Minutes of Town of Pawlet Planning Commission

Pawlet Town Offices
Monday, June 27, 2011, 7:30 pm 

	Minutes  


Members in Attendance:                  
Karl Eberth


John Thrasher

Fred Stone


Gary Baierlein

Harry van Meter


Myron Waite

Tom Nelson
Others in Attendance:

Eric Mach (Zoning Adm.)


Don Campbell, VT Land Trust


Lenny Gibson
__________________________________________________________________________
Item 1

Review minutes of May 23, 2011 meeting
Motion made to accept the minutes from the May 23, 2011 meeting.

Motion made by: John Thrasher
Seconded by: Fred Stone
No Further Discussion

Oral Vote: Unanimous
Item 2

Don Campbell, Vermont Land Trust

Upon invitation by the PPC, Don Campbell presented information and answered questions about Vermont Land Trust’s conservation work in Pawlet.
Don mentioned that our town plan barely mentions agriculture, and that it would be valuable for Vermont Land Trust (VLT) to know what our greater agricultural concerns are.  He also volunteered to show up for the next rewrite of the town plan.  Don said VLT could be more ambitious in Pawlet, and seeks guidance from the PPC.

Historically, Don stated that the John Merck Fund helped start the land trust here, and Jacki Lappen got things going as the first director of the Mettowee Valley Conservation Project.  Over the next several years, she was successful in conserving several important farms.  The regional home office is now at Don’s Bennington home; this is for convenience, not because the Mettowee Valley is less important than it was.

Money to fund conservation projects comes from the property transfer tax, as well as federal matching funds, both channeled through the Vermont Housing and Conservation Board (VHCB).  VHCB funds affordable housing projects with 60% of its budget and agricultural projects with 40%.  VHCB caps agricultural projects at $3,500 per acre; the total project cap is $500,000. The funding ratio for agricultural projects is 50% state or private funds and 50% federal.  Currently, there is an abundance of federal money for farmland conservation, but in the next federal budget that could be reduced.  In the Mettowee Valley, there is also funding from the Merck Fund for local farm conservation projects.  
Handouts were passed out on farmland protection and conservation easements.  Conservation easements are in perpetuity.  VHCB and VLT are partners with the landowners and VLT provides long-term oversight to enforce the easements through this partnership.  Landowners cannot subdivide or develop the land, and at no time, can VLT sell back development rights to the owner.
VLT’s mission here is to protect the very best farmland for agricultural purposes, including trees, dairy, and vegetables.  Horse farms are a focus only if they are used for breeding and selling horses, not when used for indoor rings or riding lessons. The major focus now for VLT is the best farmland, rather than the entire property as in earlier days.

The 1986 sale of the Roger Leach farm created questions about whether working farmers would be able to afford even conserved farms.  Since 2005, there has been as affordability mechanism in place called “option to purchase at agricultural value (OPAV).”  Under OPAV, the VLT, VHCB, or other co-holders of the conservation easements have the option to purchase a conserved farm at agricultural value, if the land is being sold to a non-farmer; if this option is not exercised, the option continues to run with the land in perpetuity and still applies to all future sales.  VLT contends that OPAV keeps the value of the land reasonable for its continued ownership by working farmers.  According to a study done by independent appraisers, and funded by VLT, the tax impact on Pawlet landowners from 7 completed farm protection projects was $4.12 per $100,000 of assessed value.  Don distributed a handout describing the study’s results.
Fred Stone asked Don to give the PPC more advanced notice when requesting the PPC’s support of projects going before VHCB.  Also requested was that VLT provide a complete set of maps annually to the PPC.
We recessed the discussion at 9:00 p.m. and asked Don to return for our July meeting to continue the discussion and look at maps.

Item 3

Zoning administrator’s report
Eric Mach gave the following report:
a) Pam Gilbert’s permit request for a craft shop is on hold.  John Thrasher asked Eric Mach to have Pam withdraw the application.
b) The application for the Barn Restaurant’s back deck roof was not responded to in 30 days and so was automatically granted.
Item 4
New business

Tom Nelson mentioned that it was necessary to hold a new election for PPC officers.
Item 6
Set agenda for next month’s meeting

The July 25th meeting agenda items will be (1) approval of minutes; (2) Don Campbell, Vermont Land Trust; (3) zoning administrator’s report; (4) new business; and (5) setting the August meeting agenda.
_____________
Motion made to adjourn the June 27, 2011 meeting.
Motion made by: Myron Waite
No Further Discussion

Oral Vote: Unanimous
Respectfully submitted,

Jacki Lappen, Pawlet Planning Commission Clerk

Karl Eberth, Pawlet Planning Commission Secretary
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