HARRIS TOWNSHIP

Planning Commission

Regular Meeting Minutes

September 20, 2010

7:00 PM

Members in Attendance:

John Wainright, Chairman

Paul Weener

Ron Buckalew

Mary Ann Kresen
Ed Benner
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:


Trish Meek, Centre Region Senior Planner






Bruce Lord, Parks and Recreation Advisory Committee 






Chris Lee, Boal Mansion Museum






Richard Garmat, Resident 

CALL TO ORDER:

Chairman Wainright called to order the September 20, 2010 meeting of the Harris Township Planning Commission at 7:00 PM.

APPROVAL OF MINUTES:

Mr. Buckalew moved to approve the minutes of the August 16, 2010 meeting.  Ms. Kresen seconded the motion.  It was approved unanimously. 

PUBLIC COMMENT:

There were none. 


OLD BUSINESS:

NEIGHBORHOOD DESIGN: 

Trish Meek, Centre Region senior planner, said that as a result of the Planning Commission’s discussion at their last meeting concerning the bike transportation elements of “complete streets”, she had been invited to give a presentation on bike facilities and to answer questions. 

Ms. Meek said that the Centre Region has a large bicycling community, with various abilities and preferences. The need definitely exists if the Township decides to encourage the inclusion of 

facilities in new development. She said the state has established guidelines for developing bike facilities, many of which have changed since the installation of many local connections. Retrofitting existing roadways is much more expensive and difficult in terms of space or existing infrastructure.  She said the Township will have a much easier time implementing such features at the time that new developments are proposed. 

Ms. Meek said that cyclists are classified by their experience level. The Planning Commission may decide the best type facility by identifying the largest number of a particular classified group. 

Ms. Meek said facilities include shared roadways which don’t have associated road markings. These types of facilities are best for roadways with low speeds and minimal traffic and are indentified by share-the-road signage. She said shared-lane markings, otherwise known as Sharrows, is a concept used in high volume areas where bikes and vehicles share the road. Road markings guide cyclists to the safest place to ride in the road and indicate to motorists that cyclist may “take the lane” or are allowed in the roadway. She noted that a bike lane is a section of the roadway dedicated solely for bicycle traffic. The lane is a minimum of 5 foot wide with pavement markings and signage

Ms. Kresen asked if the bike lanes along North Atherton Street were added to the existing road or if the road was extended into the right-of-way. Ms. Meek said that the bike lanes were added tot the existing roadway. 
Ms. Meek went on to describe shared use paths, such as the South Atherton pathway that runs from Harris Township to State College Borough, which cater to pedestrians, in-line skaters and cyclists. They are a minimum of 10 feet wide with an additional 3 foot “clear zone”. They are located in their own right-of-way and should provide adequate separation from roadways. A recognized problem of the shared use paths is frequent intersections which require the user to stop or yield. Lack of visibility or obedience to the signs can cause problems. 

Ms. Meek said the CRPA would be glad to help as the Township considers the many factors in planning for bicycle facilities. She said there are 18 template questions used to evaluate the need and to properly select bicycle facilities. She noted that the two most important determining factors are costs/funding and state/local laws and ordinances. She said that a Centre Region Bike Plan is currently being developed; this plan will include information on things like infrastructure, education and implementation.
Ms. Meek noted that she and Ms. Liggett would support the Township through the process. If the Planning Commission has questions or specific scenarios, the CRPA can gather the information and give some counsel. She noted that there may be some funding available to help with implementation and installation of bicycle facilities. 

 Ms. Liggett said that the Rockey Ridge development is an example of a neighborhood that does have a requirement for bike facilities as a part of the corridor overlay district. What hasn’t been taken into consideration is where the bike path will go as it leaves the neighborhood? None of the adjoining neighborhoods have sidewalks or existing bike paths. Mr. Weener asked if facilities are really needed in a neighborhood where a clear connection with the closest bike path doesn’t exist. 
Chairman Wainright asked what, if any, bicycle facilities would apply inside a new development. He said the Planning Commission agrees that there is a need for bicycle facilities on arterial streets and collector streets, but wondered if a need also exists within developments. 

The Planning Commission concluded by asking Ms. Meek and Ms. Liggett to provide their recommendations on bike facilities in new R-1, R-2, and R3 development, at a future meeting.

PROPOSED AMENDMENT TO THE PARKLAND DEDICATION AND FEE-IN-LIEU OF REGULATIONS:

Bruce Lord, Parks and Recreation Advisory Committee Chairman, said that he would like to answer questions the Planning Commission had as a result of discussion at their June meeting concerning the proposed amendments to the parkland fee-in-lieu of regulations. The proposed amendment would change the fee-in-lieu to be set annually by the Township at 85 percent of the average fair market value of vacant residential properties, in the hope of creating a fee increase that will keep pace with land values in the Township. The amendment would also include a park service area plan that will allow flexibility in where the fee-in-lieu funds are spent. 

Chairman Wainright asked why the fee-in-lieu amount can’t be changed and updated more easily. Mr. Shea said that the Board of Supervisors has the ability to change that number at any time. Chairman Wainright noted that the current fee doesn’t update automatically at any point but the proposed method would require an adjustment every three years. Mr. Shea agreed that the current fee-in-lieu method was adopted with the idea that it would be revisited periodically but that has yet to happen. 

Mr. Lord said that an appraiser would use comparables to determine the value of a 1 acre lot, using lots of varying size. Chairman Wainright asked if you had to determine the value of 1 acre lot in each of the residential zoning districts. Ms. Farkas said that every three years an appraiser would be asked to do a general appraisal, considering the highest and best use. If there is a difference in the value of land in the residential zoning districts, a separate appraisal could be done for each one

Ms. Kresen raised concerns about using the appraisal method and whether it could be challenged by a developer. She said the process has to be detailed so that is defensible. Mr. Shea said that the guidelines for the appraiser must be absolutely clear so that the process is rock solid. He suggested that the Planning Commission speak with an appraiser about the proposed changes.

Mr. Weener said that he agreed that the guidelines must be figured out before they are put into the ordinance. Would the appraisal be on a lot that has water, sewer, or utilities? Mr. Lord said that it would, as our current parkland dedication ordinance only allows for parkland to be dedicated if it has access to public utilities.  

Mr. Lord asked how the original fee was determined. Mr. Shea said that he couldn’t remember the exact method that Planning Commission used to come up with the amount but it wasn’t randomly selected. Chairman Wainright said that if the Board of Supervisors wants to make an increase they don’t currently have a clear method to do that. 

Chairman Wainright noted that changing the fee method could affect if money is given rather than land. He questioned if this new method is controlling the process. He also wondered about the amount of money the new fee will bring in. Mr. Lord said that he didn’t truly know whether the Township would be getting more or less money under the proposed amendment. He said the goal is to make the fee calculation fair and current with the market.  He said the Township can’t force a developer to give fee-in-lieu, but it also doesn’t have to accept an offer of land. 
Mr. Lord said the portion of the amendment addressing service area would provide flexibility in where the fee in lieu monies can be spent. He explained that the service area guidelines were developed by a national association and were included in several parkland ordinances across the state.
Mr. Shea suggested that the Planning Commission research how other municipalities in the Centre Region are calculating their fee-in-lieu. 
Ms. Farkas said the Parks and Recreation Advisory Committee surveyed the other municipalities in the region. All had a different method of calculating the fee. 

Richard Garmat, resident, asked why the Township can’t make the percentage of the value to work with the appraised value. Mr. Shea said we can’t make a decision on what percentage to use until we have an idea of what we’re going to get via appraisal. Ms. Farkas said that the actual fee is not listed in the ordinance. The method of fee calculation is what goes into the ordinance and the fee is adopted by resolution each January. The same will go for the proposed amendment. 

Ms. Farkas said as the fair market value will be determined every three years then the Board can adjust the percentage according the market every three years, when the appraisal is done. Ms. Liggett said that the Township cannot change the percentage per situation because it would not be perceived as fair. Chairman Wainright said that the amendment showed the percentage going into the ordinance and not the resolution. 

Ms. Kresen said developers might argue that the appraisals conducted at the request of the Township every three years do not reflect the value of their property. They may insist that an appraisal is done at their direction on their property. It sounds like the Planning Commission might be in favor of a common level ratio. The Township’s version would come up with an average, eliminating the highs and the lows. Mr. Shea said that a developer would not be pleased if there was any change in the appraised value for those three years. 

The Planning Commission asked Mr. Lord to discuss the proposed amendment further with his Committee. They asked that the Parks and Recreation Advisory Committee ask the other municipalities in the Centre Region for more information about how their fee in lieu is calculated, including the amount of the last fee in lieu that they received. The Planning Commission also asked that more specificity on how the appraisals are to be obtained be included in the proposed amendment.

RIPARIAN STREAM BUFFER ORDINANCE:

Ms. Farkas said that no action is required on the Riparian Stream Buffer Ordinance at this point. The Riparian Stream Buffer Ordinance subcommittee will be attending next month’s meeting to go over the ordinance draft. The Planning Commission members have been given a copy of the draft along with a map and the planting lists. Ms. Kresen asked for an explanation of the planting list at that meeting.  
CULTURAL ZONING DISTRICT:

The Planning Commission began its discussion of this item by considering whether the intent of the ordinance should be revised in any way. Ms. Farkas said that her research of the Planning Commission minutes from the time period when the ordinance was written did not turn up anything of any substance. She did note that the minutes indicated that the Planning Commission was very interested in preserving the character of the historic areas in the Township. 

Chairman Wainright said the discussion of the ordinance started when the Baseball Heaven issue was discussed by the Planning Commission a few years ago. Ms. Liggett noted that at that time a concern over the scale of the allowable uses in the district was the primary concern. She said that as she reviewed the ordinance now, she also noticed missing language in the lot requirements section. Mr. Shea said that he’d discovered other missing pieces and discrepancies when reading the ordinance. 

Mr. Shea said that we need to properly examine the permitted uses comparing the similarity or redundancy between districts. We should determine whether the requirements surrounding uses are consistent or should be consistent from district to district? How would the minimum or maximum lot size and setbacks affect the use? How would the lot size affect the density? Should new uses be considered or any current uses eliminated? 
The Planning Commission then discussed the current list of permitted uses. Chris Lee, Boal Mansion, said that economic development is in the purview of a municipality and asked that parking for fee be listed as a permitted use.  Chairman Wainright said that he hadn’t heard anyone trying to omit a use to restrict the current revenue producing practices of either property. . Mr. Weener said that parking for fee is a commercial use that he would not agree to for the cultural district.  A brief discussion of the current parking situation ensued.
Mr. Shea said that if Mr. Lee would like to make a request for a use that doesn’t comply with the current zoning then he should present that request in writing so it may be reviewed. Mr. Lee indicated he preferred having a community dialogue, but said he would prepare such a document. 
The Planning Commission asked for Staff suggestions on uses and corresponding ordinance language to be presented at the next meeting.
AGENDA FOR OCTOBER:
Ms. Farkas said that Planning Commission should discuss the Riparian Stream Buffer Ordinance, the Cultural Zoning District and Neighborhood Design. 

REPORTS:

Zoning permits:  Permits were circulated for review. 

CRPC:  Mr. Buckalew said the Centre Region Planning Commission discussed low impact development and heard an update on the Comprehensive Plan and the Growth Forecasting project.
ADJOURNMENT:

There being no further items to discuss, Mr. Benner moved to adjourn the meeting. Mr. Kresen seconded the motion. It was approved unanimously. Chairman Wainright declared the meeting adjourned at 9:30 PM.

Respectfully submitted,    

Amy Farkas Township Manager 
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