
Planning Board:  Zoning Diagnostic Report Discussion 

10/13/2016 

City Council Chambers, Saratoga Springs, NY 

 

Attendees: Mark Torpey, Robert Bristol, Clifford Can Wagner, Janet Casey, Jamin Totino, Ruth Horton, 

Kate Maynard, 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 Planning Board 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 Planning Board as well as a 

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

of Key Themes. 

Economic Development 

1. Transect Zones 

 F. General sense that some of the large mixed use buildings are of similar geometry and 

shape. There is a value to articulate this as this is a concern and issue. The City should have 

the ability to look at different styles and architecture that would fit in better with the 

surrounding communities. 

 Because of the way the zoning is written currently the City requires a build-to line- example 

Weibel Avenue. The City ended up with places where the desire was for a street front area 

that should lend itself to community character and walkability. On Weibel there is no 

allowance for cars in front of the buildings. We have fake facades and windows that are 

meaningless. I do not know what the solution is but I recognize this as an issue in transect 

areas.  

 Update from planning staff: Weibel Avenue lack of parking was a result of Public Safety’s 

concerns about the current street conditions – high rate of speed by vehicules. The street 

conditions have changed from the existing conditions due to the new development. The DPS 

have proposed to potentially change the speed limits and bring them down. The City is 

working with the property owner to preserve the opportunity in the site plan for on-street 

parking to be located there. There is a draft plan being considered by the Council on the 

agenda to move forward where we will look for on-street parking on the front that will lead 

to the types of community conditions that you are looking for.  

 Discussion on the difficulties in fulfilling the two story usable space intent that has led to 

buildings where there are windows on the second floor but no viable commercial uses in 

this space. 

o The cases of windows on the second story with no usable space stand on their own. 

McDonalds gave a convincing argument that due to penetrations of the second floor 

- air handling, cooling, draft for grills - that there was less than 120 sq ft of usable 

space on the second floor. There are exceptions to every rule and developers 

generally make a convincing argument of these unique conditions. The planning 



board came up with a compromise that took into account these conditions and led 

to windows on the second floor but no usable space. 

o The current process has enough flexibility. We cannot use the same brush on every 

project.  

 Should the city streamline the process for special use permits? T-6 has uses that go right 

to site plan. Do all uses have to go this direction? 

o Good idea but there is challenges with this. Example is where a property is dual 

zoned –T-6 and residential. In order to do this, have to come up with a set of uses 

that you would feel comfortable with. Tough to deal with this globally. Could be a 

limited set of uses that the city would feel comfortable with. 

3. Encourage Business Growth 

 Planning staff: City has received comments that the diagnostic did not present adequate 

solutions on how to encourage business growth. 

 Planning Board: Home occupations are interesting. There are many people working from 

home, and we (Planning Board) may not have the enough experience or the flexibility to 

allow enough types of live/work arrangements. Noting this in the zoning diagnostic 

report is important. 

 Planning staff: There are residential concerns about home occupations such as 

increased density in the neighborhoods but also concerns for accessory structures that 

have no economic value therefore property owners have no incentive to improve or 

maintain these structures. How do we address the economic purpose of these 

structures? 

 Planning Board: Interested to see the Issue 3.c in the report. Tonight on the docket, 

there is a small business on Beekman Street where we have unique opportunity to bring 

in a new business to this district. There are parking constraints. One of the solutions 

presented is to allow more flexibility with parking requirements and we will see later 

tonight how the board progresses with the conversation. Trying to be as creative and 

flexible and encourage new businesses to come in is really important for us and I am 

glad to see it come up in the report. 

 Planning Board: Accessory uses are also important in housing and is consistent with the 

comprehensive plan. People that I talk to there are a lot of opportunities and I am 

pleased to see it in the report. 

 Planning staff: Conflicting comments brought forth about accessory units by the public 

during this process. They are concerned with increasing neighborhood density and 

community character if we allow these as dwelling units. We will need a consensus 

moving forward so that the UDO is adopted.  

Housing Options 

       5. Affordability and Diversity 

 Planning Board: What is the reasoning behind not allowing accessory structures to be 

housing? 



 Planning staff: Reasons such as safety, fire trucks not fitting in alleys, where is the 

parking going to be, need for new parking if there are new units, reservations about 

back yards which are no longer private.  

 Planning Board: Concerned about home occupations in accessory structures. Illegal 

home occupations open a new level of concern, needs to be addressed before we 

expand illegal home occupations. Building violation and parking that need to be 

considered.  

 Other municipalities have defined home occupations more granularly that Saratoga 

Springs now. Then there are concerns about enforcement of what these structures are 

used for in the future. Short term rentals have been identified as an issue by residents.  

Streetscapes, Parks, and the Public Realm 

12. Public Realm 

 Should we expand on the gateways? Should we consider new corridors such as Grand or 

Excelsior? How can we continue to strengthen the corridor? Have people not put 

projects forward since property owners did not understand the City’s vision for this 

gateway? 

 There are some general schematic depictions in the ordinance of what the City is looking 

for but there are no current schematics for gateways such as South Broadway. Those 

types of pictorial images would be helpful. 

13. Complete Streets 

 Sidewalks and curbs: The Planning Board does not see projects that only need a building 

permit. For projects that do come before planning, planning always requires sidewalks. I 

can think of buildings in my neighborhood where there are brand new houses without 

sidewalks. This is a missed opportunity.  

 This coming Tuesday the draft Complete Streets Plan is being brought forth to the City.  

15. Infrastructure 

 Inclusion of the juxtaposition of Complete Streets with the infrastructure projects is 

important. The board does not always have visibility to city infrastructure projects and 

how to best align projects in front of the board with the improvements going on in a 

given neighborhood.   

 Should there be requirements for the builders to place back in kind the city street where 

there are multiple patches from infrastructure placement for new development? This 

happens in larger subdivisions but not necessarily for single projects in urban areas. 

Process Improvements 

23. Improve the Quality of Applications 

 Purpose of Planning workshops is for applicants to bring their projects prior to the 

application being submitted. If applicants take advantage of this, it helps with the 

application submission. 

 More frequent and the earlier planning meetings with applicants the better the result. I 

am not sure what bandwidth the planning staff has to meet with applicants. 

 Planning Staff: The majority of applicants already meet with the planning staff. 

Potentially translating this formally to the planning board through checklists/forms that 



can be completed when meeting with the planning staff and then passing to planning 

board – preamble to application of these conversations. 

 Forms could be more user friendly and the layout is not helpful. Especially this would be 

useful for non-design professionals.  

24. Public Communication Channels 

 Planning board agrees with better notification through signage on property.  

27. Evaluate Procedures 

 It could be problematic to bypass the planning board – how do you create the criteria 

for what would go through and not to go through? 

 Frustration with applicants who do what they are asked to do and others who do what 

they want to do. City continues to allow violations to happen. City does need to 

strengthen code enforcement provisions. 

 Going back to streamlining projects, not against this but it is the stringency of the 

guidelines. There is a problem where there are still projects that come in front of us 

without sidewalks, it would be best to have city staff to bring the projects to the 

planning board with the complete application and then planning could easily approve. 

Sustainability, Resiliency, and the Environment 

28. Energy Efficiency 

 Stretch codes: Enforcement issue. Statistics on commercial side is on the order of 35%. 

With stretch codes, this would even be more difficult to enforce. Education is also 

needed just to educate builders to get them to the code now. 

 Water issues: One of the issues is regressive rates – the more you use the less you pay. 

Progressive structure is something to bring up in the UDO. 

General comment:  

 How does the Zoning Diagnostic Report relate to the Comprehensive Plan? How are they 

supposed to react to one another? 

 Discussion later on about affordable housing, the city has asked for an advisory opinion. I would 

find it helpful if the City Council would spend more time to articulate what they are looking for. 

Planning board is spending a lot of time trying to understand and navigate the issues and what 

they are looking for. 

 


