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Inven to ry and An alysis o f P l a n ni n g Co m mis si o n
La nd D evelopmen t and bu il d i n g p erm it ac tivit y

This section presents a comprehensive inventory and a detailed analysis of land development and building permit activities which have resulted in changes to the Township’s built
environment since 2003. The purpose of this section is to identify development patterns and
trends and also to evaluate the effectiveness of Township land use codes and policies to promote quality development that satisfies the goals and objectives of the community.
This detailed level of inventory and analysis was made possible
by the use of the Township’s Geographic Information System (GIS),
which Township staff uses to manage day-to-day operations regarding
planning, permitting, infrastructure
improvements, traffic operations and
public safety. The Township’s GIS enables staff to cross reference numerous departmental databases in order
to develop inventories and to map
locations of development activity on
a year by year basis to better understand when and where development
is occurring.
There are two distinct processes
by which private entities can significantly alter the built environment of
the Township; either through the land
development process or through the
building and grading permit process.
Land development applications are
administered by the Township planning division and require approval
of the governing body after public
review. While what constitutes land
development is specifically defined
by the Township’s Land Development and Subdivision Code; land
development generally refers to any
residential subdivision, multi-family
development, or development of or
expansion to a non-residential property. Building and grading permits
are reviewed and inspected by the
Building and Planning Department
administratively, outside of the public
realm.

S u m mary of La nd
D e v elopmen t Acti vit y
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The Planning Commission generally meets once a month. During
this period several additional ‘special
meetings’ were also required, and applications also became more complex.
Additionally, during this time the
public was fully involved and participated at length in the review process,
which further extended meetings.
Between 2003 and 2008, the Planning Commission heard a total of 211
land development applications. For
the most part the number of applications was consistent between 2003

and 2007. The number of applications declined from 38 in 2007 to
28 in 2008 showing a 26% decline,
which is likely linked to the recent
economic fluctuation (Figure D1).
Between 2003 and 2008 the Planning Commission reviewed a variety
of applications as illustrated in Figure
D2. Preliminary Land Development
applications accounted for 25% of all
applications presented to the Planning Commission. Such applications
typically involve non-residential expansions or multi-family developments. During this period of time,
23 waiver plans were requested, yet
these proposals varied greatly in the
Understanding the Types of
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Applications Presented to the
Planning Commission
A tentative sketch plan is required
when the plan includes nonresidential
development or when the proposed
development equals or exceeds eight
dwelling units or five acres of land.22
Less detailed plans are required with
tentative sketch plan applications and
the process provides the applicant an
opportunity to gauge the feasibility
of the proposed development in the
earlier stages of planning. Tentative
sketch plans are reviewed by the
Planning Commission, the Building
and Planning Committee and by the
Board of Commissioners. The tentative
sketch plan precedes the preliminary
land development plan or preliminary
subdivision plan.
A preliminary land development plan
is to be filed whenever an improvement
to a non-residential property is
sought.23 When a group of two or more
residential or non-residential buildings
are proposed, a land development plan
is required. All commercial, institutional,
and multi-family development is required
to obtain preliminary land development
approval.
A waiver plan may be sought when
literal enforcement of any of the
requirements of the Subdivision and
Land Development Code would result
in unnecessary hardship or where a
requirement of the Code does not serve
the purpose for which it is designed.
Generally, the waiver plan is filed when
an applicant seeks a minor expansion of
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an existing nonresidential use and the
nature of the proposal does not warrant
a fully designed land development plan.
A waiver plan does not have to proceed
to the administrative Final Plan process
and therefore does not get recorded at
Montgomery County. This is the main
difference between a waiver plan and a
preliminary land development plan.24 The
applicant may pursue a waiver plan due
to the time saving benefit.
A preliminary subdivision plan is
to be filed to subdivide a parcel of
land. Preliminary subdivision plans
typically result in the creation of a
new developable parcel, whereas lot
line change plans do not result in the
creation of a new parcel.25
A preliminary lot line change plan is
filed whenever approval is sought to shift
lot lines or to merge lots. 26 Adjacent
lots owned by the same person may
be consolidated administratively by the
Building and Planning department, where
the only change being made to the parcel
is the elimination of one or more lot
lines. 27
A second stage plan is required if
the exact locations of buildings and
driveways are not known at the time
of the approval of the preliminary land
development plan or subdivision plan.
Second stage plans allow flexibility for
better site design to potentially preserve
natural features.
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A conditional use application is
required when an applicant proposes
a use that is permitted by conditional
use within a particular zoning district.
Conditional uses are usually reserved for
land uses that necessitate more control
or additional safeguards to mitigate the
impact of a development. This is typically
accomplished by imposing conditions
of approval. The difference between a
special exception and a conditional use is
that special exceptions are decided by the
zoning hearing board, while conditional
uses are decided by the Board of
Commissioners.28
Final Plan Approval – When all
conditions of approval required by a
preliminary plan approval have been
satisfied, the developer prepares a final
plan showing compliance. The final plan is
an administrative approval. After Township
staff approval is granted, the developer
will record the plan with the recorder of
deeds for Montgomery County. 29
Amendment plans are filed when an
applicant requests amendments to a
previously approved preliminary land
development or subdivision plan or
conditions of approval. An amendment
plan provides an applicant to make minor
revisions to an approved plan without
having to proceed through the entire land
development process.
A rezoning request is heard by the
Board of Commissioners where a
property owner desires to change the
zoning of their land. A petition for the
rezoning of a property must be presented
by 50 percent or more of the owners of
any area, subject to a rezoning request.

22 Chapter 135-7.A. Lower Merion Township Subdivision
and Land Development Code

24 135-4.B. Lower Merion Township Subdivisions and
Land Development Code

28 “Zoning:Planning Series #4”. Governor’s Center for
Local Government Services. Ninth Edition. May 2003

23 135-10.A.(3) Lower Merion Township Subdivision and
Land Development Code

25 135-10.A.(1) Lower Merion Township Subdivision and
Land Development Code

29 135-13. Lower Merion Township Subdivision and Land
Development Code

26 135-10.A.(2) Lower Merion Township Subdivision and
Land Development Code
27 135-35.E- Lower Merion Township Subdivision and
Land Development Code
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The Planning Commission
The purpose of the Planning
Commission is to guide and
direct land use and development
at the municipal level. This is
primarily achieved through
the following two ways: (1)
development and implementation
of the municipal comprehensive
plan and (2) through the reviews
of land development proposals
and municipal projects. The
Planning Commission is an
independent advisory body.
It makes recommendations
concerning land use and
development directly to the
municipal governing body, which
is then charged with making the
final land development decisions.
The Pennsylvania MPC is the
enabling legislation that grants
municipal governing bodies
the ability to create a planning
commission and planning
department.
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The Township’s Planning
Commission is composed of
seven members. The members
are resident volunteers and
are appointed by the Township
Commissioners for a four-year
term.
The Township Planning
Commission is supported by
staff from the Planning Division
of the Township’s Building and
Planning Department. One of
the Department’s three divisions
(the other two being Building
and Economic Development), the
Planning Division responsibilities
include the processing of land
development and subdivision
applications and overseeing the
development of subdivision and
zoning code amendments, in
addition to preparing long-term
planning projects.
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scope and type of development. The
waiver plans could involve the construction of a 200 square foot addition
or a 1,200 square foot addition to a
commercial building, the installation
of an emergency generator, the use
of temporary modular classrooms, or
the installation of a temporary parking lot containing over 100 spaces.
A thorough review of the guidelines
and parameters within the Subdivision and Land Development Code as
to what type of development qualifies
for a waiver plan may be beneficial to
ensure that a predictable process and
clear standards are in place.
For analysis purposes, land development applications have been
grouped by land use; residential,
commercial and institutional. Each of
these categories has their own particular code requirements and presents
their own set of issues (Figure D3).
The number of land development
applications that involved each respective type of land use was strikingly proportional to the amount of land
dedicated to each use in the Township. The majority of the proposals
(65%) pertained to residential development, which is in keeping with the
present land use composition of the
Township, as nearly 75% of the land
is devoted to residential uses. Institutional uses occupy the second largest
amount of land (13.29%) and accounted for the second highest number of land development applications
(21%). Similarly, the fewest number
of applications (14%) involved commercial land development requests
and commercial areas consist of just
four percent of land in the Township
(Figure D4).
Residential Development

A total of 1,383 residential units,
including dormitories, were approved
for development between 2003 and
2008. Many of these developments
were infill and redevelopment projects (Figure D6). It should be noted
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Figure D3
Tentative Sketch applications have been omitted from the chart above because such applications typically resulted in
the submittal of a Preliminary Land Development application.

that approximately five percent of all
approved residential units between
2003 and 2008 were age-restricted.
According to the statistics from the
US Census Bureau, there was a 27%
increase in the 75+ age group in the
Philadelphia Metropolitan Statistical
Area between 1990 and 2000, which
could indicate increased demand for
additional age restricted housing in
the region. This corresponds with the
Township’s 14% increase in the 75+
age group during the same period of
time. The impact of an aging population should be more fully explored in
the Housing Element of the Comprehensive Plan.

Figure D4

Multi-Family and Townhouse
Development
The Township’s housing stock remains overwhelmingly single-family
detached. However, approximately
71% of all approved residential units
resulting from land development applications between 2003 and 2008
were multi-family (Figure D7). The
trend towards fewer single family
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La nd D ev e l o p m e n t A p p l i c ati ons throu ghou t the Tow ns hip by Us e 2003 - 2 0 0 8

Figure D5

TYPE OF PROPERTY
Commercial
Institutional
Residential
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A p p rov e d R e s ide ntial Unit s 2003-2008

Year

Total

Single Family
Detached

Townhouses

Multi-Family
(Apartments &
Condominiums)

Dorms

2003

604

18

8

358

220*

2004

104

16

35

53

0

2005

43

12

0

31

0

2006

99

15

0

84

0

2007

131

11

49

71

0

2008

402

12

0

390

0

Total

1383

84

92

987

220

Figure D6
The 220 dormitory units were created through the conversion of an existing 108-unit apartment building located on City Avenue into dormitory units.

detached units and more multi-family units is in keeping with regional
trends. According to Montgomery
County’s 2007 Housing Units Built
Report, “despite the overall decline in
housing units being built, especially
for single family detached homes,
production has remained stable for
single family attached and multifam-

ily units (in Montgomery County).”
The recent shift towards predominantly multi-family construction is
reflective of the lack of land available
for single family construction as well
as shifting market forces and consumer preferences.
The ten largest residential projects
between 2003 and 2008 accounted

for 72% of all residential units approved (Figure D8). Many of these
proposals involved the redevelopment
of land and the conversion of formerly
commercial and industrial properties
into multi-family developments. The
majority of the multi-family developments were luxury apartments and
condominiums, however, a successful
public-private partnership led to the
redevelopment of the former PECO
site at Ardmore Crossing in 2004 to
provide 53 units for low-to-moderate
income seniors and 31 units of moderate and market rate housing.
It is important to recognize that
approximately 80% of the approved
multi-family units, including townhouses, have not yet been built. If
the units approved in 2008 are not
factored in, approximately 55% of
the units have not been built. The
proposed development of the former
Maybrook Estate in Wynnewood of
250 multi-family units is one of the
largest residential development between 2003 and 2008, which has not
been developed to date.
Additionally, five condominium
or apartment style developments
consisting of between 20 and 45 units
respectively have not progressed to
the construction phase. It is unclear
if these developments will be built.
With any land development applica-
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Ardmore Crossing is a mixed-income residential townhome and senior development
which involved the redevelopment of a former
PECO-owned building adjoining a remaining
substation.

Consisting of 108 luxury condominium units,
the Corinthian in Bala Cynwyd was the largest
residential development built between 2003
and 2008 and involved the redevelopment of a
former car dealership site.

The proposed redevelopment of the former
quarries on Rock Hill Road will provide an
opportunity to redefine the streetscape and
improve pedestrian connections at this gateway
into the Township.
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10 Lar g e s t R e s i d e n tia l De ve lopm e nt Applicati ons 2003-2008

Date

Village

Development
Name

Type of
Application

Additional
Institutional
Commercial Area
(square feet)

Dwelling
Units
Approved

Dwelling
Units Built

2008

Belmont Hills

131-151
Rock Hill Road

Multi-Family

0

328

0

2003

Wynnewood

Maybrook Estate

Multi-Family

0

250

0

2003

Bala Cynwyd

Corinthian

Multi-Family

0

108

108

2004

Ardmore

Ardmore Crossing

Multi-Family
Townhouses

0

84

84

2008

Bala Cynwyd

10 Union Avenue

Multi-Family
Commercial

3,678

62

0

2007

Haverford

The Dreycott

Multi-Family
Commercial

1,600

44

0

2006

Gladwyne

Barker’s Mill

Multi-Family

0

33

0

2007

Bryn Mawr

Bryn Mawr
Hospital
(Pennsylvania
Avenue)

Townhouses
Institutional

110,000

31

0

2005

Ardmore

Cambridge Square
(Sibley Avenue)

Multi-Family
Commercial

200

28

28

2007

Ardmore

Cambridge Square
(Sibley Avenue)

Multi-Family
Commercial

968

27

0

116,446

995

220

TOTAL
Figure D8

tion, the projects are vested, which
means the applicant or the application is not affected by any change or
amendment in the zoning, subdivision, or other governing ordinance
or plan for five years from the date of
the approval, unless there is any litigation which prevents the applicant
from completing the development. 30
It is likely that the majority of future residential construction in the
Township will be multi-family, either
in stand-alone projects or as part
of mixed-use developments. As of
February 2009, six formal tentative
sketch or preliminary land development applications for multi-family
developments were pending for
Township consideration (Figure D9).
These proposals involve the con30 Pennsylvania Municipalities Planning Code
Section 508. (4ii)

struction of approximately 900 new
residential units in Ardmore, Bala
Cynwyd, and Wynnewood.
The trend toward multi-family
residential development presents
many challenges and opportunities
for the Township to address several
current issues. The largest proposals
in the pipeline involve the redevelopment of abandoned industrial sites in
the eastern portion of the Township,
within zoning districts that have been
tailored to encourage mixed-use developments. The proposal at the former Georgia Pacific site on Righters
Ferry Road is located along the banks
of the Schuylkill River and could potentially bring residents down to the
waterfront to recapture this presently
underutilized area. The proposal located along Rock Hill Road involves
the demolition of existing industrial
properties and the development of

apartment buildings. Unfortunately,
it is unlikely that the desired integrated mixed-use on Rock Hill Road
and the Pencoyd Waterfront will be
achieved at this time since these proposals are all single-use buildings.
The number of pending units
in 2009 would almost double the
amount of multi-family units approved during the previous six-year
period. Considering that 80% of
those approved units have not yet
been built, the impact if all of the additional units proposed are built at
the same time could be immense to
the individual villages.
In order to accommodate the increased density resulting from new
multi-family development, it may be
necessary to review the Township’s
ordinances to ensure that new development is appropriately scaled, welldesigned and properly located.
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2 0 0 9 Pi p e line : Re s ide ntial Applicati ons

Application

Street
Name

Village

Development
Name

Type of
Application

Additional
Institutional
Commercial
Area
(square feet)

Dwelling
Demo
Units
(Y/N)
Proposed

3620

600 Righters
Ferry Road

Bala Cynwyd

Georgia Pacific
(Pencoyd Waterfront)

Multi-Family
Commercial

0

600

Y

3615

132 & 134
Rock Hill
Road

Bala Cynwyd

Rock Hill Road

Multi-Family

0

196

Y

3613

106 Cricket
Avenue

Ardmore

Cricket Avenue

Multi-Family

0

70

Y

3568

35 Cricket
Terrace

Ardmore

Cricket Terrace

Multi-Family
Commercial

16,341

33

Y

3612

11 & 15 East
Athens Avenue

Ardmore

East Athens Avenue

Multi-Family

0

33

Y

3586

510-514
Lancaster
Avenue

Wynnewood

Red Leaf
(Lancaster Avenue)

Townhouses

0

6

N

16,341

938

TOTAL
Figure D9

The Township currently employs
several methods to promote high
quality architecture and landscape
architecture in new developments.
Ordinances permitting higher density
mixed-use development in the M District, Rock Hill Road Overlay District
(“ROHO”), Bryn Mawr Village and
Mixed Use Special Transit (“MUST”)
Districts each contain architectural
and streetscape design guidelines.
Moving forward, the Township must
explore additional means in compliance with the state enabling legislation to ensure that new development
is consistent with the pattern, scale
and form of existing development,
including developing methods to
preserve and enhance the communal
landscape that provides the connective tissue between different periods
of construction.
Single-Family Development
Between 2003 and 2008, a total
of 84 new single family homes were
approved with 56 (67%) of the approved homes having been con-

structed. It is difficult to determine
why 33% of these dwellings were not
built, but the economic fluctuations
or the drop in the housing market
values likely played a role in the lack
of development. Some of these approved units could be built in the future, as long as the developer recorded the final subdivision approval.
The largest development of these

homes resulted from 12 second stage
plans for the Fenimore subdivision
in Gladwyne, which was actually approved in 2002. The Fenimore subdivision consisted of 24 new lots for
residential development and involved
the preservation of the Johnson Estate. The next largest development
was six single family homes on River
Road. Fifteen residential applications
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involved single lot development, in
which an existing property was subdivided and the existing structure
remained along with the new construction. Five of the new single family residences approved were part of
a development in which the primary
structure was demolished in order to
develop more new homes.
When the Township was developing in the 20th century, single-family
homes were generally constructed
as developments resulting from the
subdivision of larger properties and
estates. Now that the Township has
become largely built-out, the size
of single-family developments has
shrunk. Correspondingly, issues associated with recent residential development largely concern the form
and massing of new construction
rather than the number of new units.
Many of the remaining development
sites in the Township are nestled in
existing neighborhoods and contain
mature landscapes which are significantly disturbed during construction.
The premium price for land and the
high cost of land development in the
Township almost ensures that new
construction will maximize permitted development envelopes to provide an adequate investment return.
The Township currently employs
two unique methods to guide the
form of new single family construction through the use of: (1) the Open
Space Preservation District; and (2)
Second Stage Plans. Residential development on residentially zoned lots
over 5-acres are subject to the provisions of the Open Space Preservation
District, which requires approximately half of the lot area to be preserved
as open space and also prioritizes
which natural features and/or cultural resources should be preserved.
The Township may also require Second Stage Approval for residences
resulting from subdivisions. Second
Stage Plan approval is intended to
ensure that homes and driveways are
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properly sited to avoid disturbance of
existing natural features.
Both of these tools were primarily created to preserve existing natural features and do not provide any
architectural or landscape standards
to promote compatibility of new
development with existing development. These tools effectively addressed issues when Lower Merion
was a developing community. These
strategies may need to be expanded
and enhanced in accordance with
state enabling legislation to provide
additional controls to address design
issues associated with current and
projected built out conditions.
Accessory Apartments
Lower Merion Township contains
numerous historic and non-historic
residential properties with accessory structures that are potentially
available for conversion to dwelling
units. Historically, larger properties
were developed with accessory carriage houses or barns that replicated
the architectural features of the main
house. Today, it is common for pool
houses or detached garages to be con-
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structed with associated living space
complementary to the main house on
the lot. Between 2003 and 2008 two
applications involved the construction of new accessory buildings with
associated living space which was to
be used solely by the owners. Accessory structures are presently permitted to be utilized as living quarters
provided that the property owner
places a covenant on the deed indicating that the unit will not be leased
to anyone who is neither an au pair
nor a family member and that the
unit will not be used to generate income. Creating a system to track the
number of properties utilizing the
covenants would provide an opportunity to gain a more thorough understanding of the number of existing accessory structures with living
space Township-wide.
Accessory apartments are permitted as an incentive for property owners to maintain and preserve Class I
and Class II historic structures. The
incentive is provided as a means to
help offset the costs of maintaining
aging properties; however, only three
property owners took advantage of

Conditional use was granted to permit this Class II resource (c. 1900) on Grays Lane, which
originally housed stables and servants quarters to be leased as an accessory apartment.
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this incentive between 2003 and
2008.
One way to preserve the existing character of the Township, help
residents to age in place by creating a
source of additional income and provide workforce housing is to promote
the use of accessory apartments. A
careful review of the Township’s accessory apartment policies could potentially reveal a way to preserve the
historic pattern of residential neighborhoods while providing housing
opportunities for the workforce such
as teachers, firefighters and healthcare workers who are currently being
‘priced-out’ of the Township. Currently 73% of the Township’s fulltime
municipal employees, including policemen and librarians, live outside of
the municipality and commute into
work. Each of their vehicle trips contribute to traffic congestion.
Dormitories
Saint Joseph’s University received
special exception approval from the
Zoning Hearing Board to convert the
108-unit Merion Gardens Apartment
Complex into a 220-unit dormitory
in 2000. The University was then
required to obtain tentative sketch
and preliminary land development
approval for the associated site improvements required for the conversion. Preliminary land development
approval was granted in 2003. At that
time the Township felt that the conversion of noncontiguous apartments
into dormitories set a poor precedent
that could potentially threaten established neighborhoods. As a result the
Zoning Code was amended in 2000
to prevent any future expansions of
student residence halls where the
property is not located adjacent to an
educational campus.
Five colleges or universities are
located entirely or partially within
the Township. The Philadelphia College of Osteopathic Medicine and Villanova University are also located immediately adjacent to the Township.
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Additionally, two seminaries are
located in the Township along City
Avenue. Some of the colleges and
universities provide enough student
housing on campus to accommodate
all students, such as Haverford College and Bryn Mawr College, where
approximately 98% of the students
live in residence halls on campus.
Meanwhile, others such as Saint Joseph’s University and Villanova University provide housing for freshmen
with tapering availability of housing
units for upperclassmen. In 2008,
the enrollment of Saint Joseph’s University was 7,287 and the school
provided housing for approximately
2,750 students or 38% of the student
population.
Villanova University
provides on-campus accommodations for approximately 70% of its
students. Both universities also have
a number of students who commute
from home. The Philadelphia College of Osteopathic Medicine does
not provide any housing. When sufficient housing is not available oncampus students must find housing
off-campus which can have detrimental effects on nearby established
neighborhoods. The student housing provisions in the Zoning Code
are relatively stringent which may
lead to students residing in neighboring municipalities and driving to and
from classes, thereby contributing
to traffic congestion. Student housing should be further explored in
the Housing Element. Additionally,
the zoning provisions relating to institutional expansions and residence
halls should be thoroughly reviewed
to ensure that a logical expansion of
local colleges and universities is appropriately addressed.
In s t i tutional Development

Institutional uses comprise 13%
of the Township’s land and institutions help perpetuate the open green
pattern and architecturally rich character that uniquely defines Lower
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Merion. Many institutions, like the
Merion Cricket Club or Bryn Mawr
Hospital, were established in the
early part of the 20th century prior
to, or in conjunction with, the development of surrounding residential neighborhoods. Over the years,
many new institutions, like the Waverly Heights Continuing Care Facility have been established on former
estate properties, often repurposing
architecturally historic buildings.
Between 2003 and 2008, 47 land
development applications involving
either the expansion or subdivision
of institutional properties were presented to the Planning Commission
(Figure D10).
For the better part of the 20th
century, the Township effectively balanced institutional operations within
the context of the residential neighborhoods in which they were located. However in the 1990’s, issues
associated with the nature and extent
of institutional expansion reached a
new level as the Barnes Foundation
in Merion and adjacent neighbors
publicly clashed over hours of operation, traffic from visitors and on-site
parking of tour buses. The Barnes
Foundation was the first of many
contentious land development applications involving an institution and
in many ways it foreshadowed future
issues associated with institutional
expansion; particularly, how to balance reasonable institutional campus
growth while minimizing off-site externalities to the surrounding community.
Institutions that cannot reasonably expand may choose to relocate
outside of the Township, like Episcopal Academy formerly of Merion,
or choose to purchase surrounding
residential property to expand outside of their existing campus such
as the Bryn Mawr Hospital. Each of
these actions directly influences the
physical and social character of the
surrounding community. The qualitative social impact resulting from
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Figure D10
Two residential subdivision applications are included in the chart above because they involved
the subdivision of a church property and the subdivision of a historic residence from a Township park resulting in the creation of private residential lots.

the loss of institutions like the Barnes
Foundation and Episcopal Academy
is often overlooked and needs to be
further considered as issues associated with institutions are further addressed.
Institutional expansion can either
involve internal campus expansion
or the external expansion of the campus through property acquisition.
Internal expansion is usually undertaken to accommodate evolving oncampus needs, like larger classroom
space, updated recreational facilities
or playfields. While internal expansions may not result in as many perceived off-site implications, there is
the potential for new construction
to significantly change the physical
appearance of the campus and for
construction activities to impact surrounding neighborhoods.
External expansion is typically
more problematic because it often directly changes the physical character
and form of surrounding neighborhood. External expansions increase
the intensity of the land use and may
result in increased externalities like

traffic, noise and light for residences
not currently directly impacted by
the institutional use.
Institutions are permitted in all
residential neighborhoods. While institutions have an air of permanence,
the Open Space Element of the Comprehensive Plan notes that the vast
majority of institutional properties
are only temporarily protected and
potentially vulnerable to future development. The importance of institutions to the fabric of community
warrants the development of specific
bulk/area requirements, as well as
landscape and design standards, to
ensure that issues associated with
internal expansions are effectively
addressed. The potential impact resulting from the loss of existing institutions or external institutional
expansion into residential neighborhoods suggests that the long range
role of institutions should be coordinated into the Township’s comprehensive land use plan.
Between 2003 and 2008, the construction of 1.3 million square feet of
new institutional building area was
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approved by the Planning Commission (Figure D12).31 In contrast to
the residential development, all of the
institutional development is either
under construction or completed and
occupied. There is one known exception, the Jack M. Barrack Hebrew
Academy (formerly Akiba Hebrew
Academy), which obtained approval
for an expansion but has since decided to leave its Lower Merion location
on North Highland Avenue. In June
2007, the Jewish Federation of Greater Philadelphia instead purchased the
35 acre American College Campus in
Radnor Township to become a Jewish
community educational campus, with
the Jack M. Barrack Hebrew Academy
as the anchor tenant. This will give
the school the opportunity to grow
and prosper from its current limited
capacity of 350 students.32 Capacities on student enrollment are routinely imposed by the Zoning Hearing Board based primarily upon the
amount of available parking. There
may be opportunities to create incentives for institutions to implement
innovative transportation programs
to encourage carpooling; the use of
mass transit, bicycling or walking to
school that should be explored in the
Circulation Element. The Land Use
Element should explore ways to codify standards associated with school
enrollment and allow for expansions.
High quality educational institutions have attracted many families to
the Township over the years. Expansions of preschool, primary and secondary schools accounted for over
70% of the increased institutional
building area approved between
2003 and 2008. The Lower Merion
School District was also in the final
phases of implementing a Capital
31 It should be noted that the increased building area does
not take into account the conversion of the Merion Garden
Apartments along City Avenue to dormitories for Saint
Joseph’s University or the conversion of the 37.25 acre
Episcopal Academy Campus to Saint Joseph’s University.
32 Jack M. Barrack Hebrew Academy website.
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Pro p o s e d In stitu ti onal Expans ions 2003 - 2008

Type of Institution

Total

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

Private School

11

1

3

2

3

1

1

Religious Use

12

3

2

4

0

3

0

Hospital

6

1

0

1

1

2

1

Public School

7

2

0

0

3

2

0

College & University

5

2

1

0

0

1

1

Country Club

2

0

1

0

1

0

0

Continuing Care Facility

2

0

0

1

0

1

0

Residential Subdivision
TOTAL

2

0

0

0

0

2

0

47

9

7

8

8

12

3

Figure D11

Improvement Program that began in
1997-1998, which is reflected in the
amount of building area proposed for
public school expansions. Eight of
ten school projects have been completed and the two largest projects;
the redevelopment of the Harriton
and Lower Merion High Schools are
presently under construction. Many
of the public schools are nearing the
maximum impervious surface limitations established in the Zoning Code.
Additionally any future growth may
result in competing interests between
a Township-wide need for playing
fields and necessary expansion. The
primary recommendation of the Open
Space Element of the Comprehensive
Plan that was adopted in 2006 was
to acquire more playfields. While recent projects involved successful internal expansions, an analysis of the
public school facilities should be included in the Comprehensive Plan to
address future recreational needs of
the Township.
Massive renovations and expansions were also undertaken at both
the Lankenau and Bryn Mawr Hospitals. While these high profile applications received most of the attention, it should be noted that many
smaller institutional applications also
impacted residential neighborhoods
throughout the Township, including

construction associated with the Congregation Beth Hamedrosh in Penn
Wynne and the conversion of open
space of St. Justin the Martyr in Penn
Valley into three new, single-family
homes. While smaller in size, the
improvements nonetheless included

lengthy reviews that resulted in improved stormwater management,
landscape and streetscape improvements that addressed concerns of the
surrounding community.
Much like residential development,
institutional development presents is-
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Fi ve Larg e s t In s tit uti o n a l La nd De ve lopm e nt Applicati ons 2003-2008

Date

Name of Institution

2007

Lower Merion High School

2006

Description

Additional
Square Footage

Demo
(Y/N)

3-story school building with a 4-story portion 443 space
parking lot 24 space, gated bus parking lot

336,600

Y

Harriton High School

2-story school building 469 space parking lot 25 space bus
parking lot

328,000

Y

2007

Bryn Mawr Hospital

4-story medical office building

147,000

Y

2007

Bryn Mawr Hospital

4-story medical office building 7-level parking garage (1,076
spaces) 53 Space Parking Lot 28 4-story townhomes on
Pennsylvania Avenue

110,000

Y

2006

The Haverford School

3 1/2 to 4-story school building addition

101,950

Y

TOTAL

1,023,550

Figure D13

The Rosemont School of the Holy Child occupies a Tudor mansion designed by Horace Trumbauer (c. 1905). The school expanded with the construction of a new three-story, 25,737
square foot classroom addition and an approximately 10,000 square foot gymnasium, which
also involved the demolition of two existing residences.

sues associated with the demolition
or alteration of historic resources and
change to the communal landscape.
Because institutions are imbedded
in residential neighborhoods, their
expansion oftentimes leads to the
demolition of adjacent residential
properties that the institutions typically acquire over time. However,
the same institutions are able to occupy and preserve large estates and
historic structures that characterize
neighborhoods which may otherwise
have faced demise.

The existing review process and
Township code requirements have
resulted in many successful institutional projects, which should allow
these institutions to comfortably remain in the Township for years to
come. While it is unfortunate that
some historic resources were lost due
to institutional expansion, several important structures were permanently
protected by historic preservation
incentives, which permits increased
impervious cover or setback relief
in exchange for façade easements.

Bryn Mawr College is an excellent
example of an institution which took
advantage of Township incentives. It
is recommended that the Township
undertake a review of historic incentives to manage institutional expansion in the Land Use Element. This
review should also consider expanding historic incentives to preserve
historic landscapes visible from the
public way.
Institutions generally have a higher public mission. As such, many of
them have a long and complex relationship with the surrounding community and the Township. Over the
past few years, several institutions
have demonstrated their commitment to the Township. In 2007, Bryn
Mawr College voluntarily agreed to
work with the Township and the
Lower Merion Conservancy to find
a ‘conservation buyer’ to save the
Glenmede Estate from development.
In 2009, Westminster Cemetery in
Bala Cynwyd agreed to sell the Township eight acres to develop a public
green space adjacent to the Cynwyd
Trail. The Township should actively
continue to foster positive relationships with its local institutions to
identify opportunities to further improve upon the quality of life for all
residents.
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Af te r

The Baldwin School expanded its campus with the construction of a new 34,500 square foot athletic center, five new tennis courts, practice field and parking areas. The
principal structure at the Baldwin School is a building designed by Furness Evans & Company (c.1891) for the Bryn Mawr Hotel, which remains intact.

B eever H o us e

Kir kne r Bu ilding

The Philadelphia Country Club received approvals to demolish an existing two-story pool house, the Beever House and the Kirkner Building to construct new facilities.

Additions to the healthcare center at Waverly Heights, totaling approximately
60,000 square feet, were approved in 2007 which will result in an additional 49
assisted living units, 49 nursing units and 18 villas.

The Haverford School underwent a 69,000 square foot expansion in 2004 and a
101,950 square foot expansion in 2006 that involved the preservation of Wilson
Hall, a Class II historic resource. The school was the first to pursue USGBC
LEED® certification in the Township.
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C om m erc i a l D eve l o p me n t

Less than 4% of Lower Merion
Township is occupied by commercial
uses. Commercial activity is primarily concentrated within commercial
districts along Montgomery Avenue,
Lancaster Avenue and City Avenue.
Between 2003 and 2008, the Planning Commission reviewed 31 land
development applications and approved over 123,000 square feet of
new commercial space.
The relatively small amount of
commercial development is indicative
of the built-out nature of commercial
districts within the Township, where
new development occurs through
replacement or redevelopment. Existing zoning regulations and established land use patterns limit opportunities for significant changes to the
Township’s commercial areas. There
is general consensus that something
needs to be done, but there is still
much debate on the details of how
exactly to move forward.
Automobile Sales and Service
Auto sales and service facilities accounted for the construction of 42%
of all new commercial building area
proposed between 2003 and 2008.
All of the proposed auto sale and
service facilities were located along
Lancaster Avenue. Many dealerships
have outgrown their sites and routinely use areas close to the curb line
to display and unload vehicles. This
is particularly undesirable along sec-
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tions of Lancaster Avenue that have
extremely narrow space between the
cartway and the beginning of private
property for pedestrians to travel.
When a dealership decides to expand
or redevelop, the Township has the
opportunity to improve the pedestrian environment, landscaping and
stormwater management by bringing
properties that were developed under
less restrictive requirements up to acceptable current standards.
Between 2003 and 2008, several
auto dealerships underwent wholesale redevelopment. The redevelopment of the Ardmore Toyota site
addressed many of the Township’s
concerns and the project resulted in
an improved pedestrian environment,
an enhanced streetscape appearance,
improved stormwater management
and an innovative off-site employee
parking plan.
In many ways the redevelopment
of the other dealerships achieved
many of the same goals of the Toyota
redevelopment. Stormwater management and the pedestrian environment
were improved. Display vehicles were
screened from the public way. Lighting and sound levels were addressed.
However, the final form of some of
the projects was less than optimal
from a public perspective as the redevelopment resulted in either the loss
of historic buildings or new buildings
not placed at the street, which when
done defines the street wall and pro-
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vides a sense of continuity along the
streetscape. The replacement of the
buildings with a modern stand-alone
building surrounded by parking and
display vehicles does not contribute
to a pedestrian-scaled village environment.
The desired transformation of
Lancaster Avenue into a truly pedestrian-oriented corridor will most
likely occur if incentives are available
for owners to improve their properties to meet community goals. The
Land Use Element may include an
analysis of automobile dealerships
and other auto-oriented forms of development in commercial centers to
determine the level of incentive that
would be required for change.
Commercial Office Space and
Mixed Uses
The construction of office buildings accounted for 34% of proposed
commercial construction (Figure
D15). Four of these land development applications could result in the
construction of 6,446 square feet
of office space and 161 new multifamily units; however, only one of
these projects was under construction at the end of 2008. Although
these developments have a mix of office and residential units, they are not
traditional mixed-use developments.
There are currently incentives in the
Commercial-C1 and C2 zoning districts that permit an increase in the
density if commercial uses are also

Large s t C o m m e r c ia l La n d De ve lopm e nt Applicati ons 2003-2008

Year

Business Name

Address

Village

Description
of Use

Additional
Commercial Area

2005

Ardmore Toyota

Lancaster Avenue

Ardmore

Auto Sales

22,000

2005

Aqua Pennsylvania, Inc.

Lancaster Avenue

Bryn Mawr

Office

18,000

2007

Rock Hill Road

Rock Hill Road

Bala Cynwyd

Office

13,025

2004

Suburban Square

St. James Place

Ardmore

Retail

10,400

2008

Main Line Auto Center

Bala Avenue

Bala Cynwyd

Auto Service

TOTAL
Figure D14

5,396
68,821
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provided; however, the amount of
commercial space is not specified. In
these developments the mix was less
than desirable and the use is mainly
residential.
The compact, pedestrian-scaled
pattern of the Township’s commercial
centers of Bala, Bryn Mawr and Ardmore were largely established prior to
the introduction of the automobile.
These districts developed by how far
a person could travel by foot; because
walking was so important, a great deal
of attention was placed on the pedestrian realm. Each of the Township’s
older commercial districts includes a
combination of commercial, residential, transportation and civic uses in
close proximity.
The new zoning districts and overlays in these established commercial
areas encourage an integrated mix of
residential, commercial, office and
civic open spaces to complement the
existing framework. The construction
of the street front commercial space
and a range of new, multi-family opportunities is crucial to create the
‘critical mass’ of residents necessary
to support the variety of shopping,
recreational and cultural attractions
envisioned by the community.
Different land uses generate higher
activity levels at different times of the
day and have complementary parking and transportation requirements.
For example, office and residential
uses require parking at almost exact
opposite times. As residents leave
for work, office workers return, and
vice versa. Mixed-use development
reduces many of the negative impacts
of higher density because parking and
traffic needs can be spread throughout
the day and the district. The challenge
of mixed-use development involves
balancing different uses to ensure that
no single use dominates and that all
uses within the district reinforce the
pedestrian environment. While most
mixed-use development focuses on
placing commercial and residential
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uses together, it is important to understand that civic uses, particularly
public walkways and open space, are
generally the glue that bonds the different uses together.
Adjacency of different uses
throughout a district is not mixeduse. The arrangement of the uses to
each other is crucial for the success of
a mixed-use development. The traditional pattern of residential over street
level commercial has held the test of
time because it functionally integrates
different uses together. Residents generally support the stores and the commercial storefronts help to enhance
the streetscape.
The Land Use Element should include a thorough examination of the
benefits and constraints of mixed-use
development. The current incentives
should be reviewed to determine
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how to strengthen the provisions to
achieve the desired combination of
retail, office and residential uses within a mixed-use development.
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franchise architecture inconsistent
with pedestrian scaled development.
Currently, drive-thru uses are only
limited by the length of the queue in
most commercial districts. The Land
Use Element should include urban
design guidelines to address drivethru uses.
Planning Com m is s ion
Wai ve r Request s
2003-2008

Retail
Suburban Square, the Wynnewood Square Shopping Center and
Haverford Square received approval
to expand between 2003 and 2008.
Retail expansions on all three sites
were located within the parking and
loading areas and did not require the
demolition of any existing structures.
The expansions to Suburban Square
and Haverford Square involved an
increase in the height of the existing
buildings; however, all of the proposed expansions were in keeping
with the general form and scale of the
each respective commercial center.
It is important for the Township’s
commercial areas to be able to grow
and adapt to meet the changing needs
of the market. It may also be equally
as important to ensure that adequate
parking is provided to ensure the
continued success of commercial
areas. The automobile must have
places to stop as well as roads upon
which to travel. The typical automobile is parked 23 hours a day; where
the parking is located and how it is
accomplished can make a big difference to economic development, traffic reduction, smart growth, historic
preservation, and many other planning efforts.33 Because the commer33 Litman, Todd. “Parking Management Best Practices”
APA Planners Press, 2006

cial centers are located within designated boundaries, with little to no
vacant land remaining to build on, it
is likely that commercial structures
will be expanded to the maximum
permitted building area and height
which could likely result in a need
to provide innovative parking strategies and structured parking. The
Land Use Element should include a
review of the existing parking provisions and be integrated with the Circulation Element to ensure that the
code provides for realistic parking
requirements and promotes ingenuity in design.
Drive-thru Uses, including fast
food establishments and banks
Between 2003 and 2008, five
banks, one car wash and one fast
food restaurant requested the installation of drive-thru facilities during the land development process.
Three of the seven proposed drivethru facilities were located within the
boundaries of the Bryn Mawr Village
District, which was adopted in June
of 2008 and now prohibits the use
of drive-thru uses. Like automotive
dealerships, drive-thru uses can degrade the pedestrian and streetscape
environment with multiple curb cuts.
Additionally, these types of uses,
unless specifically required, also
typically include deep setbacks and

Over the years, Lower Merion
Township has developed a richly layered body of land use codes to address specific site features, such as
the size of buildings, the number of
required parking spaces and the inclusion of street trees and sidewalks.
Some of these codes are in response
to state requirements, like stormwater
management and some of the codes
are designed to meet local goals by
providing things like shade trees and
landscaping in parking lots. Land
development codes are embedded in
the Zoning Ordinance, the Subdivision and Land Development Code,
the Natural Features Code and the
Stormwater Management and Erosion
Control Code. Development applications are required to comply with all
applicable code requirements.
A waiver is requested where, owing to special conditions, a literal
enforcement of specific sections of
the Township Code would result
in unnecessary hardship or where
a requirement does not serve the
purpose for which it was designed.
During land development, the Board
of Commissioners may grant full or
partial waivers from the literal requirements of other Township land
development code provisions where
they deem that the strict code application creates an unnecessary hardship upon the applicant or where
the strict application is physically
impractical and the exception is not
contrary to the public interest.
The analysis of waiver requests
reveals that the waiver process gener-
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ally provides an adequate system for
granting relief where site conditions
are warranted, such as permitting
stormwater locations to be adjusted
to save trees. However the analysis
also reveals that a few code provisions
need to be modified. The Natural
Features Code, for example, requires
on-site plantings, which is not reflective of the extensive lot coverage and
impervious surfaces of large scale residential, commercial and mixed–use
redevelopment projects which leave
little room to accommodate required
plantings.
Some waiver requests are the result
of conflicts between code provisions
or where codes do not effectively address current development scenarios.
In these instances, codes may need to
be revised to ensure that community
goals meet anticipated development
conditions.
Between 2003 and 2008, a total of
251 waiver requests were presented to
the Planning Commission, including
submission waiver requests (Figure
D16). Submission waiver requests
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are sought when an applicant desires
to provide less information than is
required by Township Code. Such
waivers are typically not substantial in
nature. For example, an institutional
property may be proposing a small
development on a portion of their
entire property; therefore they could
request waivers not to show the trees
or natural features of the entire property. There were 56 waivers that fell
within the submission waiver request
category. After removing these submission waivers to attempt to get a clearer
picture of what is actually waived, 195
substantial waiver requests were made
during this period of time and almost
half (49%) of the requests involved
subdivision code waivers.
A total of 102 of the 211 applications heard by the Planning Commission within the 2003-2008 period requested waivers. Forty-eight percent of
the applications involved requests for
at least one waiver. Some applications
requested multiple waivers; the largest
number of waivers that one application requested was 13.
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M o s t Fre q uently Re qu e s te d Wai ve rs

Code

Section

Description

No. of
Requests

Subdivision and Land Development

135-7

A waiver to permit the applicant to proceed with a preliminary
land development plan application without first obtaining
tentative sketch approval.

36

Natural Features Conservation and
Planting Materials

101-5C

A waiver to permit site disturbance on slopes exceeding
25 percent.

21

Subdivision and Land Development

135-17B

A waiver to permit the omission of information regarding
the location of existing features required for preliminary
subdivision plan applications.

18

A waiver to allow for reduced or no stormwater management
controls during construction.

16

Stormwater Management and Erosion Control

121-4A(1)

Subdivision and Land Development

135-35A

A waiver to permit the irregular configuration of proposed lots.

14

Subdivision and Land Development

135-27L

A waiver to permit the grades of new residential driveways to
exceed 14 percent and grades of new commercial driveways to
exceed 7%.

15

Subdivision and Land Development

135-19B

A waiver to permit the omission of information regarding
the location of existing features and proposed construction
required for preliminary land development applications.

14

Natural Features Conservation

101-9A

A waiver from the number and size of the minimum planting
standards.

13

Natural Features Conservation

101-9B

A waiver from the design of the parking areas as related to
landscaping.

13

Natural Features Conservation

101-5B

A waiver to disturb vegetation and/or permit construction in
environmentally sensitive areas.

12

Subdivision and Land Development

135-16B

A waiver to permit the omission of information required for
tentative sketch applications.

9

Subdivision and Land Development

135-26

To construct curb opening greater than thirty-six (36”) feet.

6

101-14A

A waiver to permit the omission of information required on
conservation plans.

5

Natural Features Conservation
Stormwater Management and Erosion Control

121-4E (2)

Infiltration rates for the design of Seepage Beds.

5

Subdivision and Land Development

135-27C(1)

The minimum right of way and paving widths standards.

5

Figure D17

The following section presents a
detailed summary of frequently requested waivers from each code.
Su b d i v i s i o n a n d L a n d
Deve l o p m en t C o d e S e c t i o n s

§ 135-7—Applicants most frequently
requested a waiver from the tentative
sketch plan requirement, which constituted approximately 14% of the
total of all waiver requests. Tentative sketch plans are required for any
nonresidential development, or when
a proposed development equals or

exceeds eight dwelling units or five
acres of land.
§ 135-17B—Subdivision plans are
required to show many of the existing features located within 200 feet
of a property subject to a preliminary
subdivision application. Oftentimes
applicants provide most of the information that is required, but may request waivers from specific items.
§ 135-19B—Similarly, preliminary
land development plans are required
to show existing features within 200

feet of a subject property along with
additional information pertinent to
the development of the site. Seven
of the fourteen waivers involved a
request to not provide a traffic impact study and parking analysis.
Traffic impact studies are required
with preliminary land development
plans to document existing conditions and projections subsequent to
the proposed development. At times,
the scope of the project may not warrant a full traffic impact study to be
completed. In this situation, the
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Township Engineer may support a
limited scope traffic study to be submitted, which would require a partial
waiver.
§ 135-16B—A list of information
that is required to be submitted with
Tentative Sketch Plan applications
is set forth in §135-16B of the Subdivision Code. The majority of the
information is typically provided and
waivers are requested from providing
one item.
§ 135-35A—Establishes requirements
to discourage the creation of irregular lots. Fourteen waiver requests
were made to the Planning Commission regarding the creation of irregular lots. An excessively irregular
lot is one which is not four sided or
which has a boundary line the length
of which is more than 2.5 times the
width of the adjacent boundary line.
In some of these situations the 2.5
ratio is difficult to achieve due to the
layout of the original property and a
waiver may be warranted.
§ 135-27L—Private residential driveways are not permitted to exceed
14% in grade while new commercial
driveways are not permitted to exceed
7%. Fifteen waivers from this section
were requested. The Township Engineer would review the design to see
if the situation is desirable, and an
alternative grade percentage is permissible.
§ 135-26—The construction specifications for all improvements to streets
are required to meet Lower Merion
standards. For these six waivers, the
standard to not have a curb-cut opening greater than 36 feet in length was
requested to be waived. This section
should be taken into consideration
for amendment.
§ 135-27C(1)—Streets are required
to have minimum right-of-way and
paving widths based upon the type
of street constructed: minor, tertiary
arterial, secondary arterial or primary
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arterial. Five waivers were requested
to modify these standard widths.
N a t ural Features
C o n ser v ation Code Sections

§ 101-9A—The Natural Features
Code provides specific landscaping
requirements to mitigate potential
adverse impacts from development.
Based upon the type of development,
the footprint of the building and
parking areas, and the viewsheds of
the adjacent property lines, appropriate types of landscape materials
are required to be planted including
deciduous trees, evergreens, deciduous shrubs and evergreen shrubs.
Thirteen waivers were requested
to provide less than the amount of
code required plant material. A majority of these waiver requests were
to install different types of material,
which required a partial waiver. For
example if more deciduous shrubs
are required than evergreen shrubs,
yet the project would benefit from
additional buffering, the applicant
can request to substitute some of the
deciduous for evergreen material.
§ 101-9B—In addition to the standards noted above, minimum landscape requirements are provided
specifically for parking areas. In order to reduce the heat island effect
caused by large impervious areas,
such as parking lots, and to improve
the stormwater runoff of such areas,
no more than 12 parking spaces may
be placed in a continuous row without an intervening planting area of at
least 100 square feet. Thirteen waivers from this specific code section
were requested. The possibility of
incorporating additional flexibility in
regards to the design of the landscape
islands may be reviewed to encourage innovative site design.
§ 101-5C(2)—Steep slopes are
prevalent throughout the Township.
Twenty-one requests for waivers from
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the steep slope provision of the Natural Features Code, which prohibits
site disturbance on slopes exceeding
25%, were presented to the Planning Commission. As strong market
pressures continue to fuel development and redevelopment within the
Township, the amount of vacant land
decreases and the value of land increases. There may be an increased
demand to develop sites with less
than desirable site conditions.
§ 101-5B—In an effort to conserve
woodlands and other vegetation, the
Natural Features Code established
requirements pertaining to wooded
lots, woodlands and vegetation in
environmentally sensitive areas. Between 2003 and 2008, twelve waivers
were requested to disturb vegetation
and/or permit construction in such
environmentally sensitive areas.
§ 101-14A—Conservation plans are
required to include base map information, adjoining property conditions and existing natural features of
the subject property. Five waivers
were requested from providing all of
the required information.
Stor mwater Management
and Erosion Control Cod e
Sections

§ 121-4A(1)—Developers are required to control stormwater runoff
during and after construction for all
properties within the Township. Sixteen requests were made to the Planning Commission to allow for either
reduced or no stormwater management controls during the construction phase.
§ 121-4E(2)—The design of infiltration seepage beds have particular
requirements that must be met to
the satisfaction of the Township Engineer. Waivers were requested five
times to not meet these particular design standards.
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Between 2003 and 2008, 68%
of the total requested waivers were
granted and only 12% were denied.
Twenty percent of the waivers were
partially granted, yet of the Natural
Features Code waivers, 33% of these
were partially granted (Figure D18).
A partial waiver is granted when
literal compliance with the ordinance
may not be possible due to site conditions or the applicant is proposing
a different design approach, which
may still meet the intent of the code
section. An example of a partially
granted waiver would be in Section 101-9B, which outlines specific
landscaping requirements to mitigate
potential adverse impacts from development. Code permits no more
than 12 parking spaces to be placed
in a continuous row without an intervening planting area of at least 100
square feet. This is a good guide to
follow, although there are other design alternatives which would allow
for the same amount of landscaping,
yet may not be one island per twelfth
space. Some developments have utilized landscape strips between parking aisles which allows for a larger
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linear planted area and can provide
an area for bio-filters or rain gardens,
which would serve a dual purpose
and be a more sustainable design element. The goal of not providing a
large parking area with limited landscaping is still achieved with the linear parking strips. This is an example
where a partial waiver is warranted.
Seventy-nine percent of the waivers that were requested from the Subdivision Code were granted. With this
high percentage of code section being waived, further analysis of these
particular sections is recommended
to determine if code amendments are
warranted.
Bui lding Pe rm it
Ac tivit y 2003-2008

Generally members of the public
associate the qualitative and quantitative degree of physical change to
the Township’s residential neighborhoods with projects that resulted
from the land development process,
since the land development applications are publicly reviewed and
discussed. However, a large portion
of the change to the Township’s residential neighborhoods resulted from
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projects that did not require formal
land development review and were
instead regulated through the building permit process. The following
section describes three of the building permits with the most significant
impact upon the built environment:
demolition permits, runoff and erosion control permits, and grading
permits.
Demolition Per mits

Between 2003 and 2008, a total
of 238 permits were issued for demolition of primary structures, generally
single-family homes, which were demolished and replaced with new primary structures, larger single-family
homes. These demolitions/replacements are commonly referred to as
“tear down/rebuilds” or “tear downs”.
Tear downs create numerous issues
for established residential neighborhoods, particularly the loss of architecturally interesting and/or historic
structures combined with the resulting changes to the neighborhood
pattern when older, compact homes
with mature landscapes are replaced
with larger, contemporary-styled
homes with new ‘landscaping’.
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According to the National Trust
for Historic Preservation, tear downs
most often occur in affluent, built-out
communities with older, but not historic, housing stock situated on lots of
one acre and larger. These conditions
are most prevalent in the western part
of the Township, where the majority
of tear downs occurred between 2003
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and 2008. The following graphics indicate the total number of tear downs
throughout the Township and further
details tear downs on a village by village basis.
 The trend in the Township for the
previous ten years (1993-2003)
was to permit less than 15 demolitions per year.
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 Five of the structures were historic properties on the Township Historic Resource Inventory listing.
 Twelve of these properties have
not been demolished to-date,
although they are approved for
demolition. A majority of these
which are not demolished are
a part of approved land development applications that have
not moved forward to-date in
which single-family dwellings
are proposed to be demolished
to construct condominium developments.
 The peak in demolitions in
2006 is embedded with the
44 properties that were demolished by Bryn Mawr Hospital on Central Avenue, Old
Lancaster Road, and Summit
Grove Avenue.
When analyzing where the actual properties are being demolished, the impact to individual villages is striking (Figure D20). The
highest amount of demolished
structures occurred in Gladwyne.
The two villages of Gladwyne
and Rosemont/Villanova encompass 50% of the total demolished
properties. East Bryn Mawr also
includes a large number of demolished properties, of which 49
of the 52 properties were demolished for the expansion plans for
Bryn Mawr Hospital. It is also important to note where the demolitions are not occurring. There are
no instances of demolitions within
this period of 2003-2008 in Penn
Wynne, Wynnewood, or Belmont
Hills/College Park villages. There
was only one demolition permit
recorded in Bala and Merion villages.
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Figure D21

DEMOLISHED PROPERTIES BY YEAR
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
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Case Study
The following chart (Figure D22)
provides a sampling of residential demolition permits, in an attempt to evaluate what impacts these demolitions
may have on a neighborhood.
The lost housing is typically ranchstyle conventional suburban houses
constructed in the 1950s and 1960s.
Generally, older compact one-story
homes were replaced with larger, bulkier, two-story homes. This is evidenced
by the dramatic increase in building
coverage and more significantly lot
coverage, which impacts surrounding properties through the removal
of landscape features. Three of these
new homes ‘maximized’ their building potential and developed very close
to their impervious surface allocation.
This is of particular concern, because it
leaves new homeowners with very little
room for future expansion or development of their property.
While potentially destructive to
the existing neighborhood fabric, tear
downs are nonetheless an indicator of
a desirable residential location where
people want to invest, and therefore are
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willing to take the expense to demolish
the existing structure and build to suit
their needs. In 1998, the average assessment was approximately $480,000.
The average assessment of the newly
constructed homes is $1.6 million,
with no property under an assessment
of $1 million. The highest assessment
from this sample was $2.5 million.
The impact to neighborhood character by the removal of large trees and
mature plantings to accommodate
larger buildings should not be underestimated. The alteration of the communal landscape makes new construction very noticeable and contributes to
the perception that new construction is
more massive, because it is set off from
the landscape, rather than integrated
into the landscape. The loss of mature
plantings also increases construction
costs by generating a need for expensive, during-construction and postconstruction stormwater management.
The Township has established
strong policies to preserve historic
structures, including providing significant incentives to property owners undertaking renovations consistent with

Stakeholder
Issues

71

Staff
Analysis

the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards
and Guidelines for Archaeology and
Historic Preservation. However, such
policies do not presently exist to protect the historic landscape fabric. The
Township should consider developing incentives to preserve large trees
and significant landscape features to
minimize the impact on neighboring
property owners. The Township may
also consider developing regulations,
guidelines and incentives to ensure
that new construction is either compatible with the surrounding fabric or
is consistent with traditional neighborhood development.

Sampling of Teardown/Rebuilds
LOT SIZE

HOUSE
FOOTPRINT

IMPERVIOUS
SURFACE

YEAR HOUSE
BUILT

ASSESSMENT

Acres

Existing

Proposed

Existing

New

Existing

New

New
Living
Area

R1

2.0

2,618

4,797

13,155

17,485

1930-1949

2004

9,249

$578,560

$ 1.9 M

2004

R1

0.7

2,113

3,089

5,411

6,902

1950s

2008

8,134

$299,730

$ 1.3 M

2008

Zoning

1998

New

Year

R1

1.8

3,027

3,830

6,709

8,235

1960s

2009

5,092

$454,480

$ 1.0 M

2009

R1

0.7

3,309

4,339

6,489

6,650

1960s

2009

7,665

$343,890

$ 1.3 M

2009

R1

0.7

1,854

3,725

3,265

6,107

1960s

*

*

*

*

*

R1

1.5

2,352

4,484

8,145

13,646

1950s

2006

9,366

$525,000

$ 2.0 M

2006

R2

1.6

4,283

4,027

12,291

11,467

1950s

2006

8,960

$770,800

$ 1.5 M

2006

RA

1.3

2,217

5,063

5,169

11,479

1949

2005

13,181

$419,830

$ 2.5 M

2005

RA

3.0

2,537

4,487

10,840

22,804

1950s

2006

9,142

$499,580

$ 2.1 M

2006

R3

0.5

2,130

3,181

3,938

6,524

1950s

2007

7,244

$306,560

$ 1.0 M

2007

R1

1.7

5,924

4,170

12,588

10,012

1950s

2008

9,483

$626,780

$ 1.6 M

2008

Units in square feet
Figure D22

* Data not Available
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G r a d in g Permi t s

Between 2003 and 2008, a total of
727 grading permit applications were
filed (Figure D23). Approximately
60 percent of the permits were not
associated with land developments
or tear down/rebuilds. Grading permits involve substantial property improvements and often result in significant property disturbance, including
mature tree removal. Township staff
review grading permits and inspect
project sites to ensure that potential
off-site externalities like runoff and
dust are minimized. Township building inspectors also check to make sure
that existing trees are well-protected
during construction. The Township

building inspectors also ensure that
any conditions of approval that may
have been included in a land development application have been met.
Due to the complex nature of various land development applications,
Township building inspectors should
be educated in regards to the land
development process to successfully
implement conditions of approval associated with land development applications.
Runoff and Erosion Control
Permits
Between 2003 and 2008, a total
of 335 Runoff and erosion control
permit applications were filed. Runoff and erosion control permits may
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be associated with land development and are required when more
than 1,500 square feet of impervious
surface is added. Runoff and erosion
control permits are generally associated with the construction of new
buildings and parking areas. Temporary and permanent stormwater
management controls are required,
including silt fencing and tree protection.
In order to maximize lot usage, stormwater management in the
Township is almost always constructed underground instead of in surface
basins. This requires additional engineering and specialized construction
which significantly raises the cost of
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What is the difference in
the grading permits?
There are two types of grading
permits and the most common
question that Township
residents have is “what is the
difference?”
Runoff and Erosion Control
Permit includes the addition
of over 1,500 square feet of
additional impervious surface
and permanent stormwater
management controls on the
site.
Minor Grading Permit is
disturbance greater than
1,000 square feet but less than
1,500 square feet. The Minor
Grading Permit is the lesser of
the disturbances and does not
include permanent stormwater
controls.

construction. Underground construction also results in significant site disturbance.
Minor Grading Permits
Between 2003 and 2008, a total
of 392 Minor grading permit applications were filed. Minor grading
permits are generally associated with
the construction of pools, driveways
and patios. Temporary stormwater
management controls are required,
including silt fencing and tree protection.
One of the main issues with the
grading permits is the impact to the
natural landscape, particularly the
loss of large mature trees and large
masses of trees. The impact is difficult
to quantify, yet it is apparent that the
Township is losing tree canopy and
the communal landscape is evolving.
When you look at the examples provided in the case study, 145 mature
trees with trunks of at least 6-inches
in diameter were removed, yet less
than 20 shade trees are actually required to be replanted. The homeowners may actually install more
landscaping, yet the plant design

scheme consists of more evergreen
and ornamental type trees. The overall tree canopy is not being replaced
in the same manner.
Over the past few years, there
have been several examples associated with these permits where trees
which were required to be preserved
were removed or damaged during
construction. Many of these trees
were quite old and large and were
replaced by significantly smaller replacement trees, with a devastating
impact upon the communal landscape. The Township may institute
fines or require on-site replacements
for violations; however, fines and
on-site replacements rarely compensate for the loss of stormwater management provided by the roots and
canopy of mature trees. Furthermore,
fines are limited by state legislation
and often there isn’t room on sites for
replacement trees. Because stormwater is a watershed issue, the Township
should consider permitting off-site
replacements to be provided within
the local watershed when they cannot be provided on-site.

The overall scope of the project
is reviewed by staff and a
determination is made regarding
which permit would apply.

S ummar y of Building Permit
Activ ity

The following table summarizes
the number and approximate value
of land development and building
activity in the Township between
2004 and 2008. It should be noted
that the majority of permit requests
for other additions involved singlefamily dwellings, which is reflective
of the predominance of single-family
dwellings in the Township. The value
of work reflects the cost of construction, which includes labor, materials,
overhead and profit. This information
is included on permit applications.
Land Development and Building
activity generates significant revenue
for the Township through application
and permitting fees. The majority of
these fees are used to cover staff expenses necessary to for processing,
review and inspection. The remainder
of the fees collected is returned to the
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N um b e r a n d Valu e of Pe rm it s 2004-2008
Number of Single Family Dwellings
Value of Single Family Dwellings
Number of Multi-Family Dwellings
Value of Multi-Family Dwellings
Number of Institutional Expansions

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

50

52

68

42

22

$29M

$30M

$30M

$29M

$12M

1

8

1

5

0

$45M

$5M

$8M

$14M

$0

1

2

2

2

6

Value of Institutional Expansions

$7M

$2M

$3M

$91M

$95M

Number of all other Additions

201

269

207

222

144

$33M

$43M

$28M

$61M

$80M

Value of all other Additions

* The computer program presently used to store construction data was implemented in 2004
Figure D24

general fund to cover Township-wide
expenses.
 The additions include all permits for single-family dwellings,
multifamily dwellings, commercial buildings, and institutional
buildings. A large percentage of
the permits and value of work is
for the single family dwellings.
For example, of the 222 permits
within 2007, 217 were additions
to single-family dwellings totaling a value of $50 million for

the improvements. The value of
work increased in 2007 and 2008
due to an increase in additions
to commercial and institutional
buildings.
 The increase in the value of work
for additions for 2007 and 2008
is also due to an increase in alterations for institutional and commercial buildings.
 The number and value for new
single-family dwelling are constant, except for the 2008 decrease

in number of new single-family
dwellings. The number of applications decreased 50%, yet the
value decreased further by 60%.
The national building costs did
decrease within this time frame,
which could account for the 10%
difference.
 The significant increase in value of
new institutional building permits
in 2007 and 2008 is contributed
to the construction of Lower Merion School District’s two new high
schools, Bryn Mawr Hospital expansions, Baldwin School gymnasium, and The Haverford School.
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S u mmary

increased demand for additional agerestricted housing.

P l a n n i n g C o mmi s s i o n

 Explore the impact of an aging
population and potential demand
for age-restricted housing.

Between 2003 and 2008, a total
of 211 subdivision and land development applications (which included
251 waiver requests) were presented
to the Planning Commission. These
applications were analyzed to identify
the following trends and to develop
the recommendations listed below:
The trend towards fewer singlefamily detached units and more
multi-family units is consistent with
regional trends and may be reflective
of the lack of available land and shifting consumer preferences.
 Review the Township’s codes to
ensure that provisions encourage new development that is appropriately scaled, well-designed
and properly located in order to
accommodate the increased density resulting from potential new
multi-family development.
 Explore additional means to ensure that new development is consistent with the pattern, scale and
form of existing neighborhoods,
including developing methods to
preserve and enhance the communal landscape that provides
the connective tissue between different periods of construction.
The premium price for land and
the high cost of land development
in the Township almost ensures that
new construction will maximize permitted development envelopes to
provide an adequate investment return.
 Evaluate enhancing the Open
Space Preservation District and
Second Stage Plan process to
provide additional controls to
address design issues associated
with current and projected buildout conditions.
The increase in the 75+ age group
of the population in the region between 1990 and 2000 could indicate

Lower Merion Township contains
numerous historic and non-historic
residential properties with accessory structures that are potentially
available for conversion to dwelling
units.
 Consider the possibility of creating a system to track the number
of properties with covenants that
allow accessory structures to be
used as living quarters by family
members and au pairs to gain a
more thorough understanding of
the number of existing accessory
dwelling units.
 Evaluate how well the Township’s
accessory dwelling unit policies
work to preserve the pattern of
residential neighborhoods while
providing housing opportunities
for the workforce.
While institutions have an air of
permanence, the vast majority of institutional properties are temporarily
protected and potentially vulnerable
to future development.
 Review the development of specific bulk/area requirements as
well as landscape and design
standards to ensure that issues associated with internal expansions
are effectively addressed.
 Analyze the potential impact of
the loss of existing institutions or
external institutional expansion
into residential neighborhoods
and evaluate the long range role
of institutions in the Township.
 Examine opportunities to create incentives for institutions to
implement innovative transportation programs to encourage carpooling, the increased use of mass
transit, bicycling or walking.
 Explore ways to codify standards
associated with school enrollment
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and allow for future expansions.
 Analyze public school facilities to
address future needs of the Township.
 Review of the historic incentive
provisions used to manage institutional expansion and consider
expanding historic incentives to
preserve historic landscapes visible from the public way.
 Identify opportunities to further
improve upon the quality of life
for all residents by fostering positive relationships with its local
institutions.
When sufficient housing is not
available on-campus students must
find housing off-campus which can
have detrimental effects on nearby
established neighborhoods.
 Review zoning provisions relating
to institutional expansions and
residence halls to ensure that a
logical expansion of local colleges
and universities is appropriately
addressed.
 Explore student housing alternatives.
The relatively small amount of
commercial development is indicative
of the built-out nature of commercial
districts within the Township, where
new development occurs through
replacement or redevelopment. Existing zoning regulations and established land use patterns limit opportunities for significant changes to the
Township’s commercial areas.
 Analyze automobile dealerships
and other auto-oriented forms
of development in commercial
centers to determine the level of
incentive that would be required
for change to improve the physical appearance and to make the
dealerships compatible with
the pedestrian-scaled, village
streetscape vision expressed by
Township residents.
 Examine the benefits and constraints of mixed-use develop-
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ment. Review the current mixeduse regulations to determine how
to strengthen the provisions to
achieve the desired combination
of retail, office and residential uses
within a mixed-use development.
 Review the existing parking provisions to ensure that the code provides for realistic parking requirements and promotes ingenuity in
design.
 Explore the possibility of utilizing design guidelines to address
drive-thru uses.
Waiver Plans vary greatly in the
scope and type of development.
 Review the guidelines and parameters within the Subdivision and
Land Development Code as to
what type of development would
qualify for a waiver plan to ensure
that a predictable process and
clear standards are in place.
Planning Commission
Wa i ver s

The analysis of waiver requests
reveals that the waiver process generally provides an adequate system for
granting relief where site conditions
are warranted; however, the analysis
also reveals that a few code provisions
need to be modified.
 Analyze sections of the Subdivision and Land Development Code
that are frequently requested and
granted to determine if amendments to the code are warranted.
 Review waiver requests that were
the result of conflicts between
code provisions or where codes
did not effectively address current development scenarios. Determine whether revisions may be
necessary to ensure that community goals meet anticipated development conditions.
 Examine the possibility of incorporating design alternatives to encourage innovative site design.
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B u i l ding Permits

While physical changes to the
Township are typically associated
with land development applications,
13,527 permits were administratively
reviewed and processed by the Building and Planning Department between 2003 and 2008 that resulted in
changes to neighborhoods throughout the Township.
Tear down/rebuilds are most common in the western part of the Township and create numerous issues for
established residential neighborhoods, particularly the loss of architecturally interesting structures and
mature landscapes.
 Consider developing incentives to
preserve large trees and significant
landscape features to minimize
the impact on neighboring property owners.
 Explore the possibility of developing regulations, guidelines and
incentives to ensure that new construction is either compatible with
the surrounding built environment
or is consistent with traditional
neighborhood development.
One of the main issues with grading permits is the impact to the natural landscape, particularly the loss
of large mature trees; however, often
there is not enough room on-site to
plant replacement trees.
 Consider permitting replacement
trees to be provided off-site within
the local watershed.
The Township building inspectors
ensure that any conditions of approval that may have been included in a
land development application have
been met.
 Due to the complex nature of various land development applications Township building inspectors should be educated in regards
to the land development process
to successfully implement conditions of approval associated with
land development applications.
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