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WHAT IS A SITE PLAN?

• A rendering, 
drawing, or 
sketch prepared to 
specifications and 
containing 
necessary 
elements….which 
shows the 
arrangement, 
layout and design 
of  the proposed 
use on a single 
parcel of  land.



SITE PLAN REVIEW IS ABOUT HOW A PROJECT WORKS ON THE 

GROUND

• Legal Basis: Town Law 274-a, Village Law 
7-725-a, General City Law 27-a, and your 
local code.

• Its’ Goal: Ensuring development 
functions well on the ground of a single 
parcel.

• Often used to ensure new development is 
in harmony with the character and 
environment of  the area

LAYOUT, 
FUNCTION, 
AND 
IMPACTS OF 
AN 
ALLOWED 
USE



SITE PLAN REVIEW IS ABOUT HOW A PROJECT WORKS ON THE 

GROUND

• Site plan review does not determine whether a land use is 

permitted. Rather, it evaluates the layout, design, 

operation, and site-specific impacts of that use in 

accordance with applicable site plan standards. An allowed 

use must still be designed to meet those standards.

• Site Plan is not a substitute for zoning

• It does not regulate the use of  land, density of  

development, or set other dimensions (that is the role of  

zoning)



READING A SITE PLAN

• Site Plan Context - Existing conditions, surrounding land uses, property 

boundaries, topography

• Access and Circulation – Driveways, traffic circulation, access, pedestrian 

safety, parking

• Site Layout – Building placement, setbacks, loading, utilities, service areas

• Environmental Considerations – Stormwater, grading, wetlands, streams, 

slopes, vegetation, flora/fauna, unique habitats, scenic areas, historic features

• Community Character – Landscaping, screening, lighting, signage, impact on 

neighboring properties. 

• Missing Information – Recognize when additional details or technical review 

are necessary



CONTENT OF A SITE PLAN

• Cover Page – general information 

and location

• Existing Conditions/Topography

• Site Layout Plan

• Grading, Stormwater/Drainage Plan

• Soil Erosion and Sediment Control 

Plan/Details and Notes

• Landscape Plan/Details and Notes

• Access Plan

• Detail Sheet

May Also include other specific 

information needed such as 

• Utility Plan

• Lighting Plan

• Traffic Circulation Plan

• Demolition Plan

• Environmental Constraints Plan

• Tree Preservation Plan



SUPPORTING STUDIES AND DOCUMENTS

• Project Narrative

• Zoning Compliance Table

• SEQR Forms

• Stormwater Plan (SWPPP)

• Traffic Impact Study

• Wetland Delineation

• Ecological Assessments

• Water/Wastewater Engineering 

• Visual Impacts and 

Photosimulations

• Noise Impact Study

• Agricultural Impact Assessment

• Operations and Maintenance 

Plan

• Cost Estimates/Performance 

Security

• Required Applications

• Permit Approvals From Other 

Agencies



Cover 

Sheet  



Notes 

Page  



Site Layout 

Plan: 

Ask if vehicles 

enter, park, 

circulate, and 

exit safely?

Ask what 

environmental 

or physical 

constraints 

exist



Utility and 

Drainage 

Plan  

Ask where 

stormwater 

will go? 

Are plans 

sufficient?

Ask if or 

how 

adjacent 

landowners 

may be 

affected.



Landscape 

Plan  

Ask where 

screening is 

needed?

Ask what type 

of screening is 

needed.

Ask for type 

and size 

planned



Details Page  

Ask Are 

proposed 

improvements 

actually 

constructable 

and 

appropriate?



Lighting Plan  

Ask if light will 

spill onto 

adjacent 

properties?  

Ask if parking 

lots are over-

lighted

Ask if lighting 

fixtures  

design are 

appropriate



Photosimulations – a 

critical tool if done right



What 

might be 

the three 

most 

important 

questions 

you would 

ask the 

applicant?



The Result of 18 Months of Site Plan Work



WHAT TO LOOK FOR/ASKING THE RIGHT QUESTIONS

Access and circulation: driveway location and sight distance, turning 

movements, emergency vehicle access, pedestrian and bike connections.

Parking and loading: counts vs. code, layout, delivery and trash pickup, snow 

storage.

Stormwater, grading, utilities: drainage patterns, impacts downstream, water 

and sewer capacity.

Environmental resources: wetlands, streams, steep slopes, floodplains, habitat, 

agricultural soils, historic resources.

Landscaping, screening, lighting, signage: buffers to neighbors, dark-sky 

lighting, noise and odor.

Neighboring properties and community character: what the abutters will 

actually see, hear, and live with.



TIPS

• Check the application submissions against your site plan law’s 

submission requirements before you deem the application 

complete.

• Walk the site with the plan in hand

• Trace what a vehicles path might be

• Use consultants to explain unfamiliar symbols and significance of 

elements

• If  Stormwater Pollution Prevention Plans are required (>1 acre, 

certain smaller disturbances, and other) have Town Engineer or 

Consulting Engineer do the review of those technical designs



COMMON PITFALLS

• Reviewing what you don’t have authority to regulate.

• Failing to look at the bigger picture

• Making applicants guess what you want

• Approving a plan that isn’t ready - Don’t use conditions to fix major 

unresolved problems

• Don’t make a decision you can’t explain or justify - create a clear 

record supporting decision



PROCESS AND PROCEDURES

• Application Submitted
Check submission requirements

• Board and Technical Review
Identify issues and request revisions

• SEQR, County Referral, Public Hearing
As applicable: Steps may Overlap

• Resolve outstanding Issues
Confirm required reviews and information

• Decision and Written Resolution
Approve, Conditionally Approve, or Deny



WHO DOES WHAT?

Applicant: Responsible for a complete, accurate application.

Board: Follow local law, SEQR, review submittals, ask for 

information, decision-maker

Consultants (Engineer, Planner, Attorney): Technical advice, not the 

decision.

Public: Provide input at the hearing, during other public input 

opportunities. The board must consider it, but comments aren't a 

vote.



FROM QUESTIONS TO FINDINGS TO CONDITIONS

Issue Identified 

1. Delivery trucks may block 

parking spots

2. Lighting may affect nearby 

house

3. Stormwater may affect adjacent 

Class A Stream 

4. Screening is inadequate

APPROPRIATE BOARD RESPONSE

1. Request a truck-turning 

diagram

2. Request lighting plan and 

dark-sky compliant fixtures

3. Engineering review/ Move 

SWMA

4. Require revised landscape plan 

with more/different plants, in 

different locations, and with 

other screening features

Conditions of approval should 

refine an acceptable plan, not 

substitute for an incomplete one. 



BUILD YOUR RECORD!

1. Why the record matters: Article 78 review looks at whether 

the decision was rational and supported by the record.

2. Practical habits: reference specific code sections, state 

findings of  fact, tie conditions to identified impacts, and keep 

minutes that capture the reasoning.

3. Decision options: approve, approve with conditions, or deny, 

via a well-drafted resolution looks like.

• Denial must be supported by applicable standards and record 

evidence



PARTING WORDS OF WISDOM:

REMEMBER THAT THE PLANNING BOARD’S JOB IS 

NEITHER TO HELP THE APPLICANT GET APPROVAL 

NOR TO FIND REASONS TO DENY A PROJECT. ITS 

JOB IS TO CONDUCT A FAIR, THOROUGH, 

EFFICIENT REVIEW AND REACH A DECISION 

SUPPORTED BY THE LAW AND THE FACTS



THANK YOU

Q AND A
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