
State Designation Programs 

Chris Cochran, Community Planning + Revitalization 

VT Department of Housing + Community Development

Montpelier, VT

11.08.2018

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I’m the Director of Community Planning and Revitalization Division, housed in the Agency of Commerce and Community Development and Department of Housing and Community Development.

Our division provides tools, training, grants, and incentives for local leaders to plan and implement projects that support thriving, walkable communities.






The Five Designations 

Core Designations

Village Centers (Est. 2003)

Downtowns (Est. 1998)

New Town Centers (Est. 2003)

Neighborhood Development Areas (Est. 2013)

Growth Centers (Est. 2006)

Add-On Designations (must have a core designation to qualify)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The state designations support the state’s land use goal by providing incentives, aligning policies and giving communities the technical assistance needed to encourage new development and redevelopment in our compact, walkable centers. 

The five designations were created at different times and address a range of concerns from vacant and underused buildings within a downtown and village center, to housing, to planning and managing future growth.   
 
This approach is proven to strengthen communities, the Vermont brand and our quality of life. 
 




Designation 
Benefits

 Downtown and Village Center 
Tax Credits

 Downtown Transportation 
Fund 

 State Grant Priority

 Sales Tax Reallocation

 Act 250 Exemptions for 
Priority Housing Projects

 Reduction of Fees

 Exemption of Land Gains Tax

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The program’s incentives benefit public and private sector activities within the designated area, including tax credits for historic building rehabilitations and code improvements, permitting benefits for new housing, funding for transportation-related public improvements and priority consideration for other state grant programs, such as planning grants that assist communities in updating plans and regulations.



Allard Square, South Burlington
39-unit residence for seniors

Priority Housing Projects 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Priority housing projects have reduced costs and encouraged more housing development within designated areas

Encouraging development in centers is not only more sustainable, it gives Vermonters 
more housing and transportation choices
allows people live closer to jobs, shops or schools
it reduces our dependence on fossil fuels and 
it helps protect clean air and water

When Vermont’s regulatory framework directs more development to a downtown area -- as done here for a senior housing project named after 94 year old Vermonter Doris Allard in South Burlington’s City Center -- it . . .



-- Vermont Farms – In Search of Authentic New England

Presenter
Presentation Notes
. . .  provides a real alternative to greenfield development, taking pressures off our farms and forest, and offering the next generation of Vermonters the opportunity to embrace Vermont’s environmental ethic and enjoy our high quality of life. 

Recognizing the environmental value of walkable, urban places, identifying the threats to rural Vermont, and knowing which policy will have the most impact is not only key to climate change, but to our economy.  





Main Street, St. Albans 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The difference the designation programs have made in Vermont is especially noticeable to me when I travel to communities in neighboring states. 

As John Adams noted in his presentation, compact development leads to significant savings in capital costs and municipal services 

It means less run-off, because there’s less impervious surface per person. 
It reduces vehicle miles travelled, which means less GHG emissions.
It saves family's money, because 52% of household’s total energy comes from transportation. 
It helps get folks out of their cars.  
This gets more people walking and biking, which promotes healthy lifestyles.
It also encourages community involvement, cohesion, and connections (that helps many of us get through our long winters….) 




Area of Designated Centers 
is 1/400 total area of Vermont

Growth Centers
12 sq. miles

Villages
8 sq. miles

Downtowns
3 sq. miles

Neighborhoods
2 sq. miles

New Town Cent.
0.3 sq. miles

Vermont
9623 sq. miles

Relative Size of Land Areas 

- Vermont Center for Geographic Information 2017 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The total size of the state’s compact and walkable centers is small, especially when compared with the total land area of the state.   



Downtown Designation Program

23 designated downtowns

This community revitalization program is 
designed to preserve the character and 
enhance the future of medium to large
sized historic centers by incentivizing public 
and private investments, improving quality of 
life and encouraging economic 
development. Municipalities that receive 
designation collaborate with local non-profit 
downtown organizations supporting efforts 
through funding, staff, partnerships and 
volunteers. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Designated downtowns are located all across the state 




Size of Downtowns

Burlington: 208 ACRES

Bristol: 23.5 ACRES

75% of Vermont’s downtowns are under 100 acres.  

25%
100 + ACRES

50%
50-100 ACRES

25%
<50 ACRES

- Vermont Center for Geographic Information 2017 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The average downtown is the size of the Berlin Mall lot, 65 acres.

The largest downtown -- Burlington -- is slightly larger than Colchester Pond (191 acres) and smaller than Burton Island State Park (235 acres) acres. 




Downtown Designation Program

Burlington Bristol

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Given the density and their small size, development within in Vermont downtown’s is less likely to negatively affect important natural resources than development in most other places, and offers long-term social, economic, and environmental benefits noted in the prior slide.




New Town Center Designation Program

2 designated new town centers

The New Town Center program provides a 
framework for creating compact, walkable, 
mixed-use centers for municipalities that 
have no designated Downtown or Village 
Center. Public buildings serve to anchor 
Town Centers with town halls, schools or 
libraries, attracting people and stimulating 
the kind of activity and mixed use 
development that bring character and 
vitality to a community. By creating a 
compact, walkable civic and commercial 
core area, New Town Centers provide a 
nucleus for future smart growth. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The New Town Center program provides a framework for creating compact, walkable, mixed-use centers for municipalities that have no designated Downtown or Village Center.



New Town Center Designation

Colchester South Burlington



New Town Center Designation

South Burlington

Presenter
Presentation Notes
After 50 years of dreaming, South Burlington’s City Center is beginning to take shape.  This Tuesday, the residents took a big step forward to implement the town's vision by approving a $21 M bond vote to build a library, senior center, city clerk's office, auditorium and City Hall in the New Town Center.  



Neighborhood Development Areas

5 designated NDAs 

This housing focused 
designation helps lower the cost 
to build housing in areas within 
easy walking distance of 
commercial centers — whether 
its converting a barn or wing of a 
house into a “grandmother” 
apartment or developing an 
entirely new neighborhood. 
Communities must have an 
existing designation in place 
with adopted plans, policies and 
regulations that support housing 
and smart growth
development. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This housing-focused designation helps lower the cost to build housing in areas within easy walking distance of commercial centers.



Neighborhood Development Areas

1 Density

Minimum 4 DU/Acre

2 Building Design 

Pedestrian Oriented 

3 Transportation Network 

Complete Streets

4 Natural Resources

No floodplains, avoid others 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It’s the newest of the 5 designations and reviews local bylaws for compliance with state goals.



Neighborhood Development Areas

Manchester

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The designated area excludes floodplain.



Growth Center Designation Program

6 designated growth centers

Designated Growth Centers encompass 
areas beyond the commercial center to 
shape the way a community develops 
over time. Once designated, 
infrastructure and building investments, 
both public and
private, combined with a local 
framework of policies and regulations, 
ensure that 20 years of future 
development will enhance the vitality of 
the designated commercial center, 
while protecting farm and forest land 
outside the Growth Center. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The designation process for growth centers requires the most rigorous bylaw review within and outside the center, as well as the most local capacity to administer.  All 6 growth centers report a large majority of the development is occurring within the growth center. 



Growth Center Designation Program

St. Albans Bennington



Downtown Board

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Designations are voluntary and reviewed by the downtown board.  The board includes representatives from key state agencies, the Natural Resources Board, local government, regional and local planners, historic preservation, and business and the environmental community.  



Municipalities with Town Plans and Land Use Regulations

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A lot has changed over the past 50 years.

Statewide mapping, ANR oversight, regional and local planning, local development review and the state designation programs are all far more sophisticated in their approach to planning and regulation.  

Act 250 is not enabled to recognize these advances and is required to review development in Berkshire the same as Burlington.  

There is an opportunity to better balance Act 250’s jurisdiction and have it do more to protect the environment, especially areas with important natural resource values outside cetners.   




Presenter
Presentation Notes
Construction in designated areas tends to be more expensive than building in greenfields due to increased land costs, contaminated soils, coordinating infrastructure and shared facilities, staging construction in tight locations, and meeting the concerns of a larger number of neighboring landowners.   

All these factors increase risk and many developers look to our rural or suburban areas where there fewer constraints and the time, cost, and oversight of development is less.  

Many rural and suburban projects are intentionally designed to avoid Act 250 review. 

This sets the stage for increased parcelization and forest fragmentation. 

Of the two locations  -- which would benefit most from the additional environmental review provided by Act 250? 



- Wildlands and Woodlands Farmlands and Communities 2017

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Vermont's regulatory framework has allowed low density growth in places where low land costs, and less oversight, deliver less expensive sale prices, but drive long-term costs to water quality, wildlife, farmers, foresters, and all Vermonters who have to commute long distances to meet their daily needs.





New Development in Bennington 
2008-2018

Act 250 Database:
Search of permit agenda dates after 1/1/2007

0 applications denied, withdrawn, dismissed, or abandoned
1 application issued findings
37 applications issued permits
4 applications had hearings

100% Reviewed Locally20% Reviewed by Act 250
[37 permits, 4 hearings] [190 permits ]

Local Permit Summary:
96 subdivision lots

650,000 square feet of new non-residential
181 new dwelling units

Presenter
Presentation Notes
While the designation programs and Act 250 work to advance similar goals, Act 250’s project-by-project regulatory review lacks a comprehensive planning element needed to protect Vermont’s traditional settlement pattern.

The planning and bylaws required for Bennington’s Growth Center designation have successfully directed about 80% of new development within the designated center in the last 10 years.  

The northern part of Vermont sees more development activity and the designations there are similarly effective. 

The designation programs are proven to be an effective approach to achieve the state’s land use, environmental, and economic development goals.  

Release of Act 250 jurisdiction within these discrete areas could make the designations more effective, provided the community has strong environmental protections and adequate staffing to regulate development.



Water Resources

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The process for designation, and the enhanced status we’re proposing for special Act 250 treatment, doesn’t match up 1-for-1 with the Act 250 criteria.  Instead, it promotes sound land use in a different way.  

In addition to the general benefits of promoting compact development, we pay particular attention to key land use issues.  

For example, enhanced designation requires the adoption river corridor standards which protects up and down-stream floodplains and keeps new development out of harm’s way. 

Proposed enhancements to the downtown tax credits would help owners floodproof buildings and reduce risks to life and property within vulnerable areas.

Given the limited number of Act 250 permits within designated centers, removing Act 250 judication in certain areas that meet state requirements, may also be a more effective to strategy to help Vermonters prepare for climate change and the next flood.





Historic Preservation

St. Johnsbury

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The enhanced designation creates standards and offers incentives to ensure historic resources are protected. 



Erosion

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Another benefit is that erosion controls could be applied to all development within the municipality, not just the development that triggers Act 250.



Transportation 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Designation requires capital improvement plans that can guide local investments to make centers more pedestrian and bike friendly and reduce our dependence on fossil fuels.  

As John Adam’s noted, the cost of owning a vehicle operating a car is not inexpensive – and transportation is Vermont’s largest source of geeenhouse gas emissions.    



Water and Wastewater

Presenter
Presentation Notes
ANR permits for Water, WW, stormwater are still required. 

Capital planning and program for water and wastewater is also required as part of the designation process.  

  



East Barre

Settlement Pattern

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This development was not subject to Act 250 or to local design review.



Bennington

Settlement Pattern

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This development was not subject Act 250 and is located in a designated downtown district.  The outcomes were improved due to local zoning requirements and design review standards.   



Important Natural Resources

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Wetlands, head waters, shorelands, mast production are not commonly found in designated centers.  Other state permits are required to mitigate impacts to these natural resources.   

An adoption of town-wide river corridor bylaws would do more to protect water quality and wildlife habitat than Act 250 alone.  



Necessary Habitat

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In-town deer and bear sightings are increasingly common as rural habitat shrinks outside designated centers.  The same is true of Rare, Threatened, and Endangered species. 

Local bylaw requirements would provide additional wildlife protections where their habitat exists within centers. 

Proposed jurisdictional and criteria changes will limit impacts of forest and habitat fragmentation outside centers. 





Productive Soils

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Conserving ag soils within sewer and water service areas increases the cost to operate these systems.

Close-by neighbors can make life difficult for urban farmers. 

This is why the proposal recommends a process to identify and protect ag soils outside centers 




Education Services

Presenter
Presentation Notes
While some Vermont schools are growing, many are not. 

Planning for education is a required element in local and regional plans. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Directing more development to designated centers supports Vermont historic settlement pattern

This means more pedestrian and bike-friendly housing choices close to new jobs, shops and educational opportunities.
 
Increased development density, mix of uses, and activity also…  

Saves money by reducing long-term infrastructure maintenance costs. 
Protects our environment and our scenic and working landscapes
Reduces GHGs, saves energy and helps us meet the goals in the State Goals in the Comprehensive Energy Plan
Reduces pollution, creates cleaner water and air
Proposed town-wide river corridor protections and floodproofing incentives will help Vermonters take meaningful steps to prepare for climate change 
Promotes healthy lifestyles 
Encourages community involvement/cohesion/connections.




Thank You.
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