HARRIS TOWNSHIP

Planning Commission

Regular Meeting Minutes 

February 16, 2010

7:00 PM

Members in Attendance:

John Wainright, Chairman






Edward Benner






Robert Igo






Paul Weener






Ron Buckalew






Mary Ann Kresen






Charles J. Keener

Staff in Attendance:


Amy Farkas, Manager






Todd Shea, Zoning/Ord. Enforcement Officer






D.J. Liggett, Senior CRPA Planner






Courtney Pelchar, Administrative Secretary

Public in Attendance:


Fred DiMuccio, resident

Paul M. Rittenhouse Sr., Supervisor
Lee Zeger, Buchart Horn Inc.  

Barb Fiscus, Kaywood resident

Allen Fiscus, Kaywood resident 

CALL TO ORDER:

Chairman Wainright called to order the February 16, 2010 meeting of the Harris Township Planning Commission at 7:00 PM.  

APPROVAL OF MINUTES:

Mr. Buckalew moved to approve the minutes of the January 19, 2010 meeting.  Mr. Keener seconded the motion.  It was approved unanimously. 

PUBLIC COMMENTS: 

There were none.  

NEW BUSINESS:

RITTENHOUSE PRELIMINARY 3-LOT SUBDIVISION:

Mr. Shea noted that in 2005, Paul Rittenhouse, Sr. proposed the subdivision of his 12.6 acre lot and the Planning Commission reviewed a plan that summer. The plan was tabled because access to the lots being proposed was an issue with the cul-de-sac street length regulation. More recently, the cul-de-sac has been extended to become a loop road from Mountain Road to Shingletown Road, removing the major issue. Staff received a revised plan for this project on January 15th. 

Mr. Shea went on to say that a review of the plan has been completed. A conversation with Lee Zeger of Buchart Horn on February 10th indicated that most of the comments had been addressed on a revised plan, but Staff recommended not submitting the plan prior to the Planning Commission meeting since it could not be reviewed in time to provide comments. 
The deadline for action on this plan is in August, the result of yearly time extensions since the plan was tabled in 2005. 
Chairman Wainright asked if all of the outstanding comments would be addressed. Mr. Shea replied that the comments would be addressed or the item would not be included on the Board of Supervisors agenda.

Mr. Weener asked if there were any substantive issues or disagreements over the reviews. Mr. Zeger stated that there were no major comments or issues that they are unable to address.
Mr. Weener asked if what the Planning Commission approved last month was related to this plan. The cause for confusion came from the January 19th minutes list the proposed subdivision at 13.35 acres and the agenda today lists it at 12.6. Mr. Shea said that last month the Commission approved the planning module for this plan. Mr. Zeger explained that there are two tracts of land being subdivided. A portion of Lot 1 is to be subdivided out of the other tract and utilized for sewage disposal. This portion in addition to the 12.6 equals the 13.35. 

Ms. Kresen moved to recommend referring the Rittenhouse Preliminary 3-Lot Subdivision Plan to the Board of Supervisors for approval contingent upon satisfactory completion of any outstanding review comments. Mr. Keener seconded the motion.  It was approved unanimously

OLD BUSINESS:

WORKFORCE HOUSING POLICIES AND PROCEDURES MANUAL:

Ms. Farkas updated the Planning Commission on the discussion the Board of Supervisors had on Workforce Housing Manual at their February 8th meeting. The Board asked Staff to research several questions related to the manual.  Ms. Farkas suggested the Planning Commission focus their discussion on the questions related to the concept of ‘in perpetuity’ and to requiring that the exterior of the workforce units be similar to the exterior of the market rate units. 

Ms. Farkas suggested that the manual should state the reason for workforce housing being affordable in perpetuity. She noted that the Ferguson Township workforce housing program is affordable for only one generation of homebuyer. Chairman Wainright said that one reason the housing was to be affordable in perpetuity because the developer receives the reduction in open space in perpetuity. Another reason is that the gap between income and home prices is likely to continue to increase. 
Chairman Wainright said from a tax revenue standpoint that the taxes would be lower on the workforce housing units but, because of the open space reduction and the ability to build on larger lots, the taxes would be higher on the market rate units. 

Ms. Kresen stated that she was not in favor of the units being affordable in perpetuity. She felt it is unrealistic as a concept and unduly burdensome to the title on the land. She suggested that there be some type of escape clause that says when and if someone is able to prove that there is no longer a need for affordable housing then it can revert to market rate. If the current argument now is largely influenced by demographics then perhaps demographics can be the determining factor for reprieve.

Ms. Farkas proposed that there be a reassessment of the need at the end of the length of a conventional mortgage or with each successive buyer. 

Mr. Weener said if the need changes in the future the ordinance can be modified. Ms. Farkas asked who then would be responsible for reassessing the relevance of the ordinance. Mr. Weener said that it would be up to the Board and the community at the time. All other ordinances are assumed in perpetuity as well. Ms. Kresen said that it will be understood from a legislative standpoint that the wording of “in perpetuity” was put into the manual for a specific purpose. 

Chairman Wainright mentioned that the manual is adopted or changed by resolution which is quite a bit easier than an ordinance. The manual could tie the length of affordability into the Centre County Housing and Land Trust’s (CCHLT) 99 year lease. 

Mr. Weener said that he does not think that we are wise enough to understand the timeframe of affordability to select. He insisted that the wording of “in perpetuity” be kept. 

Mr. Keener asked if this is something that the Planning Commission should reassess every 5 year or so. Mr. Shea said that there are other regulations that must be reassessed at certain times and that creating a reassessment date is something that could be done with the workforce housing issue. 

Mr. Weener asked if the Board formally returned the manual to the Planning Commission. Ms. Farkas said that was not the case; the issues were still on the table. This was the Board’s first in depth review of the manual and there is no timetable for completion. She offered to inform the Board that the Planning Commission believes the “in perpetuity” language should be kept in the manual. The Board can consider if they would like to create a clause that the manual has to be reevaluated every 5 years. 

Chairman Wainright noted that Ms. Liggett had brought up an excellent point in a letter to the Planning Commission regarding the lack of requirements in the manual for workforce housing units to be similar in appearance to market rate units. In the letter Ms. Liggett stated that research on the issue found that without compatibility requirements, workforce housing units could be seen as downgrading the character of the development and stigmatizing workforce housing units. Several municipalities in her research indicated that compatible should not be confused with indistinguishable. 
Ms. Kresen said that she recalls discussing the use of similar construction materials in workforce and market rate units as that would be enforceable.  Chairman Wainright agreed that was true but the wording was changed to make the developer responsible for determining similarity and marketability. 

Ms. Liggett said that this topic has been discussed quite a bit and that it was previously linked with direction on what could be done if the unit didn’t sell within a reasonable timeframe. It was discussed that if the unit had not sold within 180 days that it would revert to market rate units. This would certainly encourage the developer to build a workforce unit that would appeal, if necessary, to a market rate buyer. 

Mr. Keener asked if there are already building code standards in place that dictate the materials used in the facade of a home. Ms. Liggett answered that there are certain standard materials that could affect the look of the home. 

Ms. Farkas asked for clarification as to who enforces the requirements set forth in Ms. Liggett’s research example. Mr. Shea said that he thought the wording indicated that it was the developer in this case. 

Mr. Shea said that he does not see building materials when he issues a building permit so it would really depend on the covenants to influence similarity. Chairman Wainright suggested requiring the developer decide a standard in the neighborhood covenants. Ms. Kresen argued that the developer might cash-out, default, or simply not be motivated to enforce the covenants.  

Ms. Liggett agreed with Mr. Keener’s earlier point that the developer might not be the one to build the units and if that is the case then what authority is there to enforce the requirements for look. Ms. Kresen said that the open space is not released until the workforce housing units are built and meets the checklist. This a powerful tool to encourage compliance. 

Allen Fiscus, Kaywood resident, said that he is concerned that the manual no longer contains a requirement that workforce units be similar to the market rate units. He feels that the developer of the Rockey Ridge tract might build larger single family homes and then condense the workforce units to a row of townhomes right next to Kaywood. 
Mr. Shea said that the he bought a home in a neighborhood last summer that has a mix of single family homes and townhomes. He stated that this diversity does not bother him. Mr. Weener added that the diversity of home size in the Village of Boalsburg is what makes it charming.  

Mr. Igo said that the Planning Commission’s responsibility is to make recommendations to the Board and that actions regarding workforce housing have already been taken. He thanked Mr. Fiscus for his comments said they would be added to the record and passed on to the Board.

Ms. Liggett said that she was concerned that the manual did not specify whether the homeowner must use the workforce housing as his/her primary residence. She said that she is aware of language requiring that a property be the primary residence or owner occupied in other regulations and that she would like to put something together to present as a solution.

Chairman Wainright asked Ms. Farkas to convey the Planning Commission’s discussion to the Board. 
NEIGHBORHOOD DESIGN:

Chairman Wainright said to aid Staff with preparing information for upcoming agendas, the Planning Commission should consider what elements they want to explore as a part of this topic. 

Ms. Liggett said that the goal of Neighborhood Design is to encourage the development of neighborhoods instead of just subdivisions within Harris Township. 

Chairman Wainright noted that in past discussions the top issue was community greens. He suggested asking the Parks and Recreation Committee to assist the Planning Commission with the development of this concept. Ms. Farkas said that the topic could be completely passed on to Parks and Recreation Committee for development. It is in their purview to address such topics. They are currently reworking the Fee in Lieu regulations. She said they are interested in changing the way the fee is calculated and provisions as to where it can be spent within the Township. 

Mr. Weener said that the ideas for Neighborhood Design were not to be rules that everyone has to follow. Ms. Farkas agreed that it should be voluntary. It should be seen as options or suggestions to provide continuity and encourage community. 
Mr. Shea said that if the Planning Commission would actually like any of their suggestions to be followed then they will have to be put into the zoning ordinance. If they are optional then they can be added to the subdivision ordinance. 

Ms. Farkas brought up the deficit in state funding that might cause the permanent closing of the Military Museum. This would be a huge loss to the Township and have many effects on the Cultural Zoning District. Mr. Shea added that if the Military Museum is sold by the state to make money that the new owner would likely pursue a rezoning. It was agreed that this issue would be moved to the top of the list of priorities.

AGENDA FOR MARCH:
Chairman Wainright suggested adding the discussion of the future of the Military Museum and its impact on the Cultural Zoning District to the March agenda. 

Ms. Farkas said that the Planning Commission would also likely see the Kaywood North plan on its agenda. 
REPORTS: 
Zoning permits: There were no zoning permits to review. 

CRPC: Mr. Buckalew reported that the Centre Regional Planning Commission reviewed the development of regional impact applications submitted by State College Borough and Ferguson Township.
Ms. Liggett mentioned that the Centre Regional Planning Agency was beginning the update of the 2010 Comprehensive Plan. Special public meetings will be held to discuss the plan in several of the Centre Region municipalities. A meeting will be held at the Boalsburg Fire Hall on March 18, 2010. Chairman Wainright added that it would be advisable for the Planning Commission attend.

ADJOURNMENT: 

There being no further items to discuss, Mr. Keener moved to adjourn the meeting. Mr. Igo seconded the motion. It was approved unanimously. Chairman Wainright declared the meeting adjourned at 8:27 PM. 

Respectfully submitted,

Amy Farkas

Township Manager
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