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DEPARTMENT OF DEVELOPMENT SERVICES – PLANNING DIVISION  
REPORT: Special Permit for MLK Apartments Master Plan 

for consideration July 13, 2021 

 
 

STAFF REPORT 
 
TO:   Planning & Zoning Commission 
PREPARED BY:  Paul Ashworth, Senior Planner 
   paul.ashworth@hartford.gov 
 
PROJECT:    Martin Luther King Apartments 

99 Van Block Avenue 
   PARCEL ID: 294-564-002 
   P&Z-COMM-2021-0414 
 
ZONE:   NX-1, Neighborhood Mix with Campus Overlay 
 
TYPE: Special Permit per Section 1.3.4 for a Master Plan pursuant to Section 

5.1.2.A  
  
APPLICANT:  Jon Tunsky 
   
OWNER:  MLK Cooperative INC 
   
 

 
Overhead View – City of Hartford GIS 2021 

mailto:paul.ashworth@hartford.gov
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
The applicant is requesting approval of a master plan via the special permit process for the complete 
redevelopment of the Martin Luther King housing complex.  The applicant is proposing to demolish 
the existing 9 building, 64-unit housing complex and to construct a 15-building residential campus 
with 161 residential units. 
 
The applicant concurrently requested a rezoning of the property to add the Campus overlay to the 
existing NX-1, Neighborhood Mix base zoning.  The addition of the Campus overlay was necessary 
to allow this style of multi-building development and the master plan process.   
 
The existing development was constructed circa 1969 after the demolition of a portion of what 
appears to be Colt manufacturing campus. Please see the photo comparison below followed by a 
modern aerial image as Photo 1. 
 

     
Photo Comparison. 1951 Aerial photograph VS 1970 Aerial photograph – UCONN Air Photo 

Archive 2021 
 

 
Photo 1. 2021 Aerial photograph – Hartford GIS 2021 
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KEY APPLICATION TIMELINES  

• Application Submission Date: May 28, 2021 

• Date Application Accepted as Complete: May 28, 2021 

• Application Date of Receipt: June 22, 2021 (sooner of either: date of next regularly 
scheduled meeting, or 35 days after acceptance of complete application) 

• Public Hearing is scheduled to open on Tuesday, July 13, 2021; Open Hearing Deadline: 
August 26, 2021.  

• Close Hearing Deadline (if opens July 13, 2021): (35 days after opening) Tuesday, August 17, 
2021 

• CT General Statutes Sec.8-7D allow that the applicant may consent to one or more 
extensions of time, provided the total extension of all time periods shall not be for longer 
than 65 days*. 

 
 
LEGAL STANDARD 
Standard for Application Type:   

 
The Commission reviews special permits in accordance with Zoning Regulations section 
1.3.4.  Special permits may be approved, approved with conditions, or denied.  
Considerations the Commission may weigh in special permit review include:  harmony with 
the plan of conservation & development; compliance with the purposes of the district; effect 
on existing development; creation of safety hazards in vehicular and pedestrian circulation; 
effects on traffic; compatibility with adjacent properties; suitability of arrangement of 
buildings, open space, and provision of light and air; impact on essential services; impact on 
stormwater runoff; impact on city services and infrastructure; tree and landscape provision; 
and pedestrian amenities.  The Commission may deviate from the minimum requirements 
for building siting, height, street facades, accessory structures dimensions, tree installation, 
landscape installation, buffers, fencing, lighting, parking, signage, and street design by up to 
15% upon certain findings.   

 
 
STANDARD SPECIFIC TO THE USE   
A pertinent excerpt of Section 5.1 Campus Overlay is copied below. However, the entire section is 
relevant and is thus attached to this report in full as Attachment 1 for reference. 
 
Section 5.1.1 General 

A. Intent. These sites contain multiple buildings on one or more lots that work together to 
create a walkable campus with inter-related uses.  A Campus Overlay is intended to 
permit greater flexibility for the development of larger lots than otherwise is allowed by 
these regulations, provided, however, that such development is consistent with the 
comprehensive plan for development, including the goals of more economic and 
efficient use of the land, a harmonious variety of uses, a higher level of urban amenities, 
and preservation of natural and scenic qualities of open spaces.  These regulations aim to 
assist campus planners in achieving the intent of the building type regulations, relating to 



99 Van Block Avenue       4 

their surrounding context, maintaining the interior focus of the campuses, and creating a 
welcoming public face to the streets surrounding the campus. 

Section 5.1.2 Application – The Campus Overlay requires applicants to file the following types of 
applications, as applicable to the relevant type of activity that is the subject of the application: 

 

 

 
 
FINDING OF FACTS  
Subject Property 

- Lot size is approximately 7.3 acres 
- Two existing access points to be preserved, one each on Van Block Avenue and Luis Ayala 

Lane 
Proposed Development 

- The proposed development is similar in nature to the existing development but represents 
an intensification of the use 

- 15 Apartment type buildings (previously 9 buildings) 
- 161 proposed residential units (previously 64) 

Neighborhood Context 
- Abuts the Dutch Point residential development to the west and south, the State Library to 

the southeast, the Historic Metropolitan Community Church to the northwest and some 
general office uses mixed with small scale multi-family residential to the north and northeast; 
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- The subject property is in the vicinity of the Coltsville National Historic Park, the City of 
Hartford’s Colt Park, Dillon Stadium and Waterfront Park. 

 

 
Photo 2. Looking south on Van Block Ave from Luis Ayala Lane – Google 2021 

 

 
Photo 3. Looking west on Luis Ayala Lane from Van Block Ave – Google 2021 
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Diagram 1. MLK Apartments Master Plan dated May 28, 2021 – Crosskey Architects LLC 2021 

 
 
COMMENTS RECEIVED (DEPARTMENTS, AGENCIES, NRZS, PUBLIC)  
The President of the CSS/CON NRZ Mary Ramdeen delivered a letter on behalf of the NRZ dated 
June 15, 2021 to the Planning Division, expressing support for the proposed rezoning and 
subsequent master plan.  Ms. Ramdeen confirmed that the applicant presented their intentions to 
the NRZ at meetings in 2020 and that the applicant is seen as a community partner.  The letter 
expresses support for all of the applicant’s intentions with the property and notes that the subject 
development is a key component of CSS/CON’s effort to build upon recent investments at the 
Capewell Horse Nail Factory site, Dutch Point, the Colt Armory, Dillon Stadium and the Riverfront.  
The letter is attached in full to this report as Attachment 2. 
 
ANALYSIS  
According to the City of Hartford Zoning Regulations (the Regulations), a master plan must meet a 
series of objective minimum criteria and further a number of more general goals and objectives of 
both the Regulations and the Plan of Conservation & Development (POCD).   The proposed 
master plan meets the minimum criteria outlined by the Regulations in that the subject property is 
more than 1 acre in size, the lot width is greater than 100 feet, and there are more buildings 
proposed than the minimum 2 detached principal structures as required by Section 5.1.3.  Further, 
the proposed master plan meets the general intent statements of the POCD in that the development 
significantly increases the total number of residential units on the same amount of land thus 
accomplishing a more “economic and efficient use of the land.”  The plan must also be commended 



99 Van Block Avenue       7 

for demonstrating a commitment to connectivity when designing the pedestrian path network within 
the development.  The proposed design includes pedestrian paths leading to all exterior access 
points, as well as easy pedestrian flow to and from the proposed playground, gazebo and open field 
from all residential buildings.  In these ways, the proposed master plan is an improvement over the 
existing development and is a proposal consistent with the intention of the Regulations and the 
POCD. This being established, there are some areas where the plan could be improved to be more 
inline with the Regulations and the POCD.  Staff finds that more discussion is warranted regarding 
the pedestrian and bicycle design, the ability of the site to provide an appropriately varied residential 
experience with a strong sense of place, general roadway design, recreational opportunities and a few 
general design topics noted by the applicant. 
 
Pedestrian and Bicycle Design 
The pedestrian network provided by the applicant sufficiently connects all buildings destinations 
however, special consideration should be given to primary destinations both on-site and off-site in 
the surrounding community.  Staff recommends designating “primary pedestrian routes” that feature 
a wider urban sidewalk and additional lighting.  The additional width should be considered to allow 
all users to occupy the path concurrently.  Specifically, users in wheelchairs and parents pushing 
strollers would benefit from a more accessible path as well as children who may benefit from a 
paved play space outside of the street.  These primary paths should connect internal gathering places 
such as the playground to all outside connections, including the pedestrian only connection to the 
south that leads to Colt Park. 
 
A pedestrian and bicycle-oriented environment is one that not only provides paths for such users 
but provides facilities that allow for a pleasant and inviting user experience.  The existing master 
plan does not show bicycle facilities. These could be included in the form of bicycle racks near 
destinations or in logical focal points for residential use.  The design of the private drive aisle 
connecting the Luis Ayala Lane to Van Block Avenue should be reconsidered to include sharrows or 
narrowed lanes 
 
The importance of trees to the pedestrian experience cannot be understated.  Studies have shown 
that shade trees can lower the ambient temperature of shaded areas by several degrees.  With the 
prevalence of heat waves expected to increase because of global climate change, the proposed 
master plan and the pedestrian network should have a canopy focused design.  The design should 
where feasible, provide a continuous canopy coverage of all pedestrian paths and a significant 
portion of paved parking.  This addition to the design would improve the pedestrian experience by 
cooling the route and by reducing the urban heat island effect.  The Regulations already require that 
at least 10% of the parking be shaded by tree canopy.  The addition of canopy over all pedestrian 
paths may help to satisfy this eventual requirement. 
 
Based on our analysis of the pedestrian and bicycle facilities in the plan, Staff recommends that the 
Planning & Zoning Commission consider the following additions to the plan: 

1. 8’ wide primary paths that accommodate all users should be designated on the plan that 
connect internal uses to external destinations (Colt Park, transit facilities, the nearby school); 

2. Bicycle parking and on-street facilities should be considered and shown in the master plan; 
3. Where feasible a continuous tree canopy should be provided over all pedestrian paths; 
4. A crosswalk from east to west across the drive aisle intersection on the north of the site shall 

be provided; 
5. The addition of raised crosswalks at some intersections to ensure slower car movements. 
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Internal Circulation & Recreation 
The proposed layout of the development is a substantial improvement over the prior design.  This 
design is more connected, brings the parking to the periphery where possible and unites the 
development into a logical, cohesive community.  In particular the addition of the drive aisle running 
the length of the community from Luis Ayala Lane to Van Block Avenue has the potential to give 
the residents a more connected and continuous experience while maintaining the inward focus 
intended by the Campus Overlay.  The drive aisle referenced is here-to referred to as Aisle A.  The 
proposed Aisle A appears to be something of a hybrid between a street and a parking area.  This is 
evidenced by the parallel parking shown on the west half of the aisle that then transitions to 
perpendicular parking on the east.  Staff recommends that the applicant and the Commission 
capitalize on this internal cirulation design and consider altering the plan to include traditional street 
lights and a landscape strip similar to that which is present on nearby Luis Ayala Lane (see Photo 4 
below).  The addition of a landscape strip also allows for additional tree plantings that may facilitate 
the continuous tree canopy. 
 

 
Photo 4. Street conditions on Luis Ayala Lane – Google 2021 
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Diagram 2. Neighborhood Street – Hartford Zoning Regulations 2020 

 
Staff also recommends the Commission consider adjusting the building setback from Aisle A.  The 
current design shows all the buildings on both sides of the aisle at approximately the same setback.  
The street lights combined with the landscape strip and a potential variation in setback between 
buildings one side of the aisle compared to the other could provide a needed variation to the 
residential experience.  Staff recommends reducing the setback of the buildings on the north and 
east side of Aisle A closer to the street line.  This adjustment could provide additional recreation 
space as described below. 
 
The open lawn is a very apt design choice because it provides informal recreation space.  Staff 
recommends the applicant consider the size of the space in terms of potential recreational uses (e.g. 
outdoor sports such as soccer, cricket, ultimate frisbee, etc) and if necessary adjust the layout of the 
central region to better facilitate that use.  The adjustment of the setback along the north side of 
Aisle A as suggested could provide additional open field space.  This additional recreational amenity 
is consistent with the intention of the Campus Overlay to provide “a higher level of urban 
amenities.”  Further, this type of amenity would provide a space for young adults and teens, a 
demographic often left out of the planning process. 
 
Staff recommends the Commission consider the following modifications: 

1. The drive aisle between Luis Ayala Lane and Van Block Avenue include design requirements 
such as traditional street lights, a landscape strip between sidewalk and street parking and 
sharrows or narrowed lanes; 

2. Bicycle facilities shall be included in the plan; 
3. The setback be adjusted on either the north or south side of the specified drive aisle to 

create some internal variation and sense of place; 
4. That the applicant consider possible recreational uses for the open field and if necessary 

adjust the layout to better facilitate those uses. 
 
 
General Design Notes 
The applicant’s design includes a number of context related adjustments.  Some are necessary to 
address here in order to ensure regulatory compliance during the life of the project.   
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The master plan shows an augmented build-to line along Van Block Avenue. This is in response to a 
22ft MDC easement running along the western side of Van Block Avenue.  In order to avoid this 
easement, buildings will be set back an additional 17 feet from the 15’ building line.  Section 5.1.3.C 
states that the Commission shall review the master plan to ensure that the intent of the Building 
Siting requirements is achieved… …where strict application of the Building Siting requirements 
would be impracticable.  This section implies that the Commission may approve adjustments to the 
build-to line requirement through the master plan process if the intent of the Regulations is 
maintained.  The presence of the MDC easement makes it impracticable for the applicant to meet 
the build-to line requirement and therefore Staff recommends the proposed build-to line adjustment 
be accepted by the Commission and approved as designed. 
 
The applicant has proposed parking in the side yard along Aisle A.  The proposed parking is 
adjacent to the State Library building on the south side of the development adjacent to Van Block 
Avenue.  Unfortunately, parking is not permitted in the side yard.  The Campus Overlay, per 
Sec.5.1.3.D allows for parking lots or structures in the rear yard or corner side yard on primary 
streets or on non-primary streets when considered with a site plan.  Should the Commission 
consider the specified parking area to be in the corner side yard of the adjacent proposed buildings 
facing Aisle A, the Commission could potentially approve this parking location. 
 
The applicant has proposed more than the permitted number of street entrances for the building at 
the corner of Van Block Avenue and Luis Ayala Lane.  Section 5.1.3.C specifically allows the 
Commission to allow additional street entrances via the master plan process.  Staff recommends that 
the Commission accept this condition because the additional entrances serve to increase pedestrian 
and street activity consistent with the Regulations and the POCD. 
 
 
STAFF RECOMMENDATION  
Staff finds that the proposed master plan is consistent with the Regulations and furthers the 
goals of the Plan of Conservation & Development but that some design elements could be 
improved.  Staff recommends that the Commission either continue the item to a date 
agreeable to the applicant to give the applicant time to revise the plan according to staff 
recommendations, or, that the Commission approve the plan based on the condition that the 
applicant will resubmit a revised plan for review and approval by staff.  
 

A draft resolution follows.   
 

ATTACHMENTS  
1. MLK Apartments Master Plan dated May 28, 2021 
2. NRZ Support Letter 
3. Section 5.1 Campus Overlay Regulations 
 

REVIEWED AND EDITED BY,  
 

 
_______________________ 
Paul Bengtson, Principal Planner 
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CITY OF HARTFORD 

PLANNING & ZONING COMMISSION RESOLUTION  

99 VAN BLOCK AVENUE 

SPECIAL PERMIT PER SECTION 1.3.4 FOR A MASTER PLAN PURSUANT TO SECTION 

5.1.2.A 

 

Whereas, The City of Hartford Planning & Zoning Commission reviewed the application and 

attached documents regarding the request for a special permit per Section 1.3.4 for a 

master plan pursuant to Section 5.1.2.A; and  

 

Whereas, The zoning district assigned to the subject property is NX-1, Neighborhood Mix with the 

Campus Overlay; and 

 

 Whereas, The City of Hartford Zoning Regulations (the Regulations) permit that within the NX-1 

district with the Campus Overlay, master plans may be approved by the Planning & 

Zoning Commission via the Special Permit process; and 

 

Whereas, The proposed master plan is of a design that represents a significant improvement over 

the existing use; and  

 

Whereas, The proposed master plan shows a well-connected network of pedestrian paths; and  

 

Whereas, The uses proposed are consistent with the zoning district; and 

 

Whereas, The overall plan is consistent with the Regulations and the Plan of Conservation & 

Development; and 

 

Whereas, The development scale and type proposed is consistent with the zoning district and the 

future land use assigned to the property (medium density residential 3-6 stories); and 

 

Whereas, The pedestrian circulation network could be improved by allowing for a primary pathway 

network that is more accessible to persons with disabilities, families and children; and 

 

Whereas, The proposed automobile and bicycle facilities are sufficient but could be improved to 

provide a more walkable, bike friendly environment; and 
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Whereas, The proposed adjusted build-to line along Van Block Avenue is necessary because of a 

22’ MDC easement in that area; and 

 

Whereas, The additional principal entrances on buildings facing public streets are supportive of a 

walkable, pedestrian oriented development as required by Ch.5 of the Regulations; and 

   

Now therefore Be It 

  

Resolved, The City of Hartford Planning & Zoning Commission hereby denies/approves the request 

for a special permit per Section 1.3.4 for a master plan pursuant to Section 5.1.2.A 

subject to the following conditions: 

1. 8’ wide primary paths that accommodate all users should be designated on the plan 

that connect internal uses to external destinations (Colt Park, transit facilities, the 

nearby school); 

2. Bicycle parking and on-street facilities should be considered and shown in the master 

plan; 

3. Where feasible a continuous tree canopy should be provided over all pedestrian 

paths; 

4. A crosswalk from east to west across the drive aisle intersection on the north of the 

site shall be provided; 

5. The addition of raised crosswalks at some intersections to ensure slower car 

movements; 

6. The drive aisle connecting Luis Ayala Lane and Van Block Avenue include design 

requirements consistent with Ch.9 of the Regulations such as traditional street lights, 

a landscape strip between sidewalk and street parking and sharrows or narrowed 

lanes; 

7. Bicycle facilities shall be included in the plan; 

8. The setback be adjusted on either the north or south side of the specified drive aisle 

to create some internal variation and sense of place; 

9. That the applicant consider possible recreational uses for the open field and if 

necessary adjust the layout to better facilitate those uses. 

  

Be It Further, 

  

Resolved, This 13th day of July, 2021. 
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Attachment 1 - MLK Apartments Master Plan dated May 28, 2021 
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Attachment 2 - NRZ Support Letter 
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Attachment 3 - Section 5.1 Campus Overlay Regulations 
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