
MEMORANDUM 
CITY OF WATERTOWN, NEW YORK 

PLANNING AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENT 
245 WASHINGTON STREET, ROOM 305, WATERTOWN, NY 13601 

PHONE: 315-785-7741 – FAX: 315-785-7829 

 

 

TO:    Planning Board Members 

 

FROM:   Michael A. Lumbis, Planning and Community Development Director 

 

SUBJECT:  Zone Change – 559 Factory Street  

 

DATE:    December 2, 2021 

 

 
 

Request: To Amend the Allowed Uses for Planned Development District #20, Parcel 

Number 6-05-201.000 

 

Applicant: Robert J. Busler, P.L.S. of LaFave, White & McGivern, L.S., P.C. on behalf 

of Onondaga Development, LLC 

 

Owner(s):   Onondaga Development, LLC 

 

SEQRA:   Unlisted 

 

County review: No 

 
 

Comments:    This request is to amend the allowed uses for Planned Development District 

#20, Parcel Number 6-05-201.000.  The City Council originally established PDD #20 on 

December 6, 1999, with the only allowed use being a single 11’ x 50’ double-sided billboard with 

a height not greater than 35’ above the Factory Street sidewalk elevation and clearance not less 

than 20’ above the ground. The applicant is requesting that the list of allowed uses be amended to 

allow a digital billboard or electronic messaging center. 

 

PDDs are special districts that are established by the City Council for any lawful purpose. 

They are typically established to allow uses that would not otherwise be allowed within the 

existing zoning. They are intended to encourage innovation in land development and to meet 

special needs of the community. 

 

Any applicant wishing to establish a PDD must submit a preliminary plan for City 

Council approval.  This preliminary plan is a required component of establishing a PDD and 

serves as a master plan and establishes the overall design and layout for the development on the 

site.   Future construction follows that plan. The ordinance that is adopted by the Council, 

approves the plan and establishes the list of specific uses that are allowed in the district.  

 



As part of the establishment and approval of PDD #20, the property owner submitted a 

preliminary plan that established the overall design and layout for the site and the ordinance 

adopted by the City Council specified the allowed use on the property as being a single 11’ x 50’ 

double-sided billboard. 

 

When PDD #20 was established with its specific criteria noted above, a digital billboard 

or electronic messaging center was not (and could not have been) considered by the City Council 

as digital billboards did not come into existence until the mid-2000’s. While a traditional 

billboard and digital billboard are similar, digital billboards or electronic messaging centers are 

different and they therefore do not fall into the list of allowed uses in the district as established. 

 

Since the proposed digital billboard or electronic messaging center is not included in the 

list of allowed uses, an amendment to the PDD is required in order to allow the use.  Amending a 

PDD is similar to a zone change in which the application is considered by the Planning Board 

and a recommendation is forwarded to the City Council which makes the ultimate determination 

whether or not to approve the amendment. 

 

The PDD section of the Zoning Ordinance states that the Planning Board, in reaching its 

decision on the proposed development “shall consider, among other things, the need for the 

proposed use in the proposed location, the existing character of the neighborhood in which the 

use would be located, and the safeguards provided to minimize possible detrimental effects of 

the proposed use on adjacent property”. 

 

Existing Conditions:  The only existing structure on the subject parcel is a double-sided standard 

billboard that meets the specifications of the original PDD.  The rest of the parcel is an empty grass 

field, except for a gravel parking area at the far west end of the property that essentially functions 

as an extension of the parking lot for the adjacent Griff’s Redemption Center. While the subject 

parcel does have its own 36-foot-wide curb cut from Factory Street, there is a vertical curb behind 

the sidewalk that impedes vehicular access. 

 

Between the subject parcel and the shore of the Black River lies the city-owned Factory Square 

Park.  Visually, there is little to distinguish the property line between parkland and the subject 

parcel, other than a different mowing pattern, as the entire field is grass-covered. 

 

PDD History and Future Plans:  The cover letter for the original PDD application, dated 

October 19, 1999, stated that the applicant planned to develop the balance of the property in the 

future; however, there were no specific development plans at that time.  The cover letter for the 

current application does not describe any proposed changes beyond converting the existing 

standard billboards to electronic billboards. 

 

Zoning and the Comprehensive Plan:  The majority of the surrounding parcels on and across 

Factory Street are currently zoned Commercial, while there is a Neighborhood Business district 

located on the southeast corner of Factory Street and High Street.  The adjacent Factory Square 

Park is zoned Waterfront.  

 

When the City Council originally established PDD #20 in 1999, it rezoned the subject parcel from 

Heavy Industrial zoning.  The surrounding area has changed since 1999; most notably with the 



creation of Factory Square Park, which was previously a contaminated industrial site. Zoning 

along this section of the street has also changed from Light Industrial to Commercial. 

 

The City’s adopted Comprehensive Plan recommends the future land use character of the entire 

north side of Factory Street as Black River Waterfront. 

 

The plan envisions these areas as follows: 

 

“The Black River is the spine of Watertown and a core part of the City’s identity. As the primary 

natural asset, it is the basis for economic development, education, recreation, and scenic beauty. 

The intention of this Character Area is to build on the setting of the river as a reinforcing asset 

to redevelopment. New development and redevelopment should be oriented around the river in 

all aspects of design, including preserving views, increased public access where feasible, and 

integrating green infrastructure or low impact development design (e.g., rain gardens, porous 

pavers, native plantings, etc.) to treat stormwater runoff before entering the river. Buildings 

should be placed on the site so that they do not obstruct the public’s enjoyment of the river 

whether physically or visually. Open space should be integrated and developed for all users 

regardless of abilities.” 

 

The existing standard billboards are a legal conforming use under PDD #20 as established in 

1999. Based on the description above, the available evidence suggests that this proposal to 

convert them to digital would not be in harmony with the Comprehensive Plan.  However, the 

Planning Board and City Council will ultimately have to determine whether it is, and whether the 

proposed digital billboards or electronic messaging centers further the goal of the Black River 

Waterfront future land use character area, which calls for development that is oriented around the 

river in all aspects of design. 

 

SEQR:  In the applicant’s response to Question 4 on the State Environmental Quality Review 

(SEQR) Short Environmental Assessment Form (EAF), the applicant identifies “Urban” and 

“Commercial” as the only two land uses, that occur on or adjoining the proposed action.  This is 

inaccurate, as Factory Square Park adjoins the site of the proposed action.  The applicant must 

change the answer to Question 4 to add Parkland as an adjoining land use 

 

The City Council, as the lead agency, will complete Part 2 of the EAF and make a determination 

of significance.   

 

 

 

cc:  City Council Members 

Michael Delaney, City Engineer 

Robert J. Busler, PLS, LaFave, White & McGivern, L.S., P.C., 133 Commercial Street,  

P.O. Box 679, Theresa, NY 13691-0679  

Onondaga Development, LLC, 137 Main Avenue, 3rd Floor, Watertown, NY 13601 
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