PUBLIC HEARING
TOWN OF SPRINGFIELD, VERMONT
SELECTMEN’S HALL – THIRD FLOOR
SPRINGFIELD, VERMONT
THURSDAY, JANUARY 5, 2017

Meeting Minutes

Chair, Kristi Morris, called the Public Hearing to order at 5:00 PM.  All five members of the Selectboard were present.  There were also two, (2), Town Administrators present, Town Manager, Tom Yennerell, Administrative Officer, William Kearns, and Town Attorney, Stephen Ankuda.

Chair, Kristi Morris, explained the meeting was held to hear the amendments to zoning regulations regarding rooming houses and family units.  The proposed amendments would amend the Springfield Zoning Regulations as follows:

1.	Replace the current definition of Rooming House and Family Unit with the following Definitions in Section 7.2:
	Rooming House:  Any dwelling unit with two, (2), or more individual sleeping rooms for rent, non-transient 	(meaning for more than seven, (7), days at a time) and not including uses defined as Bed and Breakfast or 	Motel/Inn.  Owner occupied (where the owner is a natural person) single family residences renting out no more 	than two bedrooms with adequate off-street parking are not to be considered rooming houses under this 	regulation.
	Family Unit:  One or more persons living, sleeping, cooking and eating on the same premises as a single 	housekeeping unit, not including a housekeeping unit being operated as a Rooming House.
2.	Amend Article 3 by the addition of the following new Section 3.29:  Section 3.29 Rooming House:
	(A) Rooming 	houses are a conditional use in the HDR, MDR, RC, GB, and CB Zoning Districts.  Rooming 	houses are not 	permitted in any other Zoning District.
	(B) Rooming houses are subject to Site Plan Review approval and Conditional Use Review approval by the 	Development Review Board.  The number of individuals housed in each 	bedroom of a rooming house will also 	be determined by the Development Review Board through the Site Plan 	Review and Conditional Use process.  	(C) A rooming house that exists on the date this Section 3.29 of the Springfield Zoning Regulations is adopted by 	the Springfield Selectboard may continue to exist as a nonconforming use for a period not to exceed two, (2) 	years, at which time the use shall cease, unless in the interim the DRB has granted owner of a parcel Site Plan 	Review approval and Conditional Use approval of the use of the parcel for a rooming house, subject to the same 	standards as set forth in the previous paragraph.  The grandfathering for a period of two, (2), years is subject to 	the owner registering a rooming house that existed prior 	to the passage of this Section of the Springfield Zoning 	Regulations within sixty, (60), days of the date this section is adopted by the Selectboard.  A rooming house that 	exists at the time of the passage of this Section of the Springfield Zoning Regulations, which use is discontinued 	for a period of sixty, (60), days shall be a nonconforming use and rooming house use shall be reestablished unless 	the owner of the parcel has obtained conditional use approval and site plan review approval of the rooming house 	use from the DRB.
3.	Amend the Article 2 Tables for HDR, MDR. RC, GB; and CB to show “Rooming House” as a conditional use.

Chair Morris noted A. O. Kearns was displaying a copy of the proposed amendment of the zoning regulations for rooming houses on the wall and a hard copy was also provided on the side table for the public.  He reminded everyone of the previous changes:  The current definition of rooming houses and family units would be replaced with the new definition, a 
time of seven, (7), days was provided for non-transient individuals, the 1,000 feet restriction between rooming house was removed from the previously proposed amendment, and Article 2 Tables for zoning districts would be amended for rooming houses as a conditional use.  Chair Morris opened the floor for comments.

Will Hunter, owner of several non-profit rooming houses, stated that he still believes the Town of Springfield will be violating the Fair Housing Act if they continue with the proposed zoning amendments.  He urged the Selectboard to check in with the Human Rights Commission and explore people’s right for safe, affordable housing.  
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Nola Watkins-Chase, resident, did not agree that Mr. Hunter’s non-profit rooming houses provided safe and affordable housing.  She went on to state that her  son is living at one of Mr. Hunter’s rooming houses, he doesn’t pay rent, he has been beat up twice, he does drugs, and sell drugs where he is living.  Ms. Watkins-Chase feels that the type of housing that Mr. Hunter provides only enables her son.  The son is not receiving any professional assistance or participating in a treatment program.  She feels that he won’t as long as he is living in Mr. Hunter’s rooming house.

Vice-Chair, Stephanie Thompson, stated that she felt the Selectboard is providing a dis-service to these individuals living in these rooming houses, the neighbors, and neighborhoods because there are no regulations for rooming houses and many of the rooming houses in town do not provide professional assistance or treatment programs.

Jason Curtis, resident, also noted that many national organizations that offer assistance and support ADA compliance individuals also provided counselors and treatment programs.  These national organizations didn’t just say they supported individuals with disabilities, they also provided services for the individuals.

George McNaughton wanted to make it crystal clear that this isn’t a referendum on rehabilitation or on a different approach to rehabilitation than sober houses or whether somebody should or shouldn’t be on disability or any of those things.  This is a regulation of a specific type of commercial housing in a community.  It doesn’t prevent, nor is it intended to prevent, the creation of a sober house or anything like that.  It is nothing having to do with regulation of disabilities.  It is a regulation on the spread of blight because this type of housing is prone to landowner/landlord abuse via overcrowding, insufficient parking and trash problems.  We are trying to regulate a type of housing that is like a motel, hotel or inn.  We are not attempting to regulate rehabilitation centers.

Lori Claffee, resident, shared she lives in a regulated zoning area.  She would like to see the regulation of rooming houses move forward.  She also expressed her frustration with the length of time this process was taking. 

Peter MacGillivray stated the obvious; this is a complex issue legally and socially.  However, if Mr. Hunter wants to be a good neighbor; he needs to clean up his properties and provide safe housing.  Mr. MacGillivray also noted that Mr. Hunter’s house on Central Street in North Springfield looked like a “Scab in the neighborhood”.

A. O. Kearns stated that if someone had an issue with the zoning regulations because of the Fair Housing Act they should speak up now.  He also stated the State of Vermont allows the Town to regulate commercial and industrial buildings.  He felt that rooming houses are not any different because they are a commercial business.

Jacob Speidel, resident and Director at Vermont Legal Aid.  Mr. Speidel stated that he still didn’t feel that regulations need to primarily be written for rooming houses.  He did state that the newly recent proposed zoning regulations were an improvement, but he is still concerned that individual’s right will be violated under the Fair Housing Act.  Mr. Speidel provided examples of how rooming houses could be regulated under Section 4 of the General Regulations.  He feared that the Town would be bias toward rooming houses when it came time to go before the DRB and issue conditional use permits.

Michael Johnson, resident and Director at Turning Point Recovery Center.  Mr. Johnson shared there were facilities out there that qualified under the National Standards for Sober Houses.  These standards included professional assistance and mandatory treatment programs.  He also shared that “just because an individual says that he or she is in recovery doesn’t mean anything; they need to be participating in recovery”.

A.O. Kearns noted that he appreciated Mr. Speidel’ s concern and greatly appreciates the examples, but does not have any concerns that the Town is violating anything.  The Town regulates everything the State of Vermont allows them too.

Walter Martone agrees that the Selectboard needs to be reflective and be aware of the impact of the laws they set.  He also believes the Town is making a good start.  He also stated the failure to act on the behalf of the Selectboard would be irresponsible

Charles Gregory, resident, pointed out there was the need of structure to be in place at some of the rooming houses in Town.
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Richard Andrews, resident, stated that he supported the proposed amendment to the zoning regulations.

Chair Morris stated he felt the Selectboard, maybe just himself, needed to be sure that the proposed zoning regulation amendment was not just a “knee-jerk reaction”.  He was not in favor of the earlier proposed zoning regulation as previously written.  However, he supports the modified proposed zoning regulation.  It is very clear the concern everyone has for public safety.  Chair Morris also commented that he agrees with the statement Mr. Martone had just made moments ago.

Peter MacGillivray wanted to know if rooming houses were covered under the Division of Fire and Safety.  A.O. Kearns confirmed that was so.

Chair Morris closed the Public Hearing at 6:00 PM.

Submitted By:



Donna M. Hall,
Recording Secretary
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