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Overview 
 

1. Timeline: what we did 
 

In June of 2013, a team from the Welcome-Home: Communities that Work Climate Showcase project, 

comprised of Liz walker, Katie Borgella and Rob Morache, were hosted by Troy Rehabilitation and 

Improvement Program (TRIP) in a visit to the Hillside-North neighborhood in Troy, New York. After 

meeting with residents at the Oakwood Community Center, the group did a walking tour of the 

neighborhood between Hoosick and Middleburgh Streets, and had on-site discussions about 

development possibilities at each of the four sites where TRIP was contemplating new construction. 

Over the 3 weeks following the visit, the Welcome-Home team generated a SWOT analysis (appendix 

A) and developed ideas for infill housing based on lessons learned at Ecovillage at Ithaca (EVI) and 

the Aurora Pocket Neighborhood (APN). 

 

In July of 2013, the group from Troy visited EVI and APN in Ithaca and participated in a brainstorming 

charrette, hosted at EVI, and explored ways to apply what the group saw in Ithaca to their 

neighborhood. The Welcome-Home team also presented its ideas for the infill sites in a PowerPoint 

presentation (attached separately), and had a discussion about what would work and what wouldn’t. 

(Appendix B) At the conclusion of the charrette day, the Troy group chose to have the Welcome 

Home team focus on planning and broader design level issues, rather than focusing on one specific 

site. The area of study was limited to the blocks visited on the walking tour, 8
th
, 9

th
, and 10

th
 Streets 

between Hoosick and Middleburgh. The Neighborhood Plan (attached separately) summarizes the 

ideas generated during the charrette and the subsequent recommendations of the Welcome Home 

planning team. 

 

2. Key issues 
 

The process outlined above resulted in identifying some key issues facing Hillside North. To be 

adequately addressed, many require physical changes to the neighborhood, while others require 

attention at the City level, social collaboration among residents and local businesses, and/or 

collaboration with State level departments such as NYSDOT. 

 

Physical issues: 

• Traffic speeds are unsafe for pedestrians, especially on 9
th
 Street which serves as a main 

route for drivers heading north from Hoosick Street to other neighborhoods. 

• Vacant lots and dilapidated properties, many of which have absentee owners, have created 

voids in the streetscape which attract crime and diminish the desirability of the neighborhood. 

• Sidewalk conditions are not ideal for socializing, primarily due to narrow width, and in many 

places are unsafe for walking due to cracks and heaving. 



• Lack of parking, especially during periods of inadequate winter maintenance, is a constant 

frustration for residents who must work outside the neighborhood.  

• Lack of pedestrian access to services, resulting from the pedestrian barrier presented by 

Hoosick Street. With virtually no commercial uses inside the neighborhood, residents feel 

they must drive to safely meet their daily needs. 

 

City level issues: 

• High crime rates, mostly drug related, have made the neighborhood unsafe at night and 

have discouraged private investment. 

• R3 Medium Density zoning restrictions have made the traditional pattern of development 

from which the neighborhood derives is most favorable characteristics, illegal. This zoning 

creates barriers to more affordable housing types, cottage industry, neighborhood 

commercial uses, and alternative mobility modes. 

 

Broader issues: 

• Width of, and traffic volumes on Hoosick Street (Route 7) cut the neighborhood off from 

services and endanger pedestrians with near freeway speeds. Hoosick Street’s role as a 

regional traffic artery is a long term issue that must be addressed in cooperation with 

NYSDOT and the City. 

• Poverty and economic empowerment issues impact neighborhood life and must be dealt 

with at the regional level. However, the neighborhood itself can be structured so as to provide 

a safe, economical, and socially supportive living environment from which all residents can 

pursue educational and economic opportunities. 

 

The strategy outlined below deals with what can be done internal to the neighborhood by residents, 

the City of Troy, and the neighborhood’s NGO’s, with the understanding that the larger issues such as 

Hoosick Street and regional traffic patterns, are outside the scope of this project. 

 

3. Goals of this collaboration.  
 

Create a vision around which Hillside North can… 

• form resident action teams 

• seek funding 

• build an image 

• attract investment and additional committed residents 

• be a model for City of Troy policy, planning and future re-development 

• evolve into a place with many of the characteristics of the Climate Showcase Communities, 

including energy efficiency, resiliency in the face of climate change, and high quality of life for 

residents. 

 

Strategy for Hillside-North 
 

1. Physical Conditions 
 

The physical conditions of any neighborhood form the backdrop upon which residents live their lives. 

Aside from the basics of being a physically safe place to live, the physical environment needs to be 

supportive of the psychological and social needs of residents. It needs to be the stage upon which 



neighborly relationships, friendships and community is built. People need to feel safe, not merely be safe. 

They need inspiration, they need to feel good about where they live, they need to feel that they are in 

control of their environment and have a say in its future. When a physical environment is in good 

condition, it shows that people care, and caring can be contagious. The strategy outlined here seeks to 

build upon the current caring and commitment of TRIP, TAP and Hillside-North’s many engaged 

residents, so the neighborhood can reach the tipping point necessary to attract outside investment and 

new residents. 

  

1.1. Traffic calming 

 

9th Street is a one-way northbound thoroughfare which channels a large volume of traffic from 

Hoosick Street through the neighborhood, particularly during the evening rush hour. The other two 

streets (8
th
 and 10

th
) are one-way southbound, and tend to be busy in the morning but with the overall 

traffic volume distributed between the 2 streets. 9th Street is preferred by drivers because Oakwood 

Avenue, which connects with many of the same areas to the north of Hillside-North, is a two-way 

street, very busy and slow-moving. The design of 8
th
, 9

th
 and 10

th
 Streets, with a continuous 30’-32’ 

width of paving, one-way traffic flow and block lengths of 900’-1200’, encourages speeding. As a 

result none of them, particularly 9th Street, feel like “neighborhood streets”. 

 

The charrette group discussed several strategies for traffic calming, and agreed that 9th Street should 

be the priority for investment, but that all three main thoroughfares could benefit from similar design 

elements. 

 

A. Create a gateway at 9th and Hoosick Streets. Part of the problem with the current street 

design is that drivers are not conscious that they are entering a residential neighborhood. 

Hoosick is a six lane commercial strip which turns into the Route 7 expressway immediately 

to the west of 8
th
 Street, and is the primary truck route to Vermont. Motorists travelling at high 

speed prior to turning onto 9
th
 Street are offered no visual cues for them to slow down, with a 

parking lot (owned by NYSDOT and used by the community center) on the east side of 9
th
, 

and an open lawn area (owned by NYSDOT and abutting a walkway on property owned by 

the National Park Service) on the west side. Some kind of gateway at the mouth of 9
th
 Street, 

constricting the visual field, would act as a visual cue to motorists to slow down. 

Recommendations for a gateway include:  

 

• Symmetrical landscaping. On each side of 9
th
 Street, place a mix of deciduous and 

evergreen flowering shrubs growing 7’-10’ high and evergreen trees such as blue 

spruce or Austrian pine, which will present the motorist with a significant vertical 

restriction of their visual field. Low plantings such as flowers and small shrubs are not 

recommended because they are too low to occur as a gateway to a fast moving 

motorist. Visibility for exiting traffic is not an issue since traffic does not exit to 

Hoosick from 9th. There is limited space on the NYSDOT land at the eastern side of 

9
th
, so some reduction in the size of the parking area or reduction of the entrance 

drive width may be necessary. 

 

• Neck-downs at the corner. The current travel lane, which has no parking near the 

intersection, is over 30’ wide for one lane of one-way traffic, which encourages fast 

turns and encourages acceleration upon entering the neighborhood. Neck-downs 

placed before the parking lot entry would narrow the travel lane, forcing motorists to 

slow down. The resulting width between the curbs should be 22’-24’, allowing the 



street to revert to two-way traffic should there be a desire for this in the future, but still 

reducing the visual width. Neck-down placement should consider reducing the 

crossing width for pedestrians using the pathway through the NPS property, which is 

a more pleasant walk than the sidewalk along Hoosick. 

 

• Community solar array. Though this would require negotiations with NYSDOT, the 

siting of a community solar array over the community center parking area, which is a 

prominent location would be an iconic statement about the positive future of Hillside 

North, generate interest among tens of thousands of passing motorists, and act as a 

marketing tool for the neighborhood. The array could provide electricity for renters 

(pending approval of remote net metering by NYS legislature) or could serve the 

needs of the adjacent community center. Another possibility is that it is City-owned 

and can provide power for street lighting in the neighborhood. Such an array could be 

structured to maintain parking below. Other locations for additional community solar 

arrays are indicated on the Neighborhood Plan. 

 

B. Narrow the perceived width of 9th Street. Drivers tend to drive faster when they have a 

wider field of vision, because they can see obstacles ahead of them from a greater distance 

away. When the visual field is restricted, they voluntarily slow down because of the innate 

fear that an obstacle will appear and they will not have time to react. Speeding up or slowing 

down in proportion to the available visual field is instinctual; the driver rarely thinks about it or 

notices it. Hence, most drivers will unconsciously set their speed in relation to available road 

space, not the posted speed limit. At 30’-32’ wide, even with parked cars on both sides, the 

effective single travel lane is equivalent in width to a freeway driving lane, and thus 

encourages speeding. This problem grows worse during the day when there are fewer 

parked cars. Furthermore the limited occurrence of street trees increases the visual width of 

the street to about 60’, from building façade to building façade. Missing buildings further 

erode the sense of containment. Recommendations for narrowing the visual field include: 

 

• Establish a consistent rhythm of street trees. It is strongly recommended that new 

street trees be planted every 30’-50’ so as to form a canopy over the street. Street 

trees not only reduce the visual field and traffic speeds, they also tend to increase 

property values, give a sense of relief from urban heat and hardscape, and create 

spaces people enjoy walking and socializing in. They will also tend to soften the 

visual impact of dilapidated properties until they can be redeveloped. 

 

It is estimated that about 60 new trees are needed on 9
th
 Street, 80 on 10

th
 and 35 on 

8
th
. Though not in need of traffic calming, Rensselaer Street is devoid of trees and 

could use 14-16, and with the addition of sidewalks this street could become a 

pleasant east/west pedestrian connection. Traditionally, one tree species was used 

on any given street, however if that species becomes stressed or blighted an entire 

street can lose its trees. Therefore plant 3 or 4 different species of trees symmetrical 

but alternating. As much sidewalk as possible should be removed from the tree 

planting zone to allow water penetration to roots. Trees are damaging sidewalks 

because they are searching for water. There will need to be careful consideration of 

projecting steps so as to maintain adequate sidewalk space, and where there are 

conflicts, permeable pavers could provide a solution. The cost of such pavers can be 

justified by the potential avoided cost of future tree damage to the walk surface. In 

addition, it is a frequent urban problem that power lines are too low to allow for 



canopy trees. Trees can either be trimmed around them, as many are in the 

neighborhood, or shorter growing species can be planted, provided they are trained 

to branch 8’-10’ above the sidewalk to allow for visibility at the pedestrian level.  

 

• Insert strategic neck-downs. Mid-block and at street intersections, the pavement 

should be narrowed to a 15’ width to slow traffic, allow for easier pedestrian crossing, 

and provide additional sidewalk or planting space. Neck-downs should be at least 30’ 

long with a crosswalk comprised of white lines in the direction of travel 15’ long. The 

length allows the crosswalk to be more visible to drivers viewing it at an oblique 

downward angle. The neck-down at Rensselaer should be a 4-way stop. Neck-downs 

on 9th are the priority, however 8
th
 and 10

th
 would benefit from them at the 

intersection with Rensselaer and at least one mid-block along each block. Along 9th, 

the neck-downs should correspond with special spaces as outlined in C below. A 

longer neck-down with a speed table is suggested at 8
th
 and Hoosick, to discourage 

drug dealers from making a speedy exit onto Hoosick. 

 

• Encourage infill construction that is built no more than 5’-7’ from the property line 

with minimal side yard setbacks in order to restore the street wall. This may require 

adding a maximum setback requirement and minimum building height to the zoning 

regulations. (see sections 1.3 and 2.2 below) 

 

C. Create special spaces along the street. The community gardens on 9
th
 Street are powerful 

symbols of the neighborhood’s social strength and its future, and the intersection of 9
th
 and 

Rensselaer has the potential to be the physical, social and commercial core of the 

neighborhood. The volume of traffic on 9
th
 Street could be turned into a positive force by 

bringing more people through to businesses and to create visibility of the gardens and other 

positive changes in the neighborhood. Ways to make these places more noticed include: 

 

• Create strategic gaps in the tree rhythm. Creating a gap in the trees will allow 

motorists passing through on 9th to notice the gardens and commercial activity at 9th 

and Rensselaer as the space of the street opens up around them. There will be a 

sense that these are special places, which tends to also slow motorists down. 

However, the gaps should be no more than 100’ long so as not to have the opposite 

effect and encourage higher speed. One tree would need to be removed in front of 

the gardens in the 200 block, and no new trees should be added at the gardens in 

the 300 block. In addition, the utilitarian fencing should be replaced with more 

decorative wrought iron (at least along the street), perhaps even with masonry piers, 

to give the gardens a more formal and permanent appearance. 

 

• Focused landscaping and beautification. Neck-downs in these locations, as well 

as the additional sunlight available from the gap in the tree canopy, will offer space 

for focused landscaping events which could include flowers and low shrubs. Contrary 

to the recommendation given for the gateway planting, motorists will have already 

reduced their speed such that the scale of planting can be more delicate, appealing 

to both slow moving motorists and to pedestrians. Planting in these locations could 

be maintained by neighbor teams and act as community-building projects. Given 

limited time and financial resources, focusing community efforts on key spaces may 

have a larger impact on neighborhood image and morale than trying to distribute 



beautification efforts throughout the neighborhood. Perennial plants, which multiply 

and can be thinned in later years to provide free plant stock for additional projects, 

should be utilized instead of annuals. 

 

D. Create mid-block pedestrian cut-throughs to shorten walking distances. Between 

Hoosick and Rensselaer, the block is over 900’ long (a 3-1/2 minute walk), and over 1200’ 

long (almost a 5 minute walk) between Rensselaer and Middleburgh. In contrast, other blocks 

in Troy are between 300’ and 400’ long (a 1-1/2 minute walk). Long blocks frustrate motorists, 

especially on one-way streets, because they need to travel farther to a cross street that will 

give them access to their destination on another one-way street going in the opposite 

direction. “Block circling” is seen as an annoyance and motorists want to get it over-with as 

quickly as they can, exacerbating the speeding problem. The lack of intersections also invites 

speed by creating fewer obstacles. 

 

Though pedestrian cut-throughs will not solve the speeding problem directly, they can 

shorten walking distances to the point of encouraging less driving for trips within the 

neighborhood. Cut-through locations also become ideal places for mid-block neck-downs to 

slow motorists. One such cut-through already exists between 9
th
 and 8

th
, but is closed 

because of supervision and lighting issues. The Climate Showcase team put together a 

design concept for this cut-through, which involved placing cottages along the walkway and 

trimming dense trees to open the walkway up to view. Cut-throughs should strive to become 

pedestrian streets with activity and “eyes on the street” that feel “public”, in order to be safe 

and successful, rather than being merely mono-functional walkways. Several potential 

locations for other cut-throughs are suggested on the neighborhood plan, and efforts should 

be made to acquire back-to-back properties if the opportunity arises (see map, property 

ownership of cut-through parcels is indicated along arrows), or negotiate with owners to allow 

cut-throughs to be constructed.  

 

At one location, the City Park on 10
th
 Street, a pattern similar to the cottage row proposed 

between 9
th
 and 8

th
 is suggested to keep the cut-through monitored. This park has been a 

crime problem and may serve the community better as an actively used and well observed 

parking area and pocket neighborhood. A substitute park is suggested closer to the center of 

the neighborhood at 8
th
 and Rensselaer, and other recreational functions could be relocated 

to open land near the school, in partnership with the school district. 

 

In addition to new mid-block pedestrian routes, Rensselaer Street lacks sidewalk along most 

of its length. Constructing new sidewalks on at least one side to connect pedestrians to 8
th
 9

th
 

and 10
th
 Streets would help the intersection of 9

th
 and Rensselaer develop into the 

commercial and social core of the neighborhood as described in 3.1 below. Rensselaer could 

be thought of as the neighborhood’s “central staircase” with special treatment at the top 

where it terminates at 10
th
 Street, and at the bottom, where there is a nice view of the city 

below. Use of more ornamental flowering street trees, in contrast to the canopy trees on other 

streets, would give Rensselaer a unique character; further reinforcing 9
th
 and Rensselaer as a 

neighborhood center. 

 

1.2. Street as a social space 

 

One of the principal characteristics of the neighborhoods at EcoVillage at Ithaca, and of cohousing in 

general, is the pedestrian “street” along which the housing is organized. This space is where most of 



the community’s social interaction occurs, and it was appreciated by the group visiting from Troy. 

Even though we cannot eliminate the automobile from the City streets running through Hillside-North, 

the principle of the street as a social space, rather than as a space dedicated solely to the movement 

of vehicles, will be an important concept in the vision for Hillside-North. Many of the broader 

provisions in the Traffic Calming section above will go a long way toward making the streets more 

conducive to social interaction, however the following strategies should be considered to enhance the 

direct pedestrian experience on the sidewalk. 

 

A. Delineate private space. Ironically, to create a public space in which people feel comfortable 

socializing, there must be a clear delineation of what is public and what is private. When 

individuals feel that their privacy is invaded, they seek to discourage social interaction in the 

street. If people socializing feel they are intruding on others or do not know where it might be 

appropriate to linger or sit, social activity tends not to happen as effortlessly as it should. The 

following would help reinforce the distinction between public and private space: 

 

• Remove sidewalk paving close to existing building facades. Because most 

existing houses are built to the front property line, there is no transition between the 

public sidewalk and the entry to the house. In some cases where the houses are set 

back from the property line, the public sidewalk extends onto private property up to 

the building. Providing such buildings with a small planting area would keep passers-

by away from first floor windows and make stoops, which often project into the 

sidewalk, look less like part of the sidewalk and more like part of the building. Less 

hardscape would also benefit the neighborhood by creating less stormwater runoff, 

by allowing water to get to tree roots minimizing sidewalk damage, by reducing the 

heat-island effect and by allowing space for residents to plant flowers or shrubs that 

will soften and humanize the streetscape. 

 

• Mandate planting setbacks. New buildings should have at least a 5’ front yard 

setback for plantings, but no more than 10’ so as to maintain the integrity of the street 

wall. They should also be elevated from the sidewalk level so that the space of the 

street does not “flow” into the building. 

 

• Re-orient front steps. Many stairs that lead down from front doors point straight out 

to the street. This has the effect of making the stoops inviting to passersby who want 

to stop and sit. Often, residents will find strangers hanging out on their doorstep. In 

addition, walking down the steps lands a person in line with the flow of pedestrians 

on the sidewalk. Rotating the steps, so they descend parallel to the façade, would 

improve this condition and, in conjunction with a planting strip, make the steps seem 

less public to people passing by. This pattern already exists on many homes north of 

Middleburgh Street, and should become the preferred step orientation for new 

buildings. 

 

B. Limit curb cuts and driveways. Because the neighborhood was originally developed using 

row-houses prior to the ascendance of automobiles, there are fewer driveways than in most 

neighborhoods. This bodes well for the potential of the streetscape. However, there are many 

locations where original houses have been removed and replaced with garages, some as 

many as 6 bays wide, built right up to the sidewalk. Vehicles back out directly onto the 

sidewalk with little visibility of pedestrians, and blank garage doors deaden the streetscape. 



Other properties have gates to access vacant land which is used for parking. Every point of 

vehicle access across the sidewalk diminishes the quality of space for pedestrians. New 

construction should seek to limit curb cuts and the intrusion of vehicles across the sidewalk 

by clustering parking, and garages opening onto the sidewalk should be discouraged or 

prohibited by zoning. 

 

C. Street lighting/porch lighting. Many studies have shown that crime happens in the dark. To 

maintain the viability of the street as a place of social interaction after dark, pedestrian scaled 

street lighting on 10’-12’ poles should be considered to replace antiquated and inefficient 

cobra-head lighting. The addition of street trees often blocks the light from fixtures mounted 

at telephone pole height, leaving sidewalks in shadow. In addition, cobra head lighting gives 

the neighborhood the feel of a parking lot, whereas lights at a more human level and closer 

spacing will keep the sidewalks bright as trees mature, and create a lighting pattern is 

comforting and friendly. The use of modern LED fixtures can defray some of the cost of new 

lighting when the life-cycle cost of energy is considered in comparison to existing cobra-

heads. City-owned solar arrays should be considered as part of any new lighting plan. 

 

Until such time as new lighting can be installed, the streetscape can be made more safe and 

friendly by encouraging residents to keep porch and entry lights turned on. This may require 

some education, and may also be encouraged by giving residents LED bulbs to defray 

additional energy costs. New construction could put porch lights on a photocell so they come 

on to a low brightness level automatically, with controls allowing the resident to increase 

illumination if they desire.  

 

1.3. Streetscape and building form 

 

As mentioned in 1.1B above, infill development which restores the continuity of the street wall will 

help in traffic calming by constricting the visual field. Restoring the street wall by keeping building 

facades close to the front property line will also help make the street feel like an “outdoor room”, 

preserve land so that back yards remain large, minimize grade change between the front and back 

doors, allow residents to easily monitor street activity, and build on the neighborhood’s history and 

character. 

 

Side yards should also be minimized or eliminated, so as to further preserve open space, reduce 

gaps in the street wall, and reduce the number of narrow spaces between buildings which collect 

debris, are often poorly maintained, and which present security problems by offering dark places to 

hide. Large side yards, though more useful and less of a security problem, defeat all the benefits of 

restoring the street wall. They also push houses farther apart, increase walking distances and 

reducing the number of tax-payers on any given length of street. 

 

The neighborhood’s original homes were row-houses built on 25’ lots, sometimes abutting, but most 

often with about 5’ between them to allow side windows. It is now a common problem that these 

structures are too large for a single household and beyond the means of most households to maintain 

or renovate. There is also little interest in renting to others because of the effort needed to be a 

landlord. This is bolstered by the neighborhood consensus that home ownership should be 

encouraged.  

 

With all this in mind, row-houses with abutting side walls are the most appropriate building form for 

Hillside-North, however the houses need to be “right sized” to make them affordable and 



maintainable. Following the 25’ wide pattern in new construction would require building shallower 

houses to meet space and affordability goals. An alternative would be to group lots together and re-

subdivide them into much narrower 16’ or 14’ wide lots. This would accommodate single-unit-wide 

modular row-houses. The Climate Showcase team presented examples of this strategy. (Appendix B 

– July 2, 2014 PowerPoint).  Other types of buildings with commercial or mixed use should also 

conform to a traditional street-front pattern of urban development.  

 

1.4. Parking. 

 

For a number of reasons, most households own at least one automobile and need to drive for work 

and to access services. There are approximately 400 households living in the study area between 

Hoosick and Middleborough streets. Assuming a demand of 1-1/2 cars per family, the current parking 

needed is about 600 spaces. A survey of on-street parking reveals about 380 spaces available, taking 

existing driveways, fire hydrants and proposed neck-downs into account. Additionally, about 100-120 

off-street parking spaces exist in lots, driveways and garages, for an approximate total of 500 spaces 

available. The car ownership rate is an assumption, and it may be that 500 spaces adequately serve 

the demand. 

 

Residents have indicated that they often cannot find parking near their houses even though there 

may be an adequate total number of spaces available. At the charrette it became clear that there was 

a parking shortage on 9
th
 and 10

th
 streets south of Rensselaer, but that adequate parking existed on 

8
th
 and on all streets north of Rensselaer, where housing density is lower. This would indicate that to 

best utilize existing parking, new development should be sited on the blocks between Rensselaer and 

Middleborough, and that additional parking may need to be provided between Rensselaer and 

Hoosick. As neighborhood population grows, residents may consider the following:  

 

A. Manage on-street parking as a neighborhood resource. Finding adequate on-street 

parking is difficult primarily during the winter, when inadequate street plowing reduces the 

number of available spaces. Though constructing large amounts of off-street parking simply 

because on-street parking becomes seasonally unavailable is the immediate impulse, it is a 

costly solution due to topography and other site constraints. Though land is available, little of 

it is suitable for parking without considerable investment. Creating ways to maximize and 

maintain on-street parking availability is the least expensive and most sustainable solution. It 

reduces the amount of paving needed per vehicle, preserves land for housing and open 

space, and minimizes the aesthetic impact of vehicle parking on the neighborhood. 

 

• Delineate parking spaces. The estimate of 380 available spaces assumes vehicles 

are parked in a tight pattern of 20’ per vehicle. In reality, vehicles parked on streets 

where parking spaces are not delineated (as in the study area) take up more space 

per vehicle and hence reduce the number of available spaces. Painting stripes to 

delineate legal parking spaces will encourage a tighter parking pattern, effectively 

maximizing the number of spaces available. 

 

• Consider private plowing. Building off-street parking to meet winter demand could 

cost NGO’s or individual property owners between $2,000 and $5,000 per parking 

space, depending on topography. The 380 on-street spaces are a resource which 

could cost upwards of $1,000,000 to replicate off-street. If the neighborhood thinks of 

its on-street parking as a shared resource, it may want to consider establishing a 

funding stream to supplement City plowing and maintain its availability during the 



winter. Off-street parking would need to be maintained in addition to its capital cost, 

so private plowing of public parking spaces becomes a cost effective solution by 

avoiding the private capital cost of off-street parking, leaving the monetary resources 

of NGOs and property owners available for new housing and improvement of 

buildings. 

 

B. Limit the number and size of curb cuts. Aside from the impact of curb cuts on the quality 

and safety of the pedestrian experience, every driveway curb cut represents the 

commandeering of one public parking space by a private property owner: a gift of taxpayer 

funded property to a private individual for which the public receives nothing in return. When 

curb cuts are wider than necessary to access a parking lot, even more publicly available 

parking is lost. When they lead into a garage or single car driveway, it is typical that the loss 

of one public parking space results in only one private parking space. The only time a curb 

cut and loss of on-street parking benefits the community, is when it gives access to a parking 

area for more vehicles than the curb cut itself displaces. For this reason it is recommended 

that curb cuts be restricted in width to 10’ for single lane access and 20’ for 2-way access, 

and that driveways for only one vehicle be prohibited by zoning. 

 

In addition, there are many existing curb cuts in the neighborhood that are abandoned or do 

not lead to driveways for vehicle access. Until curbs can be restored, the need for access 

should be verified with property owners, and it should be made clear that parking is permitted 

in front of un-used or abandoned curb cuts. 

 

C. Create clustered off-street parking areas. Where topography allows the economical 

construction of parking areas, the neighborhood should consider clustering parking for 

residents of new construction, so that each home will not have a separate driveway, and on-

street spaces can be conserved. Some community parking areas already exist and can be 

improved upon, while others could be developed. 

 

2. Policy and standards 
 

2.1. Energy and construction standards 

 

One of the principal lessons learned through the Climate Showcase Communities in Ithaca is the 

energy efficiency of its buildings, all of which conserve heating and cooling energy through super-

insulation, and many of which use little electricity from the grid by incorporating renewable energy 

systems. The TREE neighborhood at Ecovillage is different from Hillside North in that it has space to 

arrange buildings for optimal passive solar heat gain, and to align roofs for solar power installations. 

TREE houses also have a non-traditional aesthetic which is somewhat derived from their energy 

saving features. Because it is critical to preserve and enhance its traditional urban streetscape, and 

because its building lots are narrow and oriented east-west, Hillside North will not have many houses 

with south facing facades that enhance solar heat gains. As such, the primary energy and 

construction strategy needs to draw from the Aurora Pocket Neighborhood, where urban form and 

social needs dictated window placement, and houses had to harmonize with the existing 

neighborhood character. 

 

This is not to say that new construction in Hillside-North needs to remain traditional in appearance. 

The neighborhood may choose to respect traditional urban form, but adopt an architectural style that 



celebrates the progressive energy-saving features of new development and the progress this 

represents for the neighborhood. If Hillside-North chooses to market itself as a Climate Showcase 

type community, making new technology evident in the architecture will help. 

 

Affordability will also be a factor for Hillside North. Construction methods need to be close to 

traditional building practices that are within the capabilities of most contractors and modular home 

manufacturers, regardless of style. There needs to be a balance between energy efficiency and 

affordability, however since energy costs will inevitably rise and mortgage payments are a fixed cost, 

the additional cost of energy efficiency upgrades becomes a lower percentage of household 

expenses over time. The following recommendations seek to achieve a balance: 

 

A. Building configuration and design 

 

• Maximize shared walls. An analysis of heating and cooling energy consumption in a 

22’ wide, 30’ deep townhouse built to NYS code minimum standards, done as part of 

the Climate Showcase project, revealed that a unit with shared walls used 

approximately 23% less energy than the same design built as a stand-alone unit. 

Sharing walls reduces the surface area exposed to the elements, and the narrower 

deeper row-house configuration recommended for Hillside North would likely achieve 

even greater savings, even if no additional efficiency measures could be afforded. 

 

• Use fewer but larger well-placed windows. Each window unit costs money and 

has a perimeter sash crack which invites air infiltration. Minimizing the number of 

windows will reduce air infiltration and cut installation costs. Windows should be 

placed higher in the wall, between 8” and 12” from the ceiling, to maximize day-light 

penetration into building interiors. They should be at least 32” off the floor to allow 

flexible furniture placement in smaller rooms. Where appropriate in the design, 

windows placed near the corners of a room rather than in the center of a wall allow 

light to be reflected off side walls, maximizing the amount of daylight from a given 

glass area.  

 

• Consider 9 foot ceilings. Taller ceilings allow for easy placement of ceiling fans and 

keep the interior cooler during summer. They also allow windows to be placed higher 

in the wall, maximizing daylight penetration and making small yet affordable spaces 

feel bigger. Though solar power is abundant in summer and could run air 

conditioners, that power could also be sent into the grid and “banked” to offset winter 

electrical use. 

 

• Use stack effect to ventilate. As heat rises through a house, usually up the 

stairway, it can be used to pull cooler night-time air into the spaces below without the 

use of a fan, provided an operable skylight, clerestory window or other structure is 

placed at the top of the house to vent the heat. Windows should be opened at night 

and closed during the heat of the day to optimize this natural convective effect. 

Where security is a concern, secure air intakes should be provided to draw in fresh 

air. Automated controls and air dampers are costly, so the most affordable way to 

make use of the stack effect is to educate homeowners. 

 



• Provide outdoor space to hang laundry. Clothes dryers not only use large 

amounts of electricity to dry the clothes, they suck up to 10,000 cubic feet of air per 

wash-load out of the house through their exhaust. Air from the outdoors needs to 

come in to replace it, and that air needs to be re-heated or re-cooled. 10,000 cubic 

feet is the entire interior volume of air in a 3 bedroom home meeting NYSHCR 

standards. Providing a space to hang laundry, preferably under a covered porch, can 

create considerable savings for a household. Laundry can also hang inside the 

home, provided adequate ventilation is provided to remove moisture. The use of 

Energy Star 3 washing machines with extremely fast spin cycles will also reduce 

drying time and energy. 

 

• Provide space for outdoor summer cooking. Well sealed and super-insulated 

houses can over-heat quickly in summer, with typical ovens generating 15,000-

20,000 BTU per hour. A small patio space for a grill can lead to considerable savings 

on cooling costs. 

 

B. Building envelope 

 

• Reduce air infiltration. Up to 40% of all energy loss in homes can come from air 

infiltration. NYS code required no more than 7 air changes per hour (ACH) at 50 

Pascal of pressure. The Passivhaus standard used at Ecovillage is .6 ACH, and 

Ithaca Neighborhood Housing has been achieving 2 ACH on its recent affordable 

housing projects. Air sealing under sill plates, between top plates, along band joists, 

around window and door frames, and at all wall and roof penetrations deserves 

special attention.  

 

• Casement windows. All the homes in Ithaca’s Climate Showcase Communities use 

casement, awning or tilt-turn windows, because they seal better than double-hungs 

and have fewer linear feet of sash crack per unit area. This further reduces heat loss 

by infiltration. If double-hungs are used, attention should be given to the selected 

product’s air infiltration rate. 

 

• Triple glazed windows. Windows are the Achilles’ heel of the building envelope, 

being the main source of conductive heat losses due to their low R-value. Though 

expensive, triple glazed windows can cut heat loss through windows by up to 40%. If 

fewer window units are used and they are well-placed, the cost to upgrade from 

double-pane to triple pane may be reasonable. If not, high quality double pane 

windows can be made to perform as well by using interior mounted “window quilts”. 

These must be raised and lowered by the resident and therefore require education of 

the home-owner.  

 

• Insulated sheathing with spray foam insulation. Thermal bridging accounts for up 

to 10% of heat losses through wood framed walls. TREE and APN used complex 

framing methods to prevent thermal bridging, however various insulated sheathing 

products, which consist of OSB board laminated to rigid insulation board, have since 

come on the market, eliminating the need for such complex framing. Thermal 

bridging, application of air barrier, and lateral stability can be addressed in the single 

step of installing this sheathing. Typical R value of the sheathing is R-5, which is 



insufficient to prevent condensation on the inside of the wall in climate zone 6, where 

code requires R-15. As such, at least 1-1/2” of closed cell spray foam insulation 

should be applied over the back side of the sheathing to prevent condensation. 

Though many contractors use hybrid insulation systems which combine spray foam 

with less expensive materials (typically referred to as flash and batt), it is often less 

labor intensive to simply use spray foam for all the insulation in the wall. If the 

neighborhood opts to use manufactured housing, applying foam in a controlled 

factory setting could bring its cost down. This option should be pursued with 

manufacturers. 2x6 wood stud walls with insulated sheathing and 4-1/2” of closed cell 

foam offer an R value of close to 35. Use of this system on roofs with 8-1/2” of foam 

yields close to R-60. Spray foam roofs do not require venting, thus simplifying their 

construction. The Passivhaus buildings at Ecovillage used a hybrid system to achieve 

even higher R values; however this required non-traditional wall construction. 

 

• Thermal Mass. The Passivhauses at EVI are constructed on concrete floor slabs, 

with insulation between the slab and the ground, and the top of the slab exposed to 

the interior. During the winter, this slab absorbs solar heat during the day, and re-

radiates it into the house overnight. In summer, the slab absorbs the heat during the 

day, keeping the house cool, much like the brick walls of many homes in the Hillside-

North neighborhood. Having such a thermal mass available to an interior 

environment prevents fast temperature swings from negatively affecting the comfort 

of the occupants. It also acts as a reservoir for heat which can prevent the home from 

becoming too cold if the heating system goes off line, as in a power outage. At APN, 

the homes have basements which are insulated on the exterior so as to use the 

foundation walls and slab as a thermal mass. To best utilize a basement thermal 

mass, some way to circulate air to the levels above is recommended. 

 

C. Equipment 

 

• Ventilation. Tight houses require continuous ventilation and a minimum of .35 air-

changes per hour to maintain indoor air quality. The best solution is to use a heat 

recovery ventilator (HRV) as at the TREE houses at Ecovillage. These units exhaust 

stale air but transfer up to 80% of the heat in that air to the incoming cold air, thus 

conserving energy. A less expensive solution used at APN, is “exhaust only” 

ventilation. With this system a bathroom fan runs continuously at a low speed and 

outside air is brought in through a small vent located in an un-occupied area so as 

not to cause discomfort to inhabitants. This fan can be controlled to run at a higher 

speed when moisture needs to be removed from bathrooms. 

 

• Heating. If a Passivhaus standard of insulation can be achieved, heating can be 

accomplished with a small electric resistance coil (3000-5000 watts) in the HRV 

ductwork. This strategy increases construction costs, but reduces operating and 

energy costs to near zero, as visitors from Hillside North saw in the homes at 

Ecovillage. This may be difficult however, due to the aforementioned configuration of 

lots in the neighborhood which limit the amount of southern exposure each property 

can get. 

 



The Aurora Pocket Neighborhood had this issue because of shading by adjacent 

houses, so larger capacity heating equipment was needed. Air source electric heat 

pumps were used in one of the 1200sf APN houses, and ordinary electric resistance 

heating (which is very inexpensive to install) was used in the other 1200sf house. The 

heat pump had difficulty keeping up with demand during the coldest part of the 

winter, due to a drop in efficiency that occurs when outside temperatures fall below 

5F, whereas the electric resistance baseboards kept up with demand. During the last 

heating season, (Sept 2013 – April 2014) the two homes used a comparable amount 

of electricity per capita (about 2300kwh). When super-insulation radically reduces the 

total amount of heat necessary to keep a house warm, air-source heat pumps and 

electric resistance heating become a viable options. Choice of heating system will be 

a tradeoff between the costs of insulation, equipment cost and operating cost. 

 

The bottom line is that with superinsulation, the heat output from traditional gas-fired 

heating equipment (between 50,000 and 200,000 BTU/hr) is typically too large for 

these houses, which can have a heating demand of under 20,000 BTU/hr on the 

coldest days. In such homes, heating domestic hot water will often require more 

energy than space heating.  

 

• Water heating and plumbing. Since most of the homes at EVI have electricity 

producing solar arrays, and because it is anticipated that APN homes will also install 

solar, homes in both projects use electric super-insulated hot water heaters. Many 

homes at EVI also have solar thermal domestic hot water heating, with the electric as 

a backup. As solar power tumbles in price and rises in efficiency, it is anticipated that 

no fossil-fueled equipment will need to be used in homes. Efficient use of water with 

water-saving plumbing fixtures and appliances, insulation of supply piping, super-

insulated storage tanks, and plumbing prep which makes it easy to add solar thermal 

should be typical in all new construction. Besides saving water to reduce hot water 

demand, water saving in general should be a consideration, given the amount of 

energy it takes to purify drinking water and treat sewage. Dual flush toilets should be 

considered, as well as rainwater collection for outdoor non-potable water use. 

 

• Appliances. Because houses at EVI and APN are so airtight, the use of gas 

appliances was not recommended because of the effect of combustion byproducts 

on indoor air quality. Gas ranges and ovens require more venting which defeats the 

purpose of an airtight envelope. As such, electric cooking appliances are used. All 

appliances should comply with the highest current Energy Star rating, and should be 

“right-sized” for the size of the home, i.e. with refrigerator size decreasing with a 

smaller number of bedrooms.  

 

• Lighting. Daylighting opportunities should be maximized through the careful 

placement of windows, arrangement of spaces to “borrow” light from each other, 

avoidance of windowless rooms, and the use of “solatubes” or skylights. Electric 

lighting should be designed as a comprehensive lighting “system”, and utilize 

dedicated LED fixtures built into all rooms to insure that the home will perform as 

specified and deliver the desired energy savings. Lighting controls such as photocells 

and room occupancy sensors can also be installed to insure maximum energy 

savings despite the behavioral patterns of building occupants. Built-in lighting also 



reduces the need for table lamps and other types of lighting that are often fitted with 

inefficient light bulbs by occupants. 

 

 

2.2. Crime, surveillance and policing 

 

A significant hindrance to generating interest in Hillside-North from potential new residents, especially 

risk-averse families and seniors, is the high crime rate. Physical improvements can only go so far to 

deter crime. Streets conducive to social interaction and better street lighting are crucial, but if nobody 

is out on the street these measures lack effectiveness. Residents indicated that at one particular 

location, TRIP installed a video camera and criminal activity dropped significantly. Video surveillance 

may be a solution to some of the nagging crime problems facing the neighborhood, particularly on 8
th
 

street near Hoosick, where many drug deals occur, and in the park on 10
th
 street, a dark area 

encouraging drug activity. Mid-block crossings may also benefit from cameras. 

 

However unlike closed-circuit security camera systems of the past, the recommendation is to install 

networked webcams, perhaps integrated on new street lighting poles, which any member of the 

neighborhood can access. This would amount to a crowd-sourced neighborhood watch. So not only 

would activity be digitally recorded, it would likely be observed in real time by someone motivated to 

call police when necessary. Such citizen access to a security network would relieve police of the 

burden of having to monitor the system, and make every resident a partner in crime prevention. 

Furthermore such a system may be less expensive and more effective than increased police 

presence and patrols.  

 

Naturally instituting this kind of surveillance is a major policy decision both for the City and its 

residents. As such, there should be thorough public discussion prior to any implementation.  

 

2.3. Zoning 

 

Currently, Hillside-North is zoned R3, a designation which generally would not allow the 

neighborhood to develop into a Climate Showcase type community, a Community That Works. The 

overall effect of the R3 zoning regulations has been to outlaw the neighborhood as it exists, and 

promote de-densification through large lot area requirements and large off-street parking 

requirements. It is promoting the transformation of an urban neighborhood into a sub-urban one. This 

is the opposite of what needs to be done to make housing affordable, streets walkable and sociable, 

traffic manageable, neighborhood business viable and the neighborhood sustainable in the face of 

climate change. The key hindrances are: 

 

A. Allowed Uses 

 

Both Climate Showcase Communities in Ithaca place an emphasis on integrating commercial 

uses with the residential community. EVI has designated space in its masterplan for 

commercial activity, and encourages residents to create income-producing businesses on-

site. APN is embedded in a mixed use neighborhood with many basic services located within 

walking distance. Hillside-North residents indicated that they must drive to access basic 

services and for work. In addition, Hillside-North is an economically challenged neighborhood 

which may benefit from fewer restrictions on home-based income generating activities.  

 



It is recommended that “live-work” housing be an allowed use. Live-work housing is housing 

which is purpose built to provide space attached to the dwelling unit for a publicly accessible 

office, art studio, or other type of workspace, usually at street level, with living space above. 

Business activity within these spaces is more intensive than a home occupation, and may 

include office uses with employees or small groups of professionals which currently require a 

special permit. It is suggested that those special permit uses be allowed by right in live-work 

housing. 

 

In addition a few changes are recommended to uses allowed by special permit. 

“Neighborhood Commercial” and “ground-mounted solar arrays” should be added as uses so 

as to promote the emergence of a neighborhood commercial center at 9
th
 and Rensselear 

and the use of solar power in the neighborhood. Due to its potentially destructive effect on the 

streetscape, “parking as a principle use” should be limited in size, perhaps 20 spaces, 

frontage on the street should be limited to 60’, and a low wall or landscape screening 

requirement should be added if it is not elsewhere in the code. 

 

B. Lot area requirements. 

 

R3 requires 5000sf for single family detached homes and 2500sf per unit for other types of 

housing. The typical lot in this neighborhood is 25’x100’, 2500sf, and contains 2 dwelling 

units. Therefore this regulation effectively limits all existing typical lots in the neighborhood to 

1 dwelling unit each, and forces anyone interested in a single family home to acquire 2 lots. 

Not only is this a deterrent to home ownership, it is an outright assault on the character of the 

neighborhood and guarantees the deterioration of the streetscape.  

 

It is recommended that lot area be reduced to 2500sf for single family homes and 1250sf per 

unit for other housing types. This will at a minimum honor the existing pattern of development 

and, moving forward, allow the development of much narrower single-family row-house 

structures which will be affordable to families in the neighborhood, either as single-family 

attached units on individual lots, or as multi-family rowhouses on shared land. 

 

C. Lot width requirements. 

 

R3 requires 40’ for detached single-family and 2-family and 15’ per unit for other types of 

residential, which effectively makes every lot in the neighborhood illegal for single-family and 

2-family occupancy. For single-family and 2-family detached homes, it is reasonable to 

require a 5’ setback for fire code purposes on each side of the building, which would yield 

only 15’ of width on a typical lot (discussion of setbacks to follow). An odd streetscape would 

emerge if this kind of pattern, 10’ of space with 15’ of building, were allowed. Therefore it is 

reasonable to expect wider lots for detached single-family buildings. However, at 40’ it would 

require acquisition of 5 typical lots to build 3 homes, and 2 lots to build one. Redevelopment 

would be more efficient if the required increment was 35’, which would allow 3 adjacent lots 

to support 2 new homes by splitting the center lot in half. 

 

However, the single-family detached home is inefficient in all respects; from energy use, 

construction cost, maintenance cost, and land consumption, and is increasingly un-

affordable. As such, it should actually be discouraged by zoning, if said zoning has the intent 

of creating a sustainable community. The frontage requirement for other types of housing has 

more bearing on creating Communities That Work, and 15’ per unit seems appropriate. This 



can accommodate 15’-9” modular row houses on individual lots, and would allow 13’-9” wide 

modular row-houses if they were placed in groups on shared lots, per definition of a multi-

family, low-rise, medium density townhouse use. These narrower row-houses are more 

affordable. The minimum width of 60’ at the street line also seems reasonable, since row-

houses shouldn’t be built in groups of less than 3.   

 

The proposed reduction in lot area above would allow existing lots to be divided into narrower 

slices corresponding to the more affordable row-houses. It would also allow for cottage 

development such as that proposed at the pedestrian cut-through between 9
th
 and 8

th
 Streets. 

(see plan). 

 

D. Setback requirements. 

 

As suggested in 1.1B above, setting buildings back too far from the street erodes the 

streetscape, encouraging speeding and discouraging social interaction. A 5’-7’ front yard 

setback makes sense for accommodation of front stoops and a modest planting area, but 

anything more than 10’ begins to change the character of the neighborhood. A 5’ minimum, 

10’ maximum front yard setback is therefore recommended. 

Side yards do not need to be 10’, however fire separation does before openings are allowed 

in side-walls. The 10’ side-yard setback may be a reaction to the fact that many existing 

buildings are built closer to the property line than would be allowed by fire codes, and as such 

the 10’ requirement assures that the new and old buildings can have window openings 

without creating a fire hazard, albeit at the sole expense of the owner of the new building. 

This requirement also forces new buildings that abut new buildings to have 20’ between 

buildings, which in the streetscape of Hillside-North virtually equates to a missing building. 

Hillside-North suffers from vacant spaces between buildings, and would benefit from a more 

continuous street wall. Rather than forcing all buildings to maintain a 10’ side yard, a more 

flexible approach would be to require a 5’ side-yard setback unless abutting an existing 

building that is less than 5’ from the property line, in which case the new building would need 

to be 10’ from the existing building wall, as opposed to 10’ from the property line.  

 

The 20’ rear yard setback makes sense given the typical 100’ depth of existing lots. 

 

E. Lot Coverage and Maximum density 

 

The lot coverage of 50% is reasonable given the typical lot depth. The maximum density 

would need to be adjusted to correlate with the new lot area minimums. At 2500sf the 

maximum density for single family homes would be 17.4 units per acre, and at 1250sf per 

unit, the maximum density for other housing types would be 34.8 units per acre. 

 

 

F. Parking Requirements 

 

The trend with these recommendations reflects the reality that to be more sustainable and 

affordable, houses must become smaller. For neighborhoods to become more walkable and 

foster social community, buildings need to be closer together, therefore frontages and side 

yards need to be narrower, and lots need to get smaller. Space for cars cannot be allowed to 

dominate every piece of property, because it pushes buildings (and people) apart, and often 

the space required for vehicles exceeds the space taken up by the house. As mentioned in 



section 1.4-B above, allowing cars to access every property disrupts the sidewalk and 

eliminates publicly available parking. It is also prohibitively expensive to build. 

 

A collective, aggregated parking strategy has been proposed for Hillside-North as an 

alternative to mandated minimum off-street parking requirements. This strategy looks at 

parking holistically rather than parcel by parcel, similar to how many downtowns look at 

parking which is shared by all residents and businesses in a district. 

 

Our recommendation is to further develop this kind of approach to parking in the 

neighborhood, and eliminate minimum parking requirements for individual property owners. 

 

3. Social 
 

3.1. Community Center as Common House 

 

The visit to EVI featured visits to the Frog and Song common houses, each of which serves between 

30 and 40 households. Residents of Hillside-North asserted that they would like their community 

center to function in a similar manner, being a central place where people could feel free to just “drop 

in”, a place where “everybody knows your name”. However, the current community center, Oakwood, 

is of a vastly different character, given that it must serve upwards of 400 households, and faces many 

challenges trying to serve this large community. Hillside-North residents see their community center 

as an essential component of the neighborhood, much as Ecovillagers view their common houses. As 

such, a long term vision for Hillside-North must include a long term vision for its community center, 

part of which is that it has the character of a “shared home” rather than an institution or facility. 

 

A. Current Challenges 

 

Residents attending the charrette identified the following challenges facing Oakwood: 

 

• Ownership. The current facility does not own its space, but rather leases space from the 

Oakwood Presbyterian Church at the corner of 10th and Hoosick Streets. Ownership of 

their facility would give a sense of stability and permanence to the community center, 

allow greater control, and possibly open new funding opportunities.  

 

• Image. Because Oakwood is housed in a former religious structure, many people in the 

neighborhood, especially youth, are put off by “going to church”. The aesthetic of the 

building, which is unlikely to be altered significantly because of its historic status, 

actually creates a psychological barrier to participation. 

 

• Space. The space available in the current facility is being fully utilized, with no room for 

more programs. The types of spaces available are also unsuited to certain types of 

activities which are desired by the community. In addition, with all the available space 

programmed with activities, there is no space which can be given over to casual 

socializing or un-structured activities that typify the EVI common houses. 

 

• Location. Being located at the southernmost end of the neighborhood places Oakwood 

beyond walking distance of many residents, with some living almost a half mile away. As 

a result, many to drive to access programming, yet there is limited parking available. 



 

• Staffing. At EVI the group served by each common house is small enough to not need 

staff overseeing the facilities. The smaller groups can maintain a higher level of trust and 

accountability than is possible in a group the size of an entire urban neighborhood. To 

achieve a comparable condition in Hillside, up to 10 common houses would be needed. 

So to become a place where one can “just come and hang out” like a common house, 

Oakwood would need regular staffing to manage the needs of a larger number of users, 

funding for which is not currently available.  

 

B. Options: Public School #2 

 

Another significant social anchor in the neighborhood is Public School #2, located on 10th 

and Middleburgh Streets. Due to declining enrollment, this school has been threatened with 

possible downsizing or even closure. Total loss of the school would be a significant blow to 

the community and avoiding this should be a priority, since having a school within walking 

distance will be a significant asset in marketing the neighborhood to new families. However, it 

would be sensible to consider a number of different scenarios related to the status of the 

school, and how the neighborhood can make the best of whatever transpires. 

 

• Downsizing of the school. If the school were to be downsized, it is natural to assume 

that the facility would have excess space available. The opportunity would then exist to 

relocate the community center to some portion of the school, perhaps sharing some key 

spaces with the school district, and staffing portions of the building after school hours. 

This could be a win-win with the school district, since community center funding could 

defray some of the operating costs of the school buildings. The community center would 

still be a renter and subject to control by the school district. 

 

It was suggested by some at the charrette that the upper level building, fronting on 

Middleburgh Street, could be a stand-alone community center distinct from the school, 

perhaps being purchased outright from the School District. Open space and parking 

adjacent to the school could be made available for community center functions after 

school hours. Though the buildings may be suitable to the needs of the community 

center, the school’s location is still at the periphery of the neighborhood, being an uphill 

climb for all residents, and being at the least populated end of the neighborhood. Its 

institutional character may also not fit the intention of having a common house type 

environment.               

          

          

• Closure of the school. In the event the school is entirely closed, the entire facility would 

be available for use as a community center. However, it is likely to be too large and 

costly to maintain, giving the community center the opposite problem it has today, i.e. 

too much space. One possible solution may be to rehabilitate a certain portion of the 

school building as for-sale condominium or cooperative housing, while still leaving 

adequate space for community center functions. A small charter school could be one of 

the functions integrated into the project, as a way to keep some kind of school in the 

neighborhood. 

 



Far from being seen as a tragic event, the loss of the school would need to be turned 

into a positive draw. Careful redevelopment of open space for recreation and community 

gardens, and the incorporation of renewable energy systems in the project’s design 

would make the former school an iconic feature of the neighborhood, a potent teaching 

tool, and a powerful symbol of the neighborhood’s future. 

 

C. Options: A center at the center. 

 

Another option discussed by the charrette group was acquiring property at the intersection of 

9
th
 and Rensselear to build an entirely new community center. Though an ambitious project, a 

purpose-built facility at the geographic center of the neighborhood would address image and 

location issues not addressed by the current facility or re-use of School #2. A community 

center in this location would make it a powerful symbol for people driving through the 

neighborhood, and place it on the path of many residents as they return home from work. 

Being on Rensselaer would also place it on the principal cross street, making pedestrian 

access easier and minimizing the need for parking. A new building incorporating many of the 

conservation and renewable energy features proposed above, would reduce long term 

operating costs and reinforce the neighborhood’s image as a forward thinking sustainable 

community. 

 

If the intersection could be further developed with neighborhood commercial activities, such 

as a day-care, hair salon, pub, cafe or convenience store, car trips outside the neighborhood 

may be reduced and the commercial activity would add to the social vibrancy of that 

intersection. The neighborhood plan calls for neck-downs which would offer additional 

sidewalk space for outdoor dining or socializing, new sidewalks and trees on Rensselear, a 

new city park at 8
th
 and Rensselear, and special landscape treatments at 10

th
 and 

Rensselaer. These design moves extend the idea of a “center” outward to the other principal 

neighborhood streets. 

  

3.2. Many hands make the work light 

 

Naturally all of the proposed gardens, landscaping and tree improvements come with a maintenance 

cost. In an era of tight city budgets, municipalities may be hesitant to make improvements even if 

funds were obtained to make the initial investment. The ongoing maintenance is a deterrent to 

improving anything. At EVI, residents organize themselves into work groups to maintain the 

infrastructure of the community. There are common house cleaning teams, garden teams, etc. The 

alternative would be to hire a maintenance crew at great cost to everyone at EVI. 

 

At Hillside-North, and in other urban neighborhoods, this model of residents taking on maintenance 

tasks could take the shape of resident groups making formal arrangements with the city to maintain 

improvements. Organized through the community center, work-groups would need to be trained, tools 

would need to be provided and stored, and new members would need to be recruited to maintain the 

capacity of the group to do the task. The benefits of participating in a work group would not only be 

having a more attractive neighborhood, but would also be social. Working together builds bonds of 

trust and helps cement the social structure of the neighborhood. Work-groups are also an excellent 

gateway for new residents to get to know people and become emotionally invested in the 

neighborhood by seeing the fruits of their labor in their surroundings. 

 



The following work groups could be coupled to the key design elements proposed for the 

neighborhood: 

 

• Gateway care work group: trim trees and shrubs, pick up trash 

• Street tree work group: be trained in pruning, clear leaves, alert the city to sidewalk or 

disease problems. 

• Flower gardens work group: maintain perennials at neck downs, parks, perhaps manage a 

neighborhood nursery plot for perennials that can be given to individuals to plant at their 

homes. 

• Trash pickup work group: simply keep the streets and sidewalks free of rubbish 

• Parking management work group: organize and manage private snow removal of on-street 

parking and maintenance of off-street community parking areas. 

• Community center work group: provide staffing and light maintenance, so that Oakwood can 

function as a common house, in whatever final form it takes. 

 

 

Appendix A – S.W.O.T. Analysis 

 
Notes on Visit to Troy, TRIP, and Hillside-North neighborhood 

    draft by Liz Walker, 6/25 

 

Summary Notes: Katie Borgella, Rob Morache and Liz Walker spent Tuesday, June 10th driving to Troy, and visiting 

with TRIP staff, having lunch with a variety of community leaders at the community center, and walking through the 

Hillside North neighborhood. Altogether we were there for almost six hours and met about 20 people. 

 

Troy is a troubled city of 49,000 in a county of 160,000. RPI represents about 6,000 college students. Troy is divided 

by Hoosick St, which is a main thoroughfare for traffic going to Vermont. About 20,000 cars pass each day, creating a 

huge barrier to residents on the north side being able to reach stores and services on the south side. While we were 

there we witnessed two teens on bikes crossing the multi-lane highway in a very dangerous way - apparently an 

everyday occurrence. 

 

The Hillside North neighborhood is about 3 blocks wide and 9 blocks long, and represents about 1,102 residents 

(2010 census.) Already in the first 5 months of the year it has experienced 15 shootings and one stabbing. There are 

rival gangs between Troy & Albany. Much (perhaps all) of this violence is gang-related and drug related.  

 

The TRIP offices are in a different part of Troy on River St. (south of Hoosick St., along the Hudson) in an area that is 

rapidly being gentrified. TRIP maintains many rental properties, and has fixed them up well. There are long waiting 

lists for their rentals. 

 

The Hillside North neighborhood itself has multiple vacant lots, boarded up and abandoned houses, contrasting with 

some nicely fixed up places (often owned by TRIP), and several well-kept community gardens. There are some 

residents who have lived there for decades, and it is racially mixed.  

 

There is a specific traffic corridor used by drug dealers, who drive into the neighborhood and then make a quick 

getaway onto the freeway. There is an idea of blocking off one end of this U-shaped corridor to make it harder for 

dealers to continually drive through. 

 

A central issue for the neighborhood (and for TRIP) is that abandoned houses are hard to take over (it is a multi-year 

process). Once a property is acquired it costs a large amount to rehab units ($250,000-$400,000 to rehab 2-4 units), 

or at least $80,000 to knock down a house. Also HUD money that was used for rehabbing a number of units, comes 



with constraints - a certain amount of open space for parking, parks or other amenities must be maintained for each 

apartment building. This limits the use of some of the vacant lots. 

 

We looked at a number of vacant lots, and found four locations where there was at least 50x100’ of open space. 

These may be big enough to fit several small, modular houses. The widest modular unit (that can travel down the 

road) is 15’9”.  

 

There are several large institutions near the neighborhood which could become stronger partners: RPI, Good 

Samaritan Hospital, and the local elementary school (on the edge of the neighborhood.) 

 

The Hillside North neighborhood also has the benefit of the Oakwood Community Center, a former Presbyterian 

Church, which is a neighborhood meeting space, and which hosts community suppers once a month for 100 people.  

 

There are mature trees along a number of streets, and there is some talk of taking them out, due to cracking of the 

sidewalks, etc. However, they also offer shade and a sense of character. According to Rob, “The streetscape is what 

is going to sell the neighborhood.” 

 

SWOT Analysis   brainstormed list by Katie, Rob, Liz - (not comprehensive, not in any particular order) 

 

Strengths: 

* lots of people know each other 

* long-term anchor people (Ms. Aileen Gamble as example) 

* Dads for Kids in school (African-American) 

* anti-drug group 

* existing streetscape positive examples (eg. bay windows, street trees) 

* Community Center 

* Neighborhood Good (not sure what this is?) 

* TRIP: number of very well-maintained buildings 

* funding track record 

* TAP partnership (an architectural firm which works with TRIP) 

* investment on River St. (may supply income, jobs to Troy) 

* TRIP’s values/ attitudes in shaping change in the neighborhood 

* day-time culture of neighborhood is mostly relaxed, friendly 

 

Weaknesses: 

* neighborhood bounded on south by major road, and on west by industrial area 

* survival mentality 

* traffic noise (mostly dies away a couple blocks away from Hoosick) 

* topography - on a steep hill a distance up from river 

* major thoroughfare divides neighborhood from stores and amenities 

* night-time culture is violent, gang and drug related 

* drug-dealing with easy get-away 

* co-dependency on TRIP (comment from a resident that TRIP provides so much that people rely too heavily on this 

organization to the point of not taking responsibility for their own trash) 

* huge numbers of vacant lots and abandoned buildings 

* inaccessible owners of abandoned buildings - hard to foreclose if you don’t know owner 

Weaknesses (cont.) 

* lots of old house that require expensive upgrades 

* disparate nature of types of houses/ people 

 

Opportunities: 

* drug traffic could be interrupted by closing the open loop with Hoosick St. 

(a 60’ turn-around circle for fire trucks or a T-shaped turn-around would be required) 

* inward-facing pocket neighborhood would mitigate noise 



* partnership with Elementary School - esp. vacant lots around school could serve as school gardens 

* positive logo on TRIP-owned buildings, rather than “no loitering” 

* gentrification on River St. may attract more investment capital to Troy in general = more jobs 

* training tenants re: trash/ recycling could be integrated with other training sessions 

* Community Leadership Institute/ NeighborWorks leadership capacity trainings are ongoing 

* 8th St. wall of green/ lots of drug deals -  this could be opened up more and/or lighted better, to encourage more 

people to walk there and less drug deals. 

* walkway from 8th st. currently locked - lighting and cameras could be installed to prevent crime, and it could be kept 

open during the day, locked at night. 

* vacant lots near school on 10th St. represent triple lots 445-447 - enough room to do something significant. 

* pocket neighhborhoods could provide safety in numbers for seniors, families 

* plan for whole neighborhood with special applications to triple lots, double lots, single lots 

* TRIP & neighborhood leaders both say, “Do something big and splashy!”. would bring in money, attention. 

* Tiny houses could be built with 6-8 in a cluster 

* waiting list for rental units is 6 months to a year...they are desirable, they can be selective. 

* houses facing each other with shared land, common property, shared training may build responsibility, leadership 

and quality of life 

* retirees - 35% of neighborhood is over 55 - may have more time to invest in community 

* branding of neighborhood pride/ sustainability/ community 

* community center - could serve as hub for food buying club or mini farmer’s market distribution 

* neighborhood meals could be at least twice a month 

* center could serve as location of micro-enterprises and/or childcare center. 

* partnerships with school (new principal to be hired) could strengthen social opptys. 

* shared tools/ energy efficiency training 

* roof repair for comm. ctr - could add solar panels 

* teaming up with local biz (such as energy company next door) to get donations 

 

Threats: (we didn’t spend much time on this, obviously) 

* gentrification of River St. and beyond - class differences get even worse? 

 

 

 

Appendix B – Notes from July 2, 2014 Tours and Charrette  
 

A. Responses to Morning Tours of Aurora Pocket Neighborhood & EcoVillage Neighborhoods 

Physical: 

• Shared outdoor space - not sure she would like having others in her space 

• Liked energy efficiency & home layouts 

• Beautiful homes - materials, low energy use, composting 

• Front doors facing each other, with gardens in front provides a little more privacy (eg. FROG layout)  

• Don't want people to be able to look into my house 

• Love the alleys 

• More comfortable with EcoVillage than APN 

• solar & energy efficiency really great 

• What's going on in the alley behind APN? Makes him nervous (not to be able to see).    

Social:  

• prefers private space/ home 

• building more trust is important 

• huge crime issue at Hillside North - more security is needed 

• windows can be used for visual connection, but not too much - concern about privacy 

• EcoVillage Work Teams - likes that everyone does what they are good at, and there is a culture of 

responsibility to community 



• membership process is important 

• wants private ownership/ private homes 

• cohousing is not really viable for Hillside North right now 

• group decision-making is a little off-putting 

• curtains could help with feeling of security - curtains were open during day at EVI & APN. 

• really like SONG Common House! would love something similar in Hillside North 

B. Focus on Community Center: 

• How to make community center more like a Common House?  

• It would be great to have a Common House for neighborhood to congregate, kids to play, etc.  

• right now the Oakwood Church is not the Hillside North Community Center. Some issues for residents with 

church connection, as well as space is booked a good deal of time it is open.  

• Need to find someone to run such a center and manage it- volunteers & staff. Have had opptys in past, but 

TRIP can't manage it. Needs shared management to keep open more of the time. 

• Physical space of Oakwood can't accommodate Ping-Pong, boxing classes, etc. Does have one community 

meal a month. 

• Trust is an issue 

• start small with these ideas and build on them 

• Consider building a new Community Center on the 8th St. path open lot (later discussion was to build 

something in middle of neighborhood) 

• a dedicated Hillside North Community Center could help to build connections with existing groups, and 

encourage trust.  

• a 4-6 family group could form intentional community in the neighborhood, and create more trust. Difficulty of 

no common social contract. 

• possibility of utilizing elementary school as temporary community center (it was used in past, school may be 

closed in future due to fewer kids) Try to keep school open in any case, but upper building would be great 

for community center. 

C. Focus on Hillside North overall: 

• focus neighborhood on people, not convenience of cars 

• Define on-street parking spaces to better manage them. Create off-street parking in cluster, too. Need a 

parking study.  

• 9th St./ Hoosick is a gateway to the community (and the only entryway from the south) 

•  Create a residential feel, proclaim a Gateway "You're entering a residential neighborhood" with banners, PV 

panels, etc.  

• Put in bump-outs to slow down traffic. 

• Make 9th St. less convenient for cars taking thru-routes to the north.  

• Build a couple new owner-occupied homes in the neighborhood, with solar. This would be very exciting!  

• Use lighting and "eyes on the street" to enhance neighborhood safety.  

 

 






