Taft Corners Associates, Inc.
2 Church Street
Burlington, Vermont 05401

Town of Williston
Board of Selectmen
c/o Erik Wells
Town Manager

June 2, 2022
Dear Selectboard:

We are the owners of Taft Corners Associates (TCA), the developer of Taft Corners Park (TCP). We
appreciate the opportunity to comment on the ongoing zoning process at Taft Corners. We applaud the
efforts that the Town is making to improve the pedestrian friendliness and future Downtown amenities
at Taft Corners and appreciate the planning staff keeping us informed. We also have some very
significant concerns about the proposed regulations.

TCA has been developing TCP since 1984. While some believe that our park is strictly box retail that is
not the case. TCP is a mix of retail, office, grocery, dining, manufacturing, and service businesses. In fact
almost half of the square footage in our park is not box retail. We have taken a very disciplined
approach in our development and as you are aware, still have a significant amount of developable land
in the park. We have strived to create a mix of uses and resisted a “build it and they will come”
approach.

We are proud of what we have created. We have contributed many millions of dollars in property taxes
and additional millions in Local Option Tax revenues which have helped the Town Of Williston keep its
tax rate reasonable, and build beautiful community facilities, municipal buildings, parks, and bike paths.
Many Williston citizens join the tens of thousands of Vermonters who visit our park each week.

We can also tell you that consultants, who advise you of the inevitable end of development patterns
such as ours, and the need to redesign it, are incorrect. Our businesses are thriving and the future is
bright. This includes the box retail stores. Several are exercising future lease options earlier than
necessary, and are also asking for additional lease extensions that will carry beyond the middle of the
21% Century. We are privy to the sales figures of some of the stores and they are very strong.

Our retail businesses have adapted and devised strategies to compete with internet sales. These include
pick-up and delivery options, assisted shopping, and distribution and internet sales from store locations.

We have also had good results in facing the retail changes happening today. We promptly replaced Toys
R Us with REI Co-op and will be filling the AC Moore space with O’Reilly Auto Parts this summer. Qur
real estate office is frequently contacted by retailers. In fact we are having discussions with three major



retailers as we emerge from the pandemic. Internet stores are opening brick and mortar locations. In
short, the store based retail industry is alive and very active.

Because of the above discipline and long term strategy we are well positioned to succeed into the
future. We hope the Town will work with us to make new regulations flexible in order to meet market
demand.

It is important to note that this process began with a survey of Town residents. The surveys that were
returned represented only a very small fraction of Williston’s population. The general tone of the
responses was apparently that people were not happy with the development patterns at Taft Corners.
The Town then hired a consultant to study the situation and make recommendations of future
development patterns. The consultant expressed his belief that retail (especially box retail) is a dying
industry and will not be around in twenty to thirty years. The consultant proceeded to draw a series of
block patterns on the four quadrants of Taft Corners including our property. He believes that if we
follow those development patterns that in the decades ahead we will achieve a more cohesive
Downtown area.

During the Planning Commission process we and other Taft Corners developers participated and made
suggestions. Almost none of them were embraced and accepted by the consultant or the Planning
Commission.

We respect the time and effort and sincerity of the survey respondents and the Planning Commission.
We do need to point out however that they have very little development experience. It is our sincere
belief that they did not listen to us and others who are professionals in the development field that
understand the many facets of the development process. This is also true of the consultant whose scope
did not include understanding things such as existing rights of way, deed declarations, wetland areas
and setbacks, ever changing State stormwater regulations and many other features which encumber our
land. As a result there are some elements of the proposed regulations which we believe are not
workable. We made some suggestions in our earlier mirror letter dated January 31, 2022 all of which
were rejected. This was disappointing. But we still have two major areas of concerns with the
regulations

First we strongly believe the Planning Commission, DRB, and or staff should be given more flexibility to
modify or adjust the regulations when it is in the best interest of the Town of Williston. One can never
pre-plan something as large as this area and not build in a significant amount of room to adjust and
improve the regulations. As the draft now stands, any significant change to the development pattern
suggested by the consultant will require a zoning bylaw amendment which can take one to two years to
accomplish. It makes sense to us that the Planning Commission, DRB, and or staff being the
representatives of the Town of Williston, should have the authority to make modifications that make
sense and are in the best interest of the Town.



Second, we strongly disagree with the type of zoning proposed south of Marshall Avenue and west of
Harvest Lane. Requiring multi-story buildings in this area will significantly change the character of this
area and will not support the businesses already there. Marshall Avenue is a major arterial roadway (as
is Vermont 2A) and will divide and separate the uses between the intense multi-story downtown area
closer to Taft Corners, and the outskirts of the new Downtown south of Marshall Avenue. As mentioned
above these retailers contribute large sums of money to Williston’s tax base (property and LOT) and we
should be working to compliment them and keep them strong. Gardener’s Supply would not locate in a
multi-story building, nor would LL Bean or Town Fair Tire or Healthy Living. These types of businesses
which we believe benefit Williston would simply not locate here if they are required to be in multi-story
buildings.

In addition the plan as currently proposed creates greenspace across the street from Walmart and
Home Depot and dreams of an amphitheater there. This is some of the most valuable and developable
land in Vermont. We have paid taxes on it for over 38 years!

Amphitheaters rarely get built in the northeast because of weather constraints. When they do most fail
financially. With respect, it’s easy to draw a picture with open space and grid lines on it, but that fails to
represent reality, market demand, and financial return to us and the Town.

The ordinance does contain language requiring the Town to buy the greenspace if the developer wants
to build. But what is it worth if the zoning ordinance allows no buildings there??

Again with respect, this process has been flawed. A tiny survey result, a consultant who fails to
understand the development process and market demand in Vermont, and who is incorrectly predicting
failure of our existing mix of businesses, has produced a draft zoning ordinance that will harm existing
businesses, discourage new development, and ultimately weaken the Taft Corners tax base.

In summary we urge the Selecboard to address our major concerns as outlined above. We have
operated TCP for almost 40 years as local developers and plan on being here for a long time into the
future. Please include our professional experience in your deliberations of the new zoning ordinance.

Thank you for your consideration.

Very Truly Yours,

AEy S

Jeffrey 6avis




