BOROUGH OF LEONIA
Leonia Planning Board
MINUTES

March 25, 2026 7:30 PM LEONIA NEW MUNICIPAL
CENTER

The Borough of Leonia Planning Board held its regular meeting on March 25, 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 7:30 PM.

FLAG SALUTE

ROLL CALL

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

MEMBER(S) ABSENT: Timothy Ford.

ALSO PRESENT: Attorney — Dan Steinhagen, Borough Engineer — Stephen Hoyt, Traffic Engineer — John
Corak

APPROVAL OF MINUTES

Motion to Approve the minutes of the February 25, 2025, regular meeting was made by: Vice Chair Gold and Seconded
by Councilman Hesterbrink.

On roll call, the vote was recorded as follows:

Mayor Ziegler: NQ Chair DeGidio:  Yes Councilman Hesterbrink: ~ Yes
Vice Chair Gold:  Yes Mr. Botten: Yes Mr. Ford: Absent
Mr. Thompson: Yes Ms. Choi: Yes Mr. Friedman: Yes
Mr. Ko Yes Mr. Pumo: Yes

Motion Passes.
New/Continuing Applications

PB26-02 61 Brook Terrace—Side yard setback and combined side yard setback



Jessica Rhymer and Yousef Rhymer, the homeowners, testified that they bought their house in 2012, have three sons, and
need more space because two of their children currently share a room. They also stated that functionality at home is tight
because they both work from home, and Mr. Rhymer operates their CPA firm locally, making it necessary to expand their
current home since they have been unable to find a suitable new house in town. The Rhymer family explained that the
property has a unique location, as their side yard faces the sound wall, providing an opportunity to expand the house
inconspicuously with minimal impact on the neighborhood. They also confirmed that they had discussed the application
with at least four neighbors over the past couple of months and weeks to inform them and secure their approval.

Mr. Pulice, the project’s architect, testified that the property is an irregular lot, likely narrowed due to Route 95
development and eminent domain, creating a hardship that exacerbated the side yard shortage. The proposed two-story
addition, which is 10 feet 6 inches wide by 30 feet 3 inches deep, is situated on the side yard closest to the sound wall
because locating it in the back would have cut off access to the backyard and was not the best positioned internally.

The applicant is seeking variances for a single sideyard setback. The proposed expansion will create two new bedrooms
on the first floor and, on the second floor, will convert an existing bedroom into a home office to be shared by Mr. and
Mrs. Rhymer, along with a new primary bedroom en suite and a small outdoor terrace.

Several members of the Board questioned whether the land between the sound wall and property lines for the homes on
Brook Terrace are maintained by the property owners or by the Borough. Mayor Ziegler discussed prior licensing
agreements between the homes on Brook Terrace and the Borough. He stated that he would like equitable treatment
between properties across the west and east sides of Brook Terrace.

Motion to Approve the application was made by: Mayor Ziegler and Seconded by Vice Chair Gold.

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: Absent
Mr. Thompson: Yes Ms. Choi: Yes Mr. Friedman: Yes
Mr. Ko 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

The Board continued hearing testimony on the Promise Church application at 150 Grand Avenue.Continuation of
Application PB25-05 (Promise Church):

Attorney Jennifer Berardo addressed a question regarding the customary and incidental nature of a proposed basketball

court and other uses by citing case law (298 NJ Super 395), which supports that modern churches expand their ministries
beyond weekly worship to include activities like parochial schools, playgrounds, gymnasiums, and meeting rooms. These
activities are intended to help the church fulfill its mission by creating a sense of community for both children and adults.

David Fahhim was sworn in to testify. David Fahhim is a licensed engineer and project manager at Traffic Planning and
Design. He confirmed his familiarity with the application materials, transcripts, and their role in preparing traffic reports
for the board.

The applicant is proposing an interconnection with the Borough’s swim club property to provide additional access. An
updated traffic report from Mr. Fahim confirmed that the site will function safely and appropriately, with or without the
proposed interconnection.

David Fahhim provided findings from his latest traffic report, dated February 24th, 2026, which is divided into two
components: understanding traffic and trip generation (impact on the roadway network) and understanding parking
demand versus parking supply. The traffic and trip generation analysis used vehicle turning movement counts collected
along Grand Avenue on two separate Sundays: December 15, 2024, and June 8, 2025.



The study found that the peak hour for traffic volumes on the site and Grand Avenue was between 9:15 a.m. and 10:15
a.m. This peak coincided with the outflow from the first church service (beginning at 7:50 a.m.) and the inflow for the
second service (beginning at 9:50 a.m.). The summer data generated more traffic than the winter data.

The applicant must submit the plan to the New Jersey Department of Transportation (NJ DOT) because Grand Avenue is
under their jurisdiction.

Members of the Board voiced concerns that making a left turn out of the Promised Church driveway is risky and
dangerous due to the grade and busy traffic on Grand Avenue. The engineer confirmed that restricting the left turn is an
option, and the site distance could be improved by removing existing brick walls and replacing them with pole-standing
signs. Mr. Pumo inquired if any consideration was given to making all outgoing traffic from Promise Church exit to the
light at the Leonia Swim Club and having the entrance to Promise Church be a one way entrance. Mr. Fahhid indicated
that that had not been considered.

The Leonia Swim Club website indicates that they do not open until 11:00 a.m. on Sundays, which is after the church's
peak traffic time. However, Board members noted the existence of a weekday summer camp (9 a.m. to 3 p.m.) which
would conflict with traffic during the afternoon exit at 3:00 p.m. The engineer maintained that the Sunday interchange
between services represented the worst-case scenario for traffic volume.

Attorney Dan Steinhagen clarified that because the church expansion is a permitted use, the Planning Board cannot deny
the application based on the resulting level of traffic, even if it might inconvenience neighbors like the Swim Club. The
focus for the Board is evaluating whether the configuration creates an unsafe condition or a dangerous turning movement,
not whether it generates too much traffic.

Concerns were raised about potential conflict points at the interconnection, especially during non-peak times and large
events. The Board discussed the option of having a physical barrier, like a lever or gate, that could be shut off at the
discretion of the Chief of Police or Swim Club manager during high-peak periods, which the applicant agreed to consider
discussing with their client. Jennifer Berardo confirmed that any agreement to use the Borough's property could include a
condition that the Borough can shut off the interconnection at will.

Several board members expressed skepticism about the witness's testimony that only three or four cars would be at a
traffic light and would clear quickly. The Planning Board shifted the discussion to parking.

Ms. Berardo confirmed that, based on the Borough ordinance's calculation method—which only considers the largest
single component (sanctuary/gym) rather than aggregating uses—the application complies numerically with the parking
requirements. This means there is no parking variance required, and the only remaining variance is the sign variance.

She then presented an alternative site plan which illustrated the property without the interconnection. The applicant stated
that the alternative plan removes the need to use the Swim Club parking.

A discussion ensued regarding whether the interconnection could be temporarily closed during peak swim club season. It
was clarified that any Board decision to impose conditions, such as restricting the interconnection's use, would need to be
based on evidence, though the Mayor and Council could impose conditions on the use of the interconnection. Gilbert
Friedman expressed concern about the lack of data regarding traffic volume during the swim club's peak use months (July
and August) and skepticism on the June 8th traffic data, stating that he doubts that June 8th was a clear sunny day as
presented by Mr. Fahid.

The Borough’s Traffic Engineer, John Corak, stated that cross-access is generally good traffic engineering, and making
turns at a signalized intersection is inherently safer. They confirmed the signal is not at capacity, and if traffic volumes
were substantially higher due to Swim Club activity, a simple gate could be used to manage the connection.

Public Questions

An attorney for nearby property owners, Jonathan King, asked about the status of the interconnection, stating their
understanding was that DOT had previously required it. The applicant confirmed that the interconnection is a proposal of
the applicant, not a requirement from the DOT, which contradicts prior information provided to the public.



Mr. King brought up a section of the Borough Ordinance (290-96B) stating that a building with more than one use shall
meet the combined parking requirements for all uses. The applicant's position is that the ordinance refers to multiple
principal uses, and the proposed ancillary uses (e.g., summer camp, daycare) are deemed customary and incidental to the
principal use, which is the place of worship.

ADJOURNMENT

With no further business presented, a motion to adjourn the meeting was made by Vice Chair Gold and Seconded by Mr.
Friedman.

All in Favor — Motion Passed

The meeting was adjourned at 10:34 PM.

Respectfully Submitted,

Andreanna Papatheodorou
Planning Board Secretary



