
 
 
Technical Assistance for Sustainable Communities:  
Building Blocks 
	
  
Technical Assistance Tool: Planning for Fiscal and Economic Health 
Town of Queensbury, NY 

To: Stuart Baker, Senior Planner, Community Development Department 
From: Christopher Zimmerman and Roger Millar, Smart Growth America 
Date: May 15, 2014  
Re: Report and Suggested Next Steps 
 
Introduction: Purpose of this Memo 

Pursuant to our technical assistance award with the Town of Queensbury, NY, this Memorandum 
constitutes our final report summarizing the workshop on Planning for Fiscal and Economic Health 
and proposing some specific strategies that emerged as possible options to help the Town achieve 
its goals for growth that are both environmentally and fiscally sustainable, specifically in the Main 
Street corridor. 

On April 16 and 17, 2014 Smart Growth America provided assistance under the Planning for Fiscal 
and Economic Health tool, supported by a grant from the US EPA’s Building Blocks for 
Sustainable Communities Program. This included conducting a Technical Assistance Workshop in 
conjunction with the Queensbury Community Development Department, which involved 
presentations Wednesday evening and Thursday, as well as the facilitation of a “brainstorming” 
session and development of alternatives with the invited group. 

The Wednesday April 16 presentation was attended by a diverse group of prominent community 
stakeholders. The April 17 workshop brought together a wide range of professional staff and 
elected officials, private sector representatives including the real estate community, local residents, 
the non-profit community, as well as representatives of state government and the US EPA. 

The Planning for Fiscal and Economic Health presentations provided an overview of the fiscal and 
economic impacts of different development patterns, focusing on the differences between 
sprawling patterns and more compact “smart growth” patterns. Through the two-day program, 
Queensbury Town leadership was able to engage community stakeholders around the ways in 
which smart growth approaches can make the municipality more competitive and reduce taxpayer 
burdens. 

The intent of the workshop was neither for Smart Growth America to create a plan nor bind the 
community to any particular course of action, but to assist community efforts to create a more 
vibrant, successful Main Street consistent with the goals of their adopted plan. 

Background – Context for the Technical Assistance Workshop	
  

The current challenges on which this technical assistance is focused center on the Town’s goals 
for redevelopment of the Main Street corridor from I-87 to the Glens Falls City line. Those goals are 
articulated in the 2002 Main Street Plan (map of plan area attached), which aimed for the creation 
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of a modest-scale, walkable built environment. The Plan included as “essential elements”: 
 

• A specific build-to line 
• Development of two- and three-story buildings in scale with the roadway 
• Development of commercial activities at the first level with offices and residential uses at the 

upper level 
• Accessibility from sidewalks provided along both sides of the street 
• Highway access management control strategies 
• Coordinated parking and service access 
• Parking to the side or rear of buildings  

 
Such hoped-for redevelopment has not yet transpired, and in the aftermath of The Great 
Recession and a period of weak recovery, the Town finds itself confronted with proposals that do 
not reflect the aims of the Plan.  

A major aim of the technical assistance was to facilitate thinking about strategies that might help to 
energize appropriate redevelopment activity and foster the realization of the intended vision for 
Main Street. The “Planning for Fiscal and Economic Health” workshop sets the stage by presenting 
information about factors driving economic change across the nation. 

Smart Growth and Fiscal and Economic Health 

Communities around the nation are always concerned about their fiscal and economic health. By 
fiscal health, we mean a local government’s bottom line: Does the life-cycle cost of new 
development – upfront infrastructure, ongoing service provision and eventual repair and 
maintenance – cost more to the town than it brings in tax revenue? By economic health, we mean 
the general economic well-being of the community: How does new growth and development add 
to or detract from the creation of jobs, wealth, retail sales, economic competitiveness and fiscal 
sustainability? 

In approaching these questions in the Queensbury area, as in any area of the country today, it is 
important to bear three trends in mind: 

1. Our nat ion’s demographics are changing in a way that is profoundly affect ing 
the housing market. 
 
Demographic trends are moving the housing market strongly away from conventional suburban 
housing. The two biggest demographic groups in the nation – retiring Baby Boomers and so-called 
Millennials (18- 30-year-olds) are both expressing a strong preference for a more walkable, 
urban/village lifestyle. Indeed, a growing percentage of Millennials prefer to live without cars 
altogether or to live a “car-lite” lifestyle. The vast majority of net new households being formed have 
no children at home, and most of them are one and two-person households – which are much 
more likely to prefer a walking lifestyle.i 

2. The formula for economic growth is changing. 
 
Business growth used to be driven by large corporations that operated in a fashion that was both 
private and linear. In the past, new research breakthroughs occurred in sealed research 
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laboratories controlled by the companies. Manufacturing and other business processes occurred in 
assembly-line situations. These conditions led to communities that featured large, sealed-off 
campuses and tended to be linear in their arrangements. 

Today, business growth is driven by collaboration among many types of entities – private 
companies, research institutions, universities, and others – that must interact frequently and work 
together creatively. This trend requires cities and communities that encourage interaction and 
collaboration – the opposite of the older model just described. How communities are designed 
directly impacts their ability to create interactive and collaborative environments. 

Most significantly, the “Knowledge Economy” depends heavily on skilled workers. The companies 
that are driving innovation are pursuing highly-educated talent, especially among the ‘Millennial’ 
generation. Increasingly, companies find it necessary to locate in places that the work force wants 
to live in; and this means walkable communities.  

Similarly, the market for retail is changing. The suburban shopping malls and “power centers” that 
thrived for decades are struggling as a result of oversupply, and a shift in preferences. With online 
buying playing a bigger role for consumers (especially for bargain hunters), many are looking for a 
more “authentic” experience when they shop in person. This is bringing new value to traditional 
walkable Main Streets.ii 

3. Suburban development patterns are making i t  more dif f icult  for local 
governments to balance their  budgets. 
 
Suburban development patterns require extensive investments in capital infrastructure and on- 
going service delivery. Low-density development requires more infrastructure to serve fewer people 
and requires service providers such as firefighters and school buses to travel farther. More 
compact development patterns reduce both life-cycle infrastructure costs and operating costs. 

A 2013 study by Smart Growth America, Building Better Budgets: A National Examination of the 
Fiscal Benefits of Smart Growth Developmentiii, concluded that, compared to conventional 
suburban development, smart growth patterns can save up to one-third in upfront infrastructure 
cost and 10% annually in ongoing operating expenses. Smart growth development patterns can 
generate approximately 10 times more revenue on a per-acre basis. 

Not all of these trends will be completely relevant in every situation. But it is important to bear all 
three in mind in considering the fiscal and economic health of any community. 

These concepts were elaborated upon in the presentation portion of the workshop, which was 
followed by a “brainstorming” session among all participants, and the discussion of a number of 
ideas that could form the basis of an “action plan.” The purpose was not to establish consensus 
on a specific plan, but to identify obstacles and promising possibilities.  
 
Local Concerns – Participant Viewpoints – Policy Options 

Issues and Potent ia l  Solut ions 
 
A major challenge confronting Queensbury is insufficiency of development response to the goals of 
the Main Street Plan. Specifically, the corridor has not attracted development of new commercial 
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buildings of two to three stories, a major plan goal. Some recent applications have sought waiver 
of zoning requirements to enable single-story construction. Addressing this question was a major 
focus of the workshop discussion. A number of participants questioned the desirability of 
maintaining the “two-story minimum” requirement, expressing a preference to opt for development 
proposals that are available now. Others argued for holding on to the Plan vision, and waiting for 
better applications. In the view of some, “the market isn’t here yet.” 

Participants were asked to offer their thoughts about the obstacles that may be impeding 
development in the desired form from coming forward. Based on the discussion of obstacles to 
realization of the Main Street vision, the issues were organized under the headings of regulatory 
reform, incentives, and education/cooperation, and the participants were convened in three 
separate groups, to discuss the respective problems, and possible options. Each group was asked 
to identify the most promising policy ideas for addressing the problems. These were reported at 
the closing plenary discussion. 

Group 1 – Regulatory Reform 
 
Issues. 
 

Boundary of the Main Street zone 
Floor Area Ratio (FAR) and height requirements 
Use restrictions 
Design standards 
Parking and circulation  

Top ideas. 
 
Appl icat ion of the Main Street zone: 
 

“Grandfather” residences within the zone, so that they can remain residences / expand / resell 
as residences, without needing special approval.  (While maintaining their status within the 
zone, for ultimate conversion to mixed-use development, subject to regular approval.)iv 
 
Narrow the boundary for a portion of the corridor on the northeast quadrant, pulling the district 
back from Luzerne Road. 
  

Zoning regulat ions: 
 

Relax floor area ratio restrictions (or replace with lot-coverage limitation) to allow a FAR of  0.7 
for Main Street zoned lots.  (There was some discussion that this could perhaps be allowed as 
a bonus for use of shared private parking or stormwater management facilities.) 
 
 
Allow greater flexibility in zoning, so that non-conforming uses / structures have some ability to 
expand and improve. (The “Irish Pub” suggestion became a metaphor for the desire to see 
some new uses/services facilitated sooner, rather than later.) 
 

Parking and transportat ion: 
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Interconnect parking lots to take traffic off Main Street (while keeping parking in rear); promote 
shared parking; join lots (provide incentive). 
 
Explore opportunities for a parallel road (or alley) to facilitate construction initially, and delivery 
movements and parking traffic after build-out. 

 
Group 1 was split on the question of allowing one-story structures in the Main Street zone, but was 
agreed on the desirability of maintaining design guidelines and architectural provisions of current 
zoning.  
 
Group 2 – Incentives 
 
Issues. 
 

Market data 
Parcel assembly 
Cross streets / connectivity 
Density bonus 
District parking  
District stormwater  
 

Top ideas. 
 
Municipal parking (with or without user fees).  
 
Incent ive zone (deal with current FAR). 
 

Tax 
Streamline review (“Pre-can” – that is, making sites more-or-less “shovel ready,” through some 
kind of advance entitlement or use of Form Based Code.) 
Micro Enterprise funding (Local Development Corporation (LDC)) 
LDC assemble land (not that positive) 
Lot improvements fund / strategy 
 

Help with outreach and market ing by Town. 
 

Assistance with pro forma preparation 
Grant writing support (NYS Consolidated Funding Application, US Department of Housing and 
Urban Development, or other sources) 
 

Improve connect iv i ty. 
 
Park & Ride with bus to Capital Region  
Bike on side streets 
Trail or road to connect Media Tribune to local shops 
 

Create a density bonus. 
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Group 3 – Education / Cooperation 
 
Issues. 
 

Development community learning curve 
Community education  
City/Town cooperation  
Relationship of Main Street to housing basev 

Top ideas. 
 
Meet with successful developers & communit ies (especially from further south, e.g., 
Saratoga Springs, Malta). Try to learn from their experiences. 
 
Communicate incent ives to real estate professionals & developers. Meet with the Adirondack 
Regional Chamber of Commerce. 
 
Market the corr idor. Use resources of Warren County Economic Development Corporation. 
 
Supervisor – Mayor communicat ion (and Town Board – City Common Counci l ) .  Work 
with City of Glens Falls to improve coordination, align efforts in the corridor. 
 
Establ ish desired theme(s)/character and/or uses. Meet with design professionals to get 
feedback on plans, strategies. Meet with neighborhood and communicate with community groups 
(show visionary maps!); do a TV 8 presentation. 
 
Consider amending the FAR definition/calculation for uses on Main Street to exclude basement 
areas. 
 
And speed the design/approval process! 
 
Additional Recommendations – Realizing the Vision for Main Street  

The recommendations that follow are based on the discussions that occurred during the April 17 
workshop and brainstorming session. 
 
Through the course of the workshop, Queensbury participants have identified a number of good 
ideas, as indicated above, which the Town may wish to purse further. If there is interest in an 
overall strategy to kick-start implementation of the Main Street Plan, we offer following additional 
recommendations. 
 
Develop a master plan for Main Street. This would be more detailed than the current vision 
plan, and would directly tie to zoning and to elements of the comprehensive plan.)  
 
While the 2002 plan presents a good overall concept for the Main Street corridor, achieving the 
vision may require more than a zoning ordinance to guide its implementation. Many communities 
have found success by establishing master plans that are specific to an area or district designated 
on the general land use plan. The master plan would provide more detailed guidance than a 
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general concept plan and identify a set of policy tools to facilitate plan implementation. Within this 
framework, zoning ordinance provisions become tools for the implementation of the master plan 
for the area.  
 
Employ a publ ic charrette. If the decision is made to conduct a master plan process for the 
corridor, implementing the decision through a properly structured charrette with strong public 
participation is most likely to result in a successful outcome. Fully engaging the public through the 
process of plan development generates more good ideas, enables problems to be addressed as 
early as possible, and most importantly, helps to build strong support within the community that 
will sustain commitment to the resulting plan over time. 
 
Consider using a form-based code. This can be an effective way to reduce uncertainty 
generated by the approval process, both for prospective developers, and for the neighboring 
community.  
 
As part of a planning exercise, explore the role of “anchors” and nodes. The span of the 
Main Street zone is actually quite long, from the standpoint of walkability. Some strong pedestrian 
destinations are necessary for it to be successful. Are such places identified explicitly, and are 
there strategies and tools to develop them? Should Main Street be planned/developed/referred to 
as one “place” or as a number of distinct, vital places? Related to this: 
 

Find a way to t ie in the Media Tr ibune site to Main Street, perhaps creating a 
pathway for employees to walk to businesses.   
 
On the south side of Main Street, there may be an opportunity to better promote existing 
bicycle/pedestrian connectivity to the Feeder Canal Trail, via Richardson Street ( a distance 
of + 0.7 miles). 
 
If (as suggested by Group 1), it is decided to explore opportunities for roads or alleys 
parallel to Main Street (both to facilitate construction initially, and to accommodate delivery 
movements and parking traffic after build-out, easing pressure on Main), consideration 
should be given to adjusting the zoning boundaries.  (For instance, on the south side for 
properties between Main Street and Linda Avenue.) 
 
Consider the impact of I-87: Is it a problem or can it be an opportunity? What is the 
best way to capture the benefit of major highway access and the traffic it generates? How 
can sites near the highway intended for more intense development contribute to the vitality 
of Main Street as a walkable thoroughfare? 
 
Could development of a transit  hub aid in generating more pedestrians, while 
relieving local traffic pressures? Could it be combined with enhanced service along the 
Main Street corridor, connecting with Glens Falls? 
 

F ind ways to reduce the cost of the k ind of development that is desired. Some of 
these costs derive from government-imposed requirements. While these requirements generally 
serve an important purpose, it may be possible to lower the costs of compliance, and so render 
desirable projects financially viable. For instance, meeting stormwater and parking needs on a 
parcel-by-parcel basis – especially for smaller lots – can be cost prohibitive and effectively 
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impractical. Finding ways to meet them across parcels can be more efficient and make the 
difference between parcels remaining fallow or redeveloping according to the Plan.  
 

Specifically, we recommend that the Town explore the possibility of reducing the costs 
associated with stormwater detent ion, by initiating a collective, or district basis for 
the associated infrastructure. As part of such an effort, the Town should seek to take 
advantage of New York State’s “green innovation grant program” through the 
Environmental Facilities Corporation, which can provide grants for up to 90 percent of 
funding for innovative stormwater projects.  
 
Similarly, municipally-supported parking facilities can be used to meet requirements 
efficiently, while easing the burden on project development, especially on smaller parcels. 
 

Consider creat ing a publ ic-pr ivate partnership. Some communities have found that even a 
small but organized effort can be extremely helpful in fostering revitalization efforts. A non-profit 
with a mission aimed at marketing and promotion of the corridor can serve a number of key 
functions, including: creation and reinforcement of an “identity” for the corridor; mediating among 
various interests; organizing special events (festivals, farmers markets, etc.); and aiding with 
facilitation of the planning process. Such an organization could be run by a board composed of 
representatives of the municipality, business and property owners, and neighboring residents. The 
Town could offer to provide a portion of funding, with the balance to be contributed by business 
and property interests. Ultimately, if revitalization efforts are successful, it may evolve into a full-
fledged place-management organization (such as a business improvement district, or ‘BID’). 
 
Consider l imited tax incent ives, targeted at early developments (and then phased out, as the 
initial development takes hold, and subsidy is no longer necessary). 
 
Work toward an expl ic i t  col laborat ion agreement with Glens Fal ls, to plan and 
coordinate efforts jointly for the corridor from Exit 18 into the City.  
 
Examine the width of exist ing travel lanes. Even within existing curbs, it may be possible to 
reallocate space to create new possibilities for on-street parking (which would greatly aid the 
pedestrian environment, as well as boost the prospects for retail business) and/or bicycles. 
 
 
 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
i “Suburbs Try to Prevent an Exodus as Young Adults Move to Cities and Stay,” Joseph Berger, 
New York Times, April 16, 2014  
“See ya, suburbs: More want to live in the big city,” Greg Toppo and Paul Overberg, USA TODAY, 
March 27, 2014. 
“Why urban demographers are right about the trend toward downtowns and walkable suburbs,” 
Kaid Benfield, bettercities.net, February 28, 2014. 
“Realtors® Report Americans Prefer to Live in Mixed-Use, Walkable Communities,” National 
Association of Realtors, October 31, 2013.    
 
ii See: “Business Performance in Walkable Shopping Areas,” Gary Hack, Robert Wood Johnson, 
Technical Report, November 2013. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2014/04/17/nyregion/suburbs-try-to-hold-onto-young-adults-as-exodus-to-cities-appears-to-grow.html?_r=1
http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2014/03/27/census-cities-metro-growth-population/6863219/
http://bettercities.net/news-opinion/blogs/kaid-benfield/20975/why-urban-demographers-are-right-about-trend-toward-downtowns
http://www.realtor.org/sites/default/files/reports/2013/2013-community-preference-press-release.pdf
http://activelivingresearch.org/files/BusinessPerformanceWalkableShoppingAreas_Nov2013.pdf
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“DC: The WalkUP Wake-Up Call” (2012) and “The WalkUP Wake-Up Call: Atlanta” (2013), 
Christopher B. Leinberger, George Washington University School of Business.  
“What to Do with Empty Big Box Stores,” F. Alan Shirk, sustainablecitynetwork.com, February 12, 
2014. 
“Walking the Walk: How Walkability Raises Home Values in U.S. Cities,” CEOs for Cities, August 
2009.   
Real Estate Economics: “The Walkability Premium In Commercial Real Estate Investments,” Gary 
Pivo and Jeffrey D. Fisher, Working Paper, Responsible Property Investing Center, University of 
Arizona, and Benecki Center for Real Estate Studies, Indiana University, February 2010. 
“The Built Environment and Travel: Evidence from the United States,” Robert Cervero, European 
Journal of Transport and Infrastructure Research, 3, no. 2, (2003). 
 
iii Building Better Budgets: A National Examination of the Fiscal Benefits of Smart Growth 
Development. Smart Growth America, May 2013. Full report. Executive Summary. 
 
iv There are a number of different ways “non-conforming” uses can be allowed to continue. For 
some specific code language, see for example City of Portland, Oregon Zoning Code, Chapter 
33.258 – Nonconforming Situations. 
 
v The question of what constitutes sufficient density to support walkable retail is complex. Some 
studies indicate that densities of around 20-22 units per acre are necessary to generate significant 
walk-to-shop activity. For say, a 50,000 sq. ft. neighborhood retail center, this would imply around 
2,700 housing units within a quarter mile. Two considerations should be kept in mind, however.  
One is that neighborhood shopping will also draw from beyond the quarter-mile “walk-shed.” (I.e., 
shops will not be 100 percent dependent upon walk traffic; some customers will drive, or arrive by 
bus or bicycle.) Secondly, achieving an average density that approaches the >20 units/acre 
threshold does not mean only having high-density housing within a quarter mile. If only a small 
fraction of the land within the walkable area is “densified,” that level can be achieved fairly quickly.  
To illustrate with an example, note that within a quarter-mile radius of a given point there are about 
126 acres of land. If about 10 percent of that area (ideally, closest to the center, presumably on the 
“main street”) is devoted to 4-story apartments, it would be possible to achieve about 140 units to 
the acre on that tenth of the land, or something like 1,700 units. The remaining 90 percent of the 
land could be planned for single-family detached homes, at say, 6 units to the acre, yielding 
another 600 or more housing units. Together, the two “zones” would average close to 20 units to 
the acre. The numbers can of course be varied, with different combinations of housing types and 
varying densities. Including a portion for townhouses (perhaps as a transition between apartments 
and single-family homes), could reduce the amount of higher density apartments needed to reach 
the threshold, and so on.	
  

http://business.gwu.edu/Walkup.pdf
http://business.gwu.edu/walkup/atlanta2013/GW_WalkUP_Atlanta2013.pdf
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CCkQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.sustainablecitynetwork.com%2Ftopic_channels%2Fbuilding_housing%2Farticle_f50f7efe-9440-11e3-9fa1-001a4bcf6878.html&ei=BwZ6U_KPG9DjsASfwoKgBw&usg=AFQjCNEepnJjbrcBGBoHbbGM9xc76CILfQ&sig2=3_uYZl0cwNCeLkAv6FgqCQ&bvm=bv.66917471,d.cWc
http://www.ceosforcities.org/research/walking-the-walk/
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-6229.2010.00296.x/abstract
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CCcQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ejtir.tbm.tudelft.nl%2Fissues%2F2003_02%2Fpdf%2F2003_02_01.pdf&ei=xQl6U-iiEY3nsASi9IGwCA&usg=AFQjCNFZULLG_QMsXWbJXpnA9kpoVh-iRw&sig2=mP-HyZnSLJRE5WJAhWJx1w&bvm=bv.66917471,d.cWc
http://www.smartgrowthamerica.org/documents/building-better-budgets.pdf
http://www.smartgrowthamerica.org/documents/building-better-budgets-summary.pdf
https://www.portlandoregon.gov/bps/article/53318
https://www.portlandoregon.gov/bps/article/53318

