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           Re: Re-examination Report of  
            2011 Master Plan: 
            (Draft) Preliminary Report    

Dear Chairperson, 
  
The South River Master Plan was adopted on February 24, 2011. Its 10-year period runs through February 

24, 2021.  Please accept this “Re-examination Report” as required by §40:55D-89, which reads,  
 
“The Governing Body shall, at least every 10 years, provide for a general reexamination of its 
master plan and development regulations by the Planning Board, which shall prepare and adopt by 
resolution a report on the findings of such reexamination…” 
 

This outline shall serve as a preliminary reexamination report reviewing the changes in the Borough over the last 
10 years and outlining the items the Planning Board may wish to address in a subsequent plan or ordinance 
amendment.  The elements of this general re-examination report include: 
 
A. A summary of the major problems and objectives relating to land development in the Borough at the time 

of the adoption of the 2011 Master Plan. 
1. Proportions of ownership vs rental housing 
2. Concern with the economic viability of the Borough, given the proliferation of (low) household income in 

certain census tracts in the Borough. 
3. Physical decay and abandonment of former sites used for manufacturing, commercial, institutional or 

residential purposes. 
4. Concern with the stagnation of the Main Street commercial corridor, particularly over competition with 

highway commercial development on Route 18 in East Brunswick. 
5. Proliferation of truck traffic and pass-through traffic from East Brunswick to Sayreville. 
6. Desire for economic development of the South River waterfront. 
7. Reliance on federal government action to protect flood-prone areas. 
8. Concern over development pressure on vacant land and open space, including private undeveloped 

spaces 
9. Concern over erection of multiple and uncoordinated wireless communication towers throughout the 

Borough. 
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B. An analysis of the increase or reduction to the above problems and objectives identified in the 2011 
Master Plan.  
1. Proportions of ownership vs rental housing; The Community Profile Element of the Master Plan should 

be updated based on the results of the 2020 Census.  This will not only provide useful information on 
housing occupancy, but household income, population change, and overall demographic trends, 
including the change in school-aged-children, population loss from Blue-Acres floodplain buyouts, 
population gain from new multi-family developments constructed after 2011, and population changes 
caused by millennials returning to live with their parents following the “great recession.”  Further action 
is needed on this item. 

 
2. Concern with the economic viability of the Borough;  Given economic conditions, the proliferation of 

(low) household income in certain census tracts in the Borough has not likely changed since 2011.  The 
most significant change to this policy has been the (federal) Tax Cuts and Jobs Act of 2017 establishing 
‘Opportunity Zones’ allowing investors to avoid capital gains taxes when investing in properties in 
specific neighborhoods.  The State of New Jersey designated 25% of its lowest-income census tracts as 
Opportunity Zones.  In South River, this area includes the entire Borough north of Main Street.   To 
qualify for the “tax avoidance” permitted by the law, an Opportunity Fund must invest more than 90% of 
its assets in a Qualified Opportunity Zone Property located in an Opportunity Zone. When this occurs, 
capital gains taxes are deferred for investments reinvested into properties in these zones and, if the 
investment is held for ten years, all capital gains on the new investment are waived. 

 The Borough is unaware of any investors, individual or institutional, who have utilized this section of the 
tax code to foster economic development in the Borough.   As of yet, there has been no programs, plans, 
policies or educational attempts to utilize this program.  This topic may be worthy of further exploration 
as to how the Borough can market its Opportunity Zones to investors including marking and creation of 
an “investment prospectus.” 
 

3. Physical decay and abandonment of former sites used for manufacturing, commercial, institutional or 
residential purposes. 
The Borough’s prominent vacant sites remain as follows: 
a. After 6 years of pending applications and property acquisition, the former Lincoln School building 

has been demolished and is undergoing redevelopment by a private developer.   The demolition 
also includes a number of vacant properties abutting the former school building. 

b. The former coat factory site located at the “triangle” property of Division, Charles, Anderson and 
Whitehead has been demolished and redeveloped with a multi-family apartment complex 
containing approximately 32 apartment dwelling units. 

c. The former Herrmann, Aukam & Co. Handkerchief factory on Herman Street has been abandoned 
for over 50 years.  Herrmann left this property over 100 years ago.  There have been no notable 
redevelopment efforts for this property.  

d. The former “Ecko Unltd” office and facility on the corner of Water Street and Martin Street remains 
vacant.  There have been no notable redevelopment efforts for this property. 

e. Although occupied at the time of the Master Plan, the former “Mapei” warehouse and 
Manufacturing facility at 97 Whitehead Avenue is now vacant and for sale.  The lot contains 
approximately 5 acres including waterfront access.   

f. The former South River Elks property at 205 Main Street was considered for purchase by the 
Borough for a new firehouse development, however deed restrictions were discovered which would 
prohibit this use.  The site is now owned by a private developer who has proposed several concept 
developments for the site.  
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g. The former Willett School was already in operation as the Moshe Aaron Yeshiva High School in 2011.  
The yeshiva later terminated operations and sold the building to another privately owned school 
operator, operating as the Pillars Prep Academy.  This owner secured development approval in 2018 
to convert the upper floor of the school building into dormitory space to house foreign and out-of-
state students who attend the school.  

h. The former Laffin Chevrolet and abutting former hotel/boarding house property at 7 Main Street is 
currently being considered for a mixed-use supermarket, retail and apartment development known 
as Port Plaza.  This application has been submitted to the Borough but has been stalled over 
tidelands title issues with the NJDEP.  

i. The Bank of America building located at 25 Main Street remains vacant since it was flooded during 
Superstorm Sandy.  The building was constructed in 1915 and has contained several state and 
national bank corporation tenants over the past century.  This is a highly visible vacant building and 
is owned by a developer seeking potential tenants or uses, however no development applications 
have materialized for this property.  
 

4. Concern with the stagnation of the Main Street commercial corridor, particularly over retail competition 
with highway commercial developments on Route 18 in East Brunswick. 
Since the 2011 Master Plan was adopted, the Borough delineated a “Lower Main Street Redevelopment 
Area” and plan for the general area overlaying Main Street and Ferry Streets.  This created a 
Redevelopment Area in this location with each city block designated as a sub-area within the plan.  Sub-
area plans can be amended to allow different uses, heights, bulks, and densities without the need to 
amend the overall plan.  Although most development applications are brought under the MSR Zone, 
interest in the Main Street area has increased since 2011 with the following development projects 
proposed and/or approved:  
a. 37 Main Street (Former theatre/Da-Green property converted into 36 residential apartments)  
b. 46 Main Street (Application to remodel the entire front façade of this building) 
c. 48 Main Street (Former Lee’s Auto property to be renovated with a 3rd floor addition) 
d. 48 Main Street (Application to occupy the first floor this building with a 3,000 sf grocery store and 

create a rear connection to the Borough parking lot) 
e. 32 Main Street (Application was approved for a tavern in this building) 
f. 17-19 Jackson (A dog grooming use was granted approval to occupy this building) 
g. 32 Main Street (An application for a cigar/smoking lounge was submitted and later withdrawn) 
h. 7 Main Street (Pending application to convert former Laffin/hotel property into a mixed use project 

known as Port Plaza) 
i. 65 Ferry Street (Over the Borough’s objection, granted a certificate of pre-existing non-conformity to 

continue a boarding house use.)   
j. 1 Klausers Lane and Water Street (Application approved to operate a freestanding parking lot at this 

site to serve other uses in the MSR Zone)  
k. 6 Jackson Street (Bank received site plan approval to revamp its property and drive-through lane) 
l. 101 Main Street (Site plan approval to permit tire sales and storage in the building) 
m. 100 Main Street (Wasef Application to convert this building into a 2-family dwelling was denied) 
n. 235 Main Street (Investor application to convert this building into a 2-family dwelling was denied) 
o. 190 Main Street (Rincon application to convert this building into a 2-family dwelling was denied) 
p. 56 Main Street (Approved for division of the retail space into smaller spaces) 
q. 18 Jackson Street (Application was approved to permit multi-family units in this building.) 
r. 17 Main Street (Granted site plan approval to repurpose former law office into commercial use)  
s. 28 Main Street (A taxi business was granted use variance approval to occupy an existing building) 
t. 52 Main Street (Application was approved to permit gold sales and repair.)  
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u. Also of note is a 2107 Ordinance relaxing the requirements for outdoor dining in the MSR Zone. 
v. Also of note is the creation of the 2018 Payment in Exchange for Parking – PEP Ordinance, which 

established a parking policy and allowed developers to pay into a parking fund for long-term parking 
infrastructure, in lieu of building on-site parking. 

 
The Borough will need to review the generality of the above applications and determine if any changes 
should be policy, practice and implementation of development tools in the Main Street area.  Additional 
consideration is needed. 
 
 

5. Proliferation of truck traffic and pass-through traffic from East Brunswick to Sayreville. 
To date, there have been no efforts made to address this item.  This remains a low-priority for the 
Borough.  

 
 

6. Desire for economic development of the South River waterfront. 
Re-development has been elusive in the Borough’s waterfront areas.  The accessible portions of the WR 
Zone are partially occupied.  This area has been utilized to industrial and outdoor storage uses who are 
use these properties for outdoor equipment, construction material storage, car parts storage, 
automobile repair and storage, storage of heavy equipment and machinery, small warehousing, light 
manufacturing and other commercial uses.   The South River Boat Club is also located in this area.  Many 
parcels in this area are not desirable for retail or commercial uses needing pass-by traffic.  Many parcels 
in this area are located amidst abandoned or flood-buyout properties and have become increasingly 
remote.  Some commercial businesses are located in proximity to vacant lots, utilitarian storage lots, or 
other unkempt properties.    
 
The WR Zone portion of this area may need to be re-thought as non-developable area of open space and 
limited outdoor storage.  Proliferation of this as an “industrial” area still creates a number of problems 
for the Borough; Outdoor storage of materials/vehicles represents a low level of economic benefit for 
the municipality.  It generates low levels of job creation and modest tax revenues for the Borough.  It 
will continue to track industrial vehicles through residential and commercial areas of the Borough and 
most importantly, it has the appearance of abandonment and decay.   This should be an item of further 
attention and plan amendment. 

 
 

7. Reliance on federal government action to protect flood-prone areas. 
With the implementation of the NJDEP Blue Acres buyout program, the federal flood control 
plan/program was terminated in 2016 by the US Army Corps of Engineers.  This represents a significant 
policy change from the 2011 Master Plan and was re-evaluated with the 2014 post-Sandy Strategic 
Recovery Planning Report.  The Blue Acres buyout program has replaced the USACOE flood control plan 
as a key assumption underlying the Boroughs Master Plan.  With this policy change, a new reliance has 
been created on state and federal dollars to facilitate future rounds of buyouts.  The Borough has so far 
encouraged, but not forced property owners to accept buyout payments.   Questions arise as to how 
holdout properties will be handled.  Does the Borough desire a patchwork of occupied and buyout 
properties?  Will federal funding cease?  Will the Borough maintain utilities and streets after most, or all 
properties have been abandoned?  Does the Borough want to more strongly encourage or discourage 
buyouts in specific locations? Does the Borough need to change the zoning in specific floodplain areas to 
protect life and property?  Should the Borough prohibit residential construction in these areas, or should 
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flood-elevated homes be permitted?  All of these questions should be addressed and a revised set of 
policies, plans and ordinances should be created to control development in this area under a clear set of 
policies.  This should be an item of further attention and plan amendment. 
 
 

8. Concern over development pressure on vacant land and open space, including private undeveloped 
spaces. 

 After this issue was raised the 2011 Master Plan, the Borough, in its subsequent zoning ordinance 
update, created the OSCR-Open Space, Conservation and Recreation Zone and the CEM Cemetery 
Conservation Zone.  These zones were adopted to take development pressure off land maintained as 
public and private open space, (developed or undeveloped) recreational space, and land used as 
cemeteries.  To date, there have been no development applications for properties in the OSCR or CEM 
Zones.  No action is recommended. 

 
 
9. Concern over erection of multiple and uncoordinated wireless communication towers throughout the 

Borough. 
 Following the 2011 Master Plan, the Borough enacted a comprehensive wireless communications 

ordinance and plan which remains in effect.  Approximately four (4) applications have been filed since 
2011 under this ordinance, all of which have been co-location applications.  The scope of this ordinance 
was usurped by the NJ Legislature which changed the laws for wireless communication towers.  The new 
law allows existing towers to add carriers, under specific conditions, as a matter of building permit 
application.  As technology improves, the Borough should be mindful of the growing importance of the 
availability of ‘next generation’ wireless internet connectivity to commerce.  Several municipalities are 
exploring options to provide municipal wireless services as an economic development incentive.  
Emerging issues also include capacity problems within the wireless networks as more users stream 
richer data to sophisticated devices.  Also emerging is the need to provide low height antenna arrays to 
provide additional network capacity where wireless coverage is already sufficient.  This may be an item 
of further attention and zoning ordinance amendment, to ensure a process of “co-location or use 
variance.” 
 
 

C. A re-examination of the extent to which there have been significant changes to the assumptions, policies 
and objectives forming the basis of the 2011 Master Plan or development regulations.  This would 
include particular focus on density, distribution of population and land uses, housing, circulation, 
conservation of natural resources, energy conservation, flood resilience and sustainability, and changes 
in Municipal, County, State or Federal policies.  

 
1. Flood Control and the Waterfront Zone 

The 2011 Master Plan assumed the federal flood control project would one-day be constructed, and 
thus the area was suited for some kind of future re-development.  That presumption is no longer 
valid.   With the official termination of this program in 2016, the area large area, spanning several 
zoning districts, remains in “imminent and severe” flood danger, where no flood protections should 
ever be expected.  With expected sea-level rises over the next century, this area will become less, 
not more, attractive to redevelopment.  This represents a significant change to the underlying 
assumptions of the WR Zone expressed in the 2011 Master Plan.  Therefore, the policy for the 
waterfront may need to be conceptually reconsidered. The WR Zone portion may need to be re-
thought as non-developable area of open space and limited outdoor storage.  Proliferation of this as 
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an “industrial” area still creates a number of problems for the Borough; Outdoor storage of 
materials/vehicles represents a low level of economic benefit for the municipality.  It generates low 
levels of job creation and modest tax revenues for the Borough.  It will continue to track industrial 
vehicles through residential and commercial areas of the Borough and most importantly, it has the 
appearance of abandonment and decay.   This should be an item of further attention and plan 
amendment. 

 
2. Flood Control and Blue Acres 

The implementation of the NJDEP / Blue Acres buyout program also represents a significant policy 
change from the 2011 Master Plan.  With this change a new reliance has been created on state and 
federal dollars to facilitate future rounds of buyouts.  The Borough has so far encouraged, but not 
forced property owners to accept buyout payments.   Questions arise as to how “holdout” 
properties will be handled.  Will funding run out?  Will the Borough maintain utilities and streets 
after most, or all properties have been abandoned?  Does the Borough want to more strongly 
encourage or discourage buyouts in specific locations?  (See item 7 above for additional discussion 
on this topic)  This should be an item of further attention and plan amendment. 

 
3. Housing 

The Borough need to update its housing element in the Master Plan with current data.  Focus should 
be on the change in rental/ownership units, economic conditions of households, and population 
changes.  This should result in an updated “Community Profile and Housing” or similar Element. 

 
4. Flood Resilience and Sustainability 
 A Flood Resilience Element should be added to the Master Plan. 

A statement/policy should be included relative to electric vehicles and electric vehicle charging 
facilities. 
Housing policy (discussed in other sections of this report) should be reviewed for flood-hazard areas. 

 
5. Public Access/Recreation on the Waterfront 

A public access plan/concept should be considered for the waterfront area.  This has been an elusive 
issue for several years in the Borough.  A rails-to-trails concept was initially discussed and never 
finalized, along with another project known as the “Vaca Trail.”  This item is worth a review given 
the changes to the waterfront areas anticipated in the plan revision. 

 
 
D. A resulting list of specific changes recommended for the Master Plan or development regulations, if any. 

1. The Master Plan needs to be amended to create a revised set of development goals for the WR 
Waterfront Revitalization Zone. 

2. The Master Plan needs to modify its development recommendations for general waterfront 
neighborhoods and areas on the eastern portion of the Borough to change the policy assumptions from 
“develop with flood control” of the non-development paradigm of buyouts and depopulation.   This may 
include a designation of this area into non-residential use or may include designation of a return to a 
natural state and/or installation of stormwater management improvements, but no occupancy.  

3. Although the Borough has not had an unmet affordable housing obligation from the Council on 
Affordable Housing, consideration of a development set-aside ordinance, as a preemptive or 
precautionary measure, to safeguard the Borough from future policy changes, court decisions, or action 
of the NJ Legislature or inaction of the NJ Legislature which might change the affordable housing 
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obligations, methodologies, procedures, or protections in effect in the State.  This would be to attempt 
to account for “future proof” the Borough’s growth as more housing is constructed in the next 20 years. 

4. Consideration of a purpose-built affordable, senior, veterans, or disabled persons, or similar housing 
facility in cooperation with a housing, social service, veterans or similar group.  

5. Minor revisions to the Borough’s Wireless Communications Ordinance to bring it into compliance with 
changes in State statute. 

6. Master Plan and Zoning Ordinance reconsideration of residential zones where they are located in areas 
identified by the Borough’s FEMA/National Flood Insurance Program’s Repetitive Loss Area Map.   The 
Floodplain Neighborhood Acquisition Plan should be formally absorbed into the Master Plan, providing 
the basis for any zone changes in this area.  This will be a significant change to the Borough and comes 
after approximately seven (7) years after the buyout program first started.  The Borough leadership will 
need to consider if the time has come to prohibit new residential development, and/or more 
aggressively discourage residential housing in flood-hazard areas.  
 
 

E. Recommendations of the Planning Board concerning in incorporation of Redevelopment Plans into the 
land use element municipal Master Plan and recommended changes, if any, in the local development 
regulations necessary to effectuate the Redevelopment Plans of the Borough. 
1. Incorporation of the Main Street Parking Strategy and adopted the PEP Ordinance into the Master Plan. 
2. Incorporation of the Lower Main Street Redevelopment Area into the Master Plan. 
3. Incorporation of the Post-Sandy Strategic Recovery Planning Report findings into the Master Plan. 
4. Incorporation of the Flood Neighborhood Acquisition and Fiscal Impact (Buyout) Plans into the Master 

Plan. 
5. Incorporations of Redevelopment or Rehabilitation areas into the land use plan element 
6. Main Street Redevelopment Zone 
7. Lincoln School Neighborhood Overlay Zone 
8. Adding a general Master Plan basis for future redevelopment or rehabilitation zones that may be 

created throughout the Borough. 
 

Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any questions or comments relative to items in this report. 
 
         Very truly yours, 
         
         Henry Bignell, P.P. 
         For the Firm 

HB/TB 
 All Board & Staff Members 
 R. Eppinger, Borough Council President 
 A. Londensky, Borough Administrator 

 
 


