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TOWN OF ITHACA PLANNING COMMITTEE 
 

SUMMARY OF AUGUST 18, 2016 MEETING 
 
 

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

TOWN STAFF/TOWN BOARD MEMBERS PRESENT:  Susan Ritter, Director of Planning; Dan 
Tasman, Senior Planner; Bill Goodman, Town Supervisor; Bruce Bates, Director of Code 
Enforcement. 

INVITED GUEST:  Paul Mazzarella, Ithaca Neighborhood Housing Services Executive Director. 

Chair Rich DePaolo called the meeting to order at approximately 4:32 p.m.   
 
Persons to Be Heard:  None. 
 
Committee announcement and concerns:  None reported. 

Discuss affordable housing issues with Paul Mazzarella (INHS Executive Director): 
- Rich:  Introduced Paul Mazzarella and explained that the Committee (and previously the COC) has 
been considering mechanisms to encourage more affordable housing in the Town, especially for 
medium income levels.  The discussion has involved both carrot and stick approaches, such as 
density bonuses and regulations requiring a certain percentage of affordable units.  Rich explained 
that Paul was invited to share his considerable knowledge on affordable housing, including market 
aspects, needs, and cost factors.   
- Sue:  Added that INHS’s Greenways project was unable to move forward due to cost issues, and 
with costs being such an important factor it would be good for the Committee to get a handle on the 
economic factors as we consider regulations requiring builders to provide affordable units.    
- Paul: Asked for clarification as to whether the committee’s focus was on housing for the middle 
income market exclusively, rather than low income.   
- Bill:  Responded that there was already state and federal tax credit programs focused on low 
income housing, but there was nothing in place targeting housing needs just above low income 
levels, so this is the Town’s interest.    
 
- Sue:  Asked if the claim that development/construction costs in Ithaca are more expensive than 
other locations was true, and if so, why.        
- Paul:  Stated that it was true.  Land costs are high.  Construction costs over the last three years 
have risen from $150 to $190/$200 sq. ft. in Ithaca.  INHS is now finding it very difficult to build for 
sale housing and make it cost effective.   
 
Paul explained that Ithaca has not seen any large scale residential development in a generation (i.e. 
Deer Run type development).   The Ithaca development community is not interested in that scale 
and there is not the market for the really big developers from outside Ithaca to come here.  That 
leaves the smaller builders, many of whom believe they can only make money building high end 
homes.  In addition, it is risky to build on speculation as there are so many things that can go wrong.   
 
Paul used the proposed INHS Greenways project as an example.  The plan was to have 2/3 of the 72 
units be market rate at middle of the market prices, with the rest subsidized and targeted to low 
income.  Ultimately, the partnering developer did not feel they could build  the units for the 
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targeted price ($220,000 for town home) and they pulled out.   The subsequent proposal was for 
INHS to develop 46 units at 100% affordable (affordable to those making 80% of the median 
income).  However, once they received construction bids they realized the project would not work 
cost-wise for them either, even with a substantial subsidy ($90,000/ unit).  INHS reluctantly, and 
for the first time ever, returned the subsidy.  Particularly problematic were infrastructure costs.  
The Town required most of the infrastructure to be built up front, even though it had three discreet 
phases proposed over time.  Also the site had stormwater runoff issues requiring expensive 
remedies.  In addition, Ithaca’s current robust economy puts a high demand on the labor, resulting 
in imported labor from the metro areas and raising costs.      
 
- Paul:  Responding to a question stated that home ownership peaked in 2005 at about 68%. It is 
now at 63% which is the lowest in 50+ years.  Demand for rentals has increased due to a variety of 
factors: stagnant incomes, young people having trouble getting good jobs, student debt, and 
declining interest in ownership, though Ithaca doesn’t reflect national trends and owner occupied 
housing is still in high demand.  INHS is seeing more singles wanting to purchase homes, which can 
be economically challenging.    
- Bill:  Asked if Paul had any thought on the City’s recent proposal.   
- Paul: Didn’t think the voluntary proposed approach would work very well.  In terms of a 
regulatory approach, with a mandate, where the higher cost units pay for the set aside, that has 
worked in expensive hot markets (i.e. NYC, San Francisco, D.C.) where you can be assured to make 
enough money on the market rate units that it makes sense to have subsidized units.  Often, in  
places having a mandate, they pair it with an incentive, allowing the developer to build more units 
than normally allowed.     
 
- Pat:  Questioned why, given the high demand for housing and all the in-commuters, some of whom 
would be presumably interested in living here, why developers don’t recognize this.   
- Rich:  Responded that the demand for more affordable housing is recognized, but developers can’t 
build it and make money selling it.   
- Pat:  Wondered if the approach should be through allowing more density.      
- Sue:  Questioned whether a developer would lose money, or just not earn as much, by building 
moderate priced homes? 
- Paul:  Responded that the cost of construction generally exceeds the selling price for a typical 
moderately priced home.  If you consider $220,000 as a moderate price, for instance, a builder is 
unlikely to earn money on that, but maybe at $250,000.  In addition, you can’t underestimate the 
issue of risk.  A builder can’t know what the return is until he/she gets to the end of the project.   
From start to end is often a year long process in which a developer invests hundreds of thousands 
of dollars with an uncertain outcome.  No one wants to build this middle market because the risk is 
too great.   
- Pat:  Wondered whether there would be buyers for the higher priced homes, if the town had a 
mandate, or would they be harder to sell.  And she also questioned, that given the town’s desirable 
location, wouldn’t builders be willing to accept a lower margin. 
- Paul:  Said he didn’t know.  He suggested Belle Sherman Cottages an example.  That is a dense 
development where units sold for $350,000 and up.  If some units instead sold at $400,000 could 
they also sell a few at more moderate prices; this question depends on the developers revenue 
expectations. 
- Rich:  Added that it is strictly a business decision.  Builders are not in it to save the world they 
want to make money, so the town needs to make it attractive to them to save the world.   
- Pat:  If we let things roll along then nothing will change, but if we enact requirements we can move 
them along. 
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- Paul: Mentioned things to keep in mind when staring a program, such as how does affordability 
get enforced, who would be eligible, and what happens when the units are sold.   
- Dan: Asked about modular housing and if that type of housing can cut costs. 
- Paul: Paul responded that INHS has looked at this over the years and found that it does not save  
over stick built on an individual house basis, but at scale it might work, such as the Belle Sherman 
Cottages.    
- Bill:  Asked if the Holly Creek model worked. 
- Paul:  Responded that it worked very well.  All buyers were less than 80% of median. This year 
were the first resales and they worked the way INHS had hoped, with buyers getting some 
appreciation, but the resale price is still affordable.  This model they hope to repeat and would like 
to find other sites.   
He added that the City and Town might want to talk to each other to consider a regional approach 
to creating more affordable housing. 
 
Continue Discussion of draft Zoning Review and Approach Report: 
The Committee continued their review from the previous meeting at the top of page 39, Section 2.4. 
 
The Committee went through the report page by page.  The following are decisions made for 
modifying the draft report: 
Page 39, column 2, para 1:  Change “laissez-faire” to “unregulated”.   
Page 39, column 2, para 2:  Add a comma after “sprawl” in the last full sentence.   
Page 39, column 2, para 2:  Change “and lost potential tax revenue” to “and lower potential tax 
revenue per acre”. 
Page 39, table, column 3, section 1:   Change “Palate” to “Range”. 
Page 40, column 1, para 1:  Change “gap toothed” to “incomplete” or other better term. 
Page 40, column 2, quote:  Padriac Steinschneider – Who is this? What era? What credentials?   
Page 40, column 2, para 3:  Rewrite “Form Ithaca”. 
Page 40, column 2, last sentence:  Add “regulated by Form Based Code” after “Building types”. 
Page 40, tables, column 1 and 2:  Not readable, need better resolution for these graphics.  
Page 41, column 1, bullet 4 and 5:  Clarification of “Apartment house” and “Apartment building”. 
(question of different graphic to help explain).  
Page 41, column 1, para 4, sentence 6:  Remove “lost revenue and”. 
Page 41, column 2, para 2:  Correct “shod” to “should”. 
Page 41, column 2, para 2, last sentence:  Add “less” before “enduring alternatives”. 
Page 41, column 2, para 3:  Replace “Background research found no other communities in the 
United States using this approach, except the Town of Danby.” with “This approach is extremely 
unusual”.  
Page 41, column 2, para 5:  Change “pane” to “plane”. 
Page 42, column 1, para 1, sentence 7:  Add “where the garage is the dominant feature of the façade” 
after “snout houses,”. 
Page 42, column 2, para 2:  Replace “shrunk” with “shrank”. 
Page 42, column 2, para 2, sentence 4:  [Note: numerous zoning board request indicated] 
Page 42, column 2, para 2, last sentence:  Delete “and the Zoning Board approves most of them”. 
Page 42, column 2, para 3, first sentence:  Replace “to” to “with” and delete “previous”. 
Page 42, column 2, para 3, last sentence:  Delete “whether they’re”. 
Page 42, column 2, para 3:  Rewrite sentence to read as “UDC setback standards should align with 
more permissive setback requirements from the 2003 code or an…..”. 
Page 43, column 1, para 1, first sentence:  Delete “where they make sense”. 
Page 44, column 1, bullet 3:  Add “to” after “close”. 
Page 44, column 1, bullet 5:  Replace “it” with “them”. 
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Page 44, column 2, para 2:  Add language regarding, architectural design standards can potential 
affect costs and need to be considered during development. 
Page 44, column 2, quote:  Add “Scenic America” after Ed McMahon. 
Page 44, column 2, footnote, last sentence starting with “Note”:  Fix, this can’t appear as a footnote; 
this is an author editorial. 
Page 45, column 1, para 2, fourth sentence:  Add “and some” before “civic”. 
Page 45, column 2, bullet 1:  Add “front” before “façade”. 
Page 45, column 2, bullet 3:  Re-work this bullet item. 
Page 47, column 1, bullet 6:  “Materials” and “Ban vinyl”, exchange for similar language as is in 
residential section concerning material. 
Page 47, column 2, bullet 2:  “Materials”, exchange for similar language as is in residential section 
concerning material. 
Page 47, column 2, after bullet 4:  Add language regarding recognizing costs.  Need weighed against 
costs (put this in residential section and put in Housing Residential Building page 45-46).  Attention 
paid to costs. 
Page 48, column 1, para3:  Replace “from” with “during”. 
Page 48, column 2, quote:  Add attribution “(Pearl Jam), guitar player” after Stone Gossard. 
Page 48, column 2, bullet 2:  Add “designated” before “landscape”. 
 
For next meeting the Committee will begin reviewing page 49 through page 66.  
 
Status report on rental property oversight strategies investigation: 
- Rich:  Reported on the 8/17/16 meeting with landlords.  Nine landlords/builders attended the 
meeting and there was a good dialogue and helpful discussion.  The landlords were in consensus in 
wanting the town to ease occupant limitations and allow duplexes.  The town would need to 
consider what would be needed in exchange for easing these regulations.  The landlords did not 
seem averse to the idea of a rental registry.   
 
Consider July meeting minutes: 
Rich moved, Rod seconded, with corrections, all in favor. 
 
Executive Session: 
An executive session was held regarding the potential purchase of land.   
 
Discuss meeting schedule and upcoming agenda items:    
Next meeting is scheduled for Thursday, September 15th at 4:30pm; agenda item to include:   
Zoning Review and Approach Report (continue from page 49 through page 66).  
 
Meeting adjourned at approximately 6:34 p.m. 
 
 


