
TOWN OF HIGHGATE

Planning Commission 

MINUTES

August 5, 2013

NOTE:  All actions taken are unanimous unless otherwise stated.

I. CALL TO ORDER & ROLL CALL

The meeting was called to order at 6:00 p.m. by Shawn Neill, Chair.
Present were:
Planning Commission Members: Shawn Neill - Chairman, David Cadieux, Pauline Decarreau, Woody Rouse, Bruce Ryan & Paulette Unwin
Staff: Heidi Britch-Valenta - Planning & Zoning Administrator, Erin Rocheleau - Planning & Zoning Clerk
Public:  Katelyn Brewer-Colie - Northwest Regional Planning Commission, Amanda Holland - Northwest Regional Planning Commission, Rick Trombley - Zoning Board of Adjustment, Ray Many - Highgate resident, Henry Rainville - Highgate Select Board, Steve Bushy - Highgate Select Board, and Andy King - Highgate Select Board
II. PUBLIC HEARINGS 

No public hearings.

III. OTHER BUSINESS 
A. Regional Planning - Development Review Board - Kateline Brewer-Colie 

Kateline Brewer-Colie addressed the Board and the members of the Select Board and Zoning Board of Adjustment to explain the workings of a Development Review Board.  A Development Review Board (DRB) consolidates all development review decisions into one board.  When there is a DRB in place within a Town, the Planning Commission (PC) would do long range planning, and the Zoning Board of Adjustment (ZBA) would be terminated.  

Ms. Brewer-Colie explained the 12 different powers that a Development Review Board has - Appeals, Variances, Conditional Use, Stay of Enforcement, Subdivision, Site Plan Review, Planned Unit Development, Design Control District, Historical District, Transfer of Development Rights, Bonds, and Act 250.  

Ms. Brewer-Colie continued to explain the pros and cons of the DRB structure.  Ms. Brewer-Colie explained that sometime the ZBA and the PC within the same Town review the same proposal and then make contradicting decisions.  This discrepancy is often a major area of concern within a Town review process.

Ms. Brewer-Colie explained that in this area of Vermont most Towns have a DRB rather than having both a ZBA and a PC.   

Ms. Brewer Colie stated that with a DBR system in place then the established DBR would be the decision making body within the Town.  Having an established DRB, Ms. Brewer-Colie explained is better with customer service, as the Town can be more organized and streamlined rather than having applicants go in front of 2-boards (PC & ZBA) with the same proposal. 

Ms. Brewer-Colie continued to explain that when a Town has a DRB then the current PC can focus on other large planning projects within the Town, rather than reviewing plans.  This would allow the PC to create a vision for the Town, spend time on the Capital Budget, and the regional Act 250 review.  With a DRB in place, the PC would be writing the legislation for the town, but the PC will not be able to actually implement the bylaws.  

Ms. Brewer-Colie explained that DBR could become overwhelmed with all of the proposal reviews within the Town if all reviews are put in front of the DBR and not split between a PC and a ZBA.  

David Cadieux asked about the Act 250 powers of the PC under the DBR structure within a Town.  Shawn Neill added that currently the PC has been invited to local Act 250 reviews, there are just has not been a large number of these Act 250 reviews happening within the Town of Highgate. 

Mr. Cadieux clarified that the PC is the legislative Board, which makes the laws, and the DRB enforces these set laws.  Ms. Brewer-Colie added that often there are cross members on the 2-Boards (PC and DRB), so that there is always communication between the PC and DRB within the Town.

Ms. Brewer-Colie explained that the DRB has to be comprised of 5 to 9 members on the Board, while the PC and the ZBA can be smaller boards. 

Mr. Neill asked how many people on the current Highgate Planning Commission would like to stay on the Highgate Planning Commission if the Town chooses to change to having a Development Review Board?  No current Planning Commission members responded to Mr. Neill wanting to stay on the Planning Commission if there was a Development Review Board formed and the current Zoning Board of Adjustment is ended.  

Ms. Brewer-Colie suggested that the Select Board would have the power to add and appoint all new PC members.  The transition to having a DRB can be a year-long process of creating and moving towards a Town with a DRB with recruitment.

Heidi Britch-Valenta added to the discussion stating that the Town is currently lacking the planning that would really benefit the Town.  Mr. Neill explained that the Town Treasurer was going to create a committee to put together a Town budget and capital planning, but that failed two-years ago.  Ms. Britch-Valenta explained that it was a hard idea for the Town to form a capital budget committee when there is a Zoning Board of Adjustment and a Planning Commission.  

Henry Rainville added that the Select Board can not do it all within the Town.  The Town currently has a lot of large project on the table, and there needs to be planning.  Mr. Rainville explained that the Select Board currently is always very busy putting out fires, and not planning for the future.  Mr. Rainville also explained that there is now a lot of communication among the 3-Boards (The Highgate Select Board, Planning Commission and Zoning Board of Adjustment).

Ms. Brewer-Colie explained that the Town has to look at the volunteers it has, and how the best way to use the volunteers that the Town has.  Ms. Brewer-Colie continued to explain, that there are limited hours that limited people are willing to give to the community, there has to be a structure that optimizes these limitation.  Ms. Brewer-Colie feels that separating the roles with minimal cross over is the best way to use volunteer resources within any town.  

Ms. Brewer-Colie explained that it is fairly simple to create a DRB system and switch over within a town.  Ms. Brewer-Colie stated that 2-years ago Swanton switched over to the DRB structure.  Swanton was very tentative about the switch within the Town, but now 2-years later they are finding it’s working well.

Mr. Rick Trombley asked about fees, would the Town lose fees with this DRB switch?  Ms. Brewer-Colie explained that the fees will still be the same, even if there is a combined review there will still be the same reviews and the same fees collected.  Having a DRB system will not change the fees collected within the Town.

Ms. Britch-Valenta stated that the Town will have new Bylaws that are currently being reviewed, how will this DRB switch change these Bylaws?  Ms. Brewer-Colie explained that it is very easy to do the switch over to a DRB system during this Bylaw review process; it will just be wording adjustment that will need to be changed.  

Paulette Unwin asked if all 12 current members of the Planning Commission and Zoning Board of Adjustment members would like to be on the DRB, how will the members be chosen?  Mr. Cadieux said there could be alternate members, if there are too many volunteers for the newly created DRB.  Ms. Brewer-Colie stated that the decision is up to the Select Board as to how to fill the new DRB.       

Mr. Rainville asked the Highgate Planning Commission and Highgate Zoning Board of Adjustment how often do all the Board members attend the monthly meetings?  Mr. Neill explained that the Planning Commission as only had one meeting where there was not a quorum to hold a hearing in the past 10-years.  Mr. Trombley explained that the Zoning Board of Adjustment meetings are not often attended by all 6-members, but there has always been a quorum to hold hearings.  

Steve Bushy stated that the Planning Commission is often very busy.  The DRB at times may be very busy doing both the Planning Commission and Zoning Board of Adjustment reviews.  Ms. Brewer-Colie said that then DRB could meet 2-times a month during the busy season.  Mr. Trombley said that each month is not always busy with reviews, during busy months then the alternate DBR members could be used other than taxing the volunteers.  

Mr. Rainville stated that he would like there to be more communication, and currently planning is not being meet within the Town.

Ms. Britch-Valenta explained that most PC and ZBA meetings have 1-applicant per month, at most 3-applicants per monthly meeting.  Mr. Cadieux stated that the number of applicants is always based on economics, the Town PC is slow right now because people don’t have the money to be making changes but when the economy turns then the Board will get busy again like it was a few years ago.

Ms. Brewer-Colie explained that the DRB should always be involved in the review process of the PC laws.  There should be communication and input in the legislative process from the DRB.

Mr. Rainville asked Ms. Britch-Valenta if this meeting was announced as a Select Board meeting tonight?  No, this is not a decision making Select Board meeting stated Ms. Britch-Valenta.  

7:00 Development Review Board presentation concluded

B. Renewable Energy – Katelyn Brewer-Colie 
Ms. Brewer-Colie explained that the Town is able to regulate small-scale wind or solar within the Town Bylaws.  Accessory structures for small pole mounted solar and wind can be permitted.  Ms. Brewer-Colie presented the Board with sample language.  Mr. Cadieux stated that in the Bylaws now there is a height restriction within the Town, can these be adjusted for a possible wind tower and/or a solar tower?   Ms. Brewer-Colie explained that there could be an exception to the accessory structure installation for renewable energy installation in the Bylaws or the Town could require the renewable energy installation applicant come before the Board for a Conditional Use Waiver.  Ms. Brewer-Colie explained that the Town wants to encourage renewable energy, as long as they are good neighbors.  

Ms. Brewer-Colie explained that the Board will need to decide if they want to permit renewable energy installations as an accessory structure or as an accessory structure with Site Plan review?  This would mean, does the Planning Commission want to review each permit application, or should the Zoning Administrator review each application?   Ms. Britch-Valenta explained that if the Board decides to have the Town Administrator issue permits without Board review, then she would like the Bylaws to be written clearly, so that permits for renewable energy can be issued correctly.   

Mr. Neill stated if the Town wants to promote renewable resources then the Town should have the most allowable limits.  Ms. Brewer-Colie explained renewable energy policies and wording that is already put together by other organizations, she will pass it along to the Board.

Ms. Brewer-Colie said that noise is often a concern with harnessing wind power, although the systems are getting less and less offensive.
Ms. Brewer-Colie asked if the Board feels that the Bylaws should mention screening so that the equipment can not be highly visible from off property be reviewed by the Zoning Administrator.  

Mr. Cadieux asked the Board, what does trigger a State permit on renewable energy?   Ms. Britch-Valenta stated that large renewable energy systems are permitted by the State and all hydro is regulated by the State.  Mr. Cadieux would like to see the Highgate Bylaws on renewable energy mirror the State laws, but there are no current State laws for small, renewable energy systems in place.

Ms. Britch-Valenta stated that a renewable energy permit would not be a typical building permit issued by the Town.  The Town’s renewable energy system permitting will need to be a more technical process requiring applicant engineers for the permitting process.  Mr. Neill explained that these systems would require a specially designed permits, Ms. Brewer-Colie will look for an example permits and forward them to the Board. 

Mr. Neill would like all safety standards meet within the Town’s Bylaws, and the Fire Department be made aware of all systems.  

7:45pm Ms. Brewer-Colie concluded with the review.
IV. APPROVAL OF DRAFT MINUTES / DECISION LETTER APPROVAL

JUNE 3, 2013

The Board reviewed the draft minutes from the June 3, 2013 minutes.

MOTION:  Motion made by Bruce Ryan to accept the June 3, 2013 draft minutes with no changes, seconded by Woody Rouse - APPROVED.

July 1, 2013

The Board reviewed the draft minutes from the July 1, 2013 minutes.  Mr. Cadieux asked for clarification on wording on page 1 regarding the parcel numbers of the Andre and Linda Gagne Boundary Line Adjustment.

MOTION:  Motion made by Mr. Cadieux to accept the July 1, 2013 draft minutes with one change in the wording on page 1 with the parcel numbers of Andre and Linda Gagne parcel numbers, seconded by Mr. Ryan - APPROVED.

DECISION LETTER - ANDRE & LINDA GAGNE BOUNDARY LINE 
The Board reviewed the Andre and Linda Gagne decision letter.

Mr. Neill asked the Board if there should be any changes to the decision letter.  Mr. Cadieux would like the correct parcel numbers listed on the decision letter.  No other edits to the decision letter were recommended by the Board.  Once this parcel number correction is made, Mr. Neill will sign the decision letter.

V. MISCELLANEOUS

A. Mr. Cadieux presented to the Board information on landslides.   Mr. Cadieux researched the landslide in response to a discussion with the Select Board from the July 2013 meeting.  Mr. Cadieux brought a FEMA document with regulations and guidance on landslides.  Copies will be made for the Board members to review at the September meeting.

B. Paulette Unwin presented her resignation from the Planning Commission to Ms. Britch-Valenta, effective immediately. 

VI. ADJOURNMENT
MOTION:  Motion made by Paulette Unwin to adjourn the meeting @ 8:21pm, seconded by Bruce Ryan – APPROVED.
Respectfully submitted:

____________________________________
   
_______________

Erin Rocheleau, Planning & Zoning Clerk


Date

Minutes approved by:

____________________________________

_______________

Shawn Neill, Planning Commission Chair


Date
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