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PPLLAANNNNIINNGG  BBUURREEAAUU  CCAASSEE  RREEPPOORRTT 

 
Variance Application: 

1405 & 1413 James Street; 1400-1414 William Street 
 

PROPERTY ADDRESS:  
1405 & 1413 James Street; 
1400-1414 William Street 

APPLICANT: 
Alice Anne Schwab w/ 
Susquehanna Art Museum 

APPLICANT STATUS: 
Owner 

PID:  
06-016-079 & 06-016-075;  
06-016-055 through -049 

ZONING: 
Residential Medium-Density (RM) 

HPC DATE: 
April 7, 2021 

ZHB CASE #: 
2472 

ZHB DATE:  
April 19, 2021 

SITE VISIT DATE(S): 
April 1, 2021 

HISTORIC DISTRICT: 
N/A 

FLOODPLAIN: 
Zone X (No Floodplain) 

SUBMISSION DATE: 
March 4, 2021 

 
REQUEST: 
The Applicant is proposing to construct a 40-space, accessory surface parking lot on-site, which 
necessitates zoning relief requests from the following use and Development Standard 
regulations, including: 
 A Variance to establish an “Accessory Parking Lot or Structure” on a property without a 

principal use, per Section 7-333.2(a)(6) of the Zoning Code; 
 A Variance to allow development to encroach into setback areas per Section 7-307.3 of the 

Zoning Code; 
 A Variance to allow the development on the property to exceed the maximum impervious lot 

coverage per Section 7-307.3 of the Zoning Code; and  
 A Variance to allow parking within a setback area per Section 7-327.9(a)(4) of the Zoning 

Code. 
 
PROPERTY DESCRIPTION: 
The project site is comprised of nine adjacent parcels – 1405 & 1413 James Street and 1400-
1414 William Street – which total approximately 0.32 acres. The project site is currently a 
collection of lots in varying stages of development with the western portion featuring a base 
paving of asphalt, as well as some signage and lighting, and the eastern portion featuring patches 
of grass and gravel. That property is bounded by the properties at 1415 James Street and 1416 
William Street to the north, William Street to the east, Calder Street to the south, and James 
Street to the west. 
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[Note: the Planning Bureau notes that the narrative below reflects the two separate 
Variance applications submitted by the Applicant, and that they are being considered 
separately, with the Bureau’s response after each] 
 
VARIANCE REQUIREMENTS PER SECTION 7-323.7 
OF THE PA MUNICIPALITIES PLANNING CODE: 
1. There are unique physical circumstances or conditions, including irregularity, 

narrowness, or shallowness of lot size or shape, or exceptional topographical or other 
physical conditions peculiar to the particular property and that the unnecessary 
hardship is due to such conditions and not the circumstances or conditions generally 
created by the provisions of the zoning ordinance in the neighborhood or district in 
which the property is located. 

 
The Applicant has stated: 
“There are 2 instances of yard setback encroachment for which relief is sought – (1) along the 
‘internal’ property line which separates Lots 1 and 2 (created to allow certain properties to gain 
tax exempt status in support of the Museum’s mission / non-profit status) and (2) along the ‘rear’ 
yard (northern property line). The associated unique circumstances conditions for each condition 
are (1) a complete lot consolidation plan joining all parcels / eliminating this internal lot line 
(and associated setbacks / paving encroachment which drive the need for relief) cannot be 
accomplished due to tax exemption requirements to separate the lots (noting also that the 
Applicant owns both lots such that there is no harm to any other property owner as a result of 
this yard setback encroachment) and (2) and the lot is surrounded on 3 sides by road frontage 
such that the ‘front yard’ has been interpreted by the City to be along Calder Street, there making 
the northern property line a ‘rear yard’ which requires a 10’ yard setback – the peculiarity is that 
this northern property line would typically be considered a ‘side yard’ (as it runs perpendicular 
to the James Street property line which would typically be considered a ‘front yard’) which 
requires a 4’ yard setback and for which no relief would be required.” 
 
The Planning Bureau concurs with the Applicant’s justification for the setback encroachment for 
the internal lot line noted above, but notes that the justification for the encroachment into the ten-
foot, rear yard setback on the northern boundary of the parking lot is not quite accurate. The 
Applicant implies that the City’s determination that the northern property line is a rear yard is 
somewhat arbitrary; however, this determination was made because (at least) a front, side, and 
rear property line would be necessary to comprise a parcel or site. The Bureau chose Calder 
Street as the “front yard” because the ingress and egress points were from this street, but had we 
chosen either William Street or James Street to be the “front yard,” the “rear yard” (and 
accompanying ten-foot setback) would still have been applicable to the frontage along the other 
street and the proposed design would still have encroached upon the setback. So this request 
would have been required regardless of the determination on lot definitions. 
 
The Applicant has stated: 
“The majority of the subject properties already consist of a combination of paving and 
compacted gravel/soils and is already utilized as a parking area for the Museum. Gravel/soil is 
not considered ‘impervious’ by the zoning ordinance so just ‘converting’ that ground cover to a 
paved surface (for maintenance and functional reasons) triggers an ‘increase’ in impervious 



STAFF REPORT – 1405 James Street, Variance Request 
April 7, 2021 HPC Meeting 
Page 3 
 

 
 

cover and generates the need for a variance (the footprint of the parking area will essentially be 
the same in the post-development condition).” 
 
The Planning Bureau notes that the Applicant was not initially granted zoning approval to utilize 
the project site as a permanent parking lot; conditional permission for temporary use of the site 
as parking was approved during the final stages of construction and initial stages of operation; 
this is demonstrated by the fact that the entire site was never formerly paved or lined as noted by 
the Applicant. The expectation was that the Applicant would eventually submit the necessary 
zoning relief and receive approval from the Zoning Hearing Board, as they are currently doing, 
to formalize the proposal to utilize the site as an accessory parking lot for the Susquehanna Art 
Museum. 
 
The Bureau also notes that the Applicant’s assertion that “gravel is not considered to be an 
impervious material” is inaccurate. Per Section 7-333.2(a)(126), “impervious surface” is defined 
as “the area covered by…other man-made cover which has a coefficient of runoff of 0.85 or 
higher,” and that the City Engineer shall ultimately determine whether a material is impervious. 
Through extensive coordination with the City Engineer’s Office and Capital Region Water, it has 
been determined that compacted gravel is, in fact, an impervious surface coverage. 
 
Given the above, the Bureau feels that the four Variance requests are warranted. With pending 
and potential future development projects for the surrounding neighborhood, the request related 
to the proposed use will ensure that off-street parking for staff and visitors, particularly those 
with ADA needs, will be located in close proximity to the building. The requests related to 
impervious surface coverage and setback encroachment are inherent in the nature of a parking 
lot, and the Bureau notes that the site has been designed to maximize the number of spaces on-
site while still conforming to the aspects of the Zoning Code which improve the site for the 
general public, such as the trees on-site and the vegetative screening. 
 
2. That because of such physical circumstances or conditions, there is no possibility that 

the property can be developed in strict conformity with the provisions of the zoning 
ordinance and that the authorization of a variance is therefore necessary to enable the 
reasonable reuse of the property.  

 
The Applicant has stated: 
“No. Adherence to the required yard setbacks would diminish the area for parking (required to 
support this legal, permitted use and not impact on-street parking capacity for the adjacent 
residential neighborhood) to the point of being unusable.” 
 
The Planning Bureau notes that the Susquehanna Art Museum has existed for approximately six 
years without the proposed parking lot, and that on-street parking along the Museum frontage on 
either 3rd Street or Calder Street is likely not used (or infrequently used) by residents. That being 
said, there are current (and, presumably, future) development proposals for the surrounding 
neighborhood that will likely impose additional demand on publicly-available on-street parking, 
and it is prudent for the Applicant to develop off-street parking specifically for their use.  
 
The Applicant has stated: 
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“No. In order to provide a paved parking lot surface (as required by City ordinances and for 
proper maintenance / function), this relief is required.” 
 
The Planning Bureau notes that the properties in the surrounding neighborhood all have the same 
Residential Medium-Density (RM) zoning designation, and that they have not been developed 
despite having approved zoning and an approved Land Development Plan. More recent 
proposals have likewise highlighted the difficulty in developing RM-zoned properties of this size 
in this neighborhood for approved uses (such as single-family attached dwellings). As such, the 
Bureau concurs that an accessory parking lot is a reasonable use of the property, and that the 
design as submitted, including the zoning relief requests it entails, is necessary to maximize the 
use of the site and to ensure the project provides benefits (such as trees and screening) to the 
public. 
 
3. That such unnecessary hardship has not been created by the appellant. 
 
The Applicant has stated: 
“No. This area is currently used for Museum parking and encroaches into yard setbacks (note 
that the Museum use is permitted via previously secured Special Exception and that this off-
street parking area reduces the need for on-street parking / associated impact on the adjacent 
residential neighborhood.” 
 
The Planning Bureau notes that the Applicant was granted conditional approval to temporarily 
utilize the site for parking approximately six years ago, with the expectation that formal zoning 
relief applications would be submitted to formalize the use of the property as an accessory 
parking lot. As noted above, the neighborhood has proven challenging for by-right development, 
as approved projects have gone unfinished and more recent development proposals also 
requiring multiple zoning relief requests for financially-feasible projects. 
 
The Applicant has stated: 
“No. This area is already used for Museum parking and the proposed improvement merely 
provides a paved surface (in lieu of the existing areas of compacted gravel/soil) for proper 
maintenance/use.” 
 
The Planning Bureau feels that it’s necessary to highlight that the existing conditions of the site 
should not be viewed as approved work that provides justification for expansion of these 
conditions. As noted elsewhere in this case report, the Applicant was granted conditional 
approval for temporary use of the property for parking, with the expectation that zoning relief 
would be submitted (and approved by the Zoning Hearing Board) to formally convert the project 
site from vacant lots to an accessory surface parking lot, not to expand an existing non-
conforming aspect of the site. 
 
4. The variance, if authorized, will not alter the essential character of the neighborhood or 

district in which the property is located, nor substantially or permanently impair the 
appropriate use or development of adjacent property, nor be detrimental to the public 
welfare. 
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The Applicant has stated: 
“No. In addition to the fact that this area is currently used as parking and the yard encroachments 
already occur, (1) the ‘internal’ yard setback encroachment (between Lots 1 and 2) is not 
impactful to adjacent properties as SAM owns both properties where such encroachment occurs 
and (2) the encroachment along the northern property line is planted with vegetation to ‘screen’ 
the view from the adjacent property (which is currently vacant and the owner of which has been 
a partner with SAM in the acquisition of certain properties which make up the parking area).” 
 
The Applicant has stated: 
“No. This lot is already used for Museum parking and stormwater management facilities are 
proposed to address increases in runoff from the new paving (compared to existing compacted 
gravel/soil condition).” 
 
The Planning Bureau concurs with the Applicant that the design a submitted provides significant 
benefits to the surrounding community such that it will not impair use or development of 
adjacent properties, including the planting of trees on-site and the installation of vegetative 
screening. Additionally, as noted above, while parking is not currently a pressing issue for the 
properties around the project site, it is likely that future development will increase the demand on 
publicly-accessible, on-street spaces; thus, by providing dedicated spaces for their staff, visitors, 
and museum equipment (such as the VanGo! Museum on Wheels), the Applicants will ensure 
that future residents and businesses will have more on-street space available for their use. 
 
5. The variance, if authorized, will represent the minimum variance that will afford relief 

and will represent the least modification possible of the regulation in issue.  
 
The Applicant has stated: 
“Yes.” 
 
The Applicant has stated: 
“Yes. As noted above the area of proposed parking essentially replaces the existing area of 
compacted gravel/soil already used for parking for the Museum.” 
 
As noted above, development of the site for by-right uses has proven difficult (if not impossible) 
for similar sites with similar zoning and lot configurations in the surrounding neighborhood, and 
the current request does not involve a project (for example, a “Convenience Store” or a large trip 
generator) that would produce adverse impacts on the surrounding community. In fact, the 
project will help to alleviate one of the issues – parking – that most frustrates residents and 
businesses; thus, the proposed use as an accessory parking lot will be a minimum variance from 
the zoning regulations. Additionally, the Applicant will be meeting all of the required 
landscaping and vegetative screen requirements to ensure an attractive appearance. Thus, the 
project has not been designed to request the minimum amount of zoning relief to maximize value 
for the Applicant while maintaining the benefits to the surrounding community. 
 
PLANNING BUREAU RECOMMENDATION: 
 
Planning Bureau staff recommends the request be Approved with the following condition(s): 

Approval with Conditions 
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1. The Applicant will transmit final stormwater management approval from Capital Region 

Water to the Planning Bureau. 
2. The Applicant will coordinate with the City Arborist on the selection of trees and vegetative 

screening for the project site. 
 
Planning Bureau staff recommends the request be Approved for the following reason(s): 
 
1. The project will formalize and accessory parking area for the Susquehanna Art Museum, to 

ensure that staff and visitors with ADA needs have secure, dedicated parking during trips to 
the museum. 

2. The proposal will ensure that neither museum staff nor museum vehicles will be occupying 
publicly-accessible, on-street parking, meaning that more parking on the surrounding streets 
will be available for residents and patrons of local businesses. 

3. The project will improve the appearance of the existing site, by paving and lining the 
parking/drive aisle surfaces and installing shade trees and vegetative screening which will 
improve the appearance of the site for the general public. 

 
REVIEW PROCESS: 
1. Planning Bureau review of application and development of case report with recommendation 

to Harrisburg Planning Commission (HPC). 
2. Harrisburg Planning Commission review of application and recommendation to Zoning 

Hearing Board (ZHB). 
3. Harrisburg Zoning Hearing Board review of application and final decision. 
4. Submittal of Building Permit application and Residential Rental Inspection to the Codes 

Bureau for any proposed work. 
5. Codes Bureau/Health Officer inspections of work being performed. 
 
ATTACHMENTS:  
1. Zoning & Location Map 
2. Variance Applications 
3. Existing Conditions Photos 
4. Project Plan Set 
5. Notification Letter & Proof of Mailing 
6. Deeds 
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HEARING NOTICE 
 

The Harrisburg Zoning Hearing Board will hold a hearing at  
6:00 PM via Zoom (public access instructions posted below) on: 

 

April 19, 2021 
 

In reference to Case No. 2472 a request for: 
 

Variance Applications for 1405 & 1413 James Street and 
1400-1414 William Street, zoned Residential Medium-Density 
(RM), filed by Alice Anne Schwab with the Susquehanna Art 

Museum, to request various zoning relief from use and 
Development Standard regulations, including maximum 

impervious lot coverage and setback encroachments, in order 
to construct an accessory surface parking lot on-site for the 

adjacent museum. 
 
Interested parties are invited to join the hearing by telephone by dialing +1 301 715 8592; 
when/if prompted, enter the following information: Meeting ID: 818 2933 3632; Password: 

20214321. The public may also join via Zoom by going to 
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/81829333632; when/if prompted, enter the following 

information: Password: 20214321. Related information may be obtained by contacting the 
Planning Bureau at 717-255-6637. 

 
The Harrisburg Planning Commission will also review the application on April 7, 2021 at 
6:30 PM via Zoom. Interested parties are invited to join the HPC meeting by telephone and 

express their views by dialing +1 301 715 8592; when/if prompted, enter the following 
information: Meeting ID: 818 2933 3632; Password: 2021. The public may also join via 

Zoom by going to https://us02web.zoom.us/j/86419428588; when/if prompted, enter the 
following information: Password: 20214321. 

 
Eric Papenfuse            Harrisburg City Council 

        Mayor 
  
 
 Posted On: April 1, 2021 






