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viewed and approved is paramount. 
This dra   report contains an analysis of zoning barri-
ers to downtown development in Chapter 2 and a re-
view of poten  al process barriers in Chapter 3.  Dra   
recommenda  ons for lessening or removing these 
barriers are contained in the analysis and are high-
lighted in the Summary Sec  on below.   These recom-
menda  ons will inform an amendment to the Zoning 
Ordinance.  This analysis is intended to spur conversa-
 on regarding the recommenda  ons – to modify, add, 

delete, and fi ne-tune them at a policy level before fi -
nalizing the analysis and engaging in code wri  ng.  

If there is one overall theme that emerges from this 
study, it is that while regulatory barriers exist there 
are mul  ple obstacles to downtown investment and 
a comprehensive approach is needed to reverse this 
situa  on.  Just amending the zoning code may not re-
sult in the desired investment.   Chapter 4 contains a 
review of “non-regulatory” barriers to downtown de-
velopment that surfaced during community outreach. 
While these are arguably outside of the scope of this 
zoning analysis, discussion of these barriers may be 
important to the long-term trajectory of downtown 
Rochester.   

BendonAdams is a land use consul  ng fi rm based in As-
pen, Colorado.  Founded and staff ed by long-  me mu-
nicipal planners who now help both public and private 
clients bring development projects to frui  on, Bendo-
nAdams brings a unique perspec  ve to development 
policies and the endless work of elected offi  cials and 
their professional staff  in achieving community goals.  

The City of Rochester received a Municipal Technical 
Assistance Grant from Plan NH and Community Block 
Grant funds through the U.S. Department of Housing 
and Urban Development. The eff ort intends a set of zon-
ing revisions to encourage a variety of housing types in a 
walkable and commercially successful downtown.  

Many long-  me Rochester locals have vivid memories 
of Rochester’s robust downtown, the hubbub of ac  vity 
that once was.  There’s signifi cant pride in Rochester’s 
history and sincere aspira  ons for a downtown resur-
gence.  

Unfortunately, a long period of stagna  on has occurred 
in the downtown.   Regulatory obstacles combined with 
serious deferred building maintenance has re-routed 
investment to other areas.  Downtown has languished.  
The good news is that this trend is reversable and there’s 
desire and momentum for a u-turn.  It will take con  n-
ued focus, leadership and old-fashioned hard work to 
get there.  But, a resurgent downtown is en  rely within 
reach.    

Rochester’s downtown can again be a vibrant commer-
cial center with unique local and regional-serving retail 
and service businesses intermixed with great restau-
rants, a lively arts scene, a robust residen  al popula  on, 
and can once again serve as a des  na  on.  The grand 
historic buildings are the means to pivot Rochester back 
to this reality.  They are the backbone of the community 
and the backdrop for this vision.  

The City of Rochester commissioned this analysis to 
be  er understand the zoning and regulatory barriers to 
private-sector downtown investment with the intent of 
lessening those barriers.   This report iden  fi es regulato-
ry barriers and provides recommenda  ons on how best 
to lessen or eliminate them.  This report also a  empts 
to highlight other obstacles that may be aff ec  ng the 
fl ow of investment monies into the downtown.   
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Sec  on 1.01 Introduc  on

Sec  on 1.02 Background, Purpose, 
Method

Sec  on 1.03 Rela  onship with Design 
Guidelines and Historic Overlay District 
bolster downtown Rochester.  
The City of Rochester has also retained BendonAdams 
to update the Design Guidelines and Historic Overlay 
District Ordinance.  These eff orts are occurring simul-
taneously and are intended to work in tandem.  For 
both eff orts to be most eff ec  ve, strong cohesion be-
tween zoning regula  ons, the design guidelines, and 
the process by which downtown development is re-

Sec  on 1.04 How to Use this Report

BendonAdams has been retained to review Chapter 42 
– Rochester’s Zoning Ordinance – with specifi c focus 
on the Downtown Commercial Zone District.  Based on 
fi ndings from a series of one-on-one and small-group 
interviews with key community members, elected and 
appointed offi  cials, and professional staff , this analysis 
is intended to inform a series of adjustments to the 
Zoning Ordinance to remove investment obstacles and 
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Sec  on 1.05 Summary of Recommenda  ons

We suggest lowering minimum parking ra  os.

We recommend basing parking ra  os on net leasable square footage.  Alterna  vely, Rochester 
could stay with a gross square footage requirement accoun  ng for common areas with a slight 
lowering of the ra  os. 

We recommend a consistent parking ra  o for all commercial uses or an outright waiver for com-
mercial uses in the immediate downtown. 

We recommend lowering the parking ra  os for smaller units.  

We recommend Rochester review its downtown residen  al parking regula  ons and make adjust-
ments as needed.  We recommend pairing this with an overall downtown parking strategy.

We recommend Rochester narrow perceived ambiguity by codifying objec  ve parking reduc  ons. 

To promote projects with moderate residen  al density, we recommend a signifi cant reduc  on in 
the residen  al parking requirement.  Rochester will need to cope with off -property parking and 
synchronizing this step with enhancements to the downtown residen  al parking regula  ons is 
recommended.  To the extent that Rochester wishes to enable four and fi ve-story mixed-use de-
velopment in its downtown, we also recommend elimina  ng the density limit.   

We recommend elimina  ng single-family and duplex uses from the DC Zone. We recommend 
allowing mul  -family buildings as a permi  ed use for DC proper  es that do not front a major 
commercial street.

To encourage a new hotel in the downtown, we suggest lessening or elimina  ng the minimum lot 
size requirement and relaxing the parking standards, if applicable.

We recommend separa  ng the standards within the Site Plan Regula  ons into four categories - 
conceptual review, fi nal review, documents review, and opera  onal requirements. 

We recommend clearer process boundaries and greater reliance on Rochester’s professional 
planning staff  to make decisions.  

We recommend the Historic Districts Commission (HDC) be granted the same set of authori  es as 
the Planning Board for projects within the Downtown Commercial District.  

We recommend the Site Plan Regula  ons be screened for this term “appropriate”, minimizing its 
use to situa  ons where no be  er guidance can be provided. 

We recommend a group be offi  cially tasked with improving the economic health of downtown 
and encouraging investment in downtown development and building rehabilita  on. 

Rochester should also explore a redevelopment authority.  

We recommend Rochester strengthen regula  ons and be more forceful regarding dilapidated 
buildings. 

We suggest a lower “natural speed” downtown be a goal of this traffi  c and wayfi nding eff ort. 

We suggest Rochester explore parking management strategies to heighten accessibility to down-
town and be  er deal with special events.   

Sec  on 2.03

Sec  on 2.03

Sec  on 2.03

Sec  on 2.03

Sec  on 2.03

Sec  on 2.03

Sec  on 2.04

Sec  on 2.05

Sec  on 2.05

Sec  on 3.02

Sec  on 3.02

Sec  on 3.03

Sec  on 3.04

Sec  on 4.02

Sec  on 4.02

Sec  on 4.03

Sec  on 4.05

Sec  on 4.06
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The purpose of this sec  on of the report is to iden  fy 
some of the key provisions of Rochester’s Zoning Code 
and Site Plan Regula  ons that present regulatory obsta-
cles to upgrading, redeveloping, or building new build-
ings in downtown Rochester.  The fi ndings in this sec  on 
are based on the comments provided by the persons 
whom we interviewed in one-on-one and small group 
sessions along with a review of the Zoning Ordinance 
(Chapter 42) and the Site Plan Regula  ons.  

Sec  on 2.01 General

Sec  on 2.02 Heights and Setbacks

Sec  on 2.03 Parking Requirements 

Rochester’s Downtown Commercial (DC) Zone District 
allows for substan  al buildings.  A maximum height of 
fi ve stories (with no dimensional limit) enables signifi -
cant commercial, lodging, and mixed-use buildings.  Ze-
ro-foot setbacks are permi  ed on all sides of a parcel, 
except for a 15-foot setback requirement along rear 
lot lines.  These areas allow for trash and u  lity needs. 
Rochester requires commercial buildings adjoining resi-
den  al uses to refl ect similar setbacks and either a low-
er height or increased setback.  This provision achieves 
a physical transi  on between uses.  A minimum height 
of 20 feet and a maximum front yard setback of 10 feet 
ensure that new commercial buildings in the DC refl ect 
the urban nature of downtown and do not erode the 
tradi  onal compact fabric.  In our opinion, the permit-
ted heights and setbacks are not an obstacle to down-
town development.

High parking ra  os are typically a barrier to infi ll de-
velopment and the repurposing of historic buildings.  
Older buildings tend to pre-date parking requirements 
and many pre-date zoning regula  ons all together.  In 
many communi  es, this is a major obstacle to repur-
posing older buildings.  Rochester has some regulatory 
sympathy for historic buildings.  The Zoning Ordinance 
exempts exis  ng buildings and exis  ng uses from the 
parking requirement.  We feel this philosophy needs to 
be expanded.  

Rochester maintains a set of minimum parking require-
ments.  This is typical of the vast majority of towns across 
the country.  Some municipali  es are steering away 
from minimum parking requirements – either abolishing 
the requirement or going further and crea  ng maximum 
parking caps.  These strategies tend to be used in dense, 
pedestrian-oriented downtowns with a signifi cant draw, 
a high level of transit, and traffi  c conges  on issues.  

Rochester’s minimum parking requirements are on the 
high side compared to other mnicipali  es.  Most com-

mercial uses require 3.5 to 5 parking spaces per 1,000 
gross square foot.  These ra  os are usually found in 
suburban areas, where li  le to no street parking exists 
and a developer plans parking for the once per year 
‘Black Friday’ scenario.  We suggest lowering these ra-
 os.

Basing the requirement on gross square footage pro-
vides a hidden increase in the parking requirements.  
Most commercial leases are based on the net leasable 
area, exemp  ng circula  on corridors, elevators, lob-
bies, and similar common areas.  Buildings with com-
mon areas and circula  on, usually those with mul  ple 
tenants, have a parking ra  o that is ar  fi cially high.
We recommend basing parking ra  os on net leasable 
square footage.  Alterna  vely, Rochester could stay 
with a gross square footage requirement accoun  ng 
for common areas with a slight lowering of the ra  os. 

Rochester’s parking ra  os are diff erent for each spe-
cifi c type of commercial enterprise.  A professional of-
fi ce needs slightly more parking than a general offi  ce 
and slightly less parking than a medical offi  ce.  This 
can make rou  ne changes in commercial tenancy very 
diffi  cult.  For example, a den  st moving into a space 
formerly occupied by a CPA may encounter a parking 
obstacle.  Parking requirements for restaurants are 
by the number of seats, making the conversion from 
gross square footage to seat a diffi  cult mathema  cal 
equa  on.  With this type of parking approach, rou  ne 
tenancy changes can become complicated and require 
City involvement.  Unwinding a parking ra  o discrep-
ancy can divert commercial investment to less-compli-
cated loca  ons.  

Businesses come and go.  A downtown will experience 
rou  ne tenancy changes, including changes between 
use categories.  Retail will replace a restaurant.  A 
restaurant will expand into an adjacent space formerly 
occupied by an offi  ce tenant.  A new tenant will go 
into a space that was vacant and nobody can remem-
ber what was there before.  The current use-by-use 
parking requirements present a barrier to this natural 
evolu  on.  

We recommend a consistent parking ra  o for all com-
mercial uses or an outright waiver for commercial 
uses in the immediate downtown.  This will eliminate 
an obstacle to tenancy changes and allow downtown 
commercial spaces to be  er compete with spaces in 
surrounding areas.  This will also relieve staff  of some 
administra  ve burden.  The indecipherable parking 
impacts of a medical offi  ce taking space formerly oc-
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cupied by a professional offi  ce are not worth staff  re-
sources.   
A per-unit parking ra  o is tougher to meet for smaller 
units.  We expect the target market for downtown resi-
den  al development to be one and two-bedroom units 
with a focus on young professionals.  The parking re-
quirement for a studio or one-bedroom unit is the same 
as for a 3 or 4-bedroom unit.  We recommend lowering 
the parking ra  os for smaller units.  

Lowering parking ra  os to encourage downtown res-
iden  al development will not eliminate the need for 
residents to park.  While the target occupant may, on 
average, have fewer cars and/or have less everyday 
need for a car, off -site parking demand will increase with 
more people living downtown.  Lowering or elimina  ng 
the parking requirements for residen  al development 
will place more pressure on Rochester’s overall parking 
strategy.  We recommend Rochester review its down-
town residen  al parking regula  ons and make adjust-
ments as needed.   
Some developers may s  ll choose to provide parking 
along with downtown residen  al projects.  Site a  ri-
butes will dictate a developer’s decision to provide 

parking.  Some sites have no or very limited ability to 
provide parking.  The Har  gan Block building, for exam-
ple, has no opportunity to add parking while the upper 
fl oors could be converted to residen  al use.  Other sites 
provide simple parking opportuni  es and a developer 
may choose to provide parking to address market de-
mands.  The One Wakefi eld property appears to include 
resident parking.  

We do not expect the near-term market to support on-
site structured parking for residen  al development.  
Adding a parking garage to a project can represent 
$XX,000 per space.  A subgrade garage can increase this 
to $XX,000 per space.  We do not expect renters will see 
the value of a $2-300 monthly rent increase and instead 
will be sa  sfi ed with surface parking.  As Rochester’s 
downtown gains strength, this dynamic will change.  

The discre  onary review process to adjust parking ra-
 os may not lessen the barrier in the eyes of an en-

trepreneur.  The review standards appear very loose, 
very discre  onary, and do not provide a solid picture of 
success.  The Planning Board “may” reduce parking re-
quirements “on a case-by-case basis” by using its “rea-
sonable discre  on” and if the proposal is “appropriate.”  
A series of considera  ons are listed, which are helpful.  
Some applicants may an  cipate a public hearing regard-
ing parking as an opportunity for “topic creep.”  An ap-
plicant may worry that while the agenda says “parking,” 
the discussion will focus on the business type or type of 
resident.  A vape store may be treated diff erently than 
a bank or a medical clinic.  Housing for at-risk residents 
may be treated diff erently than market-rate housing.  
Whether these concerns are jus  fi ed or not, discre  on-
ary public hearing processes with loose criteria increas-
es the perceived risk for a developer which in turn can 
have a chilling eff ect on downtown investment.

Even if not concerned about topic creep, a developer 
must hedge against a nega  ve outcome.   We picture 
a developer of a downtown property having a public 
hearing regarding fundamental site planning and proj-
ect programming a  er buying the property and a  er 
inves  ng in engineering and architectural services.  Un-
certain of an outcome, a developer will assign signifi -
cant risk to this review, possibly enough risk to avoid 
engaging in the project.  Public review processes with 
ambiguous criteria represent obstacles to investment 
downtown.  We recommend Rochester narrow this per-
ceived risk by codifying objec  ve parking reduc  ons.  

Example:

A typical parking lot requires roughly 350 
square feet per car.  This number accounts 
for the actual parking spaces and driving 
lanes for access and circula  on.  Residen  al 
development requires 2 parking spaces per 
dwelling unit.  A new mul  -family building of 
24 units will require 48 parking spaces con-
suming almost 17,000 square feet of land.  

Adding fi ve of these projects in the down-
town area will require roughly 2 acres of 
parking.  Even if this type of footprint could 
be found, the amount of surface parking 
would break up the streetscape and dilute 
the commercial atmosphere downtown.  
Required parking is a barrier to residen  al 
development downtown and we recom-
mend lowering or possibly elimina  ng park-
ing requirements for downtown residen  al 
development.  We recommend pairing this 
with an overall downtown parking strategy. 



Zo
ni

ng
 A

na
ly

sis
8

Do we have a parking problem? 

Highly desirable areas, a  rac  ve des  na  ons, are typically associated with “parking problems.”  Places without 
“parking problems” are also typically places where people just don’t want to go.  While having a parking prob-
lem is obviously not a goal of Rochester’s downtown eff ort, a side eff ect of a more successful and commercially 
vibrant downtown will be the need to manage parking.  

Rochester’s exis  ng inventory of public parking appears to be more than suffi  cient for the foreseeable future.  
Strategic parking management will improve the accessibility of downtown businesses.  Long-term, Rochester 
may need to invest in a public parking garage.  To the extent Rochester starts experiencing the need for a public 
parking garage, it is cause for celebra  on – it is a sign that downtown is thriving.  

Photo Caption
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Sec  on 2.04 Density Limita  ons
The City of Rochester recently amended the Zoning 
Ordinance removing a signifi cant barrier to residen  al 
development downtown.  The previous lot area per 
residence requirement limi  ng proper  es to one resi-
dence per 5,000 square feet of lot area represented a 

To illustrate density limits, the 73/77 North Main “Har  gan Block” build-
ing is used in the following example. [picture]  The site is approximately 
3,920 square feet with a 100+ year old building built lot line to lot line.  
The are no opportuni  es to add parking to the site.  Public parking is 
readily available along the street and within a City lot north of the build-
ing.  The ground fl oor is occupied with a commercial venture; the base-
ment is assumed to be unfi nished. 

The upper two fl oors of this building could be developed into apartments.  

The building has three exterior walls with a window pa  ern allowing mul  ple interior layout op  ons. This 
re-use, rehabilita  on of an historic building in downtown providing market-rate housing aligns with Roches-
ter’s aspira  on to reinvigorate downtown.  The one unit per 500sf of lot area density limit allows a total of 7 
residen  al units (3,920 / 500 = 7.84) on this property.  

The two upper fl oors are approximately 3,450sf each.  Reducing this gross number by roughly 20% for hall-
ways, stairs, walls between units, and possibly an elevator leaves 2,750sf of net livable area available on each 
fl oor. 

Four three-bedroom units, two on each fl oor averaging 1,375sf each could be developed.  The square foot-
age and exterior windows would allow for design fl exibility for a full kitchen, living, dining, two or three 
bathrooms and three private bedrooms.  These units would be a  rac  ve to young professionals and young 
families.   This development program is allowed under the City’s revised density standards.

Six two-bedroom units, three on each fl oor averaging 915sf each is a reasonable development program for 
this property.  The units would be a  rac  ve to young professionals looking for small town/urban living and 
with li  le concern for remote/unsecured parking.  The units would be moderately sized, allowing a full-size 
eat-in kitchen, living room, one or two bathrooms, and two private bedrooms. This development program is 
allowed under the City’s revised density standards.

Ten one-bedroom units, fi ve on each fl oor averaging 550sf, is also a reasonable development program for this 
property.  These would be small to moderately sized for one-bedroom apartments.  A small kitchen, living 
room, one bathroom, and a private bedroom. This development program is not allowed under the City’s re-
vised density standards – the project is too dense.

We expect a developer would avoid the larger three-bedroom units.  Minimizing the number of kitchens is a 
wise move, but young families may have higher expecta  ons for on-site ameni  es and secure parking.  The 
market for single professionals may be stronger for this loca  on, leading a developer to a combina  on of one- 
and two-bedroom units.  The one per 500 density limit presents a slight interference, causing an adjustment 
to a developer’s ideal program.  However, the program adjustment is limited to one unit.   

Case Study: 73/77 North Main Street

Photo Caption

virtual ban on any mixed-use or mul  -family residen  al 
development in the downtown area. This standard limit-
ed a typical downtown building to one or two residenc-
es total.  Many developers would see this as a complete 
non-starter and look elsewhere to develop.  
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The second example looks at a vacant lot, 13 Hanson Street.  This par-
cel is approximately 10,450 square feet.  Neighboring buildings support 
street-level commercial and this site could support professional offi  ces or 
retail/restaurant use on the ground fl oor.  The one per 500sf of lot area 
density allowance provides for a maximum density of just under 21 units 
(10,450 / 500 = 20.9).   A mixed-use building built to the maximum fi ve 
stories would hit the density limit.  Parking is also a major factor on this 
property. 

Assuming development of 13 Hanson is allowed without parking. 
From the 10,450sf site, a 9,000sf gross fl oor plate could be created.  Reducing this gross number by roughly 
20% for hallways, stairs, walls between units, and an elevator leaves 7,200sf of net livable area available on 
each of the upper fl oors.  A building with three sides open for windows is possible, allowing for maximum 
design fl exibility.  Six to eight residences per fl oor, averaging 900sf to 1,200sf apiece is a reasonable develop-
ment program for this property.  These would be primarily two-bedroom units, with a possible one-bedroom 
and three-bedroom unit per fl oor.  

A development program with four full fl oors above a commercial level, six units per fl oor represents 24 units 
total – four units over the density allowance.  An eight-unit-per-fl oor program represents 32 units – twelve 
units over the density allowance.  

For this property, the newly adopted 1/500 density limit may s  ll present an obstacle.  Limited to 20 units, 
a developer of the 13 Hanson Street property is unlikely to build to property’s full poten  al.  A building with 
ground fl oor commercial, two levels of residen  al above, with maybe a par  al third level of residen  al is the 
likely scenario.  Building units with more bedrooms – 3 and 4-bedroom units – avoids the density limits but 
may miss the target market.  Building larger units – 1,500sf two-bedroom units – likely increases expenses 
without a corresponding return.   

Assuming development of 13 Hanson must provide some parking. 
The 13 Hanson Street property appears to share frontage with a common parcel along the side providing ac-
cess to the rear of the property.  If this can be used to access parking, 10 head-in spaces along the rear could 
be developed.  Without can  levering (i.e. crea  ng a carport with living space above), the building footprint 
would shrink to approximately 7,500 square feet.   Reducing this gross number by roughly 20% for hallways, 
stairs, walls between units, and an elevator leaves 6,000sf of net livable area available on each of the upper 
fl oors.  

Six to eight residences per fl oor, averaging 750sf to 900sf apiece is a reasonable development program for 
this property.  These would be a mix of one- and two-bedroom units. 

A development program with four full fl oors above a commercial level, six units per fl oor represents 24 units 
total – four units over the density allowance with a parking space for only 40% of the units.   An eight-unit-
per-fl oor program represents 32 units – twelve units over the density allowance and with a parking space for 
only 30% of the units.

Development of 13 Hanson with one parking space per unit would limit the residen  al program to 10 units.  
Two levels of residen  al above one level of commercial would be the op  mal program.  Each unit would aver-
age 1,200sf with fi ve units on each fl oor.  These would be mostly two-bedroom units with one three-bedroom 
unit per fl oor.  

Development of 13 Hanson with two parking spaces per unit limits the development to just 5 residen  al 
units.  This would be just one level of residen  al development above the commercial ground fl oor.  The pro-
gram would include four two-bedroom units averaging 1,100sf and one three-bedroom unit of 1,600sf.      

Case Study: 13 Hanson Street

Photo Caption
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Development of a mixed-use building (residen  al over 
commercial) is permi  ed while a mul  -family build-
ing (as a single use) requires a condi  onal use review.  
Ground-fl oor commercial presence is important for 
maintaining a walkable commercial center. 

Many areas of the DC District would be perfectly appro-
priate for a mul  -family building.  Proper  es not front-
ing Wakefi eld or Main Streets, for example, could be 
developed with 100% residen  al mul  -family buildings 
without nega  vely impac  ng commercial vitality.  We 
recommend allowing mul  -family buildings as a permit-
ted use for DC proper  es that do not front a major com-
mercial street.    
  
Development of a hotel is permi  ed.  However, mini-
mum lot size requirements eff ec  vely prohibit this use 
in the downtown.  A hotel with 60 keys, for example, 
requires a two-acre site.  This is appropriate for a sub-
urban area on the fringe of downtown, not on a down-
town property.  It is not clear if a new hotel would qual-
ify for the DC parking waiver.  

To encourage a new hotel in the downtown, we suggest 
lessening or elimina  ng the minimum lot size require-

These examples demonstrate that moderate densi-
ty projects are not hampered by the 1/500 density 
standard.  But, parking standards are a limi  ng factor.  
Mixed-use projects of up to three stories are enabled 
by the 1/500 density standard, but prohibited by the 
parking requirements.  Two-story mixed-use projects 
are allowed under the 1/500 density provision and 
may be able to meet the current parking requirements 
with the right site.

Projects a  emp  ng to develop a fourth and fi  h fl oor 
will experience both parking and density limits as 
obstacles.  We do not expect a developer to pursue 
structured parking in order to meet the on-site park-
ing requirements.  The development costs are too high 
to jus  fy.  If parking standards are eliminated or sig-
nifi cantly relaxed, the 1/500 density standard will only 
present an obstacle to higher density projects a  empt-
ing to u  lize a fourth and fi  h fl oor.   

To promote projects with moderate residen  al density, 
we recommend a signifi cant reduc  on in the residen-
 al parking requirement.  Rochester will need to cope 

with off -property parking and synchronizing this step 
with enhancements to the downtown residen  al park-
ing regula  ons is recommended.  To the extent that 
Rochester wishes to enable four and fi ve-story mixed-
use development in its downtown, we also recommend 
elimina  ng the density limit.    

Alterna  vely, Rochester could consider elimina  ng the 
density limita  ons just for historic buildings within the 
Historic Overlay District.   This would focus investment 
interest towards these resources and func  on as a 
benefi t to these proper  es that are subject to higher 
scru  ny and in need of costly repair.  

Permi  ed and Condi  onal use lists provide a good in-
dicator of a community’ desired growth pa  ern.  

In Rochester’s Downtown Commercial (DC) District, 
development of a single-family home is a permi  ed 
use.  This appears to run counter to Rochester’s goal 
of bolstering the downtown commercial vitality and 
we recommend elimina  ng single-family and duplex 
uses from the DC Zone.  To avoid crea  ng non-confor-
mi  es, pre-exis  ng single-family and duplex units can 
be recognized as conforming with the same rights they 
currently enjoy.  

Case Study Findings

Sec  on 2.05 Mixed-Use Poten  al
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It is important to note that market factors will drive 
a developer’s density decision-making.  Residen  al 
units of 400sf or 300sf apiece are physically possible.  
However, these units may not be fi nancially op  mal in 
Rochester’s marketplace.  Plus, a developer will need 
to provide many more bathrooms and kitchens – ex-
pensive items in a development program.  

We expect a market-based developer to pitch towards 
a young, single professional audience with high expec-
ta  ons for a loca  on downtown, high expecta  ons for 
downtown vibrancy (bars, restaurants, coff ee shops), 
moderate to high expecta  ons for quality fi nishes 
(exposed brick, high ceilings, gas range, etc.), low to 
moderate expecta  ons for one-site ameni  es (fi tness 
room, common areas), and low expecta  ons for on-
site secure parking.  

We expect demand for units in the 600-800sf range for 
a one-bedroom unit; 800-1,200sf for a two-bedroom 
unit and 1,000-1,400sf for a three-bedroom unit.  We 
expect the sweet spot to be a 900sf two-bedroom unit 
with a developer having 50% or more of their program 
dedicated to this type of unit – minimizing the number 
of kitchens and bathrooms while staying comfortably 
within the target audience.   

A Special Note on Natural Market 
Limita  ons to High Density

Photo Caption

Photo Caption

Photo Caption



Pr
oc

es
s A

na
ly

sis
13

development obstacles” or “being development friend-
ly.”  Our site review of a development project under 
construc  on, while brief, revealed signifi cant drainage 
issues.  Ac  ve construc  on sites had no storm water 
management, no soil stabiliza  on, and no erosion con-
trol.  The sites appeared to have no best management 
prac  ces in place.  Rough grading showed signs of sig-
nifi cant off site impacts, slope failure, mud fl owing down 
the street with no obvious a  empt to mi  gate impacts 
on adjoining, completed and occupied sites.  

In one instance sheet fl ow from the street was directed 
onto a single-family home site.   The development includ-
ed a drainage basin which, a  er being overwhelmed due 
to being under-sized, was rebuilt but not up-sized to ac-
commodate reasonable event fl ows.  The City of Roches-
ter should do a be  er job of requiring and enforcing Civil 
engineering plans, storm water management plans with 
drainage profi les and fl ow calcula  ons, best management 
prac  ces for construc  on sites, cer  fi ed post-construc-
 on as-built drawings, and mul  -year warrantee periods.   

In talking with various community members, drainage 
plans and landscape plans are reported to be less im-
portant during Site Plan Review.  Rou  ne applicants have 
learned they can “skimp” on these details.  This may be 
an opportunity to u  lize a “documents review” step in 
the process.  Applicants are right to be reluctant to invest 
in technical plans during an en  tlement stage of a proj-
ect.  And, the Planning Board’s review  me is probably 
not well spent reviewing drainage plans.  These details 
are best le   for Rochester’s technical staff , post-approval 
in either a technical documents review or as part of the 
building permi   ng process.  

The Site Plan Review processes would be more eff ec  ve 
with be  er defi ni  on.  A full Planning Board review is 
needed if a proposed use is “intensive.”  This does not 
provide much certainty regarding a project’s review tra-
jectory.  Projects that remain at an administra  ve review 
level can s  ll be “called-up” by an individual member of 
the Planning Board and subjected to a full review.  This 
can be for substan  ve reasons or because the project is 
interes  ng.  Process ambiguity, while seemingly subtle, 
can manifest into an obstacle to downtown development 
– most of which will be intensive and/or interes  ng.  De-
velopers are sensi  ve to en  tlement process risk and 
may shy away from downtown fearing a s  cky process.  
We recommend clearer process boundaries and great-
er reliance on Rochester’s professional planning staff  to 
make decisions.  

The purpose of this sec  on of the report is to iden  fy 
process obstacles that may re-route investment away 
from downtown Rochester.  The fi ndings in this sec  on 
are based on the comments provided by the persons 
whom we interviewed in one-on-one and small group 
sessions along with a review of the Zoning Ordinance 
(Chapter 42) and the Site Plan Regula  ons.  

Sec  on 3.01 General

Sec  on 3.02 Site Plan Regula  ons
Rochester’s Site Plan Regula  ons apply to virtually 
all development other than a single-family or duplex 
home.  All mul  -family, mixed use, commercial, and 
lodging projects are subject to Site Plan Review.  The 
regula  ons cover a wide range of development issues 
from high-level site planning and architectural char-
acter to construc  on hours and where to pile tree 
stumps.  Actual prac  ce may diff er, but it appears that 
the Planning Board’s review of a site plan applica  on 
covers all aspects – big conceptual issues, and parking 
lot striping, in one comprehensive review.   An appli-
cant heading to a public hearing must be prepared to 
discuss overarching project goals, density, layout, and 
very detailed discrete items such as landscape species.  

We recommend separa  ng the standards within the 
Site Plan Regula  ons into four categories - conceptual 
review, fi nal review, documents review, and opera  on-
al requirements.  The Planning Board should focus on 
the basic parameters of a project fi rst – uses, layout, 
and massing.  A conceptual approval on these items 
will provide a developer with confi dence to spend 
money preparing architectural plans, civil engineering 
specifi ca  ons, etc.  Appeal procedures and any call-up 
or no  ce of approval to City Council should occur at 
the conclusion of this conceptual phase.  

A fi nal review with the Planning Board to review de-
tailed designs is the last public hearing step.  Items in 
the Site Plan Regula  ons oriented to the legal coor-
dina  on of documen  ng an approval – development 
agreements, sure  es, pla   ng or fi ling offi  cial ap-
proved plans – should be handled by staff .  This is also 
an opportunity for technical detailed plans - grading 
plans, street profi les, u  lity sizing - to be reviewed by 
Rochester staff .  This can occur prior to or as a com-
ponent of building permit review.  Finally, opera  onal 
standards and technical design standards that require 
codifi ca  on should become a reference sec  on.  

Public safety and responsible development prac  ces 
should never be short-cut in the name of “removing 
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Sec  on 3.03 Downtown Projects Review
Mul  ple groups appear to have review authority over 
downtown development.  When li  le development is 
occurring, this may not surface as an issue.  When a big 
redevelopment comes in, however, a jumbled set of re-
sponsibili  es can be problema  c.  
Individual review boards can have diff erent posi  ons, 
diff erent approaches, diff erent philosophies, and can 
fi nd themselves at odds.  This is a natural occurrence in 
all communi  es.  If some review items of a project are 
with one board and other items are with another review 
board, an applicant can be in the impossible situa  on of 
trying to resolve the disparate philosophies of the two 
boards.  Projects can end up “ping-ponging” between 
boards.  

We recommend the Historic Districts Commission (HDC) 
be granted the same set of authori  es as the Planning 
Board for projects within the Downtown Commercial 
District.  Some topics may require addi  onal training for 
HDC members.  But, allowing an applicant to deal with 
just one board avoids the ping-pong scenario and sim-
plifi es the project review conversa  on and speeds-up re-
view process  ming.  

Sec  on 3.04 Review Discre  on
The review of downtown projects, especially large 
projects that redirect the trajectory of the downtown, 
can be a hand-wringing experience.  There’s a high-
er feeling of ownership and responsibility for guiding 
downtown development as opposed to a project with 
a limited context. 

There appears to be a high reliance on the word “ap-
propriate” throughout the Site Plan review criteria.  
Granted, success for some planning topics is not easy 
to defi ne and must be le   as “we know when we see 
it.”  But overuse of the “appropriate” criterion can 
leave an applicant with a “pin the tail on the donkey” 
feeling – a sense that nothing is concrete, nothing is 
reliable.  This can be equally problema  c for board 
members, many of whom are ci  zen volunteers with a 
passion for the community.  

We recommend the Site Plan Regula  ons be screened 
for this term “appropriate”, minimizing its use to situa-
 ons where no be  er guidance can be provided.  Pro-

viding a clear standard with “alterna  ve compliance” 
op  ons can be very eff ec  ve. 
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While the focus of this study is the zoning and process 
barriers to downtown development, there are mul  -
ple obstacles to downtown investment.  Many of the 
conversa  ons conducted for this report included com-
mentary on these “non-regulatory” barriers.  These 
barriers are just as much of a threat to aspira  ons for 
a downtown resurgence as a mis-guided zoning stan-
dard.  This chapter a  empts to relay these “non-reg-
ulatory” barriers for ongoing community discussion.  
While these are arguably outside of the scope of this 
zoning analysis, Rochester’s discussion of these barri-
ers may be instrumental to the long-term trajectory of 
the downtown. 

Sec  on 4.01 General

Sec  on 4.02 Focus on Downtown
Rochester has a lot going on, and lots of topics that 
remove a  en  on from the downtown.  Many people 
we spoke with noted the City Council’s desire to focus 
on downtown commercial health but also men  oned 
the mul  tude of other topics pulling at Council’s ener-
gy.  Economic development eff orts over the past sev-
eral years have been focused elsewhere, not geared 
to downtown investment.  The Rochester Fair prop-
erty has consumed a lot of community air  me.  The 
Riverwalk concept competes for a  en  on.  All these 
eff orts are worthwhile … and also reduce Council’s 
bandwidth. 

We recommend a group be offi  cially tasked with im-
proving the economic health of downtown and en-
couraging investment in downtown development and 
building rehabilita  on.  This could be a combina  on of 
members from the HDC, the Planning Board, the Eco-
nomic Development Commission as well as downtown 
business owners.  Staff  from the Planning and the Eco-
nomic Development Departments should staff  the 
eff ort, provide professional guidance, and maintain 
momentum.  This commi  ee could provide important 
“ownership” of downtown, con  nuity to the eff orts, 
and a sounding board for business owners with con-
cerns or ideas about improving downtown vitality. 

Rochester should also explore a redevelopment au-
thority.  An en  ty with taxing powers and the ability 
to acquire and either directly develop or reposi  on 
proper  es for private investment can move the ball 
forward.  Provision of market-rate workforce housing 
and viable commercial space downtown is a natural 
fi t for a redevelopment authority.  Low-interest and 
preferred fi nancing, leveraging of “79e” opportuni-
 es, and partnerships with private developers are best 

suited for a redevelopment authority.  This could also 
relieve City Council from func  oning as real estate ac-
quisi  on and disposi  on specialists.  

Sec  on 4.03 Focus on Downtown
Many of Rochester’s grand buildings downtown are in 
signifi cant disrepair.  Talking with community members, 
we gather some property owners are “wai  ng it out” – 
purposely not inves  ng in their asset as a means of sav-
ing money or as a means of eventually applying pressure 
to the City.  This has apparently been happening for de-
cades.  

Adding insult is the sense that many of these building 
owners live outside the area, leaving some with the feel-
ing that proper  es in Rochester are forgo  en assets bur-
ied deep in remote balance sheet somewhere.  Reasons 
and suspicions aside, Rochester does have an issue with 
neglected buildings.  Eventually, buildings are in such a 
state of disrepair that the costs to upgrade the building 
outweigh the income the building could generate.   This is 
a point of departure for a property owner and can lead to 
“walking away” from the building to avoid paying taxes.  
Buildings in this state, in many communi  es, experience 
a higher rate or arson.  

We recommend Rochester strengthen regula  ons and 
be more forceful regarding dilapidated buildings.  Get 
into the game, push back, stop making it easy to neglect 
downtown buildings.  Allowing buildings to fall into this 
level of disrepair should not be allowed in any communi-
ty.  Decrepit buildings can draw-down an en  re commer-
cial district, lowering patron’s sense of safety, decreasing 
commercial ac  vity, pushing down lease rates, damaging 
the image of the community.  The detrimental eff ects of 
mul  ple dilapidated buildings in a downtown can be di-
sastrous on an en  re community’s economic enterprise. 

Allowing occupancy in por  ons of a dilapidated building 
is a poten  al life/safety risk to the public.  Ins  tu  ng an 
annual inspec  on whereby an en  re building must pass 
a building code inspec  on will prohibit a property own-
er from con  nuing to neglect the building.  This may be 
perceived as an “aggressive move” and Rochester should 
be prepared for some “poli  cal heat” in taking this route.  
Revoking occupancy of a building due to upper fl oor or 
structural envelope issues could impact a business occu-
pying the ground fl oor.  The building’s owner shouldn’t 
be expected to be content with such a move and Roches-
ter would be well advised to fully understand this path-
way.  Long-term, we believe increasing the pressure on 
building neglect is in the best interests of the community.   
 
Rochester may also brace for a property owner simply 
“walking away” from a building.  If the needed repairs 
are too impac  ul to the bo  om line, too troublesome to 
withstand, combined with a revoked Cer  fi cate of Occu-
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pancy and an inability to rent any por  on of the build-
ing, a property may have a value less than the property 
taxes.    

Rochester should also explore any and all property tax 
mechanisms that discourage buildings from si   ng fal-
low.  Downtown buildings should generate jobs, spon-
sor opportunity, mul  ply investment, and contribute 
to that hum and buzz of a vital commercial district. The 
economic mul  plier of a successful commercial building 
should not be downplayed.  Mul  ple successful mixed-
use commercial buildings in a historic district can gener-
ate a wave of prosperity.  Dormant, neglected buildings 
func  on as memorials, reminding all of the great vitali-
ty that used to be while providing the community with 
very li  le current benefi t.   Vacant buildings take more 
from the community than they contribute, and Roches-
ter should account for this imbalance.  

Sec  on 4.04 Percep  on of Safety
The nega  ve percep  on of safety downtown was a com-
mon theme in discussions with ci  zens.  Several people 
noted downtown having a high level of vagrancy and 
suspected drug use.  People noted a general feeling of 
anxiety about what they might see or experience when 
going downtown.  By way of example, one business 
person we talked with likes ea  ng at the Revolu  on 
restaurant.  He goes there a few  mes a week.  His wife, 
however, has never been to Revolu  on as she is anxious 
about going downtown.   

Percep  ons are very rela  ve.  Two people can have very 
diff erent percep  ons of the same experience.  Percep-
 ons are also very diffi  cult to quan  fy and not refl ected 

in police reports or offi  cial sta  s  cs.  

These safety percep  ons can have a profound eff ect on 
investment in a downtown.   Successful developers have 
large “radar” and are inherently  mid around any ques-
 on of safety – even if they themselves don’t personal-

ly experience an issue.  They will see this as hampering 
their ability to a  ract and retain bankable commercial 
tenants.  

The commercial environment downtown is already 
weakened by peripheral commercial developments and 
internet retailing.  So, the impacts of safety percep  ons 
can be magnifi ed for an already ski   sh investor.  To the 
extent safety percep  ons linger within the downtown, 
investment in downtown buildings will con  nue to be 
challenged.  

Sec  on 4.05 Traffi  c Speeds
One of the fi rst things we no  ced about downtown is 
the traffi  c speeds.  Many people we spoke with also not-
ed traffi  c speeds as an issue downtown.  The downtown 
“triangle” has a race course feel and is possibly a hidden 
barrier to downtown investment.  Slower traffi  c can be a 
signifi cant benefi t to commercial establishments.  Driv-
ers are be  er able to look around, see in a store win-
dow, see people enjoying themselves at a coff ee shop.  
Pedestrians also feel a li  le safer, crossing the street is 
easier, and traffi  c noise goes down drama  cally.  

We understand Rochester is exploring traffi  c, parking, 
and wayfi nding.  We suggest a lower “natural speed” 
downtown be a goal of this traffi  c and wayfi nding eff ort. 
The natural speed is the speed at which a driver feels 
safe considering physical surroundings – the narrow-
ness of the drive lanes, the poten  al for a car door to 
open, someone to suddenly back out of a parking space.  
Lower speeds downtown will help the commercial at-
mosphere and we recommend pursuing traffi  c calming 
measures:

• Rever  ng back to two-way streets
• Crea  ng areas of head-in parking
• Create pedestrian bulb-outs
• Bring back street trees and the tree canopy

Safety percep  ons are less of a barrier for residen  al 
development downtown.  The strong regional market 
assists a developer’s confi dence in the product.  The 
skew towards young, single professionals also helps in 
this scenario.  Safety issues are much more impac  ul on 
family-oriented residen  al.  A wait-list for units at One 
Wakefi eld is a confi dence-building data point.     

A few community members we interviewed suggested 
Rochester is taking on a larger at-risk community than it 
should – that other communi  es transport their at-risk 
community members to Rochester.  The words “regional 
center” and “magnet” were used by a few during out-
reach sessions.     

Safety issues and larger regional at-risk popula  on is-
sues are not the focus of this zoning analysis.  However, 
investment in downtown buildings is aff ected by more 
than just zoning parameters.  We recognize a need for 
Rochester to consider the “safety factor” that we heard 
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Sec  on 4.06 Downtown Parking Manage-
ment

Lack of parking or availability of parking was raised as 
a concern by several of the interviewees. Our curso-
ry review of downtown indicates an adequate supply 
of parking.  On-Street parking is free and appeared to 
be readily available.  Parking in City-owned lots is also 
free and the lots were never at capacity.  

A lack of parking during large events was reported.  
Scarcity of parking during a sold-out event at the Op-

Aerial of surface parking downtown

era House was men  oned several  mes. 
The availability of public parking does not appear as 
a barrier to downtown investment.  There appears to 
be some ambiguity regarding access and wayfi nding 
for public parking and li  le to no overall downtown 
parking strategy.  

Enforcement of the “two-hour rule” is managed 
by one part-  me employee.  Special events with a 
known,  cketed number of a  endees are not required 
to address parking.  Our quick take suggests a park-
ing supply problem does not exist, but that a parking 
management problem may.  We suggest Rochester 
explore parking management strategies to heighten 
accessibility to downtown and be  er deal with special 
events.   

Sec  on 4.07 City Project Process
The “clarity” and “transparency” of City land use de-
cisions came up several  mes from several sources.  
People we spoke with reported a concern that deci-
sions regarding important topics are made “in a back 
room.”  We are cognizant that municipali  es need to 
make tough decisions and how disappointment over 
the decision can be voiced as a “process problem.”  If 
only the process were diff erent, their idea would have 
prevailed.  

However, if a tune-up is in order now is a perfect 
 me.  When interest in downtown picks-up, Rochester 

will rou  nely be in the posi  on of deciding what to 
do with signifi cant downtown parcels, buildings with 
legacy, and ins  tu  onal followers holding strong opin-
ions about the trajectory of downtown.  Having a pub-
lic that understands and trusts the process, knowing 
what steps are taken, when input is taken, what hap-
pens with the input, and feeling part of the decision 
making will be benefi cial to all concerned. 

Rochester is likely exempt and possibly prevented 
from applying as an applicant through it’s own review 
process.  This does not prohibit Rochester from codi-
fying a process and structure for public projects.  We 
have worked in communi  es that have ins  tuted such 
a system, and process animosity has subsided.  Folks 
s  ll may not agree with a decision, but believing the 
process was fair and measured creates a basis of in-
formed consent, a helpful an  sep  c for any civic dis-
cord.    
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