
Memorandum 

 

TO:  Williston Planning Commission Members 
 
FROM:  Matt Boulanger, AICP, Planning Director 
 
DATE:  June 10, 2020 
 
SUBJECT: Committee for Responsible Growth Zoning Change Request for Residential 

Zoning District - Procedures 

 
A Request to Consider Changing Williston’s Zoning  
Before the Planning Commission is a letter requesting a change to Williston’s Unified 
Development Bylaw (WDB). The purpose of this memorandum is to discuss the processes by 
which the WDB can be amended and to inform the Commission of its options in handling such a 
request.  
 
Relevant Bylaw Chapters 
WBD Chapter 8 identifies the procedures by which Williston’s zoning may be amended:  
 

 
As discussed in WDB 8.2, amendments to Williston’s zoning can either be initiated by the 
Planning Commission or via a petition of 5% of the registered voters in the Town.  In the current 



case before the Commission, a citizens activist group has essentially asked the Planning 
Commission to initiate an amendment - no petition has been submitted.  
 
The pending request for the Commission to consider is to add a quantitative requirement for 
the protection of open space in the Residential Zoning District (RZD) equal to 50% of a parcel 
proposed for subdivision.  The Williston Development Bylaw Chapter 31 has a quantitative 
requirement for protection of open space in the ARZD equal to 75% of the parent parcel for all 
subdivisions involving greater than 10.5 acres, as stated here: 
 

 
While Chapter 39 of the bylaw has no quantitative open space requirement for the RZD, it 
states a goal to conserve as much as possible of the resource areas listed under WDB 39.8.2. 
 

 
WDB 39.8.2 goes on to list the resources desired to be protected such as watershed protection 
areas, significant wildlife habitat areas, uncommon/rare/threatened/endagered species, unique 
natural communities, scenic viewsheds, important farmlands, and steep slopes. 
 
When the Planning Commission Initiates a Zoning Change 
When the Planning Commission initiates a zoning change, it may find that the change would be 
consistent with the 2016 Williston Comprehensive Plan (Town Plan) and begin the work of 
preparing an amendment for consideration by the Selectboard. In the case of an outside 
request to change the zoning, the Commission may either proceed as if it was initiating the 
request itself as above, or may decline to consider the proposed amendment (WDB 8.2.2). 
 
If the Planning Commission declines to consider a request to change the zoning, it may be 
compelled to do so by a petition signed by 5% of the Town’s registered voters. In cases of a 



petition, the Commission’s role is merely to correct any technical deficits in the proposed 
amendment and move it along to the Selectboard.  
 
Factors in Determining Whether to Initiate a Zoning Change 
Generally, the Planning Commission initiates changes to the Town’s zoning that have been 
called for in the most recent version of the Comprehensive Plan. When the Commission 
considers making changes that are not explicitly called for in the Town Plan, staff recommends 
that the Commission consider both whether those changes are consistent with its language 
and, if so, whether the Commission has the capacity to schedule review and consideration of 
the proposed change in light of the balance of its workplan.  
 
Relevant Town Plan Section  
While the proposed amendment is not explicitly called for in the Comprehensive Plan, Chapter 
3 - Land Use supports protection of open space and important resources by requiring open 
space development patterns, as stated here: 
 

 



Next Steps 
At the Planning Commission meeting of April 7, 2020, staff presented information relevant to 
the requested bylaw change, including the number of properties potentially affected, the 
amount of additional open space that could be protected if the amendment was adopted, and 
some examples of open space protection in previous residential subdivisions in the RZD. At the 
June 16 PC meeting, staff will present information on additional examples of RZD open space 
developments including the amount and configurations of open space that have resulted. 
 
Planning Staff advises the Planning Commission that the requested amendment is consistent 
with the goals of the Town Plan. Specific amendments to Chapter 39 recommended by staff 
include: 

• For subdivisions involving parcels greater than 10.5 acres, a requirement to protect a 
minimum of 50% of the parent parcel as open space; 

• The requirements for the protection of the designated open space match those 
requirements for the ARZD under Chapter 31, including the resources that need to be 
included in the open space, limitations on uses of protected open space, means of 
protection, and the requirement for open space to be platted as a separate lot; 

• Add a new requirement for the ARZD and RZD for open space to meet a configuration 
standard to ensure that at least 35% of the open space is “core area” or buffered from 
development areas by 100 feet.  

 
The Commission may wish to ask staff for more information to determine consistency with the 
Town Plan prior to deciding to consider the requested amendment. The Commission could also 
determine that the amendment is not consistent with the  Town Plan and inform the CRG of 
their option to petition the Commission.  If the Commission wishes to move forward with the 
amendment, the Commission should direct staff to take additional steps to prepare such an 
amendment for their consideration at a future meeting.  
 


