
 

 

 

 

 

BOROUGH OF LEONIA 
Leonia Planning Board 

MINUTES 
 

January 28, 2026 7:30 PM LEONIA NEW MUNICIPAL CENTER 
 
The Borough of Leonia Planning Board held its regular meeting on January 28, 2026, at 7:30 p.m. in the Leonia Municipal 
Center located at 229 Fort Lee Road, Leonia, NJ. 
Meeting was called to order at 7:34 PM. 

FLAG SALUTE 

ROLL CALL 

MEMBERS PRESENT:​ Mayor Bill Ziegler, Chairman Michael DeGidio, Vice Chair Ira Gold, Councilman Christoph 
Hesterbrink, Timothy Ford, Sean Thompson, Patrick Botten, Damee Choi, Gilbert 
Friedman, Haeseok Ko, Rick Pumo, Bahram Sayari 

 

MEMBER(S) ABSENT:​ ​ None. 

ALSO PRESENT:​ Attorney – Dan Steinhagen, Borough Engineer – Stephen Hoyt 

 

 OATH OF OFFICE TO NEW / RE-APPOINTED MEMBERS 

Mayor Ziegler administered the oath of office to Gilbert Friedman (Class II) as a returning 

member of the Board. 

NEW/CONTINUING APPLICATIONS 

PB26-01 216 HIllside– Number of Garages & Doubt 

The Planning Board took up the application for 216 Hillside, with applicant Paul King, who is also the property owner, 

requesting to replace an existing detached garage with a larger one. Mr. King explained that the detached garage is small 

and impractical, and the intent is to replace it in the same location. The Zoning Officer required a variance because the 

property already has an attached two-car garage, which the Officer counted as the one allowed garage structure. 

The Board discussed the interpretation of the Ordinance, which limits lots to "not more than one garage structure." The 

Board Attorney suggested that a "garage structure" refers to accessory garages and not an attached garage that is part of 

the principal structure. Mr. King confirmed that the existing detached garage, which their plan is to demolish and replace, 

has been on the property since the house's original construction around the 1920s. 
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A concern was raised regarding the property's access via a narrow strip of land, which appears to be a Borough 

right-of-way or "alley" that provides access to Leonia Avenue. Mayor Ziegler and other board members noted that this 

type of shared access arrangement exists throughout the town and has been used for a long time. Mr. Steinhagen stated 

that crossing Borough property typically requires a license or pseudo easement that the Borough Council needs to 

address, not the Planning Board, and suggested that cleaning up this documentation would be beneficial for future 

property buyers. 

The Board ultimately decided to proceed with granting the variance, as requested by the applicant, to avoid setting a 

precedent on the ordinance interpretation for all future attached garage properties. 

Motion to Approve the application was made by: Councilman Hesterbrink and Seconded by Mayor Ziegler. 

On roll call, the vote was recorded as follows: 

Mayor Ziegler: Yes Chair DeGidio: Yes Councilman Hesterbrink: Yes 
Vice Chair Gold: Yes Mr. Botten: Yes Mr. Ford: Yes 
Mr. Thompson: Yes Ms. Choi: 

 
Yes Mr. Friedman: 

 
Yes 

Motion Passes. 

PB25-05 150 Grand Promise Church–Site plan approval, tree removal, use, maximum building height, front yard 

parking, off street parking, minimum parking stall size, freestanding signs, number of signs 

Jennifer Berardo, representing the applicant, stated that modifications were made to the application. The applicant also 

confirmed that the ancillary building components, such as the gymnasium, would not be utilized during Sunday service 

times, the peak time for attendance. 

Following a request from the Mayor at the previous meeting, the Planning Board Engineer reached out to CSX, the 

railroad company, and learned that an agreement with CSX is needed to facilitate a review and approval of the 

stormwater design that directs towards their property. The Planning Board Attorney suggested making the CSX approval 

a condition of the Planning Board's approval. The applicant agreed to comply and make good faith efforts to meet with 

CSX. 

Robert Osterlof, a licensed landscape architect, testified regarding the site's existing landscape conditions, confirming 

that 99 of the 137 existing trees on site are proposed to be removed, including a 40-inch pin oak. Mr. Osterlof confirmed 

that 110 native trees would be planted, replacing the removed trees, with a 20-foot wide evergreen buffer exceeding the 

zoning requirement. He stated that the new deciduous trees would be specified at 2.5-inch caliper, exceeding the 2-inch 

requirement. 

In response to questions about the impact of removing mature trees on stormwater absorption, Mr. Osterlof stated that 

there is no reliable or accepted way to quantify storm water absorption from existing trees, so New Jersey DEP 

regulations do not estimate tree absorption. He maintained that the trees are not the "first line of defense" for 

stormwater absorption, and the detention/retention system is the primary control. 

The landscape architect estimated that it would take roughly 20 to 30 years for the proposed trees to reach the size of 

the existing ones. It was also clarified that one invasive tree is included in the 99 trees being removed. 

Mr. Steinhagen provided clarification on the 99 trees to be removed, stating they are between 8 and greater than 20 

inches in diameter. Chair DeGidio asked regarding tree longevity, maintenance, and irrigation. Mayor Ziegler asked about 

the diameter of the new trees to be planted and how replacing these trees with much younger and smaller trees would 

impact stormwater absorption. 
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Vice Chair Gold clarified whether or not the removal of these trees is a matter of concern from a stormwater 

management perspective. 

Mayor Ziegler pointed out that the DEP does not consider the slope and overall property locations in their calculations. 

Mr. Friedman asked if the applicant plans to modify the soil. Mr. Ford asked if the wildlife had been considered in this 

plan. 

Mayor Ziegler asked if permeable pavers could be used for the parking lot instead of porous asphalt. Mayor Ziegler also 

encouraged the landscape architect to explore adding islands within the parking lot to accommodate trees, even if it 

requires evaluating with the applicant and engineering team, as a typical 8-foot parking bay would be sufficient for a 

shade tree. 

Jonathan King, an attorney representing clients on lots adjacent to the proposed property, inquired about the removal of 

trees near their property and maintenance provisions. 

A member of the public, Paul King, raised a question about the flooding impact on adjacent properties, specifically the 

pool property, asking for the elevation of the new parking lot relative to neighboring sites 

Shrey Patel, a licensed architect and engineer, was sworn in and provided testimony on the architectural design. He 

stated the existing 100-year-old two-story building was originally a house of worship and currently suffers from 

acoustically challenged and cramped spaces that are not adaptable for multi-purpose uses or large traffic flows, with an 

outdated look the church wants to change. The existing building's main entrance and lobby are also too small to handle 

the congregation exiting simultaneously. 

Mr. Patel explained that the design aims for a contemporary look to attract youth, creating spaces for socialization and 

community, which is broken into two construction phases). Phase one includes a youth sanctuary, Sunday school, a larger 

pre-event area, a prayer room, and two meeting rooms. Phase two is a larger rectangle containing a multi-purpose room, 

nine meeting rooms, and a gym above it, separated by a firewall for building code purposes. 

Given the late time, the Planning Board decided to carry the matter and requested Mr. Patel return for the next meeting 

to answer questions from the board and the public, which will allow everyone time to digest the information. 

MAYOR’S REPORT 

The Mayor encouraged everyone to read the monthly status update for all necessary information. 

ADJOURNMENT 
With no further business presented, a motion to adjourn the meeting was made by Mayor Ziegler and Seconded by Vice 
Chair Gold. 
. 
All in Favor – Motion Passed 

 
The meeting was adjourned at 9:57 PM. 
 
Respectfully Submitted, 
 
Andreanna Papatheodorou 
Planning Board Secretary 
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