to achieve our own comprehensive plan goals, adapt to 

climate change, and assist in meeting the state’s energy goals, 

Saratoga Springs will need to consider methods through our 

UDO that could: increase adoption of distributed energy 

resources, increase energy efficiency of our building stock, and 

reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 

 

28.  Adoption of Renewable Energy and Advanced 

Technologies   

a. Issue: Current Solar Access Ordinance may be 

contradictory to economic development, desired urban form, 

 

Sustainability and 

Resiliency 

 
 

 “The process of designing, 

developing, and inhabiting the 

built environment has a profound 

influence on a community’s 

economy, environment, and 

quality of life. In the United States, 

buildings account for 

approximately 36 percent of total 

energy consumption, 30 percent of 

greenhouse gas emissions, 13 

percent of water use and 

approximately 170 million tons 

per year of construction and 

demolition (C&D) debris. Buildings 

also contain indoor air that can be 

100 times more polluted than 

outside air.” 

Sustainable Design and Green 

Building Toolkit for Local 

Governments, June 2013 
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and Urban and Community Forestry Master Plan. In addition, it does not define “solar” 

which could be broadly interpreted. 

i. Potential Solution: Replace and/or refine the current Solar Access Ordinance 

6.4.8. The City should explore the adoption of all or part of the Central New 

York Regional Planning and Development Board and/or the Land Use Law 

Center at Pace Law School’s Model Ordinance for Solar Photovoltaic Systems. 

b. Issue: The City of Saratoga Springs Building Department uses a standard building 

permit form to review solar applications. The standard permit does not contain solar 

specific requirements such as the requirement to submit a one-line or 3-line electrical 

diagram, specification sheets for manufactured components, and details on the 

manufactured mounting system and modules – elements essential for the permit 

approval process.  

i. Potential Solution: Adopt the New York State Unified Solar Permit or a 

variation of that permitting process which meets the needs of the City and 

covers all size solar systems.   

c. Issue: Non-conforming lots may have an accessory structure as the sole use on a 

residential property. The current allowance of accessory structures on non-

conforming lots does not take into account solar arrays as the solar structure and/or 

use on the property. 

i. Potential Solution: Consider removing solar in the definition of allowed 

accessory structures.  

ii. Potential Solution: Add language that solar arrays/systems cannot be the 

principle use or structure on a property. 

d. Issue: Solar as utility establishments are not well defined and detailed in the current 

zoning ordinance. Solar energy systems vary greatly in size and shape, and require 

varying levels of review depending on magnitude of impacts. 

i. Potential Solution: Update the UDO to define each type of solar energy system 

the City wishes to allow and regulate.  

ii. Potential Solution: Determine where to permit and how to regulate each 

defined system in the UDO, as each must be subject to clear standards and 

have an appropriate required approval process or exemption. 

iii. Potential Solution: Define general standards and application requirements for 

large-scale solar power generation installations. Consider if site plan, 

operations and maintenance plan, landscaping plan, liability insurance, 

decommissioning plan, and/or financial surety should be required for 

approval. 
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e. Issue: Existing ordinance does not encourage the adoption of Renewable/Distributed 

Energy Resources in New Construction and Substantial Renovation. 

i. Potential Solution: Encourage and/or require solar ready design for new 

construction projects larger than 5000 square feet. 

f. Issue: The most effective point in the development process to encourage solar 

orientation is when a parcel is being subdivided into lots for sale. Saratoga Spring’s 

subdivision regulation does not require streets and lots to be oriented to maximize 

the solar resource available to each lot or to a minimum percentage of lots. 

i. Potential Solution: Explore methods to encourage subdivision solar 

orientation analysis. 

29.  Electric Vehicle (EV) Ready Environment 

a. Issue: Current zoning does not define permitted electric vehicle supply equipment 

uses by zoning district nor encourage increased adoption of electric vehicle supply 

equipment.  

i. Potential Solution: Explore what methods other municipalities encourage EV 

readiness in zoning. 

ii. Potential Solution: Include language that expressly allows EV charging stations 

in all zoning districts. 

iii. Potential Solution: Explore requiring Level 2 or 3 charging station be installed 

in off street parking areas of new commercial development. 

30.  Energy Efficiency 

a. Issue: By following existing zoning regulation, the City may not be able to achieve the 

energy efficiency goals outlined in the comprehensive plan and yield the desired long 

term benefits for our community.  

i. Potential Solution: Explore “incentives” (monetary or otherwise) for new 

commercial building construction projects and/or commercial significant 

renovation projects that exceed the current version of the NY State building 

code exceeding building code by 20%. Example - the building owner could 

receive a green building "Payments in Lieu of Taxes" (PILOT). Virginia Beach 

offers property tax relief for homes or buildings that are at least 30% more 

efficient than the current state energy code. If a home or building is certified 

as 30% more efficient by an architect or engineer, the owner gets a 15-cent 

reduction in property taxes per $100 of assessed value each year the 

incentive is offered.  

 

ii. Potential Solution: Explore requirements for all new construction and major 

renovations of city-owned, occupied, or funded buildings over 10,000 sq. ft. to 



City of Saratoga Springs                          Zoning Diagnostic Report 

PART III Page 34 of 54 Analysis of Code, Plans and Studies 

exceed the current version of the NY State building code exceeding building 

code by 20%. 

iii. Potential Solution: The Planning Department could offers free green building 

consultations to help improve an applicant’s project(s). 

iv. Potential Solution: Explore tools for building owners to complete whole-

building energy assessments prior to renovation of residential buildings.  

31.  Environment 

a. Issue: The City of Saratoga Springs may not have the necessary tools to practically and 

effectively reduce the obtrusive aspects of outdoor light usage while preserving safety, 

security, and the nighttime use and enjoyment of property.  

i. Potential Solution: Explore adoption of all or parts of the International Dark-

Sky Association (IDA) and the Illuminating Engineering Society of North 

America (IESNA) Model Lighting Ordinance (MLO) or the Pattern Outdoor 

Lighting Code in order to address outdoor lighting pollution. 

b. Issue: Developers are not encouraged to conserve and reuse building materials 

and/or recycle construction and demolition debris. 

i. Potential Solution: The City could develop a construction and waste demolition 

diversion plan. Some municipalities require projects to divert a percentage of 

construction and demolition debris away from the landfill through reuse, 

recycling and composting.  

c. Issue: Current regulation does not encourage water conservation methods. Water 

conservation reduces the burden on municipal water supply and wastewater systems, 

saves energy from reduced amounts of water pumped, treated and distributed, and 

reduces wastewater treatment collection. 

i. Potential Solution: Explore requiring EPA Water Sense toilet and aerators in 

commercial development. 

d. Issue: The City may not be providing sufficient regulation to assist in the reduction of 

heat islands. Rooftops, roads, parking lots and other paved surfaces absorb and retain 

heat, leading to an increase in air temperatures in the immediate area. Higher air 

temperatures contribute to higher energy costs for air conditioning, compromise 

human health, and increase air pollution. 

i. Potential Solution: Incorporate the Urban and Community Forestry Master Plan to 

enhance tree specifications in the UDO. 

ii. Potential Solution: Explore methods to encourage the development of green roof 

systems on new and existing buildings. 

iii. Potential Solution: Remove potential impediments to the addition of passive solar 

shading devices and/or increased overhangs intended to reduce the impact of 
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solar heat gain on a building or lot, by exempting dimensional requirements under 

certain circumstances.  

e. Issue: Developers often use conventional stormwater practices and have not fully 

embraced green infrastructure techniques that can capture and treat stormwater 

runoff before it is delivered to the watershed. 

i. Potential Solution: Remove barriers to and promote use of green infrastructure 

in the UDO. Where possible, encourage use of bioswales, vegetation protection, 

and rain gardens in concert with more traditional “gray” infrastructure 

engineered solutions to stormwater management.  
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PART 3 – Analysis of Zoning Ordinance, Adopted Plans and Policies, 

and Additional Studies 

As part of this zoning diagnostic, a number of previous plans and reports adopted by the city in the 

past several years were also reviewed. The intent of this review was to identify other findings or 

improvements which have been recommended which should be incorporated into the new ordinance. 

A review of each of these plans or reports follows.  

 

Zoning Ordinance Analysis 

A review of the existing zoning regulation was conducted to identify areas which required change, or 

which were recommended to improve the ordinance or make necessary corrections. The following 

pages represent a more detailed look at specific sections of the zoning ordinance which were 

identified for potential improvements or corrections. 
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Analysis – Existing Zoning Ordinance 

Section  Topic / Item Recommendation 

1.7 
Interpretation of District 

Boundaries 

Revise or remove provision for when a zoning district 

boundary line divides a lot, the district requirements on 

either side of the boundary may be extended into the 

remaining portion of the property. 

2.2 Prohibited uses 

Prohibited uses follow former comprehensive plan SDA – 

needs update. Revise some prohibited uses in transect zones 

to potentially be permitted with review, provided that 

transect designs are being met. 

Table 2 Special permit uses 

There are effectively no uses allowed by right in transect 

zones. Revise some special permit uses in transect zones to 

potentially be allowed with site plan review, provided 

transect designs are being met. 

Table 2 Barns and stables 

Consider permitting barns and stables as accessory 

structures in the Suburban Residential – 1 (SR-1) and SR-2 

areas, since they are already permitted in Rural Residential 

(RR), Urban Residential – 1 (UR-1), and UR-2. 

Table 2 Car rentals 
Add car rental agency to Highway General Business (HGB) 

district 

Table 2 

Office/Medical Business / 

Tourist Related Business 

districts – South Broadway 

South Broadway area near park needs special consideration 

for sensitive design as approach into the city. Need to 

improve design considerations for these zones coming into 

the city gateway. 

Table 3 Structure heights 

Review and revise height limits in districts. Many residential 

districts permit up to 60’ or 70’, UR-5 permits 185’ - these 

should be lower. 

Table 3 Structure heights 

Clarify in UDO that structure heights do not include accessory 

appurtenances such as chimneys, spires, cupolas, etc – which 

are permitted to extend a limited amount above allowed 

height of structure. 

Table 3 Side yard setbacks 
Consider removing “total” side yard setback distances, if we 

already have minimum setbacks for each side. 

Table 3 Lot Widths 
Review current lot width requirements to ensure 

compatibility with existing lot widths. 

Table 3 Lot Size 

Review all of the current lot size and coverage percentages to 

ensure compatibility with existing lot sizes and neighborhood 

character. 

Table 3 Note (J) 

Note (J) regarding size limit of one-story structures in 

Neighborhood Complementary Use- 3 (NCU-3) district – 

appears to be error in table - remove this note in NCU-3 

Table 3 General notes 

Consider removing requirement that terraces and patios 

must be set back a minimum of 10’ from an adjoining 

property line 

Table 3 
Minimum 2-story requirement 

in Transect Zones 

Clarify the minimum 2-story requirement for transect zones 

so that it is not misinterpreted or circumvented 
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Analysis – Existing Zoning Ordinance 

Section  Topic / Item Recommendation 

Table 3 Industrial-Light (IND-L) district 
There are no area and bulk requirements listed for the IND-L 

district, these should be added. 

Sec 2.3 A Principal buildings 
Clarify wording regarding the number of principal buildings 

permitted per lot. 

Section 3 – Overlay Zoning Districts 

Sec 3.1 Transect zones 
Clarify use of “should” and “shall” throughout section to 

ensure required elements are clear. 

Sec 3.1 Illustrations Revise/update illustrations to clarify zoning and design intent 

Sec 3.4.3 Corridor Lodging 
Review / revise corridor lodging district area, consider adding 

West Ave, verify existing locations are still needed. 

Section 4 – Incentive Zoning Districts 

Sec 4.1 Senior housing incentive 

Consider removing 2nd floor requirement for all senior 

housing developments in the Tourist Related Business (TRB) 

and HGB districts. 

Sec 4.1 Senior housing incentive 

Review permitted districts for affordable senior housing 

incentives to consider what new areas if any may be 

appropriate 

Sec 4.1 Senior housing incentive 

Consider still permitting full or partial incentive where 

development is not 100% senior housing, but instead a large 

percentage. 

Sec 4.2 Open space incentive 

Define amount of public open space or other qualifications 

needed to obtain the density bonus. Consider sliding scale 

which can go up to the full 20% bonus, based on amount of 

land and amenities provided. 

Sec 4.3 Affordable housing/recreation 

Define amount of public recreation space or affordable 

housing needed to obtain the density bonus. Consider sliding 

scale which can go up to the full 20% bonus, based on 

amount of land, amenities or housing provided. 

Sec 4.3 Affordable housing/recreation 

Clarify design requirements to obtain density bonus, 

including the fact that any affordable housing must be 

integral to overall project design and not segregated, if 

recreation space can be off-site, etc. 

Sec 4.3 Affordable housing/recreation 
Verify intent that incentive must go through subdivision 

process. 

Sec 4.3 Affordable housing/recreation 

Incentive is only permitted in two districts. Review existing 

districts where incentive is permitted, consider allowing in 

other districts, perhaps with different requirements if 

necessary. 

Sec 4.3 Affordable housing 

Consider adding additional housing types as allowed or 

encouraged by the zoning to provide better housing 

diversification and more flexibility. 

Section 6 – Supplemental Regulations 

Sec 6.1 Signs 

Revise and clarify sign requirements in the UDO. Provide 

examples of each sign “type” with measurement method, 

general standards. 
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Analysis – Existing Zoning Ordinance 

Section  Topic / Item Recommendation 

Sec 6.1 Electronic signs 

Clarify code regarding prohibition or limit on digital or video 

signs, clarify use of neon signs, decoration or advertisements 

inside of commercial widows. 

Sec 6.1 Window signs 

Clarify code regarding use of “window” signs, applied on 

window vs. hung inside of window, size, use in combination 

with other approved signs, etc. 

Sec 6.1 Residential signs 

Clarify/revise sign standards for non-residential uses in 

residential districts. Clarify “residential” districts. Should also 

permit wall sign in lieu of a freestanding sign, not placed in 

freestanding sign section. 

Sec 6.1 Signs 
Clarify use, size and height requirements for all signs by 

district 

Sec 6.1 Sandwich board signs 

Clarify use of sandwich board signs, allowed size and where 

they are permitted, hours of use. Consider permitting on 

commercial streets other than just Broadway. Consider use 

outside of public right-of-way. 

Sec 6.1 Signs 
Clarify and define portable signs, and their difference with 

sandwich board signs.  

Sec 6.1 Signs 

Revise code to permit greater flexibility in wall sign 

placement, accommodate vertical or projecting signs with 

certain conditions. 

Sec 6.1 Signs 

Revise code to require, as a condition of a sign permit, that 

the street address number be prominently displayed on the 

primary façade. 

Sec 6.1 Temporary signs 

Add provision for temporary banners or signs for new 

businesses which have just opened that have not had 

permanent sign built or approved yet, with limitations. 

Sec 6.1 Freestanding signs 

Revise code to permit “residential subdivision” signs to be 

permitted for similar off-street townhouse, apartment or 

condo developments as well. 

Sec 6.2 Parking requirements 

Review and revise general parking requirements, verify 

minimum or maximum number of required spaces. Clarify 

provisions and alternatives for shared parking, off-site 

parking accommodations. 

Sec 6.2.2 Planning Board waivers 

Revise and clarify parking waiver ability of Planning Board to 

set more specific criteria or safeguards in order to qualify for 

waiver, set temporary conditional approval during trial 

period, etc.  Set a threshold where board can waive certain 

requirements without zoning board variance approval. 

Review allowable districts where this threshold waiver may 

be obtained, consider different thresholds for different 

districts. Add ability to waive certain dimensional 

requirements. 

Sec 6.2 Parking requirements Update/revise off-street loading area requirements. 

Sec 6.2 Bicycle parking 
Include required bicycle parking provisions for transect 

zones, recommended bicycle parking for other districts. 
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Analysis – Existing Zoning Ordinance 

Section  Topic / Item Recommendation 

Sec 6.2 
Transect Zone 6 (T-6) parking 

requirements 

Investigate alternatives or mitigations to having no minimum 

parking requirements for projects within the T-6 district. 

Consider parking offsets or in-lieu provisions for certain sized 

projects. 

Sec 6.2.7 F Parking lot landscaping 

Revise landscaping standards to provide meaningful 

landscaped areas as part of parking lot, provide design 

standards, guidance, calculation method, dimensional 

requirements, etc. Include landscaping design standards for 

areas around the perimeter of the parking lot (not just within 

parking area) and along street frontage as applicable. 

Landscaping requirements may differ by district. 

Sec 6.2.7 Parking 
Include provision for permeable parking surfaces, as possible 

incentive, or to count toward landscaping percentage. 

Sec 6.2.7 D Parking location 
Provide acceptable parking setbacks by district for front, rear 

and side yard areas. 

Sec 6.2 Parking structures Provide design standards for parking structures. 

Sec 6.2 Parking structures 

Revise code to require/enforce use of liner buildings around 

parking structures – they are not being provided as originally 

intended. Avoid creation of single-use structures. 

Sec 6.3.3 Vehicle fueling stations Provide design standards for gas stations. 

Sec 6.4.3 Home occupations 

Revise and clarify home occupation provisions, consider limit 

on off-street parking. Coordinate sign requirements with sign 

section. 

Sec 6.4.3 Home occupations 
Revise to permit in accessory structure, not limited to 

primary, with conditions as necessary. 

Sec 6.4.4 Temp accessory dwellings 

Review and clarify use of temporary accessory dwelling units, 

time limit on temporary status. Consider permitting in legal 

accessory structures, or permitting a secondary entrance, 

instead of limiting to primary structure through primary 

entrance. 

Sec 6.4.6 Pools 

Review definition of yard areas on corner lots as it relates to 

pools, where they could potentially be permitted in front 

yards. 

Sec 6.4.8 Solar access 

Revise solar access provision to more adequately balance 

property rights with right to solar access. Coordinate with 

solar access committee on recommended strategies for 

consideration. 

Section 7 - Permits & Approvals 

Sec 7.0 Permits and approvals 

Revise review and approval process section to clarify process, 

strengthen requirements and improve public noticing. Add 

process flow-chart to clarify steps. 

Sec 7.1.6 Property owner notification 

Consider adding requirement to post notice sign on property 

notifying public of pending review projects for certain 

thresholds, such as use variances, special permit 

applications, demolition or major projects. 
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Analysis – Existing Zoning Ordinance 

Section  Topic / Item Recommendation 

Sec 7.1.6 Property owner notification 

Consider adding requirement for online posting of project 

descriptions or applications in advance of review board 

meetings. 

Sec 7.2.6 Public hearing 
Clarify that public hearings shall also be posted on city 

website. 

Sec 7.2.7 Property owner notification 

Consider adding requirement to post notice sign on property 

notifying public of pending review projects for certain 

thresholds, such as use variances, special permit 

applications, demolition or major projects. 

Sec 7.3 Land disturbance 

Strengthen and clarify land disturbance section. Consider 

different clearing thresholds for different districts. Include 

protection for larger, old-growth trees prior to site clearing, 

provision to have these incorporated into design. Include 

potential fines for clearing without permit. 

Sec 7.3.2 Storm water control 
Clarify wording to address ambiguity identified by EPA letter 

to city. 

Sec 7.3.2 Storm water control 

Review and revise current stormwater pollution prevention 

thresholds. Coordinate with current New York State 

Department of Environmental Conservation (NYSDEC) 

guidelines. 

7.4.18 City Landmarks 

Consider removing the listing of individual parcel info and 

“metes & bounds” data for specific properties and historic 

districts if this data is already on file with city records and can 

instead be simply displayed on the map. 

7.4.18 Map of Historic District Areas Update historic district map to include city landmarks. 

Section 8 – Variance and Interpretation Appeals 

Sec 8.0 Variances & Interpretations 

Consider adding requirement to post notice sign on property 

notifying public of pending review projects for certain 

thresholds, such as use variances, special permit 

applications, demolition or major projects. 

Sec 8.0 Variances duration 
Consider adding expiration date to variances which were 

once-utilized, but which are no longer needed. 

Sec 10.2 
Planned Unit Developments 

(PUD) 

PUDs are currently permitted in almost all districts except RR, 

and some protected areas. Review zoning districts where 

PUDs are permitted, consider removing them from transect 

zones and other districts where they are not needed. 

Sec 10.2 Planned Unit Developments Consider a minimum lot/land size for PUDs. 

   

APPENDIX A – DEFINITION OF TERMS 

 Definitions, general 

Combine all definitions from subsections of city code into 

one section. Cross-check for duplicates, conflicts and 

consistency with usage in code. Identify terms in code which 

are missing from definitions. 

 Agriculture 

Consider revising definition of agricultural uses to expand 

activities, include agri-tourism, production for consumption 

on-site (tastings, events, tours) and retail sales. 
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Analysis – Existing Zoning Ordinance 

Section  Topic / Item Recommendation 

 Yard-Front 
Clarify definition of corner lot to explain remaining two sides 

of the lot are “sides”. 

 Story 
Clarify definition of “story”, especially with regards to 

required 2-story development. 

 
Accessory structure 

(residential) 

Update definition for “accessory residential structure” to 

include potential for finished and/or habitable spaces. 

 
Accessory structure 

(residential) 

Clarify definitions in code related to dwelling units, and the 

specific features such as bathrooms, kitchens, etc. which 

differentiate between a normal habitable space used for a 

playroom or office from an accessory dwelling unit. 

 Accessory structure 

Add a definition for accessory structure. Clarify the inclusion 

of antennas, satellite dishes, solar panels, HVAC equipment 

etc and how those relate to required setbacks or distance 

separations. 

 Structure 

Revise definitions to not define air conditioning units and 

similar mechanical systems as a structure. Develop separate 

category and distance separations for them. 

 Alley Review and clarify definition of “Alley”. 

 Family, transients, etc. 
Clarify/revise definition single-family residences and transient 

accommodations – include tenure. 

General / Other 

 Infill development 
Need to ensure more consistency with neighborhood context 

for infill development and teardowns. 

 Utility lines 
Require or incentivize buried utility lines underground in 

certain areas and with certain triggers. 

 Civic / Amenity spaces 

Refine requirements for these and clarify. How are these 

measured? Provide list of items developers can choose from, 

trails, and gardens. 

 Street standards Integrate complete streets plan into street standards. 

   

 Carriage houses 

Include standards to help insure architectural style or 

character of carriage houses remains original or tied to 

design of primary structure. 

 Sidewalks 

Provide mechanism for city to require sidewalk construction 

in missing/infill areas as part of building permit approval or 

other process. 

   

 Neighborhood character 

Provide basic controls to maintain built pattern of historic 

neighborhoods with regard to front porches, garage to the 

side or rear of site, attached or detached, etc. 

 Transect zoning 
Need to help encourage transect zoning designs to break up 

the scale and mass of the building, more creative designs. 

 Street lighting Require dimming adapters for LED streetlights 

 First floor retail 

Need to better define how much of the first floor area needs 

to be usable commercial space instead of inactive uses such 

as parking. 
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Analysis – Existing Zoning Ordinance 

Section  Topic / Item Recommendation 

 Mixed-use developments 

Consider re-defining “mixed-use” as potentially being mixed-

use for the entire property (rather than only for each 

individual building) to provide greater design flexibility in 

certain zones. This would allow a commercial building along 

the street with a residential building in the rear. 

 Public Notices 

Review and revise public notice procedures to clarify that 

notices should be sent in radius, measured from property 

line of subject parcel, and not applicant address. 

 

Each of the recommendations in the table above are planned to be researched for inclusion in the 

code edits, unless directed otherwise. The recommendations listed here are not intended to be fully 

inclusive, as additional edits to the city codes are likely to be identified during the course of the project. 
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2014 Saratoga Greenbelt Trail Plan 

Adopted in May of 2014, the Greenbelt Trail Plan outlined a long-term plan to implement a trail 

system throughout the city. Each of the items below was reviewed to see how it could be further 

implemented in the new UDO code. 

Section 

/ Page 
Recommendation How to Implement or Improve 

Section 

1, pg 6 

Incorporate Saratoga 

Greenbelt Trail into zoning 

map. 

Consider showing location of the Saratoga Greenbelt Trail on the 

zoning map. Development proposals should include reservation of 

the rail corridor area for future trail and open space use, but such 

proposals shall not be penalized for reserving the rail corridor 

acreage when calculating density. If public access or recreational 

use is not feasible on an individual parcel of land when 

development proposals are approved, then such proposals should 

include reservation of these lands for future conservation and 

open space use. 

Consider formalizing all existing trails by ensuring that they are 

zoned Institutional Parkland/Recreation.  

Consider the creation of a trail/greenway overlay zone. 

Section 

6, pg 70 

Use shared use path 

guidelines outlined in this 

document 

Incorporate shared use path design criteria into street and trail 

standards within the code; illustrate existing and proposed trail 

connection on zoning map. 

Section 

6, pg 71 

Use boardwalk guidelines 

outlined in this document 

Consider inclusion of boardwalk design criteria into code, or 

reference these standards in the trail plan. 

Section 

6, pg 72 

Use shared street guidelines 

outlined in this document 

Incorporate shared street design guidance into street standards 

within code; identify streets or areas where these elements are 

desired. 

Section 

6, pg 73 

Use cycle track guidelines 

outlined in this document 

Consider inclusion of boardwalk design criteria into code, or 

reference these standards in the trail plan; identify streets or 

areas where these elements are desired. 

Section 

6, pg 74 

Use marked / unsignalized 

crossing guidelines outlined 

in this document 

Incorporate marked / unsignalized crossing design criteria into 

code as part of general street standards. 

Section 

6, pg 75 

Use signalized / controlled 

guidelines outlined in this 

document 

Incorporate signalized / controlled crossing design criteria into 

code as part of general street standards. 

Section 

6, pg 76 

Use undercrossing 

guidelines outlined in this 

document 

Consider inclusion of undercrossing design criteria into code, or 

reference these standards in the trail plan. 

Section 

6, pg 77 

Use overcrossing guidelines 

outlined in this document 

Consider inclusion of undercrossing design criteria into code, or 

reference these standards in the trail plan. 

Section 

6, pg 78 

Use wayfinding and 

orientation guidelines 

outlined in this document 

Coordinate some of the suggested wayfinding signage with the 

wayfinding program in progress by the city and incorporate into 

code. 
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2013 Urban and Community Forest Master Plan 

Adopted in May of 2013, the Urban and Community Forest Master Plan (UCFMP) identified specific 

current and future legislative changes which needed to be made to preserve and expand our current 

urban forest. Each of the items below was reviewed to see how it could be further implemented in the 

new UDO code. 

Section / 

Page 
Recommendation How to Implement or Improve 

Section 3, 

pg 3 

Review / revise section 220 of City Code 

(trees) to make it an effective tool for 

accomplishing goals of UCFMP* 

Follow the UCFMP's draft revision of section 220; 

include street trees and landscaping requirements in 

zoning to match goals of UCFMP. 

Section 5, 

pg 4 
Update Transect Zone Design 

Review / revise code to reflect urban forestry best 

practices, green infrastructure, and complete streets 

standards. 

Section 5, 

pg 4 

Update Public Water Supply and 

Wetland Protection District, and 

Watercourse Protection District 

Update sections as needed to reflect the important role 

of trees and vegetation as part of city's green 

infrastructure and riparian buffer system. 

Section 5, 

pg 4 
Update Special Use Permit 

Review / revise to include assessment of existing trees 

and environmental resources of the site which should 

be maintained; trees as a buffer function or mitigating 

impacts. 

Section 3.5, 

pg 4 
Update Site Plan Review 

Review / revise and expand to include more provisions 

for preservation of existing trees; planting new trees; 

landscaping standards. 

Section 3.5, 

pg 4 
Update Land Disturbance 

Review / revise in context of current site prep / 

construction best practices and DEC stormwater 

guidelines, with special provisions to protect trees in 

ROW. 

Section 3.5, 

pg 5 
Update Historic Review 

Review / revise to clarify and specify the extent to which 

Historic Review section affects existing trees in historic 

district. 

Section 3.5, 

pg 5 
Update Parking Requirements 

Review / revise references made to 'open space', 

'landscaping', 'clearing', 'natural resources', etc. to 

clarify and enhance specific regulations; provide 

landscaping standards for parking lots. 

Section 3.5, 

pg 5 
Update Planned Unit Developments 

Review / revise references made to 'open space', 

'landscaping', 'clearing', 'natural resources', etc. to 

clarify and enhance specific regulations. 
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Section / 

Page 
Recommendation How to Implement or Improve 

Section 3.6, 

pg 5-6 

Update Subdivision Regulations and 

consolidate with provisions of the UDO 

with goal of preserving and expanding 

the urban forest 

Follow the UCFMP's draft revision of the subdivision 

regulations and make sure changes are synced with 

other areas of the city code and the UDO. 

Section 3.8, 

pg 6 

Revise standard construction / tree 

planting details to conform to current 

industry best practices 

Review UCFMP recommendations for updates to 

standard details, coordinate with city. 

Section 4.1 

C, pg 10 

Revise standard details and code to 

establish standards to allow for greater 

sidewalk design flexibility 

Provide street details which provide adequate tree belt 

planting widths, flexibility in sidewalk design; alternate 

pavement designs; structural soil; stormwater best 

practices, etc. 

 

When the UCFMP was written, it provided very specific steps and changes to the existing city code. At 

that time, it was not known the city would be working to develop a UDO. It is now generally 

recommended that the current city code Chapter 220 – Trees could be incorporated entirely into the 

new UDO code as part of the general urban forest requirements. This would provide guidance on 

future landscaping, street trees and maintenance of existing foliage within one document. 

The UDO can assimilate several elements into a more cohesive set of urban forestry and landscape 

design guidelines.  These guidelines can help refine, clarify and integrate the design intent of the city’s 

transect zones, tree code, Urban and Community Forestry Master Plan, complete streets policy and 

related studies.
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2012 Complete Streets Policy 

Adopted May of 2012, the Complete Streets policy sought to identify specific ways which the streets 

and roads of Saratoga Springs could be improved over time to enhance and provide transportation 

options to multi-modal transportations systems, including walking and bicycling. 

The final Complete Streets plan is currently in progress. The UDO development team will be working 

in parallel with that effort to incorporate the details of the Complete Streets designs into the new 

code as it is established.  

Page Recommendation How to Implement or Improve 

pg 7 

Requirements for defined pedestrian and 

bicycle spaces, specific sidewalk 

requirements, street trees, benches, 

pedestrian scale lighting, transit stop 

shelters, bike racks, etc. 

Incorporate recommendations as part of new 

street design standards. Provide graphic design 

guidelines depicting new goals and 

requirements for street improvements. 

pg 7 

Maintain compact land use pattern Strengthen and maintain land use policy of 

urbanized downtown with surrounding 

greenbelt; minimize potential for sprawl. 

pg 9 Focus growth downtown Same as above. 

pg 9 Encourage non-vehicular traffic Conversely, use parking regulations to 

discourage excess vehicular traffic. 

pg 9 Complete Streets checklists should be 

completed by project sponsors for all 

municipal and private projects that impact 

city streets 

Include checklists as part of new code. 

Checklist could be used in code and for review 

of private development projects by the land 

use boards. 

pg 10 Identify current regulations in the UDO 

and provide recommendations and 

amendments to enhance guidelines 

Incorporate design concepts into new street 

standards; review 'Shared Access Saratoga's 

2011 Complete Streets Policy Audit'. 

pg 12 Enforcement of complete streets policy Define criteria in code where complete streets 

requirements or goals must be met via street 

reconstruction or transitional improvements 

over time. 
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2006 Building Heights Study 

In 2006, BFJ Planning conducted a study of building heights in the core downtown areas of the city to 

assess the current allowable building heights in comparison to the heights of the existing buildings, 

and what it may look like if the full heights were achieved. The study identified a range of options for 

building heights which were more contextual to individual streets, based on relative width to height 

ratios. Based on the findings of the study, some reduced building heights were suggested on 

narrower streets to more closely align with a desired 1:1 ratio. Additional suggestions were made 

with regard to providing some variability in building or facade height to maintain a more interesting 

character, or to emphasize corner conditions. 

The options suggested in the study will be considered  for inclusion in the code, specifically with 

regard to the extent to which these would be applicable to  form-based codes and design guidelines 

in some of the transect zones.
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2002 Open Space Plan 

Adopted by the city in 2002, the Open Space Plan identified goals and strategies to protect valuable 

natural resources and open space areas throughout the city. 

Page Recommendation How to Implement or Improve 

pg 7 

Preserve greenbelt 

via Conservation 

Development District 

(CDD) 

Maintain Rural Residential (RR) zoning strategy; require preservation of open 

space resources via conservation subdivision, amenity zoning and other 

tools; provide guidance on creative site design.  

pg 8 
Maintain concept of 

CDD 

Maintain base density of one home per two acres, variable lot sizes, flexible 

area and bulk requirements; clustered homes using conservation 

subdivision; density bonuses as incentive for public access / open space / 

trail provisions. 

pg 16 

Preserve specific 

farms identified in the 

Open Space & 

Recreation Resources 

map 

Provide guidance information on purchase of development rights (PDR) 

strategies; amenity zoning strategies. 

pg 17 

Protect agricultural 

heritage areas even 

as development 

occurs 

Use creative subdivision design process outlined for CDD in the 

comprehensive plan. 

pg 17 
Avoid development 

on steep slopes 

Review and clarify definition of steep slopes, remove from development area 

as part of conservation subdivision design.  

pg 18 

Strengthen stream 

and buffer 

requirements 

Increase watercourse development buffer from 50’ to 100'; limit soil 

disturbance activities and require substantial vegetative buffer (no cutting) 

within 75' of stream. 

Pg 18 

Strengthen stream 

and buffer 

requirements 

Indicate watercourse protection overlay areas on zoning map. 

pg 18 
Increase recreational 

facilities 

Review Open Space and Recreation Resources map for specific areas to be 

considered for recreation land; utilize amenity zoning to help promote 

additional recreational areas. 

pg 19 

Maintain character of 

specific rural and 

scenic roads 

Consider reasonable landscaping and design standards for future 

development along scenic routes; encourage clustering or redirecting 

development away from roadside; consider identifying scenic roads on 

zoning map. 

pg 19 

Specific areas for 

potential rezoning - 

rural or scenic roads 

and vistas 

Review Open Space and Recreation Resources map for specific areas to be 

considered for open space zoning. 

pg 20 
Scenic rural roads 

guidelines 

Develop reasonable landscaping and design standards for roadside areas 

along identified scenic routes; identify scenic routes on zoning map; sync 

guidelines of city and county DPW, NYSDOT and improve guidelines for 

treatment of rural roads. 
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Page Recommendation How to Implement or Improve 

pg 20 

2 types of gateway 

areas: primarily 

undeveloped, and 

special mixed-use 

'gateway' 

development 

Provide basic design and landscaping standards for gateway zoning districts. 

pg 20 

Improve site design 

and architecture of 

development through 

design standards 

Create design guidelines for pedestrian and bike connections, parking 

buffering, architecture and signage, access consolidation, etc. 

pg 21 
Increase waterfront 

access 
Utilize amenity zoning to help establish future waterfront access. 

pg 24 

Trail linkages through 

easements from 

willing landowners 

Provide incentives in the CDD for providing public access to conservation 

lands and assistance in development of trails; show existing and future trail 

connection on zoning map. 
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2001 A Working Plan for Historic Preservation 

Adopted in November of 2001, A Working Plan for Historic Preservation outlined strategies to protect 

the historic architectural resources of the city which contribute and enhance its character. Each of 

the items below was reviewed to see how it could be further implemented in the new UDO code. 

Section / 

Page 
Recommendation How to Implement or Improve 

Section VII 

- 1.1.1, pg 

15 

Articulate a consistent vision for 

historic preservation  

Incorporate historic district design guidelines into 

code; provide guidance for historic preservation. 

Section VII 

- 1.2.3, pg 

16 

Implement a way-finding / sign plan 

for heritage tourism sites throughout 

the city 

Coordinate with current city effort to establish 

wayfinding system; incorporate wayfinding system 

into code. 

Section VII 

- 1.2.4, pg 

16 

Develop a display program for 

downtown buildings and streetscapes. 

Using a standard format, show a 

historic photo of the original building 

with reader-friendly written 

explanations. 

 

Section VII 

- 1.3.2, pg 

17 

Develop brochures to clarify all 

archaeological standards and 

procedures for contractors and 

provide accurate information as to 

timeliness of digs and penalties for 

failure to comply. 

Refer to archaeological procedures in code to 

increase awareness, refer to New York's State Historic 

Preservation Office (SHPO) information. 

Section VII 

- 2.1.2, pg 

19 

Revisit Articles VII and VIII of the City's 

Zoning Ordinance to update and 

strengthen the design criteria for 

designated buildings and districts. 

Review section 7.4 and 7.5 of the zoning code; update 

and clarify design criteria for Design Review 

Commission (DRC) applications; provide design review 

guidance. 

Section VII 

- 2.1.3, pg 

19 

Require public notice to neighboring 

property owners for projects coming 

before the Design Review Commission 

Augment and improve the notification procedures for 

development review applications. 

Section VII 

- 2.1.4, pg 

19 

Heighten the importance of historic 

preservation as the basis for 

regulatory review. 

Clarify intent and objectives of historic review 

process; rename the DRC the Historic Preservation 

and Design Review Commission. 

Section VII 

- 2.1.5, pg 

19 

Enact local legislation that requires the 

City of Saratoga Springs to conform to 

all historic preservation regulations 

and processes applicable to private 

property owners. 

Clarify code intent that provisions of historic 

preservation and design standards apply to municipal 

projects. 
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Section / 

Page 
Recommendation How to Implement or Improve 

Section VII 

- 2.1.8, pg 

19 

Ensure that historic buildings are not 

demolished or compromised to 

provide parking. 

Review and strengthen existing language and 

procedures related to demolition; provide checklists 

or determining criteria necessary for demolition 

permit.  

Section VII 

- 2.1.10, 

pg 19 

Review all potentially significant 

buildings prior to demolition and 

protect them while alternatives to 

demolition are sought. 

Revise current procedures to enact a 30-day review 

period for demolition applications. 

Section VII 

- 2.2.4, pg 

19 

Adopt specific language that requires 

the Zoning Board of Appeals (ZBA) to 

make findings of hardship on appeals 

of DRC decisions, and provide special 

training for ZBA members who 

conduct such appeals. 

Provide additional criteria and review guidance for 

historic review applications to assist in the review 

process; require written findings statement from the 

ZBA for significant decisions; set threshold for 

significant decisions; ensure public is adequately 

notified of significant decisions. 

Section VII 

- 2.3.4, pg 

20 

Ensure that roadway projects are 

implemented using state-of-the-art 

"context sensitive design" techniques 

that respect the historic fabric of the 

community. 

Incorporate historic considerations into street 

standards; include context-based considerations 

when applying a “generic” street standard to a specific 

street. 

Section VII 

- 2.4.1, pg 

20 

Expand the National and State 

Register of Historic Districts and the 

City's Historic zoning district. 

Review the existing boundaries of historic districts 

and consider expansions and adjustments to align 

with established areas; review West Side historic 

district; illustrate historic districts on zoning map 

instead of on a separate map. 

Section VII 

- 2.4.2, pg 

21 

Include all properties on, and eligible 

for, the State and National Register of 

Historic Places in the City's Historic 

Zoning District. 

Review the existing boundaries of historic districts 

and consider expansions and adjustments to align 

with established areas; consider identifying specific 

historic properties outside of the historic districts-if 

necessary-on the zoning map to increase awareness 

during reviews. 

Section VII 

- 2.4.3, 

2.3.4, pg 

21 

Look for additional undocumented 

historic properties 

Review historic district boundaries and historic 

properties with Preservation Foundation and other 

groups to update data and verify accuracy. 

Section VII 

- 2.4.5, pg 

21 

Assess areas peripheral to National 

Register Districts for possible 

designation as "Conservation Districts" 

for buffering purposes 

Investigate potential for provision in new code which 

provides additional protections, buffers or design 

considerations for applications adjacent to historic 

properties; alternately, consider expanding historic 

zoning area to include a new zone for buffering 

purposes. 

Section VII 

- 2.6.1, pg 

23 

Protect historic landscapes and vistas 

important to the community 

Include protection measures for historic trees. 

Section VII 

- 2.7.3, pg 

23 

Develop new sign guidelines and 

ordinance revisions that are more 

sensitive to applications on historic 

buildings and within historic vistas. 

Review, clarify and improve existing sign standards; 

consider a provision for signs on identified historic 

structures which provides additional direction by DRC 

to consider historic context. 

Section VII 

- 2.7.4, pg 

23 

Develop color guidelines and 

procedures for review of exterior color 

changes on historic properties. 

Review existing criteria on color selections, consider 

edits to code language which would clarify or provide 

guidance on appropriate selections. 
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Section / 

Page 
Recommendation How to Implement or Improve 

Section VII 

- 2.7.5, pg 

23 

Develop specific zoning and 

preservation standards that address 

the aesthetic and planning issues of 

"big box" development 

Provide additional design standards, form-based code 

and desired development examples. 

Section VII 

- 2.7.6, pg 

23 

Develop design guidelines for 

streetscapes in the downtown area 

and in the residential historic districts 

Provide street standards which direct the design of 

different types of streets found within the city.  

Section VII 

- 2.7.7, pg 

23 

Eliminate conflicting policies, such as 

zoning districts that allow 

development which is out of character 

with extant historic buildings 

Provide intent, basic principles, guidelines and 

examples of desired development for each zoning 

district which would serve to assist in the design 

review process and inform the reviewing boards in 

how to achieve the correct character of development 

that is in keeping with local context. 

Section VII 

- 2.7.8, pg 

23 

Increase penalties for violations of 

preservation, zoning and design 

review regulations sufficient to 

encourage compliance 

Review existing penalties and enforcement 

procedures in code; consider revisions which would 

strengthen code and increase compliance. 

Section VII 

- 2.7.9, pg 

23 

Institute a variety of enforcement 

mechanisms for specified conditions 

and incorporate into City codes 

Review existing penalties and enforcement 

procedures in code; consider revisions which would 

strengthen code and increase compliance; consider 

performance bonds to ensure compliance with 

conditions placed on various design review and 

development approvals. 

Section VII 

- 2.7.10, 

pg 23 

Develop a uniform checklist to aid 

applicants in tracking their requests as 

they are being processed and highlight 

where actions can be taken 

concurrently 

Provide a review and approval flow chart in code to 

clarify process for applicants; update application 

checklists; it is recommended that the city establish 

new procedures (outside of the purview of the code) 

which would improve the tracking and notification of 

applications. 

Section VII 

- 2.7.11, 

pg 23 

Examine all review processes to see 

where they overlap and could be 

streamlined 

Revise process where reviews could be conducted 

concurrently, simplify where necessary to guard 

against possible 'catch 22' situations for property 

owners. 

Section VII 

- 2.9.1, pg 

25 

Strengthen oversight activities having 

impacts on archaeological sites. 

Review land disturbance code and consider changes 

to increase awareness of archaeological 

considerations; increase penalties for clearing or 

digging without required permits. 

Section VII 

- 2.9.2, pg 

25 

Develop specific standards and 

guidelines for archaeological review 

requirements in historic districts and 

other archaeologically sensitive areas. 
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Conclusion 

Final Thoughts and Next Steps 

 
This Diagnosis Report evaluates the efficiency and effectiveness of the zoning ordinance, how well it 

is equipped to implement the 2015 Comprehensive Plan as well as other City adopted plans and 

policies, and provides an assessment of usability and clarity. This step was designed to enable a 

discussion—and eventual consensus—on the necessary course of action prior to drafting any new 

codes. Part Two of this report is numbered so that the City Council and the larger community can 

track identified issues and potential solutions, provide input to the direction on priority strategies and 

changes which should be pursued moving forward. 

After City Council review, the next step is to develop a detailed outline of how the UDO may be 

structured, organized and designed to provide a guidance document which is both informative and 

effective for residents, applicants and city officials alike. 

After the structure of the UDO is established, work will begin on compiling the various relevant policy 

documents and recommended changes into a first draft document for public review. To gain 

consensus and provide transparency into the process, a public meeting will be scheduled to discuss 

the draft code and begin a more detailed discussion on specific community interests. 

Additional drafts of the proposed UDO will be developed, revised and published over the course of 

the project as it approaches final adoption, during which point there will be public hearings and land 

use board reviews. 
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