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SUBJECT: Draft Subdivision and Land Development Ordinance Test Findings and Recommendations

BACKGROUND

The Montgomery County Planning Commission (MCPC) was asked by Lower Merion Township staff to test
provisions in the township’s draft subdivision and land development ordinance (SALDO). In coordination with
township staff, MCPC worked with local planners, engineers, developers, architects, and other professionals
to test the township’s proposed SALDO provisions by determining how the proposed SALDO would impact
specific sites within the township. This process allowed MCPC to identify areas for improvement and evaluate
whether criteria such as parking lot layout and buffer width can be reasonably accommodated on actual,
potential development sites within the township, while taking into consideration general development
constraints established by the zoning of each site. A general land use development scenario was tested on
ten different sites representing nine different zoning districts. Independent testing of each site was followed-
up by a virtual pin-up session in which each tester shared their test site plan and findings with the group.

Based on our internal review of the draft SALDO provisions, as well as the feedback received through the
external testing process, we have identified several recommendations that the township may wish to
consider to strengthen their proposed SALDO. Our recommendations are grouped below by general topic
area.

In addition, each recommendation has been assigned a category: (1) recommendations that are minor
revisions or clarifications that could be undertaken immediately, (2) revisions that may require additional
policy discussion, and (3) changes or new standards that should be explored further through a detailed
master planning process for certain areas of the township.
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COMMENTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

A. PUBLIC GATHERING SPACE

The draft SALDO includes detailed standards governing the dimensions and placement, access, amenities,
and maintenance of public gathering spaces. Section 4.6.B.(3)(c)(1) states that “a maximum of 30 percent of
the plaza shall be landscaped with trees, shrubs, and plantings with year-round interest.” We found that
placing a maximum on the percent of the plaza, or public gathering space, which can be landscaped could
result in too much paved space within the public gathering space. In addition, a maximum of 30%
landscaped area may conflict with the public gathering space design standards for the CAD-RCA and CAD-BV
districts in the zoning code which require a minimum of 30% landscaped area.

RECOMMENDATION A1l CATEGORY

Consider increasing the maximum percentage of the plaza that can be landscaped to |Minor Revision

40% or 50% to provide more flexibility in the design of the public gathering space. For
example, in addition to canopy trees and more formal planting beds, areas of lawn
can be an attractive component to a public gathering space that are usable spaces

(e.g., for having a picnic or kicking a soccer ball) but contribute to the green space on
the site as well.
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The central green at Suburban Square is equal to The public gathering space at The Village at Valley
approximately 32% of the plaza area and Forge is composed of approximately 30% landscaped
contributes to the usable, green space on the site. area with a combination of usable lawn area, large

tree pits and planting beds.
B. TREE PRESERVATION & REPLACEMENT

Several test sites were used to consider the impact of the draft tree preservation and replacement
standards. The draft SALDO defers to the Wooded Lot Overlay District in the township’s zoning code to
determine replacement requirements for existing viable trees with a dbh of 6” or greater. Another way in
which the draft SALDO encourages tree preservation is by providing a credit towards required buffer trees

in exchange for the preservation of existing trees of a certain size. This tree preservation incentive currently
only applies to buffers.

RECOMMENDATION B1 CATEGORY
Consider adding a requirement that trees removed within two years prior to the Policy Discussion
development application be counted towards wooded lot calculations, and therefore
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the tree replacement requirement. We have found this to be a common and useful
tool in other communities that we work with.

RECOMMENDATION B2 CATEGORY
Consider expanding the application of the tree preservation credit to incentivize Policy Discussion
preservation of large trees outside of the buffer. However, we recommend that one
preserved “street tree” be equal to one credited “street tree.” In addition, the
ordinance language could be strengthened to require preservation of all existing trees
(including those less than 6” dbh or 8-feet in height) within the buffer.

C. STREETSCAPE DESIGN

The external reviewers were asked to test the streetscape design standards on each test site (sidewalks,
verge, street trees, and crosswalks). In the draft SALDO, the width of the sidewalk and verge depends on

the functional classification of the road and is based on guidance in the township’s comprehensive plan.
RECOMMENDATION C1 CATEGORY

Both hardscape and landscape verges are permitted; however, it may be beneficial to |Minor Revision
encourage alternating landscape and hardscape verges in areas where on-street
parking is present, such as in commercial areas, in order to provide pedestrian access
to the on-street parking.

RECOMMENDATION C2 CATEGORY

The draft SALDO permits a landscape verge as narrow as 3 feet along certain classes  |Minor Revision
of roadway; however, a 6-foot wide verge or “tree lawn” where street trees are
planted in the verge, or between the sidewalk and the curb, especially in residential
areas, would contribute to a more walkable and green neighborhood character.
RECOMMENDATION C3 CATEGORY
Consider modifying the streetscape design standards based on the geographic Master Planning
context of each Main Street or Pedestrian-Oriented Focus Area (as identified in the
township’s comprehensive plan) as part of future master planning efforts to identify
where wider sidewalks and other streetscape design treatments would be most
beneficial.
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Excerpt from a streetscape design test illustrating the ~ Example of a wide landscaped verge, or “tree
suggested alternating landscape and hardscape verge  lawn,” with street trees between the sidewalk
to facilitate pedestrian access to adjacent on-street and curb along Lancaster Avenue.

parking.
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D. LANDSCAPE BUFFERS
The draft SALDO requires a landscape buffer along all property lines and street frontages for most types of
land development. In all cases where the zoning ordinance does not require a buffer, the draft SALDO
requires a minimum buffer width of 10 feet. The type of buffer and amount of landscaping required is
based on the degree of potential incompatibility between the proposed land use and existing adjacent land
use. The draft buffer requirements were tested for both ease of use and functionality, and several areas for

potential clarification and revision were identified.
RECOMMENDATION D1 CATEGORY
Consider allowing some of the required buffer plantings to be planted outside of the |Minor Revision
buffer strip (a 10-foot wide strip along the property line, unless a wider buffer or
narrower setback is specified in the zoning code) but along the same property line.
This would allow for greater flexibility in the design of the buffer landscaping that
could allow it to look more “natural” and provide individual plantings with more room
to grow, where space allows.

RECOMMENDATION D2 CATEGORY
Consider removing buffer requirements between the same intensity uses or within the |Policy Discussion
same zoning district. For example, the draft SALDO appears to require a landscaped
buffer between single-family detached homes, even if they are within the same
subdivision. Clarification could also be added for unique situations such as cluster

developments using the township’s Open Space Overlay District.
RECOMMENDATION D3 CATEGORY

Consider modifying buffer requirements for front yards, especially in commercial areas|Policy Discussion
where a build-to line or a wider sidewalk would be more appropriate. The draft SALDO
requires a buffer along street frontages; however, this could potentially conflict with
public gathering spaces or pedestrian forecourts and the need to maintain sight lines

to storefronts, if it were applied to Main Street-type commercial street frontages.
RECOMMENDATION D4 CATEGORY

Consider regulating the amount of buffer landscaping required based on the area Policy Discussion
(square footage) of the buffer, rather than the length (linear footage) of the property
line being buffered. As currently worded, wider buffers (as required in certain zoning
districts and situations) do not require any more landscaping than the default 10-foot
wide buffer. By regulating the planting requirements based on area, the amount of
vegetation will be scaled to the width of the buffer. In addition, requiring the current
amount of landscaping in 10-foot (or narrower) building setbacks can present
maintenance and access challenges. Therefore, scaling the plant material
requirements so that fewer plants are required in narrower buffers would also be
helpful.

E. PARKING LOT GREENING
The draft SALDO contains detailed standards for both the landscaping, as well as the layout and circulation,
of parking lots. The external reviewers were specifically asked to test general development scenarios that

included surface parking in order to test the parking lot greening standards.
RECOMMENDATION E1 CATEGORY

The minimum amount of parking lot greening is regulated in several ways in the draft |Minor Revision
SALDO. In addition to a specified number of parking lot islands and planting strips
between rows of parking, a minimum percentage of the “vehicular use area” must be




Mr. Christopher Leswing, -5- January 12, 2022
Director of Building & Planning

landscaped. However, a clear definition and/or illustration of the term “vehicular use
area” would be beneficial to ensure consistent application of this calculation.
RECOMMENDATION E2 CATEGORY
Consider providing flexibility in the placement and spacing of parking lot islands. Minor Revision
Section 5.3.F.(3)(c) of the draft SALDO requires that islands shall “be located every 12t
parking space.” However, testers found that this precise placement requirement was
difficult to apply in small parking lots and could result in awkward parking lot layouts.
Consider requiring that a parking lot island be provided for every 12 parking spaces
without specifying the exact spacing.

RECOMMENDATION E3 CATEGORY

The draft SALDO requires that parking lots with more than 20 parking spaces Minor Revision
incorporate bioretention and rainwater infiltration elements. Specifically, the draft
ordinance calls out a bioretention and rainwater infiltration “set aside area” and
additional planting requirements; however, it is not clear how the size of the “set aside
area” for bioretention and rainwater infiltration within the parking lot is determined.
We recommend requiring bioretention and rainwater infiltration elements without
separate planting requirements, which could conflict with the planting requirements
for other landscaping areas in the parking lot. However, if separate planting
requirements for these areas are desired, it would be beneficial to clarify that these
plantings must be suitable for bioretention and rainwater infiltration.

RECOMMENDATION E4 CATEGORY
Although the external reviewers were specifically asked to test general land Policy Discussion
development scenarios that incorporated surface parking lots, rather than structured
parking, it was noted that additional development potential is permitted in the
township’s zoning code, particularly in the VC and TC zoning districts, if structured
parking were utilized. The draft parking lot landscaping standards require a minimum
amount of greening and bioretention elements; however, there are no landscaping or
greening standards for parking structures. Therefore, the township may wish to
consider establishing a minimum landscaping requirement for developments that
include parking structures.
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