April 13, 2009
Gwen Hallsmith

Director of Planning and Community Development
Montpelier City Hall
39 Main Street 
Montpelier, VT 05602-2950
Dear Gwen,

The Montpelier Conservation Commission supports the philosophy and values of smart growth.  We believe that designating growth centers to support rehabilitation of decaying and vacant properties, infilling near existing infrastructure, and strategic growth in areas with pedestrian access to downtown amenities is a positive direction for the City of Montpelier.
The Commission has some concerns with the proposed growth center boundary that appears to extend an excessive distance from the city center in some locations.  Of particular concern are the wide fingers that run up Route 12 and Routes 2/302.  It is our opinion that promoting development in these areas would actually lead to local sprawl and removal of residential and commercial occupancy in the downtown area.

The City has invested funds for a natural community inventory so that we may consider protection of natural resources at the same time as planning for growth.  This natural community inventory is not referenced in the growth center application.  Overlaying the proposed growth center boundary and the existing natural communities map for the City reveals that several locations of highest biodiversity that should be targeted for conservation are contained within the proposed growth center area (see attached map).  We would like the boundary to be adjusted to avoid the high biodiversity locations near the edge of the proposed growth center area, and have the growth center application explicitly propose conservation of the few known locations of high biodiversity within the growth center area.
The Conservation Commission was looking forward to participating in the associated planning activities that typically parallel growth center designation such as re-visiting existing zoning ordinances, evaluating current and future open space preservation, and considering non-motorized access to downtown areas.  Over the past several decades we have participated in various aspects of natural resource planning that should be integral parts of any consideration of growth center designation  The growth center application suggests that these important planning activities have not fully taken place within the City commissions or in a public forum.
Conservation Commission members were unable to attend and express our concerns at the recent council meeting when the City Council voted to approve the submission of the growth center application in its current form.  As a commission charged with advising the City on natural resource issues, we find it disappointing to not have been involved in the  application process prior to its completion.  We hope that you will acknowledge our concerns, and meet with the Conservation Commission so that we may discuss edits to the growth center application that would incorporate ideas gained from past experience and efforts of the Commission.

Sincerely,
Montpelier Conservation Commission

Kris Hammer, Chair                                                       William M. Finnegan 

Karen Freeman                                                               Anthony Iarrapino

Emma-Lynn Melvin                                                       Devon Brownlee (youth representative)

Roy Schiff                                                                      Liam McSweeney (youth representative)

Geoff Beyer, ex-officio
cc: Mary Hooper; Montpelier City Council Members

