Affordable housing plan meets resistance from city
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BETHLEHEM | City planners dealt another setback Thursday to plans to create a 27-home affordable housing development on South Side.

Bethlehem-based Veranda Real Estate LP received just two of four approvals it sought from the city planning commission. The developers said they would have to regroup to see if the plan is still feasible for the nearly 17 acres they own at James and Aaron streets.

"In all honesty, we thought it was a viable plan," Veranda principal Dominic A. Villani said. "Some of the waivers that were denied I think were kind of hardships. We're going to go back and look at seeing if we can tweak it or not."

Developer John Tallarico is working with Villani on asking the commission to subdivide the land, called Minsi Ridge. If successful, they plan to sell the properties to Habitat for Humanity of the Lehigh Valley Inc. to develop into three-bedroom homes for sale to working renters who meet income guidelines.

The plan would preserve nearly 12 acres of woodland. Tallarico noted the property's existing zoning, without waivers from the planning commission, allows the entire property's development -- woods included -- as three homes. He called the zoning "reckless."

The planning commission postponed voting on the subdivision until its June 14 meeting.

The approvals the developers sought Thursday were nearly identical to those the planning commission rejected in March. Different this time around was the developers' withdrawal of a request to use 15-inch-diamater storm-sewer pipes instead of the 18-inch pipe required.

Three of the four waivers sought were designed to minimize the development's impact on surrounding properties, the developers said. Planners rejected two of the three. They approved the deferral of sidewalks installation along two of the lots not planned to be developed immediately.

Planning commission Chairman Andrew Twiggar said he appreciated Habitat for Humanity's involvement in the plan. But he said he feared the property, once subdivided, would be sold to another developer.

Planners also voiced concern the land would be improved with grading and utilities only to go undeveloped because of rising costs.

Reporter Kurt Bresswein can be reached at 610-867-5000 or by e-mail at kbresswein@express-times.com.

