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CHARLESTOWN PLANNING COMMISSION 

WORKSHOP AND SPECIAL MEETING MINUTES 

Wednesday January 15, 2025 at 7:00 p.m. 

 

Charlestown Town Hall, Council Chambers 

4540 South County Trail, Charlestown, RI  02813 

 

1. CALL TO ORDER 

 

Chair, Ruth Platner called the meeting to order at 7:02 P.M.   

 

2. ROLL CALL 

 

Members present: Frances Topping, Sarah St Laurent, Patricia Stamps, Glenn Babcock, Carol 

Mossa, Laura Rom and Ruth Platner 

 

Members absent: None 

 

Others: Jane Weidman, Town Planner and Attorney David Petrarca, and Richard Serra, Ex-Officio 

 

3. MINUTES APPROVAL 

 

Discussion and/or potential action and/or vote(s) concerning: 

 

A. Minutes from December 18, 2024 Regular Meeting 

 

The Commission reviewed the December 18, 2024 meeting minutes. 

 

A motion was made by Ms. Topping and seconded by Mr. Babcock to approve 

the meeting minutes as written.  Motion carried by unanimous vote, with Ms. 

Rom abstaining (as she is newly appointed). 

 

4. PLANNING PROJECTS 

 

A. Charlestown Needs Analysis and Zoning Update (Housing Density Study) funded 

through the RI Housing Municipal Technical Assistance Program: 

 

1. Presentation by Weston and Sampson of Phase 3 of the Housing Density Study 

2. Discussion of Phase 3: Regulatory Options and final report 
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Ms. Weidman began the workshop by giving a summary of the project.  In recent years there have 

been several amendments to the state enabling laws that grant authority to the towns to regulate 

land use.  The trend in recent years has been to restrict how municipalities can regulate density in 

regard to new development, while at the same time, there are requirements for additional density 

as defined in the “permitted uses” section of the zoning law.  She added that these mandates are 

often “one size fits all”.  The mandates do not allow the municipalities to factor in local 

characteristics as part of the equation. She said this is part of a trend removing local control over 

land use.   

At the end of 2023 as the result of several housing bills, the municipalities were given the option 

of applying for grants through Rhode Island Housing’s Municipal Technical Assistance Program 

(MTAP). She explained that the Town of Charlestown chose to use the grant to study housing 

density in town by determining the impact of additional density in the salt pond area where much 

of the demand for new houses occurs and to look at areas where additional density growth could 

be appropriate.   

The scope of the project was in response to bills regulating ADUs.   The 2022 bill was amended  

to expand ADUs by right after thirty plus years of no changes.  A corrective bill last session further 

expanded ADUs by right.  The planners’ organization (APA-RI) worked to eliminate constrained 

lands such as wetlands and flood plains from the minimum lot area for which ADUs are permitted 

regardless of the zoning district.  Of importance for coastal towns was the elimination of CRMC 

designated “lands beyond carrying capacity” from being required to accommodate additional 

housing in the form of an ADU.  These changes were not successful. 

Ms. Weidman continued by explaining that the Charlestown housing density study uses science to 

demonstrate why additional density in certain areas of town is not appropriate from an 

environmental and public health standpoint. 

Charlestown is outside of what the state land use plan refers to as the “urban services boundary”.  

There is no public transportation, public water, or sewer.  Residents rely on a single – source aquifer 

for water and that in and of itself is a very important factor when determining housing needs and 

the ability of the land to sustain additional housing without further burdening and polluting our 

groundwater.   

Additional housing can be done, if it is done correctly as has been demonstrated with developments 

such as Churchwoods, Shannock Village Cottages and Village Farms.   

Ms. Weidman finished her introduction by saying that LMI is not the only answer – ADUs and 

apartment over stores in the commercial and mixed-use districts can add to the creation of 

additional year rounds units. 

Ms. Weidman turned the meeting over to Mr. Riordan, the Project Manager from Weston and 

Sampson. 
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Mr. Riordan introduced himself and began the presentation with a background of the project.   

He stated that RI faces a housing shortage, resulting in increased housing costs and reduced 

affordability.  Charlestown experienced a 179% population between 1970 and 2020 where the state 

experienced only a 15.9% growth during the same time frame.  This growth is coupled with 

environmental challenges specific to Charlestown.   As Ms. Weidman stated earlier, the entire 

Town relies on a sole source aquifer for drinking water.  There is no public water, or sewer.  

Residents use onsite wastewater treatment systems.   There are a lot of dwellings (approx. 63%) 

that are packed in tightly within the salt pond watershed which is a nitrate sensitive area.  Dense 

development increases nitrate contamination causing a threat to both drinking water and the salt 

pond ecosystems. 

Mr. Riordan explained the key challenges involved: 

• Balancing the housing demand with environmental conservation. 

• Managing nitrate levels in groundwater and the salt ponds.  He noted that in the salt 

pond vicinity there are many areas where the safe drinking water standard is exceeded. 

• Following the state mandates for accessory dwelling units while at the same time 

maintaining public health and the integrity of the environment. 

Mr. Riordan explained that Phase 1 of the project was to gather background information and 

analysis of materials, and existing policies.  Phase 2 looked at environmental issues, housing 

opportunities, and environmental management tools that could be employed.  Tonight’s 

presentation, Phase 3, is to review and discuss the recommendations for zoning and regulations. 

Mr. Riordan then reviewed the analysis of existing conditions.  Using the map in the presentation 

he identified the land that has been developed beyond carrying capacity as identified by CRMC.  

Those are the areas in the watershed of coastal salt ponds that are developed at densities over one 

home per half acre.  He noted that the map was developed approximately 30 years ago, so it is safe 

to assume that development density and the risk to water quality has increased since then.  There 

were areas on the map depicted as black dots that indicated areas where the nitrate concentrations 

were at 5 parts per million (ppm) and above.   He explained that when you get to 10 ppm, that is 

the standard (limit for public health).  Between 5 and 10 ppm you have not hit the standard, but 

there is a term called the “preventative action limit” and that is established by the Department of 

Health and the Safe Drinking Water Act.  That is considered the point where if you are not actively 

decreasing the level of nitrates you are almost certainly going to get over 10 ppm and is considered 

as a “point of no return”.   

Mr. Riordan pointed out on the maps the areas in town with the capacity for development where 

you could consider allowing increased density.  These are the areas that are not already developed 

at greater density than one home per half-acre and the greater the control of nitrate discharge makes 

development less risky.   Mr. Riordan stated that nitrates can be controlled by using nitrogen-

reducing septic systems as well as better control of stormwater. 
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Mr. Riordan explained that one possible approach that could be beneficial to Charlestown in 

reducing nitrogen levels in groundwater would be the creation of a nitrogen management overlay 

district.  A nitrogen management overlay district is a specialized district that uses techniques such 

as limiting the development footprint size, area of impervious surface, reduction of lawn size and 

fertilizer use, introduction of nitrogen reducing wastewater technologies, and improved 

stormwater treatment systems and methodologies.   

Another possible approach would be the transfer of development rights (TDR).   This concept 

would push development out to the areas in town where it is safe to do so, the areas that are not so 

densely populated (receiving zone).  It redirects development from areas of high nitrate 

concentrations (sending zone) to low impact zones; a property owner who owns potentially 

developable property in an over developed area would be able to sell their development rights and 

thus benefit economically.  This would preserve the vulnerable areas while at the same time allow 

denser development in more suitable areas. 

Mr. Riordan explained another possibility would be density bonuses.  The purpose would be to 

incentivize affordable housing with improved environmental management and restrictions.   

Another possible approach that may be appropriate for Charlestown to consider is revised zoning.  

This would allow residential uses in commercial zones.  Mr. Riordan noted that mixed-use 

development could also be encouraged in the Traditional Village District. 

Mr. Riordan moved on to discuss other approaches to enhance wastewater and stormwater 

management.  

Wastewater management - One idea is the upgrade of OWTS to nitrogen-reduction systems 

particularly in the more sensitive areas in town, such as the south side.  Community wastewater 

treatment systems could also be considered.  This would allow the development of smaller areas 

of land and still get very effective wastewater treatment.   

Stormwater management – Low impact development should be prioritized.  Tools such as this are 

designed to keep water near the impervious surface where it is generated.  Vegetated treatment 

systems and infiltration practices could also be implemented. The water would go back into the 

ground but would first be treated with vegetation in a way that reduces the nitrate concentration.  

Mr. Riordan said that nitrogen concentrations from stormwater can effectively be reduced to almost 

zero using these types of techniques while at the same time recharging the groundwater.  He 

suggested that for some of the denser areas where mixed use development may be suggested, a 

zero-net nitrogen loading requirement may be the standard. 

Mr. Riordan explained that public education and social marketing are also good tools that can be 

used to both educate and inform the public about the impacts to public health and the environment 

that high levels of nitrogen concentrations in the groundwater could have.  
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Mr. Riordan concluded his presentation by explaining that management is more effective when 

using a combination of techniques that include a combination of regulatory and technical options.   

At this time the workshop was open to the public. 

Jake Wolfgang, Chairman of the Affordable Housing Commission, acknowledged the time and 

effort that was put into the report presented, but he expressed his disappointment from a housing 

standpoint, there was not any actual information as to locations and areas in town identified where 

additional housing, particularly affordable housing could be situated.  It was his understanding that 

the study would focus on housing rather than the impacts housing densities would have on 

groundwater nitrogen concentrations.  He questioned why the study focused mainly on the salt 

pond area.  He stated that he did not believe that it was the intent of the Affordable Housing 

Commission to build houses in the most densely populated areas of town.  He felt that the study’s 

focus on the most dense areas in the town does not address the housing shortage.  He noted that 

within the Town’s Comprehensive Plan, there is nothing that states that the population is expected 

to continue to increase. 

Deborah Carney, Town Council President questioned why the study chose to look back on the 50-

year trend of Charlestown rather than 10 or 20 years ago.  

Mr. Riordan responded there has been a major increase in development in Charlestown over that 

time period.  He also addressed Mr. Wolgang’s comment about not wanting to further develop in 

the coastal salt pond region.  Mr. Riordan stated that because of the new state zoning requirements 

that mandate ADUs,  and significantly more development in those areas are now allowed.  The 

study tried to provide tools to prevent environmental conditions from getting worse and to allow 

the development that does take place under the new state standards in areas of the Town where it 

is environmentally safe to do so.   

Ms. Carney returned to her original question as to why the study chose to use data from 50 years 

ago.  She referenced page 1-1 and the chart that stated Charlestown has experienced a179% 

increase in population growth.  She found it troubling that the source of the information was from 

a local political action committee’s website, rather than based on quantitative data.   

Mr. Riordan stated the data did come from a secondary source, but the data actually comes from 

state housing sources (US Census).   

Ms. Carney stated that is in direct conflict with what is written in the Town’s Comprehensive Plan.  

She quoted Section 10-4 Housing Choice, “The Town of Charlestown experienced rapid 

population growth in the last decade of the twentieth century, moving from 6,478 residents in 1990 

to 7,859 in 2000, a change of 1,381 residents or 21.3%.  Since 2000 however, population growth 

has declined or been flat, as is shown in the above table showing an estimated town population 

7,772 in 2015 (a decline of 87 residents or 1.1%)”.  “For the timeframe of this plan it is expected 

that the overall profile of the Charlestown population will not undergo significant change or 

modification.  While median age will trend upward and the segment of the population over age 60 
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will continue to grow, other general population characteristics should remain steady or change in 

modest form.  This trend may suggest a greater need for housing designed for and suited to elderly 

occupancy and needs, including elderly rental, single-story accessible designs, smaller unit 

footprints and limits on bedrooms.  Location wise such housing should consider issues of service 

availability, ease of access and walkability.  Entry level family housing, both homeownership and 

rental, will remain a need over the timeframe of this plan”. She added that she agreed with Mr. 

Wolfgang’s comment that the report does not really address that issue.  She felt that it was 

misleading and in conflict with the Comprehensive Plan.   

Mr. Riordan stated that the real point of the study was to show that with the changes in state policy, 

the potential for development has increased astronomically.   

Ms. Platner explained that the Census data speaks to only year-round residences.  We can build 

hundreds of houses and the population can still decrease because there is a trend for vacation 

homes, short-term rentals, etc.   She added that you could also look at the number of new houses 

built because whether they are year round residences, short term rentals or seasonal occupancy, 

there is still nitrogen production as a waste by-product.  We really need to look at the growth in 

housing and the potential for the increase in nitrogen production with the increased number of 

septic systems.  Towns in South County are growing at a higher rate than the state in general.   

Mr. Dowling stated that his office does track the annual increase in septic systems added to the 

Town.  He offered to share that data with anyone interested. 

Ms. Weidman added that seasonal to year round conversion of homes should be considered as well.   

Lorraine Boucher, a member of the Affordabale Housing Commission and a resident of 

Charlestown since 1951, said that she believed that the study was going to provide housing 

information for the northwestern area of Charlestown, but she felt the study only addressed what 

was happening to properties around Route 1.  She added that the grant was funded by RI Housing.  

She thought that there would be information related to building developments for affordable 

housing. 

Ms. Weidman responded that the situation at the state level and the environmental issue in the salt 

pond region, somewhat directed the scope of the study.  The study is science based.  There are 

scientific studies that demonstrate the impact of development to the salt ponds.  The idea was to 

use that information to build in flexibility to state laws so if a community shows that they have an 

issue of constraint or environmental concern in a particular area of town they can direct 

development elsewhere.  Developing density in other parts of town is going to require more work 

than what this study could undertake.  It will require further study and the incorporation of 

additional standards and regulations to do so.  Ms. Weidman stated that it is recommended that the 

areas of town that have the capacity for additional density need some zoning standards to be 

included into the process.  She added that she understood the Affordable Housing Commission’s 
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point, that they want more information as to where they would target housing and what the next 

step would be.   

Richard Serra, Town Council, Vice Chair, and Ex-Officio to the Planning Commission expressed 

his concern that the scope of work was not adhered to in the study.  He listed several items that 

were listed in the scope of work, and he questioned where those items were in the study.  Mr. Serra 

said there was no discussion of housing needs contained within the report.  He reviewed the 

number of new homes that were built from 2018-2024, the growth of housing is at 3%.  He also 

voiced his concerns that a particular section of the study referenced a 179% population growth in 

Charlestown from 1970-2020 and cited a political action committee as the source of that 

information.  He felt that it was extremely inappropriate to “politicize” the study.   

Ms. Platner stated that the study was not intended to be a breakdown of population year by year.  

The Town and South County, in general, is growing much faster than the state as a whole.  There 

is a statewide housing shortage and the number of new house building permits may not be a large 

number.  Charlestown, South Kingstown, and to a lesser extent, Richmond and Hopkinton have 

had tremendous growth during a period when the state has experienced little growth.  Her point 

was to say that Charlestown has been adding housing and now we are being asked to add more.  

The statewide housing shortage is not because there isn’t growth.  The growth here is not solving 

an affordable housing problem.  Building a lot of new houses does not make them affordable.   

Mr. Serra said for the last several years, the approach that Charlestown has made to development 

has failed because the town is currently at 3.5% of the required 10% requirement for affordable 

housing.  He questioned why that information was not included in the study.  

Mr. Riordan responded that it was not a part of the scope of the project.  It was not a study of what 

is causing housing demands or trends.  The purpose of the study was to look at state mandates that 

have been implemented over the last year or so that are going to impact the Town, particularly in 

the salt ponds region because the new mandates will allow twice the amount of density.  He added 

that we don’t know if that is going to happen, but it is now possible. 

Ms. Weidman explained there have only been a few ADUs permitted over the past couple of years, 

but the Building Department has received fifty calls or more asking about ADUs and many of these 

properties will qualify.  She said that the majority calls are coming from property owners in the 

salt pond area.  It is her opinion that most applicants are interested in using the ADU as a seasonal 

or short-term rental, even though it is not permitted.  The affordable housing issue is a very 

complex issue.  It deserves a larger approach, and she feels that a lot of the housing bills that passed 

will not address the affordable housing needs.  She added that the goal is to protect the Town but 

also to do our share to add units that Charlestown needs, which are rental units and affordable 

housing.  Unfortunately, that is not the type of applications coming before the Planning 

Commission.  They are mainly seeing higher end subdivisions for expensive homes which will do 

nothing to address affordable housing needs. 
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Mr. Serra stated that it is his understanding that because we are not meeting the 10% affordable 

housing requirement, an applicant can come in with a comprehensive permit and basically build 

what he wants regardless of the constraints and the density.  He reiterated that affordable housing 

needs must be addressed for reasons such as this. 

Sandra Puchalski, Affordable Housing Commission member, said that some affordable units have 

been built, but just not enough. She stated that the data in the report is twenty-five years old, it 

does not help the Town to get where it should be.   

Ms. Carney again stated that much of the frustration expressed tonight does not come from the 

title of the report, it is when you read the scope of the work.  The scope of the work that was done 

was not supposed to focus on just the nitrates.   

Marco Romano, a Charlestown resident, said that there was nothing in the presentation that 

addressed what the Town is going to build and where they are going to build.  He understands that 

the nitrogen concentration is a concern in the “richer” areas of the Town, but many homes in the 

salt pond area are not year-round properties, so he doesn’t understand how there is a nitrogen issue 

there when they are only occupied seasonally.  He said that as a younger person, he just wants to 

afford a home in Charlestown where the prices have soared to an average $750,000.   He wants to 

see affordable homes being built in the areas where they can be constructed.   

Mr. Wolfgang said it is understood that we cannot compel a private property owner to build 

affordable houses on their land, but one short-term solution is to consider the use of town-owned 

property to provide affordable housing.  That is one approach that the Affordable Housing 

Commission is looking into.  He felt that if there were actual affordable houses available, that the 

need for ADUs would decrease.  ADUs are not meant to be a permanent fix to the State’s housing 

crisis.  He stated that he would like to work collaboratively to solve the housing issue.  

Ms. Weidman suggested to Mr. Wolfgang that it might be beneficial if his Commission created a 

Charlestown housing plan.  Ms. Topping added that perhaps there might be funding that they could 

apply for.  Ms. Platner said that she felt that most of the affordable housing funding goes elsewhere.  

Ms. Topping added that the only way funding comes is through developers with comprehensive 

permit applications.   

Bonnie Van Slyke said she believed that Ms. Weidman stated that the affordable housing plan 

through the state is currently being developed but does not exist yet.  She questioned when the 

study was complete if it would add to the report presented tonight.  Ms. Van Slyke commented that 

there are issues on the southern RI coast that need to be addressed, and the report illustrates what 

those issues are.   

Mr. Wolfgang said that Senator Victoria Gu today sponsored a bill that would give towns’ the 

ability to enforce transfer taxes on houses that sell for over $900,000.  He felt that would be a good 

way to fund the affordable housing projects that are being discussed.   
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The Commission reviewed the one-page summary sheet prepared by Ms. Weidman.  This is a list 

and explanation of the zoning and regulatory recommendations contained in the report. 

Ms. Platner asked that everyone present focus not on the information that was not included in the 

report but rather the information it contained and consider if the report was something they would 

support.  She added there was no point in coming up with regulations if the Town does not support 

them.   

5. ADJOURNMENT 

A motion was made by Ms. Topping to adjourn at 9:30 P.M.  Seconded by 

Ms. St Laurent and carried by unanimous vote. 

Respectfully Submitted, 

 

Janet Lombardo 

Planning Assistant 

 

 


