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	PLANNING COMMISSION MEETING	           
		Wednesday September 2, 2020
 		 Approved  Minutes

Zoom

Present:	Jenn Gehly (Chair), Chuck Gregory, Larry Kraft, Char Osterlund, Judith Stern, Steve Kraft, George McNaughton (ex-officio by ZOOM) Jesse Webster (by ZOOM)

Absent:	Mike Martin (ex-officio)

Also present:     Renee Vondle, Town Planner, Jason Rasmussen

1. Call to Order:  Chair Jenn Gehly called the meeting to order at 6:34 p.m. She stated that permission has been granted to public bodies to meet electronically from Governor Scott’s executive order Executive Order 01-20 and Act 92.  No physical location is required and this meeting has been appropriately warned in accordance with the temporary amendments to the Open Meeting Law.  
2. Roll Call of Commissioners

3. Requests by commissioners for additions to agenda:  Town Planner, Renee Vondle asked that a discussion regarding Fences be placed under New Business.

4. Announcements – There were no announcements.

5. Approve Minutes of August 5, 2020 
Larry Kraft moved to approve the minutes as presented.  Chuck Gregory seconded.    
 	Motion passed 6-1-0.  Steve Kraft abstained.

6. Public Comment
There were no public comments.

7. Town Planner’s Report
Town Planner Vondle reported that Norwich Technologies is requesting to be placed on an agenda to discuss two properties on Spencer Hollow Road which they are proposing to place separate solar arrays.  They are currently in the early development and permitting phase and are focusing on information gathering and design.  They are looking to be designated as a preferred site for both properties which they believe are both compatible with the Town Plan and our Energy Plan.  They will also be seeking designation as a preferred site from the Selectboard and the Regional Commission.

In the past we have reviewed such a request in a joint meeting format, however as the pictures provided in the packet reveal, the sites are not be viewable from the road and it is staff recommendation that both will be acceptable sites and that a joint meeting does not seem to be needed and this could be put on our next agenda.

Discussion followed.  Char Osterlund asked if the abutters would need to be informed.  
Jason Rasmussen stated that the are no real news with the PUC that require notifying the abutters and there are no Vermont State statute that requires it, but it is always a good idea.  Char stated that we have done this in the past.  The board decided that they would like to do a site visit prior to the hearing and that abutters should be invited.  Town Planner Vondle will contact Ms. Staskus of Norwich Solar Technologies to set that up and abutters will be notified.  The board stated that a 5:00 p.m. site visit would be a good time prior to the next meeting.

8.  Old Business:  There was no old business.

 9.   New Business
A.	SWCRPC (presentation of new format with Municode):  Jason Rasmussen addressed the commission, noting that municode is the current official version of all ordinances for the Town of Springfield.  He asked Town Clerk, Barbara Courchesne advice and she said that the best way to make the change is to mark up our document in the municode format so that when it is adopted by the Selectboard, it is already in the correct format.  He stated that the format is different from the zoning bylaws document that we have been working with and he has incorporated the changes that Renee has recently added including the sign bylaws, has changed “bylaws/regulations” to “ordinance”, cleaned up some misspellings and added some changes that he will discuss with us later.  Jason shared the document on the Zoom screen.  Underlined is new text.  Strike outs are deletions. Jason asked the commission if this new format is the way they would like to go forward.  The commission stated that this is acceptable.

Jason talked about the density standards in LR-25, RA-10 and RA5 and stated that the Land Reserve and Agricultural District Densities Chart standards were confusing and showed a new simplified chart that he created.  He noted that based on the old chart a (in LR-25 ac) a 25 ac. Minimum lot size gave you the ability to create a 2-acre lot and the table was confusing.  He stated that he tried to simplify it.  He showed an example of a 100- acre lot which can currently be subdivided into 4 lots of 25 acres each, but the table allows one to have a 2-acre lot out of each of the 25 acre lots, which would leave 92 acres left over.  That 92 acres would not be able to be subdivided again.  

Steve Kraft gave a history of the concept for the 2-acre exception.  He stated that originally there were a couple of farms with several hundred acres who did not want to chop off 25 acres and break up the farm, but wanted to be able to subdivide a small 2-acre parcel for a family member so they could continue to farm the larger parcel.  But the problem has been that this has not been tracked in the past and is difficult to track.  

George McNaughton stated that the concept started breaking down over time and now there are a bunch of 2 acre lots in LR-25 acre zone.  Steve Kraft said that originally it was written that they could only have the one 2-acre provision and that was it.  Jason stated that he understands that there were issues over time and that about 10-15 years ago they adopted this language to allow flexibility in LR-25 to protect agricultural/forestry lands so they would not be carved up and fragmented.  He stated that he is just trying to clarify it and make it easier to understand.

He stated that you still have to have enough land to subdivide.  For instance, in LR-10 you 

will need 20 acres or more in order to subdivide.  This would continue to allow the create of a new 2-acre lot which would leave you with 18 acres on the other lot.  Then, because you are in LR-10, you cannot subdivide again because you would then exceed the 1 unit per 10-acre maximum density standard.  He stated that this gives flexibility to create one small lot while retaining the bigger lot.  Town Planner Vondle asked if the 2-acre lot becomes a nonconforming small lot in the LR-10 district?  Jason stated that as long as we are allowing this 2-acre provision, it is legal as long as they meet all of the other standards.

In the LR-25 acre district, if you do not have 50 acres, then you cannot subdivide.                              

Discussion followed regarding RA-5 district allowing for the 2-acre subdivision.  Judith Stern stated that she believes it divides it up too much.  Steve Kraft stated that with the minimum lot size of 5 acres, if you allow the 2-acre, that leaves you with 3 acres which is less than the minimum lot size of 5 acres.  Jason stated that in a RA-5 acre district you would need 10 acres to subdivide.  The rules continue to allow the creation of a new 2-acre lot leaving an 8-acre lot which would then not be allowed to be subdivided.  Sometimes people own 50 acres in a RA-5 Acre zone.

Jason asked if the commission wanted to delete the 2-acre provision in the RA-5 acre zone.  The commission could not come to a conclusion.  Jason said that we can look at it again during the subdivision rewrite and revisit the tracking issue.

Chuck Gregory asked if the town has a right to review under Site Plan Review the ag/forest product processing.  Jason stated that there have been recent changes regarding some smaller farms may need to go through Site Plan Review, but he is not sure what forest product processing may or may not be exempt and he will look into it.

Char Osterlund pointed out a discrepancy in the RA-5 District purpose statement which says that it is to encourage economical agricultural activities and allow for low-density housing patterns, but it also says that this may be accomplished through cluster development.  Jason stated that this could mean that it is preferable to locate new homes along the peripheral so that it does not take up the middle of a large piece of land.  It was agreed to flag this purpose statement and talk about it at another meeting.

Char Osterlund stated that it used to say Maximum Density.

Steve Kraft asked why we have arbitrary road frontage standards.  He noted that the DRB recently struggled with a subdivision that was just a few feet shy of the minimum frontage, but the land was clearly wide enough for an access drive.  Jason stated he did not know why.  Steve Kraft also asked why the Medium Density Residential zone has different road frontages depending on what Class the property is located in.  Class 1 is Municipal Water and Sewer.  Class 2 is Municipal Sewer and On-site Water.  Class 3 is Municipal Water and On-Site Sewer and Class 4 is  On-Site Water and Sewer Facilities.  Perhaps it was that a Class 4 property may need more land, but does it really need more frontage?  Jason stated that the waiver language could modify some of the dimension standards.

George McNaughton stated that if it was the goal to preserve farm and pasture land, then why would we want to have minimum road frontages and why wouldn’t we want to build one house behind the other and have fewer driveways and curb cuts?  He asked what are these 
restrictions accomplishing?  Jason stated that this was an excellent question and what is the public policy basis for this standard?  What is the basis? Is it to prevent flag lots?  Town Planner Vondle stated that she did remember a caution from surveyor Gary Rapanotti about changing frontages.  Larry Kraft and Jenn Gehly will research this.

B.	Home Business
Chair Gehly asked to review this because she is unclear what part B is trying to say.  B reads as follows: The home business shall be carried on wholly within the dwelling/residence or accessory structures to the dwelling/residence, and shall occupy no more than 1100 sq. ft. of floor space or fifty (50) percent of the dwelling area, whichever is less.

She asked if the accessory structure should be separate and what was the intention?  Steve Kraft stated that the intention was to keep the accessory structure from not becoming primarily the business, but to have a house with a little business, not a business with a little living space.

Chair Gehly gave the example of a dwelling that is 500 sq. ft.  50% of that is 250 sq. ft. and the way the bylaw is written the business could occupy no more than 1100 sq. ft. or 50% (which in this case would only be 250 sq. ft.) whichever is less.  So, even if the accessory structure is bigger, it would only be allowed to use 250 sq. ft. in this example.

Discussion followed.  Char Osterlund stated that a business is secondary to the dwelling.  She noted that if you use the whole accessory structure, then the business does not remain secondary to the dwelling.  It was agreed that this needed to be rewritten.  Chair Gehly stated that she would do some research.

C.   Home Occupation
Chair Gehly asked to review this because she doesn’t feel that someone who is working remotely from home on a computer with no customers, no signs, no deliveries or changes to the neighborhood should have to be required to get a permit and wondered if there could be exemptions.  Discussion followed.  Town Planner Vondle stated that she thought home occupations should be primarily for limited office professions and that barber/hairstylists seems like it belongs in the Home Business bylaw.  Steve Kraft agreed stating that people are coming to your house.  Char Osterlund stated that you can have up to 3 employees in a home business and a hairstylist working along qualifies as a home occupation.  Chair Gehly stated that she would work on a rewrite.

D.   Parking
Town Planner Vondle stated that our parking bylaws need a good review.  She stated that the growing trend is to do away with parking requirements for the downtown areas as it confines new businesses coming in, discourages development and 2nd and 3rd floor apartments.  She also recommended changing the parking requirement for dwellings from 1.5 parking spaces to 1 parking space per dwelling.  The bylaw requiring 300 sq. ft. of floor area for professional business office and retail sales/service is not commonly reviewed or required in DRB hearing, but employee parking should be considered.  Larry Kraft stated the limiting it to a square footage does not take into consideration of how many people are in that square footage.  Steve Kraft said that the “Other – as required by the DRB under Site Plan Review” provision on the chart is quite helpful because it gives the DRB discretion and flexibility 

depending on the type of business.  Discussion followed.  Renee and Steve Kraft will research this issue.

E.   Exit 7 Signage
Town Planner Vondle stated that Exit 7 zoning district was left off of both the signage bylaws and the new district signage chart.  Discussion followed.  It was agreed to place it with the Industrial/Commercial column.

F.   Fences
Town Planner Vondle stated that so much of the residential areas in Springfield are built on land that is on slopes.  This has become an issue with our bylaw that states fences in the front yards must be no higher than 4’ tall.  In a steep yard, this does not provide enough privacy and she is suggesting that we incorporate some language to address this to allow an applicant to come before the DRB and ask for some consideration due to the unusual topography and terrain of their land that they have no control over.  Steve Kraft stated that this would help them solve a practical difficulty and he likes that this would be a case by case situation revolving around terrain and topography, not personal preferences.

Chair Gehly asked if there should be a bylaw about garden fences in the middle of a yard and could they be exempted?  Judith Stern stated what if the garden fence is along the perimeter?

10. Identify agenda items for future meeting.  
a. Norwich Solar – Spencer Hollow Road perspective solar sites.
b. Home Occupation/Home Business
c. Fences
d. Parking Rewrite
e. Road Frontage – Discussion (Larry/Jenn)

11. Adjournment
Larry Kraft moved to adjourn at 9:01 p.m.   Jenn Gehly seconded.  Motion passed unanimously.  



Respectfully submitted,



Renee L. Vondle
Recording Secretary/Town Planner
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