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URBAN FORM REFINEMENT

A Status Report to the Westchester 2000 Conference

Westchester's urban form? Imagine that you are view-
ing the myriad lights of the county from an airplane on
an early evening in winter. The brightest lights are in
the centers of the cities, and similar but smaller bright
clusters show the locations of other centers of activity.
Connecting the centers are ribbons of lights along the major
shopping avenues, and you can pick out the streams of head-
lights along the darker bands of the parkways. Filling in the
less bright areas between the major corridors are the evenly
spaced streetlights of the residential communities. Above the
Cross Westchester, the lights are farther apart and much less
intense, and the large dark areas are much more dominant - the
rural communities and open space elements. You know that each of

these areas beneath you has a visual and community character of its
own, but there are no artificial boundaries, and the individual details
of the land use pattern are less distinguishable, and less significant.
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County Comprehensive Development Policies

The Westchester County Planning Board, as part of its assigned responsibility under the
County Charter, is charged with formulating recommendations to guide Westchester's long
range physical development. In 1975 , two policy statements, Assumption and Goals and
Urban Form were formally adopted by the Planning Board and presented to the County
Executive and the County Board of Legislators. Together, the documents are referred to as
the County Planning Board's Urban Form policy, and have become synonymous with a county-
wide comprehensive development plan.

Urban Form policies are designed to provide a framework for physical development decisions
by all 1levels of government, and the private sector. They serve as a basis for major
capital investments by the County for infrastructure improvements, and public facility

enhancements.

Urban Form Refinement

Changes in land use and municipal zoning and
master planning policies, protection of
environmentally sensitive areas, and dJecreases
in federal aid for sewer, road, and mass transit
have occurred since the adoption of Urban Form.
Two major policy statements were also prepared
by the County, Parks and Open Space (1976) and
Housing (1980), as well as long range studies on
public water supply (Crew Report, 1978) and
sewers (the "208" Area-Wide Waste Treatment
Management Plan-1978).

As a result, County Planning Department staff,
at the request of the Planning Board, began
reevaluating the Urban Form policy text and
map. This revision 18 referred to as the Urban
Form Refinement. Major findings and
recommendations are discussed on the following
pages and shown on the map on the reverse side.

Next Steps

Urban Form Refinement work maps have been
submitted to municipalities for review. Public
hearings will also be conducted by the County
Planning Board.

A final Urban Form Refinement report and map,
and Draft Environmental Impact Statement will
then be prepared. Following its adoption, the
Planning Board will recommend the policy's
endorsement by the County Executive and

transmittal to the County Board of Legislators
for its formal adoption.
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Comprehensive Planning - Roles and Responsibilities

COUNTY

@® "Macro" scale for area-wide
planning

® focuses on widespread geographic
areas and is intermunicipal in
nature

® not as concerned with specific
land uses uses as with urban
form - the shape, character,
location and density of over-
all development patterns

® advisory role to municipalities
on zoning and land use actions
emphasizing intermunicipal and
areawide impacts

® implementation of planning
objectives through provision of
county-wide services - major
roads; bus system; sewer and
water district facilities;
parkland acquisition

Urban Form Defined

MUNICIPALITY

® "Micro" scale for local
planning

® focuses on smaller geographic
areas located within municipal
boundaries

® concerned with specific land uses
and densities on individual lots
and in individual structures.

® strong regulatory authority - sole
jurisdiction to approve/disapprove
land use actions within its
boundaries

® implementation of planning
objectives through the exercise of
state delegated powers- zoning, sub-
division, official map and site
planning controls

Urban Form, the county approach to generalized land use planning, focuses on area-wide
development patterns and is based on three criteria:

@) Intensity or Density of Development

a Relationship to Surrounding Development

e Visual Impact on the Individual
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FIVE URBAN FORM TYPES

Based on the three Urban Form criteria, five distinctive urban form types or categories
have been delineated to describe the range of development patterns in Westchester:

Concentrated Centers are charact-
erized by vertical development, pedestrian
orientation, compactness, variety and
intensity of activity. They have or offer
the potential for public transit and central

water and sewer service. Although such
centers may vary in size throughout the
county, they all exhibit similar
characteristics.

High Density Urban Areas differ
from Concentrated Centers in degree of
activity and a greater reliance upon the
automobile. This form is more specialized
in function and is generally spread out
horizontally over large areas of a
municipality along transporation corridors.

Medium Density Suburban Areas are
characterized by the blending of the man-
made physical development with the natural
environment, an essentially residential

‘ appearance, and a virtually exclusive
reliance upon the automobile. Central water
supply and sewers are generally available.
Residential uses predominate.

Low Density Rural Areas are
epitomized by the infrequency of man-made
structures. They contain a mix of land uses
(hamlets, large estates, farms) and are'
generally on the fringe of development.
There is an almost total reliance ~ on
individual water and septic systems.

Open Space includes parks,
watershed lands and other open areas as well
as non-recreational uses such as cemeteries,
campus type developments, airports, private
preserves and certain rights—-of-way which

‘are predominately undeveloped, essentially
natural in character, and provide relief and
contrast to more urbanized surroundings. If
it looks like a park and functions like a
park, call it a park!
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® The method that enables the written
policy of Urban Form to be
translated into more common land
use nomenclature as well as
measures of density is known as the =
Iand Use Intensity (LUI) concept.

URBAN FORM REFINEMENT

LEGEND

FLOOR AREA  GROSS RESIDENTIAL

in the 1975 Urban Form Policy
Report's Technical Supplement.

URBAN FORM RATIO (FAR)  DENSITY (GRD)
CATBGORY LUI RANGE RANGE RANGE (du/acre)
Open Space 0-1 0.125-0.025  0.4-0.8
Low Density 0-2 0.0125-0.05  0.4-1.6
Each of the 5 Urban Form types is Rural (LDR)
numerically defined by a band or =
range on the ILUI scale. In this 1-3 0.025-0.1 0.8-3.2
way the upper and lower density
limits for different 1land |uses
within each of the categories can Medium Density < 24 0.05-0.2 1.6-6.4
be determined. The LUI ranges are Suburban (MDS)
intended to overlap.
3-5 0.1-0.4 3.2-12.8
\
r
46 0.2-0.8 6.4-25.6
-
High Density < 5-7 0.4-1.6 12.8-51.2
The LUI ranges can be translated Urban (HDU) '
into seven density measures (e.g., !
floor area ratios, dwelling units ] 6-8 0.8~3.2 25.6-102.4
per acre, open space and vehicular Cmcemlcrated Center!
. Loca. N\
space rétlos) through the use of a e
conversion table which can be found Major 7-10 1.6-12.8 51.6-409.6

The 1975 LUI ranges allowed for broad ranges of densities. The 1985 Urban Form
Refinement proposes that the LUI ranges and corresponding densities for Medium Density
Suburban (LUI 1-5) and High Density Urban (LUI 4-8) each be subdivided into three
narrower ranges in order to better reflect the existing or proposed density for an
area. The refined LUI ranges and examples of two of the seven density measures are
shown above.

The refinement of the MDS and HDU categories required the preparation of a new Urban
Form Concepts map which is shown on the reverse side. Areas appropriate for designation
as MDS or HDU were placed in one of three LUI subcategories. The choice of LUI range was
based on a number of factors including proximity to major roads and public transit,
closeness to concentrated centers, existing or future water supply and sewerage systems,
as well as local land use policies.
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® The highest intensity and widest WESTCHESTER COUNTY NEW YORK
variety of land uses should be |
confined to major development -
corridors and the Concentrated
Centers located within them. This | " I~

..........

will focus development in areas 4 o ]

with, or with the potential for, il S . v

transportation and utility services | //4&) |\ ; \ \

as well as contain urban sprawl, @ \x
A \,

and protect adjoining lower density - ; \ NEY
residential or open space uses. "

® Mixed uses should be encouraged in
order to maximize the efficient use
of resources and to strengthen the
the function and vitality of the
centers and corridors.

.....

DEVELOPMENT CONCENTRATED
CORRIDOR CENTERS:

HAMLET

® Revitalization of Centers on LOCAL

waterfronts should incorporate
public access and enhance views to
and from the shoreline

INTERMEDIATE

MAJOR

® A high quality of design including
preservation of historically
important structures and inclusion
of open spaces should be encouraged
in Centers.

S8EPTEMBER 1985

umem enn M nnire

| DEVELOPMENT CORRIDORS AND CENTERS s

® "Concentrated Urban Centers" have been renamed "Concentrated Centers" so as to include
areas which are the focus of development but not at the intensity or scale associated
with urban downtowns. Accordingly, Hamlets have been added as a fourth type of Center in
recognition of their special role and character, particularily in North County.

® North County corridors will face increased development pressures. Along the North Saw
Mill River Valley corridor, areas abutting I-684 north of Katonah are appropriate for
economic development. However, the intensity and design should be such that the open
space character of these areas is retained.

® High density commercial development along the eastern section of the Route 35 corridor
should not be encouraged, but instead be focused in established centers.

® Improved east-west access in North County is needed. Alternate alignments should be
studied.
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® In addition to traditional WESTCHESTER COUNTY NEW YORK
recreational wuses, the Urban Form
Open Space system elements provide
contrast and relief in the urban
pattern, contain and shape
development, and enhance, identify g
and separate communities. ' ; e

® Open Space elements are an integral
part of the County's transportation
system, serving as linkages between
major open spaces as well as
concentrated centers.

......

® Any new or realigned major trans-
portation corridor should combine
the advantages of a modern roadway
system with the scenic and open
space characteristics of the
County's parkway system.

[[]] aneas or oren space cHARACTER

[ oneennerr

e TAANSPORTATION CORRIDOR

® The area paralleling the I-684
Corridor between Armonk and Katonah
continues to be designated as a
"greenbelt" in order to buffer this
intrusive element and to support
existing low density and open space
uses by excluding more intense
development.

SEPTEMBER 1985

Y OPEN SPACE SYSTEM [

® Open Space not only includes park and recreation uses but also land uses which have an
open character in addition to their basic function. These areas may be privately owned
and thus not permanently designated as "open space." When grouped together these lands
(which are primarily located in South County) were designated "Open Space Wedges" in the
1975 Urban Form plan. Because of the mis-conception that development was prohibited,
the areas are being assigned to one of the five basic urban form categories. At the
same time they are being designated by an overlay as "Areas of Open Space Character”
warranting special zoning and design techniques in order to retain their very important
open space function and character.

® As part of the Urban Form Refinement process, wvacant and non-fully utilized parcels
located within the former Open Space Wedges were analyzed to assess their development
potential and to identify site, zoning, and environmental considerations.

® The "Areas of Open Space Character" concept should be extended to include large parcels
and corridors where increased development is expected to occur. Areas appropriate for
this designation include the I-684 corridor north of Katonah and south of Armonk, the
Route 35 corridor east of Yorktown, the Route 172 corridor between Mt. Kisco and I-684,
and areas along the Hudson River and Long Island Sound.
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©

Urban Form Time Frame — The Urban Form policies are guidelines for area-wide land-use
decisions and public infrastructure investments over the next 15-20 years. Therefore, it is
not intended that the urban form and intensity suggested for an area can or should be achieved
within the near term. At the same time, however, development should not be permitted to
spread into outlying areas where adverse impacts on the character, function, natural
resources, and circulation systems could be expected.

When land use actions are referred to the County Planning Board, development patterns, local
planning policies, infrastructure availability, and degree of development activity in nearby
established centers and corridors will influence the Board's recommendation on appropriate
levels and types of development.

Utilities Development and Urban Form - Some local planners have recommended that certain
areas in north county no longer be designated "Medium Density Suburban" since it is unlikely
that sewers will be constructed due to cutbacks in federal aid. While the designation of an
area is not determined by one factor alone (e.g., proximity to centers and corridors, and
nearby roads and public transit are also factors), the uncertainty about the availability of
potable water (both groundwater resources and the New York City water supply) and sewers
warrants careful evaluation. If central water and sewer systems cannot be provided, the
pattern of development shown in Urban Form would likely have to be altered significantly.
While this would initially affect north county, changes in the plans for these infrastructure
systems could also affect other sections of the county, and contribute to urban sprawl and
overtaxed facilities.

It is recommended, therefore, that a comprehensive sewer study update be undertaken by the
County. This study would be an adjunct to the North County Water Supply Study now underway.

Large Parcels Master Planning Urban Form - The importance of giving full consideration to the

appropriate development of key parcels was emphasized as part of the Refinement process. This
is particularly true for large, undeveloped parcels in south county where pressures for
alternative forms of land use development will likely be greatest. However, it also effects
north county where proposals are being made for large developments on land not located in or
near established corridors or centers.

To deal with land use issues, municipalities must be prepared to undertake detailed planning
studies of the development alternatives offered by these sites - in advance of any specific
development proposal. In this way, the immediate as well as 1long range community,
intermunicipal, and regional planning effects can be evaluated in a sound and orderly fashion.

Non-Residential Development Outside of Centers and Corridors - Similar to the issues
associated with the development of 1large parcels, the trend toward locating large non-
residential projects (particularly retail commercial uses) outside of established centers and
corridors is of concern. The impacts of these locations and the Urban Form areawide planning
objectives should routinely be addressed as part of a project's approval and environmental
assessment process.

These impacts will also be evaluated in the County Planning Board's recommendations on local
land use actions subject to its Administrative Code zoning and planning referral jurisdiction,
as well as projects proposed for inclusion in the County's annual capital budget and five-year
capital program.

Andrew P. O’Rourke, County Executive

Department of Planning
Peter Q. Eschweiler, Commissioner

Westchester County
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Slte Specific Comments
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