Town of Williston Conservation Commission (WCC)
Minutes of December 1, 2021
YouTube Recording: https://youtu.be/IlUcR_W7PQwk

Approved

Members Present: Carl Runge, Gary Hawley, Terry Marron, Eric Howe, Reed Carr, Kim Coleman.

Members Absent: Laura Meyer

Staff Present: Melinda Scott

Others Present: Reid Willis, Lynn Blevins

Call to Order: Meeting was called to order at 7:05 AM.

Public Comment: There was no public comment.

Approval of November 17, 2021 minutes: The WCC reviewed the meeting minutes. Reed
made a motion to approve the minutes as amended, Gary seconded the motion. The
motion was carried with a 6-0 vote.

Annual Report (finish drafting and approve WCC Annual Report): The WCC reviewed the
Annual Report. There was discussion about EAB, Melinda suggested tabling this discussion
to a future meeting. Eric asked about the water quality report and whether WCC will get a
summary. Melinda stated the reports are normally completed the following spring and that
she will ask WNRCD staff about getting a copy of the report.

Natural Resource Prioritization discussion: Melinda said this was put on the agenda at
Reed ‘s request. Melinda reminded the WCC members of the 1000 Minds survey exercise
that was used to determine the Conservation Commission’s average ranking of different
natural resources, to incorporate weighting of natural resources into the ERF prioritization.
The WCC could start with those rankings. Terry noted that farmland is usually the first to
be developed, as it tends to be relatively unconstrained. Eric said we can conserve
farmland proactively using conservation easements. Carl noted we have been doing that
for many years. Eric said the WCC should look at remaining parcels with important
farmland and work to conserve those. Eric thought that scenic viewsheds can be overly
weighted because we have the viewshed information already, whereas we have to wait
until the wetland assessment is done to get the information for that. Reed noted that the
viewshed piece is causing the most heartburn because it is the most concrete and we have
the information. He suggested looking at the viewshed map in relationship to the ERF map,
to see where there is going to be conflict. There may be parcels weighted high for
conservation that overlap with important viewshed areas. Terry noted that in site plan
reviews the viewshed seems to be the lowest priority. Reed noted that the Chapter 27
standards mention the viewshed values but prioritize ecological considerations over
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aesthetic ones. Carl thinks that the resource prioritization done for ERF seems adequate
and he doesn’t see the need to redo it. Reed stated that process does not include views of
the public, only the Conservation Commission at this particular time. It doesn’t reflect the
long term, how are future Commissioners going to interpret the relative importance of
natural resources. Reed wonders if there is a benefit to making relative importance more
clear in the bylaw, formalizing it in the bylaw, so as to inform future site plan reviews. Eric
suggested reaching out to ecologists/faculty in the region to see what their views are
about the resources most threatened and strategies to protect them or minimize impacts.
Eric remembers a study done by Walter Poleman and his conclusion that clustering
development was the most effective approach to minimize impacts. Eric noted that is what
he was trying to suggest during the review of Trinity Baptist project. Terry said that once
the Significant Wildlife Habitat Map is done that will provide information about where the
wildlife corridors are. Melinda said there is an existing map that is being improved now.
Melinda noted that the State wetlands map the WCC uses during preapplication reviews is
nearly useless. Reed suggested having a wetlands assessment done in areas likely to be
targeted for development soon. Reed noted that being proactive in conserving threatened
parcels is key. Terry noted there is no quantitative open space requirement for the RZD
and that could help. Gary agrees with Eric and asked if someone could lead a workshop
and help the Commission with prioritizing resources. Gary said he could reach out to Walt
Poleman. Melinda suggested she could look for some articles on prioritization to share
with the Commission. Gary asked if the town has any resources to hire a consultant to lead
a workshop on this. Melinda is not sure but could ask Matt, as it is an important
consideration going into the next town plan update.

Eric proposed a change in the town’s review process. At Preapplication, the developer
could pay a fee to the town and the town would hire someone to assess the natural
resources before the Conservation Commission reviews the project, so that the WCC can
make more informed recommendations. Melinda said it could be financially burdensome
for the developer, especially for smaller projects. Reed suggested looking at the highest
priority areas in town and getting assessments done on those areas before they are under
threat of development. Or the WCC should hold firm on protecting important resources
throughout the process, especially at Discretionary Permit stage. Eric said it might be
worth encouraging applicants to get their wetland and habitat assessments done early on
in the process to avoid surprises later one. He would like to see the town take more
ownership over these assessments going forward. Gary asked if the town had a list of
consultants to conduct assessments. Melinda said the Planning Office intentionally does
not recommend consultants to applicants. Eric said the town could issue a RFQ or RFP for a
consultant to do the assessments for the town. Kim agrees with this approach. Kim asked
whether a UVM Extension agent could do the assessments, to avoid the appearance of
favoring one private business over another. Gary stated maybe the town could hire
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someone to quality check the assessments, but that may require as much work as the
initial assessment.

Trapping on Town Lands policy discussion: Melinda reviewed the memo she shared with
the Commission. Kim asked what the difference is between a policy and an ordinance.
Melinda said an ordinance affects people in the general population and has regulatory
authority, whereas a policy is internal to the town as an organization and does not have
regulatory authority. Lynn Blevins stated the issue arose because of the coyote trapping
incident on town land and not wanting people subjected to that experience again while
walking on public land. There is a need to define the terms essential and nonessential.
Lynn mentioned allowing trapping for research purposes — it would need to be done with
animal welfare oversight. Gary noted the need for signage and enforcement. Reed stated
that hunters can help to inform the town of illegal trapping that may be taking place on
town land. Kim stated there is a way to ensure oversight through required forms for
research institutions. Any university or funding agent would require humane practices and
we could ask them to submit paperwork. Kim suggested allowing trapping for “research
and monitoring.” Terry asked whether the request was to ban leg hold traps or cage traps.
Lynn suggested it would be simpler to have it be all trapping. Carl brought up the case of
mist netting and banding birds, could this be excluded from the policy. Kim asked if this
could fall under research and monitoring? Reed asked what the State’s definition of
trapping is — does it include bird banding? Reed would like the term “furbearer trapping”
to be used and to have it be consistent with the State’s definition. Reed would like to see
more information on how enforcement would work in the policy. Melinda will work on
draft language for the next meeting.

STAFF REPORT/OTHER BUSINESS

e Adoption of bylaw amendments — Melinda said that a package of bylaw amendments
was recently adopted by the Selectboard that included the watershed protection
standards that the Conservation Commission worked on a while back.

e 2021 Trail User Counts report — Melinda presented a summary of the trail usage
estimates she had compiled from trail camera data. Terry said there are lots of
people that cross the road to access Mud Pond Country Park, signage is needed.
Melinda will speak to Erik about this.

Kim mentioned accessing Strava data through an academic API request, which means
if you are an academic you can request access for research purposes. Streetlight
another avenue — it pulls zipcode data from cell phones. You could also request
access to this data for research purposes at no cost. Would the town use this to do
research? Have a Masters student conduct the research. Kim thinks it would be very
useful to engage a researcher to help determine what the best method is for
estimating trail usage. Melinda supports this idea. Gary would like the town to
investigate purchasing a trail counter. Others agree. Melinda will talk to Matt about
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this. Kim recommended giving serious consideration to how many counters we would

need to get accurate information. Understanding how people use trails will help us
better manage them.

e Summary of volunteer work on Town Hall Field — tabled until next meeting.

8. Adjournment: The meeting was adjourned at 9:15 am.

Minutes Submitted by Melinda Scott: December 15
Approved by WCC: December 15


https://www.town.williston.vt.us/vertical/sites/%7BF506B13C-605B-4878-8062-87E5927E49F0%7D/uploads/2021_Report_on_invasive_plant_and_other_volunteer_work_on_Lyon_property_CWK.pdf



