PLANNING COMMISSION MEETING MARCH 20, 2014
The regularly scheduled Planning Commission meeting was replaced by a presentation about the White River Partnership's draft River Corridor Management Plan. 23 people attended. 

Planning Commission members present at the meeting:

Wendy Forbes

Stan Brinkman

Kate Willard
Neil Kennedy

Other Chelsea officials present:

Mike Button – Chelsea Selectboard

Mike Kuban - Chelsea Selectboard

Anne Carroll - Chelsea DRB

Larry Allen - Chelsea DRB

The meeting began at 7:00 pm with an introduction by Mary Russ, Executive Director of the White River Partnership. Mary discussed the mission of the WRP and the overall reason for developing a River Corridor Management Plan. One of the primary purposes, relevant to the Planning Commission's work, is to help update town documents. For instance, River Corridor protection language can be included in the Town Plan. Erosion Hazard Areas can be adopted for the Flood Hazard Bylaws.

Sacha Pealer, Flood Plain Manager for Central Vermont from the VT Agency of Natural Resources in Montpelier, spoke next about the state's perspective on river issues throughout Vermont. 
Sacha pointed out that Chelsea's FEMA Flood Hazard maps are some of the oldest in the state. She also mentioned that there are approximately 70 Chelsea houses in the currently mapped Flood Hazard zone and that only 1/4 or so have flood insurance.

2/3 of actual flood damage in Vermont has been outside the mapped flood area because much of the flooding has been due to erosion, rather than inundation. Past mapping focused on inundation.

The area along a river that is considered the River Corridor consists of the River Corridor Protection Area (which used to be called the  "Fluvial Erosion Hazard Zone
), plus an additional 50 foot buffer on either side.

In many places in Chelsea the Special Flood Hazard Area (SFHA) currently mapped is wider than the River Corridor.

Implications for Chelsea:

· We could update the Flood Hazard Regulations in our Zoning bylaws

· We could determine a River Corridor Overlay District

· We could strengthen the existing SFHA standards, for which model language is available

After July 1, 2014 our Town Plan is required to include Flood Resilience, for both erosion and inundation.

State financial incentives exist for adopting River Corridors. The amount of Emergency Relief and Assistance Funds (ERAFs) available to a town varies according to how extensively the town has adopted resilience measures. Minimum standards to receive anything beyond the bare minimum assistance include adopting the following 4 standards:

1. Current AOT "Orange Book" road standards

2. National Flood Insurance Program 

3. Pre-disaster Hazard Mitigation Plan

4. Local Emergency Operations Plan

Sacha's presentation was followed by Daniel "Rudi" Ruddell of Redstart, Inc. based in Corinth, outlining his findings from his Phase 2 Stream Geomorphic Assessment of the First Branch. This assessment was completed by walking the First Branch from the south end of Washington down to South Royalton. 

The overall message from his comments, supported by the other two presenters, is that rivers do the least long-term, serious damage when they have free access to flood plains. When their access is reduced due to the river cutting down into a deep channel or due to built encroachment on the flood plain (among other causes) the river, being forced into a deep, yet relatively narrow, channel takes on damaging power.

Chelsea is lucky in one respect in that we have a great deal of ledge in our section of the First Branch, rather than the looser gravel and silt more common to the south of us. Ledge makes it difficult for the river to downcut beyond a limited depth, possibly reducing our erosion risk. However, this also means that we may be more likely to experience inundation flooding.
Rudi's Phase 2 study indentified 3 high priority projects for the First Branch:

· Adopt basin-wide strategies

· Protect and restore streamside vegetation

· Restore downcut stretches of stream

The top priority is to:

· Adopt a Fluvial Erosion Hazard overlay in conjunction with updated Flood Hazard bylaws, and to

· Include 50 foot setbacks for streams draining less than 2 square miles

In addition, we should adopt bridge and culvert standards (i.e. so that they are large enough to accommodate increased stream flow). Stream alteration permits will require these standards to be met. Furthermore, if we do not adopt adequate standards, we will not be able to collect sufficient FEMA funds to allow us to improve these structures if and when they are damaged by flooding. FEMA is only allowed to provide sufficient funding to bring structures up to the standards already specified in a town's Flood Resiliency documents. We will need to reference the Flood Erosion Hazard Zones.
FEMA has streamlined the process for getting "buyouts" for buildings valued at $275,000 or less and for elevating existing structures for a cost of $175,000 or less. These may be strategies that some people in town will want to pursue.

Following the presentations there were numerous questions and comments about particular stretches of river, as well as extensive discussion of difficulties collecting insurance money during the last floods that hit Chelsea. Many people also expressed concern about the viability of the entire village area given the now prohibitive cost of flood insurance and, therefore, the inability to finance the purchase of property.

The meeting adjourned at approximately 9:00pm.
Next meeting April 17, 7pm Chelsea School Library

� An FEH area includes the stream and land adjacent to the stream.  It identifies an area where stream processes may occur that enable the stream to re-establish and maintain a stable slope and dimensions over time.  A stable stream slope occurs when a channel reaches a certain length.  This length is accommodated by a corridor of floodplain area described as the meander belt.  The fluvial erosion hazard area is a calculated belt width-based corridor where erosion is minimized when stream equilibrium conditions are achieved.  FEH area boundaries attempt to capture lands most vulnerable to fluvial erosion in the near term and indicate the type, magnitude, and frequency of fluvial adjustments anticipated during flood events.  The area can be mapped, and is based on quality-assured fluvial geomorphic data (i.e., data that describe the physical form and process of a riverine system).





