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David A. Giacalone 
16 Washington Ave. #3 

Schenectady, NY 12305 
 

phone: (518) 377-9540 
email: dgiacalone@nycap.rr.com 

web: SnowmenAtTheGates.com 
 

COMMENTS          August 16, 2017 
 
to: Planning Commission, City of Schenectady 
 
re: Mohawk Harbor Pylon & Monument Signs 
     Maxon Alco Holding LLC - Special Use Permits 
 
 I am writing to ask that this Commission closely evaluate the size and 
design of the pylon-style and monument signs that the Applicant requests be 
placed at the entryway to Mohawk Harbor, at Erie Boulevard and Mohawk 
Harbor Way. I submit that there will be significant adverse impact on the nature 
and character of the Waterfront District and adjacent properties, and especially 
residents of current and future housing, and prospective businesses, and create 
significant additional traffic safety hazards, if the requested freestanding signs 
are not greatly reduced in size and re-designed.  
 

SUMMARY: First, the proposed signs are both far larger than permitted for 
non-casino signs in the C-3 zone, and area variances must be obtained. 
On the merits, as discussed below, the placement of a large LED screen so 
close to a busy intersection and complicated roadway system is particularly 
worrisome from a safety perspective, and the use of shopping-center/strip-
mall type pylon is contrary to the stated aspirations of the developer and 
the goals of the City's Waterfront zoning provisions. It cheapens the image 
of the Harbor Area, lessens the quality of life of residents in the vicinity, and 
reduces the attraction of adjacent property for higher use.  

 
 A fuller discussion of the issues, concerns, facts, and law, can be found 
at my website, "Snowmen At the Gates", using this short 
URL:  http://tinyurl.com/MHsigns 
 
 Preliminarily, I urge the Commission to take no significant substantive 
action on the pending applications until the Applicant submits a more 
comprehensive and accurate set of applications.  Foremost, the assertion that 
each proposed sign use "complies with all zoning regulations that apply," is 
simply not true. Because the signs are not casino-facility related, they do not fall 
within the 2015 amendments to the provisions relating to the C-3 Waterfront 
Mixed-Use District, and must therefore comply with all requirements set forth in 
Article IX Signs of the Municipal Zoning Code. As proposed, the signs are far in 



	 2	

excess of the Schedule I restrictions on nonresidential freestanding signs. Area 
variances must and should sought before this Commission acts on design and 
location issues, with significant reductions made in the size of each sign prior to 
seeking such variances.  
 
 Whether a variance is granted should take into account the fact that the 
problem is self-created, as the restrictions in C-3 have existed since the District 
was first created in 2008. Any variance granted must, of course, be the minimum 
necessary and adequate to achieve the applicant's legitimate goals, and at the 
same time preserve and protect the character of the neighborhood and the 
health, safety and welfare of the community.  
 
 
THE PYLON 
 

 
. . for a larger, online version of the above image, please click here.  
 
 Although constantly pointing out to the media that there has been or soon 
will be a $480 million investment in its Mohawk Harbor development, the 
Applicant has again failed to provide the Planning Commission and the public 
with a detailed rendering of its proposed pylon-type sign. We do not know what 
it will look like in daylight or in the dark, and we do not know with any precision 
where it will be located relative to the two major adjacent roads, nor how it will 
be oriented to the roadways and to MH's own residents, or nearby 
neighborhoods and properties. And, of course, there is no line of sight study. 
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 The proposed pylon, at 32' H x 14' W, greatly exceeds the limits contained 
in the Zoning Code's very definition of a pylon sign in Art. IX: §264-60: "PYLON 
SIGN — A sign that has a base that is a minimum of three feet wide and a 
maximum of five feet wide. At no time can the message portion exceed eight 
feet wide." 

 
 Whether as a branding device or to aid its being located by the public, 
the sign used by miSci, the Schenectady Museum of Innovation and Science, on 
Nott Terrace, seems to do the job well, at 12′ W and 10′ H, with an LED screen 
about 9′ W and 3.5′ tall. The following collage shows what a Mohawk Harbor 
sign of the same size might look like at miSci’s Nott Terrace location, and what 
it would be like at the 32′ by 14′ dimensions requested by the Applicant, 
including a 12′ by 6′ LED screen. [click here for a larger version]  

 

 
 

 
 There is a far more fundamental reason to reject the proposed pylon-style 
signage along the Erie Boulevard streetscape: It does not fit into the City's goals 
or the developers promises. Here’s how Mohawk Harbor describes itself on the 
homepage of its website: 
 

Mohawk Harbor is a 60 acre master planned community that integrates 
luxury living, high-tech offices, restaurants and retail along one mile of the 
Mohawk River. When complete, Mohawk Harbor will consist of over 1 
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million sf including 206 apartments, 50 condominiums, 15 townhouses, 2 
hotels, 100,000 square feet of harborside retail/dining, 74,025 SF of Class 
A Office space, and one of New York State’s 1st licensed casinos, 
Rivers Casino & Resort. 

And, River House, the residential element of the project, is said to offer, “a new 
style of living in the Capital Region with its a one-of-a-kind, resort-style 
residences.” And, 
 

 Situated along the new “Mohawk Harbor”, the Riverhouse provides a 
unique urban lifestyle that is one-of-a-kind in Upstate New York..[I]t  
provides the perfect balance of serenity and vitality with its scenic river 
and mountain views in combination with the vibrant energy of downtown 
Schenectady 

With such aspirations and pretensions, it is difficult to understand why Maxon 
Alco Holdings LLC would want, much less need, to put what is basically a 
“shopping center” or strip-mall pylon on Erie Boulevard as its branding sign, 
with twenty-two internally lighted tenant signs shown in the sketch submitted to 
the Planning Commission. The following collage (click here for a larger version) 
asks:  
 

If Mohawk Harbor is an upscale, mixed-use “neighborhood”, why does it 
want or need a mall-style pylon with tenant signs and large LED screens? 
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 The examples shown suggest strongly that: (1) pylons are correcting called 
"shopping mall" signs throughout the sign-making industry. The look almost 
screams "shopping mall" or "strip mall", and not a high-end mixed use 
development. (2) Higher-end developments (and neighborhoods), whether 
focused on shopping or featuring a strong mix of top-quality retail, residences 
and offices, eschew pylons and clusters of tenant signs. See the bottom row of 
images in the collage above. (3) Even shopping mall branding signs do not 
appear to need LED screens to get their points across. Indeed, only Crosstown 
Plaza, which was given permission to add an LED screen atop its tall, 
grandfathered pylon only last month, will sport such a sign, in our City, unless 
Mohawk Harbor is granted its LED wish. Frankly, this Commission should not 
assist the Applicant in turning the image of its special location into "Crosstown 
Harbor." 
 
 In addition, the Commission should be asking the effect of a cluster of a 
couple dozen tenant signs, lighted, on drivers who need to be attending to 
driving -- especially if they are new to the area and its intersections -- or, the 
traffic along that stretch of roadway is not running smoothly. The only purpose 
of such signs is to distract the driver from attending to driving (and, of course, to 
garner sign rental fees from the businesses for the developer). The more entities 
listed on the signs, the harder to read them, and less informative the signs. Look 
again at the collage above. How helpful are those clusters of signs? How could 
a stranger figure out what is going on without significantly slowing down and 
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focusing on the sign display? You can see on the collage, that ViaPort 
Rotterdam, with its 35' H sign, has panels only for its anchor stores and primary 
attractions, six total. What purpose could the owner of Mohawk Harbor want to 
serve, that could not be more safely, effectively, and aesthetically achieved with 
a kiosk inside the development? 
 
LED SIGNS and TRAFFIC SAFETY 
  
 A review of your recent actions, suggests that the Commission has been 
overlooking an important safety consideration when approving LED signs. The 
Commission seems to be saying "there is already a lot of traffic along this street, 
so the LED screen is unlikely to create a hazard if it attracts more traffic." The 
entire issue of causing distraction and creating confusion and glare have not 
been addressed, much less whether an interval considerably longer than 8 
seconds between changes, or a smaller LED screen, would meet the needs of 
the owner and the dictates of safe traffic control.  
 
 A giant, bright digital display, along busy roadways, and near 
intersections and traffic control devices, could clearly be a major distraction for 
vehicle drivers, and therefore a traffic safety hazard. Such potential risk is why 
Schenectady Zoning Code, §264-61(I), requires that an applicant for the 
required special use permit show at a public hearing that a proposed electronic 
message sign will have no negative effects, such as threats to vehicle or 
pedestrian traffic conditions, or to the public health or safety (and, also that it 
will not cause any substantial neighborhood disruption). A mere one-sentence 
denial of an adverse impact by an applicant should not suffice. 
 
 Thus, for safety reasons, the NYS Department of Transportation cautions 
that variable electronic signs should not be located so as to distract from nearby 
traffic control devices or at locations requiring more than normal attention to 
traffic conditions. In addition, DOT requires that such digital signs appear no 
brighter at night than during the day. See Criteria for Regulating Off-Premises 
Commercial Electronic Variable Message Signs (CEVMS) in New York State 
(2014, "CEVMS Criteria Statement"). Those Department of Transportation 
conclusions were an important part of its announcement that 8-second minimal 
intervals between message changes were allowable, but optional, with each City 
allowed to impose its own longer intervals, so that special local and road 
conditions could be taken into account.  Planning Staff and the Commission 
have not given the cautions and disclaimers in the CEVMS Criteria Statement 
the attention they deserve.  
 
 In addition, many customers entering Mohawk Harbor will be older 
drivers. The 2014 DOT Criteria statement notes, in a relevant passage: "The 
brightness of CEVMS is not only potentially distracting due to its ability to attract 
increased attention, but may also create problems with dark adaptation among 
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older drivers. In order to minimize these dangers, the brightness of this 
technology should be constrained such that CEVMS do not appear brighter to 
drivers than existing static billboards." The placement, size and brightness of 
the Mohawk Harbor pylon clearly raises the same safety concerns addressed in 
the DOT's CEVMS Criteria Statement, which the Commission will hopefully 
consider fully.  
 
 Similarly, and also for safety reasons, the City of Philadelphia allows no 
digital displays within 200′ of an intersection of any two or more streets. 
[Philadelphia Code, §14- 904 (1) (b) Digital Display] And, to protect the quality of 
life of close-by residents, no digital displays are allowed within 150 ft. of a 
Residential District or facing any Residential District within 300 ft. of the sign. 
The Commission is really a surrogate for people who will be living at or near 
Mohawk Harbor, and should not allow an LED screen, with its frequent changes 
and high-intensity light and glare to adversely affect people living nearby.  
 
 There have been many studies of electronic message signs, and the 
variables to use when assessing their appropriateness at a particular location. 
Many of their authors stress that the conditions at any specific location can 
greatly affect the safety element and distraction potential of a digital display. 
See, for example, the Federal Highway Administration's Report on "The Effects 
of Commercial Electronic Variable Message Signs on Driver Attention and 
Distraction: An Update" (Pub. #FHWA-HRT-09- 018 (Feb. 2009); and "Context-
Sensitive Signage Design" (by Marya Morris, et al., for the Research Department 
of the American Planning Association, 2001). It appears that many of the most 
important variables for assessing the potential safety hazard of CEVMS are at 
play at the proposed location of the Mohawk Harbor pylon. The above factors 
are outlined and presented in more detail, with quotations presented from the 
two Reports mentioned above, at http://tinyurl.com/electronicdisplayfactor. The 
Commissioners and Planning staff are urged to consult the materials at the link, 
in deciding on the appropriateness of the location of the Mohawk Harbor pylon. 
 
 
 
THE MONUMENT SIGN 
 
 Similar questions to those related to the pylon need to be asked about 
the appropriate size of the monument sign at the entryway to Mohawk Harbor. 
Just a block to the east, on Nott Street, the Golub Corporation has its 
headquarters, for its Price Chopper and Market 32 chains of supermarkets, in a 
building developed and owned by the Galesi Group. As you the see in the next 
collage, it does rather well making itself known to passersby with a freestanding 
branding sign no larger than 8′ H by 18′ W. [click here for a larger version] 
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 The desire of Mssrs. Galesi and Buicko to "screen" the view of STS Steel 
is silly and inappropriate, and the Planning Commission and Board of Zoning 
Appeals should say so, especially given the brazenly excessive application for a 
monument sign that would be 40′ W and 10′ tall. For many of us, the STS 
Steel factory and complex is at least as attractive as most of Mohawk Harbor 
(especially its boringly ugly Rivers Casino neighbor), and symbolizes much of 
what was best in Schenectady’s history and desired for its future.  
 
 The Planning Commission cannot simply trust the taste and good 
intentions of the Applicant. It must do its job, along with BZA, to assure that the 
size and design of Mohawk Harbor is consistent with the goals of the C-3 
district, and the best interests of our entire community. That includes people 
who are just moving in or will soon be living at Mohawk Harbor, or across the 
Boulevard in new homes, and those investors the City hopes to entice to take a 
chance on new businesses across from Mohawk Harbor. There are no great 
time pressures like the false deadlines claimed by the Galesi Group and Rush 
Street Gaming for casino-related applications. Please demand full information 
and take the time necessary to full consider the important issues raised in these 
comments.  
 
     Respectfully Submitted 
 
     s/ David A. Giacalone 


