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THE LOUIS BERGER GROUP, INC.



199 Water Street 23rd Floor, New York NY 10038










May 22, 2007

Planning Board Chairman

Members of the Planning Board

Town/Village of Harrison

Alfred F. Sulla, Jr. Municipal Building 

1 Heineman Place

Harrison, NY 10528

RE:
Draft Comprehensive Master Plan Comments



JA-2646

Dear Chairman and Members of the Board:

The Louis Berger Group, Inc. (Berger) serves as environmental consultant to the Purchase Environmental Protective Association ("PEPA"). At the request of PEPA, Berger has reviewed the Draft Comprehensive Master Plan. 

Our comments on the Master Plan relate to the inclusion of historic resources in the Master Plan and the need to incorporate the concept of sustainable development, including an analysis of the existing natural environment and development trends; the extent to which the natural environment can sustain future development and the need for development controls to prevent degradation of stormwater storage, ecosystems, wetlands, open space and historic resources, as well as traffic congestion resulting from continued development pressures.

A detailed presentation of our comments is submitted herewith. 

Sincerely,

THE LOUIS BERGER GROUP, INC.
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Niek Veraart, AICP, ASLA

Director

Enclosure

1. HISTORIC RESOURCES

The draft Master Plan for the Town/Village of Harrison does not directly address historic resources and municipal controls that can be utilized to promote the preservation of such valuable resources.  The Draft Comprehensive Master Plan does briefly mention overlay and special purpose districts as a means to preserve important characteristics, but omits further discussion of one of the most often-used applications of this concept, in the form of a Historic Overlay Zoning District. Furthermore, considering Harrison’s substantial historic heritage – especially compared to nearby towns – it is unfortunate that the Harrison Master Plan does not recognize this value by inclusion of Historic Preservation as a Master Plan Element. 

PEPA has previously commented on this subject through specific recommendations it provided on the 2006 Draft Town/Village of Harrison’s Comprehensive Master Plan, on March 5, 2007.  The two relevant recommendations were as follows:

· The draft Master Plan does not mention the inclusion of Ophir Farm Trail and Manhattanville Walking Tour as an official segment of the New York State Greenway Trail System in April 2005.  It also does not discuss the potential connection of the walking tour with the Hutchinson River Parkway Trail, which is situated only one mile away and is part of the East Coast Greenway Trail System.

· The draft Master Plan should consider the creation of a special overlay district to include the Manhattanville Campus, parts of Purchase Street and Parcel B as an historic overlay district.

Since the submission of the above comments to the Planning Board, PEPA has explored mechanisms to realize the protection of the resources above. In doing so, it became apparent that such resources are not limited to Purchase and are in effect prevalent throughout the Town/Village of Harrison and contribute to the Town/Village’s defining character. Given the town-wide relevance of such resources the most appropriate way to address this subject would therefore be through the inclusion of a Historic Preservation Element in the Master Plan and the creation of Historic Overlay Zoning District. 

To facilitate the inclusion of such element in the Master Plan, a brief overview is presented below of the steps recommended to be taken by the Town/Village of Harrison to preserve its historic heritage for future generations and integrate this with the open space, recreational and ecological aspects of the Master Planning process.

Overview of Historic Preservation

Many communities recognize that they have significant historical and cultural resources that enhance their character and livability, and that these resources also provide economic benefits.  Accordingly, many communities seek to protect and enhance these resources.  The first steps in the historic preservation process involve the development of a community policy to safeguard historic resources, and the identification of the particular resources to be protected in the community.
  

Once a community has established a policy of historic preservation, it can formally establish a list of historic resources.  A historic preservation policy can be achieved through the adoption of a Local Historic Preservation Law, which enables the community to designate individual properties as local historic landmarks or groups of properties as local historic districts, and may also provide standards for protection of these designated properties.  The historical importance of a building or group of properties can also be accomplished at the state or national level through listing on the State or National Register of Historic Places.  To identify potential resources worthy of historic preservation, a municipality should develop a comprehensive inventory of its historic properties and other cultural resources. 

Since recognition in itself provides no protection, a means to preserve and protect the identified historic resources from degradation should be provided.  Historic protection policies should be integrated within the municipality’s zoning regulations and land use controls.  Considerable protection of historic resources can be provided by the implementation of appropriate use, density, siting and design standards.  

A municipality also may contemplate the implementation of a Local Historic Preservation Law based on State enabling legislation.  A municipality typically institutes a Local Historic Preservation Committee and develops procedures regarding the designation of historic properties as local landmarks and collections of historic properties as historic districts.  If desired, this committee also could provide for the review of construction, alteration or demolition of designated resources, taking into account the effects of such proposals on historic districts.  

A community may utilize other planning, zoning and land management methods to protect historic resources, in addition to specific historic preservation initiatives.  These include land use controls such as site plan review, clustering regulations and transfer of development rights; as well as other approaches, such as SEQRA, local tax policies (i.e. tax credits for improvements to historic properties), building codes, acquisition, and improvement grants.
  

Historic Overlay Zoning

An overlay zone applies a common set of regulations to a designated area that may cut across several different conventional or "underlying" zoning districts. The base zoning regulations still apply; the overlay simply adds another layer of regulations to be considered.  For instance, if historic resources that are in need of additional protection are limited to only a section of a downtown business district, an extra layer of standards or controls may be developed that pertain to that area only.
  

Historic Overlay Zoning would apply to designated areas that are deemed worthy of preservation due to architectural, historic or cultural significance.  With this type of overlay zoning, the historic district design review is initiated through a zoning ordinance rather than an independent process such as the establishment of a Local Historic District.  Some communities may find the use of zoning regulations for historic preservation to be more beneficial than establishing a local historic district/property.  For example, a zoning overlay revision does not need the two-thirds approval of property owners in order to establish it or approval of an ordinance by the municipal legislative body.  Further, a community election is not required in order to amend a local zoning ordinance and create an historic overlay.  The use of an historic overlay zone may be a good alternative to the creation of a local historic district when certain required conditions cannot be met, such as two-thirds property owner vote.
 

It is important to coordinate preservation regulations and zoning rules while developing an historic overlay zone.  Problems may arise when there are incompatible use regulations, which often occur when current zoning designations are not suitable to an area’s historic uses.  

Architectural Design Control

Municipalities often express concern with respect to the impact of the design of individual buildings on community or neighborhood character and on the way the buildings interconnect.  A municipality's zoning code sets standards for siting, orientation, density, height and setback, which regulates many aspects of a building’s design.  Municipalities may wish to go beyond controlling general building design elements, to consider the appropriateness of the actual architectural design of the building.  The architectural review may involve the examination of design features such as façades, architectural detailing, roof lines, windows, color and materials.

Generally, a more subjective analysis of private development proposals is required for an architectural review than possible within most zoning codes.  To accomplish this, municipalities may establish an advisory Architectural Review Board, the jurisdiction area and extent of which may be established by local law or ordinance.  Many communities concentrate their design control efforts on a limited geographic area within a municipality, such as an historic area.  Municipalities may prefer to relate design review to historic preservation controls, focusing on the design of new buildings and alterations to existing buildings within historic districts.  In addition to providing design controls a design manual can be developed.  Design manuals can provide guidance on acceptable design features and provide standards for review.

Relevant Examples

In support of Harrison's Master Planning efforts, PEPA's consultants reviewed examples in the Northeast where protection of historic resources has been applied and created economic and environmental benefits for the municipalities that implemented such measures.

In Westchester County, the Town of Lewisboro has created Special Character Overlay Districts in accordance with the goals and policies of the Town Master Plan.  The overlay districts have been established to protect the significant characteristics of several designated sections of Lewisboro that cover relatively large areas of land, and are comprised of several contiguous buildings and common landscape elements reflective of a period of Lewisboro history.  The identified districts can be protected while permitting new development, provided that the special attributes are improved and enhanced.  To ensure that new construction and alterations to existing structures are compatible with the character, design standards have been developed and apply to all uses of property in an overlay district.  Please see Attachment A for the Town of Lewisboro’s municipal ordinance that pertains to Special Character Overlay Districts.  

The Town of Ancram, Columbia County, New York, has implemented a scenic corridor overlay zone in order to “better manage future development in a way that protects and preserves the scenic, natural, environmental and recreational resources of the area.”
  A rural agricultural town that contains many significant views and vistas, Ancram is also home to several natural and historic resources that warrant special protection.  NYS Route 22 is one such scenic resource that has been identified as providing the most extensive panoramic view of the Taconic Mountains.  However, it also receives a high volume of local and regional commuter traffic.  The Town is best suited to manage future development in a way that protects and preserves its scenic, natural, environmental and recreational resources by applying a Scenic Corridor Overlay Zone along Route 22.  

Montclair Township, New Jersey is one municipality that has established a Historic Preservation Commission, designated a local historic district (Town Center Historic District) and developed Design Guidelines for its historic district.  The Montclair Township Master Plan, which included an historic preservation element, was published in 2003.  In 1994, the Township of Montclair Historic Preservation Commission was created by ordinance, and in 2002, the Township of Montclair designated its first local historic district, the Town Center Historic District.  Design Guidelines for the Town Center Historic District, first instituted in 2001 and later revised in 2003, were prepared by the Montclair Historic Preservation Commission.  The historic preservation element of the Master Plan, Article XXIII of the Code of the Township of Montclair (dealing with Historic Preservation), and the Design Guidelines for Montclair Town Center Historic District are included as Attachment B.  

Relevant sections of ordinances for three additional Westchester County municipalities have been included as Attachments C and D, for reference purposes.  The Historic Districts and Landmark Preservation section of the Village of Ossining’s ordinance is included as Attachment C, and Landmarks and Historic Preservation and Historic Roads Preservation sections of the Town of North Salem’s ordinance are provided in Attachment D.  

Conclusion and Recommendations

In conclusion, the Town/Village of Harrison is urged to consider historic preservation initiatives, as well as other planning, zoning and/or land management methods to protect historic resources.  Historic preservation policies should be explored, and an inventory of historic resources developed.  

Specifically, the Town/Village of Harrison’s Draft Comprehensive Master Plan should not be finalized until it includes a Historic Preservation Element that provides an inventory of potential historic resources and recommendations for opportunities to protect such resources through overlay zoning, tax incentives or other mechanisms. Specifically, the inventory should identify historic resources that have already been deemed eligible for inclusion on the State or Federal registers of Historic Places as candidates for designation as a Historic District or Historic Overlay Zoning District. As stated above, the Master Plan process provides an excellent mechanism to implement such protection of historic resources. It enables protection in a comprehensive and consistent manner, using state and federally accepted criteria (which increases the potential for matching state or federal funding); it can combine separate resources to create districts with greater historic meaning than its individual parts; and it can combine the protection of historic resources (historic and archeological) with the protection of other resources, such as open space/walking trails; wetlands and flood storage, thereby creating multiple benefits on a town-wide basis.

In light of the above, PEPA recommends that the proposed Historic Preservation Element of the Master Plan include Ophir Farm and related areas as a historic resource to be preserved through  a historic district overlay zone that includes portions of properties that comprise the Ophir Farm Trail and Manhattanville Walking Tour. As an official segment of the New York State Greenway Trail System, the Walking Tour connects a series of related historic resources and represents a heritage that is worthy of preservation. 

The historic resources in this area, including the Manhattanville College grounds, Ophir Farm and the historic and archeological resources on the western portion of Parcel B near College Road have all been listed in or eligible for listing on the State and National Register of Historic Places. Because of their status as state and nationally recognized historic resources it is therefore critical that the Town/Village of Harrison addresses the long-term protection and preservation of these resources through its Master Plan process. 

The Master Plan thus represents a unique opportunity to combine the protection of recreational (the Greenway Trail), historic (Ophir Farm), ecological (wetlands) and flood management resources all present within this area, thereby lending further importance to its long-term preservation .

Finally, it should be noted that the next update to the Master Plan will likely not occur for another ten years, and the opportunity for the preservation of these resources may not come again, especially in light of the mounting development pressures in the Town/Village of Harrison that will make preservation of these historic resources increasingly difficult. 

We request therefore on behalf of PEPA that the Planning Board augment the Master Plan to include a Historic Preservation Element and implement historic district overlay zoning in the Town/Village of Harrison, and include the Ophir Farm / Manhattanville College / Parcel B area in such Historic District Overlay Zone, along with other resources in Harrison that are listed or eligible for listing on the State and National Register of Historic Resources.

2. SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

Since the 1988 Master Plan was issued Purchase has seen a tremendous increase in development, both residential and commercial and this trend is expected to continue as evidenced by the continued increases in the number of development applications, as well as the requests for variances to enable greater development density. 

Therefore the premise of the 1988 Master Plan: to manage growth to preserve the character of Purchase is even more relevant today than it was in 1988. However, the proposed new Master Plan, while it describes the existing land use, does not provide information regarding development trends in Harrison or Purchase, nor does it provide information on the condition of the natural environment and its ability to sustain future development. The Master Plan in its current state therefore does not provide a blueprint for managing growth.

The Master Plan identifies several issues scattered throughout the document that indicate that open space, flood storage/stormwater management and ecological resources are all increasingly affected by continued development; however none of these issues are systematically and comprehensively addressed, rather the Master Plan provides an general inventory of existing conditions. Following is a brief overview of the key issues that should be comprehensively addressed in the Master Plan with concrete recommendations for specific areas.

Steep Slopes

The Master Plan states that new development is increasingly taking place in areas with steep slopes and while a steep slope map is provided, no indication is provided which parcels are yet to be developed that are located in steep slope areas and what measures could be taken to address such issues. It is unclear to which extent the steep slope ordinance has been effective in mitigating the impacts of development in steep slope areas, such as erosion and sedimentation and flooding problems.

Flood Management and Control

Flooding problems in Harrison represent a systemic, regional, indirect and cumulative impact, resulting from continued and accelerated overdevelopment in the region and Harrison in particular. The Master Plan identifies stormwater management as a concern; however, while a general floodplain map is provided no information is provided about the current state of Harrison's stormwater management system (natural and man-made), the increase of impervious (paved) areas over the past decade, the spatial distribution of future development trends and the ability of the existing stormwater management system to handle the continued increase in stormwater volumes. 

Traffic

With regard to traffic, the Master Plan identifies problematic intersections and recognizes the problems associated with highway traffic spilling over into local roads, such as Manhattanville Road (the only local road in Harrison that directly connects to a highway), Anderson Hill Road and Purchase Street. The Master Plan recognizes that continued development has increased poor traffic conditions in Harrison, but does not provide any specific recommendations how to address this - either by development controls or other means. No information is presented where development is likely to occur and how such development could exacerbate already problematic traffic conditions. As an indication of how serious this issue is, it should be noted that in a report prepared for the Town/Village of Harrison, Adler Engineering recommended that the Town consider a moratorium on development within a one-mile radius of the Manhattanville Road area. The Master Plan should therefore provide a strategic approach to managing development based on the capacity of the existing roadway system and identify improvements to address current and future deficiencies.

Planning Approach

In light of the above, we recommend that the Master Plan include an analysis of development potential in Harrison and its spatial distribution. The Master Plan should also include an inventory of environmentally sensitive areas, such as steep slopes, flood storage areas, wetlands, historic resources, open space and passive and active recreation (e.g. bike paths), and identify opportunities to connect and spatially integrate these environmental functions in the form of an Environmental Management Plan. The two pieces of information (development trends and environment) should then be overlaid to identify how development should be managed to protect and enhance Harrison's environmental and cultural resources. 

A good planning practice in this regard is to combine stormwater management and flood protection with open space and recreation (trails), ecological restoration and wetland protection. By creating multiple uses for open space (e.g. recreation, wetlands and stormwater detention capacity), the same spaces can serve multiple functions, especially if they are connected.  This concept is sometimes referred to as "ecological infrastructure".  Animals and plants get a larger habitat (counteracting habitat fragmentation resulting from development and roads) with more gradients (differences in slope, exposure, wetness) and thereby potentially supporting a greater diversity of species. 

A good Master Plan should take a comprehensive look at these issues and is the best tool to integrate the Town's resources, whether they are open space, habitat, flood storage, or historic resources. At a more regional level, tying existing trails into the Town's Open Space system can then further increase the value of the open space. This also often provides for the opportunity to tie in historic resources, including structures and landscapes and to create pedestrian walking paths and bike paths. 

The Master Plan recognizes the value of this approach in its recommendation to institute Open Space Zoning for residential properties. However we recommend that this concept not be limited to residential properties, but rather is applied to all properties, including commercial properties. In addition we recommend that the Master Plan identify specific areas or parcels with great sensitivity or environmental potential (either for flood storage, ecology, historic or recreational functions)

The Manhattanville College area, for example includes several of these recourses that combined would play a pivotal role in flood management, historic preservation, ecology and open space recreation and we recommend that this area be identified, along with other, similar areas in Harrison as an environmentally sensitive area.

Recommendations

In light of the above we request that the Master Plan be augmented with an analysis of environmental features and development trends, resulting in a comprehensive sustainable development strategy that identifies opportunities for enhancement of the natural environment, flood controls, open space, historic resources and recreation  while maintain development potential. 
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