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DRAFT Minutes 

Hartford Planning Commission Workshop  

May 16, 2022 

 

A Planning Commission workshop to discuss the IC-2 zoning change was held in Room 1 of the 
Hartford Town Hall, 171 Bridge Street, White River Junction, Vermont.  The meeting was accessible 
remotely and several people joined that way. 

 

Planning Commission Members Present: Colin Butler, Toby Dayman, John Heath, Robin Adair 

Logan, Bruce Riddle, Chair John Reid, and Selectboard Liaison Kim Souza.  

Staff: Lori Hirshfield, Planning Development Director and Matt Osborn, Planner. 

Others Present: Marie Alvin, Bill Kelsey, Nate Stearns and Andrew Winter.  

 

Chair John Reid called the meeting to order at 6:06 p.m., read the hybrid meeting script followed by 

roll call.  Lori Hirshfield requested that those attending the meeting remotely not use the chat function.    

 

1. Minutes of the March 28th Community Meeting: John Reid noted a correction. He asked if there 

are other changes to the Minutes of March 28th.  There were none.  Colin Butler made a motion to 

approve the Minutes of March 28th with the noted change.  The motion was seconded by Robin 

Adair Logan and approved.    

 

2. Minutes of the April 18th Planning Commission Workshop: John Reid asked if there are any  

changes to the Minutes of April 18th.  Bruce Riddle noted a change.  John asked if there are other 

changes.  There were none.  Robin Adair Logan made a motion to approve the Minutes of April 

18th with the noted change.  The motion was seconded by Bruce Riddle and approved.    

 

3. Discussion of Possible Creation of a new Zoning District in the IC-2 Route 5/Ballardvale 

Drive/Jasmin Lane area to allow residential and mixed-use development, White River Jct. 

 

District Objective: Matt noted that based on the comments received at the April 18th workshop, 

staff researched district objectives from other communities with similar development and locations 

as the IC-2 Route 5/Ballardvale Drive/Jasmin Lane area.  To facilitate the Commission discussion,  

Matt then reviewed the existing land uses in the IC-2 district which include five hotels, three 

automotive businesses, two vacant lots, two lots with redevelopment potential, the 802 Credit 

Union and the Dunkin Donuts.  He also reviewed the following list of positive features and 

challenges/opportunities highlighted at the last meeting.   

 
 Positive Features Challenges/Opportunities 
 
1. Town water and sewer 1. Strip commercial pattern of development  
2. Bus Service 2. Extensive asphalt/impervious surfaces 
3. Planned sidewalk on Route 5 3. Limited landscaping 
4. Some sidewalks/walkways in district 4.  Limited bicycle/pedestrian accommodation 
5. Some attractive architecture/site design 5. Mix of land uses. Lacks unified sense of character 
6. 60’ height allowance 6. Large wetlands complex & stream 
7. Two vacant lots & two lots with redevelopment  

opportunities 
8. Rear lots on Ballardvale have a quiet, residential  

neighborhood feel 
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Matt noted that it is difficult defining character when the area is in a state of transformation. He 

presented a proposed revised district objective.   
  

“The General Commercial/Residential District includes Route 5 across from the VA 

Hospital, Ballardvale Drive and Jasmin Place.  The area is in close proximity to Interstates 89 

and 91 and was developed primarily as a commercial area providing, dining, lodging and 

other services to travelers and residents.  Route 5 is a major arterial highway and is served by 

municipal water and sewer and public transit.”        

 

“The objective of this district is to maintain the role and function as a local and regional 

service center while encouraging a gradual transformation towards a more compact and 

mixed-use development pattern with improved walkability, well-designed buildings, and 

attractive landscaping, signage and lighting in this important Town gateway.”        

 

Colin Butler asked about the wetlands designation and if the Town can change this.  Staff clarified 

that the state has very specific rules related to identifying, classifying and regulating the use of 

wetlands.  Colin also expressed concern about the stream that goes under pavement for a 

significant distance.  He asked if the State requires surface waters to be returned to their natural 

state if a redevelopment application is submitted.  Matt responded that he will inquire.   

 

John Heath stated that the list format for the criteria in the previous draft of the objective provides 

more clarity.  He also suggested adding “residential” to the objective. 

 

Toby Dayman agreed with John and also expressed concern about the subjectiveness of the terms 

“well-designed buildings” and “character of the area” ar.  Lori Hirshfield responded that staff 

struggled with this as well although “character of the area” is one of the Conditional Use Permit 

criteria.  She noted that it is challenging to reference “enhancing existing character of the area” as 

criteria when an area is in a state of transformation.    

 

Dillon Bianchi cautioned against limiting development with too narrow of a focus.   

 

John Reid suggested replacing well-designed buildings” with “well-thought design”.  

 

Bruce Riddle suggested eliminating reference to “character of the area and focus on mass and 

scale.  He also agreed with Dillon noting that there are many innovative designs and materials to be 

considered. 

 

Lori suggested using the term “cohesiveness” noting that clarity in language gives guidance and 

allows flexibility to the developer.     

 

John Heath asked if there is adequate water and sewer capacity, and if this should be part of the 

criteria.  Lori responded that the Town’s state designated  Growth Center Plan includes a water and 

wastewater capacity analysis which indicated the Town has quite a bit.  The Town will be doing an 

update in the near future.  She also noted that this level of review would be addressed in the 

upcoming Town Plan update of the Housing Chapter, and site-specific development review criteria 

already in the Zoning Regulations  
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Robin Adair Logan liked the idea of giving guidance to developers about architecture.  She 

suggested using the term contemporary vernacular.  John Reid responded that Site Development 

Plan approval doesn’t provide the Planning Commission much authority when it comes to design. 

Following some further discussion, Robin Adair suggested focusing on site design items such as 

scale and parking in the rear.   

 

John Reid then opened the meeting for public comments.  Marie Alvin stated that she supports this 

zoning change and would like to see this move ahead.  She also noted that she thinks this is a better 

location for housing or shelters for the unhoused rather than adding to the Haven site on Hartford 

Avenue. 

 

The Planning Commissioners then summarized their preferences on the District objective.  Colin 

stated that he recognizes the area is in transition but need to elaborate more on what we are trying 

to accomplish.  He suggested rewriting and using the bullet format. John Heath said bullet format is 

not that important but need to include “residential in the objective. Toby recanted his earlier 

suggestion to remove “well-designed” and prefers the list format.  Dillon stated that the objective is 

close and does not need a complete rework, and he had no preference on the format. 

 

Bruce Riddle agreed with Dillon, was comfortable with the term “well-designed buildings” 

referencing his earlier comment.    

 

John Reid supported the bullets, and there is consensus to go with the bullet format..    

   

Permitted and Conditional Uses: Matt Osborn noted that at the 4/18 Planning Commission 

meeting, we wrapped up review of the permitted and conditional uses with the exception of 

agriculture.  To get a better understanding of wetlands rules and whether agriculture would be 

permissible within or adjacent to these wetlands, the regional wetlands biologist was consulted.  In 

some cases, farming is exempt from the wetland rules.  Grandfathering of agricultural lands in 

ordinary rotation since February 23, 1990 is allowed without a permit.  For new agricultural uses 

within wetlands or within the 50’ required buffer, a permit will likely be required.   

 

Lori Hirshfield added that most of the area already is developed with commercial uses and has not 

been actively used for agriculture for many years.  She added that we should maximize 

development potential in this district and there are other areas in Hartford better suited for 

agriculture.  As a result, staff recommends not including agriculture as a permitted or conditional 

use.  The Planning Commission agreed.       

 

John Heath asked about the sale of cannabis and whether it should be included in the district uses.  

Lori Hirshfield responded that state law requires that cannabis be treated the same as any other 

retail business.     

 

John Reid asked if  museums or places of worship should not be allowed in the district since they 

require extensive parking.  Lori Hirshfield responded that the scale of any development will dictate 

the amount of parking and would be reviewed during the Site Plan review process.  

 

Kin Souza suggested that the Planning Commission consider including a statement “in keeping with 

the goals of the Climate Action Plan” but not necessarily as part of the district.  The Planning 

Commission agreed.   
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Marie Alvin stated that she thinks a homeless shelter should be included as a use in this district and 

asked was use category The Upper Valley Haven came under.  Lori Hirshfield responded that The 

Haven was approved as a Planned Development.   

         

Floor Area Ratio: Matt Osborn stated that since the proposed changes add multi-unit residential 

and mixed-use (residential and commercial) development, a density for residential needs to be 

developed.  Given the area is developed intensively with several multi-story hotels and considerable 

square footage, Floor Area Ratio (FAR) would be a better approach to calculating density than units 

per acre.   

 

Matt added that a successful example of a change to bring more housing to Hartford occurred in 

2005 when the density calculation for the Central Business District (CB) was changed from the 

units per acre method to a Floor Area Ratio (FAR) calculation.  At that time, the allowable density 

of 22 units per acre was lower than the actual built density of many downtown lots.  Changing the 

standard to replicate the historical compact development was an important part of the revitalization 

vision for the Downtown.      

 

Matt read the definition of Floor Area Ratio (FAR): “the residential floor area on a lot divided by 

the total lot size.”  He noted that  areas, such as hallways and storage sections, are not included in 

the calculation.  Matt added that FAR looks at the amount of residential area allowed rather than 

basing it on the number of units per acre.  This allows more flexibility on the size and number of 

units in response to market needs, site considerations, building height, location, parking needs, etc.  

The 2.0 FAR for the Downtown (which was increased to 2.5 in 2014) enabled first floor 

commercial and two to three upper floors of residential.  Over time, several residential and mixed-

use projects have been built Downtown resulting in approximately 250 new housing units.  These 

have added greatly to Hartford’s housing mix and brought more activity and energy to the 

Downtown.  The following are three FAR examples from downtown projects: 

        
    Floor Area Allowable Constructed Actual 

   Lot Size Ratio Res. Res. Constructed 

Address Developer Sq. Ft. (FAR) Sq. Ft. Sq. Ft. FAR 

129 S. Main St. Bucy 19,540 2.0 39,080 11,200 0.57 

127 N. Main St. Bittinger 4,600 2.5 11,500 10,403 2.26 

132 S. Main St.  Davidson 37,897 2.5 94,743 45,244 1.19 
 

       

Matt cited an illustration of FAR from Brattleboro which he thinks is helpful to visualize what the 

FAR could look like.  Brattleboro uses a FAR of 1.0 for a similar highway commercial area and 

Montpelier uses a 1.0 FAR for its Mixed-Use Residential district.     

 

Matt noted that given the existence of five hotels in the proposed GCR district, a FAR of .75 would 

allow the conversion of any of the hotels to year-round housing.  This is an important consideration 

since one of the goals of the rezoning is to allow the conversion of a hotel to year-round housing.  

Staff thinks a 1.0 FAR may be a good starting point and would enable more housing units 

particularly on smaller lots.  Matt pointed out that the attached Zoning Property List has three 
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options of FAR (.5, .75 and 1.0).  He noted that to some extent, parking and lot coverage 

requirements will limit FAR.        

 

Toby asked if wetlands would be excluded from the FAR calculation.  Lori Hirshfield responded 

that it wasn’t, noting that no site condition such as steep slopes or streams are excluded.  She 

added that other development requirements such as parking, circulation and height would tend to 

dictate how much development could take place on the usable area of the lot, and thus would limit 

the size of the building She also suggested that the Commission review if the district’s 90% lot 

coverage requirement should be reduced given the addition of residential.  Colin expressed 

concern about including wetlands in the FAR calculation, and requested information on what other 

communities do.    

 

Dillon stated that he likes the FAR concept and he thinks the 1.0 ratio works. 

 

John Heath stated that he likes the approach but isn’t sure of the number.      

 

Colin stated that he supports FAR but was surprised by the low FAR for the recent Davidson 

downtown mixed-use building.  Lori responded that parking and circulation were factors 

influencing the FAR ratio for this project.   

 

Lori stated that FAR gives development flexibility associated with form-based zoning.   

 

Bruce stated that the downtown FAR examples have proven that it works.  He likes the idea that it 

gives developers more freedom. 

 

There was consensus that the 1.0 FAR ratio is appropriate for this district.       

 

4. Next Workshop: Matt Osborn suggested that the Planning Commission schedule the next 

workshop.  It was agreed to hold the next workshop on Monday, June 13th at 6:00 p.m.   

  

5. Adjournment: Bruce Riddle made a motion to adjourn.  It was seconded by Colin Butler and 

approved.  The meeting was adjourned at 8:11 p.m.  

 

 

 


