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To: The City of Schenectady Planning Commission 
 
Re: Site Plan Review: Capital Region Gaming Site Plan Review 
      The Need for a Safer and Better-Designed Casino Pylon Sign 
 

I am writing to request that the Commission put off final determination of 

the portion of its Site Plan Review relating to the casino pylon sign until it has, at 

a minimum:  

(1) Reviewed an independent Visual Impact Analysis of the giant 

structure, including nighttime Illuminance Testing, and line-of-

sight survey;  
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(2) Fully considered the traffic safety factors relating to a large and 

bright electronic display so close to a busy and complex 

intersection;  

(3) Studied and considered the impact on residential neighborhoods, 

such as the East Front Street, the Stockade and Goose Hill 

neighborhoods, and Union College’s College Park area, particularly 

its largest dormitory, the College Park Residence Hall, which 

houses over 250 students, and is located one block from the 

proposed pylon location; 

(4) Reviewed design options for the pylon or similar large casino 

“branding” and digital display center, to assist the Applicant in 

designing what will surely be a new and prominent landmark in 

Schenectady, so that it is compatible with the City’s history and 

future, and the riverside location of the casino facility. 

 

Please refer to my earlier Comments to the Planning Commission (June 17, 

2015), which contain relevant discussion on issues raised above, especially the 

safety problems posed by placing large digital displays close to busy 

intersections. As you may recall, in addition to living in the Stockade Historict 

District, closeby Mohawk Harbor, I am a retired lawyer who has focused his legal 

activities on Schenectady’s zoning and planning law for the past decade. 

 

In these comments, I wish to reaffirm that the Commission has the duty to 

apply the fully array of Site Plan factors to the casino pylon (such as the impact 

on vehicle and pedestrian traffic flow and safety, the character of surrounding 

areas, especially residential neighborhoods, the retention of vegetation, and the 

prevention of undue glare and unsightly structures), and to reassure the 

Commission that it has the full authority necessary to have the pylon or similar 

signage moved to another, more appropriate location within the 25-acre casino 

compound (especially if the pylon is to be kept at 80’ tall and to contain such a 

large digital display); to remove elements such as the large digital display should 

the Applicant desire to locate the pylon at a roadside spot; and to insist upon a 
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design compatible with the prominence of the structure in the City’s skyline and 

the importance of such a structure at the vital Mohawk Harbor entryway.  

 

Legal Authority 

 

 The Commissioners’ hands are definitely not “tied” when addressing the 

appropriateness of the proposed pylon signage. Section 264-14(H), as amended, 

contains the relevant portion of our Zoning Code’s prescriptions for the C-3 

Waterfront Development District:  

“Signage for a casino gaming facility and related uses within the C-3 
District shall be viewed and approved by the Planning Commission as part 
of the Site Approval process. Multi-sided pylon signs shall be permitted, 
with a height not to exceed 80 feet.”    

Although the second sentence can be read to require this Commission to approve 

the location of a pylon sign, up to 80′ tall, somewhere on the 25-acre casino 

compound, it does not and may not take away the clear responsibility and 

authority, explicitly stated in the prior sentence, of the Commission to perform 

its Site Plan review duties with regard to all casino signage. In addition, Zoning 

Code §264-92(b) makes it plain that (emphasis added): 

“The Planning Commission’s review of the site plan application shall be 

guided by the elements listed in §264-89 of this article.”   

Among the relevant §264-89 factors that “shall” be applied by the Commission to 

all casino signage, including the pylon, are: 

• proper vehicle and pedestrian traffic flow and safety, including impact on 

intersections and traffic controls; 

• proper location, arrangement, size, design and general site compatibility of 

lighting and signs; 

• maximum retention of existing vegetation; and 

• protection of adjacent or neighboring properties against glare or 

unsightliness or other objectionable features. 
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If my urging and the plain words of the Schenectady Zoning Code are not 

sufficient to convince the Commissioners of their power, please see the Gazette 

article, “Schenectady City Council mulls zoning for Mohawk Harbor: Riggi wants 

city to reiterate Planning Commission’s authority” (Haley Vicarro, Feb. 3, 2015). 

After noting that City Council President Margaret King and others on the Council 

confirmed the Commission’s authority to review signage and height issues, the 

article also states: 

“Corporation Council Carl Falotico stressed that the commission has the 

ability to evaluate the aesthetic visual impact of the project even if the 

plans satisfy zoning requirements”. 

In addition, as has been often stated by everyone outside of City Hall, Metroplex 

and the Galesi and Rush Street Gaming offices, there is no urgent need to 

sacrifice a full review merely because Rush Street keeps making the same false 

claims of deadline pressure. Because we are at least two months from Rush 

Street receiving its gaming facility license, it will not have to open its casino for 

at least 26 months, and says it will only need about 16 months thereafter. Of 

course, an appropriate pylon sign structure can be designed and installed in a 

couple of months. 

 

Other Issues 

I would like to use a few photo-with-text collages to demonstrate my 

remaining points. 

First, there is absolutely no reason that Rivers Casino at Mohawk Harbor 

requires such a giant pylon, much less one so close to core intersections and a 

new rotary. The Commission was misled that STS Steel’s building is in the way 

and somehow justifies a casino pylon unprecedented in an urban area so close to 

residential neighborhoods and narrow roadways. Please see the posting at 

http://tinyurl.com/PylonExcuse, which is summarized with the following Collage: 
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 This pie chart shows 

just how little impact the 49’-tall STS Steel Building could possibly have on the 
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Casino (which was inexplicably placed behind STS, despite a lot 25-acres in size 

to work with). Even if it did not exist, the casino would not be visible the the 

west and south until vehicles were at Jay St. or Nott St. on Erie Blvd. 

 

 Furthermore, Mr. Buicko showed 

the Commissioners a rather limited view of the “similar” pylon in Des Plaines. Not 

only did he fail to highlight what that structure looks like at night, but he did not 

show the far different streetside and streescape location for the Des Plaines Little 

Brother of the Schenectady pylon. Thus: 
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The Applicant has also never admit to the impact on nearby residential areas, 

claiming instead its “low-rise” facility would not be seen from the Stockade. One 

especially worrisome “neighborhood” is College Park, particularly the 250-student 

dorm that is a short block away: 

 

 

When the expert conclusions about the factors relevant to whether digital 

displays are taken to heart [see for example: tinyurl.com/electronicdisplayfactors], 
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this Commission should conclude that the proposed pylon – which is taller and 

wider than Schenectady’s old Masonic Temple, as well as some of the most iconic 

Las Vegas signs -- is Too Big & Too Bright (http://tinyurl.com/PylonPrecis). 

 

Design Options 

 

 Just as Rush Street and Neil Bluhm have given an overall casino design 

that is far less worthy, interesting, unique, or exciting than those it has 

submitted elsewhere [see http://tinyurl.com/RushScraps], its pylon design is bland 

and clunky and unworthy of the prominence it will hold in our skyline and as our 

City’s symbol.  Other casinos, including Mr. Bluhm’s Fallsview Casino in Niagara 

Falls, Canada, are far more creative and evocative, and should guide this 

Commission in its discussions with the Applicant of suitable design options for its 

main “branding” and location signage.  See  http://tinyurl.com/betterpylon, and the 

following collage (which is also available online in a larger version):  
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 Thank you for your consideration of the many points of law, fact and 

opinion made above. Please email me if you have further questions, or would like  

my telephone contact information. 

 

Respectfully submitted,  

 

David A. Giacalone 

 

 


