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Subject: The proposed Waterfront-Casino Zoning Changes
Date:Wed, 14 Jan 2015 12:45:46 -0500
From:David Giacalone <dgiacalone@nycap.rr.com>
To:Christine Primiano <CPrimiano@schenectadyny.gov>
Dear Christine:
Below are my comments to the Planning Commission on the proposed amendments to the C-3
Waterfront Mixed-Use District regulations. I hope you will be able to distribute them to the Chair
and other Members prior to the meeting tonight.
to: The Planning Commission of the City of Schenectady
I am writing to urge the Planning Commission to conduct a careful, well-researched and full
review of the proposed amendments to the C-3 Waterfront-Mixed Use District provisions of
Schenectady's zoning ordinance, before making your recommendations to City Council. There
appears to be no pressing urgency that would justify rushing this important process and truncating
your vital role. Many of the provisions are very different than requirements and limitations in other
portions of the Zoning Ordinance, and the impact of each new provision needs to be evaluated for
its effects on the ambiance and texture of our scarce riverbank resource, and the safety and
aesthetics along adjoining streets and neighborhoods.
Traditionally, this body fills a very important advisory role: ensuring that adequate expertise has
been utilized in determining proposed amendments, while taking into account the practical and
future effects of the proposals on the people and City of Schenectady. I hope you will play that role
with these important amendments, and will consider recommending alternate provisions more in
line with the stated purposes of the C-3 zone and the urban environment of the project as a whole.
Having given the major provisions a necessarily hurried review, as a concerned citizen and
neighbor of the casino, a retired lawyer with a longtime interest in zoning and planning law and
policy, and the Editor of Stop The Schenectady Casino, I find many of the changes to be worrisome.
[Note: Now that the Schenectady location has been chosen by the Location Board, the group known
as Stop the Schenectady Casino wants to work to help ensure that the casino brings the benefits it
promises in a manner that causes the least harm to the community. See the posting "a casino is
coming to Schenectady".]
The proposed amendments would give the Casino developer and operator much more than they
ever asked for in public, with the result that the site of the Rivers Casino at Mohawk Harbor may be
significantly more crowded, gaudy and intrusive than we have been made to expect. That would
squander the potential presented by what could be an especially beautiful waterfront and reduce
Schenectady's image as a City seeking a revitalization that pays homage to its cultural and
economic history. Below is a brief analysis of several issues, along with relevant photos and images.
A 110' Hotel. The Amendments would allow the casino hotel to be as high as 110'. The
rendering that has been presented to the public and government entities for many months is
therefore quite misleading (see image below), as it shows a building along the Mohawk that
appears to be five floors and about 65 feet in height, a significant practical, environmental and
aesthetic difference from a bulky 110' building.
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Had the rendering been made to scale to represent the Casino's desired hotel, it
would surely have been opposed by people and groups throughout the community, even
by many supporters of the casino concept. Such a presence along our City's very limited
waterfront may very well enhance the riverside experience of hotel guests while inside
the building, but it will not do so for those viewing that riverbank and adjacent areas
from the river, the casino compound, or neighboring roadways, residences, parks and
business establishments. "Open space" includes space above buildings, which can offer
the added depth and beauty of distant vistas that would be blocked by an extra four
floors or 40+ feet on a hotel building. Sky and sun are far more inviting than an
uninspiring building and its massive shadow.
How tall is 110 feet? The Parker Inn (next to Proctor's) was historically Schenectady's
tallest building, and is just 98.56 ft. tall, with 8 floors. The former St. Clare’s Hospital,
now called Ellis Hospital McClellan Campus, is a mere 69 ft. tall, with 5 floors above
ground. Even the imposing Wedgeway Building at State and Erie is only 72 feet, with 6
floors. (These three “tall” Schenectady buildings average about 12’5″ per floor.)

Imagine a building with far less grace than the Parker Building, but many
times larger in bulk and 11 feet higher, along our scarce and treasured Schenectady
River frontage.
The Hampton Inn, at State and Clinton Streets, is right down the block from the Parker
Inn. The Hampton Inn is 4 floors and appears to be a bit more than half the height of the
Parker Inn; it has 93 rooms, which is half the 185-room figure the Casino has given in its
impact statements. If you stacked another Hampton Inn on top of the current one, you
would probably come fairly close to 110′. The following collage compares the HamptonParker end of the State Street block, showing both the actual Hampton Inn and a
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piggyback, bulked-up-casino-style version:

In addition, here are two more examples of large buildings located near Erie
Boulevard. First, the Schenectady Casino Applicants’ environmental impact Statement
compares its proposed 110′ hotel with the "103-foot" Golub/Price Chopper Building,
noting that it is less than a quarter-mile from the casino location. Of course, the Price
Chopper headquarters is situated at an intersection, Maxon Rd. and Nott Street, that
cannot be mistaken for and should not be substituted for our lovely waterfront in
deciding an appropriate height for the casino hotel. (Note: it is not clear that the building
is in fact 103′ tall; it appears to be shorter than that.) Whatever its actual height, here is
a photo of the building at dusk on January 12, 2015, to help you decide whether a
building that size or taller should be located along the riverbank at Mohawk Harbor:

Next, directly across the street from the Price Chopper headquarters is the largest Union
College residency hall, which not long ago was a hotel. It is merely 7 floors, but not
exactly river-bank svelte:
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40-foot setbacks. The amendments increase the "looming" quality of a tall hotel by allowing
setbacks along the River of only 40 feet. The Applicant has stated that there would be
setbacks of no less than 50 feet. Even 50 feet, the requirement in the current version of
§264-14 C-3, is shorter than the commonly-accepted planning standard for new waterfront
buildings. Forty feet makes little sense for a large structure so close to the River. Here are
two examples from Riverside Park of just how close 40 feet is to the riverbank:

- the park benches installed in Riverside Park [R]; and the cannon at the Park's
esplanade Also, given the other distance and size requirements, a 40-foot setback would mean the
two-foot shoulder of the bike-hike trail would be only 16 feet (less than the length of a
Ford Explorer) from the hotel.
20,000 sq. ft. - a Signage Tsunami. The amendment makes all Signage requirements for the
City's other zoning districts [Article IX-Signs, §264-61(k)] inapplicable to the casino district.
The Casino said it would stay within an aggregate of 15,000 square feet of signage, which is
100 times more than the 150 sq. ft. shopping plaza maximum in Art. IX. This amendment
proposes 20,000 square feet, one-third more than the Applicant said in public that it would
employ. We urge this body to look into the amount of signage allowed in similar urban
locations across the nation (including Rush Street Gaming's other urban casinos in
Philadelphia and Pittsburgh), and to imagine the impact of that amount at that particular
location, especially given the accompanying illumination. The Art. IX citywide limits may not
apply, but they certainly suggest longstanding policies in our City and the expectations of its
residents.
Giant Freestanding Sign. With Article IX inapplicable under the Amendments, the 10-foot
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maximum for a freestanding sign would no longer apply, and no new height limitation is given
in the proposed Amendments. The Casino applicants have told us they want a free-standing
pylon sign at the west end of Front Street (basically Front and Nott Streets), at the access point
to the casino from the anticipated roundabout, to allow persons to easily locate the facility.
We are reassured that “The height of the sign will not exceed 80 feet.”
As noted above, the Wedgeway Building down at Erie Blvd. and State St. is only 72 feet
high. And, the grandfathered-in pylon at Crosstown Plaza, which has no electronic
message boards, is 50' high.

...
- The 72' Wedgeway Building [L] and the 50' pylon at Crosstown Plaza Pylon signage in the 80-foot-range has no place along urban streets. Such giant pylons
are traditionally used by a business near a highway in order to give drivers traveling at
high speeds information about the service offered in time to allow them to safely get off
at the next exit. The sign industry calls such tall structures “freeway pylons.” For
reasons too numerous to list, there is no analogous need in the situation of the
Schenectady Casino. By merely suggesting the possibility of an 80-foot pylon, Rush
Street and Galesi Group demonstrate an unacceptable lack of sensitivity to aesthetics,
safety, neighborhood traditions, and the image and reputation of the City of
Schenectady. Rush Street has had no apparent need for tall freestanding signs, much
less giant pylons, at locations like its successful SugarHouse casino in Philadelphia,
where locating a low-rise casino complex might be a bit more difficult than in low-rise
Schenectady, which will surely have a lot of signs to help visitors find Rivers Casino.
Also, a few months ago, the Applicant based its claim of having no negative impact on
nearby cultural resources and the sensitivities of residents and visitors partial to our
historic heritage, on the fact that you could not see their facility from the Stockade.
(They even pointed out that the railroad underpass trestle on Front St. would block our
view.) Giant pylons with illuminated signs, and an 110' hotel, make surely would that
assessment obsolete.
We urge this Board to recommend that any amendment include a height limitation, and
suggest a far lower height limit for any freestanding signs along its busy urban streets
and near several residential neighborhoods. At the very least, we hope this Commission
will signal its skepticism over the need for monster pylons.
Electronic Signs Changing every 8 seconds, not 60. An amendment would allow electronic
message boards to change every 8 seconds, instead of the current minimum interval of 60
seconds (once per minute, as with the new Proctor's marquee). Oddly, the Casino applicant
stated its signs would change every ten seconds, but City Hall decided to go for an even
greater change from current practice. If it has not already been provided with studies and
analysis as to the need for and impact of such frequent change intervals, especially when
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there are multiple message boards on the same pylon, on signs along a very busy urban
roadway, it should demand such justification before putting its stamp of approval on such a
radical change in our current law.
The Embayment and Footprint Limits. An amendment would allow the marina's "embayment"
area to be counted in calculating the square footage of the site, thereby permitting a larger
total footprint for the casino's buildings, meaning more bulk and less open space. This
Commission should, we believe, require a strong justification for allowing this new definition
of the size of the site. An increased footprint allotment would only serve to increase the sense
of a crowded casino compound skimping on the open space that attracts lovers of a scenic
waterfront.
Now that they have their casino victory, it is time for our local leaders to start asking tough
questions and doing their homework before passing major zoning changes that will affect the
appearance of our reclaimed and scarce riverbank and the image of Schenectady far into the future.
The question cannot be "what must C-3 say to give the casino its zoning wish list?" It must be, "how
can the zoning rules protect the legitimate interests of the casino and the community?" The
Planning Commission's role as advisor to the City Council gives it the opportunity to ensure
thoughtful, community-minded and future-oriented deliberation before making major changes that
will mold the shape of our waterfront and its vicinity for decades.
David Giacalone
16 Washington Ave. #3
Schenectady, New York 12305
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