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TOWN OF ITHACA PLANNING COMMITTEE 
 

SUMMARY OF FEBRUARY 18, 2016 MEETING 
 

 
COMMITTEE MEMBERS PRESENT: Rich DePaolo (Chair), Rod Howe, Pat Leary. 

TOWN STAFF/OFFICIALS PRESENT: Susan Ritter, Director of Planning; Bruce Bates, Director of 
Codes. 

GUESTS: Scott Whitham and Cathy De Almeida (Whitham Planning & Design); Murphy Antoine 
(Torti Gallas and Partners); Jeremy Thomas and John Gutenberger (Cornell University); Travis 
Cleveland, numerous residents/stakeholders. 
 
 
Chair Rich DePaolo called the meeting to order at approximately 4:35 p.m.  The meeting location 
was switched to the Town Board Room given anticipated interest in the agenda items and the 
possibility of exceeding the Aurora Room’s capacity.    
 
Persons to Be Heard:  None. 
 
CU Maplewood Apartments redevelopment proposal and request for a Planned Development 
Zone:   
- Rich: Provided a brief introduction and mentioned that the Town Board saw a presentation of the 
Maplewood proposal at their meeting on Monday.  The Town Board referred the project to the 
Planning Committee because the project will require a rezoning.  Rich asked the development team 
to provide a brief overview since audience members may not be familiar with the project.  He asked 
that information be given on the timeline and to describe plans for public engagement.  Rich added 
that he would be giving the public an opportunity to speak later in the meeting.    
 
- Murphy Antoine: Provided a slide presentation, beginning by describing the different roles of the 
development team. EDR is the project developer and manager; the design team includes Torti 
Gallus and Whitham Planning and Design; engineering consultants are T.G. Miller.  Mr. Antione 
presented aerial imagery slides of the site and illustrated its proximity and relationship to various 
nearby locations. Mr. Antoine described the current development of one-story monotonous 
buildings as standing out from the fabric of the town/city/Belle Sherman neighborhood.  Their goal 
and challenge is to better integrate the proposed development into the neighborhood in a more 
connected way.  The site is situated such that it is walkable, within a ¼ to ½ mile radius, to parts of 
the Cornell campus and East Hill Plaza area.  The East Ithaca Recreation Way is situated 
immediately adjacent to the site and there is a bus route on Mitchell Street.  A very small portion of 
the project along Maple Ave. is within the City.     
 
Mr. Antoine indicated the highest topographic point within the site contains the Mitchell family 
cemetery plot.  This wooded knoll offers nice views and is a valued feature to be preserved.  The 
topographically low points are along the East Ithaca Recreation Way and the vicinity of where 
stormwater management practices would be located.    
 
Mr. Antoine presented the concept plan and stated that the plan is to demolish all the current 
buildings and replace them with graduate and professional student housing, to consist of 500-600 
units, 850-975 bedrooms, (bedrooms or beds?) within a mix of 3-4 story apartment buildings, 2-3 
story stacked flats, and 2-3 story townhouses. The goal is to create a walkable connected (to the 
town/city/Cornell) community that is affordable to professional/graduate students and sustainable 
for the long term.  The current Maplewood Apartments were built in 1989 but are in poor condition 
and their single story is an inefficient use of land.  Other project elements described by Mr. Antoine 
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included: celebrating the trail with a plaza/small scale retail to compliment the Coal Yard Café; bike 
and pedestrian connections to the trail; creation of a block and street network; a street hierarchy 
with a main street, secondary streets, and alleys.     
 
- Rich: Gave the public an opportunity to speak and ask questions.  
- Residents: Several residents spoke with questions and concerns largely focused on the proposed 
4-story buildings that would front on Mitchell Street. Residents expressed concern for the character 
of Mitchell Street, privacy for nearby single-family homes (wall of windows looking over their 
backyards), and concern about the appearance of the buildings long wall and visual impact on 
adjoining neighborhood.  They asked if the placement of these buildings was in stone or could be 
reconsidered.     
- Scott Whitham: Responded that the concept plan was not in stone and that locations and building 
articulation will be important.    
 
- Committee/Team:  Discussed development of the Planned Development Zone and desire for some 
form-based code elements to be incorporated into the language.  In terms of time line, the opening 
date for the project is July 2018, so the team is hoping to have the Town’s review process completed 
by Fall 2016.     
- Rich: Asked about whether the project was sized in anticipation of a growing number of graduate 
students or in an effort to have more of the existing population reside there. 
- Jeremy Thomas: Responded that Cornell was seeking to house more of its graduate students 
through its housing program and described the current status.       
- Rod: Mentioned the current capacity issue of the town’s East Hill water tank and the need to factor 
that into the conversation.   
 
Discuss possible moratorium on the construction of new two-family dwelling structures and 
consider referral to Town Board:   
 
- Rich:  Began the discussion by stating that the Planning Committee has been discussing the topic 
of rental property oversight for over a year. He explained that the town has had ongoing issues with 
rental properties in the town as related to occupancy, aesthetics, and loopholes in the regulations 
that result in the construction of duplex housing.  In light of these issues, the committee began 
examining the zoning regulations and investigating ideas that would provide for clear 
interpretation of what we expect as a community and what builders can expect when they apply for 
permits.   
 
Rich went on to explain that the original idea behind the two-family dwelling, as it exists in our 
code, was to allow for a traditional “granny flat”, a “mother-in-law” apartment, or to allow a 
homeowner to supplement their income to enable them to pay for their primary dwelling. It was 
never intended as it is currently being utilized; to enable builders/landlords to construct duplexes 
(equal sized units rather than smaller accessory apartment) by having a second unit entirely in the 
basement.  It has become an area of contention between builders and our code enforcement 
department to determine what constitutes a basement, how much dirt do you have to throw against 
the foundation in order to call it a basement, along with issues related to occupancy. 
 
Rich continued, stating that while we want to have a variety of housing available, it is long overdue 
that we take a look at where certain types of housing is appropriate.  Right now there’s a 
concerning pattern emerging in parts of the Town where builders will acquire properties and 
convert them to dwellings that somehow fit through these loopholes in our code. And so we end up 
with over-occupancy issues, we end up with a monoculture of housing where every house looks the 
same.  We have well-established single- family neighborhoods in the Town that we would like to 
preserve and neighborhood character is an issue.   
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Rich referred to the committee’s research and previous discussion on rental management 
approaches (rental registry, grandfathering, overlay zones, geographically based tier-rental 
oversight system) and stated that he felt that the committee was at a point of wanting to codify 
some controls, but there are still questions to be addressed in determining the right approaches for 
the town.  In the interim, it would be prudent and practical to consider a moratorium on certain 
types of dwellings   
- Rod:  Raised the question on the amount of time needed to look at all the options and the research 
done thus far and assess them.   
- Rich: Responded that he envisioned a moratorium for a minimum of 6 months to a maximum of 1 
year. 
  - Bruce: Responded to questions concerning the definition of “family” and described his 
experiences with occupancy issues. 
- Rich: Stated that the committee understands that we live in a college town where there are going 
to be a high percentage of renters.  We are not trying to close the door on rental opportunities, but 
that it’s become an unfortunate burden for the Town, with lack of clarity to builders, and occupancy 
rules that are unclear to tenants, who then have to plead their case with the Zoning Board of 
Appeals.   The system is not working as currently constructed and the town needs to make changes. 
 
 – Rich: Invited the public to provide comments to the committee.   
 – Travis Cleveland: Stated that the Town should allow the construction of duplexes. He and the 
committee engaged in a lengthy discussion about this.  
No other members of the public offered comments. 
 
- Rich: Asked for committee member’s input on recommending that the Town Board consider 
enacting a moratorium on construction of new 2-family dwellings to provide time to tighten up 
zoning and make it clearer.   
- Rod:  Responded that he does not take this lightly, but does think it is a good step and that we 
need time to step back and look at the options.  He referenced a current proposal before the 
Planning Board that seeks to demolish a historic house and replace it with 2 two-family dwellings 
for student rentals.   Rod further stated that there are lots of issues to be studied and for him 
aesthetics would be one.  He summarized that he supports a moratorium as long as it has some 
bookends and defined goals.     
- Pat: Responded that she would be comfortable with a limited moratorium, but no more than one 
year.  She expressed concern with some of the rental management approaches discussed earlier 
and would want more details about these.  She explained that she did not want to limit the 
availability of housing to renters because of the concerns/issues regarding students.   
 
Motion: Recommending consideration of a moratorium to the Town Board for the purposes of 
investigating rental property oversight:   
Moved: - Rod Howe; Seconded: - Rich DePaolo; Vote: all in favor.    
 
Discuss Zoning Review and Approach Report prepared by the Planning Department: 
- Sue: Provided a brief introduction to the Zoning Review and Approach Report.  She explained that 
the purpose of the document was to provide an overview of the many changes proposed for the 
town’s land use regulations. She described three broad areas of proposed changes, including 
making the regulations easier to understand with clearer language and charts and tables; new 
planning/zoning tools, such as form-based codes and traditional neighborhood development; and 
improving administrative aspects, with clearer procedures on how the development review 
process works. 
- Committee: Members expressed general support for the document Provided initial positive 
comments on the report and stated that they were interested in continuing to discuss it at the next 
meeting.  
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Consider the January meeting summary: 
Rich had some typos needing correction.  Moved: Rich:     Seconded: Pat   All in favor 
 
Committee Announcements and Concerns:  .  
- Rod: Stated that he would like to have the committee at some point focus on historic resource 
preservation in the town. 
 
Discuss meeting schedule and upcoming agenda items:  
Next meeting scheduled for Thursday, March 17th; March 23rd is scheduled for a joint meeting with 
the City Planning Committee (5:30) to discuss Chain Works. 
 
Meeting adjourned at approximately 6:45 p.m. 


