HARRIS TOWNSHIP

Planning Commission

Regular Meeting Minutes

May 17, 2010

7:00 PM

Members in Attendance:

John Wainright, Chairman

Mary Ann Kresen

Robert Igo

Paul Weener

Ron Buckalew

Charles J. Keener

Staff in Attendance:


Amy Farkas, Manager

Todd Shea, Zoning/Ordinance Enforcement Officer

D.J. Liggett, Senior CRPA Planner

Courtney Pelchar, Administrative Secretary

Public in Attendance:


Bruce Lord, Parks & Recreation Committee

Diane Farr, Parks & Recreation Committee

CALL TO ORDER:

Chairman Wainright called to order the May 17, 2010 meeting of the Harris Township Planning Commission at 7:02 PM.

APPROVAL OF MINUTES:

Mr. Buckalew moved to approve the minutes of the March 15, 2010 meeting.  Mr. Igo seconded the motion.  It was approved unanimously with Ms. Kresen abstaining as she was not at the meeting.

PUBLIC COMMENT:

There were none.

NEW BUSINESS:

A.
PROPOSED AMENDMENTS TO THE PARKLAND DEDICATION AND FEE-IN-LIEU OF REGULATIONS:

Ms. Farkas introduced the topic by saying that the Parks and Recreation Advisory Committee has been researching ways to improve the Township’s parkland dedication and fee-in-lieu regulations since late last year. Specifically, they are concerned that the fee-in-lieu monies being paid do not reflect the actual value of the land and that without a park service area plan, the monies become restricted to usage at an adjacent park, which may not always be where the need it greatest.

The Parks and Recreation Advisory Committee propose the following changes to the fee-in-lieu of regulations:

(1)
The fee-in-lieu shall be set annually by the Township at 85 percent of the average fair market value of vacant residential properties. The fair market value shall be determined on a three year basis by appraisal.

(2)
The inclusion of park service area plan. This will allow flexibility in where the fee-in-lieu funds are spent.

(3)
A provision allowing for up to 10 percent of the fee-in-lieu funds to be used for administrative costs for the Township’s parks system. This would allow funds to be used for the appraisal to determine the fair market value to set the fee-in-lieu.

Mr. Lord said that the Parks and Recreation Advisory Committee had noticed that the fee-in-lieu of parkland monies were not keeping up with the market value of the land. The Committee decided that a mechanism should be in place to review the current market value of land within the Township. He said the proposed solution is a certified appraisal that will take into consideration comparable land sales and replace the current fee-in-lieu formula. He said the revised regulations call for the developer to pay 85 percent of the appraised value in fee-in-lieu funds. The fee-in-lieu would be set annually.

Chairman Wainright asked what the current formula is to determine the fee-in-lieu amount. Mr. Shea said that the amount is determined by multiplying $2,250 times the number of dwelling units.

Mr. Weener said that under the current fee structure the total amount per acre is $45,000. He asked what the current market value of developable land is within the Township or more specifically what did the Rockey Farm tract sell for per acre? Ms. Farkas the 119 acre tract went for $4 million or roughly $33,613 per acre. Mr. Lord pointed out that the Rockey Farm is zoned agricultural so it would not be considered with other comparables that are zoned residential.

Chairman Wainright said that he didn’t understand how this would increase the fee-in-lie monies the Township receives. He asked if the Township could require the fee-in-lieu of parkland. Ms. Farkas replied that the Township is unable to require the fee-in-lieu due to rules set forth in the Municipal Planning Code.

Mr. Weener said that land with established infrastructure should be appraised differently than raw land. He noted that land within a neighborhood with access to infrastructure should be compared to other lots within a neighborhood with the same access or amenities.  Ms. Farkas said that the Township’s parkland ordinance requires that the land donated for a park has access to public utilities and that it be locate don a public street. 

Ms. Kresen said that to her the new proposal makes sense according to the name of the ordinance as fee-in-lieu indicates an equal trade. She said a developer would be encouraged by the option as they could sell the lot at market value and only be asked to give 85 percent of the sales price.

Mr. Lord said that he’d like to revisit the fee on a fairly regular basis to be sure that it is keeping pace with the market prices. Ms. Liggett suggested that a fair market appraisal be done every 3 years. 

Mr. Weener asked if this would apply to R-1, R-2, and R-3 zoning districts only. Mr. Shea said that in theory this could also apply to agricultural, forest, rural and commercial zoned areas. The Harris Township Board of Supervisors can ask for dedicated parkland as apart of the open space requirement in rural clustering developments.

Mr. Weener wondered how the appraiser would be able to find comparables, as the neighborhoods, zoning districts and available land vary so greatly. He suggested that the Planning Commission agree on instructions for the appraiser.

Mr. Shea mentioned that different appraisal methods should be expected from zoning district to zoning district. Mr. Igo said that it is the appraiser’s job to look for comparable properties during the process. 

Chairman Wainright asked how to separate the value of the lot from the structure if the developer plans themselves to build and sell. Ms. Farkas answered that it isn’t based on that developer’s specific lot but on the fair market value of comparables within the Township.

Mr. Lord said that he spoke with a few appraisers, who voiced their support for the concept. They did indicate that it would take some work on their part.

Ms. Kresen asked what the cost would be for the appraisal. Mr. Lord answered that the cost of the appraisal would be $1,000—$3,000.

Ms. Kresen asked if the cost of the appraisal would fall under administration costs listed in the amendment as 10 percent of the fee-in-lieu funds. Mr. Igo asked, in light of Ms. Kresen’s question, if the proposed amendment complies with state regulations concerning fee-in-lieu use. 

Ms. Farkas said that the state law is vague concerning where the fee-in-lieu money can be used. She said many other municipalities in the state are going to this type of fee-in-lieu program. She noted that the municipal planning code is very vague on where the fee-in-lieu funds are to be spent, referencing only an adjacent park. She said Patton Township has a park service area plan that helps it determine where to spend fee-in-lieu funds. 

Mr. Lord reported that in the past the National Recreation and Park Association (NRPA) had a set of guidelines for national and local park service areas per population. He said that in recent years they backed off those guidelines as they realized that each community is different in their needs. He said that the proposed amendment has a chart defining park type, size and service area. 

Ms. Liggett said that length of time that the Township has to spend the fee-in-lie money should be specified and agreed upon with the developer. She said that the Municipal Planning Code says that you have to spend that money in three years unless the developer agrees to a longer period of time. 

Mr. Lord asked if the Township could accept the fee-in-lieu monies, but not call it that, and then use it for other things. Ms. Liggett said this would not be permissible. She also questioned the language in the amendment about administrative costs. Mr. Lord suggested omitting the phrase administrative costs and instead using the phrase general park and recreation development costs.

Ms. Farkas said that Staff and the Parks and Recreation Advisory Committee will revise the draft amendment to reflect the comments from the Planning Commission for next month’s meeting.

OLD BUSINESS:

B.
NEIGHBORHOOD DESIGN:

Chairman Wainright introduced the topic of Neighborhood Design. At the March meeting, a spreadsheet compiled by Senior Planner D.J. Liggett was distributed that showed all of the proposed neighborhood design elements. It was suggested at that meeting that the Planning Commission discuss each item on the spreadsheet and decide if it should be pursued further.

Ms. Farkas suggested that the Planning Commission may wish to consider the information provided in Township News magazine article on green street design and the notes from a conservation subdivision bus tour Staff and Parks and Recreation Advisory Committee Chairman Bruce Lord took last spring.

Chairman Wainright said that a central neighborhood gathering place was discussed at the March meeting by the Planning Commission. Parkland-related features of Neighborhood Design should be considered as a parkland ordinance amendment is being proposed. He inquired as to what Mr. Lord thought about a central gathering place.

Mr. Lord said that, in regards to parkland being the central gathering place, there are no specifications for exact parkland placement in the ordinance. The ordinance regulates the size of the lot, the fee in lieu and specifies where the parkland cannot be placed. He was unsure if the Municipal Planning Code allows the Township to direct the exact placement of the park within the neighborhood.

Chairman Wainright said that a central gathering place was the most popular feature discussed by the Planning Commission and maybe it should be add to the proposed amendment.

Ms. Liggett noted that the desire for a central gathering place might change the Township’s negotiations with the developer for ideal tracts. Mr. Lord said that in the Hawk Ridge development, the Parks and Recreation Advisory Committee worked with the developer to secure a linear trail that is less than the acreage required by the ordinance.

Mr. Shea suggested some discussion needed to take place at the Centre Region Parks and Recreation level concerning maintenance. The size of the park will affect our maintenance agreement and the Township’s decision of what to accept. Ms. Farkas said that she didn’t think that the Centre Region would be flexible on the maintenance agreement.

Chairman Wainright asked if the developer could be required by the Township to maintain the parkland. Ms. Farkas answered that the Township can make the requirement but if the homeowners association disbands, goes bankrupt or defaults, then the responsibility falls back to the Township.

Mr. Lord listed the smaller parks within the Township that the Maintenance Crew easily maintains. Mr. Shea said that the few parks currently in the Township’s care seemed to be manageable but what happens if the number were to increase significantly. Ms. Farkas said that she could see that more of these small parks could burden the Township Maintenance Crew.

Ms. Farkas suggested that Planning Commission submit the proposed neighborhood design elements to the Parks and Recreation Advisory Committee for review.

Mr. Weener asked what exactly the Planning Commission would be asking the Parks and Recreation Advisory Committee to review. Ms. Kresen said that the points to forward for consideration are the proposed neighborhood design elements.

Mr. Weener asked if the design elements were to be considered for inclusion in an ordinance. Ms. Kresen said that it was her understanding that the design elements were being considered for inclusion in ordinances that apply to specific zoning areas. 

Mr. Shea reminded the Planning Commission that suggested design features are rarely applied. Adding them to either the Zoning or Subdivision Ordinances will determine if it is a list of mandated items or voluntary recommendations.

Chairman Wainright said that the Planning Commission should first come up with their definition of a general gathering place. Ms. Farkas gave examples of the Liberty Hill clubhouse and the Boalsburg Elementary School for the Hill neighborhood, as her idea of what general gathering places looked like within the Township. She said a true definition is hard to come up with because the central gathering place means different things to different neighborhoods.

Mr. Benner asked to begin with determining whether the central gathering place is a tract of land or a building. Ms. Farkas said that it could be either or both depending on the community and their needs.

Chairman Wainright said that information determining the meaning of a central gathering place can be found on the internet. Most of the examples come from England and their social traditions; usually representing a space and not a building. Mr. Shea said that the fact to be keep in mind, as the definition of central gathering place is being decided upon is that the Township cannot require buildings.

Ms. Liggett said that the definitions she researched for green spaces as neighborhood recreational areas do not mention buildings. The green spaces, without buildings, create a sense of community and distinguish neighborhoods from subdivisions. They give opportunities for residents to interact with neighbors. The green spaces should serve as connection between larger parks and trails and be passive rather than active. She said community greens would be a shared green space smaller than 3 acres inside a residential block either behind or in front of homes. She said a pocket park would be a small park accessible to the general public that provides residents with greenery, a place to sit outdoors, that is centered around a play area, a monument, historic marker, or work of art. She added that amenities could include benches, tables, flower gardens, public art and water features. 

Mr. Weener asked if the Planning Commission is trying to encourage all of those features to be in future developments.

Mr. Keener said organizations within the community such as the Lions Club would be great to involve in Neighborhood Design projects. He said that if the Township or a developer had a piece of land for that use there are ways of getting projects done with community involvement and volunteers at no cost to Township. 

Ms. Farr asked if the Planning Commission is looking to implement these design features in R-1, R-2, and R-3 zoning districts only.  Ms. Kresen said that Neighborhood Design is a residential, density based concept. It will be applied to developments in districts where it is a natural fit. 

Mr. Weener asked the Planning Commission to make a decision as to whether these features should be required in an ordinance. Ms. Kresen said that she already thought it was decided that the features be required by ordinance. Ms. Farkas disagreed and said that the Planning Commission had not come to a decision on this in past meetings. 

Ms. Kresen said that the design elements should be defined before they are put into an ordinance. Ms. Farkas suggested if a community gathering place could be decided on to then add a requirement in the Parkland Ordinance or a bike path in the Sidewalk Ordinance.

Chairman Wainright asked that as the next step the Parks and Recreation Advisory Committee take a look at the Neighborhood Design elements and determine their relation to the proposed parkland ordinance amendment. Next month the Planning Commission will also review the list again to decide the essential elements.

C.
AGENDA FOR JUNE:

Chairman Wainright noted the primary topic for the June agenda is Neighborhood Design. 

REPORTS:

Zoning permits: Permits were circulated for review.

CRPC:  Mr. Buckalew reported that a joint meeting took place between the CRPC and the COG Transportation and Land Use Committee on May 11, 2010. Both committees agreed on the application for a stable community planning grant offered by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development in the amount of $180,000. Upon review it was decided that the 2010 Centre Region Comprehensive Plan and the Centre County Long Range Transportation Plan (LRTP) 2040 should be coordinated together for efficiency. Also discussed was the Centre Regional Planning Agency’s recent series of public meetings to solicit feedback and indentify issues concerning the Centre Region Comprehensive Plan. Ms. Liggett encouraged community members unable to attend the meetings to submit their feedback via the designated worksheet on the COG website. 

ADJOURNMENT:

There being no further items to discuss, Mr. Keener moved to adjourn the meeting. Ms. Kresen seconded the motion. It was approved unanimously. Chairman Wainright declared the meeting adjourned at 8:40 PM.

Respectfully submitted,    

Amy Farkas Township Manager 

Harris Township Planning Commission
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