Allen Brook Dievelopment
June 3, 2022

Town of Williston Selectboard
Ahn: Terry Mccaig, Chair
79200 Williston Road

Williston, VT 05495

Subject: Taft Corners Form-Based Code

Dear Selectboard Members:

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the draft Form Based Code which is up for discussion
on June 7', | am a resident of Essex Town but also owner of several commerclal properties in Williston
including the Taft Farms Shopping Center, Taft Farms Senior Housing Complex, Cottonwood Crossing
Mixed Use Development, 25 Omega Drive, 151 Blalr Park Road, 100-400 Pioneer Drive, 90 & 94 Harvest
Lane, 290 Bover Circle, 1121 South Brownell Road, 177 Avenue C, and 96, 121, 378, and 430

Commerce Sireet.

| also own the former ‘LaPierre’ property which is a large 80-acre undeveloped parcel on the west
side of Maple Tree Place, between RT 2 and the highway, which will be severely impacied by this

new Form Based Code.

| have participated in the entire ‘mytaftcorners' planning process, attended several Planning
Commission meetings, met with the Town's team of consuliants, and have talked with other
architects and engineers with Form Based Code experience in Burlington, Winooski, and South
Burlington. Please see my letter to the Planning Commission from March 13, 2022 that | have
attached, and | will plan to attend the June 7t Selectboard meeting to answer any questions you

might have.

First { would like to state that | share the Town's vision for a vibrant, pedestrian friendly, downfown
area with a mix of housing that's diverse and affordable. | have spent the past 15-years planning
and permitting the Cottonwood Crossing Development which at full build out will have 70,000 sq. ft.
of commercial space {most of which is small scale} and 203 housing units that range inrents from
$1,175 10 $1,900. Cottonwood Crossing began as a plan for small shopping center and evolved into
a large mixed use development which has been recognized by the State Natural Resources Board as

a model for 'smart growth' and ‘'efficlent land use design’,

Ironically Cottonwood Crossing despite its mixed of uses, greenspaces, and pedestrian connections
would not even come close to complying with the new Form Based Code.
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Cottonwood Crossing has also been the most expensive project I've ever built and thai concerns
me. The infrastructure cost for those new streets was almost double that of a 'typical’ street. It's
expensive o build streets with bike lanes, on-street parking, wide sidewalks where people can walk
and dlso sit, with interesting street fumniture and landscaping. It's diso exitremely expensive o build
multi story buildings made of brick and stone, with store front windows, front enfrances, back
entrances, dooryards, and underground parking. | have invested millions at Cottonwood and

ultimately those costs have to be offset by rents.

Speaking of rents, despite what the Town's team of out of state consultants have told you, renting
ground floor retdil space in Vermont is not easy! In 2020, right as the pandemic hit, i broke ground on
the 'B2' building at Cottonwood Crossing — a three story mixed use building with commercial on the
first level. Two years later | have only one tenant despite having showed the space io dozens of
prospective tenants whereas my vacancy rate at my single story commercial buildings across the

street is close o zero.

The redlity Is ground floor commercial space just does not work for a lot of businesses. | have over 100
commercial tenants in Williston, Essex and South Burlington, and ground floor commercial would work
for less than 25% of them. For the ones it would work for there is a long list of challenges to solve and
the cost is always higher when compared fo a single story standalone buillding. Those increased
costs have be absorbed somewhere and in this economic climate many businesses are just barely

making it

As you all know, in Williston local businesses contribute 1% of all sales to the General Fund and iast
year that made up over 25% of Town's budget ($3 million dollairs). | urge you to support anything that
helps retail development including allowing some single story buildings.

Another major concem | have with the new code is the Regulating Plan and Official Map. The new
Official Map Is dominated by new streets {highlighted in ORANGE) and when | saw the image of the
Regulating Plan overlaid onto an aerial photo of Williston {which was presented at the first Planning
Commission meeting) | saw future streets going through existing buildings and through existing
parking lots. The roads on the Regulating Plan seem fo be laid out with no regard to ownership,
topography, existing infrastructure, or existing easements {as someone who has had to negotiate a
few easements in the past | can tell you, that alone can be a showstopper).

What is the town’s plan to build these new streetsé How will new projects connect to existing
projects? And who Is going to own and maintain these new roads? | also understand that the two
main streets of RT 2 and 2A are controlled by VTrans so how can this pian even be implemented?

| urge the Selectboard to take a close look at this new road layout and consider both the
construction and ownership costs, Map 4 from the 2016-2024 Comprehensive Plan shows a proposed
Grid Street layout which is much more redlistic while stilt walkable and pedestrian friendly.

| have also made my feelings about the 16-acre park on my land quite clear. 1 am a developer with
a long history of working well with Williston, and other surround towns, and | am more than happy to
work with this Planning Commission and Selectboard on a layout for my property which both sides will
be happy with. Please don't label 16 of my 80-acres as Town land on an official map.



Another huge question which has been left unanswered is, how will all of the stormwater from these
new sireets be managed? The block layout this code is based on seems to ignore stormwater and it
was just a few years ago that the Town of Williston asked hundreds of homeowners to rebuild and
upgrade their stormwater systems. How can the Town now present a plan which seemingly ignores
stormwater? If the answer to that questions is that the Town will manage it, how? And at what cost?

Finally please take a look at how other Vermont communities have implemented Form Based Code.
I heard the Consultant mention severdl fimes how he authored Winooski's code. Well Form Based
Code in Winooski only applies to three sireets {East Allen Street/RT 15, Main Street/RT 7, and Mallets
Bay Ave), not the entire Growth Center. In Shelburne Form Base Code is optional and in Burlington it
ohly applies to the area between Main Street and Pearl Street.

| do appreciate the hard work from Town staff and the Planning Commission, Over the years | have
developed a great working relationship with them and | believe this plan is well intentioned but has
just missed the mark. Based on all the public comments | have heard this plan is certainly not
representative of what '‘everyone wants'. My recommendation would be to work with the
landowners and talk to other communities who have implemented Form Base Code. Ask what has
worked and what hasn't and if anything start small and build on that.

Thank you for your time and consideration,

Sincerely,

%I:a/r:cal /

Enc.
Letter to PC 03/01/22
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March 1, 2022

Town of Williston Pianning Commission
Atin: Matt Boulanger

7900 Williston Road

Williston., VT 05495

Subject: Taft Corners Form-Based Code

Dear Planning Commission:

First, 1 would like to thank Matt, Emily, Melinda, Simon, and everyone else at the Town for all the hard work they
have put into this process, 1'd also like to thank the Planning Commission members for your volunleer time and

dedication to the community.,

At the last meeting | made a comment that this process seemed rushed and that | only had two weeks fo read
and make a decision on this new plan. What | meant Is that | only had two weeks to read and understand the
new Form Based Code document and Regulating Plan - which showed a very detailed layout for my property,
| know this process started over a year ago and a lot of hard work has gone into this document and Into the
Vision Plan that was approved by the Planning Commission and Selectboard.

| have over 25-years' experience bullding in Williston and | share the Town's viston for a vibrant, pedestrian
fiendly downtown area and think the Vision Plan incorporated many of the comments | heard from the public
workshops. | aiso feel strongly that concentraling growth In a downtown areq, that makes efficient use of
Infrastructure, Is smart and effective land use planning which also helps create more offordable housing.

For the implementation of this code to be successful it really needs the support of land owners, developers, and
residents. 1 fruly hope you incorporate all of the feedback you have received al these past few meetings so
that this plan s unique to Williston, Vermont and not just a copy of a plan from some other municipality.

When | first saw the Regulating Plan, and read the new Form Based Code docurment, | was shocked to leamn
how rigid and restrictive it was, going as far as to regulate the size and the placement of doors and windows, [
participated in every workshop, and o few one on one meetiings with the consultanis, and neverwas it
explained that this code would dictate exactly how | had to develop my property - down to the fype of trash

can | have to put on the comer of my buillding.

Below is a list of issues that | think the Planning Commission should carefully conslder before forwarding this on to
the seleciboard:

1. Street Layoul: There are slill several locations in the Regulation plan with parking on only side of ihe
street and several locations with fwo streets running paraliel to each other separated by only a smail
green belt, The cost of land and Infrastructure is one of the main reasons the cost of housing is so high
and ihis type of design will only drive those prices higher. Approving o Regulating Plan with
unnecessary streets also means more roads for the Town to maintain, at tax payer expense.
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I would like the Planning Commission fo require buildings on both sides of all new roads.

2. Block Sizes: According fo the new Regulaling Plan the average block size on my 'Laplere’ Property
Is 1.5-acres, much too small for building on all four sidles with Interior alleyways, parking spaces, and
private open areas in the middie. Forreference Cottonwood Crossing has an average block size of 3.5-

acres.

I would ke the Planning Commission to adopt a Regulating Plan with larger blocks so these areas can
be redlistically developed.

3. Shared Parking: The new code requires that all new parking [ots with more than 30 spaces are
required to have at least 40% of those spaces dedicated to the general public. don't understand this
requirement and seems like It would result in more parking being built when other areas of ihe code

clearly discourage new parking.

My recommendation is to allow parking for the general public on the streets but cliow dli interior parking
for the bulldings to remaln private, ihere should be no public parking Inside a block.

4, Maximum Parking Requlrement: For residential housing the maximum alfowed parking s 1 space for
each one bedroom unit, or 2 spaces per units with two or more bedroom, and 2 space foreach
townhouse. | have alot of 1-bdrm units in Willlston that are leased by manied couples who each have
a car (2 cars), should they be forced to share ¢ car in order fo live in Williston2 Or should they have to

spend more to rent a 2-bdrm apartment?

For non-residential uses the maximum parking allowed Is 1 space per 1,000 sq, ff. and that number is
way, way, too low. |just helped open a 2,500 sq. ft. plzzeria with 60 seats, does that mean the piza
shop would be limited to 2.5 parking spaces under this new code? If so they would be out of business in

the first month,
For this plan te be successiul we must dllow for more parking.

5. Bullding Helghi: [ would like the Planning Commission to aliow some single story buildings. Many
commercial uses do not mesh well with residential housing and a mix of commercial uses are Important
to creating a vibrant downtown. if there are no commercial businesses, or places to work, where will

people walk to?

} think some single story commercial buildings should be allowed even IFit's just a small percentage,

§. Footprint Slze: The Urban General and Urban General 2 zones both restrict the maxiraum bullding
footprint to 15,000 sq. ft. which In my opinion is too smali for three, four, and five story buildings. My
Cottonwoaod Crossing project has four buildings with footprints larger than 15,000 sq. ft. [between 16,000
and 21,000 sq. ff.) so under the new code those would be foo big and not be allowed. Personally | think
those bullding fit well with the surrounding area and | would like fo see the moximum footpiint sized

increased to at least 25,000 sq. tt.

7. Flat roofs: | don't undersiand why flat roofs are not adllowed (except of small portions with solar or
rooftop mechanical equipment), There are lots of attraclive bulldings in our area that have flat roofs,
flat roofs can also be used fo direct stormwater and help protect from falling snow and ice. Al my
buildings at Cotionwood have fiat roofs so under this new code those would no Jonger be dllowed.

[ would like the Plonning Commission to allow flat roofs,




8. Private Open Space: The new code states that dll new development must have 20% private open
space Inside each block, however the diagram at the top of page labels it as 15%. I'm concemed that
with these small blocks, buildings, parking and alleyways there will be no space left for privote open
space or the cost of that space will have to passed on to the residents which will only further drive up

the cost for housing.

{ think the Planning Commission should let developers decide if they'd like to Incorporate private open
space Into thelr design.

9, Street Furniture: | saw that the new code goes as far as listing the types of sireet benches, trash cans,
and bike racks that are required. Earlier today | called the manufacture to check on the piicing and
found that each required bench costs $1,361 plus tax and shipping, each required trash cans cost
$2.516 plus tax and shipping, and each required bike racks cost $1,771. Who's going to pay for ¢l

those? And who's golng to take care of them?

10. Project Review Committee: | read that the only approval a new project would need Is just a bullding
permit from the Project Review Committes and that commilttee consists of the Zoning Adminisiraor,

Public Works Director, and Fire Chief.

in my opinion this Regulating plan creates a lot of new, unnecessary, infrastructure and the block design
with alleys creates a lot of new challenges for the fire depariment, Since the Fire Chief and Public
Works Director are key decision makers in this approval process | would be interested o know thelr

fhoughts on this plon,

11. Regulaiing Plan: | appreciate the changes to Regulating Plan that was presented ai the last
meeting but | am still concerned about the amount of Infrastruciure that is being required. As|
mentioned above having roads with bulldings on only one side, or iwo parallel roads separated by a
green belt may look nice, but they also make for a more expensive project with higher renis.

| would like to work with the Town on a more efficient layout for my property which still fils with the fowns
Vision for this area. We were successful with Cottonwood and | think we can achleve success again

with the LaPlerre property.

Again this new plan seems so drastically different from the existing regulations that i'm worled we'll be creating
even more problems than the ones were are trying to solve, My personal bellef Is that many of the design
elements from the Vision Pian could be incorporated Into the existing regulations without having to reinvent the

wheel,

If the Planning Commission does want to move forward with Form Base Code | think it would be prudent 1o test
It outin just one or two of the Taft Comers zoning disticts before expanding it to include the entire Town of

Williston Growth Center,

Thank you for your fime and consideration,

Sincerely,

G el

Alfred Senecal




