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Introduction
This memo describes an initial, high level strategy for the downtown
and Collegetown guidelines documents. It is based on site
reconnaissance by Winter & Company and input received during
a series of focus group meetings that occurred March 10-11, 2016.
The stakeholders that attended these meetings included residents,
property owners, developers, architects, design professionals,
Planning and Development Board members, Common Council
members, and City staff. This memo is also intended to help guide
future discussions with the Client Committee on the direction of the
guidelines for both areas.
The focus of this memo are the key issues identified in both
Collegetown and downtown. It also provides some discussion
regarding implementation.
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Project Overview
Project Scope

The scope of this project is to develop two sets of design guidelines,
one for Downtown Ithaca and one for Collegetown. Over the next
few months Winter & Company will draft the design guidelines,
providing tailored responses to the design issues that have been
identified in each of these two areas.

Design Standards vs. Design Guidelines

A key question in this strategy paper is whether the eventual
document should be written as a set of prescriptive design standards
or as a set of more discretionary design guidelines.
Design standards are development requirements that are quantifiable
and measurable. Typically, a project must meet every standard in
order to gain approval. It should be relatively straight forward to
determine whether a project has satisfied all of the metrics identified
in a design standards document.
Alternatively, design guidelines are usually written in a way that
describes desired outcomes for development and allows a review
board or staff some discretion in determining how an individual
project meets the design guidelines. Although guidelines typically
don’t establish prescriptive metrics, they do establish criteria that
help the reviewing body make consistent and predictable decisions.
It is important to note that compliance with design guidelines may
still be “required.” In design review systems with mandatory design
guidelines, the reviewing staff or board must find that a sufficient
number of the relevant guidelines have been met in order to issue
approval.
Additional discussion of the implementation options is offered on
page 30 of this memo.
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Existing Conditions - Downtown
Existing Urban Character

Downtown Ithaca exhibits a wide variety of building and design character within the study area
boundaries (shown with the gray outline on the map below). Based on input and site reconnaissance,
one can identify four primary design character areas. These areas are typified by differences in
the characteristics of buildings, streets, block patterns, context and other similar features. The four
character areas are shown in Figure 1 and the key features of each of these areas are described in
greater detail on the pages that follow. The character areas should be considered as an organizing tool
for understanding different patterns in downtown’s urban fabric and may also inform the application
of guidelines moving forward. Gateways/Activity Points are also identified. These represent either a
gateway to the study area or a key intersection.

Design Standards Area
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Downtown Core
•

Hardscaped areas are common in the
Downtown Core.

The Downtown Core shown in yellow in Figure 1 includes
the areas synonymous with Ithaca’s original historic
commercial core. It includes The Commons and its immediate
surroundings. It contains an important activity point at the
intersection of Cayuga Street and State Street where vehicular
and pedestrian activity is focused. This activity point is the
western gateway to The Commons. Key attributes of the
Downtown Core character area include:
Building Height
Building Setbacks

Although buildings in the Downtown
Core vary in height, most maintain a
consistent one-story scale at the street
level.

Buildings in the Downtown Core are
organized by a base, middle and cap.
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1-6 Stories
0’ front and side setbacks common, rear
setbacks are minimal
Building Footprint Typically narrow and deep
Building Styles
Vernacular, Italianate, Greek Revival,
others
Building Form and A mix of rectangular building forms and
Massing
more ornate buildings with detailed forms.
Most buildings are generally organized
by a base, middle and cap.
Building Materials Masonry; brick is most common
Parking Location Few surface lots, parking is concentrated
in parking structures
Character of Open Hardscaped areas are common
Space
Character at Street Buildings maintain a one-story scale at the
Level
street level, regardless of overall building
height. Buildings are built to the sidewalk
edge, and entries are street-oriented
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West State Street
•

West State Street, shown in blue in Figure 1, includes the
areas along State Street between the Downtown Core and
Meadow Street. This area is bound to the north and south
by Seneca Street and Green Street, respectively. There is a
gateway at Meadow Street and State Street which serves as
the primary western entrance to the West State Street Corridor.
This gateway is also where distinct land use changes begin as
one heads east from Meadow Street. Key attributes include:
Building Height
Building Setbacks

1-4 Stories
Varies widely, front, side and rear setbacks
range from 0’-50’+
Building Footprint Vary widely from small to large, narrow to
wide, and deep to shallow; some buildings
are larger with long edge along street
Building Styles
Vernacular, modern low-scale commercial
and a mix of traditional residential styles
Building Form and A mix of simple rectangular commercial
Massing
building forms with minimal articulation
on upper floors and more complex two to
three story residential buildings
Building Materials Masonry, synthetic stucco, wood and
composite siding
Parking Location Many surface parking lots, typically in
front of or to the side of buildings
Character of Open Mix of hardscaped and landscaped areas
Space
Character at Street Although parking lots and driveways
Level
create some gaps in the built edge of
the streetscape, many buildings are
built up to or near the sidewalk. Lower
building heights, generous sidewalks and
consistent street trees add pedestrianfriendly elements. Building entries are
typically oriented towards the street

Design Guidelines Strategy Memo

Buildings along West State Street tend
to be simple rectangular building forms
with minimal articulation on upper
floors.

Building styles include a variety of
traditional commercial and residential
styles.

Although surface parking lots and
vehicular driveways create disruptions
in the streetscape, buildings are
typically built to the sidewalk.
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Tuning Fork
•

Landscaping and surface parking lots
in front of buildings create a more
“open” experience for pedestrians.

The Tuning Fork, shown in red on Figure 1, is the eastern
gateway into downtown. The area is roughly bound by Aurora
Street to the west, Six Mile Creek to the south, Seneca Street
to the north and Schuyler Place to the east. The transportation
network that services the area has a strong influence on the
urban form. This character area contains the primary eastern
gateway to downtown. This gateway is focused where Green
Street, State Street, and Seneca Way all meet at the base of
the tuning fork. Key attributes include:
Building Height
Building Setbacks

The transportation network that carves
up the area has a distinctive influence
on the urban form of the Tuning Fork.

Blocks and parcels are irregularly
shaped in the Tuning Fork. Buildings
are oriented towards the street when
lot curvature and topography allows.
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1-6 Stories
All setbacks vary due to irregularly
shaped lots
Building Footprint Typically larger than in the Downtown
Core and buildings tend to be more
square because blocks are constrained
Building Styles
Vernacular, modern mid-rise mixed-use
buildings
Building Form and Some simple rectangular building forms,
Massing
some more modern buildings with varied
massing and height
Building Materials Mostly masonry, some synthetic stucco
Parking Location Some surface parking lots, typically to the
side of buildings
Character of Open Mix of hardscaped and landscaped areas
Space
Character at Street Buildings tend to be set back more
Level
greatly from the street, and are not
always oriented towards the street.
Landscaping and surface parking lots in
front of buildings create a more “open”
experience for pedestrians.
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Creek Front
•

The Creek Front character area extends from Six Mile Creek
towards downtown. This character exists south of Green Street
and West of Cayuga Street. It is shown in purple in Figure 1.
Although the Creek Front area is more of an open space than
a development character area, the adjacent development
responds to the natural interface with sensitive building
design and site layout. Buildings, such as the Lofts at Six Mile
Creek, present a transparent face to the Creek Walk. Nearby
development respects the Creek area by maintaining generous
setbacks from the Creek Walk, providing formal landscaping
along the path, screening service areas and providing
pedestrian connections. New development should incorporate
these elements.

Generous rear setbacks preserve open
space at the interface with the Six Mile
Creek Walk.

Formal landscaped areas provide recreational opportunities adjacent to the creek.

Design Guidelines Strategy Memo
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Summary of Current Land Use Policy
Comprehensive Plan
A Vision for Our Future
COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

City of Ithaca
Planning Division

September 2015
DRAFT

Plan Ithaca, the City’s Comprehensive Plan, provides an overall
vision for community development and outlines the specific policies
and activities that help realize that vision. The plan provides land
use recommendations and establishes goals for the nature and
quality of development. Specifically, the plan emphasizes the
importance of “compact mixed-use development” for both livability
and sustainability. The guidelines will respond to this goal by focusing
on urban character and design quality, particularly at the street level.
Other key policies in the comprehensive plan include:
•

Neighborhood character will be preserved and enhanced.

•

The community will be economically vibrant and offer a high
quality of life.

•

Design standards and policies that require sustainable building
practices and technologies will be implemented.

Existing Zoning

Many of the parcels within the downtown design guidelines area
are zoned an iteration of the CBD zone (CBD-60, CBD-85, CBD100, CBD-120 or CBD-140). Each of these is nearly identical
except in the maximum height limit. The remaining parcels in the
downtown design guidelines area are B-2d or B-4. These two zoning
designations have more restrictive height limitations than the CBD
zones, and they have a different list of allowed uses. The existing
zoning also addresses topics including minimum lot size, setbacks,
parking requirements, and lot coverage.
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Particular sections of the downtown design guidelines area include
a number of parcels with “split zoning.” This occurs in the following
areas:
•

Parcels on the south side of The Commons to ensure the
traditional scale of buildings that front the pedestrian mall is
maintained.

•

Parcels on the south side of W. Seneca Street and north side
of W. Green Street to ensure a smooth transition between
commercial and residential uses.

•

Parcels on the east side of the 100 block of N. Aurora Street
and the north side of the 300 block of E. State Street for the
purpose of stepping down in height towards The Commons.

In support of those zoning schemes, the guidelines will address
transitions between different character areas and different intensities
of land use.
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Design Review and Site Plan Review
According to the City of Ithaca Design Review Ordinance, there is
mandatory design review for “new construction, exterior alterations,
additional or removal of exterior signs, or additions to any structures
within the zones designated B-1b; B-2c; B-2d; all CBD zones...”
Currently, the recommendations from the design review are nonbinding unless they are incorporated into a Board of Zoning Appeals
or as condition of site plan approval. All locally designated historic
properties are exempt from design review (see next section on
historic preservation policy).
Site plan review is generally required of all new construction and
also of landscaping or infrastructure improvements that require a
building permit or have a significant environmental or public impact.
It is anticipated that the new downtown and Collegetown design
guidelines will be administered through these review processes by
the Planning and Development Board.
Historic Preservation Policy
The downtown design guidelines area contains two locally
designated historic districts (Downtown West and Clinton Block)
and one nationally designated historic district (Ithaca Downtown).
Additionally, there are three locally designated landmarks (117 W.
State Street - the State Theater, 123 S. Cayuga Street - the former
NY State Gas & Electric Building, and 115-117 N. Cayuga Street The Masonic Temple).
Locally designated properties are exempt from the requirement of
design review. Instead, exterior or site alterations to a property that
is within a local historic district or is individually designated as a local
landmark is subject to review by the Ithaca Landmarks Preservation
Commission (ILPC) using the Historic District and Landmark Design
Guidelines.
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Common Feedback Themes
from Focus Groups - Downtown
This section lists the major input themes received during focus
group meetings held with residents, property owners, developers,
architects, design professionals, Planning Board members and
Common Council members and City staff members.
Building Design

Site Design

•

Demand high quality materials in new
construction

•

Step back upper floors to preserve
views to the hills

•

Promote human-scale development

•

Balance design objectives with goals
for housing and compact mixed-use
development
Consider the relationship of buildings
to the streetscape

•
•

General
Neighborhood
Compatibility

•

Demand high quality materials in new
construction.

Locate parking away from the front
facade of buildings
Preserve historic character

•

Promote integration of existing
buildings in redevelopment projects
and discourage tear-downs

•

Provide clarity about what type of
design is appropriate in Ithaca

•

Recognize that West State Street is
unique from The Commons

•

Pick up on historic fabric in new
development, but do not emulate

•

Respond to residential transitions

•

Mitigate the “backsides” of buildings,
particularly when visible from open
space or parks

Design Guidelines Strategy Memo

Preserve the historic character of
downtown.
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Miscellaneous

Recognize the opportunity parking lots
present for redevelopment.

•

Recognize the opportunity parking
lots present for redevelopment

•

Recognize high development
pressure in downtown

•

Also recognize the high construction
costs, due in part to the unpredictable
bedrock depth

•

Incorporate the naturalistic qualities
of the environment into development
(especially near Six Mile Creek)

Incorporate the naturalistic qualities of the Six Mile Creek area into
development.

12
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Overarching Design Principles Downtown
This section identifies the first component of a preliminary strategy
for downtown. It provides a list of overarching design principles for
infill development. All new development in Downtown Ithaca should
strive to adhere to these basic principles, which correspond to the
broad design principles established in Plan Ithaca. Overarching
design principles include:
•

Achieve excellence in design. Each improvement in downtown
should express excellence in design. This includes using
high quality materials and construction methods, and paying
attention to the intent of the guidelines.

•

Design for consistency. The buildings that are highly prized in
downtown are valued because they contribute to the cohesive
quality with their use of materials, organization of functions
and design techniques. New infill development should provide
these same overall qualities.

•

Encourage design creativity. The guidelines seek to establish
expectations for development, but also seek to encourage
creativity by presenting multiple options for meeting the intent
of the design expectations. Architectural creativity should be
promoted.

•

Respect Ithaca’s design traditions. Downtown Ithaca is a
unique and vibrant place with a rich built environment. Many
buildings share similar design traditions such as scale, massing
and materials. New development should respect these design
traditions.

•

Activate the street level. The Plan Ithaca Comprehensive Plan
emphasizes that downtown should continue to be a walkable,
pedestrian-oriented place. New development should consider
this important goal when designing a building/project.

Achieve excellence in design. This
includes using high quality materials
and construction methods.

Respect Ithaca’s design traditions. New
development should be compatible
with the existing scale and proportions
in downtown.

These initial Overarching Design Principles will be reviewed and
expanded in coordination with the Client Committee.

Design Guidelines Strategy Memo
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Key Issues to be Addressed/
Discussed - Downtown
Based on discussions with staff and meetings with the focus groups,
it is recommended that the following key issues be addressed in
the downtown design guidelines document. In addition to the issues
listed below, the downtown design guidelines will cover other site
and building design principles.
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•

Relationship to Other Permitting and Entitlement Procedures.
The document should clarify how the design guidelines fit in
with other city policies/regulations, and how the guidelines work
within the existing design/site review process.

•

Commercial-Residential Transitions. There is a need for
guidance on how to achieve successful transitions between the
residential neighborhoods that immediately abut the northern
and southern boundaries of the downtown design guidelines
area and the commercial uses north of Green Street and south
of Seneca Street. The guidelines should clearly recognize
this special building relationship, describe the intent and
objectives for the relationship, and ultimately provide a series
of successful design options for accomplishing the objectives.
Options may include:
»» Additional massing/stepdown requirements
»» Establishment of “buffer areas” within higher intensity zones
that are adjacent to single-family uses. The buffer areas may
address landscaping, parking location, accessory uses, etc.

•

Downtown’s Sub-Contexts. Within downtown, the downtown
Core, West State Street, Tuning Fork, and Creek Front
subareas will require special attention from custom guidelines.

•

Incorporation of Natural Features. The creek edge along Six
Mile Creek is a cherished natural amenity. The guidelines
should provide recommendations for how adjacent
development can help respect this natural interface.

•

Redevelopment of Existing Sites. Infill on surface parking
areas should be encouraged, and where appropriate, existing
buildings that contribute to the character of the area should be

Design Guidelines Strategy Memo

retained within redevelopment projects. The downtown design
guidelines will explore sensitive approaches to redevelopment
and illustrate sound solutions for working existing functional
buildings into new project designs.
•

Sensitivity to Historic Resources, Treasured Buildings and
Spaces. New development in downtown should be sensitive
to historic resources (the three historic districts and any
other individual landmarks). The downtown design guidelines
should provide examples of how new infill development can
be built alongside historic and treasured properties in a way
that does not detract from them. It is particularly important
for development on and near The Commons to respect the
traditional character of the existing buildings. This may include:
»» Transitioning in scale
»» Sensitive materials selection
»» Respect for prevailing building orientation
»» Responding to the building widths and rhythms
»» Contributing to street level character

•

Oddly Shaped Parcels. Design guidelines should be sensitive
to the fact that some parcels, particularly in the Tuning Fork,
are sloped and irregularly shaped. The design guidelines
should illustrate potential approaches for orienting key building
features on odd shaped parcels, and provide guidance for
how to determine which street frontage is most important for a
building to orient to.

•

Gateway Sites. The downtown design guidelines should pay
particular attention to the gateway locations that are created by
the Tuning Fork on the east end of downtown and West State
Street on the West Side. For these sites, guidance should be
provided to clearly state the design objectives for new buildings
on such sites. Because of the visibility of gateway sites there
may be a need for a higher threshold of design quality.

•

Sustainability. Guidelines must address incorporation of
sustainable building design, including energy efficiency, green
infrastructure, solar access, electric vehicles and energy
generation technology.

•

Development Costs. The guidelines should provide options
for improving design quality without significantly impacting the
already high building costs in the City, or reducing development
potential.

Design Guidelines Strategy Memo
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Implementation & Organization Downtown
General Design Guidelines Organization
The document will present general design principles and guidelines
that apply to the entire downtown study area, and will then include
more specific guidelines that are tailored to each subarea.
•

Introduction

•

Guiding Principles

•

Guidelines Applying to all of downtown
»» Site Design
»» Building Design
»» Signs

•

Special Character Area Guidelines
»» West State Area
»» Downtown Core
»» Tuning Fork
»» Creek Frontage
»» Special Gateways and Activity Points (transitional blocks, key
intersections, etc.)

Downtown Formatting Considerations
It will be important to distinguish the downtown design guidelines
from those for Collegetown in order to avoid confusion. Since there is
no significant planning document specifically written for downtown,
we recommend creating a new design guidelines document
format. This format will generally be the same for Collegetown in
terms of structure and chapter organization in order to make the
documents more easily understandable. However, the downtown
and Collegetown documents will be distinguished by different color
schemes.

16
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Existing Conditions Collegetown
Existing Urban Character

Collegetown exhibits a range of development character. Development transitions from a dense core of
mixed-use buildings to low-scale single-family building forms (many of which are broken up into rental
units). One can identify three primary design character areas in Collegetown, as shown on Figure 3.
The key features of the these areas are described in more detail on the next pages. The character
areas should be considered as an organizing tool for understanding different patterns in Collegetown’s
urban fabric and may also inform the application of guidelines. Their boundaries correspond to the
Collegetown Form Districts boundaries, although the character area boundaries combine zoning
categories. Gateways/Activity Points are also identified, which represent either a gateway to the study
area or a key intersection.

Collegetown Design Standards Area

EDGEMOOR LN

WEST AVE

Figure 3. Collegetown Character Areas

KITE HILL DR

COLLEGE AVE

L

GP

IN
IRV

MILLER ST

COBB ST

TA
VE

MITCHELL ST
ITHACA
RD

ALE

ED

PL

G
RID

RD

VALL
E

Y RD

TIN

EN

ST

N

DO

L
VA

ST

ST
AT
E

AN

BR

E

S
LE

T

E
PL

N

CORNELL ST

BOOL ST

DELAWARE AVE

EDDY ST

LINDEN AVE

BR
YA
N

ELL ST

COLUMBIA ST

0

MAPLE AVE

MITCH

GI

ES S

JAM

PLEASANT ST

COOK ST

RD

ELMWOOD AVE

PROSPECT ST

CATHERINE ST

BLAIR ST

ST

N QUARRY ST

STEWART AVE

DEN

ONEIDA PL

DRY

S QUARRY ST

SON

KA
VE

FERRIS PL

HUD

RD

OA

E BUFFALO ST

E SENECA ST

HOY

WILLIAMS ST

OSMUN PL

ELSTON PL

PARKER ST

SCHUYLER PL

GLEN PL

FOUNTAIN PL

TERRACE PL

LINN ST

RHODES DR

640

1,280 Feet

NY State Plane, Central GRS 80 Datum
Map Source: Tompkins County Digital Planimetric Map 1991-2012
Data Source: City of Ithaca GIS Program, 2012
Map Prepared by: Department of Planning, City of Ithaca, NY, February, 2016

Collegetown Core

Neighborhood Periphery

Residential Transition

Gateway/Activity Point

Design Guidelines Strategy Memo

17

Collegetown Core
•

Massing is traditionally broken up
along the length of a block. Storefronts
are horizontally aligned and create a
rhythm along the street.

The Collegetown Core, shown in lime green in Figure 3, is
centered on the intersection of College Avenue and Dryden
Road and includes parcels and street segments within a
1-block radius. The northern gateway is where College Avenue
meets Oak Avenue. This is a major entrance to Collegetown
for pedestrians coming from Cornell. An activity point occurs
at the intersection of College Avenue and Dryden Road.
This intersection is the epicenter of activity and development
in Collegetown. Finally, a lesser utilized gateway occurs at
Eddygate which was the historic entrance to Cornell when the
streetcar was still in use. Key attributes include:
Building Height
Building Setbacks

Storefronts are stair-stepped where
there is significant topography along a
street.

Buildings are aligned with the edge of
the sidewalk and entries are oriented
to the street

Buildings are traditionally organized by
a base, middle and cap.
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1-6 Stories
0’ front and side setbacks are common,
rear setbacks are minimal
Building Footprint Medium to large format, some buildings
may span most of a block
Building Styles
Traditional mixed-use buildings with
Italianate influences mixed in with modern
mid-rise apartment buildings.
Building Form and Buildings are traditionally horizontally
Massing
articulated, and organized by a base,
middle and cap.
Building Materials Red masonry is prevalent, both brick and
concrete masonry unit (CMU)
Parking Location Very little parking, some structured parking
behind buildings or tucked underneath
Character of Open Minimal open space, mostly hardscaped
Space
where it exists. Topography creates views
to the west. Sidewalks constrained due to
limited right-of-way widths.
Character at Street Buildings are built up to the sidewalk
Level
and tightly frame the street. Entries are
oriented to the street. Ground floors are
typically transparent and have a rhythm
of horizontally aligned storefronts, or
stair-stepped storefronts where there is
steep topography.
Design Guidelines Strategy Memo

Residential Transition
•

The Residential Transition character area, shown in blue in
Figure 3, extends south and west away from the Collegetown
Core. This character area serves as a transition in density and
scale between the more intense Collegetown Core and the
less intense residential areas in the rest of Collegetown. Key
attributes include:
Building Height
Building Setbacks

2-3 Stories
20’-30’ front setbacks on uphill sites, 5’15’ front setbacks on downhill sites. Side
setbacks are typically less than 15’ and
rear setbacks are a little larger
Building Footprint Small, many buildings were originally
boarding
houses
or
single-family
residences that are now apartments
Building Styles
Second Empire, Craftsman, Stick Style,
American Foursquare, and more. Gable
and hipped roofs are common
Building Form and Massing of buildings is typically varied.
Massing
Building Materials Masonry, wood and composite siding
Parking Location Surface parking in small lots in front of,
beside or behind buildings but accessed
from the street
Character of Open There are some landscaped areas,
Space
but much open space is paved over for
driveways and parking. Topography
creates views to the west.
Character at Street Buildings are oriented toward the street
Level
and usually have clearly delineated
street-facing entries. Streetscape is less
consistent because of varying sidewalk
widths and interruptions from vehicular
access/driveways.
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Front, side and rear yards retain some
landscaping but are typically paved for
parking or driveways.

Buildings are oriented towards the
street and have clearly delineated
street-facing entries.

The streetscape is less consistent in
the Residential Transition character
area due to varying sidewalk widths
and interruptions from vehicular
access/driveways.
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Neighborhood Periphery
•

The streetscape and yards tend to be
more substantially landscaped than in
the Residential Transition character
area.

One-story porches create a rhythm
along the street.

Gable roof forms are common in this
character area.

20

The Neighborhood Periphery area shown in purple on the map,
is similar to the Residential Transition area but with slightly
larger setbacks and increased landscaping and street trees.
This character area is the least development intensive of the
three Collegetown character areas. At the southern edge of the
character area is a gateway that serves as a primary entrance
to Collegetown for vehicles coming from downtown. Key
attributes include:
Building Height
Building Setbacks

2-3 Stories
15’-30’ setbacks are common on all sides.
Front setbacks are more consistent than
in the Residential Transition area.
Building Footprint Small, many buildings are single-family
residences or used to be single-family
residences that are now apartments.
Building Styles
Second Empire, Craftsman, Stick Style,
American Foursquare, and more. Gable
and hipped roofs are common
Building Form and Massing of buildings is typically varied
Massing
Building Materials Masonry, wood and composite siding
Parking Location Parking has a more limited visual
impact than in the Residential Transition
character area. Parking is typically only
found in driveways or small lots behind
buildings. Most parking is accessed from
the front.
Character of Open More
substantially
landscaped
Space
streetscape and setbacks
Character at Street More consistent front setbacks frame the
Level
street. One-story porches create a rhythm
along the street.
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Summary of Current Land Use Policy
Comprehensive Plan
The comprehensive plan emphasizes that Collegetown should have
a dense mixed-use core that gradually transitions in scale and form
and there should be an active streetscape. The plan anticipates
growth in the form of multi-story mixed-use buildings and pockets of
green space wherever possible.

2009 Collegetown

URBAN PLAN & CONCEPTUAL DESIGN GUIDELINES

AS ENDORSED BY CITY OF ITHACA COMMON COUNCIL ON AUGUST 5, 2009

| INTRODUCTORY  PAGE i |

Collegetown Urban Plan
The Collegetown Urban Plan provides an additional explanation of
the vision for Collegetown, above and beyond what is described in
the comprehensive plan. It emphasizes certain design goals such as
improving the streetscape and pedestrian experience by upgrading
street furniture, developing off-street pedestrian paths and widening
sidewalks where possible. Also, the Collegetown Urban Plan
identifies the need to address specific urban design issues such
as the “canyoning” effect along Dryden Road. The guidelines will
address and support these goals.

Design Guidelines Strategy Memo
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Collegetown Form Districts
Collegetown has its own unique hybrid code that focuses on building
form while also providing some regulation on building use. The Form
Districts provide a basis for the guidelines by establishing regulations
for parking requirements, setbacks, lot coverage, building height,
green space and more. The design guidelines will supplement the
Form Districts by providing additional detail that can be used in a
more discretionary way in the design/site review process.
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Design Review and Site Plan Review
The City of Ithaca Design Review Ordinance also requires design
review of projects in the Collegetown Form Districts. Currently, the
recommendations from the design review are non-binding unless
they are incorporated into a Board of Zoning Appeals or as condition
of site plan approval. All locally designated historic properties are
exempt from design review (see next section on historic preservation
policy).
Site plan review is generally required of all new construction and
also of landscaping or infrastructure improvements that require a
building permit or have a significant environmental or public impact.
It is anticipated that the new downtown and Collegetown design
guidelines will be administered through these review processes by
the Planning and Development Board.
Historic Preservation Policy
The Collegetown Form Districts area does not contain any historic
districts, but it does abut the East Hill Historic District which is both
locally and designated and listed on the National Register. The area
does, however, contain two individually designated local landmarks:
209 College Avenue - the “Grandview House”; and 140 College
Avenue - the “John Snaith House.”
As described earlier in this document, locally designated properties
are exempt from the requirement of design review. Instead, exterior
or site alterations to a property that is within a local historic district or
is individually designated as a local landmark is subject to review by
the Ithaca Landmarks Preservation Commission (ILPC) using the
Historic District and Landmark Design Guidelines.
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Common Feedback Themes
from Focus Groups Collegetown

There are opportunities for improving
the streetscape.

This section lists the major input themes received during focus
group meetings held with residents, property owners, developers,
architects, design professionals, Planning Board members and
Common Council members and City staff members.
Building Design

Utilities could be buried when possible
to open up the streetscape.

Site Design
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•

Ensure guidelines focus on intent
and allow designers to find solutions
creatively

•

Chamfered corner requirement is
too prescriptive and should instead
just focus on the intent of opening up
intersections

•

Balance design objectives with goals
for housing and compact mixed-use
development

•

If step-downs or notches are required,
they could be offset by some bonus or
incentive

•

Consider the needs of future tenants

•

Stepbacks would preserve light and air
at the street level and would lessen the
“canyon-effect” that is already occurring
There is a severe lack of public
gathering space

•
•

Streetscape needs improvement
(sidewalk widths, lighting, landscaping)

•

Consider the difficulties/opportunities of
topography in Collegetown

•

Utility equipment should be concealed or
screened whenever possible
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General
Neighborhood
Compatibility

•

New projects should retain/work with
existing buildings of value (the Nines, for
example)

•

Consider the need for a smoother
transition between high density
multifamily and low scale single-family

•

Future development should respect
the proportions and design elements
of traditional buildings in Collegetown,
such as the buildings on the 400 block
of College Avenue and 400 block of
Eddy Street

•
Miscellaneous

•

Future development should respect
the proportions and design elements of
the 400 block of College Ave.

Stepbacks would help preserve views
for neighbors and pedestrians
Recognize Collegetown’s high
construction costs and high values

•

Also recognize that the housing market
in Collegetown is fundamentally different
because it is so student oriented; these
students are willing/able to pay more
than the average Ithaca renter.

•

High quality building design and site
design with public amenities should be
incentivized because it often results in
less SF and higher costs

•

Need to clearly define the relationship
of the guidelines with other policy/
regulation

•

Concentrate on speeding up the review
process

Design Guidelines Strategy Memo
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Overarching Design Principles
for Collegetown

New development should
Ithaca’s design traditions.

respect

This section provides a list of overarching design principles for infill
development in Collegetown. All new development in Collegetown
should adhere to these basic principles, which directly correspond
with the broad design principles established in Plan Ithaca.
Overarching design principles include:
•

Achieve excellence in design. Each improvement in
Collegetown should express excellence in design. This includes
using high quality materials and construction methods, and
paying attention to the intent of the guidelines.

•

Design for consistency. The buildings that are highly prized
in Collegetown are valued because they contribute to the
cohesive quality with their use of materials, organization of
functions and design techniques. New infill development should
provide these same overall qualities.

•

Encourage design creativity. The guidelines seek to establish
expectations for development, but also seek to encourage
creativity by presenting multiple options for meeting the intent
of the design expectations. Architectural creativity should be
promoted.

•

Respect Ithaca’s design traditions. Collegetown is a unique
and vibrant place with a rich built environment. Many buildings
share similar design traditions such as scale, massing and
materials. New development should respect these design
traditions.

•

Activate the Street Level. The Plan Ithaca Comprehensive Plan
emphasizes that downtown should continue to be a walkable,
pedestrian-oriented place. New development should consider
this important goal when designing a building/project.

Buildings should contribute to the
cohesive quality of the neighborhood.

These initial Overarching Design Principles will be reviewed and
expanded in coordination with the Client Committee.
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Key Issues to be Addressed/
Discussed - Collegetown
The following key issues were addressed in discussions with staff and
the meetings with the focus groups. This list is not comprehensive,
but reflects some of the key issues that have been identified in the
project so far.
•

Relationship to Other Permitting and Entitlement Procedures.
There is a need to clarify how the design guidelines relate to
other city policies, and how they will interact with/supplement
other development regulations.

•

Transitions. Guidelines should help address how the backs of
College Avenue parcels transition to backs of smaller-scale
residential parcels on Linden Avenue.

•

Topography. Guidelines should be sensitive to the difficulties
presented by the varying topography in Collegetown.

•

Flexibility in Meeting the Intent of the Guidelines. The
guidelines should maintain flexibility and emphasize that there
may be multiple ways of meeting the intent of a particular
guideline (for example, there may be multiple corner treatment
options that achieve the same intent of the requirement for
chamfered corners in the Form Districts code).

•

Parking. While many students who live in Collegetown do not
bring cars, there is still a demand for parking. Creative solutions
for finding parking opportunities should be found.
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Address how the backs of College
Ave. parcels transition to smaller-scale
residential parcels on Linden Ave.
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•

Dryden Road & College Avenue Intersection. Dryden/College
Avenue intersection is a particularly important in Collegetown
and requires special guidelines/attention.

•

Gateway to the 400 Block of College Avenue. The transition
from the 400 block of College to Cornell is a particularly
important gateway and requires special guidelines/attention.

•

Streetscape and Open Space. The guidelines should present
ways to improve the streetscape of Collegetown, particularly
on College Avenue and Dryden Road, with a goal of providing
increased opportunities to provide open space.

•

Public Gathering Areas. The need for more public gathering
areas should be addressed in the guidelines.

•

Sustainability. Guidelines must address incorporation of
sustainable building design, including energy efficiency, green
infrastructure, solar access, electric vehicles and energy
generation technology.

•

Development Costs. The guidelines should provide options
for improving design quality without significantly impacting the
already high building costs in the City, or reducing development
potential.
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Implementation & Organization Collegetown
General Design Guidelines Organization
The design guidelines will present general design principles and
guidelines that apply to the entire Form District area, and will then
include more specific guidelines that apply to particular character
areas.
•

Introduction

•

Guiding Principles

•

Guidelines applying to all Collegetown
»» Site Design
»» Building Design
»» Signs

•

Special Character Area Guidelines
»» Collegetown Core
»» Transitional Residential
»» Outlying Neighborhoods

Downtown Formatting Considerations
The Collegetown guidelines document will be similar in structure
to the downtown guidelines document but will have a different
color scheme to help distinguish it. This format will also be easily
distinguishable from the Collegetown Urban Plan and the Form
Districts document to avoid confusion.

Design Guidelines Strategy Memo
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Next Steps for Collegetown and
Downtown
Implementation Options

The focus groups and staff discussions conducted March 1011 suggested that there needs to be an ongoing discussion of
implementation options as the project moves forward. Some
stakeholders felt strongly that the eventual document should contain
prescriptive design standards, while others felt that the document
should contain discretionary design guidelines. Others suggested
the approach should fall somewhere in the middle, including
both standards and guidelines. The spectrum of approaches is
summarized below:
•

Pure Design Guidelines - The document contains no standards,
and instead addresses design issues with guidelines that
are discretionary and can be applied to individual projects in
a nuanced way. It is important to note that compliance with
design guidelines may still be “mandatory,” even if they are not
termed as “design standards.”

•

Mix of Design Guidelines and Design Standards - The
document contains some design standards for objectives
of which satisfaction can be measured quantitatively. The
document also contains guidelines for items that are more
difficult to measure, and instead call for a more discretionary,
qualitative assessment.

•

Pure Design Standards - The document only contains design
standards and focuses on design elements and objectives that
can be measured. Less discretion will be allowed in how the
design standards are applied to projects.

Further discussion is needed to determine how precisely these
documents will be structured in regard to guidelines vs. standards.
This decision will be made after additional talks with the Client
Committee and planning staff.
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Design Review Process
It is anticipated that the design guidelines document will be
implemented into the current design review and site plan review
processes. Currently, design review recommendations are nonbinding unless they are incorporated into a decision by the Board of
Zoning Approvals, or as a condition of site plan approval. However,
it is anticipated that after the adoption of the design guidelines the
majority of the recommendations from the design review process
will become conditions of site plan approval. Further discussion is
needed to determine exactly how the guidelines are incorporated in
these review processes.

Next Steps

Winter & Company will continue discussions with the Client
Committee and planning staff and will begin drafting the downtown
and Collegetown design guideline documents, which will ultimately
be brought to the community for review and input.
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