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SEQR the Tool 

Consider the humble chainsaw 



It can be used for this . . .  



. . .  Or this . . .  



 . . . Or this . . .  

Or this . . .  



Like the Chainsaw, SEQR is a tool with a wide range of 

capabilities 

• It can be wielded as a blunt instrument 

 

• But in the hands of a craftsman, it can produce completely 

different results 

 



Remembering the ideals that gave birth to SEQRA 

It is the purpose of this act to declare a state policy which will encourage 

productive and enjoyable harmony between man and his environment; to 

promote efforts which will prevent or eliminate damage to the environment and 

enhance human and community resources; and to enrich the understanding of 

ecological systems, human and community resources important to the people of 

this state. NY ECL 8-0101. 

SEQRA’s Purpose 



Remembering the ideals that gave birth to SEQRA 

[The] enhancement of human and community resources depends on a quality 

physical environment. 

 

The capacity of the environment is limited ... It is the intent of the legislature 

that all agencies which regulate activities ... which are found to affect the 

quality of the environment shall regulate such activities so that due 

consideration is given to preventing environmental damage. 

 

It is the intent of the legislature that all agencies conduct their affairs with the 

awareness that they are the stewards of the air, water, land and living 

resources, and that they have an obligation to protect the environment for the 

use and enjoyment of this and future generations. 

SEQRA’s Goals: What the law was designed to accomplish: 



The State deliberately chose to give a huge amount of 

discretion to the lead agency 

• This discretion allows the lead agency to tailor the SEQR 

process to the project in front of it 

 

• But it also requires a tremendous amount of trust that the lead 

agencies will responsibly fulfill their responsibilities 

The Difference Between the Letter & Spirit of SEQRA 



We’ve all seen a lead agency somewhere sleep-walk their 

way through SEQR 

• Repetition: do something hundreds of times & autopilot takes 

over 

• Lack of Education: lead agency doesn’t understand either the 

purpose or power of SEQRA 

• Cynicism: e.g. “This is just something the tree-huggers are 

forcing us to do.” 

• Laziness: e.g. “Info gathering is the applicant’s job, not ours.” 

• Pressures: Political / special interest 

 

They may follow the letter of SEQRA, but do not even approach 

the spirit 

Fulfilling Only the Letter of SEQRA 

Why SEQRA is sometimes underutilized 



Fulfilling the Spirit of SEQRA 

 

Lead agencies needs to take up environmental review 

with passion and wield it like a craftsman 
 

• The lead agency should formulate its own vision for the project  

 

• The lead agency is the local expert on its community, its 

environment and its comprehensive plan 

 

• It should determine how the project does or doesn’t fit into the 

surrounding environment and community 

 

• The lead agency should be proactive, not reactive, and not be 

limited by information from the applicant 

 

• It should have an opinion that it promotes and defends  



This session is about how the potential of SEQRA was 

realized in Kingston 



Part 2: The Planning Context 

Kingston 



City of Kingston 

History and Background 



1961 Comprehensive Plan 



1992 LWRP 



2003 Proposal: Hudson Landing 

Redevelop  

• ~500 acres along Hudson River (in Kingston and Town of Ulster) 

• 2,200 units 

• 250,000 SF of Commercial Space 

• Marina 



Hudson Landing context, site shown outlined in red 



The site 130 years ago 



The site 100 years ago 



The site today 



The site today 



The site today 



The site today 









Part 3: Too Big to Fail . . .   



. . . but too Bad to Proceed 



START OF REVIEW 
  

• Initial review followed standard procedure 

 

• The lead agency assembled a team of consultants to assist in 

the project review 

 

• POS-Dec, Scope approved, and massive DEIS eventually 

accepted  

 

• Four public hearings conducted and extensive public 

comment received – 6 months 



A NEW DIRECTION 
  

•Everyone eventually came to realize that no amount of 

detailed comment would result in development plan that 

achieved the City’s vision or the site’s potential.  Therefore,  

 

•Toward the end of the public comment period – almost 3 years 

after submission of original application – the lead agency 

refined the task of its consultants: 

 

•“As consultant team members, the Planning Board wants you 

to be advocates for the City and the public in the context of the 

review of your subject matter of this DGEIS in your discipline.  

Using your experience, your knowledge of the cutting edge 

trends in your field, and creativity, formulate your vision of this 

project as it applies to your field.” 



WORK SESSIONS 
  

•This lead to a series of work sessions with the applicant and 

the lead agency consultants to consider basic objectives and 

guidelines and to make significant changes to the plan 

 

• These sessions were not intended to critique details but to 

revise the project design and scope 

  

•Eventually a concept was agreed upon that achieved the lead 

agency’s goals and the developer’s objectives – a neo-

traditional village 



PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT 
  

•The public was continually involved in the process of revising 

the plan 

 

•Progress reports to the public after the work sessions 

 

•Conduct of a series of “Focus Sessions” that explored specific 

subject areas of the project in detail, and which allowed the 

public to participate and to ask questions of the lead agency, 

the consultant team and the developer 



THE NEW PLAN 
  

•A new plan for the site evolved over several iterations, that 

created two new “villages” on the site set back from the 

shoreline  

 

•Suburban design was exchanged for a theme that was more 

typical of historic development patterns in the region 

 

•True public access to the river was provided along the entire 

one mile of river frontage 

 

•Sensitive environmental areas – cliffs, wetlands, quarry ponds, 

karst topography - were avoided 

  



THE RESULT 
  

•The results were reported in an FGEIS that was accessible, 

readable and told the “whole story” 

 

•A public hearing was conducted to present the FGEIS 

  

•The Findings Statement was approved and necessary zoning 

amendments adopted 



The DGEIS plan 

Part 4: The results 



The plan is downsized, leaving more undeveloped area.  This “tail” of 
the development was eliminated 
 



This piece was also eliminated.  It was the portion that broke the 
broke the established ridgeline from the east shore from most views 



The large commercial component near Route 32 was downsized and 
residential was added  



These scattered lots were also eliminated to avoid the sensitive 
geology on the site 



The center portion of the development was eliminated, to create a 
separation between the two neighborhoods 



Buildings closest to the River were either downsized or removed 



The marina and large commercial component of the South Cove 
neighborhood was removed 



The South Cove neighborhood was redesigned to include through 
streets, smaller buildings, and a village green under the cliff wall  



The North Cove neighborhood was redesigned as a more traditional village.  
It opens up views to natural features and includes a village green that will 

have excellent views of the Hudson  



The FGEIS plan  



 Publicly accessible open space (approximately 350 Acres) 



Publicly accessible open space  
 



While it wasn’t about generally about details, it sometimes was . . .  

• No privatization of public space 

 

• One mile of continuously accessible public shoreline  

 

• Reserved areas for Kingston Trolley and deep water boat dock for possible future 

ferry service 

 

• Public access points for canoe and kayak launches with public parking 

 



The FGEIS plan downsized the project and 
concentrated remaining development 

Item DGEIS Plan FGEIS Plan Net Change +/-

Total Dwelling Units 2,182 1,682 - 500

     Single Family 69 16

     Town Homes 604 1,084

     Apartment/Condo 1,509 493

     Apartment over Retail 0 48

     Live/Work Town Homes 0 41

Total Commercial 251,000 78,500 - 172,500

     Office/Industrial 200,000 0

     Highway Commercial 0 15,000

     Waterfront Retail/Restaurant 45,000 7,500

     Restaurant (other) 6,000 0

     Neighborhood Retail 0 15,000

     Live/Work Commercial 0 41,000

Total Site Disturbance 216 acres 155 acres - 61 acres

Open Space Provided 289 acres 350 acres + 61 acres

Peak Hour Vehicular Trips    

     AM 1,147 699 - 448

     PM 1,766 847 - 919

     Saturday 1,278 753 - 525

Projected Population 4,684 3,600 - 1,084



On-site views that will be opened to the public 
 

View to the northeast from the top of the cliff wall 
 



View to the east from the top of the cliff wall 
 



View to the southeast from the top of the cliff wall 
 



View from shoreline near North Cove looking south 



View from shoreline near North Cove looking east southeast 



View from shoreline near North Cove looking east 



View from shoreline near North Cove looking northeast 



Interior spaces that will be preserved and opened to the public 



Interior spaces that will be preserved and opened to the public 



Interior spaces that will be preserved and opened to the public 



Viewpoint 72 (from the Hudson River), 
Photosimulations 



Buildings along the ridgeline are removed 



Separation opened up between the North Cove and South Cove 
neighborhoods 



Large commercial building that broke ridgeline was removed and replaced 
with residential 



Buildings stepped back from the shoreline 



Marina and associated commercial buildings removed from the shoreline 



South Cove neighborhood redesigned as a more urban, dense, walkable 
neighborhood, visible under the cliff wall from this viewpoint 



The North Cove neighborhood was also redesigned as a more urban, 
dense, walkable neighborhood, visible as a compact village along the 
Hudson 





Rendering of kayak launch area at the north of the site 



Street view rendering of North Cove neighborhood 



Aerial rendering of the North Cove looking east 



Rendering from the top of the cliff wall looking down  



Rendering of shoreline riverwalk  





Typical Lot Types 

Section II – Planning Guidelines 



Typical Roadway Standards 

Section II – Planning Guidelines 



Open Space Elements 

Section II – Planning Guidelines 



Planning Guidelines - Promenade Details 

Section II – Planning Guidelines 



Signage, Awning & Lighting Standards  

Section II – Planning Guidelines 



Architectural Styles 

Section III – Architectural Guidelines 

Fred J. Johnson House Hoffman House 

Chestnut Street  



Planting Requirements  

Section IV – Landscape Guidelines 



Section V – Administration & Implementation 

PART I: Purpose, Powers and Duties 

 

PART II: Design Review — General Information 

 

PART III: Design Review Process 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 



2010 and going forward 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Part 5: The Takeaways 
 
Or 
 
What does all of this mean to me?  

 

 

 

 

 



Engage the public, the applicant, and the planning 

board early and often 

• Following the statutory minimums defined in SEQR is a lost 

opportunity 

 

• Think of SEQR as a catalyst for your planning activities 

 

•Ask. Applicants want good relations with lead agencies and the 

public. If you know ways to do that, ask for applicant support 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Lead agencies have tremendous leverage to affect 
change, if they want to use it 

 

• If the lead agency sleep walks their way through the process, it is 

a lost opportunity to plan in your community 

 

•The lead agency always has the power to say no, which provides 

tremendous leverage to make any project better 

 

• Get help! If it’s a complicated project, get the resources you need 

to do a great job 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Pay attention to politics and educate and engage 
your politicians; they can be your biggest advocate, 
or your most serious problem   

 

• The last thing you want to see is your mayor or supervisor going 

to the press to complain about SEQR: Bring them into the process 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Start planning early! 
.  
• We didn’t start planning until three years in: not wasted time, but 

time that could have been used better 

 

• Evaluate the project not only environmentally but according to 

community goals and aspirations: will save time in the long-run 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Finally, be positive! 
.  
• Most planners don’t do much planning 

 

• SEQR is not just another thing on your plate, but an opportunity 

to do real planning, on a real project.   

 

• Boards and applicants want to work with someone who can see 

the potential, the possibilities, and who works as an “advocate”  
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