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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Introduction

Located at a major crossroads at the edge of the New York
City/Northern New Jersey metropolitan area, the Somerset
County Regional Center is a major focus of residential,
business, and retail development within Central New Jersey
and is home to most of Somerset County’s major institutions.
This document represents the latest step in a unique regional
planning process that is resulting in many tangible benefits for
the three communities that constitute the Regional Center:
Somerville Borough, Raritan Borough, and part of Bridgewater
Township identified herein as the "Bridgewater Core". The
Regional Center Partnership, an organization consisting of
stakeholders from all three municipalities and regional business
leaders, has led this process as well as many other initiatives.

Somerset County Regional Center
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Regional Center Partnership PIanningRetreat, June 2005

This document, which lays out the next steps for the Region’s
future, is based directly on a public process of working with
stakeholders to determine the most important programs and
projects that will help achieve the Regional Center vision. The
recommendations and implementation strategies contained in
this report reflect extensive work that has been contributed by
residents, business leaders, and elected officials through public
meetings, workshops, a community questionnaire, and
stakeholder interviews
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Similarly, Somerville is currently actively planning for the
redevelopment of four key areas - the Landfill, Downtown
Somerville Shopping Center, Eastern Central Business District
and Kirby Ave. Redevelopment area, which is bound by the NJ
Transit right-of-way to the south, Loeser Ave. to the west,
Fairview and Kirby Avenues to the north and Adamsville Road
to the east. While the Borough has particular goals specific to
each redevelopment area, they are cognizant of the
interrelationships between them and are taking steps to
incorporate each redevelopment area into the larger planning
framework for the municipality as a whole.

Somerville Landfill Site, Somerville

Bridgewater, too, is tackling the issue of deciding how to best
reuse former industrial space. The large Wyeth site is a prime
example. Although redevelopment of this site is not expected
for several years, the municipality is currently actively
involved in the long-term plans for the redevelopment of this
important site.
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Wyeth Site, Bridgewater

These redevelopment opportunitites all have the potential to
become a showpiece for innovative redevelopment planning.
Together they could transform the Regional Center. Overseeing
the planning process for these sites is a major issue facing each
Regional Center community.

Community Design

The objective of improving community design is one of the
major issues facing the Regional Center over the coming
decades. In its function, the Regional Center has changed
dramatically since the 1970s. But these functional changes
have, for the most part, not been reflected in the Regional
Center’s approach to physical design. Most new development
has continued to occur in sprawling patterns of single-use
“pods” for housing, office, or retail, with little mixing or
attention to the interrelations between different elements. This
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development pattern has resulted in attractive and well-
maintained low-density residential neighborhoods throughout
the Regional Center, but it is less desirable when it is applied to
denser residential developments or to nonresidential projects
such as shopping centers and office parks. This current
development pattern also serves to limit the potential for
providing increased public transit opportunities throughout the
Regional Center.

Residential Area, Bridgewater

The challenge for the Regional Center over the coming years is
to retrofit existing suburban patterns where necessary while
preserving the core central areas of downtown Somerville and
Raritan as the primary “centers-within-the-Center.” The Route
22 Suburban Boulevard project, the Somerville-Raritan
Streetscape Connection, and proposed alterations to campus-
style developments along major highway corridors are all
efforts to incorporate design changes into the suburban setting
of the Regional Center.
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Regional Center stakeholders have repeatedly expressed a
desire for mixed-use, compact development patterns that
permit greater community interaction and reduce the area’s
reliance on the automobile. Over the long run, opportunities to
redevelop existing big-box retail sites, office parks, and
regional shopping centers will present themselves as these
developments age. The Regional Center communities should
be prepared to explore new guidelines as these changing
circumstances present themselves.

In the Regional Center’s older urban areas, good design will
ensure the viability of these areas for years to come. The
primary issue currently facing downtown Somerville and
Raritan is that of incorporating redevelopment projects within
and on the fringes of downtown into the towns’ existing urban
fabric, while at the same time complimenting and enhancing
the historic character and pedestrian environment of these
areas. Important principles have been identified for
redevelopment projects at the Raritan Woolen Mills,
Somerville Landfill and Downtown Somerville Shopping
Center sites. These principles should be considered for future
projects and include:

e Building design guidelines that compliment the existing
structural/historic character of the community.

e Incorporating provisions for public open space as part
of redevelopment projects.

e Connectivity to the existing street grid.

e Enhancing pedestrian connections.

22




Somerset County Regional Center Strategic Plan

e Public connections to the Raritan River and other
greenways.

e Encourage strong links to mass transit opportunities
where appropriate.

Raritan Woolen Mills, Raritan

Similar design principles should be adopted for proposed train
station area redevelopment and for the Wyeth site in
Bridgewater. Finally, where not already provided, design
standards should be developed for infill buildings constructed
within the existing developed areas of downtown Somerville
and Raritan.

Infrastructure
The Regional Center is generally well served by water and
sewer infrastructure. The largest key issue is determining the

capacity of these systems to handle additional growth from
redevelopment in Somerville and Raritan. Typically, water and
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sewer systems in older urbanized areas have sufficient capacity
for redevelopment because they were originally constructed to
serve large industrial users with much higher demands than
commercial and residential users typically have. However,
there is a need to conduct capacity studies and review the
condition of all existing infrastructure systems.

Housing

The Regional Center has a highly diverse housing stock
consisting of single-family homes, condominiums, multifamily
garden apartment complexes, and high-rise dwellings. This
housing is available in a variety of settings including urban,
suburban, and semi-rural locations. Specialized housing for
seniors exists as well as low-and moderate-income housing. A
major issue facing the Regional Center is ensuring that housing
opportunitites continue to be available and affordable for all of
its current and future residents.

Moderate-Income Housing, Bridgewater
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New housing opportunitites in the Regional Center are
expected to be created predominately through redevelopment
and infill since most residential lands are currently built out.
There are opportunitites for increased residential development
as former brownfield sites are developed with higher density
residential units in stand-alone or mixed-use projects. The most
recent example of this is the proposed redevelopment of the
Raritan Woolen Mills site with nearly 200 luxury apartments.

All three Regional Center municipalities have worked over the
years to provide an adequate stock of affordable housing. The
Council on Affordable Housing (COAH) is the governing body
that oversees the management of housing obligations in
accordance  with  New  Jersey’s regional planning
considerations. COAH was established in 1985 as a result of
the State Supreme Court’s Mt. Laurel decisions. In addition,
the state legislature authorized the Fair Housing Act of 1985
which states that “every municipality in a growth area has a
constitutional obligation to provide through its land use
regulations a realistic opportunity for a fair share of its region’s
present and prospective needs for housing for low and
moderate income families.” (N.J.S.A. 52:27 D-301)

The COAH process provides a wide array of benefits for those
municipalities that choose to participate in its program. The
process offers municipalities flexible options for addressing
affordable housing obligations including alternative living
arrangements, municipally-supported “all affordable” projects,
buy-down of market rate units and Regional Contribution
Agreements (RCAs). COAH offers municipalities protection
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from exclusionary zoning (“builder’s remedy”) litigation.
Municipalities with COAH-certified Housing Plans also
qualify for New Jersey’s Balanced Housing Fund. All
municipalities must obtain Plan Endorsement from the State
Planning Commission within 3 years of receiving COAH
certification. Municipalities with SPC Endorsement are eligible
for priority access to state agency programs, technical
assistance and discretionary funds.

Somerville Affordable Housing

The Borough of Somerville’s current affordable housing
obligation in its Round 2 Housing Element and Fair Share Plan
is 170 units. Somerville also has to address its Round 3
“growth share” affordable housing requirements. The Borough
has not yet submitted a draft Round 3 Plan to COAH, which is
necessary if it is to remain under COAH’s jurisdiction and
continue to receive the benefits described above. Somerville
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has acknowledged that a reexamination of its affordable
housing situation is overdue; officials have indicated that they
will be reviewing their affordable housing obligation over the
coming year.

Bridgewater Affordable Housing

Bridgewater Township greatly exceeded its Round 2 (1987-
1999) affordable housing obligation of 797 units — by
supplying 1,170 units during this timeframe. This does not
include the reductions and bonus credits that were permitted
under the 1995 COAH regulations. The Township met its
affordable housing needs primarily through the construction of
inclusionary townhouse and condominium style housing
developments where 1 unit of affordable to low- and moderate-
income households was provided for every market-rate unit
built.

Senior Housing, Bridgewater
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This increase in housing supply helped to fuel the robust
employment growth that took place in Bridgewater during this
period. Although Bridgewater exceeded its COAH housing
obligation, the community continues to explore opportunities to
provide affordable single family units, and housing for the
elderly and people with “special needs”.

Bridgewater’s draft Round 3 Plan includes: continuation of the
Housing Rehabilitation Program; transfer of 76 affordable units
via a Regional Contribution Agreement (RCA) in the amount
of $35,000 per unit to be financed with unused rehabilitation
funds and future development fees; funding toward new
construction of rental, shared and senior housing; funding for
rendering units more affordable; and the purchase of vacant
lots for future affordable housing. Bridgewater Township has
adopted a development fee ordinance with a revised and
updated spending plan consistent with the above. After Round
3, Bridgewater will have 244 remaining credits, 150 of which
are rental credits, and 94 of which are general credits.

Raritan Affordable Housing

The Borough of Raritan was granted Round 2 (1993-1999)
certification on August 2, 2000. The plan consisted of a request
for the continuation of Raritan’s vacant land adjustment which
was part of a Judgment of Compliance and Repose from the
New Jersey Superior Court in 1989. The vacant land
adjustment was approved as part of this certification. The
Borough’s strategy for addressing its obligation included:
adoption of a development fee ordinance; provision of 24 new
affordable units through inclusionary zoning (to date, 12
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