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Comments on the Zoning Diagnostic Report  

Received to Date through November 21, 2016 

 

• Comments during Zoning Diagnostic Public Forum 

• Public comments Submitted to Saratoga.udo@gmail.com  

     or to the Planning and Economic Development Office 

• Comments from Land Use Boards 

• Comments from Commissioners 

 

[Note: This document includes public and land use board comments collected between 

September 6th and October 14th, 2016 related to the Diagnostic Report. This does not 

include comments collected from the Planning Board, which were not ready in time for 

distribution, but have been posted seperately. The Public Works Department did not 

provide comments. The Finance Department is providing comments on Oct 18th.] 
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Public Comments on Diagnostic Report 

Received to Date through October 14, 2016 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

September 27 – Public Meeting; Music Hall, City Hall. 

 

The notes below summarize the general content of the discussion, and do not represent a 

transcript or actual quotes. 

 

1. The Comprehensive Plan process utilized a committee to be the main point of contact 

for edits and decision-making. Why isn’t a similar committee being used in this instance, 

and who are the decision makers? 

 

2. It was understood that the zoning diagnostic report underwent several iterations before 

its final form, and originally included additional analysis and detail. Is it possible for this 

additional analysis to be shared with the public at some point? 

 

3. The Comprehensive Plan included a Vision Map which outlined the desired types of 

development for different areas of the city, and the zoning map is supposed to be 

compatible with those recommendations. Do you anticipate needing to make adjustments 

to the zoning map? 

 

4. We are looking to move forward with a re-development project in the UR-3 zone which is 

in the vicinity of the Route 50 Price Chopper, but have been waiting to see what changes 

may happen with the zoning. We can’t really move forward, and are in limbo now. How 

much time will it take before we know what the zoning changes might entail? 

 

5. On page 37 of the diagnostic – it says “Review current lot width requirements to make 

ensure compatibility with existing lot widths.” Can you elaborate on this? 

 

6. Sustainable Saratoga introduced a letter into the comment record (attached), and noted 

that a more thorough follow-up comment letter would be submitted by October 11th. 

 

7. I understand all of the definitions will be compiled and organized together, however 

there may be a need to tighten the actual wording of some definitions. For example, 

“Residence, Multi-Family”. In Downton Walk project, applicant requested an area variance 

to get extra units, and we consider this to be a use variance to Multi-Family. The zoning 

board interpreted the definition differently. We feel that strengthening the wording of the 

definition is needed. 
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8.  How will the UDO address short term rentals? This is a growing concern in our 

neighborhood.  

 

9. The language in the diagnostic seems to suggest that you are seeking to expand home 

occupations. Can you clarify what your intent is with this? We are concerned about the 

commercialization of residential neighborhoods, and how this could impact them. Do not 

want to create a “back-door” to businesses coming in and later expanding. 

 

10. The diagnostic makes many points about environmental sustainability, however does 

not seem to devote enough attention to economic sustainability. How can we help to 

attract and foster new business, encouragement zones, the visitor experience? The city has 

several important economic drivers such as the racetrack, racino, SPAC and Skidmore – 

need to develop a strategy to keep these healthy and draw the next new thing. 

 

11. The concept of seasonal rentals is a very important one in our community – it has been 

a part of our history for generations. We need to make sure that anything we do we keep in 

mind that it could affect people’s livelihood. 

 

12. The city seems to lack a way to retain and/or attract new young talent, who instead 

would prefer to move elsewhere instead of making roots here in the community. Examples 

of talented, bright young people moving out of state to stake their claim. How can we make 

this a place for them to start their career or start a new business? 

 

13. The diagnostic recommends many items which need consideration, evaluation, study, 

etc. How long will this take? When will we see the results of these evaluations? 

 

14. Will draft copies of the UDO be made available for the general public to see before it is 

completed? 

 

15. The diagnostic mentions that there are some underutilized zoning districts which 

should be evaluated to determine if they should be eliminated or if there are better uses 

for them, including the strip of Industrial-zoned land behind the Route 50 price Chopper. 

What would be the best use for this property? 

 

16. During the February 4th public workshop, the debate about the adaptive re-use of 

carriage houses seemed very split, with many people promoting their use while many 

others were against it. It has the potential to negatively impact the neighborhood. What do 

you see as the solution for this? 

 

17. The triangular-shaped Elms parcel on the west side of the city was approved for a 

subdivision some time ago, and as part of its approval included several deed restrictions 

which were requested by the neighboring residents related to buffers. In a subsequent 

approval, these deed restrictions were later removed, and the area residents are very 
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unhappy about this. Something needs to be done to make sure these types of protections 

cannot be overlooked or removed by a later board. 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

September 26 

 

Subject: Re: UDO Zoning Diagnostic Report 

 

I came across this: http://www.newyorkelderlawattorneyblog.com/2015/01/a-growing-

trend-in-senior-hous.html, which does a good job of explaining what we'd like to do in our 

own yard (an accessory dwelling unit; ADU).  I would love to see regulations allowing ADUs 

in our new zoning codes. 

 

Sincerely, Kathleen 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

September 27 

 

Subject: UDO Comments for Public Meeting from Todd Shimkus 

 

Thought I’d send you an email in advance of tonight’s public meeting on the UDO. On 

behalf of the Saratoga County Chamber of Commerce, I’d like to offer a couple of 

comments or observations. 

1. On Page 33 Section 30.a.ii, it is suggested that the City “require” all new construction 

to exceed NYS building codes by 20% for energy efficiency standards. NYS is a 

leader in promoting energy efficiency and going beyond these state standards 

without a full cost-benefit analysis is not a prudent course of action for the City. 

2. The comprehensive plan committee unanimously approved language that would 

“allow” code compliant accessory structures to be used for housing. There was NOT 

agreement among the committee over the notion of inclusionary zoning. Recently, 

we organized a City Share initiative with leaders in Burlington VT this summer. 

During our visit there, local developers noted that Burlington’s inclusionary zoning is 

NOT working. In fact, they noted that very few affordable units had been 

constructed within the City.  

3. I think we found just one specific reference in the UDO update to South Broadway 

on Page 37. Below is an email I sent to you last June. It includes some specific 

recommendations relative to this important gateway into our City. Our City’s land 

use boards have recently approved building redesigns and new construction along 

South Broadway. So perhaps the best action is to create the future zoning ordinance 

in a way that reflects what our land use boards actually found most appealing for 

redeveloping this important corridor. 

Todd L. Shimkus, CCE 

President, Saratoga County Chamber of Commerce 

http://www.newyorkelderlawattorneyblog.com/2015/01/a-growing-trend-in-senior-hous.html
http://www.newyorkelderlawattorneyblog.com/2015/01/a-growing-trend-in-senior-hous.html
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_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

September 27 

 

Subject: Protective zoning for current parklands 

 

Dear Saratoga UDO committee. 

 

I am writing to express my support of the proposal to include linear trails in the 

institutional parkland/recreation zoning classification as is proposed in the Streetscape 

section, item 12.  While our current city leaders support open space protection, the future 

is hard to know. Different economic times and pressure can change policy. Railroad Run, 

Spring Run and any other trails should be protected by zoning. These trails are currently a 

mix of warehouse, residential and other zoning.  

 

In addition, adjoining buffer lands to these trails that are owned by the city or other public 

entities should also be protected by zoning. Thank your for the opportunity to comment 

and for your consideration.  

 

Sincerely  

Doug Haller 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

October 5 

 

Re: Comments on UDO Diagnostic 

I have read the UDO diagnostic with interest and have a question regarding process and a 

few comments based upon two overriding principles: 

1) We are a tourist destination, and 

2) We are a city in which people aspire to live. 

 

My question has to do with going forward once we have incorporated the UDO into our 

laws.  My understanding is that the Comprehensive Plan has to be reviewed and updated 

every five years.  Are we going to have to repeat the UDO process every time changes are 

made in the Comprehensive Plan?  Is this going to become a repeatedly expensive and time 

consuming process? 

 

As for my comments there are three general issues that popped out at me and regarding 

which I would like to provide my opinion.  I hope you will give these ideas respect and 

consideration in moving forward toward a final UDO. 

 

LIGHTING:  As a city that is aggressively encouraging the use of alternative energy to reduce 

pollution etc., we should take advantage of the tourism potential of not only our land, but 
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the sky.  We can do this by promoting the use of downlighting in new development and 

especially in the greenbelt areas. 

 

COMPLETE STREETS:  As part of the Complete Streets project we have goal to discourage 

non-vehicular traffic. The Complete Streets design should de facto reduce vehicular traffic 

by encouraging other means of transportation. However, as a tourist destination, I believe 

it is counterproductive to discourage visitors or shoppers from coming to the central 

business district due restrictive parking policies and difficulty of movement. 

 

AFFORDABLE HOUSING:  The UDO analyzes several options for providing affordable 

housing.  As I alluded to earlier, I believe living in Saratoga Springs is not an entitlement, 

but something to which people seeking residential accomodations aspire.   That being said, 

we do have seniors who have lived here all their lives but can no longer maintain their 

homes, and workers who are not able to bicycle or bus to work and those who have fallen 

on hard times but depend upon extended family in the area for babysitting and other 

support.  The solutions presented in the diagnostic appear to be threefold: 1)Incentives for 

inclusion of affordable housing; 2) Creative housing solutions such as allowing smaller 

apartments and employer provided housing; and, 3) required inclusionary zoning.  Of these 

solutions, tweaking incentives and creative solutions appear to be the most desireable.  

They don't present the one size fits all solution as does inclusionary zoning.  They also do 

not remove the panache of living in Saratoga Springs that continues to elevate property 

values.   

 

It is important to note that living in Wilton or Malta or other towns in the surrounding area 

allows their residents to take advantage of all Saratoga Springs has to offer.  What we have 

is name recognition and an image.  Inclusionary zoning seems to diminish that image as 

does the increase in the homeless population, which now makes the city less desireable for 

tourists. 

 

Thank you for your attention to these comments, 

 

Sincerely, 

Wilma Koss 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

October 7, 2016  

 

Subject: UDO Zoning Diagnostic Report 

 

Re: September 6, 2016 UDO Diagnostic Report 

 

Over the past three years, Residential Homeowners throughout the city have fought to 

maintain their Residential Neighborhoods by maintaining current allowable densities and 

limiting uses in their neighborhoods to those now permitted. 
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These densities and uses are clearly defined on Table 2: Use Schedule, and Table 3: Area 

and Bulk Schedule, in our current Zoning Ordinance. 

 

The Comprehensive Plan Committee Members voted and approved in our 2015 City 

Comprehensive Plan not to increase densities in our future Zoning Ordinance (aka the 

UDO), except in a few limited specifically defined areas. This was the "vision" and the intent, 

and this vote and promise needs to be upheld in our new Zoning Ordinance. 

 

The 2015 Comprehensive Plan Executive Summary reads: 

"This new Plan mirrors the 2001 Plan in the following ways... 

 

3) the location of future land uses and their intensities are almost identical."  

 

However, in the September 6, 2016 UDO Zoning Diagnostic Report, page 37, you are 

recommending a significant change for determining lot size and width. Your 

recommendation is to "Review all of the current lot sizes and coverage percentages to 

ensure compatibility with existing lot sizes and neighborhood character." 

 

Residential Homeowners strongly oppose this. 

 

Departing from set lot sizes and lot widths could lead to substantial density increases and 

subdivisions of current lots throughout the city. 

Many older neighborhoods had houses built on small lots in the 1800s and 1900s before 

current zoning laws were written. Zoning laws written in the 1990s were done so in part to 

protect residential neighborhoods from being overbuilt in order that lawns, green space 

and sun would be part of the residential landscape. 

 

What you are proposing now eliminates these protections in residential neighborhoods. 

Any builder or property owner could use smaller lots in their neighborhood to demand the 

right to build on lots 25 to 50% smaller than lot sizes currently required in our Zoning 

Ordinance, significantly increasing densities. 

 

Suggesting Neighborhood Character would offset any misuse of your recommended 

method is inadequate, as who is to determine what fits into a neighborhood, as often 

there's a mishmash of housing styles throughout neighborhoods. This would be highly 

subjective and the hope and dream of any builder with a Land Use attorney. 

 

Please do not make us fight this long fought and won battle again. 

 

We want Table 2 and Table 3 of the current Zoning Ordinance maintained in the new 

Zoning Ordinance (UDO). These Tables correspond to what was voted on and contained in 

the 2015 Comprehensive Plan. 



8 
 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Maureen Curtin 

On Behalf of Residential Homeowners Throughout the City 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

October 10 

 

To the UDO committee, 

 

When I attended the September 27 UDO meeting I requested on behalf of my neighbors 

and many in the city that the definition in the zoning code of "Residence: Multifamily" be 

updated and clarified, and stressed that the lack of clarity helped lead to the approval of 

the "Downton Walk" project and the loss on appeal that the neighbors brought, and has 

now created a device for developers to skirt the need to subdivide when building multiple 

principle structures in zones where they would be otherwise be prohibited. 

 

The UDO committee stated that I did not need to submit this request by email as it was 

already noted. I would, however, in sending this email, like to be sure that this issue is 

indeed addressed and would like to see specific language develop with regard to this in the 

upcoming UDO drafts. 

 

Thank you in advance. 

Sam Brewton, neighbors, and residents 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

October 11 

 

Following up on the discussion at the public meeting of September 27 in the Music Hall, I 

offer the following comments: 

 

1.       I am very pleased with the commitment you made at the September 27 meeting that 

we will finally have a Zoning Ordinance that is fully consistent with the Comprehensive 

Plan.  This is long overdue and it will be a welcomed product of Behan’s efforts. 

 

2.       I would strongly encourage the release of the UDO in draft format as each section is 

completed.  This will provide the public with an opportunity to digest portions of the UDO 

as drafts become available.  If the City Council and the public receive the full document as 

your work comes to a conclusion, it will be difficult to have meaningful discussion on such a 

large volume of material.  Many of us would welcome the opportunity for input on sections 

of the ordinance as it becomes available and I would strongly encourage release of those 

sections as drafts are completed.  

 



9 
 

3.       A number of the solutions in the Diagnostic Report charts are quite general and a bit 

vague.  Certainty and clarity would be welcomed additions to the final draft.   

Thank you for your efforts on this important task.  I look forward to your presentation to 

the Council on October 18. 

 

Matthew J. Jones 



Sustainable Saratoga 
PO Box 454 
Saratoga Springs, NY 12866 

info@sustainablesaratoga.org 
www.sustainablesaratoga.org 

 
 

 
 
 
October 11, 2016 
 
Ms. Tina Carton, POSH-Sustainability Coordinator 
City of Saratoga Springs  
City Hall 
Saratoga Springs, New York 12866 
 
Dear Ms. Carton, 
 
 RE: UDO DIAGNOSTIC REPORT  
 
Sustainable Saratoga has reviewed the September 6, 2016 “Unified Development Ordinance” 
Diagnostic Report and we wish to offer the following comments. 

GENERAL COMMENTS: 

1. Overall, the document does appropriately focus on implementing the policies recommended 
in the 2015 Comprehensive Plan. We see it as a positive effort to bring a diverse set of 
development issues and policies into one document.  The UDO will include a number of new 
sustainability standards and guidelines, which are beneficial in many ways.   

2. Some of the UDO objectives are not sufficiently aligned with the Comprehensive Plan, and 
some of the items in the UDO don’t provide enough detailed direction to assess their value or 
efficacy. We provide more detail on this below in our “specific comments”. 

3. The draft Diagnostic Report appears to be just a long list the suggestions that the public 
offered during the winter UDO workshops.  It does not appear to provide very much 
direction as to what items actually will be addressed in the final UDO. We had hoped that by 
this stage in the effort the City would be further along. 

4. One of our concerns is this current Diagnostic Report is too extensive.  The report calls for 
numerous additional studies and analysis. We note that there are more than 20 references to 
new studies such “build-out analysis”, “research”, “context analysis”, etc.  We are fearful 
that these tasks can’t be done within the UDO schedule and budget.   

5. It is apparent to us that there still will be significant cut made in the list of “potential 
solutions” in this Diagnostic Report that will make it into the UDO.  It appears that tough 
decisions will have to be made shortly to decide what will get included in the final UDO and 
will not.  We don’t have a very clear understanding of the criteria that will be used in making 
these decisions.  



Sustainable Saratoga  |  PO Box 454, Saratoga Springs, NY 12866  |  www.sustainablesaratoga.org 2 

6. From the very beginning of the UDO process we have been concerned that there is not 
enough accountability in the development of the product. The UDO will not just be a 
technical document; it will be full of policy implications. We originally hoped that there was 
going to be a committee appointed by the Council to oversee the process, but now we have 
been told the oversight work will be done just by the technical staff of the Office of Planning 
and Economic Development. Their meetings and deliberations are not open to the public. 

7. The community also should have an estimate of how long the process will take. We 
recommend establishing target dates for the rest of the phases in the development of the 
UDO, and posting them publicly. 

8. The printed materials did not indicate whether the public will be allowed to participate in a 
meaningful way on the next product – the draft outline of the UDO, and at each of the key 
milestones where draft text of the UDO is prepared.  We certainly would appreciate some 
assurances    that the public will have access at these key junctures.   
 

SPECIFIC COMMENTS: 
 
1. Inclusionary zoning should not be part of the UDO as suggested in 5a and 5b (page 15). 

Sustainable Saratoga has already started to have the City Council separately consider this 
ordinance. If Council adopts the SPA Housing Ordinance, it can easily be plugged into the 
UDO. Having IZ be part of the deliberations for the UDO will be costly and time consuming. 

2. Retain the current practice of measuring building height in feet rather than in stories. Height 
relates to the pedestrian’s relationship to the building, and for the city to define that 
relationship in ways that take into consideration human scale, avoidance of the “canyon 
effect,” shadow effects, and retaining our small city identity, there needs to be clarity and 
consistency in measuring building height. If providing variation in roof design is a goal, that 
can be addressed as a separate provision in the Ordinance. Furthermore, for affordable 
housing programs that may grant density bonuses based on building height, the city needs to 
provide predictable, quantifiable numbers against which the program requirements can be 
measured. 

3. Expanding the historic zoning district to match the boundaries to the National Register 
District is laudable but also very time consuming. To be successful it would require a great 
deal of public outreach. 20ai and 20aii (page 27)   

4. In the following “potential solutions” the basis for proposed changes is unclear: 
a. Evaluate the 458b program” - doesn’t answer to what degree and where might it be 

applied. 3ciii (page 14) 
b. Unclear what direction is expressed for dealing with “airbnb” type uses. (page 18) 
c. Integrate traffic calming elements into overall project development plans for the city.” 

(page 23) 
d. For zoning map updates that are particularly challenging, consider a future phase of 

neighborhood-based planning prior to implementation of any zoning map 
amendments. (page 26) Does this mean the policy on land use and intensity is unclear 
in the Comprehensive Plan? 

e. Develop additional review process to assist with the determination of when 
demolition is an appropriate solution to allow resolutions to allow reasonable new 
construction and city growth. (page 27).  Would this weaken the current standards are 
required to be applied for historic buildings?? 
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f. Numerous items in the “Analysis–Existing Zoning Ordinance” are unclear as to the 
objective. 

g. There are numerous references to “clarifying” certain existing standards and it is not 
clear if there is a desire to increase or decrease such standards. 

5. Due to frequent changes in public bus routes, we feel that the routes should not be used as 
significant criteria of where to increase allowable densities for such things as affordable 
housing as suggested in 5Ci. (page 15) Other more comprehensive smart growth policies 
should be the criteria. 

6. Potential solutions under 5di and 5dii are too narrow.  A greater variety of innovative types 
for housing (especially for senior citizens) should be considered.  

7. Nothing has really been done to include maintenance standards for vacant and abandoned 
buildings that have such a negative impact on residential neighborhoods. (page 28) 

8. Potential solutions for solar equipment in 28ci and 28cii are too narrow and short sighted and 
appear contradictory to those in 28d. (page 32) 

9. Haven’t included any elements for geo-thermal and wind renewable facilities (page 32) 
10. Revisions for corridor lodging establishments should be expanded to include prohibiting 

them in the Rural Residential district which should only have low intensity development 
(even if on a corridor). Sec3.4.3 (page 38) 

11. The proposed revision to parking structures standards should not erode the desired 
streetscape, pedestrian activity and urban form. Sec 6.2 (page 40) 
 

Thank you for the opportunity for to comment. 

 Respectfully, 

 

Harry Moran 

Chair 

cc:  Mayor Joanne Yepsen 
 Commissioner John Franck 
 Commissioner Michele Madigan 
 Commissioner Chris Mathiesen 
 Commissioner Skip Scirocco 
  
 
  

 

 

 

 







Design Review Commission (DRC) Zoning Diagnostic Report Discussion 

10/5/2016 

City Council Chambers, Saratoga Springs 

 

Attendees: Steven Rowland, Tamie Ehinger, Richard Martin, Cynthia Corbett, Chris Bennett, Brad Birge, 

Tina Carton. 

 

The notes below summarize the general content of the discussion, and do not represent a 

transcript or actual quotes. 

Transect Zones: 

1.f Building height 

 Changing current zoning regulation from height to stories could possibly change the look and 

feel of the city. Savanah – guidelines are not height instead no more than x number of stories. 

The City could consider using a blended approach. Based on usage and residential vs. 

commercial.  

 Question from Design Review Commission member - Do you vary requirements block by block? 

 Contextual zoning discussion: Within a zoning district, could there be a further set of guidelines 

for height in relationship to neighboring building? In the past, Saratoga Springs used to regulate 

in this manner. Is there an accommodation to architectural features such as the property on the 

corner? Could a corner lot have additional allowance for height? 

1c. Clarification of mix of uses at neighborhood and project scale 

 UDO could provide a clear direction for mixed uses by building. Illustrative guides would be 

helpful within the zoning. Tom Frost illustrated guidelines has helped application process; 

although these may be more helpful for the lay person than design professional.  

 UDO could point out successful buildings for applicants – help guide the design process.  

Process Improvements: 

23.a Improve the Quality of Applications 

 Standards vs guidelines. Application that came before and final plans – DRC does good work. 

DRC is not the design team.  

 Most proposals are not challenging architecturally. How do we or could the city through zoning 

improve the quality of the proposed projects? Is this a product of the city regulations or the 

economy? Builders maximize the property, less design, less desirable materials, rate of return. 

Economics drive the process.  

 Context based – projects in form based zoning projects are so specific it is hard to design to. 

These hamstring good design and need to be more flexible. Malta took an interesting approach 

which could be seen as being in the middle. Malta provides guidance on building design based 

on type of building – residential, commercial, etc.  



 DRC discussed Spring St building where a European design was embraced – DRC believes that 

this was client driven but wished that there would be more innovative designs such as this 

brought forth.  

DRC agrees that the UDO should encourage people to meet with staff ahead of time. Example: With 

signage, the consent agenda is a streamlining of the process and does expedite the process.  

Signage 

4c Businesses should submit earlier 

 DRC agreed that signage packages should be submitted earlier. 

4b. Regulations focus on retail /commercial and do not provide sufficient guidance for civic and cultural 

events/activities 

 Currently there is limited selection of temporary signage – we do not allow banners of any kind. 

Is there a need for temporary events – do we limit banners by dates? Do we allow businesses to 

have temporary banner? If banners do get approved, how do we enforce their removal? We do 

not have sufficient staffing to monitor and enforce– too difficult to take down.  

 Projecting signs. City recently experimented with a variance on Phila and Caroline. The City 

should accommodate these within reason. 

4a. Signage is not flexible to serve business needs 

 Currently allow 4 ft. free standing sign but not shingles. City should explore neighborhood 

context. Alternative to a free standing sign. Explore a menu selection of types that are 

allowable. Is there a desire for legacy signs and creation of new signs that follow old larger signs 

that are no longer allowable? Would the board comfortable with legacy signs. These would need 

to be labeled in advance – signs in the community to maintain and conserve.  

Public Realm 

13b. Better articulation of design standards and/or guidelines for gateway areas. 

 Gateways are defined. City should explore if we missing gateways - East Avenue. Grand Ave., 

Lake Avenue, etc. 

Preservation 

 Do you include everything in the inner district to come through review process?  

 Need better enforcement of historic – window replacements, sliding replacements.  

 Ordinance does not keep up with the economics of it – expense of slate roof which is beyond life 

span. Rather see the best quality shingle then homeowner who keeps nursing along slate roof 

that is damaging the structure because they do not have the money to replace the slate roof 

with slate. Residents should have some wiggle room. Maybe some way an applicant could plead 

hardship that they could not replace. $2000 a sq. for slate vs $500 for fiberglass. Preserve 

historic look and feel but do not need to be like material.  

 Is there a need to have different standards between residential and commercial historic 

properties? What is the definition of commercial – is it simply income producing? Caroline St. 



has income producing property. Hesitation – argument for any property that it could be income 

producing.  

  

Process Improvement 

 Could the City consider getting something on paper for example for developing a lot with 5 

buildings? Can we insist that they do not come in front on DRC with all of the plans at once?  



Zoning Board of Appeals - Zoning Diagnostic Report Discussion 

9/26/2016 

City Council Chambers, Saratoga Springs 

 

Attendees: Keith Kaplan, Adam Mc Neil, Gary Hasbrouck, Susan Steer, Cheryl Grey, Susan Barden, 

Stephen Shaw, and Tina Carton. 

 

The notes below summarize the general content of the discussion, and do not represent a 

transcript or actual quotes. 

Transect Zones: 

 1b. Two story. Two story requirement with viable commercial space on the second floor 

provides for additional economic activity.UDO could clarify the specific intent so applicants do 

not need to get a variance. 

 1f. Current potential solution could be an issue- luxury buildings could have tall story height. 

How would this be regulated? 

Overhangs: 

 Overhangs should not be used when calculating maximum building coverage requirement. 

Evaluation of Zoning Districts 

 2a. Current regulation is too specific in terms of certain uses. Applicants need a use variance. 

More projects should be able to use a special use permit or by right.  

 Need more flexibility for businesses. 

 Over specificity are micromanaging districts. 

Home Occupations 

  Should there be different rules for different neighborhoods? 

 Should they be allowed in accessory structures?  

 Research other municipalities for guidance on this.  

Short Term Rentals 

 There are concerns about the commercialization of residential neighborhoods.  

 How does the City plan on tackling this? 



Department of Public Safety:  Zoning Diagnostic Report Discussion 

10/12/2016 

Department of Public Safety Office, Saratoga Springs, NY 

 

Attendees: Commissioner Mathiesen, Eileen Finneran, Dan Cogan, Susan Barden, and Tina Carton. 

 

The notes below summarize the general content of the discussion, and do not represent a 

transcript or actual quotes. 

The following are notes from a discussion between the DPS and planning staff on the Zoning Diagnostic 

Report. The discussion began with an overview to the purpose of the report, general structure, and 

request for guidance on if the report captures issues of the Commissioner and his department, and 

request for opinions regarding potential solutions. The discussion then focused on Part Two – Summary 

of Key Themes. 

Neighborhood and Community Character 

8. Home Occupations 

 If the zoning becomes more restrictive regarding home occupations, the City will need approval 

from NY State. 

 Has a study been done cataloging the number of accessory structures in the City? 

o Number of pre-existing non-conforming units 

o Number of units that could be used for affordable housing – do we allow a certain 

number in each zoning district? 

 UDO could use a better definition of residential use to better define commercial use of a 

residential unit/building vs. the residential use of the same structure. 

o State does define this and this should be explored.  

 Should home occupations be allowed in all districts?  

Economic Development 

3. Encourage Business Growth 

 City needs diverse economic growth.  

 City should look at encouraging smaller businesses which are conducive to our community. 

 Parking is needed to encourage offices/businesses locating downtown. 

 Currently expensive to be located downtown compared to other communities. 

Housing Options 

5. Affordability and Diversity 

 South Franklin homes were successful affordable housing but they sold after the 15 year period 

was over. 

 City lacks availability of affordable and moderate income housing. 

Neighborhood and Community Character 



6. Area and Bulk 

 Current T-5 and T-4 districts build-to lines are too close to the street for climate – in particular 

snow removal. 

Transect Zones 

 1a. Agree that some uses should be allowed through permit process – as an example the canopy 

for a small edition for Stewarts was a lengthy process for the applicant. 

 1c. Idea of clarifying mixed-uses at a neighborhood scale is good – could there be graphically 

representation? 

 1f. There have been past discussions about building height – Hampton Inn, etc. – but to date 

these projects have turned out well. Discussion then turned to allowable building height in the 

city and if these were appropriate. 

Complete Streets 

 14d. Transit locations change – why would we pursue this? 

 14i. Agree with recommendation to integrate traffic calming into overall project development 

plans. 

 Sidewalks are a public service. Could the city consider a discount for residents on their property 

taxes for adding sidewalks? 

Updating Maps and Districts  

 18f. UDO team should research county snow plowing rules. This may be important to the impact 

of removing the district line. Could be tax rate implications.  

Rural Residential 

 19a. Interesting idea to incorporate a retail component like a farm stand or tasting room. How 

have other municipalities defined agriculture? 

Regulation 

 22a. Do not agree with the fact that there is little predictability or consistency with the way 

projects are being reviewed and approved. 

Enhanced Notifications 

 25a. City does need better notification and agree that on-premise signage would be a benefit. 

Signage should be provided by the applicant and posted by the applicant. 

Evaluate Procedures 

 27e. Agree that the DRC should be staffed with professionals but not the planning board or 

zoning board of appeals. The boards should be a broad base of community members who bring 

a variety of perspectives to the process. 

Adoption of Renewable Energy and Advanced Technologies 



 28c. Did not previously know of this exception. Believe that accessory structures should be 

secondary to primary use. 

Environment 

 Good idea to require EPA Water Sense for commercial development. Good sustainability option.  

 



MEMORANDUM 

 

To:   Saratoga Springs Unified Development Ordinance Project 

From:  Rick Fenton 

Subject:  Zoning Diagnostic Report 

Date:   November 21, 2016 

 

 

Here are my comments on the draft Zoning Diagnostic Report on the proposed Saratoga 

Springs Unified Development Ordinance. 

 

1. Transect Zones  

 
Comment: A major difficulty in the transect zone section of the existing zoning ordinance is the 

general belief that many of the guidelines are not requirements, but suggestions. A parking 
structure “should” be set back at least 50 feet from all surrounding streets. But “should” is 
interpreted by the attorney representing the developer, as well as the planning board – with little 

comment from the city attorney or city planning staff – to mean “doesn’t have to,” and so is 
ignored. As the former chair of the board said about the setback requirement for parking 

structures, “We’ve never done it before, why should we start now?”  
 
Fundamental aspects of design should be required. Exemptions from requirements should be 

permitted by the board only if a proposed project meets certain conditions specified in the 
ordinance, and the basis for exemption is documented. A planning board whose members 

personally oppose regulation or don’t see the reason for an ordinance provision should not have 
discretion to overthrow the clear intent of the ordinance. As appointed volunteers, with no 
required qualifications, planning board members should not be given the authority to casually 

undo the legal underpinnings of the community’s collective vision for development.  
 

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.  
 

Comment: The current zoning ordinance requires a mix of uses at the building, block and lot 
level in Transect 6. Flexibility should not be extended to parking structures, or commercial 

buildings with dead street walls. Our city should enforce high standards for our downtown street 
fronts. Exemptions should only be given under very specific conditions. Too many unattractive 
single-use parking structures have already been constructed or promised.  

 
The ordinance should put a high premium on active streets. Buildings with long blank wa lls, 

such as the City Center along Maple Avenue, or the Hampton Inn along Henry Street, reduce the 
quality of the public realm for a long, long time.  



2 
 

 
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.  

 
Comment: Guidance should be given to require step-down within the taller commercial district. 
However, perhaps district boundaries could be modified case by case to reflect local conditions. 

The ZO should include specific narrative requirements, like the maximum number of stor ies per 
step, along with clear objective criteria that would need to be met for deviation from the 

requirements. 
 
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.  

  
Comment: Good to address this, tricky to implement. May need more than specifying the 

number of stories if the goal is more interesting building types, rooftop and facade treatments. 
Need strong language about desired design elements to give the planning board cover to require 
them, since interesting rooflines are more expensive. Maybe incorporate context-based analysis – 

how does the proposed building design compare with those around it? Require a minimum 
difference in height from neighboring buildings?  

 
ii. Provide design guidance for Transect zones which requires massing of larger buildings to be 
visually defined by smaller scale elements.  

 
Comment: Not sure if this is what this means, but many new buildings downtown have colder, 

less inviting storefronts than historic buildings. They should be required to have more 
articulation – more of a sense that the ground floor is distinct from the upper floors. Much of the 
inviting character of the storefronts of the older buildings comes from designs including much 

more glass, much less wall, and more finely detailed woodwork. People walking along the 
sidewalks see the ground floor as the attractive face of the building, and design guidelines should 

require attention to good design principles.  
 
6. Area and Bulk  

 
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.  
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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.  

 
Comment: This makes sense as a step-down requirement within zones, related to the 
recommendation for step-downs between zones. However, long-term planning for the growth of 

a sustainable Saratoga should anticipate the gradual conversion of neighborhoods in and near the 
city’s core to denser and taller buildings. Growth should be accommodated in the urban core, 

which should expand as the city grows. Denser residential development in the urban core means 
a more attractive, walkable city, less cumulative automobile travel and lower greenhouse gas 
emissions than sprawl development. Planning that protects the city’s greenbelt while limiting 

change in the urban core leaves sprawl in surrounding towns as the only option for growth.  
 

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.  
 

Comment: Also include some flexibility to allow deviation from the norm. For instance, 
allowing the Washington, Bonacio’s Broadway building with the Northshire Bookstore, to be set 

back from the street might have broken up a uniform street wall, adding variety and interest.  
 
13. Public Realm 

 
Comment: In general, sufficient distance from curb to building should be required, especially in 

transect zones, to allow for an expansive pedestrian way and a wide tree lawn. The Woodlawn 
Avenue parking garage left barely enough room along Woodlawn for two people to walk abreast, 
with no tree lawn. Not to mention the lack of liner building. The Market Center complex should 

have had wider sidewalks and wider tree lawns. They’re barely 3 feet wide. They should be 4 
feet minimum, though 6 would be better.   

 
16. Open Space 

 

b. Issue: The current method of requiring conservation subdivisions for each project may result 
in a greenbelt which is highly fragmented.  

 
Comment: Of course the purpose of conservation subdivision requirements is to reduce the 
degree of fragmentation that would result from conventional subdivision design. An advantage 

might be gained if individual projects were designed in anticipation of potential projects on 
adjacent parcels, such that subdivisions could be concentrated geographically across property 

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

grantees and grantors.  
 

Comment: If private entities cannot be found, the City should hold conservation easements to 
expedite projects.  
 

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.  

 
Comment: Documentation is good. But improved review shouldn’t have to depend on public 
scrutiny. Increase predictability by increasing clarity and enforceable guidelines in the ZO, with 

specific, limited and enforceable conditions for exemption from requirements.  
 

23. Improve the Quality of Applications  
 
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.  

 
Comment: These solutions don’t put the focus where it belongs – on board members and City 
staff. The ZO must include clear and enforceable requirements and specific steps for exemption. 

City staff must be more forceful in reminding board members of the requirements of the 
ordinance, and in identifying and reporting deviations by the boards to the City Council.  

 
At the end of the massive effort to adopt a new comprehensive plan and incorporate its vision 
into the nitty gritty of the ZO, everyone goes home, assuming the big job is done. But the land 

use boards are where the rubber meets the road. Yet the product of all that effort can be 
compromised if appointed volunteers feel they have discretion to interpret guidelines as they see 

fit, or ignore them entirely.   
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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.  
 

Comment: Same as above. 
 

31. Environment  
 
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.  
 

Comment: Specifically, require the planting of large-growing deciduous trees around and within 
parking areas to shade parked cars and exposed paving.  
 

  




