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Williston Specific Plan Process
Flowchart adapted from WDB Chapter 9
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What is a Specific Plan?

“A set of amendments to the town’s Comprehensive Plan and this
bylaw that has been developed by one or more landowners working
with the Planning Commission and the public, at the landowners’
expense.” (9.1.2)

» Effective starting in June 2009 when the “Williston Unified
Development Bylaws (WDB)” were adopted

» Lee Nellis, former Town Planner, was the primary author of WDB

« Replaced the “Planned Unit Development/Planned Residential
Development (PUD/PRD) provisions” of the pre-2009 bylaws (9.1.1)



What is a Specific Plan?

« “Aspecific plan is a detailed guideline for the development or
redevelopment of a given site, or sites, presented in the form of
proposed amendments to the town’s Comprehensive Plan and this
bylaw.”(9.3.5)

The applicants will work with the advisory committee and/or staff to
develop a specific plan within the deadline established by the
Planning Commission. The applicants will be responsible for the
costs of this process, including scheduling and conducting meetings,
which must be public meetings, and providing the services of
attorneys, designers, facilitators, and planners, as needed.



What can a Specific Plan change?

« Town Plan: “refine and add detail to the objectives and policies
of the Town Plan, provided that it is consistent with and
implements the overall vision stated in the Town Plan.” (9.3.6.1)

« Zoning Bylaws: “refine the standards adopted in this bylaw. It can
also create new zoning districts, with their own standards. No
specific plan can change the administrative procedures established
in this bylaw or state statute.” (9.3.6.2)

 How?




Specific Plan is a specific commitment

« “Conventional zoning makes it impossible for a community to
change zoning for a specific use that provides substantial public
benefits without the risk that the desirable use will not materialize
and the zoning change will permit less desirable ones.”

« “A ‘specific’ plan remedies this by providing detailed performance
standards for development in the area it includes.”

« “Its adoption permits only the specific types of changes proposed
by the applicant/s.” [If the proposed development doesn’t move
forward, the Specific Plan standards can’t be applied to a different
development.”

(9.1.1.1)



Specific Plan is not “Spot Zoning”

« “Specific plan avoids claims of ‘spot’ zoning because It is not a ‘deal’
between a community and an individual landowner.”

» “Aspecific plan must go through the same process required for
adoption of the Town Plan and bylaws. This ensures that, while it will
(as all land use changes do) serve private interests, it will also
provide substantial public benefit”

» “The specific plan process cannot begin without a finding, by the
Planning Commission, that substantial public benefits could result.”

(9.1.1.2)



What is a “substantial benefit”?

e an action or actions, to be taken by the applicant/s at their
expense, which implements the town’s Comprehensive Plan

* Mere Compliance is NOT a Substantial Public Benefit. Compliance
with the requirements of this bylaw is a minimum expectation, not
a substantial benefit to the community. Substantial benefits must
be actions above and beyond what an applicant would be required
to take to comply with this bylaw.




What are the “substantial benefit” options?

1. Open Space (proposed): Conserving one or more open space assets identified
in the [Town Plan], or another open space asset acceptable to the
Conservation and Planning Commissions.

2. Housing. Providing a substantial number of perpetually affordable, entry-
level, or employee housing units

3. Infrastructure. Major infrastructure asset (such as transportation
improvements, major water/sewer improvements)

4, Town Center. A major contribution to the public infrastructure required for
the development of a pedestrian-friendly, design-conscious, mixed-use town
center,

5. Jobs. Significant job retention/expansion in basic industry (but ONLY when
combined with another option above)




What is community meeting?

« “The review process will always end with public hearings before the
Planning Commission and the Selectboard, but will begin with a
community meeting...”

« 9.3.3 How will the public be involved in reviewing a proposed specific
plan? The review process will always end with public hearings before the
Planning Commission and the Selectboard, but will begin with a community
meeting and, in most cases, the appointment of a citizen’s advisory
committee.

« “community meeting on a proposed specific plan will be informal. The
applicants will present their proposal for discussion.” 9.3.3.2



What’s next after community meeting?

1

“Following that discussion, the Planning Commission will:

“No” Option: “decide not to continue the process, having determined that
no substantial community benefit is likely result; or”

Yes w/ Committee Option: determine, in written findings, that substantial
community benefits could result and appoint a citizen advisory committee
to work with the applicant/s to develop the specific plan.

Yes w/out Committee Option: determine, again in written findings, that
the proposed specific plan provides a substantial benefit/s without having
the potential of adverse impacts on neighboring properties, the town’s
infrastructure, or the environment, and direct the applicants to work with
staff to complete the specific plan and schedule a public hearing.



Has Specific Plan been used before?

Yes, there have been 4 proposed specific plans, but only 1 has
been actualized.

1. Hurricane Lane: extend Gateway South Zoning District for an
Office Park. Never actualized, this land is now a solar field.

2. Pine Ridge School to Maple Leaf Farm (addiction treatment
facility) - application withdrawn

3. Pine Ridge School to New England Theological Seminary
(NETS) - approved in 2015. 42 acres given to Town, including
29 acres under a conservation easement.

4. New England Chimney Supply Expansion - denied in 2021 due
to PC’s concerns that substantial benefit would not be
actualized due to challenges with Route 2 state highway




Specific Plan and other possibilities

Pursuing specific plan doesn’t close doors to other options...
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Town Plan - Overall Vision

« sustain rural landscapes by requiring usable, on-site open space for
subdivisions and other multifamily developments, conserving lands identified
in Chapter 13 - Open Space and Working Landscapes through acquisitions or
easements; and finding ways to help the owners of working lands continue
their stewardship;

« manage the timing of and pace of new development to ensure that necessary
public facilities and services are available when development occurs;

» protect residential neighborhoods from incompatible [industrial and
commercial] uses and offer incentives for the provision of a diverse housing
stock. Housing will be constructed in a manner that supports the health and
safety of the occupant, and include homes that are affordable to working
people and their families;

Town Plan, page 11



Town Plan - objectives & policies

Chapter 13 Natural and Cultural Responses (formerly titled “Open
Space and Working Landscapes”)

* 13.2 Scenic Viewsheds - The town will protect and maintain the visual
character that defines Williston, including open fields and meadows, wooded
slopes and ridgelines, and scenic viewpoints

« “Scenic properties that currently have no formal protection from
incompatible uses include: ... the fields southwest of the intersection of
Mountain View and Old Stage roads” (page 103)




Town Plan - objectives & policies

Chapter 13 Natural and Cultural Responses (formerly titled “Open
Space and Working Landscapes”)

13.3 Work Landscapes The Town of Williston will encourage landowners to
actively manage their resources for the production of food, forest, and earth
products; wildlife, scenic views; and outdoor recreation. This support will
include continued funding for the purchase of development rights; zoning for
a reasonable range of income-generating activities in the ARZD; and
encouraging landowners to take advantage of Current Use and other working
lands incentive programs.
« 13.3.3 Protect Other Working Landscapes. Other working landscapes
include tree farms, commercial wood lots, nurseries, sand and gravel
mines, and fee-based outdoor recreation



Town Plan - implementation

How are the goals and policies of the Town Plan implemented?

Regulatory Tools (Zoning Bylaws)
Visual Assessment Map
Performance standards for development

Non-Regulatory Tools

- Environmental Reserve Fund (ERF)

- Purchase development rights or purchase the land
- Encourage conservation easements or current use



Residential Zoning District - purpose

”

« “This zoning district includes Williston’s suburban residential neighborhoods.

« “Encourage a somewhat more compact, diverse, and pedestrian-friendly
pattern of residential development that also protects important open space
resources.” (39.1.2)

« “Development in the RZD must use a pattern that protects open space
resources and results in a pedestrian-friendly neighborhood that is organized
around one or more focal points wherever practicable.” (39.1.3.1)



Residential Zoning District - density

3.0 DUe/acre = base density (39.4.1)

5.0 DUe/acre = bonus density where 30% of all units are affordable (39.10.3)

Diversity of housing types “is not required, but strongly encouraged by
growth management system” (39.10.1)

Affordable housing “in each residential neighborhood is not required, but
encouraged by growth management” (39.10.2)

Definition: Dwelling Unit Equivalent (DUe) is used for density and growth
management. 1 DUe = 2+ bedroom unit. 2 DUe = studio/ 1-bedroom unit.



Residential Zoning District - open space

« proposed developments in the RZD must generally be consistent with
Williston’s goal of creating a compact, walk-able neighborhoods while
conserving open space.

« there is no quantitative minimum requirement for open space conservation in
the RZD. Every site will be different.

* open space on a site should be contiguous wherever possible

« Allowed uses in open space: agriculture and forestry, neighborhood parks,
consolidated road/utility crossings, trails, landscape buffers



Residential Zoning District - open space

« “open space must include all lands within the watershed protection buffers”

« “open space must include all significant wildlife habitat areas... to the extent
consistent with the landowner’s right to beneficial use of his or her property.”

« “open space should include scenic viewsheds...partial protection of a viewshed
may be combined with development through good site planning”

» People should expect to have views that include residential neighborhoods in
the RZD... the DRB may require mitigating measures [i.e. good site planning] to
protect a specific view”

« “protecting farmland is not a primary goal in the RZD. It is assumed that
residential development is desirable in this zoning district.”



How does open space work?

Parcel of land




How does open space work?

Subdivision without
open space

12 units spread out




How does open space work?

Subdivision with
open space

12 units appear
“denser” because
they are clustered




Residential Growth

New Dwellings 2007-2022 | 15-year 15-year
Total Percent

Sewer Service, Outside GC 174 %
Outside Sewer Service
Non-Residential
Total

Map: New Dwellings created 2017-2022
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