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MINUTES 

PLANNING BOARD 

BOROUGH OF NEW PROVIDENCE 

TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 3, 2015 

 

A. CALL TO ORDER 8:03 p.m. Recording stopped at 9:34 p.m.  Manual notes were         

       taken for the rest of the meeting.   

 

B. PUBLIC NOTICE: This is a Public Meeting of the Planning Board of the Borough of   

  New Providence, County of Union, State of New Jersey. Adequate  

  notice of this meeting has been given in accordance with Public  

   Law 1975, Chapter 231, in that an Annual Notice or Revision was  

  made in conformance with Section 13 of the Act. 

  

C. ROLL CALL:  Present:  Gene Castagna, Dan Henn, William Hoefling, Gary          

     Kapner, John Keane, Chairman Lesnewich, Mayor Al Morgan and 

   Robert Sartorius.  Absent: Matt Cumiskey   Also present:  Steven   

   Warner, Board Attorney; Keith Lynch, Director of Planning and     

   Development; Fred Heyer, Borough Planner: and,     

   Margaret Koontz, Secretary. 

 

D. PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE 

 

E. BOARD DISCUSSIONS  
 

FAR Study – Alternatives to FAR 

 

Fred Heyer, Borough Planner, presented an overview of the Single Family Residential Floor 

Area Ratio Study completed to look at the use of Floor Area Ratio (FAR) as a standard for 

regulating the scale and intensity of single-family residential areas and alternatives to FAR.   

FAR, which was implemented in the Borough in 2005 to address the issue of oversize homes, 

has been amended several times.  Mr. Heyer stated that FAR is a good tool for measuring 

land use intensity in urban areas and for multi-family residential structures, non-residential 

developments, offices, shopping areas and industrial parks.  It is less effective for single-

family homes where mass is not directly correlated to FAR.   

 

Mr. Heyer described the methodology used in the study. The number of FAR applications 

heard by the Board of Adjustment, lot-size distribution in each of the zones to show non-

conforming, conforming and more-than-conforming lots and year of construction were 

considered in the study.  Photographs were also taken and reviewed to identify characteristics 

such as roof style; height; symmetry and asymmetry of side-yards, prevailing front yards; 
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front-yard encroachments such as porches, entries and stoops; and, distribution of building 

mass with a focus on those areas where there have been multiple FAR applications.  Aerial 

photographs were used to get approximate lot widths and depths, front-yard setbacks and 

driveway locations.  The Board of Adjustment has heard more than 72 FAR applications.  

These usually get approved.  Granting a lot of “D” variances, which have a higher burden of 

proof and are more expensive to the applicants because they often require a lawyer and other 

professionals such as an architect or planner, for FAR indicates that the ordinance is probably 

not working effectively.  While the FAR applications are time consuming for the Board of 

Adjustment, there is some value in the process because it provides insight into the Board’s 

priorities and revealed that the proximity of volume of a house/addition to the neighbor’s 

house is more important to the Board than habitable space.  The FAR calculation excludes 

basements and attic which means the mass of a building that has a basement and attic is not 

necessarily controlled, but the area of usable/habitable space is limited by FAR.   

 

The building boom in New Providence occurred in the 1960s with a few new houses in the 

southwest area in the 1990s and a smattering of new home since 2010.  The study looked at 

the average sizes of houses versus the lot size for FAR variances that were approved and 

found that the average house size for lots less than 10,000 SF was 2,687 SF; for lots between 

10,000 and 15,000 SF, it was 3,216 SF; and, for lots more than 15,000 SF, the approved 

average house size was 4,630 SF.  The Board of Adjustment has been looking more at height 

and mass in the FAR applications rather than usable space.  In the R-1 Zone, 60% of the lots 

don’t conform to the required lot area and in the R-2 Zone, 40% don’t conform.  Mr. Heyer 

believes the smaller lot area requirements were probably established to prevent subdivisions. 

If a house is razed and a new home is built, a variance is required for a non-conforming lot 

size.  A variance for non-conforming lot size is not required for alterations to an existing 

house.  Lot widths vary with many properties having lot widths of 60’ to 80’ which do not 

conform to the required 110’ and 120’ at setback in the R-2 and R-1 Zones respectively.  

Front yards are fairly deep meeting the 40’ setback requirement.  

 

Chairman Lesnewich stated that two consultants recommended the use of FAR prior to its 

implementation and asked if there has been a swing in the pendulum regarding its use to 

control bulk/intensity.  Mr. Heyer responded that it was a favorite tool but it doesn’t control 

bulk in single-family zones.  New Providence has lots of deep narrow lots.  FAR works better 

on square uniform lots.  How big a house looks from the street and how it impacts the 

neighborhood is more important than mass.  Homeowners are doing a lot of things to 

optimize FAR such as not adding/constructing two-car garages since garages are included in 

the FAR calculation. 

 

The overall height of houses is New Providence is low - less than 30’ – as are the roof 

pitches.  In addition, the finished first floor of most houses is not more than 4’ above grade 

and the side yards vary.  Many houses do not have garages, and there aren’t many front-

facing two car garages which isn’t a bad thing as these result in more macadam and the 
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garage doors dominate the façade.  Mr. Heyer stated that many houses in New Providence 

have more details such as stoops, overhangs, porches and other ornamentation which is 

consistent with older homes and is not seen as much in modern vinyl box houses.  The trend 

is a return to detail and smaller but better houses rather than big houses.  With the FAR 

requirements, however, many homeowners forgo porches and other details to stay within the 

FAR.  Building volume is one way to control bulk but Mr. Heyer is reluctant to take this 

approach and proposed other recommendations to control bulk including building coverage; 

building height; proximity of mass to side yards; side-yard, front-yard and rear-yard setbacks; 

and, exceptions for encroachments. 

   

 Building Coverage – The study suggests a base calculation of building coverage based on 

some minimum lot size.  Mr. Heyer discussed 20% (or less) as the base standard for lots 

7,500 SF or less with a sliding scale that would allow a 10% increase in coverage for each 

additional square foot of lot area.  Building coverage, defined as the footprint of the 

structure divided by the lot size, is a good tool to control bulk:  It’s an easy standard to 

use and the amount of coverage can be scalable to the size of the lot.  Mr. Heyer believes 

this standard is generous enough to foster creativity and the use of details.   

 

 Height Standards - The current height standard of 30’ to the midpoint of the roof allows a 

roof height of 35’ which is relatively high roof on a two-story house and significantly 

higher than the average roof height of 26’ to 28’ in the Borough.  The study proposes 

reducing the height from 30’ to the mean to 30’ to the ridge for hip gable and gambrel 

roof.  A 35’ roof height could be considered an exception if the neighbors on either side 

already have roof heights of 35’ to the peak.  Mr. Heyer does not believe this would be a 

burdensome change since most houses are less than 30’ high.    

 

 Proximity of Building Mass to Side Yards – The current ordinance permits a 35’ 

house/addition 12’ off the property line.  This may not be a big issue if the side wall faces 

a neighbor’s garage but it could have a significant impact on a neighbor’s property.  

Therefore, the study proposes limiting the height in proximity to the side yard and 

suggests that no addition be closer than 60% of its height to a side lot line.  This moves 

the mass of the addition in and may create more interesting buildings.  Mr. Heyer 

recommends adoption of a setback as the percentage of the height even if the current 

height standard is not changed. 

 

 Setbacks – The study recommends keeping the combined side-yard setback but reducing 

the minimum side-yard setback from 12’ to 8’ to 10’ for narrower lots.  Many of the lots 

in New Providence are deep for their width.  The study recommends allowing the 

minimum rear-yard setback to be 40’ or 35% of lot depth whichever is greater. 

 

 Exception for Encroachments – To keep details such as porches, overhangs and bay 

windows, the study recommends allowing limited encroachment into setbacks:  These 
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details would not be counted in calculations for coverage.  This would allow a 

homeowner to have a porch that encroaches into the setback if houses in the 

neighborhood have similar porches.     

       

The Board discussed the recommendations and generally agreed that it isn’t necessary to 

change the height standard as it could have unintended consequences and cause problems.  

The Board agreed that the goal is allow homeowners to upgrade their homes to get usable 

space in a way that doesn’t negatively impact the neighbors or the neighborhood.  Mr. Heyer 

stated that adopting a standard for building coverage allows houses to be much bigger than 

what is currently allowed with FAR but with more usable space.  People now want third and 

fourth bedrooms.  The trend is to convert one and 1.5 story houses to two stories.  People 

don’t want to preserve capes and split level homes because they don’t live that way anymore.  

 

Mr. Heyer stated that New Providence has something that people want as evidenced by the 

number of FAR applications and their willingness to jump through hoops to change their 

homes.  With the standards, all lots get treated the same regardless of zone:  The size of a 

house is based on building coverage and not the zone.  Mr. Henn asked if this change would 

allow larger houses to get larger but smaller houses would be capped creating a disparity 

within the population moving into town.  The Board agreed that there should be a mix of 

housing stock in town.  Mr. Henn expressed concern that the new standard could limit what 

homeowners on smaller lots will be able to do and financially they may not be able to make 

the leap to a larger lot that will allow them to get the usable space they need.  Mr. Heyer 

responded that the proposed change is meant to accommodate all homeowners and, in fact, 

limits a homeowner on a large lot from doing “crazy” things.  The Board asked if the 

standards would result in more knockdowns.  Mr. Heyer stated that there may be more knock 

downs; however, the high cost of entry in New Providence is an issue.  The Board again 

discussed leaving the existing height standard.  Mr. Heyer does not think this would be an 

issue but recommended requiring that the setback of an addition be proportional.  

 

The Board asked about back testing to see if the proposed recommendations would have 

achieved the same results as intended with the FAR requirements.  Mr. Heyer stated that 90 

to 95% of the FAR variance applications would not have been necessary had these standards 

been in place.  The homeowners would still have had to go to the Board of Adjustment for 

bulk standards for new or existing non-conformances but this is a less onerous process that 

requires less proof than a “D” variance.    

 

Mr. Warner stated that other towns are using the standards being proposed.  The height to 

side-yard setbacks is a good standard.  Lowering the height standard could create an increase 

in applications going to the Board of Adjustment for a D(6) variance for the roof height.  Mr. 

Warner asked if the standards result in a tendency to create side-loaded garages that increase 

the amount of pavement and an increase in impervious coverage.  Mr. Heyer responded that 

he would leave the requirement for a garage but wouldn’t change it to require a two-car 
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garage.  Mr. Lynch would like to keep the garage requirement if a homeowner wants to 

construct an addition but possibly changing it because it can create encroachment issues.  Mr. 

Heyer stated that the footprint of the house could be a good trigger for the garage 

requirement.   

  

Mr. Warner will look at other ordinances that might have to be changed and at others that the 

Board may want to change as part of the process of changing the FAR ordinance.  Mr. Heyer 

will prepare a schedule of the proposed standards for discussion at the next meeting and 

asked the Board to review the study and its recommendations  

  

Small Cells 

  

The Board discussed the Federal Communications Commission’s final rule that would allow 

wireless providers to build on existing equipment with little regard to planning or zoning 

codes and also requires municipalities to respond to an application within a prescribed 

number of days or it is considered approved.  Mr. Warner stated that there are ways to 

regulate aesthetics even with the new rule.  He will look at the checklist required to determine 

if an application is complete to see if any modifications are needed.   

 

The Board is not certain that New Providence will be impacted by the installation of small 

cells to increase wireless coverage but would like to have mechanisms in place that would 

control the aesthetics of the cells and minimize their intrusiveness on the streetscape.  

Chairman Lesnewich stated that the most likely areas for installation would be downtown or 

by the high school and will not be needed in typical residential neighborhoods.  He does not 

believe that the installation of small cells can be limited to utility poles.  The Wireless 

Telecommunications Technology ordinance and the Design Standards can be used to control 

the aesthetics of small cells.  In addition to looking at the completeness checklist as noted 

above, Mr. Warner will also look at possible changes to the Wireless Technology 

Telecommunications for discussion at the March 3
rd

 meeting.       

  
F. OTHER BUSINESS  

  

No other business. 
 

G. MISCELLANEOUS BUSINESS  

 

No miscellaneous business.  
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H. MINUTES   

 

Mayor Morgan moved to approve the minutes of January 6, 2015, as submitted.  Mr. 

Sartorius seconded the motion and the minutes were approved.   

 

I. ADJOURNMENT 

 

Mayor Morgan moved and Mr. Keane seconded the motion to adjourn.  The meeting was 

adjourned at 10:00 p.m.   

 

Respectfully submitted, 

Margaret Koontz 

Planning Board Secretary 


