Memo

To: Williston Selectboard
From: Matt Boulanger, Director of Planning

Cc: Erik Wells, Town Manager

Date: December 28, 2021

Re: Taft Corners Form-Based Code: Progress Update
OVERVIEW

The purpose of this memo is to provide the Selectboard an update on the Planning Commission’s
progress with the Taft Corners Form-Based Code project. This includes an overview of the structure and
substance of their recent work, some key points about the nearly completed draft code, an estimated
timeline going forward, and some follow-up tasks we have identified that will come to the Selectboard
following the conclusion of the adoption process for the Code itself.

PROCESS

Since the Selectboard’s review of the final Vision Plan document and transmittal memo in late July, The
Planning Commission has been working with the consultant team, CCRPC, and Town staff to refine that
vision and to develop the Taft Corners Form Based Code (the Code), the “rulebook” for new
development in the Growth Center. The Commission embarked on a complete chapter-by-chapter
review of the draft Code in October and will conclude this work at its January 4 meeting. Throughout
this process, staff and consultants identified the general parameters of the Code, and, within that, the
various “levers” that the Commission could adjust, such as maximum building heights, street width and
configurations, architectural materials, required window and door configurations, and overall building
and site designs. The resulting Code reflects vigorous participation by all members, as demonstrated by
the following key elements:

ELEMENTS OF THE CODE: Walkable Blocks, Public Parks, Pitched Roofs, Clear Process, and Safer Streets

THE REGULATING PLAN: requiring a walkable street
pattern and connected greens for Taft Corners

The Regulating Plan is the backbone of the new Code.
While it is essentially the new zoning map for Taft
Corners, dictating which building forms are allowed in
what locations, it is far more than that. The Regulating
Plan is backed up by a new Official Map?! and requires
that new streets and alleys, built to the Town’s
specifications, are created as a part of all new
development in Taft Corners. Most importantly, the
town dictates the precise location of streets and alleys
according to its vision, rather than developers
choosing on a project-basis. By doing this, the
Regulating Plan sets the stage for a development
pattern of human-scale, walkable, interconnected
blocks that will be fronted by attractive buildings. In
addition to new streets, a walkable network of public
parks and green places is required by the Regulating
Plan.

1 Official Map is a planning tool authorized by statute (24 V.S.A. § 4421) that allows Vermont municipalities to
require planned public facilities including streets and bike paths, drainage ways, public buildings, and parks and
green spaces to be accommodated by new development. An excellent summary of the Official Map process has
been prepared by the Vermont Planning Information Center.



https://legislature.vermont.gov/statutes/section/24/117/04421
http://vpic.info/Publications/Reports/Implementation/OfficialMap.pdf

THE BUILDING FORM AND ARCHITECTURAL STANDARDS: making Taft Corners “Uniquely Williston.”
The draft Code addresses all elements
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that are prevalent in Taft Corners
today.
Minimum building height, required pitched roofs, and maximum building widths will bring a more
attractive, diverse, and, over time, unique look and feel to Taft Corners. In the current draft Code, the
minimum building height is two stories, making an incentivized-but-rarely achieved standard in the
current bylaw mandatory. Measuring height in stories and requiring at least two stories in the Growth
Center leads to a more efficient use of land that encourages the creation of housing and prevents

3 further development of the single-story “big
box” form. The new Code also generally
requires pitched roofs (with exceptions for
solar and useable rooftop decks and
gardens). A pitched-roof requirement takes
a strongly stated preference from today’s
bylaws and makes it mandatory. Over time,
the “skyline” of Taft Corners should evolve
to look less flat and “blocky,” and more
inclusive of a diversity of roof shapes and
types. Finally, maximum street frontages of
around 80-100 feet for new buildings
ensures that no single building dominates a
street or site. Our public process revealed
many negative public comments about large, long flat-roofed “landscrapers,” and the draft code
prohibits them.

THE PUBLIC REALM STANDARDS: Creating a network of walkable, bikeable streets in Taft Corners

The Code contains standards for new streets, some with cycle tracks or bike lanes, all with sidewalks and
enhanced requirements for greenbelts and street trees. Parking, utilities, and loading areas are required
to be accessed from alleys off these streets, which are mapped on the Regulating Plan. Our public
process revealed a strong desire for green space between buildings and the street and enough space to
socialize or recreate outdoors (even in a pandemic). Thus, the consultant prioritized the space between
buildings and street curb. The commission took great care reviewing the size of dooryards, sidewalks,
and greenbelts to ensure ample green space and socializing (café tables, gardens, recreation w/ pets,
snow storage) within Taft Corners. Parking lots will no longer be allowed on street frontages. These new
streets are mapped to create a complete network of off-street cycle tracks connecting the four
“quadrants” of Taft Corners.



PERMIT REVIEW PROCESS: Clear and Streamlined

The new Code will be primarily administered by the Zoning Administrator, with assistance of a Project
Review Committee. Development Review Board hearings are still required for projects that involve
subdivisions of land or the platting of new streets. Growth Management review and the limits of that
system (50 dwelling-unit equivalents per year in Growth Center) will be maintained, but the draft Code
combines site plan and architectural review with the assignment of allocation for Growth Management
into a single administrative process. This streamlined process is an extension of the Planning staff’s
current application review procedure, with Planning staff coordinating interdepartmental review and
permit compliance with applicants long before an application is approved. The DRB’s authority is already
very limited by the current bylaw, and the prescriptive nature of the draft Code precludes arguing with
applicants about building form, placement of dumpster enclosures, etc.

THE ADOPTION PROCESS: Taft Corners Form-Based Code

At present, the Planning Commission has complete drafts of all necessary Form-Based Code Chapters,
Maps (including a draft town-wide Official Map), and necessary edits to the existing Unified
Development Bylaws. The Planning Commission could begin their public hearing process as soon as
February 1, 2022. That hearing date could lead to a transmittal to the Selectboard in March and possible
Selectboard hearings on the draft changes in April 2022. We are on schedule to complete this project
by the end of the fiscal year.



More Work to Come
Undertaking such a large effort for Taft Corners has revealed several additional work items that will
need to be addressed. The top three tasks include

1. STREET SECTIONS: the Vision and Code call for street sections that do not currently exist in the
Public Works Standard Specifications. For the new streets to be built as they are envisioned in
the Code, they will need to be reflected in updates to the Public Works Specifications.

2. AFFORDABLE HOUSING: the Planning Commission notes that, while the Code allows for building
forms that will allow a more efficient use of land and will create more opportunities for the
creation of affordable housing, the current bylaws and Code can be enhanced by additional
work: both on the programmatic side by building better partnerships and developing the town’s
Affordable Housing Trust Fund and policies, and by considering whether the Town should move
beyond incentives and outright require some portion of new dwellings in Taft Corners to be
affordable.

3. SERVICES & PROGRAMMING: the Vision and Code anticipate the development of Taft Corners over
time into a vibrant, more walkable, more livable place, which will also be a more complex place
requiring more of the town’s attention. Matters like sidewalk plowing, animal control, parking
enforcement, and other quality-of-life services will require more town involvement as the
area continues to evolve. Staff anticipates a need for some long-range planning to ensure that
Town services and programming can grow with Taft Corners.

SELECTBOARD ACTION

No action is requested from the Selectboard tonight. The Selectboard is invited to view with the draft
code elements as they are now available via the Planning Commission’s 1/4/2022 agenda on the Town
website. The Planning Commission and staff would especially like to hear from Selectboard on the major
points that are raised in this memo, namely:

1. The draft Code is essentially a Master Plan for Taft Corners and is very specific about the
location and layout of new streets, most of which will be public. Does this raise questions for the
Selectboard that the staff and consultant should address before transmittal of a hearing draft?

2. The draft Code includes public parks and greens in Taft Corners that would have to be acquired
by the Town over time as development progresses. These spaces would ultimately be owned
and maintained by the Town. The Planning Commission and the public feel strongly that public
greens, parks, and open spaces must be part of a place that is home to a growing population and
most of Williston’s new affordable housing but recognizes that owning and maintaining these
spaces comes with responsibility. Do Selectboard members have questions about this element
of the Code?

3. The draft Code sets a minimum building height of two stories, as discussed above. This will
prohibit new buildings that look like much of the single-story “big box” and “mid box” retail
stores that have been developed in the area over the past 40 years. Retail as a use is allowed in
most of the Form-Based Code Area but will usually need to have a residential story above. Does
the Selectboard have any concerns about this requirement?

4. The draft Code streamlines the development review process and makes it more predictable and
more administrative. Growth Management limits are maintained but the process for assigning
allocation is conferred to the Zoning Administrator rather than the DRB. Does the Selectboard
have any questions or concerns about this change?


https://www.town.williston.vt.us/index.asp?Type=B_BASIC&SEC=%7bEE99CECF-11DB-48F2-A570-3E8E8C3DB1B3%7d&DE=%7b7F694671-8E7F-4793-AF08-A55D02CC55CA%7d

