
Technical Review 
+ Approaches Report

The Trenton250 LDO Update

Produced by Camiros

for the City of Trenton,  New Jersey

03 |  2019

LAND DEVELOPMENT ORDINANCE
LAND DEVELOPMENT ORDINANCE

TRENTON250





Trenton250 LDO Update  |  1

Technical Review + Approaches Report

Introduction.

This report summarizes the findings of a technical review of the existing Trenton Land Development Ordinance performed 
by Camiros. The purpose of this review is two-fold: first, the review allows for a more in-depth understanding of the current 
development regulations and second, it introduces concepts and approaches that set direction for substantive revisions to be 
included in the new Land Development Ordinance (LDO).

A good LDO combines rational substantive controls with fair procedures, which, when reasonably applied, assure a pattern of 
development and redevelopment that protects the existing character of the City where warranted, and facilitates change where 
desired. The regulations must be well organized, easy to use, and have standards and procedures that are clear and regulate 
effectively. It must allow for predictable results and fulfillment of objectives articulated in the adopted Comprehensive Plan.

To ensure that the new LDO makes a positive impact on Trenton’s built environment, the following objectives have been 
established:

• Implement the policies of Trenton250. 

• Create an LDO that is intuitive and user-friendly, and transparent, predictable, and consistent in application. 

• Integrate land use and urban design to create objective design controls that are easy to understand and administer. 

• Allow the majority of development in the City to occur by-right, and reduce the number of special approvals, nonconformities, 
and variances.

• Create standards that allow investors to respond creatively to market demand while forward thinking and meeting public 
expectations for future development. 

• Increase the transparency of development approval through clear processes and approval standards and predictable 
timeframes. 

This report focuses on regulatory issues and potential revisions identified during our review. This is not intended to identify 
every needed change, as some will be minor changes that clean up the ordinances and create a user-friendly document, while 
others are more detailed revisions that will need to be worked out during the drafting process. This report highlights key issues 
and revisions that constitute substantive changes to current regulations, and offers conceptual approaches to resolving them. 
Specific regulations will continue to evolve as the LDO is drafted. 

Next Steps…

This report serves as the preliminary drafting direction for Trenton’s new Land Development Ordinance. The intent is to obtain 
general consensus on the direction of the proposed revisions and clarify any remaining issues that have not been addressed. 
This report is intended to be general in nature, as the details of the specific regulations will be determined in subsequent drafts 
of the LDO. 
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Organization. 

The LDO should follow a logical system of 
compartmentalization.

The LDO should follow a consistent, structured pattern from beginning to end. A key 
way to improve the organizational structure of the LDO and, in turn, its ease of use, 
would be to employ a system of compartmentalization. This is a technique whereby 
items of information are grouped together by regulatory category and purpose. 

Compartmentalization substantially reduces, if not eliminates, the need for a general 
regulations article as the regulations within that section are grouped with similar 
regulations in their respective articles. Dimensional and design standards would 
be located within district regulations. A uses article would contain a use matrix, use 
definition, and standards for principal and temporary uses. The sign article would 
contain all sign regulations, and so forth. This system also avoids lengthy sections, 
which users can find daunting and frustrating.

The following is a proposed structure that uses this organizational technique: 

Article 1 – Title, Purpose, & Applicability 

Article 2 – General Definitions & Measurement Methodologies

Article 3 – Zoning Districts & Zoning Map 

Article 4 – Residential Neighborhoods 

Article 5 – Mixed-Use Districts

Article 6 – Commercial Centers

Article 7 – Industrial Districts

Article 8 – Special Purpose Districts

Article 9 – Uses

Article 10 – Site Development Standards

Article 11 – Off-Street Parking & Loading

Article 12 – Landscape

Article 13 – Signs 

Article 14 - Ordinance Administrators

Article 15 - Zoning Approvals

Article 16 – Historic Landmarks and Districts Regulations

Article 17 - Nonconformities 

Article 18 - Subdivision Regulations

Article 19 - Subdivision Approvals

Article 20 - Enforcement
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The LDO would benefit  from greater use 
of i l lustrations and matrices. 

The LDO should illustrate a variety of regulations, which 
will more effectively communicate information to users. 
Numerous additional regulations and terms would 
benefit from graphics including, but not limited to:

• Measurement rules, such as building height, 
setbacks, sign area, sign height, etc.

• Design standards

• Lot types and dimensions

• Parking and landscape regulations

• Accessory structure regulations, such as fences, 
detached garages, etc.

Graphics are not limited to the examples cited above. 
Additional regulations, design concepts, and terms will 
require illustration as they are developed during the 
drafting process. 

The LDO would also benefit from the use of matrices. 
Matrices can summarize a number of LDO requirements, 
such as district regulations, use permissions, permitted 
encroachments, and parking requirements.

Internal consistency in terminology and 
“voice” should be maintained.

The integrity of land use regulation hinges on the 
internal consistency of the various details. Consistent 
terminology should be used throughout the LDO. As 
a simple example, early in the revision process the 
decision should be made whether to use the term 
setback or yard when referring to the minimum required 
dimension. In addition, because different authors have 
written different sections of the LDO, it has become 
an amalgam of different “voices,” which reflects the 
background of authors - attorneys, planners, board or 
commission members, engineers, etc. An overall rewrite 
will eliminate this type of inconsistency.

The LDO should clearly explain the rules 
of measurement.  

The rules of measurement for the various dimensional 
controls are found throughout the LDO. The rules of 
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measurement for building height, setback location, 
lot width, rules for unique lot configurations, how to 
measure on sloped lots, etc. should be brought together 
in one section so that their application is clear. The 
majority of these standards would be illustrated to make 
them understandable to the user. 

All terms used in the LDO should be 
defined. 

We recommend that all definitions of general terms 
be located in a single article (the proposed Article 2) 
and all use definitions be located within the use article 
(the proposed Article 9). All existing definitions will 
be evaluated, updated for clarity, and checked for any 
internal conflicts. Any undefined terms will be added. 
This is especially important with a revised use structure, 
where all uses should be defined. 

A few key revisions that are proposed include:

• Removing forms of ownership, such as condominium, 
from zoning terms. 

• Updating State required definitions, such as 
community residences, and including provisions 
that allow for an automatic revision if such were to 
change

• Eliminating the definition of family, as this is difficult 
to administer and enforce. Occupancy codes should 
be used to control overcrowding conditions.   



SHOE SALES CLOTHING SALES

RECORD STORE HARDWARE STORE

RETAIL GOODS ESTABLIS
HMEN

T

Under the generic use approach, each of the spe-

cific uses on the bottom half of this diagram (shoe 

store, clothing store, record store, hardware store) 

would be included in a simplified “Retail Goods 

Establishment” category, as on the top half of the 

diagram.
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Uses.

The organization of permitted uses should 
be consistent across all distr icts within the 
ordinance. 

Currently, a number of districts within the Land Development 
Ordinance, such as the Business A District, contain a list of generic 
permitted uses like “retail sales and services,” along with a list of 
specific prohibited uses such as “laundromats,” or “billiard parlors 
and pool halls.” Other districts, such as the Mixed Use District, 
simply contain specific lists of permitted uses. This inconsistency 
may reflect an incomplete use of the generic use approach in 
Trenton, resulting in the need to specifically prohibit certain uses.

A generic use approach to the listing of uses is established by 
combining similar specific uses into a broader use category. As a 
simple example, barber shops, beauty parlors, shoe repair shops, 
and tailors would be addressed in the use “personal services 
establishment,” which would also allow similar uses, such as pet 
grooming establishments, dry cleaners, and nail salons.

Importantly, with the generic use approach, definitions take on 
additional importance. First, each use must be defined. These 
definitions may also include both examples of that use and may 
specifically exclude those uses that are not part of the generic 
use definition. For example, the definition for “retail goods 
establishment” would specifically state that “adult bookstores” 
are not considered a “retail goods establishment.” This means that 
the use of an “adult bookstore” must separately and specifically 
be allowed within a district in order to locate there; it cannot come 
under the umbrella of “retail goods establishment.” The second 
important element of generic use definitions is the rule that any 
use that is listed separately cannot be considered part of a generic 
use category. For example, if the LDO specifically defines “drive-
through facilities” as a principal use, a “drive-through facility” is 
not allowed unless specifically allowed within a district; i.e. it is not 
automatically allowed as part of a restaurant or bank use. 

Moving fully to the generic use approach will eliminate the 
need to list out specific prohibited uses, avoiding the current 
confusing organization and allowing for greater consistency in the 
presentation of district regulations.
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Uses should be tailored specif ically to the purpose of the distr ict .

The uses allowed in each district should be evaluated and updated. Uses must correspond to the purpose and function of each 
district. For example, a residential district should allow the correct mix of dwelling types and limited number of appropriate 
institutional uses, whereas a mixed-use district should allow a broad mix of residential and non-residential uses. The LDO 
update will include a full evaluation and resorting of uses allowed in each district. 

The current use of a pyramid or cumulative use approach does not allow for tailoring of uses, as it accumulates uses by district. 
Uses permitted in one district are permitted within the next district, with the addition of several new uses. The pyramid 
approach creates a confusing structure where the user must rely on the listing of uses in other districts in order to determine 
what is allowed in the district of interest. Also, uses may be added to the “lower” district that are not desirable in the “higher” 
district. Or conversely, it may be assumed that a “lower” district may include a use desired in the “higher” district but in fact 
does not, eliminating that use from the desired district. The elimination of such an approach is recommended. 

Uses would be listed within Article 9 within a use matrix that lists all uses and districts, showing use permissions for each 
district (permitted and conditional) within a matrix. 

Certain uses should require use standards to regulate impacts.

Related to the above approach, the LDO should incorporate use standards for certain uses that have additional impacts or 
are linked to federal or state regulations. Use standards should be based on specific impact mitigation or design concerns. It 
should be noted that while many special uses will have related use standards, some will nonetheless be judged only against 
the approval standards with no additional standards; this is a typical zoning approach. 

The use matrix will indicate which uses have standards that must be complied with. While some uses will require compliance 
with the standards before they can be established, others may have thresholds, such as lot size or the inclusion of outdoor 
components to the use, that determine when the standards apply. 

It is also recommended to eliminate hours of operation from the Ordinance. Currently, the Ordinance places restrictions on the 
hours of operation for businesses within 100 feet of residential (Section 315-80). Hours of operation should generally be tied 
to licensing or other permits. For a limited number of uses that may be more problematic, hours of operation should be tied 
to review and approval of conditional use permits, which would allow for a more tailored approach that balances the needs of 
the business with mitigating impacts on neighboring areas.

The LDO needs to address emerging uses. 

Modern ordinances need to address uses that are either particular to a city or have emerged as critical issues in today’s 
planning environment. While the comprehensive update to the use structure will create flexibilities that allow for desired new 
uses, certain uses need to be addressed by the City. 

The following are uses that have been identified as needed for Trenton. There are many more uses to be included in the new 
LDO; these are only select uses that have been highlighted in this Report because they may be more contentious or are newer 
uses that have only been included in ordinances in more recent times. 

Corner Stores (Neighborhood Commercial Establishment)

The LDO should accommodate historic corner stores by creating a new conditional use called “neighborhood commercial 
establishment.” Trenton has a number of residential neighborhoods that traditionally developed with limited commercial 
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services integrated into residential areas, typically called “corner stores.” Although 
these structures are part of the residential fabric, pursuant to the current LDO, most 
are considered nonconforming, prohibiting property owners to reopen previously 
closed corner stores unless they obtain a special approval such as a use variance. In 
order to allow them to continue, the LDO can incorporate a use of “neighborhood 
commercial establishment” that would be allowed within certain districts. A series 
of design standards and impact controls would be included as required standards, 
as well as a tailored list of allowable uses within that use category to prohibit more 
intensive commercial uses or problematic uses, such as the retail sales of alcohol.

Retail Sales of Alcohol 

One of the key use issues is how to address retail sales of alcohol. One approach is 
to distinguish the retail sale of alcohol as its own principal use, which would allow 
general retail sales to be treated more permissively and alcohol sales more restrictively 
as a conditional approval. Liquor stores can be contentious in certain areas so this 
distinction allows the City better control over where alcohol sales establishments may 
locate. 

Medical Marijuana

The City is currently working on a regulatory approach to marijuana production, 
growing, and dispensaries. We will work with the City to ensure that the regulations 
and their specific intent will be included in the LDO, as it is expected that such 
regulations would be adopted before the LDO is completed. 

Community Gardens

The LDO should also allow for community gardens, with standards on permitted 
activities and accessory structures. 

Social Service Uses

A reality of today is that a variety of social service uses need to be addressed. The LDO 
should consider including the following uses. Calling these uses out separately allows 
the LDO assign each use to its appropriate district and create standards tailored to its 
operations and impact. Where applicable, references to state licenses will be added 
as a standard.

Group Home. A group care facility in a residential dwelling for: 1) care of persons 
in need of personal services or assistance essential for activities of daily living; 
or 2) care of persons in transition or in need of supervision, including drug and 
alcohol rehabilitation (excluding medical detoxification).

Residential Care Facility. A licensed care facility that provides 24-hour medical 
and/or non-medical care of persons in need of personal services, supervision, 
or assistance essential for sustaining the activities of daily living, or for the 
protection of the individual. A residential care facility includes nursing care, 
assisted living, hospice care, and continuum of care facilities. Continuum of 
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care facilities may also include independent living facilities as part of the continuum. Residential care facility does 
not include a residential drug/alcohol treatment facility. This includes institutions that are located in one or more 
buildings on contiguous property with one administrative body.

Children’s Home. An institutional residential facility that provides housing for and care to minors who are wards of the 
state, whose parents or guardians are deceased or otherwise unable or unwilling to care for them. This includes 
institutions that are located in one or more buildings on contiguous property with one administrative body.

Drug/Alcohol Treatment Facility, Residential. A licensed care facility that provides 24-hour medical and/or non-medical/
therapeutic care of persons seeking rehabilitation from a drug and/or alcohol addiction. Such facilities include medical 
detoxification. This includes institutions that are located in one or more buildings on contiguous property with one 
administrative body.

Social Service Center. A service establishment that provides assistance for those recovering from chemical or alcohol 
dependency; survivors of abuse seeking support; those transitioning from homelessness or prior incarceration; and 
those with health and disability concerns. It does not include in-patient, overnight, or living quarters for recipients of 
the service or for the staff. Such service does not include medical examinations or procedures, or medical detoxification, 
dispensing of drugs or medications, or other treatments normally conducted in a medical office. 

Homeless Shelter. A facility that provides temporary shelter to the homeless in general. Homeless shelters may distinguish 
populations served by age and/or gender.

Domestic Violence Shelter. A facility that provides temporary shelter, protection, and support for those escaping domestic 
violence and intimate partner violence, including victims of human trafficking. A domestic violence shelter also 
accommodates the minor children of such individuals. The facility may also offer a variety services to help individuals 
and their children including counseling and legal guidance. Domestic violence shelters may distinguish populations 
served by age and/or gender.

Halfway House. A residential facility for persons who have been institutionalized for criminal conduct and who require a 
group setting to facilitate the transition to society.

Alternative Correctional Facility. A facility for adults or minors that is required by the courts as an alternative to 
incarceration, also referred to as community correctional centers.

Food Bank. A non-profit organization that collects and distributes food to hunger relief organizations. Food is not 
distributed to those in need from a food bank. Food banks should be in heavy commercial and industrial areas as they 
are typically operated out of large warehouses where they solicit, store, and distribute significant amounts of food. 

Food Pantry. A non-profit organization that provides food directly to those in need. Food pantries receive, buy, store, and 
distribute food. Food pantries may also prepare meals to be served at no cost to those who receive them. A food pantry 
may be part of a place of worship, social service center, homeless shelter, and domestic violence shelter. These would 
just be allowed as part of these uses, not identified separately.

Drug Treatment Clinic. A facility authorized by the State to use drugs in the treatment, maintenance, or detoxification of 
persons, such as methadone or suboxone. 

Needle Exchange Service. A facility providing a social service that allows injecting drug users (IDUs) to obtain hypodermic 
needles and associated paraphernalia at little or no cost. A needle exchange service may be part of a place of worship, 
social service center, or drug treatment clinic. These would just be allowed as part of these uses, not identified 
separately.
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Micro-Brewery, Micro-Winery, Micro-Distillery

Micro-breweries and their companions (micro-wineries and micro-distilleries) have become major economic engines as well 
as a way to enhance a city’s identity. The new LDO should allow for these. The distinction of “micro” requires standards that 
limit the amount of production or production area and the requirement for a tasting room or restaurant/bar. 

Maker/Creator Spaces

In order to encourage innovation and creativity, the LDO should address certain uses that help foster such an environment. 
Some uses to consider for inclusion are the following:

Live/Work Spaces, where a structure is used by one or more of the residents who also works there. A live/work dwelling 
may also include the combination of a dwelling unit with arts/artisan related activities, such as painting, photography, 
sculpture, music and film, principally used by one or more of the residents. Any area used for commercial space in a 
live/work dwelling cannot be converted to residential living space if the commercial component is no longer operating.

Industrial Design, defined as an establishment where the design, marketing, and/or brand development of various 
products are researched and developed typically integrating the fields of art, business, science, and/or engineering. 
An industrial design establishment may create prototypes and products, but does not mass manufacture products 
from the premises.

Craft Industrial where artisan-related crafts and industrial processes that are more intensive uses, such as small-scale 
metalworking, glassblowing, and furniture making, are allowed.

Specialty Food Service includes businesses that specializes in the sale of certain food products, such as a delicatessen, 
bakery, candy maker, meat market, catering business, cheesemonger, coffee roaster, or fishmonger, and may offer 
areas for ancillary retail sales or restaurants that serve the products processed on-site. Specialty food service includes 
preparation, processing, canning, or packaging of food products where all processing is completely enclosed and 
there are no outside impacts.

Adaptive reuse permissions should be included to preserve signif icant structures in the City.

Adaptive reuse provisions would be focused on the adaptive reuse of existing non-residential buildings, such as older industrial 
buildings as well as former schools, churches, and the like. The conversion of these structures into repurposed structures, such 
as multi-family or mixed-use developments or a series of commercial/office spaces, preserve these character giving buildings. 
Standards can be integrated into the districts that specifically deal with the impacts felt from if the reuse is of a higher intensity, 
which would remove the need for special approvals such as a variety of use and bulk variances. The intent is to encourage the 
retention and renovation of sound existing character-giving structures, and ensure that any uses that located within them 
remain compatible with adjacent areas. 

Permissions for residential conversions,  such as single-family residential dwell ing 
conversions into multi-unit  dwell ings,  should be considered.

An issue that is of some concern is the conversion of older large single-family and rowhouse dwellings into multi-unit residences. 
There are pros and cons to allowing for this. The benefit is that it allows for owners of large homes to continue to maintain 
the structure because of additional income and encourages the preservation of these buildings. However, conversions do 
increase the density of neighborhoods initially designed as single-family. One approach is to create standards that allow for 
conversion in specific instances. First, it would need to be determined in which zoning districts this should be allowed. Then 
standards would be set based on structure gross floor area, lot size, and unit size to determine when this could happen, as 
well as ensuring the proper amount of parking is provided. The intent is to limit this to only larger structures with very specific 
standards for conversions. 
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A wide range of temporary uses should be addressed in the LDO.

The current LDO does not comprehensively address temporary uses. A more thorough approach would be beneficial. Temporary 
uses are a key avenue to entrepreneurship, allowing new business owners to start “small” – through temporary uses like food 
trucks or pop-up retail spaces. It also fosters a creative environment allowing artists to sell and display their wares. In addition, 
some are just practical uses common to a city, such as storage pods and construction related uses. A comprehensive set of 
temporary uses should be included in the LDO with controls on their function – identifying in which districts they are allowed, 
timeframes, siting, and operational plans. The following temporary uses should be included:

• Temporary outdoor entertainment events

• Temporary retail sales events

• Farmer’s markets

• Mobile food trucks/trailers

• Construction-related temporary uses (dumpsters, on-site offices)

• Real estate model units

• Temporary storage pods

In addition, a temporary use permit should also be created so that uses can be better regulated for impacts and to ensure that 
a temporary use is not functioning, in fact, as a permanent use. This would also allow for easier enforcement. For example, 
temporary events bring impacts such as traffic, noise, and security issues. With a temporary use permit, the City can require 
mitigation measures as part of the permit approval and would be able to control the duration of the event and enforce 
violations more effectively and efficiently as the permit lays out the clear rules for how the event must be conducted. 

Accessory uses should be regulated separately from permitted and special uses. 

Accessory uses are different in nature from principal uses. It is recommended that they be moved to the proposed Article 
10 (Site Development Standards). When located within this section, provisions do not need to be repeated for each district 
and the section can comprehensively address both accessory uses, like home occupations, and accessory structures, such as 
detached garages. See discussion on these issues in the accessory use and structure section of this Report. 
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Districts.

Trenton’s LDO currently organizes the City’s varied and historic urban character into 
just ten distinct zoning districts. Though there is no “magic number” of zoning districts 
that makes an effective Land Development Ordinance, evidence suggests that these 
ten districts do not adequately address the diverse developed character of the City of 
Trenton, nor do they provide the tools to enable the type of modern development the 
City would like to see in the future. 

An updated district structure is needed in Trenton for two broad reasons:

• First, the City’s limited set of districts do not adequately serve the vision established 
and ratified by the community during the Trenton250 comprehensive land use 
planning process. Therefore, the City envisioned in the Trenton250 Plan cannot be 
built under the current set of zoning districts. 

• Second, the districts contain standards that do not acknowledge the on-the-
ground development conditions within the City’s neighborhoods, and thereby do 
not adequately serve Trenton as it is built today. In fact, the current set of districts 
would make many of the best places within the City effectively impossible to build 
today under the current LDO. 

In essence, Trenton is currently regulated by a set of districts that fail to acknowledge 
both the history and the future of the City. A new set of zoning districts can help to 
fix this, incentivizing economic development by clearly articulating a palette of 
districts that coordinate with the City’s future land use, acknowledging the historic 
patterns of its traditional neighborhoods, and reinforcing and encouraging the types 
of development that are already building positive momentum in the City. 

Updating the district structure with a full range of residential, commercial, industrial, 
and mixed-use districts including a fully fleshed-out downtown district, can send a 
message to the development community within the City and the larger region that 
Trenton is possessed of a modern vision, and that the City is well-organized and open 
for business.

General Standards

In addition to revising the overall structure of the zoning districts to more closely 
align with current development patterns and the City’s vision for the future, there are 
a number of changes that should be made to the district standards generally. These 
include:
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• Elimination of the cumulative side yard requirement. 
Current standards include a minimum side setback 
for each side yard, as well as a minimum total for 
both yards, which exceeds the individual minimums 
established for each side yard. It is recommended to 
eliminate this standard for “both” side yards, as the 
minimum established for each side yard should be 
sufficient to ensure adequate setbacks from adjacent 
property, particularly when viewed in combination 
with coverage maximums and other dimensional 
standards in place.

• Inclusion of a corner side yard standard. It may 
be beneficial to include a regulation specifically 
addressing the corner side yard condition, to ensure 
that setbacks along a block face remain relatively 
consistent, while allowing flexibility for corner lots to 
maintain buildable widths.

• Reduction of required front yards for row house 
development. Within certain districts, including 
the Business A District, the required front yard for 
row house development is 0 feet or the average of 
adjacent lots. However, within the Mixed Use District, 
the Business B District, and the Residence B District, 
a 20 foot front yard (or average of adjacent lots) is 
required. This standard does not seem to correspond 
to the built development pattern of rowhouses within 
the City of Trenton, which are generally closer to the 
front lot line than 20 feet. As such, it is recommended 
that this standard be re-evaluated and reduced to 
better reflect existing development patterns, and to 
encourage infill development that is complementary 
to existing neighborhood fabric.

• Elimination of the “Special Building Setback Line” 
established in section 315-240. This section of the 
ordinance establishes specific setback requirements 
based upon distance from the centerline of the right-
of-way for a number of streets within the City. It is 
unclear if these specific setbacks are still needed, and 
if possible it is recommended to eliminate them, to 
simplify application of the ordinance requirements. 

• Inclusion of a maximum impervious surface standard 
for residential districts. Currently, the LDO regulates 
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maximum lot coverage, defined as the total square footage covered by impervious surfaces on the lot. It is recommended 
to split this standard into two separate maximums: a building coverage maximum, and an impervious surface maximum. 
A building coverage standard regulates the maximum footprint of principal and accessory buildings on the lot, and an 
impervious surface maximum regulates the total impervious surface, including all structures, driveways, sidewalks, etc. 
Splitting this standard can help to ensure that infill development retains the built character of existing neighborhood 
development, as opposed to aiming for a maximum square footage build-out of the principal structure that may meet 
impervious surface limits, but not complement the character of the neighborhood. 

• Elimination of the “Minimum Net Habitable Floor Area” standard. Modern zoning ordinances do not typically include these 
types of floor area requirements, as they can often serve to prohibit smaller structures or units such as studios or micro-
housing that residents and the City may find desirable, particularly in light of considerations related to housing variety, 
availability, and affordability. It is recommended to eliminate this regulation, however regulations such as minimum lot 
size, usually based on dwelling type, yards, lot coverage, and minimum parking requirements will remain which will help 
to ensure that lots are not overcrowded with units. 

• Adjustment of maximum building height standards. It is recommended to re-evaluate current maximum building heights 
to ensure they align with existing and desired development forms within the City for all types of development, from 
residential, to mixed-use, to commercial and industrial development. Further, the maximum number of stories should be 
removed, and height should be regulated by a simple requirement expressed in maximum height in feet. This is a more 
modern standard, as it allows for greater flexibility in floor-to-floor heights for different types of development that may 
have varying requirements for building mechanicals/HVAC, etc. 

• Revision of commercial district bulk and area standards. Commercial district bulk and area standards should focus on the 
siting of buildings on the lot, and the relationship of buildings to sidewalks and the public realm. As such, standards such 
as minimum lot area requirements based upon varying uses may not be needed, as the character of a commercial district 
in general should remain consistent regardless of particular uses located within that district. Standards for the mixed use, 
downtown, and commercial districts should also be re-evaluated to ensure that new development and redevelopment is 
being encouraged in these districts.  

• Inclusion of form-based standards for specific districts. Certain areas of the City, such as downtown and key commercial 
and mixed-use corridors, may benefit from a more form-based approach to development standards, addressing items such 
as required build-to zones, minimum percentages of fenestration (windows and doors), minimum ground-floor heights, 
maximum building entry spacing, and the like. These standards would be focused on reinforcing the walkable, pedestrian-
oriented character of these parts of the City, and encouraging future development to work toward strengthening that 
character. 

• Creation of commercial design standards. Basic design standards for commercial development can further enhance the 
quality of future development within Trenton. Standards may address the design of building entries, building articulation 
such as recesses and projections, ground floor and upper story transparency, etc. These standards can be tailored to 
individual commercial districts, and specific standards can be created to address downtown Trenton as in the current 
ordinance. Importantly, all design standards within the ordinance should be objective in nature so as to enable easy 
review and administration. Further, standards should be viewed through a lens of ensuring quality new development while 
avoiding undue or prohibitive increases in development costs in a tight market.

• Removal of residential infill consistency requirements. Currently, the zoning ordinance requires that when new residences 
are constructed on vacant lots, they must be designed so as to be similar to other residential structures within a radius 
of 200 feet. The characteristics listed that must be similar include: building height, roof shape, siding materials, number 
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and style of windows and doors, and street orientation. This requirement is quite detailed, and limiting in terms of the 
design and style of new residences on vacant land. Such requirements may be seen, particularly as they may relate to the 
cost of mimicking materials and features, as a disincentive to develop on infill parcels within the City. Such standards, if 
included, should be based upon features of building siting, orientation, and bulk to ensure compatibility; not materials 
and design, or number of windows and doors. It is recommended that this standard be eliminated moving forward. 
 
However, in the Historic Districts, where infill development is proposed, a set of standards that relate to the surrounding 
historic character would be appropriate. There are standards in place in the current Ordinance, and these should be 
enhanced so that evaluation of proposed development can be as objective as possible. 

Analysis  of Trenton250 and Zoning Distr icts

For the purposes of this technical review, the future land use categories from the Trenton250 Plan and its associated Future 
Land Use and Community Form Map have been used as a basis for evaluation of existing districts, and determination of new 
districts that may be needed. Some of these districts are based upon existing districts within the City’s Land Development 
Ordinance, and others are brand new. Those based on existing districts may employ the area and bulk regulations of existing 
districts as a starting point, but will refine those standards to ensure they accommodate desired development forms. 

Residential  Zoning Distr icts

Trenton’s current palette of residential districts lacks adequate diversity to address the range of neighborhoods across the City, 
and the distinct conditions that those neighborhoods exhibit. For instance, the majority of the residential areas within the City 
are covered by the RB zoning district, which allows for single-family (detached and semi-attached) and two-family dwelling 
units, along with rowhouses, on lots of 4,000, 2,500, and 1,500 square feet respectively. Though this zoning district does seem 
to work well enough in certain areas of the City, the variety of conditions in Trenton’s neighborhoods clearly demand more 
tailored solutions, and the palette of residential districts currently in place does not adequately address developed conditions. 
For instance, the RB zoning district does not effectively address neighborhood commercial establishments – something typical 
of many Trenton neighborhoods.

Trenton250 Residential Guidance

The Trenton250 comprehensive plan establishes three base land use categories for residential development within the City of 
Trenton:

• Neighborhood Residential Low Density. This designation indicates neighborhoods characterized by larger lot single-family 
detached dwellings, predominantly located in West Trenton. The plan indicates that the maximum density within the NR-1 
areas of the City should be 4 dwelling units per acre, which equates to 10,890 square feet of land per dwelling unit. 

• Neighborhood Residential Medium Density. The NR-2 designation indicates neighborhoods predominantly characterized 
by medium lot sizes and both detached and semi-detached single-family residences. Permitted densities within the NR-2 
areas of the City are noted at five to ten units per acre, equating to roughly 8,700 square feet to 4,360 square feet per 
dwelling unit.

• Neighborhood Residential High Density. The NR-3 land use classification designates what are considered high density 
residential areas within the City, including single-family dwellings in the form of semi-detached or attached units on 
small lots, or multi-family housing. Permitted densities for the NR-3 designation are listed at 15 to 40 units per acre, or 
approximately 2,900 square feet to 1,090 square feet per unit.
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These three land use classifications were used as the basis for an evaluation of neighborhood development patterns, in an 
effort to distill a new series of zoning districts from both the policy directives within the Comprehensive Plan as well as the 
on-the-ground or built conditions within Trenton’s neighborhoods.

Recommendations

The neighborhood residential classifications within Trenton250 suggest that a series of new districts are necessary to 
accommodate these desired forms of development. As such, analysis was conducted based upon the extents to which each 
of the neighborhood residential classifications are mapped throughout the City, to compare current conditions with both the 
descriptions of desired future land use, as well as the current zoning within these areas. 

Low Density Residential

Examining the areas of Trenton classified as NR-1, or Neighborhood Residential Low Density, we see that the majority 
of lots within these neighborhoods are not large enough to achieve the maximum density (4 units/acre) cited within the 
comprehensive plan. Rather, merely 15% of the existing lots within the NR-1 areas of Trenton are 10,000 square feet or larger. 
The majority of lots, over 60%, fall within a range of 4,000 square feet to 10,000 square feet. As such, it must be noted the current 
development pattern is much denser than the suggested future land use. These neighborhoods are, however, characterized by 
predominantly detached single-family homes with large setbacks. As such, the following district structure is recommended to 
accommodate the low density neighborhood areas of Trenton:

RL-1 Low Density Single-Family Residential District. This district would establish a minimum lot area of 8,000 square feet, 
larger than any district within the current ordinance. This district would have limited application and is intended to protect 
existing large lot development within the City. It is not intended to be applied to other residential areas. Because of the 
established development pattern of larger lots, this district would help ensure that the pattern of larger homes with ample 
setbacks would be maintained in these areas moving into the future. Single-family detached dwellings, as well as select 
compatible non-residential uses would be permitted within the district.

RL-2 Low Density Single-Family Residential District. This district would establish a minimum lot area of 6,000 square feet, 
and would be largely based upon the current RA District. Single-family detached dwellings, as well as select compatible 
non-residential uses would be permitted within the district.

RL-3 Low Density Single-Family Residential District. This district would establish a minimum lot area of 4,000sf for a single-
family detached dwelling, and would be largely based upon the current RB-1 District. Single-family detached dwellings, as 
well as select compatible non-residential uses would be permitted within the district.

Medium Density Residential

The majority of parcels (66%) indicated as Neighborhood Residential Medium Density on Trenton’s Future Land Use and 
Community Form Map fall within a range of 1,500 square feet to 3,000 square feet in lot area. This is somewhat more dense 
than the future land use recommendation of 5 to 10 units per acre. In fact, only approximately 20% of parcels within this 
land use category are greater than 3,000 square feet in lot area. This being the case, the following zoning district structure is 
recommended to accommodate these areas of medium density within the City, characterized largely by both detached and 
semi-detached single-family homes:

RM-1 Medium Density Single-Family Residential District. This district would establish a minimum lot area of 6,000 square 
feet, or approximately seven units per acre. The RM-1 District would thereby represent the largest of the medium density 
districts, accommodating approximately three percent of parcels within the established medium density areas of Trenton. 
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As such, this district would be available as a tool to encourage larger lot development where appropriate within the City. 
Single-family detached and semi-attached, and select compatible non-residential uses would be permitted within the 
district.

RM-2 Medium Density Single-Family Residential District. The RM-2 District would accommodate lots of 3,000 square feet 
or more in lot area, and would be largely based upon the City’s current RB-2 District. Single-family detached and semi-
attached, and select compatible non-residential uses would be permitted within the district.

RM-3 Medium Density Single-Family and Rowhouse Residential District. The RM-3 District would establish a minimum 
required lot area of 1,500 square feet, and would be based largely on the City’s current RB district. Single-family detached 
and semi-attached, rowhouse, and select compatible non-residential uses would be permitted within the district.

High Density Residential

The Neighborhood Residential High Density future land use category covers the greatest area of the residential use categories 
within the City, including nearly 15,000 individual parcels. These areas are predominantly characterized by a dense mixture 
of single-family attached and rowhouse dwellings on parcels typically ranging from 1,000 square feet to 3,000 square feet in 
lot area. In fact, nearly 80% of parcels within the high density residential future land use category fall within this range. To 
accommodate this dense pattern of urban development, a new district structure is recommended as follows: 

RH-1 High Density Single-Family Residential District. The RH-1 District would accommodate a full range of housing options, 
including single-family semidetached, single-family attached, and multifamily housing on lots of 3,000 square feet or more 
in lot area. Select compatible non-residential uses would also be permitted within the district.

RH-2 High Density Single-Family Residential District. The RH-2 District would be the densest residential district within the 
City of Trenton, accommodating single-family semi-attached, rowhouse, and multifamily housing on lots of 1,000 square 
feet or more. This district would accommodate many areas of the City which are currently nonconforming to existing 
standards due to substandard lot sizes, bringing many of Trenton’s traditional row house neighborhoods into conformance 
with zoning standards, and encouraging the maintenance and strengthening of this unique, historic development pattern. 
Select compatible non-residential uses would also be permitted within the district.

Commercial ,  Mixed Use,  and Industr ial Zoning  Distr icts

Trenton’s current district structure accommodates the range of commercial, mixed use, downtown and industrial areas within 
the City through just six districts: the Business A, Business B, Mixed Use, Downtown, Industrial A, and Industrial B Districts. This 
existing set of districts does not contain the flexibility needed to accommodate many modern development forms desirable 
within the City, and does not provide the development community with needed guidance to ensure that new development or 
redevelopment works toward the City’s vision for the future as established in Trenton250. 

A new set of districts is needed to ensure that the City can develop in the manner articulated through the Comprehensive Plan, 
and that the historic development patterns that make Trenton special are acknowledged and reinforced through the district 
regulations. The recommendations for this new district structure are summarized in the table on the following pages.
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District Purpose / Description Basis

NC 

Neighborhood 

Commercial 

Distr ict

Accommodates a range of residential uses, as well as low intensity commercial 

uses that primarily serve the neighborhood residents. Buildings permitted up 

to 40 feet in height. Relates to the “Neighborhood Commercial” use category 

within Trenton250.

Business B 
(BB)

C-MS Main 

Street 

Corridor 

Commercial 

Distr ict

Accommodates a broad range of commercial and residential uses, including 

both vertical mixed-use and horizontal mixed-use with multifamily permitted. 

Permitted height up to 60 feet. A higher level of design standards, or form-based 

approaches may be employed to maintain and enhance a traditional “main 

street” character within the district. Relates to the “Corridor – Main Street” use 

category within Trenton250.

New

C-MU Mixed 

Use Corridor 

Commercial 

Distr ict

Accommodates low to medium intensity commercial uses, interspersed with 

residential uses in a primarily horizontally mixed-use environment along the 

City’s thoroughfares. Permitted height up to 40 feet. This district relates to the 

“Corridor – Mixed Use” category within Trenton250.

New

MU-F Mixed 

Use Flex 

Distr ict

Accommodates commercial and residential uses in a horizontally and vertically 

mixed use environment that promotes building reuse and the creation of “live/

work” or flex spaces. Buildings permitted up to 60 feet in height. Relates to the 

“Mixed Use – Live/Work” use category within Trenton250.

New

MU-T Mixed 

Use Transit ion 

Distr ict

Accommodates a moderately intense mix of commercial and residential uses in 

a horizontally and vertically mixed use urban environment that may serve as a 

transition from more intensely developed commercial or mixed use areas, such 

as Downtown Trenton. Buildings permitted to a height of 50 feet. Relates to the 

“Mixed Use – Medium Density” category within the Trenton250 Plan.

Mixed Use 
(MU)

CA Creative 

Arts Distr ict

This would be a district focused on implementation of the “Trenton Arts in 

Focus” Plan completed for the City in 2016. Permitted uses would be similar 

to those within the MU-F District, with a focus on arts-oriented uses and reuse 

of existing buildings. Once the Ordinance moves forward into drafting, it may 

become apparent that MU-F adequately addresses the need for this district. 

However, it is included here to ensure that the intent of the “Arts in Focus” Plan 

is carried forward through the new LDO. 

New

TOD Transit 

Oriented 

Development 

Distr ict

Accommodates an intense mix of commercial and residential uses in a 

predominantly vertically mixed-use environment focused around Trenton’s 

transit assets, including the Trenton Transit Center and light rail stations. This 

district may also facilitate development between the City’s light rail stations and 

other assets, such as CURE Insurance Arena and Arm & Hammer Park. Heights 

permitted up to 70 feet. 

New
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District Purpose / Description Basis

DT Downtown 

Trenton 

Distr ict

Accommodates the most intense development within the City of Trenton, in 

a vertically mixed use environment focused on creating a vibrant, pedestrian 

oriented, active downtown.  A higher level of design standards, or form-based 

approaches may be employed within the district to ensure high-quality design 

in the creation of buildings and public spaces. Building height permitted up 

to 210 feet. Relates to the “Mixed Use – High Density” category within the 

Trenton250 Plan. 

Downtown 
(DD)

I-L Light 

Industr ial 

Distr ict

Accommodates a variety of light industrial and office uses, as well as limited 

service uses intended to serve the needs of employees. Height permitted to a 

maximum of 50 feet. Relates to the “Commercial / Light Industrial” use category 

within Trenton250.

Industrial 
A (IA)

I-G General 

Industr ial 

Distr ict

Accommodates a range of general industrial uses, including fabrication, 

warehousing, and assembly-type manufacturing, as well as office and research 

and development facilities, which may result in some moderate external 

impacts. Height permitted up to 50 feet. Relates to the “Industrial General” 

category within Trenton250.

Industrial B 
(IB)

I-MU 

Industrial 

Mixed Use 

Distr ict

Accommodates the mixing of low impact light industrial and warehousing 

uses with commercial and even limited residential uses (multi-family only) 

such as live/work or studio space. Encourages the reuse of existing character-

giving industrial structures within the City, and can help to preserve existing 

industrial development by providing a district where uses are permitted to mix, 

discouraging encroachment of non-industrial uses into the I-L and I-G Districts. 

Height up to 60 feet permitted. 

New

I  Inst itutional 

Distr ict

Accommodates large institutional uses such as healthcare facilities and 

educational institutions, or federal, state, county and municipal governmental 

operations. Relates to the “Institutional” use category within the Trenton250 

Plan.

New

OS-R Open 

Space and 

Recreation 

Distr ict

Accommodates open space uses, both active and passive in nature including 

uses such as parks and playgrounds throughout the City of Trenton. This district 

would acknowledge that these open spaces often serve multiple functions, and 

therefore should allow for certain uses such as outdoor entertainment venues, 

cafes, special event spaces, and similar uses. Relates to the “Open Space / 

Recreation” category within Trenton250.

New
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Site Development 
Standards.

General Development Standards  
And Accessory Structures.

All development standards of general applicabil ity should 
be summarized in one section. 

There are a number of site development standards that apply to development 
throughout the City. In order to make it easier for those improving their lots to 
understand what is required of them, these should be brought together in one 
section of the LDO. These standards typically include:

• Maximum number of principal structures and uses on a lot

• Corner visibility 

• Special exceptions to district regulations 

• Environmental performance standards

Revise the required open space and public art 
requirements so that application of the requirements is 
s implif ied and the subsequent open space/public art  is  of 
high quality.

Currently the Ordinance requires open space and public art as part of certain 
developments. These are blanket standards as follows:

Open Space

• New construction of nonresidential developments (excludes industrial) of a 
gross floor area of 5,000 square feet or more in the Downtown District or the 
Business A District, or 20,000 square feet or more in other district. 

• New residential development, and the conversion of structures into 
residential with ten or more units 

• There is also a fee-in-lieu of $0.50 per gross square foot for nonresidential 
and $500 per dwelling unit for residential

Public Art

• A nonresidential development (excludes industrial) 50,000 gross square feet 
or more must include public art - the medium, dimensions, and placement 
are determined by the Planning Board
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While these are significant public benefits, they lack detail and context and may result 
in more waivers than necessary, they may not be designed to achieve the desired 
goals, and they may lack flexibility to work with more unique sites within the City. 

A proposed approach is to refine these standards to match the realities of development 
within each district. Further, open space should be defined within the parameters of 
public, common, and private open space types with allowances for the amount of each 
within a development type and/or district. This would allow the City to achieve more 
public gathering space that are desirable and functional. 

Public art in particular is very open-ended and must also be better defined. The City 
should also allow for a fee-in-lieu option, which is typically 1% of development cost. 

The LDO should be updated to include  
exterior l ighting controls. 

A full range of exterior lighting standards should be included in the LDO to minimize 
light pollution. Tailored lighting standards are typically required for certain districts, 
such as higher intensity for commercial districts versus lower intensity for residential 
districts, and for certain uses, such as gas stations, where lighting is both a safety and 
aesthetic issue. The standards should be crafted to minimize light pollution and light 
spillage on adjacent properties. The standards would be drafted so that they can be 
easily administered and would not require technical expertise beyond the capacity 
of the City. Special lighting circumstances, such as that for recreational fields where 
taller pole heights and sensitivities to surrounding uses are needed, would also be 
specifically addressed. 

Permitted accessory structures and uses should be clearly 
defined and regulations should reflect property owner’s  needs.

A full range of common accessory structures and uses should be included to address 
the specific impacts of each. The revision should include specific regulations and 
definitions for each type of use and structure, including districts where such are 
allowed and minimum lot sizes if needed, the maximum size and height, permitted 
locations on a lot, and any required impact controls such as screening. For certain 
uses, such as chicken coops and apiaries, standards will align or reference any state or 
other local department regulations if applicable. 
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Common accessory structures and uses that are regulated include the following: 

• ADU (accessory dwelling units)

• Amateur (ham) radio equipment

• Apiaries

• Aquaponic

• Arbor

• Carport

• Chicken coop/chicken run

• Coldframe structure

• Deck

• Fences

• Garage (Detached)

• Gazebo

• Greenhouse

• Home occupation

• Mechanical equipment (HVAC, electrical generators, etc.) 

• Outdoor sales and display (commercial)

• Outdoor storage (commercial)

• Patio

• Pergola 

• Personal recreational game court

• Refuse (dumpsters) and recycling containers

• Satellite dish antenna

• Shed/storage shed

• Solar panel (private)

• Stables and livestock enclosures

• Swimming pool

• Trellis 

• Vehicle charging station

• Water features

• Wind turbine (private)

 
The above list contains a number of accessory structures and uses that promote sustainable development. These include 
accessory structures for solar and wind power. During the drafting process, we will continue to refine and add to these 
sustainable technologies in this section and throughout the LDO. 

The accessory use section of the LDO should address the keeping of chickens and bees.  

Over recent years, there has been significant interest in the keeping of chickens and bees for private use on private property. 
The LDO should address these types of accessory uses and include regulations on where they are permitted and standards to 
mitigate their impacts on adjacent property owners. In addition, these need to be similarly regulated when part of community 
gardens.  

Chicken Coops. The Ordinance can allow for chicken coops and chicken runs, with regulations that limit the number of 
chickens allowed on a lot, prohibition on roosters, limit the location to rear yards, require storage of chicken feed in 
predator/rodent-proof containers, and other maintenance requirements. 

Apiaries/Bee-Keeping. Similar to chickens, there has been also been significant interest lately to allow apiaries for private 
use on private property. The Ordinance can allow for a set number of hive structures and colonies, with regulations 
for structure siting, fencing, water, swarm control and queen replacement to ensure proper set up and maintenance.

Consider allowing accessory dwell ing units in residential zoning distr icts .

The current Ordinance does not address accessory dwelling units (ADU), a housing option that can be used to create additional 
housing options while respecting the scale of single-family neighborhoods and provide an option for owners of larger 
properties to supplement their income for maintenance of the home. ADUs, also known as “granny flats,” “carriage houses,” or 
“coach houses,” create density to help support nearby local commercial nodes, and often serve to house multiple generations 
of the same family, potentially improving the quality of life of seniors, as well as the maintenance of existing housing stock.
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The City could allow ADU in larger lot residential districts or for single-family lots over a certain square footage, provided 
that they meet specific standards that manage the impact of ADU on neighboring properties. These standards could include 
requiring one of the dwelling units to be occupied by the property owner, limiting them to one per lot, requiring a minimum 
lot size to establish an ADU, such as 8,000 square feet, defining a maximum ADU gross square footage, footprint, and height, 
and indicating permitted locations on the lot (whether the ADU may be within a detached accessory structure and/or part of 
the principal structure). 

Clear permitted encroachment regulations should be included to address common 
architectural features. 

Architectural features typically encroach to some degree into required yards and so the LDO should include the wide variety of 
architectural features seen in modern development. The benefit of permitting such encroachments is that it encourages desired 
architectural elements, such as eaves and cornices that create shadowing on building facades. Without such allowances, the 
structure would have to set back further into the lot to accommodate them, which would decrease the building area and 
discourage their inclusion. Common architectural features include:

• Awning and canopy

• Balcony

• Bay window

• Chimney

• Eaves 

• Entryways

• Exterior stairwell

• Ornamental features 

• Porch

• Sills, belt course, cornices 

• Steps and stoops

• Sun shades

 
Given the historic development patterns of Trenton, permitted encroachments into the right-of-way for development forms 
like rowhouses will need to be addressed. Based on how the rowhouse districts are finally drafted, some forms should allow 
for encroachment of stairs and eaves/cornices into the right-of-way. 

Parking.

The off-street vehicle parking,  bicycle parking,  and loading standards should be updated. 

It is important that parking requirements address the demand for all types of parking and loading, and the realities of existing 
conditions. The updated parking requirements should address the full range of off-street parking and loading facility elements. 
In order to be comprehensive, this section should update and/or address the following:

• Parking lot design (dimensions, surfacing, curbing, marking, location, etc.) 

• Parking structure design (design standards, ingress/egress, etc.) 

• Parking location for residential and non-residential

• Driveway design and curb cut standards

• Pick-up/drop-off and valet regulations

• Parking flexibilities

• Location and design of off-street loading 

• Storage of commercial and recreational vehicles
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Development standards for parking areas should be updated and enhanced.

Parking regulations should consider the design and appearance of parking areas. Some of these are already addressed but 
these can further be enhanced to create attractive and safe parking areas, including the following:

• Standards should be included for parking lots over a certain size to require pedestrian walkways in parking lots to ensure 
safe pedestrian circulation through parking lots, as well as connections between parking lots. 

• The City should allow the construction of driveways and parking lots with permeable paving, such as pervious pavers, 
“grass-crete,” “gravel-crete,” and other paving materials that allow for water percolation. Residential driveway standards 
can include permissions for driveways designed with wheel strips.

• Design regulations for parking structures should be added. These regulations include design standards for garage facades 
facing a street, façade articulation, screening of the ground floor and rooftop parking, and maintenance of a vehicular clear 
sight zone at any entry/exit points to prevent conflicts with any other vehicles and pedestrians. In addition certain districts 
or development along selected streets should require active uses to line the ground floor of parking structures. 

Parking ratios (parking spaces per use)  should be revised to reflect local demand,  including 
parking maximums where appropriate. 

The parking schedule should be updated to match the use structure of the districts to minimize interpretation. One set of 
standards should apply City-wide, based on use with flexibilities worked into the district or development type (see discussion 
below). It is also recommended that the parking ratios be determined by objective standards, such as physical space, whether 
gross square footage or rated capacity, rather than by number of employees, seats, etc. 

Special development types, such as retail centers, are better served by specialized parking requirements that calculate the 
required parking based on the floor area of the development as a whole, rather than as a collection of individual uses. Because 
uses turnover frequently, parking calculations for these developments can move between conformance and nonconformance. 
A single calculation based on gross floor area would better allow these developments to manage parking and maintain and 
attract new tenants. 

Parking Maximums

It is also recommended to consider parking maximums City-wide, rather than just within the Downtown Parking Districts, in 
order to prevent excess parking and the negative effects of over-paving. In certain districts, the Ordinance can allow certain 
uses to exceed these maximums, within a specific limit, if certain development standards are met such as use of pervious 
paving and stormwater management techniques. 

The Downtown Parking Distr icts should be simplif ied. 

The ten district structure of the Downtown Parking Districts can be confusing. There is variation within a small area of when 
parking must be structured, how far parking can be located away from the use, and number of spaces that must be provided in 
order to obtain a curb cut. These should be consolidated to one set of standards to the degree possible, and certain flexibilities 
such as shared parking should be expanded to apply City-wide. 

It is important to note, with the prominence of Downtown as the center of Trenton, that form-based standards will likely be 
used to guide new development toward the goals of Trenton250. Parking is a key element of such an approach and likely many 
of the issues that the parking districts intended to address will be addressed within those standards. 
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Some of the Downtown Parking Districts currently allow 
for fee-in-lieu. A larger philosophical issue is whether 
parking should be required at all within the Downtown 
in order to become a more vibrant, walkable, mixed-use 
environment. 

The City should consider incorporating 
addit ional parking flexibil it ies. 

Currently the Ordinance has the parking flexibilities built 
into the Downtown Parking Districts as well as through 
the waiver process, which is a subjective decision of the 
Planning Board. The City should consider additional by-
right flexibilities:

• Based upon how the zoning districts are revised, 
it may be appropriate to exempt certain districts 
from parking requirements, such as Downtown, 
neighborhood commercial nodes, and transit-
oriented districts.

• Structures existing as of the time the LDO comes 
into effect that do not have parking on-site (and no 
lot area available for such) can be exempted from 
parking requirements. This encourages reuse of 
structures as it eliminates the need for variances.  

• Exemptions in certain districts can be based on the 
size of a business – for example, exempting the first 
2,500 square feet from parking calculations – in order 
to provide relief for new developments on small lots. 
This would require only larger structures to provide 
parking.

• Parking facilities that provide car-share spaces could 
be given a reduced parking bonus. At a minimum, 
car share spaces should count toward required 
minimum parking. 

• The shared parking regulation should be expanded 
City-wide, rather than just within the Downtown 
Parking Districts.

Parking on residential lots should be 
regulated. 

The current Ordinance does not comprehensively 
address the location of parking on residential lots, in 
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particular how parking is allowed in the rear yards of residential lots. Parking should be required on a parking pad, constructed 
of impervious surface. To prevent the overpaving of rear yards, the requirement of a maximum impervious surface percentage 
of the lot (as mentioned earlier in the residential districts) should be implemented as well as a maximum square footage of 
parking pad area within the rear yard. 

The LDO should require bicycle parking. 

Bike parking should be required for a broader range of districts and uses, and should be sensitive to the development realities 
of the district. The required number of spaces should specify how many short-term and long-term bicycle spaces are needed, 
and include design and siting requirements similar to the ones contained in the Ordinance now in the Downtown Parking 
Districts. 

When accommodating bike parking spaces on-site proves difficult, the LDO should allow flexibility by allowing bike racks to 
be placed in the public right-of-way where space is available. The property owner would need to make suitable arrangements 
with the City to allow bike racks in the public right-of-way. 

The required amount of current loading standards should be updated and include 
comprehensive design standards.

The number of loading spaces is an important element of new development and should be required by use type, which should 
be updated to link to the new use structure. In addition, design standards should address a standard dimensional requirement, 
permitted location, such as distance from street intersections, yards where loading spaces may locate, surfacing requirements, 
and required screening. 

The LDO should address recreational vehicle and commercial vehicle storage.

Recreational Vehicles

Recreational vehicles should be limited to outdoor storage that is located within the interior side yard behind the front building 
line or in the rear yard. When stored in the interior side or rear yard, the recreational vehicle should be located a certain 
distance from any lot line and screened from view from any public right-of-way by a solid fence or wall. If the recreational 
vehicle is screened by an existing structure or landscape so that it is not visible from the public right-of-way, it would meet 
these requirements. (Temporary storage tents and tarps for recreational vehicles do not meet these requirements.)

Commercial Vehicles

Commercial vehicles parked within a residential district should be prohibited with the exception of standard size vehicles 
owned and used for commercial purposes by the occupant of a dwelling or guest are allowed including, but not limited to, vans, 
sports utility vehicles (SUVs), standard passenger size livery vehicles, and pick-up trucks, provided that the vehicle is stored or 
parked in a permitted parking area. (These regulations should include recent amendments to the Ordinance regarding roofing 
vans.)

Commercial vehicles for nonresidential should be limited to commercial vehicles that are being operated and stored in the 
normal course of business. They should be required to be stored on the lot in areas related to their use as vehicles, provided 
that the primary purpose of such vehicles is not the display of signs. All such vehicles must be in operable condition. 
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Landscape.

Current landscape requirements should address 
all aspects of s ite development to properly 
beautify,  screen,  and buffer. 

The contribution of landscape to the visual quality of the built 
environment cannot be overemphasized. In addition to its 
aesthetic benefits, green space provides environmental benefits. 
The LDO should be organized around landscape requirements for:

• Perimeter of Parking Lots. Where a parking lot abuts the street, 
requirements should effectively screen cars from the right-
of-way. This requirement could be an ornamental fence and 
shrubs that can be substituted with a pedestrian-scale wall or 
natural plantings that meet a three foot screening requirement.

• Interior of Parking Lots. There should be specific interior parking 
lot requirements, including a minimum number of landscape 
parking lot islands and a minimum percentage of overall 
landscape for larger parking lots. In addition to landscape, the 
solar shades could also be used as an alternative within the 
interior. 

• Site Landscape. Site landscape should be required for all multi-
family dwellings of a certain number of dwelling units, mixed-
use developments, and non-residential uses that maintain 
a setback along the street of ten or more feet. Requirements 
would allow for tailoring the plantings to the design of the 
façade and site. As part of this requirement, certain districts 
should be required to plant (or maintain existing) trees on-site. 

• Buffer Yards. Buffer yard requirements should be required to 
ensure proper screening between incompatible adjacent uses. 
Buffer yards for new construction should be required along 
interior side and rear yards where non-residential uses are 
located within residential districts, and where non-residential 
uses abut residential districts. The City may also want to 
consider requiring buffer yards between lower intensity single-
family districts and multi-family development.

• The use of stormwater management techniques such as 
raingardens and bioswales should be encouraged in required 
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landscape areas, including parking lot landscape. 
Parking lot island and landscape requirements 
should encourage designs to accommodate 
stormwater infiltration where appropriate.

Requirements would be tailored to districts and/or 
uses to avoid onerous requirements or the creation of 
nonconformities. Certain areas may need exemptions 
built into the LDO because of site considerations, while 
others may need more landscaping. 

Installation and maintenance standards 
for landscape should be further detailed 
to ensure proper implementation of 
landscape requirements. 

Basic landscape installation and maintenance standards 
should be included as part of the LDO. Regulations such 
as native planting requirements, minimum installation 
requirements, and required species diversity are 
needed. These standards are important because they 
assure a significant landscape impact by controlling 
the type of plantings and the level of maturity required 
for plant types at the time of installation. Plantings 
that are too young can result in an insufficient level of 
landscape improvements during the first several years of 
a project and may not perform the intended screening 
and beautification functions until the plants mature, 
or may result in landscape that does not survive the 
first growing season. Landscape standards should 
incorporate sustainable landscape design techniques 
such as native landscape requirements, prohibitions 
on invasive exotics, species diversity requirements, and 
drought-tolerant landscape requirements.

A street tree requirement should be 
included in the LDO. 

In order to create a tree canopy and beautify the right-
of-way, street tree plantings can be required for new 
development. Typically, street tree plantings require 
one tree every 25 to 35 feet. Flexibility would be built into 
the requirement so that street trees may be clustered 
or spaced differently when appropriate, and allow for 
exemptions from the planting requirement when there 
is insufficient space in the right-of-way. 
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Signs.

The sign regulations should be comprehensively revised to 
be responsive to the form of distr icts and to ensure content 
neutrality. 

Sign permissions need to be evaluated and tailored to the form of each district and 
regulated by sign type. Sign area limitations should be brought within reasonable 
maximums and proportioned to the type of development anticipated in the district. In 
all cases, the evaluation of existing sign area and height is critical to the determination 
of proposed controls, which will require continued input. 

In addition, the recent Supreme Court decision of Reed vs. Gilbert has emphasized that 
sign regulations must be content neutral. The update must ensure that new provisions 
and revisions are in line with this requirement. 

A general standards section should address provisions 
applicable to all s igns. 

General standards should address installation and construction as follows: 

• Prohibited sign locations. The LDO should clearly state where signs cannot be 
erected or mounted, including egress/ingress locations, architectural features, and 
site triangle areas. This section should also state that signs cannot be placed on 
public or private property without permission. 

• Construction standards. These standards should address wind pressure and direct 
load minimums, permitted glass and lettering materials, mounting requirements, 
etc. 

• Maintenance requirements. Maintenance requirements should require repair and/
or removal of unsafe or damaged signs, and upkeep of the sign structure and the 
area around the sign (litter removal, painting of rusted areas, etc.). 

• Illumination regulations. Sign illumination regulations should include all aspects 
of illuminated signs. Sign illumination standards typically cover permissions for 
the types of signs that may be internally and/or externally illuminated, standards 
for uplighting and downlighting signs, which can be tailored to district and sign 
type. These standards are intended to prevent the nuisance effects of glare and 
light trespass, as well as the aesthetic character of districts.

Measurement of sign area, sign height, and other dimensional requirements would be 
addressed in the rules of measurement (the proposed Article 2). 
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Prohibited sign types should be clearly l isted in the LDO.

Rather than list within the general regulations or within additional regulations, prohibited signs should have their own section 
to ensure that all undesired sign types are identified, including:

• Animated signs

• Certain types of attention-getting devices

• Flashing signs

• Moving signs

• Audio-enhanced signs

• Painted signs

• Illegally affixed signs

• Portable signs

• Roof signs

• Signs that interfere with traffic

• Temporary off-premise signs

 
In some cases, the prohibition may be specific to certain districts.

Exempt signs should be evaluated,  particularly in l ight of content neutrality requirements. 

Certain signs should continue to be exempt from sign permit requirements, as is the case now. A proposed set of these sign 
types include (some are already regulated as exempt) is listed below, in line with content neutrality requirements:

• Exempt alteration and maintenance activities on existing signs 

• Exempt ancillary signs - Logos and labels located on mechanical equipment, recycling bins, trash containers, and the like, 
which are part of the equipment as manufactured and/or installed; gas station pump signs; address and name of a building 
or the occupant

• A-frame signs for retail, personal service, restaurant uses
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• Banners 

• Multiple-tenant building sign - Multiple tenant buildings, such as townhouse dwellings, multi-family dwellings, 
and non-residential developments with multiple tenants, are permitted an additional sign

• Construction activity sign - On a lot where active construction is taking place, a temporary sign is permitted in 
conjunction with such construction

• Flags - Any nation, state, municipality, or political subdivision, flags officially designated as a national, state, or 
local symbol, or flags of fraternal, religious, and civic organizations

• Government sign - Federal, state, or local governments or taxing bodies may install signs in the public interest

• Light pole banner (on private property)

• Memorials - On a site which designates a historic person, event, structure, or site

• Noncommercial message sign

• Parking lot and structure signs

• Real estate activity sign - When a structure or lot is offered for sale, lease, or rent, such lot is permitted an additional 
temporary sign

• Roof signs

• Window signs (permanent and temporary)

Even though these signs are exempt from permits, standards would be needed for each type that may include maximum 
size and height, required setback, number per lot, permitted display period for temporary signs, sign construction 
materials, and/or those districts or uses allowed to install them. In particular, the display period of exempt temporary 
signs needs to be properly regulated so that they do not become de-facto permanent signs and so that the permitted 
display period relates more specifically to the type of temporary sign. Rather than blanket permissions, temporary 
signs would be distinguished by type and then assigned permitted display periods as applicable. Display periods for 
certain types of temporary signs should also be limited to the number of times they can be erected per year, with a 
minimum break between displays.

The regulations for permanent signs should be ref ined to address the full range of 
permanent signs,  and regulate them based on the form and scale of each distr ict . 

Permanent sign regulations should address all aspects of the sign’s character and location - maximum height and sign 
area, minimum setback, vertical clearance, maximum projection, etc. In addition, how signs are allocated to corner 
buildings and multi-tenant centers must also be evaluated. An important element will be to determine where the 
different sign types will be allowed. Refining permissions by specific districts would allow the LDO to prohibit them in 
some districts while allowing them within others. In addition, the maximum size of signs – whether height and/or area 
– could also be tailored to the different districts. 

It is anticipated that the following types of permanent signs would be allowed and regulated as follows:

• Awnings and Canopies: Projection and vertical clearance maximums, percentage of printing allowed on sign face, 
permitted materials.
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• Attention-Getting Devices: Sign area, height, location, number of signs permitted, permitted display period. 

• Electronic Message Center Signs: Districts permitted, design type permitted (freestanding, marquee, projecting), 
percentage allowed to be electronic, message duration, minimum street frontage

• Freestanding Signs: Height, type (pole vs. monument), sign area, setback, minimum street frontage required, number 
of signs permitted. 

• Projecting Signs: Sign area, projection and vertical clearance maximums, number of signs permitted. 

• Marquees: Construction requirements, projection and vertical clearance standards. 

• Menuboard: Height, sign area, setback, number of signs permitted. 

• Wall Signs: Sign area, projection maximum, number of signs permitted. Wall signs should be controlled by a 
proportional control, such as one square foot per linear foot of façade. Walls signs should also include a special 
provision for building identification signs located at the top of high-rise buildings (skyline signs).

The LDO should establish a provision for classic s igns.

The City may desire to incorporate a classic sign designation within the LDO. This type of provision preserves specific 
historic and/or unique signs within the City, and protects those signs from nonconformity status. To this end, the City 
could establish a designation process for classic signs that would remove these specifically designated signs from 
nonconformity status, and allow them to continue and be repaired, maintained, and even moved.

The LDO needs to clarify how bil lboards are controlled. 

Currently it appears that the Ordinance addresses billboards as both a sign type and as a use. This needs to be revised to 
control them in one way. It is recommended to treat them as a use and assign permissions to certain districts within the 
use matrix. We will work with City staff to determine the appropriate updated controls. 
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Zoning Approvals. 

Review Of Development Processes. 

In the City of Trenton, zoning staff within the Department of Inspections review construction permits for compliance with the 
Land Development Ordinance’s (LDO) zoning regulations. Building and property improvements that are permitted by-right by 
the LDO are reviewed through the City’s traditional permitting process. Projects that are not permitted by-right are reviewed 
by the City’s Planning Board (PB) and Zoning Board of Adjustment (ZBA), which are appointed committees authorized by the 
New Jersey Municipal Land Use Law (MLUL) to review and approve special projects or modify certain provisions of the LDO. 
Projects that require an additional process of review are addressed through the following applications:

Planning Board Review Zoning Board of Adjustment Review

• Site Plan Review (Preliminary and Final)

• Subdivision Review (Minor and Major)

• Conditional Use

• Bulk Variance (if proposed development also requires 

approval of one of the above)

• Capital Projects

• Use Variance

• Bulk Variance

• Density Variance

• Sign Variance

• Site Plan Review (Preliminary and Final)

• Subdivision Review (Minor and Major)

Prior to formal submittal, applicants are encouraged to meet with the Project Application Review Committee (PARC) to 
review projects in their earlier stages of development. The committee meets once a month and is made up of staff from the 
Department of Inspections (Building, Fire, Electrical, and Zoning), Department of Public Works (Water and Sewer Utilities), 
and the Department of Housing and Economic Development (Division of Planning). PARC is reported to be extremely helpful 
in bringing applicants and staff to the table to discuss the application process and address initial project concerns. This 
preliminary conversation avoids prospective applicants and staff investing time and resources into nonviable proposals. 

The Department of Housing and Economic Development’s Division of Planning performs application intake for applications to 
be reviewed by the PB, whereas zoning staff performs intake for applications to be reviewed by the ZBA. Planning and zoning 
staff must work in concert to process applications in a timely manner. While applications are often received as incomplete, 
staff members report that they work diligently with an applicant to ensure all requirements are met, rather than reject the 
application outright. Requirements for each application type are listed in the Planning Board Application Checklist and Zoning 
Board Application Checklist, but some of the requirements may be left to interpretation by staff. For example, PB applications 
require a plat of survey, but ZBA applications do not. This requirement may also be determined on a case-by-case basis. 
Application requirements should be clear and predictable across all development sizes and types. 

A principal concern reported among planning and zoning staff is the lack of time they have to spend with applicants as they 
prepare their submittals for PB or ZBA review. Staff finds that the public tends to have difficulty understanding the PB and 
ZBA application and approval processes. As a result, staff must provide lengthy and redundant explanations to prospective 
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applicants. Non-native English speaking applicants may have an especially difficult time navigating the PB and ZBA application 
processes and hearings. Supplemental informational packets, such as the existing Planning Board Application Packet, can be 
helpful to the public’s understanding of application processes and requirements and should be further developed to improve 
clarity and accessibility.

The ZBA reviews an inordinate number of bulk and use variance applications. Staff finds some zoning requirements to be 
too extreme and leave little room for administrative adjustment. The sheer volume of variance applications is reported to be 
burdensome to residents, the development community, and staff alike. 

Upon receipt of an application, the Division of Planning prepares a staff memorandum and packet to supplement each 
application going before the PB or ZBA. These packets include a description of the proposed project, regulations applicable 
to the project, a recommendation from planning staff to approve, deny, or continue the application, and recommended 
conditions should the board decide to approve the application. PB and ZBA applicants are given an estimate of 45 days for a 
full review and ruling on complete applications. However, this time frame may extend to over 120 days when a Board has issues 
meeting a quorum. 

As part of the staff memoranda that accompanies applications, staff may request comments from other City departments or 
external consultants. The Division of Planning may request comments internally from the Tax Office or Directors of Inspections, 
Fire Division, Police, or Public Works. The application may also be sent to contracted firms to review issues relating to project 
design, engineering, traffic, or law, or to Mercer County to review projects with potential impacts on property under County 
jurisdiction. Internal and external comments may be incorporated into the conditions included in staff recommendations. 
However, this process is not formalized and therefore situations arise where such departments have not reviewed the 
application and once it has proceeded to the PB or ZBA review, have comments on the site plan, potential conditions, and 
other impacts. In order to avoid this, there may be a need to formalize this comment process in the LDO to ensure all have 
reviewed the application that would have substantive comments. 

The use of land use attorneys, engineers, and other development professionals is strongly encouraged as applicants seek 
approval from the PB or ZBA. An expectation for professional representation poses a problem for small business owners and 
resident applicants who are unable to afford consultant fees, and may find themselves inadequately prepared for Board 
questioning at the time of their hearings. 

Staff and the development community report that the PB and ZBA tend to assess projects against standards above and beyond 
those established by the LDO, acting outside of the purview of their authority. This can cause unpredictability for individual 
applicants and the development community at large. Standards for review should be made clear for applicants and board 
members alike. PB and ZBA members should routinely seek additional training in order to improve the Board’s capacity to 
assess projects by the appropriate standards of review. 

The Department of Inspection’s capacity to enforce zoning regulations is limited by understaffing across City departments. 
Currently a one-person division, zoning is tasked with all ZBA application intake, construction permit zoning, zoning verification 
letters, and day-to-day zoning inquiries, leaving little time for zoning enforcement. As is the case in many cities, zoning has 
become a catch-all for city inquiries that do not have a clear departmental assignment. Redirecting these inquiries also takes 
valuable staff time. The City’s Accela Permits Plus permitting and administrative software used within the Department of 
Inspection is designed to support building permitting and code enforcement, but is not tailored to zoning administration. 
Because the software does not provide templates for zoning enforcement letters, staff spends excessive time drafting letters 
notifying property owners of zoning violations. As policy, the City rarely pursues shutting down businesses operating without a 
certificate of occupancy. Rather, an illegally operating business may be permitted to continue operations as long as the owner 
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is actively pursuing city approvals. However, this process can span several months and may not result in final approval by the 
city. 

The revised LDO’s administrative regulations should reflect and reinforce current on-the-ground administrative procedures, 
which have been tailored by staff to fit the city’s unique conditions and needs. Because the existing LDO may be silent, 
inconsistent or overly burdensome in areas of its administrative provisions, departmental policies and procedures may not 
comply with or may stand in for existing regulation. In order to maximize staff time and resources across Planning and Zoning, 
the City should also explore software that reduces the manual input of application information, assists in zoning enforcement, 
and reduces the burden of paperwork involved in routinely delivering large hearing packets to Board members.  

Actions to Improve Administration. 

Allow more development by-right.

One of the key issues for staff is time. The volume of variances in particular consume a significant portion of the staff’s time. 
By refining the district structure and their accompanying regulations, the number of variances should substantially reduce 
the amount of time spent processing bulk variance applications. Similarly, by modernizing the use structure, the same would 
occur with use variances. An updated use structure would also reduce the number of conditional uses, relating uses to the form 
and function of the districts, again reducing time spent on such applications. 

The City may also want to consider splitting the site plan review process into administrative site plan review and that conducted 
by the PB/ZBA. Clear thresholds must be established between the two, typically allowing staff to review smaller additions to 
existing structures, select conditional uses, and accessory structures.  

Build predictabil ity into the application process.

The application processes in general can build more predictability into the LDO. Specifically these include the following:

1. Pre-Application Conference. The LDO can allow prospective applicants to meet with staff to discuss their proposal prior to a 
formal submittal. This pre-application conference can evaluate the merits the of the application and provide the applicant 
with guidance in their subsequent submittal. 

2. Completeness Review. A completeness review is an administrative check of the application submittal to ensure that all 
required elements are present before it moves forward. This saves time for both staff and the applicant as incomplete 
applications do not advance through the process. 

3. Internal Development Application Review. As described earlier, applications can make it through the process without input 
from appropriate City and State departments that would have significant impact on the application before it goes before 
the applicable board. Therefore, we can add an internal development application review, which occurs after completeness 
review but before it is submitted to the board, that ensures all appropriate departments have reviewed and commented 
on the application. 

4. Updated Approval Standards. As stated earlier, projects can occasionally be assessed against standards above and 
beyond those established by the LDO, causing unpredictability for applicants and the larger development community. 
The standards for each application need to be evaluated and updated in accordance with New Jersey statutes as well as 
standards of review that staff, the PB, and the ZBA commonly apply. When an applicant is aware of what standards their 
proposal will be judged against, it encourages compliance with the LDO and builds efficiencies into the process as the 
project will reflect those desired outcomes at the outset. 
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Improve organization of administrative provisions.

The administrative provisions of the LDO should be organized so that the processes and standards are clear to staff and 
applicants. Therefore we propose to organize the regulations into the following articles: 

Ordinance Administrators

Part 1: Powers

City Council

Planning Board

Zoning Board of Adjustment

Historic Landmarks Commission

Project Application Review Committee (PARC)

Department of Housing and Economic Development’s Division of Planning Staff

Zoning Officer

Construction Official

Part 2: Organization 

Planning Board

Zoning Board of Adjustment

Zoning Approvals

Part 1: Application Processes

Filing of Applications

Pre-Application Conference

Completeness Review

Internal Development Application Review.

Summary Table – Recommending and Approving Authorities for all Applications 

Notice Requirements

Part 2: Zoning Applications

1. Amendments (Map and Text)

2. Conditional Use

3. Variances (C and D)

4. Site Plan Review (Major (Planning Board) and Minor (Administrative)

5. Sign Permit

6. Temporary Permits (Temporary permits should be revised to create a broader temporary use permit that can be 
issued administratively and allow for more temporary uses common to a city.)

7. Zoning Interpretation

8. Zoning Permit

9. Certificate of Occupancy

10. Appeals of Administrative Decisions
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The fee structure should be moved out of the LDO. This should be adopted separately, so that Council can more easily update 
the structure as needed.

Post-adoption,  create handouts and/or guidebooks for the public and staff,  potentially in 
multi-l ingual formats.

After the adoption of the new LDO, new handouts, guidebooks, and checklists can be created that guide applicants through 
the process. As the observation of the review processes discovered, the diverse Trenton community has applicants that are 
non-native English speakers so guidebooks and handouts can be drafted in other languages common in the community. 
Additionally, while not part of the LDO text, a process for closing out a development application internally should be established. 
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TABLE 17.08-1: DAVENPORT ZONING ORDINANCE USE MATRIX (EXCERPT)
P = Permitted Use      S = Special Use      T = Temporary Use      Blank = Use not allowed in the district

PRINCIPAL USE R
-1

R
-2

R
-3

R
-4

R
-M

F

R
-M

H
P

C
-T C
-1

C
-2

C
-3

C
-O

P

C
-D

C
-V

C
-E I-
1

I-
2

I-
M

U

S-
A

G

S-
O

S

S-
IC USE 

STANDARD

Office P P P P P P P P P P P P

Outdoor Dining P P P P P P P P Section 
17.08.030.U

Parking Lot (Principal Use) S S S S S S S S P Chapter
17. 10

Parking Structure 
(Principal Use) S S P P S S P P P Chapter

17.10

Personal Service 
Establishment P P P P P P P P P P P

Place of Worship P P P P P S S P P P P P P P

Private Recreation Facility P P P P P P P P

Public Park P P P P P P P P P P P P P P P P P P

The “S” in this 
cell indicates that 
parking lots as a 
principal use require 
a special use permit 
in the C-2 District.

The “P” in this cell 
indicates that a 
place of worship 
is permitted in the 
R-4 District.

This reference indicates 
that parking lots as a 

principal use are subject to 
additional use standards 

found in Chapter 17.10.

The blank cell 
indicates that 
public parks are 
prohibited in the 
I-1 District.

      The Use Matrix is 

organized to clearly 

communicate where 

the uses defined within 

Chapter 17.08 are 

permitted, require a 

special use permit, or 

are not permitted. Use 

standards, if applicable, 

are also listed within 

the matrix, providing 

cross references to 

direct users to the 

appropriate ordinance 

section.
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5. ADMINISTRATION & APPLICATIONS 

Ordinance Administrators - Chapter 17.13

Chapter 17.13 of the Davenport Zoning Ordinance describes the powers assigned to each administrator, 
including City Council, the Plan and Zoning Commission, the Zoning Board of Adjustment, the Zoning 
Administrator, and the Design Review Board. 

Zoning Applications - Chapter 17.14

Details regarding zoning applications are provided in Chapter 17.14. This chapter describes the processes and 
requirements relating to the submittal, review, and approval or denial of zoning applications. 

ZONING ORDINANCE ADMINISTRATOR AUTHORITY 

CITY COUNCIL PLANNING AND 
ZONING COMMISSION

ZONING BOARD OF 
ADJUSTMENT

ZONING 
ADMINISTRATOR

DESIGN REVIEW 
BOARD

• Makes final decisions 
on zoning text and map 
amendment applications.

• Makes final decisions 
on planned unit 
development 
applications.

• Makes final decisions 
on appeals of design 
proposal and building 
demolition decisions.

• Makes final decisions 
on the adoption of 
or amendment to the 
Comprehensive Plan.

• Makes recommendations 
to the City Council on 
zoning text and map 
amendment applications.

• Makes recommendations 
to the City Council 
on preliminary 
plans for planned 
unit development 
applications and final 
decisions on final 
plans for planned unit 
development.

• Hears and reports on 
such matters as may be 
referred to it by the City 
Council.

• Makes recommendations 
to the City Council 
on the adoption of 
or amendment to the 
Comprehensive Plan.

• Makes final decisions on 
special use applications.

• Makes final decisions 
on hardship variance 
applications.

• Makes final decisions on 
zoning appeals.

• Hears and reports on 
such matters as may be 
referred to it by the City 
Council.

• Makes final decisions on 
administrative exception 
applications.

• Makes final decisions on 
zoning interpretation 
applications.

• Receives and forwards 
zoning applications 
as required by this 
Ordinance to the Design 
Review Board, Plan and 
Zoning Commission, 
Zoning Board of 
Adjustment, City Council, 
or City official, as 
appropriate.

• Makes final decisions 
on design proposal 
decisions where the 
Design Review Board has 
granted authority to the 
City staff.

• Makes final decisions 
on design proposal 
decisions.

• Makes final decisions 
on building demolition 
decisions.

• Makes recommendations 
on applications for 
encroachments into and 
over the public right-
of-way.

Application - Section 17.14.010

Section 17.14.010 of the Davenport Zoning Ordinance contains standards that apply to each type of zoning 
application. Complete zoning applications must be filed with the Zoning Administrator, and each application 
must be accompanied by the required filing fee.. Prior to formal submittal of an application, a pre-application 
conference with the Zoning Administrator is required. The purpose of the meeting, which does not require a 
formal application or fees, is to provide informal advice and assistance to the applicant. 

Example Guidebook created for another community (standards not appl icable to Trenton) .
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Planned Development.

The City should consider adopting a planned development process. 

A planned development (PD) is a type of approval process, rather than a district or a higher level control like a redevelopment 
area plan. In this approach, the underlying district standards, including uses, apply unless modified as part of the PD approval. 
This allows for flexibility in the application of zoning requirements based upon detailed review of individual proposals for 
significant developments in exchange for additional benefits to the City and the public. 

This approach creates predictability. First the PD is based upon the underlying district - the approval “lays” on top of that 
district. That district remains in place which means if the PD is never acted upon and expires, that site has the rights to develop 
per the underlying district. Further, the PD approval works off a “base” which makes the negotiations more clear for the 
applicant, the administrators, and the public. 

PD should function as an effective mechanism for leveraging high quality development. 

A key aspect of a PD is that public benefits and amenities that enhance the City are required. PD is a negotiation between the 
developer/applicant and the City, therefore the City should receive public benefits and amenities in exchange for the flexibility 
offered. In this vein, it is key to list examples of amenities which would qualify for such exceptions. Examples of some of the 
public amenities and benefits that can be considered in determining whether an exception should be granted include:  

• Use of sustainable design and architecture, such as green roofs and other energy efficient design concepts, new building 
technologies, and approval of buildings as Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) or LEED-equivalent 
structures. 

• Community amenities including plazas, formal gardens, places to congregate, outdoor seating, public art, and pedestrian 
and transit facilities.

• Preservation of natural areas and site design that preserves environmental features.

• Additional open space and recreational amenities such as recreational open space and playgrounds, dog parks, and 
natural water features and conservation areas.

• Additional public infrastructure improvements in addition to the minimum required, such as new or repaved streets, 
provision of bicycle paths, installation of gutters and sewers, and traffic control devices to improve traffic flow. 

• Senior housing set-asides.  

• Affordable housing set-asides.  

• Provision of car and/or bike share facilities.

This is not a definitive list but rather a potential list of public amenities and benefits. In some cases, the actual development 
may be a public benefit. For example, in areas where there is a demand for senior housing, a senior housing PD can be 
considered a public benefit.  

PD requires a multi-step approval process,  with numerous points of public input. 

Because of the complex nature of the application, multiple steps are involved that require review and approval and offer 
opportunities for public input. An outline of the process is provided on the following page. 
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Pre-Application Meeting. 

Prior to the formal filing of an application for a PD, the 
applicant meets with PARC to discuss the proposed 
development. The purpose of the pre-application 
meeting is to make advice and assistance available to 
the applicant before preparation of the concept plan or 
preliminary plan.

Concept Plan (Optional). 

Before submitting a formal application for a PD, the 
applicant has the option to present a concept plan to the 
Planning Board for the purpose of obtaining information 
and guidance prior to entering into binding commitments 
or incurring substantial expense. Any opinions or advice 
provided at the meeting are not binding with respect to 
any official action on the subsequent formal application. 
This is an optional step, at the applicant’s choice. 

Preliminary Plan. 

Following the concept plan, the detailed preliminary 
plan is submitted, where the Planning Board would 
hold a formal public hearing on PD application. The 
recommendation would be forwarded to the City Council 
for approval or denial.

Final Plan.

Because all issues and concerns with the PD must be 
resolved during the preliminary plan and the public 
hearing that takes place as part of that approval, the final 
plan approval is intended to be a technical confirmation 
of the approved preliminary plan. If there are numerous 
changes between the approved preliminary plan and the 
final plan, then the plan requires resubmittal as a new 
application. Typically the City staff reviews the final plan 
for conformance with the approved preliminary plan, 
which is then forwarded on to the Planning Board for 
approval or denial in a public meeting.
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Subdivision.

Align subdivision regulations with other standards.

The creation of the LDO allows for an update of both the zoning and subdivision regulation so that both sets of regulations 
work together to facilitate the development patterns established within the City. For example, once zoning district lot sizes are 
established with the intent of preserving the existing or desired lotting patterns, subdivision requirements for lots should be 
that of the district. 

Create minor and major subdivision processes. 

The New Jersey code allows cities to create major and minor subdivision processes. A minor subdivision can be approved 
by the Planning Board but without notice and no public hearing is required, thereby creating a faster approval process. Such 
approval must be granted or denied within 45 days of receipt of a complete application (the time may be extended if agreed to 
by the applicant). Per state code, a minor subdivision is defined as:

“A subdivision of land for the creation of a number of lots specifically permitted by ordinance as a minor subdivision; provided 

that such subdivision does not involve (1) a planned development, (2) any new street or (3) the extension of any off-tract 

improvement, the cost of which is to be prorated pursuant to section 30 of P.L.1975, c.291.”

The City will need to decide additional thresholds for a minor subdivision. Typically, a minor subdivision is allowed for cases 
of lot consolidation or the division of land into no more than four lots; again with no new streets or off-tract improvements are 
required, and when the application is not a planned development. Most cities do not exceed this number (a maximum of four 
lots) therefore it is not recommended to allow for the creation of more than four lots.

Separate site plan review from subdivision,  especially in regard to off-site improvements. 

Currently, performance guarantees are tied to subdivisions and site plan review. Site plan review should be related to the 
development of private property. Performance guarantees are typically not associated with site plan review, rather with 
subdivisions that require infrastructure improvements. Such requirements should be within the subdivision regulations tied 
to required off-site improvements. The process for performance guarantees and maintenance bonds should be clearly defined, 
with benchmarks for when such are called in, discounted, and/or returned.

When subdivision and site plan are reviewed concurrently, the LDO should describe how the applications are processed so that 
approvals are properly granted/denied. 

The subdivision requirements,  including r ight-of-way,  should comprehensively address all 
elements of land division and meet City policy goals.

The requirements should incorporate the following principals: 

Right-of-Way Standards. 

The recommended approach to right-of-way reconstruction or development is to adopt a Complete Streets approach. 
“Complete Streets” are defined as right-of-way facilities that are designed and operated to enable safe access for all users; 
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persons with disabilities, pedestrians, bicyclists, motorists, and transit riders are able to safely move along and across a 
complete street. When right-of-way is reconstructed or newly constructed, it should be designed in a way that accommodates 
multi-modal transportation, as appropriate, and reflects how people move about the neighborhoods and the City. As the 
City includes both urban and suburban areas, as well as rural residential, the right-of-way standards should acknowledge 
these varied conditions, including a series of right-of-way widths and design requirements, and implementing multi-modal 
principals where appropriate to the character of the area. Bike lanes in particular should not be required for every roadway, 
but rather work to establish a connected travel path through the City. 

Sidewalks and Block Design. 

The pedestrian way is measured from the curb to the property line of the abutting property. This is the portion of the right-
of-way that includes the parkway and sidewalk. In order to facilitate better design of these areas, the subdivision regulations 
should clearly describe each component of the pedestrian way. These are the pedestrian zone, where a sidewalk is constructed 
for pedestrian travel, and the parkway zone, which is the portion used for street trees, landscape, street lights, etc., as well as 
used by people getting accessing cars parked at the curb. This can also include the extension zone - the optional element of 
the sidewalk area where pedestrian zone may be extended into a parking lane, such as a bulb-out, which is most appropriate 
for pedestrian-oriented commercial areas. 

In addition, as sidewalks create a more walkable environment, block lengths play a similar role. Maximum block length 
standards should ensure that “superblock” designs, which work against creating walkable areas and multi-modal right-of-way 
designs, are avoided. 

Easements and Utility Placement. 

Subdivision standards should include requirements for utility easements that must be marked on the plat. These easements 
must be reserved for the performance of municipal and governmental services, including water, storm, and sanitary sewer 
service and maintenance, and to those utility companies that operate within the City. Where feasible, utilities should be 
installed underground.

The subdivision regulations should also provide guidance as to implications of these easements and what is allowed within 
them. It is important to state within the regulations that the City and utility companies have the perpetual right, privilege, and 
authority to construct, reconstruct, repair, inspect, maintain, and operate the variety of utility transmission and distribution 
systems within the easements, including the right of access across the property for necessary to do work. 

Principal buildings, accessory structures, including fences and hardscape elements, and temporary structures should be 
prohibited within the easement. The City may want to allow such easements to be used for limited types of landscape and 
other purposes that do not interfere with the utility and its maintenance, but with this permission, the right should be granted 
to the City or utility to cut down, trim, or remove any accessory structures, temporary structures, trees, shrubs, or other plants, 
without compensation, that interfere with operation of the utilities within the easement. 

Connectivity Standards. 

New developments and public improvements should plan for connectivity both within the development area and to adjacent 
areas. The LDO can implement connectivity standards in a number of ways. Already described in this section are requirements 
for sidewalks and bicycle lanes where appropriate, but the subdivision regulations should also include requirements for 
greenway connections between open space and natural areas, road access to adjacent properties or subdivisions, and direct 
connections to abutting rights-of-way. 
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Sustainable design practices should be 
revised to apply in all development types. 

The current sustainable design practices and guidelines 
should be allowed for all development types, including 
projects with no subdivision approval required. 
The density bonus could then be allowed for more 
development types, which would be a greater incentive 
for green building. Once the new districts are established 
with standards, we will evaluate what the proper density 
bonuses can be if sustainable design is incorporated into 
the development. When evaluating the incentive, it can 
also be broadened to include the provision of affordable 
housing. 
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Nonconformities.

Nonconformity regulations should be updated to specif ically address the variety of 
nonconforming situations. 

In any ordinance update, the intent is to eliminate as many nonconformities as possible. Many are eliminated when new and 
revised districts are tailored to existing conditions or remapping of districts is undertaken, however, some properties and uses 
will remain nonconforming. Therefore, the nonconformities article should be rewritten for clarity and include provisions for 
nonconforming uses, structures, site characteristics, and lots. The updated provisions should clearly spell out what types of 
changes and/or alterations are permissible. The following are the types of nonconformities the LDO should address:

Nonconforming Structure. 

A nonconforming structure is an existing, legal structure that does not conform to the standards of the district where it is 
located, created either prior to the effective date of this LDO or any subsequent amendment, is made nonconforming.

Nonconforming Use. 

A nonconforming use is the existing, legal use of a structure or land that is not allowed within the district, created either prior 
to the effective date of this LDO or any subsequent amendment, is made nonconforming.

Nonconforming Site Characteristic. 

A nonconforming site characteristic is an existing, legal site characteristic, such as landscape, fences or walls, lighting, or 
parking, that does not comply with the standards of this LDO, created either prior to the effective date of this LDO or any 
subsequent amendment, is made nonconforming. This would be a new category of nonconformity for the City.

Nonconforming Lot. 

A nonconforming lot is an existing lot of record that does not comply with the lot dimension standards of the district, created 
either prior to the effective date of this LDO or any subsequent amendment, is made nonconforming.

Nonconforming Sign. 

A nonconforming sign is an existing, legal sign that does not comply with the sign standards of this LDO, created either prior 
to the effective date of this LDO or any subsequent amendment, is made nonconforming. Nonconforming signs should also 
contain provisions specifically for permanent versus temporary signs. Temporary signs can be more aggressively regulated; 
for example, all temporary signs can be required to come into conformance within 60 days of the effective date of the LDO. 

Flexibil it ies should be added to the nonconforming structure regulations for addit ions and 
enlargements.

The nonconforming structure regulations can be made more flexible with the addition of two provisions:

• Nonconforming structure regulations should clearly state that only the dimensional element of the structure that is 
nonconforming is not permitted to be expanded. For example, if a structure is nonconforming in terms of overall height, 
but seeks to build an addition that is not in violation of the district height limit, that addition can be built so long as it 
conforms to all other regulations without any special approvals. 
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• The LDO should allow the nonconforming walls (with some limitations) of existing single-family, two-family, and rowhouse 
dwellings that are nonconforming in terms of the side or rear wall to be extended. This type of provision is very useful in 
allowing additions to existing homes, as it encourages continued investment in existing older neighborhoods, preserves 
the existing housing stock, and is a way to reward property owners who continue to invest in their homes, particularly 
older homes.  Where a dwelling is deemed nonconforming because of encroachment into the required interior side or rear 
yard, the structure may be enlarged or extended vertically or horizontally along the same plane as defined by its existing 
perimeter walls, so long as the resulting structure does not increase the degree of the existing nonconformity or otherwise 
violate this LDO. 

New regulations for nonconforming site characterist ics should be added. 

Rather than render a structure nonconforming because of a site characteristic, flexibility can be built into the LDO by creating 
a separate nonconformity category for elements such as landscape, fences or walls, lighting, or parking. The regulations would 
allow normal maintenance and incidental repair to a nonconforming site element, but prohibit repairs or reconstruction 
that would create any new nonconformity or increase the degree of the previously existing nonconformity. The regulation 
would also spell out when nonconforming site elements must be brought into conformance when a new principal structure 
is constructed on a site, an existing principal structure is increased in floor area by a certain amount, an existing parking lot 
is fully reconstructed or expanded, or, in specific circumstances, such as when 50% or more of the length of a nonconforming 
fence is reconstructed. 
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APPENDIX.

Trenton Key Person Interviews

Conducted 10.23.18 THROUGH 10.25.18 
Prepared by Camiros |  Apri l 2019

The following outlines issues, concerns, and goals that Camiros staff heard in a series of key person interviews with 
stakeholders and City departments on October 23rd, 24th and 25th (2018). They are organized around major topics. In some 
cases, comments may seem contradictory; this is intentional as this Report is meant only to document the major items that we 
heard in the interviews and not to evaluate or weigh the comments against one another. 

Contextual Concerns

The following issues cannot be addressed specifically by zoning, but provide a context for the City of Trenton. These are 
significant issues that we will keep in mind as we draft regulations. 

• Vacancies are a concern within the City. Squatting within vacant buildings create significant public safety issues. 

• Illegal dumping, including waste that originates from other municipalities, creates hazardous situations and detracts from 
the City’s image. Tire dumping in particular is a problem. 

• There is a disproportionate burden on residents for taxes because of state-owned properties. 

• State-owned properties can disrupt desired development goals. The dominance of state workers leaves Downtown “dead” 
after 5pm. 

• The City is a food desert. 

• The City has a significant role in American history. This needs to be emphasized; the tourism economy is untapped potential. 

• Redevelopment Area Plans should not be a default for new development. RA Plans should have a consistent set of standards 
they are judged against, and conditions that bring public benefits should be considered. 

• Try to get the State to comply with Trenton 250 in new development.

• Find ways to activate the river.

• Evaluate the use if impact fees for new development. 

Zoning – General Issues

• Current ordinance does not implement Trenton 250. 

• Build in the regulations that acknowledge what works best in Trenton. 

• Ordinance should be written in simple, concise language. 

• Regulations in many cases are antiquated and contain circular references. 

• When conditions are placed upon a use within the ordinance, make sure that such conditions really are standards that are 
achievable and mitigate the specific impacts. 
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• Ensure all administrative processes are clear and consistent in application, and streamline where possible.

• Incorporate the role of PARC into the processes where appropriate. 

• Create major and minor site plan review, where minor is conducted administratively. 

• Create major and minor subdivision.

• Clarify thresholds 

• Applications need to follow New Jersey land use law requirements. 

• Reduce variances. Build in logical exceptions to development regulations to avoid variances. 

• Allow for innovative development and future technologies; for example, new structures made of shipping containers and 
autonomous vehicles respectively. New development types, such as house courts, should be allowed as well. 

• There are different tiers/types of nodes and corridors and the zoning districts should acknowledge these.

• Provide incentives to encourage or facilitate the provision of affordable housing by the private-sector through density 
bonuses, development standards, new housing forms such as accessory dwelling units, waivers on impact fees or service 
charges, and/or a fast-track or streamlined review process. Related, there may be utility in a affordable housing requirement 
with an in-lieu-of fee. 

Development Form 

• As a City with a significant amount of rowhouses, infill development of middle units should be addressed. 

• Rowhouses are built at different time periods within the City, therefore there is not one type of rowhouse development but 
rather several based upon size, location, ability to provide parking on-site, etc. 

• Transit-oriented development around the transit center is desired. 

• Residential conversions of large residential structures should be allowed (with controls). For example, three-story 
rowhouses are “too big” for on family and such large single-family structures are no longer in demand. Proper conversion 
regulations would maintain overall character of these structures while breaking up maintenance costs. 

• An industrial mixed-use district is needed – one that allows for a mix of light industrial and commercial uses. This would 
encourage the reuse of these structures. 

• Build upon the form present in Downtown and the areas abutting and nearby. 

• Remove controls on the minimum dwelling unit size. 

• Higher density housing should consider requiring open space. 

• Areas for public gathering space should be encouraged in new development, and designed purposefully. 

Uses

• Rooming houses are a concern within the City and should be addressed by zoning, though it is acknowledged that issues 
related to such uses extend beyond the purview of zoning. 

• Home occupations should be narrowly drawn to prevent illegal auto repair and other noxious uses. Illegal auto repair on 
vacant lots should be clearly prohibited. 

• A use such as “neighborhood commercial establishment” is highly desired (also known as the “corner store”). This is a 
common characteristic of Trenton neighborhoods and should be allowed (with controls) without requiring a use variance. 



Trenton250 LDO Update APPENDIX  |  47

Technical Review + Approaches Report  |  APPENDIX

• There is a need to be more specific as to where the retail sales of alcohol is allowed. 

• Social service uses (drug treatment clinics and residences, group homes, mental health services, etc.) need to be addressed 
within the Ordinance. 

• Medical marijuana uses need to be addressed within the Ordinance. 

• Community gardens should be allowed to be established easily. 

• The overall use structure is outdated. Too many use variances requested/granted. 

• All types of dwellings should be considered within the City, including “tiny houses.”

• The City should consider permissions for accessory dwelling units. 

• The requirement that churches meet all bulk requirements as a conditional use is unrealistic and problematic. Too many 
churches are required to obtain a conditional use permit, essentially a bulk variance for preexisting nonconformities. 

• Encourage local businesses, such as small family restaurants.

Site Development 

• Parking in front of homes should be regulated if not outright prohibited. Parking should be to the side or the rear of 
dwellings.

• Commercial parking should be behind the building. Encourage this with build-to lines.  

• Commercial vehicles parked on residential lots create conflicts (noise and fumes from trucks, blocking of access to parking 
on other lots). 

• Parking requirements need to be realistic. In areas where no parking is available on-site, the regulations should 
acknowledge that. 

• Current landscape requirements are onerous. 

• Fencing requirements need to be tailored to the district/land use. 

• Internal and public confusion as to how the State of New Jersey parking requirements, such as Residential Site Improvement 
Standards (RSIS), apply to projects. State standards may be applied on a case-by-case basis, which causes unpredictability 
for developers. 

• The LDO should be prepared for a Smart Cities approach, which includes infrastructure such as broadband, micro-grid, 
electric vehicle charging stations. 

Rights-of-Way

• Street beautification should be pursued. Design specifications are needed for street trees, ROW design, and the pedestrian 
way. 

• Street paving design should be maintained even after repair. When Belgian block is torn up, it should be replaced in kind. 
This is especially important in historic areas and the Downtown. 

• Green infrastructure should be included as an element of connectivity throughout the City. 



Technical Review 
+ Approaches Report

Produced by Camiros 
for the City of Trenton,  New Jersey

03 |  2019

LAND DEVELOPMENT ORDINANCE
TRENTON250


