Memorandum

TO: Williston Selectboard Members

FROM: Matt Boulanger, AICP, Planning Director
DATE: January 3, 2020

SUBJECT: A Form-Based Code for Taft Corners

A Form-Based Code for Taft Corners

The purpose of this memorandum is to discuss a potential major amendment to Williston’s
Unified Development Bylaw: the creation and adoption of a form-based code for the zoning
districts within Williston’s Growth Center. Developing such a code requires some outside help
and expertise, and therefore some additional funding beyond the normal operating costs of the
Williston Planning Department. A department request for $50,000 (for the first phase of a two-
phase, $100,000 costing project) was not included in the initial FY2021 budget proposal, but the
Selectboard did ask for a continued discussion of the concept during budget discussions. This
memorandum is the first part of that discussion.

What’s a Form-Based Code?

A Form-Based Code is a type of zoning that focuses on the physical character of new
development and less on the specific allowed uses. Form-Based codes usually promote a mix of
land uses and a pedestrian-friendly development pattern that is carefully coordinated with
planned streets and other infrastructure. While they may be more prescriptive about design,
form-based codes also offer property owners and citizens a measure of predictability: by being
specific about what is allowed and required, form-based codes give everyone, citizens and
developers alike, a clearer picture of their communities’ future.

Doesn’t Williston Already Regulate Design and Form? Sort of.
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Conventional Zoning

Density use, FAR (floor area ratio), setbacks,
parking requirements, maximum building
heights specified

Zoning Design Guidelines
Conventional zoning requirements, plus
frequency of openings and surface
articulation specified

Form-Based Codes

Street and building types (or mix of types),
build-to lines, number of floors, and
percentage of built site frontage specified.




Source: formbasedcodes.org

While Williston does have a significant number and diversity of design requirements in the
Growth Center, they are not entirely unified with one another, nor do they follow an over-
arching plan. Some site plan requirements, like building height or which street a building should
be placed on, are either not addressed at all or are subject to a “one-size fits all” approach. A
Form-Based Code will account for the placement of new streets, parks, and other infrastructure
and will go a step further, ensuring the arrangement of these new sites follow a pre-determined
pattern as they develop.

Building standards address height, architectural design, and building placement in relationship
to major and secondary streets. Source: City of Buffalo Unified Development Ordinance

Architectural standards will also be clarified. A current challenge, for example, is a section of
the Town’s bylaws related to design review that states “use a variety of colors and materials,
but with restraint.” !

(e
A proposal to paint the brick buildings white at Maple Tree Place was approved by the DRB as
consistent with the Town’s current design review standards. This approval has since expired.

A Form-Based Code will offer more specific and prescriptive building design standards in
keeping with Williston’s existing community character and its vision for the future of the
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Growth Center. As discussed below, this will help the Town achieve many of the goals it has
established in its existing Comprehensive Plan.

1. Why a Form-Based Code? Infrastructure and Housing Goals and a Shifting Retail
Landscape
Williston has planned for grid streets and for new development to be oriented along those
streets long before it received growth center approval in 2006. While the Town’s development
standards have evolved over time to align with this vision, the practical application of those
standard has been a challenge and results have been mixed.
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Source: Creating a Community at Taft Corners, Williston, Vermont May 17, 1999

2. Why a Form-Based Code? Town Plan Goals and Policies
The Williston Comprehensive Plan calls for the monitoring of and revision to the development
standards within its Growth Center, and directs the Town to consider a Form-Based Code:

3.1.4 Review and Refine Development Standards in the Zoning Districts within the
Town’s Growth Center. In 2009, the town approved a set of sweeping revisions to the
town’s zoning and subdivision regulations contained in the Williston Unified
Development Bylaw. The development standards for the zoning districts within the
town’s growth center provide developers with a number of options for how they can
meet the town’s development standards when developing their properties. These
standards reflect a desire on the part of the town to see the Taft Corners area develop
into a vibrant, mixed use downtown area with a strong pedestrian orientation. The town
has begun to see these development regulations be implemented since then, and has
made some minor improvements to the development regulations. The town should
evaluate the effectiveness of these standards thus far based on current experience and
consider refining these standards further if necessary.




3.1.5 Consider Developing and Adopting a Form Based Code. The town’s development
standards in the growth center already contain some form based elements which are a
method of regulating development to achieve a specific physical form, with less focus on
use categories and more emphasis on the relationship between buildings and the street,
and the form and mass of buildings to one another. The town should consider making
greater use of form based techniques in the Growth Center as a means of refining the
town’s current development standards.

3. Why a Form-Based Code? Growth Center Designation Commitments
Williston received Growth Center Designation for the Taft Corners area in 2006. This state-
established designation is critical to the Town’s continued achievement of many of its goals,
both for development within the designated Center and open space protection in more rural
parts of the Town. In its 2017 report to the Vermont Downtown Board, Williston stated:

“The town continues to assess and refine the effectiveness of its regulations and other
implementation strategies and tools for implementing the town plan, especially those
related to the growth center concept. In the next few years the planning commission
in particular will be examining the town’s design and development standards in the
growth center and will be considering adopting additional form based code
provisions.”

To maintain its Growth Center Designation, the town must continue to fulfill its commitments
to the Downtown Board. Adopting a form-based code for the area would be a significant step in
doing so.

4. Why a Form-Based Code? Pending Town Investments in Infrastructure
Williston may soon embark on a significant effort to construct portions of Trader Lane, one of
several “grid streets” proposed in the Growth Center. This significant investment by the Town
will enable additional new development in the Taft Corners Area. A Form-Based Code can help
ensure that Trader Lane and other grid streets constructed in the future result in diverse,
interesting, walkable streetscapes that enhance the Growth Center.
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5. Why a Form-Based Code? Affordable Housing Goals and a Shifting Retail Landscape
Much of Williston’s Growth Center was developed in the “big-box” store era. While vacancies
created by the demise of national chain stores have been quickly filled, a new “big-box” store
has not been built in the Growth Center in nearly 20 years and it does not appear likely that this
development pattern will continue. Significant vacant and re-developable lands within the
Growth Center exist and present an opportunity for mixed-use infill development that can add
a diversity of uses and building types to the area. A Form-Based Code can help the town achieve
the infill and residential densities necessary to offset the high costs of land and construction
that make affordable housing such a challenge in the region.

Garden Street Apartments, 42 affordable 1-4 bedroom apartments constructed recently in South
Burlington under that city’s form-based code, an example of which is shown:

Why an Outside Consultant?

Form-based Code projects involve the collection of a great deal of public input, the organization
of multiple stakeholder meetings, and most critically, the careful development of regulations
that address new development at a level of detail several times more complex than the Town’s
current rules. Williston’s in-house staff will be heavily involved in any code project but must
also allocate their time to current planning: development review, permitting, zoning
enforcement, conservation lands management, and the many other responsibilities of the
program. A large, multifaceted project like a new form-based code will benefit greatly from
outside help with specific experience in this type of code development.

Where Does the Estimated Cost of $100,000 ($50,000/year over two years) Come From?
Code projects in the area have ranged from $67,000 in Jericho to 75,0000 in Winooski, but
these projects are a few years old now and were for smaller geographic areas. Recent
conversations with Chittenden County Regional Planning Commission staff and professionals in
the field suggest that $100,000 is a minimum amount for a successful project in an area the size
of the Growth Center.

What Next?
Although this project is not currently planned for significant funding in FY2021, The Planning
Staff and Planning Commission will be working on some of its elements. The staff is currently




launching the Mobility Projects Group, a citizen committee charged by the planning
Commission with the development of an Official Map for the town, an important first step for
identifying the grid streets plan that will form the backbone of a future form-based code.
Planning staff also will ask for staff assistance from the Chittenden County Regional Planning
Commission through its Unified Planning Work program process for FY2021 to further refine
Williston’s proposal for a form-based code project.

With support from the Selectboard, the Planning Commission and Staff would like to return to
the Selectboard with a renewed proposal and budget request for FY2022.

In the meantime, Staff and Commission members would be happy to meet informally with the
Selectboard to answer questions and discuss options as the Town considers this project. The
document attached to this memorandum provides a short introduction to form-based codes
and may provide a basis for further conversations as the project evolves.

Source: City of Buffalo Unified Development Ordinance

Attachment: Form-Based Codes: A Step-by Step Guide for Communities, Chicago Metropolitan
Agency for Planning, 2013.



https://formbasedcodes.org/content/uploads/2013/11/CMAP-GuideforCommunities.pdf
https://formbasedcodes.org/content/uploads/2013/11/CMAP-GuideforCommunities.pdf

