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Kingston’s zoning reform takes on single-
family restrictions
A proposed new map would make the city one of a few nationwide to tackle housing costs by allowing
apartments nearly everywhere
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Zoning might seem like a backwater inside city bureaucracy, but not to

the group Kingston Code Reform Advocates. 

When the small Ulster County city revamped its comprehensive plan in

2016, it needed to update its 60-year-old zoning map to match the new

vision. In spring 2020, the Kingston Common Council was preparing to

put $500,000 toward kick-starting a rezoning effort when COVID hit and

it tabled the plan.

So in late 2020, residents Anthony Tampone and Tanya Garment started

the code advocate group to push for a relaunch, working with allies on

the council. That happened in April 2021, when the council authorized a

contract with the consulting firm Dover, Kohl & Partners to start

gathering community input and use it to create a new code.

A new zoning plan would make Kingston one of the few cities in the U.S. to eliminate single-family restrictions. So far, opposition
has been muted.
Barry Winiker/Getty Images

https://www.kingston-ny.gov/2025
https://www.kingston-ny.gov/filestorage/8399/10476/15081/Communication-_Zoning_Task_Force-March.pdf
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This May, after several community consultations, the firm rolled out the

first draft of the new zoning code, which envisions preserving Kingston’s

historic patterns while addressing a housing shortage that is reaching

crisis levels. But if adopted, the new map would also make Kingston one

of the first cities in the U.S. to take on the third rail of land-use planning:

single-family zoning.

To build or to build more

Those who support the change say Kingston desperately needs more

construction to bring down soaring housing costs. Minneapolis, which in

December of 2018 became the first major city to open up single-family

zoning, saw the number of rental units climb more than 7 percent in the

following two years, while rents for one-bedroom apartments fell 14

percent and two-bedrooms 23 percent.

But upzoning there happened over fierce resistance. The coming weeks

will be a test of whether Kingston follows suit by embracing more density

to bring down housing costs.

The stakes are huge. Between 2016 and 2020, the average rent for a 1-

bedroom in Kingston went from $931 to $1,235, according to county

https://engagekingston.com/KINGSTON-FORWARD
https://www.timesunion.com/hudsonvalley/news/article/Kingston-housing-emergency-rent-control-17337764.php
https://www.timesunion.com/hudsonvalley/news/article/Kingston-housing-emergency-rent-control-17337764.php
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/13/us/minneapolis-single-family-zoning.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/13/us/minneapolis-single-family-zoning.html
https://ulstercountyny.gov/planning/housing/housing-rental-surveys
https://ulstercountyny.gov/planning/housing/housing-rental-surveys
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figures. It’s now at $1,437, according to apartment search site

RentCafe.

Under the zoning proposal, it would be easier for homeowners in areas

now limited to single-family dwellings to add apartments on their existing

lots, in most places up to six units, as long as they abide by rules about

minimum setbacks from property lines. Minimum parking requirements,

which add huge costs to residential construction, would be eliminated. 

Larger projects — like the 164 units forthcoming on the site of the old

Ulster County Jail at Golden Hill — would still go through the city’s

planning board.

Bartek Starodaj, the city’s director of housing initiatives, says more

density is the only way to add to the city’s housing stock. “Kingston is

pretty much built out,” Starodaj said. “So you need to have a zoning

code that reflects the type of flexibility that you would need to actually

build within established neighborhoods.”

Tampone says his group is working to get more people engaged in

rethinking the current code in part because of previous planning

disasters like federally funded urban renewal in Kingston in the 1960s.

Properties that once had beautiful historic buildings now are vacant lots

and parking lots, he said.

“That was because somebody thought they knew better and didn’t

really pay attention to what the community actually needed and didn’t

leverage the resources that we already had there,” Tampon said. “I

was like, you know what? We can’t allow this to continue to happen,

especially as we see tons more money getting poured in.”

To those who study town codes, doing away with single-family zones

matters for another reason: its ties to racial segregation. In 1917 the

Supreme Court outlawed ordinances that forbid Black people from living

in white neighborhoods. To get around the ruling, federal and local

https://www.rentcafe.com/average-rent-market-trends/us/ny/kingston
https://www.rentcafe.com/average-rent-market-trends/us/ny/kingston
https://www.timesunion.com/hudsonvalley/realestate/article/Reimagining-a-county-jail-as-affordable-housing-16941039.php
http://www.lostrondoutproject.com/
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officials used zoning to reserve middle-class neighborhoods for single-

family homes to stop lower-income African Americans from moving in,

according to Richard Rothstein, a segregation expert whose 2017 book

“The Color of Law” chronicled the history.

Yes in my backyard?

So far, opposition to the upzoning provisions of Kingston’s plan has

been mostly muted.

“I’ve had a couple of neighbors express concern,” said Reynolds Scott-

Childress, who represents the Third Ward on the council, an area mostly

zoned single family. He favors the change and says he lives across from

three duplexes that house lower-income neighbors. “We have just a

wonderful block. The fact that there are duplexes on this block doesn’t

mitigate how nice it is,” he said.  

Barbara Hill, who represents Kingston’s mostly single-family First Ward,

said by email that she’s heard only one couple in her ward express

opposition. She’s still formulating her view of that aspect of the draft,

she says.
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Starodaj says the city got several hundred comments, only a few of

which expressed opposition to the change.

But opponents are out there. Michael Olivieri, the council’s lone

Republican, represents the largely single-family Seventh Ward. He asked

about 20 constituents for their views on the single-family change, he

says by email, and all opposed it.

Kingston GOP chairman John Quigley says he’s heard from “dozens of

people” about it. “A lot of things fly under the radar that shouldn’t. I

think this is one of them,” he said.

And while Kingston Tenants Union co-founder Alex Panagiotopoulos says

some upzoning is inevitable, the city missed its best chance to get more

housing built when it failed to launch the Hudson Landing project, which

would have put almost 1,700 houses on 500 acres along the Hudson

River. “I think people’s aversion to big solutions to our housing

problem is kind of why we’re pursuing this undignified solution,” he

said.  

Pushback in Kingston wouldn’t be a surprise. In Minneapolis, yard signs

like “Don’t bulldoze our neighborhoods” sprouted in the run-up to the

passage of that city’s plan, which drew 10,000 public comments. In

Gainesville, Florida, city commissioners approved a proposal on Aug. 4 to

eliminate single-family zoning on a split vote at a meeting in a packed
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city hall. At least five times as many people spoke in opposition as in

support, according to the Gainesville Sun. 

Even if Kingston’s plan sails through, there’s no guarantee of a huge

increase in small apartment development. In Minneapolis, only about 50

duplexes and triplexes have been built since its plan took effect, said

Janne Flisrand, co-founder of the Twin Cities group Neighbors for More

Neighbors, which advocated for it. Most of the increase in its apartment

supply has come because the plan allows more mid-sized to large

apartment buildings along commercial and transit corridors, she says.

Kingston may learn from that: Minneapolis allowed duplexes and

triplexes but didn’t permit owners to expand the size of their buildings,

said Starodaj. Under the draft code, owners would be able to expand as

long as they stay within setback limits, he said.

The biggest barrier to getting apartments built on existing lots will be

financing: it’s not clear how many homeowners could come up with

cash or loans to pay for an addition, said Scott-Childress. 

For all the attention to single-family zoning, the draft code’s elimination

of minimum parking requirements might actually do the most to get

housing built. Parking spots can add as much as $50,000 per space to

the cost of development, according to experts. Ending parking minimums

might have been the most important change in Minneapolis, said

Flisrand.

The next draft of Kingston’s code is due out this month. After more

community feedback comes a final draft, an environmental impact review

and a vote by the council, possibly sometime this fall.

“I think that we have a pretty confident feeling that we will be able to

pass this when it's presented in its entirety, hopefully in the next two

months or so,” said Tampone. “We're kind of counting votes and

keeping everybody engaged as best we can.”

https://moreneighbors.org/
https://moreneighbors.org/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/parking-requirements-and-foundations-are-driving-up-the-cost-of-multifamily-housing/
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