PLANNING COMMISSION MINUTES FOR PUBLIC MEETING
NOVEMBER 12, 2013

PURPOSE OF MEETING WAS TO OBTAIN FEEBACK ON NEW CHELSEA TOWN PLAN

All Planning Commission Board members were present.

Several community members expressed concern about the Vermont State and Federal flood regulations. Members were concerned that flood maps are 40 years old and not correct. The Planning Commission Board pointed out that these things are beyond its control, and that this meeting was aimed at obtaining feedback on the new proposed Town Plan.

There were questions about why the Board designated certain areas for mixed use. The board responded that it was to help the process for permits if Act 250 were to be involved. The board pointed out that there is very little room for new development in the village, and wanted to designate alternate areas for commercial development.

Karen Lathrop, town clerk, submitted suggestions for changes. See below.
Comments on the Draft Chelsea Town Plan November 12, 2013

Karen Lathrop, Town Clerk,

To the Planning Board:
 

I have listed typos I found by page and line and also interspersed are some comments which are  for the most part highlighted.  
 

Page       Lines        Comment

    9            1-4            Duplicate Paragraph
 

    9             5               typo-Orange County Courthouse not Windsor
 

   10            13-14        typo- Chelsea Public School not Chelsea High School
 

   13           6               typo-115 children does not match your graph, should be 114
 

   14           12             typo 35040 should be 35-40
 

   17           29             typo- in figure 4 should be in figure 7 
      
   19           24             please take out pharmacies as there is one in the Chelsea Health Center.
 

    21           8               line space between points 5 and 6

    21           31            I do not agree this is a Municipal function and I don’t support the 

                           
recommendation.
 

    27           29-34        public funds in the form of subsidies ( if this refers to the Town's Revolving Loan 


fund it should be deleted as the Town turned the Revolving Loan Fund over to 
 
Community Capital of Vermont in September of  2013).
    28           9              delete line, Town no longer manages the Revolving Loan Fund.

    30
     27-30        I do not agree with this statement.

                                    While not perfect, the bus loading zone has safely coexisted with staff/student           

parking for at least 15 years ( I am one of the bus drivers). The most serious hazard are cars that have already picked up their passengers leaving the

parking lots as students are still trying to walk to other cars. Cars may have a serious hazard issues due to sightline issues, but as an experienced bus driver, I can say without a doubt that buses do no have a sightline issue.
30         33-34     
The State of Vermont AOT held an informational meeting January 10, 2012 at the Chelsea Town Hall with scoping reports on the bridges at both ends of Town.  The State is in the planning phase for these bridges. Any questions could be addressed by Christopher Williams PE. at chris.williams@state.vt.us
35      10
typo- budge should be budget. 

  36       12-14
This statement is an exaggeration and should be taken out. It was in the last Town Plan also and it was not underlined in this one and therefore has not been revised. The vault is very small but it has never been cataloged or cleaned out. With the judicial use of disposition orders some of the paperwork does not have to be kept. The vault has many documents in it that could be archived and placed in secure flood proof secondary storage space somewhere else as they are not being accessed on a daily basis.  Chelsea fills one land record book per year on average and we have changed the book format from an 11 x 17 book format to an 11 x 14 book format which has doubled the capacity of what the shelves will hold.  As of this commentary on the Draft Town Plan, there is a total of 15 years land record space in the vault. As time allows, the vault is slowly being cataloged and extraneous materials are being recycled. 

38         25
Should be deleted as the Town voted to buy land for future garage.


38         27
Line 27 contradicts page 37 line 18.

45         7
Line 7 contradicts page 37 line 18.

46         18
Should drop performances. The Town hall has been utilized ( gratis ) for the last two years for School performances. 

48         28
I do not support expansion of recreational activities at the Town Hall.


The hall has been used in the past for such activities to the detriment of the Town Hall walls.
50-65
Nothing to add

66         4
Add to this line, fill from roadside ditching must not be used as fill anywhere if it contains invasive species. 

69         12
typo- stray s in middle of sentence.

70-74
While no one wants to see agriculture and forestry leave, I believe in being realistic. In Chelsea there are not many large farms, you can count them on one hand. There are many “hobby” farms, but those making a living wage are few and far between.  Policies 1 and 2 are prohibitive.

 

74         25
Could include a bylaw.  I cannot support a bylaw on this section. 

76         10-13
Our Town will never grow at all if you do not let new development in. Other towns have flooded many times, such as Montpelier and I don’t believe they prohibit growth. If they can have a vital downtown, we should be able to also. Our young adults leave because we don’t provide what they need to live here. Work opportunities!

77         37
Primary retail establishments… are encouraged to locate within the Village


Area. Page 76, line 10-13 says no new (commercial) development in the Village. This is contradicts itself.

80-82   
I feel having a Mixed Use Development Area would give preferential treatment to property owners in the Area at Act 250 hearings over property owners not in the Area.  Although with the lack of paved roads available for another area except for the East Randolph Road and Vt Rt 110, we don’t have many options.

81-98
Nothing to add

99         32 
At end of line forgot the word audit

100        3-12
PACE program has great potential, but as of now it has administrative issues that need to be addressed before I will support it. 

101-111
Nothing to add



I want to thank the Planning Commission and Two Rivers Ottaqueechee



for their hard work in drafting the Town Plan. Many hours went into it and a lot of careful thought. 



I will be plain spoken though, I was disappointed to find our Town Plan so prohibitive to development and so limiting as to what people might be able to do with their land in the coming years.  



While I support our Town wanting to protect our rural character, I believe our younger generation needs more to live here. Realistically our young adults leave because we don’t and won’t ( no new commercial development)  provide a way for them to stay.  From jobs, high speed internet, cell service, to moderately priced everyday needs such as groceries or fuel our Town does not provide enough services needed by the younger generation to make them want to stay. I don’t think niche markets will cover what our coming generations will need. 



Karen Lathrop, Town Clerk

Bob Brown submitted suggestions for changes. See below:
Comments on the draft town plan hearing November 12, 2013 by Robert Brown

General Comments

1. The central concern of the plan should be a redirection of growth away from the 500 year floodplain. While the history and water availability reasons for the development of river valleys is well understood, the recognition of their danger to the health, welfare and safety and their societal costs increasingly unfolds. Thus the idea of calling out of new mixed use development areas well away from the flooding valley is excellent.
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2. A plan that relies on Federal bailouts when flooding occurs is not a plan; it is an excuse.

3. The plan is contradictory on development in floodplains. It says to stay out of the floodplain in one place, and in others it mandates that new retail and any new Town municipal building be in the floodplain, i.e. “historic” area of the Town.

4. The document is too long and roaming, 111 pages. Needs to be an action document. Break into a quasi-legislative thou shall, and should, section and a differentiated back up inventory and analysis section. Needs an A and a B.

5. A flood is not quaint. The attachment to the Chelsea historic district and settlement pattern is understandable, but strip out the sentiment and make the plan a defensive bull work against natural disaster. Choosing the historic pattern means you are seeking outside help as your plan, versus disaster avoidance in the first place. In horse and buggy days when the Chelsea pattern was set, flood plain technology was zero.

6. The plan puts its toe in the water of disaster planning, but otherwise remains pretty dry.
Things to do

7. New Town Municipal Building
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Page 36, Line 23, add, 

Designate a space for a new Town multi-use building (clerk, treasurer, listers, select board, library, and parking) at any newly acquired parcel for the Town garage. Ensure that the building, parking and entrance are out of the 500 year floodplain.

Page 37, Line 18 

Strike #2, add,

Locate a new town multi-use building out of the 500 year floodplain in coordination with a new Town garage. 

add,

Optionally a new Town multi-use building may be located in conjunction with a new mixed use development area and it shall be out of the 500 year floodplain area.

8. Mixed Use Development Area 

Page 6, add,

Ensure new development occurs in the newly designated growth zones that are outside the 500 year floodplain as demarcated by FEMA. Most of historic Chelsea is within the 500 year flood area.

Page 6, add,

Add to Goals 6,7 and 9 by developing a permitting system that prices in the cost of development outside the new mixed use development area. (see Williston) 

Sewer, water and roads should 100% assessed to the development occurring, therein, not to the Town in general, i.e. impact fees.

Eliminate the contradictions in the plan. It says stay out of the floodplain, but then says to keep the Town office building and retail in the historic, i.e. the 500 year floodplain, area.

Example: 

page 37, line 18 #2, “Town offices should be kept in the village.”

Page 21, line 12 #7, “It is the policy of the Town that primary retail development shall be located in designated village central areas.”

VERSUS

Page 62, Line 38 #1, “It is the policy of the Town that the preferred uses for flood hazard areas should be for open space, greenbelts, and non-commercial recreational or agricultural uses.”

9. Utility Policy

Create a sewer and water taxing district, as provided in State law, for the current sewer and water service area. Future capital costs shall be assessed to the entities served by the sewer and water and shall not be assessed to entities outside the service areas.

No new connections to the water or sewer system to be allowed in the 500 year floodplain.

10. School

In the range of 70-80% of town costs are the school, yet the plan is very weak on the need for a regional high school and does not speak to the inefficiencies of running a full high school for a handful of students.

11. Transportation

Page 88, #8, add

No road or bridge improvements to 113 or 110 without full 4.5 foot wide dedicated bike lanes, exclusive of the stripe and gutter pan. 

Page 88, #9 add

The State Department of Transportation should be encouraged to develop an urban and rural statewide bike lane, bike path, and sidewalk map to guide itself when it reconstructs roads and bridges.

12. Energy

Instead of dealing with the macro, like nuclear energy sourcing, the plan should deal with the local, such as, is the Washington Electric Cooperative inefficient in size, and the advantages of consolidation of small local electric utilities for more efficient, less duplicative, cost effective operation.

Preston Bristow, Zoning Administrator, submitted suggestions for changes. 
Comments on Chelsea Draft Town Plan for Public Hearing Tuesday, November 12, 2013

To: Chelsea Planning Commission

From: Preston Bristow

Thank you for your hard work toward updating Chelsea’s town plan. There are many improvements to the town plan that I support, including the establishment of two Mixed Use Development Areas adjacent to Route 113. As Chelsea’s zoning administer, however, I am concerned about the apparent pessimistic tone in the draft plan with regard to the vibrancy and future of Chelsea village due to its location in a flood hazard area.

On the VDHCD “Strong Communities” website is a document entitled “Disaster Recovery and Long-Term Resilience Planning in Vermont, Guidance Document for the State of Vermont,” produced through the U.S. EDA Smart Growth Implementation Assistance Project and dated August 2013. The following statement on page 11 of that document could be a description of Chelsea’s village center:

While these nonconforming use regulations make sense in many circumstances, they can have unintended consequences in areas that have been or may be subject to major storm damage. Because full compliance with current standards may be costly, property owners may choose to undertake only minor repairs to make their structures habitable rather than invest in major renovations that might trigger nonconformity provisions. This unintended consequence of nonconformity provisions may lead to disinvestment in a storm-damaged area and may render property more vulnerable to future floods. Additionally, some properties may be abandoned, leading to long-term blight in a neighborhood, loss of local government tax revenues, and potentially an increase in crime. Local governments also may have complicated approval procedures for renovations or expansions on nonconforming properties, which creates another hurdle to economic recovery in storm-damaged areas.

Chelsea’s village center currently has several under-maintained and abandoned structures. I have worked personally with one owner of a historic village property in floodplain who has concluded that the requirements to meet both floodplain and design control regulations are prohibitive and have rendered the property unimprovable and unsellable. The historic building on this property is vacant and for all intents and purposes abandoned.

The resilience planning guidance document continues on page 12 to conclude:

Modifications to the nonconforming provisions that provide an incentive for redevelopment (for example, expansion of floor area) can help home and business owners justify the costs of achieving compliance and can foster redevelopment that is more consistent with current zoning and building codes. Coupling these incentives for redevelopment with requirements for partial compliance with key development regulations (e.g., flood damage prevention standards within special flood hazard areas) can improve overall flood resilience more than if full compliance with all development regulations was required. In this situation, both the property owner and the community reap benefits. The home or business owner can increase the value of their property without incurring the expenditure of full code compliance, while the community benefits from a structure that is less likely to sustain serious damage during a future flood.

There are many downtown communities throughout Vermont that have experienced significant flooding (Bennington, Waterbury, Montpelier, Wilmington and Waitsfield come to mind) that have renewed their commitments to their downtowns coupled with a commitment to “build strong” through floodproofing and elevation of structures in floodplain and the protection and remediation of upland (i.e., up-village) floodplains.

The section of Chelsea’s town plan draft entitled “Flood Hazard Regulation” beginning at line 16 on page 61 and continuing through line 16 on page 63 presents a range of possible implementation options which, I think, are very appropriate. I especially appreciate the statement on lines 21-23 that “a community could prohibit commercial development in the floodplain everywhere except a village, because in some communities such a restriction would be damaging to the village center.” However, there are statements elsewhere in the town plan draft that seem to close out the option of allowing different flood hazard rules within and outside the village area. Examples include:

· “It is the policy of the Town that the preferred uses for flood hazard areas should be for open space, greenbelts, and non-commercial recreational or agricultural uses” (page 62, lines 38-39).

· “That the town should encourage the adaptive reuse of historic structures that are located outside of the mapped floodplain” (emphasis added)(page 77, lines 18-19).

· “New structural developments within the limits of the 100 year floodplain are discouraged … No structural developments shall be located within the actual limits of a floodway” (page 79, lines 2-4).

· The Planning Commission clearly intends for Chelsea’s Village to remain the cultural center of the community, but does not feel it is sensible planning to encourage further new development within the floodplain” (page 81, lines 25-27).

These kinds of statements should be carefully considered as they could limit the town’s ability to receive grant funds in the future. A number of important historic and community structures in the village area, including those at Brookhaven, are in floodplain and more than a few are partly within floodway.
My specific suggestions are:

1. Continue to acknowledge that village area is in floodplain, but advocate a vibrant future for the village through the implementation of “build strong” and flood resilience practices and techniques. (The village area being half in floodplain could be viewed as a glass half full, not a glass half empty.)

2. Make it a policy to support future hazard mitigation planning and flood resiliency planning to implement strategies and techniques that will make the village area safer from flooding.

3. Make it the policy of the town to support HMGP grants to elevate existing structures in floodplain, especially in the village area.

4. Make it a goal and/or a policy to explore less rigorous and onerous means to preserve the historic character of the village area than the current Design Control District regulations.

5. Reconsider the four statements listed above that may limit the town’s ability to adopt different floodplain rules within and outside the village area, or to obtain grants for the maintenance and rehabilitation of historically significant buildings within floodplain or even partly within floodway.

6. Justify the creation of the proposed Mixed-Use Development Area more as a compliment to the village area than as an alternative to the village area. Delete Figure 15 on page 80 which reinforces the impression that the village area is unsafe and that that is why the mixed-use development area is being proposed.

Thank you for your consideration of these comments.
