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Bethlehem planners reject Habitat housing on steep hill

Street slopes shouldn't be so sharp, board says. Variance is denied.

By Daryl Nerl Of The Morning Call

The Bethlehem Planning Commission shot down Habitat for Humanity's plans to build 27 affordable homes on the wooded slopes of South Mountain on Thursday.

''We're kind of in a Catch-22,'' said Dominic A. Villani, a developer who was working with Habitat to build the homes. ''We don't know what direction we're going to go.''

Villani and his partner John Tallarico walked away frustrated after spending nearly two years working with city officials, overcoming concerns about destroying a mountaintop forest, negotiating with the Wildlands Conservancy to deed over 11 acres of mountaintop property for permanent preservation.

The homes, to be built with largely volunteer labor, would be clustered near the bottom of the property at James and Aaron streets. The plan had approvals from city engineers, federal soil erosion experts and the Lehigh Valley Planning Commission.

But the city Planning Commission would not set aside concerns about the steepness of new streets to be included in the proposed $5 million development.

Habitat asked for the reconstruction of Aaron Street be done at an 18 percent grade, while the city's zoning law calls for new streets to have a grade no greater than 10 percent. The commission denied that waiver by a 3-2 vote, with Chairman Andrew Twiggar and Joan Black dissenting. Lawrence Krauter, James Fiorentino and Stephen Thode held the majority.

Another waiver to make reconstructed intersections steeper than normal grade also failed by a 4-1 vote, with Twiggar casting the only dissenting vote. Two other waivers were approved, but the failed variances precluded an approval of the project as a whole, and that decision was tabled until at least June 14.

It is unclear how Habitat and its partners will respond to this latest setback.

Tallarico said that a developer could legally clear cut the 17-acre property and build three homes on top of South Mountain under the city's zoning law, since Bethlehem does not have an ordinance protecting undeveloped forest. The property is zoned for rural residential use.

That kind of plan would not support Habitat's mission of providing a cluster of affordable homes to blunt the march of gentrification in south Bethlehem. A recent report on affordable housing indicated that the median sale price of a home in the Lehigh Valley is $189,000 -- more than an elementary school teacher or a police officer can afford on a typical salary.

''We don't feel as if we should be justifying a subdivision plan because of who is requesting the subdivision,'' said Fiorentino, who voted against all four waivers.

''I'm a big fan of Habitat,'' Thode said. ''But I worry about the slope. You build 27 houses up there, you're going to have a lot of kids.''
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