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Overview
This is an ambitious and potentially transformative development proposal which, if designed
and executed thoughtfully, could make a significant positive impact on an area that has so
far developed without a coherent urban design strategy.
We note, however, there are considerable limitations imposed by the inherited development
pattern of the larger area that, while they can to some extent be mitigated, even ameliorated, cannot be entirely overcome without major changes to regional infrastructure.

Documents Reviewed
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For this Review, the following documents have
been reviewed:
1. Master Plan, prepared by Svigals +
Partners, dated February 26, 2020 with
alternate building layouts dated January 7, 2020 and September 20, 2018.
2. Review of BLT Development Proposal
at Glover Avenue, prepared by Halliday
& Fitzgerald, Inc., dated March 11,
2020.
3. Norwalk Planning and Municipal Fiscal
Impact Analysis: Tax Assessment & Feasibility Analysis, prepared by Goman +
York Advisory Services dated March 23,
2020.

Context Map
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The following review will assess the response of this proposal to applicable criteria of contemporary pedestrian and transit oriented urban design

Area Description
Current Uses:

1
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4
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The study area, excluding the
properties proposed for rezoning, consists almost exclusively
of large scale corporate office
buildings and multi-family residential projects. The primary
components are:
1. Merritt 7. a six office building complex, eight stories
tall sitting above structured
parking
2. Towers at Merritt: 801 and
901 Main Avenue and 45
Glover Avenue, a three
office building complex seven stories high, above structured parking
3. Merritt on the River / Pearson Professional Center
consisting of two principle
office buildings four to five
stories tall and one subsidiary building.
4. Merritt River Apartments, a
one building eleven story
multi-family complex on a
structured parking base
5. One Glover Apartments, a
four story single building on
a structured parking base.
6. The Curb, a three building
multi-family complex of five
stories, on a structured
parking base currently in
construction.
7. Seir Hill / Oakwood Avenue,
an area of multiple two to
four story multi family projects and some commercial
uses.

Topography
Glover Avenue is generally set at the low point in the study area. While the Norwalk River is
approximately at elevation 70 where it crosses under the Merritt Parkway , and 75 where it
cuts through the Merritt 7 office complex, Glover is at elevation 85 on its south end at Main
Avenue and rises very gradually to 100 where it starts paralleling the river just south of The
Curb about 2/3rds of a mile to the north; effectively this area feels level. From this point,
and for the 1/3rd of a mile to Grist Mill Road, it rises another 65 feet. In this, topography
divides Glover into two distinct zones.

Based on the above, the general development pattern proposed for North 7 is consistent
with how topography would naturally shape development.
5
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The other significant topographic feature
is Seir Hill, largely residential but also occupied by the Toiwers on Merritt comThe steepness of the slopes that characterize the western multi
plex, the top of whose podium is about at -family residential area are difficult to capture in a photograph.
Here, a required retaining wall was carefully faced with local
elevation 140. The residential area itself
stone in a tight jointed rubble pattern.
is bordered on the west by a ridge that
rises from about 135 in the south to 185
This is a good example of the quality of materials and finish
in he north. Most of the residences have
that would be a credit to North 7.
base elevations between 120 and 140 .
Elevation, then, separates Seir Hill as a distinct area from development on Glover. For this
reason, and also the complicated ownership pattern of condominium development, it is unlikely that Seir Hill would undergo development pressures as a result of the development of
North 7.
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Main Avenue rises gradually from south
to north as it borders Merritt 7. from
about 90 to 110, the 90 being in the portion directly adjacent to the railroad
tracks and this site. Because of its podium construction raised above Main Avenue, the effective “ground level’ of Merritt 7 closest to this site is approximately
105. or about 15 feet above Glover. As
we will note later, the future railroad station will be the sole bridge between the
office use and this area and it must negotiate this elevational difference plus an
added clearance allowing for future electrification of the Danbury line.

Study Area Statistics
It may be useful to look at approximations for the gross areas by use within the study area.
Taking the specifics of North 7 and The Curb given in this Application and adding these to approximations extracted from Vision Appraisal and Google Earth areas and estimates of the
gross building area and number of dwelling units, the following table is developed:

Where we observe that there is an imbalance is in the quantity retail/commercial space
within the area. Again, without being able to define a precise quantity in relation to total
development, it seems clear to us that 0.5% of the total built area is inadequate to serve a
neighborhood or center of this size. We will return to this issue later.
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Second, this table quantifies what one knows empirically and intuitively. That is, that the
study area is characterized by a small number of large, single use projects. In aggregate, with
North 7 included, there is some balance between office and residential. What the optimum
value for this ratio or even minimum and maximum desirable limit for it is beyond the scope
and authority of this study. None the less, North 7 does help to balance the uses in this area.
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The first thing to notice is that in aggregate this area constitutes a very respectable town or
neighborhood center. 5.3M square feet in total is a considerable size for a neighborhood or
town center.

General Study Area Considerations

The new commuter
station serving the
Danbury line could
well be a decisive
game-changer for this
development, but only
if there is a significant
increase in service,
and if future policy
and planning reinforces the potential role of
legitimate local commuter service.

Unfortunately, there doesn’t seem to be room on or near the site chosen for the new station
for both drop off and turn-around for vehicles dropping off or picking up commuters. That
will mean that vehicles entering at one end of Glover Avenue will have to proceed the full
length of Glover to exit the area. Either that or they will attempt a disastrous mid-block Uturn since there is really no possibility of a conventional block structure on the site.

7
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In the Netherlands, for
example, the standard
for local commuter train and light rail service in relation to main line service, is that it be
close to the frequency of urban subway and streetcar service. That frequency is probably
not necessary at current Connecticut densities, but if the dominant auto-dependent behavior
is really going to change, considerable upgrades are required.
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The area to be developed for North 7 is relatively isolated by surrounding limited access
highways and a rail corridor. While these offer potential long-distance connectivity, at a local
level they prevent continuous and flexible on-grade pedestrian and vehicular connections to
adjacent urban areas and to the landscape, effectively choking circulation to the site into a
few points of access and egress; that will become even more problematic with significant
additional development. While the proposed (under development) new commuter rail station is a tremendous potential asset for the site and for the proposed development, current
level of service will not, at least at first, make this a truly transit-oriented development, and
not only will future residents mostly be reliant on their cars, as reflected in parking counts
and the dominance of structured parking in the proposed site plan, there will also be a certain amount of incoming commuter traffic adding to rush hour congestion.

In any case, it is extremely important that:
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North 7’s building typology, massing, access, and
architectural treatment
NOT continue to reproduce
the character and performance of autonomous,
auto-oriented, sealed-box
development prevalent in
its surroundings.
North 7 has the opportunity and the responsibility to
provide a unifying and active pedestrian oriented
center to this area.
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The product of successive periods and programs of development, this area, already disrupted by infrastructure and topography, is further fragmented by large development parcels
with no overall masterplan. If there is any predominant character, it is that of a suburban
office park despite the high density and closely packed alignment of the buildings. That density and alignment is mainly the product of the north-south attenuation of the site, following
the major infrastructural corridors, which themselves follow the topography and river. This
means that critical east-west connections are weak and difficult, and it is a major contribution of the schematic masterplan under review that it attempts to start to address this crossconnection deficit. (In Topography, above, we have started to address the challenges set out
by the varying levels of the site. As a next step, this dimension of the project would be best
represented by a series of east-west site sections which describe the relationship of buildings
to topography, to infrastructure corridors, and most importantly to Glover Avenue.) While
the station will provide a key link across the divide of the railroad tracks, it is only one link.
Ideally, the future would bring multiple links of this type—cross track bridges with easy access to grade on both sides.

Urban Design Considerations

9

Typical Merritt 7 “plaza level” showing private amenities
available to office tenants.
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In the absence of a more substantial east-west connection or
connections, the southern half
of the new development along
Glover is, for all intents and purposes, one-sided, placing a substantial urban design burden on
the new Glover Avenue frontages and the design of Glover Avenue itself.
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There is little doubt that Glover Avenue is the principal organizer, the spine, of this project
and seemingly of the entire area. Seemingly because, while Oakwood Avenue is a tributary
of Glover, all of the buildings east of the rail corridor have their address and main access
effectively on Main Avenue, which exists as a parallel, but independent, and essentially exclusively auto accessed, corridor vis-à-vis Glover, thereby creating a condition where the
Main Avenue buildings align
with, but turn their backs to,
Glover. (Truth be told, most of
the buildings along Main Street,
as was noted above, have neither a conventional urban front
or back.) While the new train
station will provide a much
needed bridge connection over
the rail tracks, the current design provides only a minimal
link, really only a narrow tube
for a connection, whereas what
would be desirable is a real public space connection – more like
Typical Merritt 7 “main entrance” showing auto access to podium top
an elevated plaza. In this, one
with almost no pedestrian access.
could really hope for a future
continuation of the plaza amenities Merritt 7 already provides
for their tenants, bridging the
tracks for a generous width and
providing gracious routes for
pedestrian descent to the level
of Glover.

The one-sidedness of the south end of Glover should be compensated for both by the intensity of ground floor retail and public use in the new buildings fronting Glover, and by robust,
boulevard-style streetscape along the entire length of Glover. The south end of Glover, as it
currently exists, feels like little more than an access road and the proposed project is major
opportunity to make improvements, some of which are already suggested in the schematic
masterplan.

A comparable project showing a well developed pedestrian oriented retail
and commercial streetscape with a full range of
public and landscape amenities
The Domain, Austin TX, development proposal by Stantec
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Landscaping that is more than
merely decorative, lighting that
is more than merely security
and safety conscious, public
art, signage, and the architecture itself should all contribute
to a lively public realm. The
goals of the developers should
be to include multiple amenities including bike lanes and
attractive bike racks, a complete streets approach with
generous sidewalks with pervious paving, shaded seating areas, and, on the northern end of
the site with a nearby but currently largely invisible river,
green and blue infrastructure.
The last should be seen to connect and work with the wetlands park including Raccoon
Stream further north along
Glover, which will complement
the “station square” as the other major node of the proposed
linear neighborhood.
10
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While programmed events and
activities in fair weather are
fine, they are not enough for
year-round, 18/7 urbanity and
cannot be relied upon to crate
such.

Riverside, Newton, MA, example of a proposed Town Square
Speck and Assoc. and Stantec

The “station square” is an excellent, but underdeveloped concept, as presented, in a strategic location to serve as a much needed connector between the train station, Glover Avenue
and the western condominium neighborhood up the hill. However it is small and limited in
impact and should probably be thought of not as THE public center of the development and
the area but as one of at least two nodes along a continuously actively developed Glover Avenue streetscape – a continuous spine designed as the real public center of the site.

Plan Options

Plan Refinement Option A
As described above, a relocation of the Glover Avenue pavement eliminating the ”S” in its
alignment might be advantageous:

Relocated Glover Avenue
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Here, we’d like to depart from the narrative format and propose two refinements of the
North 7 that address the issue of the Glover bend.
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As noted, north on Glover one comes to the current “S” bend in the roadway as it encounters the Raccoon Stream, a natural location for a wetlands park. It is therefore important
that Buildings 2.3 and 3.1 be designed to frame and engage that park, as well as helping to
define Glover Avenue as it crosses the park. To this end, it might be worth considering the
realignment of Glover Avenue as it approaches the park, eliminating the eastward curve of
the current alignment, so that Glover runs along the front of Buildings 2.2 and 2.3 and then
turns to cross the park and the watercourse, perhaps on an appropriately designed bridge
which would be a feature of the park. This would also allow the consolidation of the landscaped spaces west and east of Glover, which in the masterplan somewhat awkwardly runs
alongside the wetlands and watercourse. All of this is a badly needed opportunity for a bit of
picturesque road and townscape design, in the development of which the series of site crosssections proposed above might be supplemented by a series of perspectival studies along
Glover Avenue, from a pedestrian or bicycle point of view, which would then help to tee up
the design considerations/guidelines for the induvial buildings and the role they will play in
creating a lively, varied neighborhood “Main Street” feel along Glover structuring the experience of the entire development.

The relocation provides for an increase in the park area adjacent to the Raccoon Stream.
The resultant park might total about 1.5 acres:

Adding in the prime streetscape commercial and retail town center defining street frontage
you have:

Town Center Streetscape

It is important for the definition of the Town Center that the streetscape have a close and
consistent relationship to the curb line of Glover. It can be seen that the southern end of the
Town Center is rather naturally defined by the intersection of Glover and Seir Hill Road, the
northern end seems to appropriately terminate at buffer defined by the Raccoon Stream.
North of that, a different pattern of development seems appropriate as currently defined by
The Curb.
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Gaps in Streetscape should be few and limited to 30’40’ in width. All garage entry drives should come
from north and south sides of buildings.
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1.5 acre waterfront park

Plan Refinement Option B
It is also worth considering if significant park area can be aggregated without relocating Glover and without significantly reducing the development potential of North 7. In this case, the
Glover “S” curve defines the north end of Town Center:

Town Center Streetscape

Parking plinth area comparable to
that of original proposal

Raccoon Stream Park, 3.5 acres
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This geometry provides for a larger Raccoon Stream Park of about 3.5 acres:
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Town Center Streetscape geometry adjusted to reflect roadway geometry and
crossing of Raccoon Stream

With this geometry, it is also evident that the bend in Glover and the topographical rise
north of the Raccoon Stream create a focal point at the Glover bend that could be beneficial
in defining the Town Center identity:

View North along Glover

And that this focal point presents an opportunity for a manor architectural feature as discussed in the next Report section:

View looking south along Glover
in the vicinity of The Curb showing focus on the proposed north
end of the Town Center
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Focal point as possible
“architectural feature” tower
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View South along Glover

Architectural Design Considerations

There are, it seems, several places in the site plan where the slabs could be punctuated by
towers. Indeed, north of station square and south of the Raccoon Stream, towers would
likely improve the viewscapes of multi-family residences above on Seir Hill. Whether that
would change the overall density of the project is an open question, it could easily be
achieved with density trade-offs that exaggerate the differences between the individual
buildings but not at a sacrifice of overall urban compositional continuity, particularly of
15
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These gestures in plan
might also be complemented by corresponding, or
even contrapuntal, variations in massing and
height, that would begin to
break the monotony of
more or less uniform volumes in response to real
site (and sight) considerations. Rather than adding
on arbitrary and meaningless variations in articulation, roofline, or materials
on a building-by-building
basis after the masterplan
Example of a tower combined with a slab building sitting on a podium base with a
stage the master plan could
pedestrian oriented retail faced podium base
Quartfier Olympia development proposal by DPZ, Miami
provide what a project of
this size and level of regional visibility needs, a skyline.
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Acknowledging that proposed masterplan is only a schematic level of development, these
comments are more in anticipation of design considerations – an extrapolation based on the
underlying goals and structuring elements of the proposed development. For example, the
one place that the generic, rectilinear building volumes in the schematic masterplan are at all
shaped and inflected in response to the site is at the ends of Buildings 1.1. and 3.2 at the extreme south and north ends of the site respectively, where the rounded “noses” of those volumes respond to narrowing site boundaries and clearly create a gesture towards gateway
buildings. However there are other points in the site plan, even at this schematic level of development, where similar gestures responding to potential views or to the park frontage
could be warranted. As noted above, particularly in Option B, there are places in the plan
that merit feature elements. The character of these should be further developed in architectural design guidelines.

street frontage. To give an example, buildings 3.1 and 3.2 might be designed together as a
real ensemble, perhaps with a taller building to the north, marking the gateway to the development and affording views to and from the building, and then stepping down to the park
with south-facing terraces. All of this could be encoded in form-based zoning overlay.

Just as prudent developers phase a large and complex project over a time frame and with
building footprints that will allow adjustments to unpredictable changes in the market, good
urban and architectural design, of the sort that we now value in so many nineteenth and early twentieth century downtowns, sustains urban value over multiple changes of use and even
technology. That said, an additional point of architectural design consideration would be to
guard against continuing the monolithic, sealed-box look so irreducibly associated with suburban office parks and even the hotels and residential development associated with those
16
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In no case should structured parking, or automobile access to that parking
be allowed to dominate,
or even compromise, the
Glover Avenue frontage.
No amount of applied
screening or green facades can fully mitigate
the deadening effect of
parking podiums on
street frontage, and the
site already has more
than enough of that. The
Example of a varied skyline created by multiple buildings of varying heights on a
parking podium faced with pedestrian oriented retail
determination of the deRibeirao development proposal by DPZ, Miami
velopers appears to be to
at least ensure that
ground level floor-to-ceiling heights in parking decks accommodate projected retail use, and
allow for future conversion if and when this area evolves towards truly transit-oriented development.
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As for the other buildings in the site plan, as has already been indicated, their primary role is
to define and engage with the public realm of Glover Avenue. This should be achieved not
only through maximizing street facing retail and public uses, but also through the massing of
buildings towards the street. Buildings 1.1, 1.1A, and 1.2. clearly take this into account, perhaps because they have the well-defined mission of setting up the station square, but the
other buildings might respond to the street in a similar way, for example by picking up the
height of Buildings 1.1A and 1.2 at their street front edges. This is by no means the only design possibility, but any design guidelines should prioritize the response of individual buildings to the street and to each other in massing and detail treatment.

characteristic landscapes. This can be at least in part achieved, not only by variation in
massing, but also at the level of architectural details and materials. If one goal of this development is to create the feel of a lively, mixed-use urban neighborhood, then open, accessible, and engaging lower floors should combine with signs of human habitation above: operable windows, doors onto balconies and terraces, changes of scaled buildings with differentiated roofscapes enlivened by greenery and use. If there is anything we have learned from
the pandemic, it is that apartment dwellers need versions of the same amenities associated
with suburban housing, at the scale of their buildings and their neighborhoods.
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Appropriate Levels of Use and Density
To return to an earlier portion of this Review, it is our opinion that the density of development proposed is appropriate to create a Town Center, a function that is currently lacking, at
the center of this Study Area. A reprise of the quantitative profile of the area as proposed is:

As North 7, if completed, will be the last significant development in this area, and as it is
located at the center of what can, and ought to be, a town center, it is essential and right
that Norwalk promulgate development standards that ensure a proper quantity of publicly
oriented retail and commercial use on this site.
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In one statistical respect, however, the North 7 proposal does not meet the needs of Norwalk in creating a town center in this area. The proposed quantity of retail/commercial
space appears to be substantially inadequate for a neighborhood of 5.3M SF. It is not within
the scope of this Review to quantify the proper extent of retail and commercial space. 28K
SF may not be short by an order of magnitude, but it clearly seems to be too little to provide
a vibrant center right where it is needed.
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As noted in the Halliday & Fitzgerald Review of BLT Development Proposal at Glover Avenue,
North 7 is consistent with the Norwalk Plan of Conservation and Development in multiple
ways. The NPOCD envisions this area as a town center. The statistical profile of the area
shows that the addition of 1,300 residential units adds a use balance to the area not currently present.

