[bookmark: _GoBack]Minutes of the Reading Planning Commission Meeting – July 6, 2014
Present: Steve Strait, Ken Cox, Kevin Kaija, Becky Basch
Guests: Jens Hilke, Vermont Dept. of Fish and Wildlife
1. Minutes of June 1, 2015 – Steve made a motion to approve the minutes posted on the Town website, Ken seconded, all were in favor
2. Wildlife Habitat and Travel Corridor Discussion -- Jens Hilke, a Conservation Planning Biologist with the Community Wildlife Program of the Vermont Department of Fish and Wildlife, attended the meeting to discuss the proposed wildlife corridor overlay district and other areas designated as wildlife habitat in the Reading Zoning Bylaws. Steve provided background for the discussion by saying that the proposed Wildlife Corridor Overlay District was developed as part of the Forest Fragmentation Study that the Planning Commission worked on with Hilke and representative from the Vermont Natural Resources Council. 
There was discussion about deer yards that are mapped throughout the town, and comments that some residents have made about deer being adaptable to the changing forest habitat.  Jens explained that the deer yard data was last updated in 2010, and generally shows where the softwood stands are where deer find shelter from the snow in the winter. He said that deer yards in themselves are not the best habitat in terms of food supply, and should be mixed with other types of habitat where deer or other animals can get food. He said that the wintering function of a deer yard is persistent when not cleared or logged. 
Jens explained that of greater importance are travel corridors, where multiple species of animals and plants can move. He said that Reading is important because big areas of forest are more chopped up east of the Green Mountains, and there is a need for travel corridors to connect big blocks of forest land to encourage biological diversity. He pointed out on the Habitat Block Map that in addition to the proposed Wildlife Corridor Overlay District, there is another possible corridor connecting big blocks of forest east of Tyson Rd. With movement of species comes movement of plants, and the best we can do  in light of climate change is to keep connections to other blocks of forest land to allow for an exchange of genetic material. Jens said that Route 106 is a barrier to wildlife movement. There are not that many connections across the Connecticut River so Reading provides an important link to NH habitat areas. 
Jens said that a line on a map indicates an area where data suggests that there should be a heightened level of review. An overlay district would not mean that no development could occur within that area, but rather that site plans should be reviewed in an effort to move building envelopes out of the most sensitive areas.  
Jens said that it is important to include a definition of “critical wildlife habitat” based on the VT Supreme Court decision that struck down the South Burlington zoning regulations as they were too vague. Jens suggested uncoupling deer yards from travel corridor – we should be looking for large blocks of land and core forest areas where there is biological diversity. A higher regulatory standard would be needed for corridor as it is a narrower area, while there could be more flexibility in large blocks of forest. He reiterated that protection does not mean prohibiting development. He said that there could be development on the edges of forest blocks but limit road length. Town roads are not necessarily barriers as wildlife movement generally takes place at night. However, in the corridor area we may want to limit development on either side of road within the corridor boundaries. Building envelopes should be located closer to other buildings to keep open space. 
Jens said that for small towns, subdivision regulations are important. He noted that Warren has a tiered code for wildlife habitat and conservation areas. He said that although Reading has little development now, it does not mean that the pattern will be consistent over time. Ken asked if there are land use activities that would break the chain in terms of a travel corridor. Jens said that the building envelope is felt disproportionately by forest wildlife and a barking dog in the back yard could have a negative impact on some species. Long driveways could be the first step to a new hamlet as additional parcels are divided over time. He further pointed out that the advantage of big parcels is that you can shift development envelope. Steve said that our current standard says to “try to keep development to the edge.”  Jens said that Warren uses standard legal language such as “no undue adverse effect” and “no adverse affect.” There was a question about whether towns can regulate land management in sensitive areas. Jens said that in terms of climate change preparedness, land that is cleared will come back.  But there could be an influx of new development which could be worse for the wildlife habitat. The Town can’t regulate land management but it can regulate where development goes. Jens suggested using habitat block data rather than bear habitat data which is outdated. 
One area that could block travel is if development comes to intersection of Tattle Street and Puckerbrush. We should have overlay districts in which subdivision review would include looking at the pattern of development and keeping corridors open. 
Jens said that the town has eco-regional significance and can support linkages across the state and the Connecticut River valley. Jens pointed out that an important crossing to NH is in Ascutney and Reading provides an important link to that area. Having landowners aware of habitat corridor and change land management practices can help maintain benefits into the future. Kevin asked if the corridor changed depending on time of day. Jens said that bobcat travel during the day, and a lot of wildlife travels through culverts. Even shorter range species will move with climate change.
Steve commented that it is important to have good reasoning behind the areas regulated, and not to be too heavy handed. Jens said that he would be happy to come down for future meetings and review ordinances, or work through the RPC. He suggested using the habitat blocks from the wildlife block map, available in the Fish and Wildlife section of the ANR Atlas. Jens said that he continues to work with VNRC and the RPC. His main area of expertise is application of the science and not the regulations themselves.  
3. Municipal planning grants – Steve said that priorities this year include bylaw to correct conflicts w/ town plans, and resiliency implementation. Becky suggested applying for assistance to get village center designation for Felchville as it may help the Town to access grants that prioritize designated village centers. . Becky said she would look at MPG guidelines and will talk to the RPC about a possible application. 
4. Zoning Update – Steve sent out a summary of the state regulations for group homes and child care facilities and what may or may not be regulated. Group homes with 8 or less people are exempt from regulation, but group homes with more than 8 could be a conditional use. Child care homes with 6 or fewer are also a permitted use. Child care facilities have a different level of state review. Child care facilities may require more review by the town. Members agreed that conditional use and side plan review should be required for child care facilities. Two family dwellings – conditional use review could be required in some districts. Steve commented that this is a higher density use – could be varied by district. Two-family dwellings are allowed in all districts but is a conditional use in 5, 10- and 25-acre districts. There was some discussion about making it a permitted use in all districts. The discussion was tabled for now. 
5. Next meeting – There will be no meeting in August 
6. Planning Commission Vacancy - Steve noted that there is on the planning commission and anyone interested in joining the Planning Commission should contact him
7. Adjournment - Kevin made a motion to adjourn, Ken seconded – meeting adjourned at 8:38 pm

Respectfully submitted,
Becky Basch, Secretary
