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Town of Charlestown 

Planning Commission Design Standards Subcommittee Meeting Minutes 

Tuesday, December 9, 2025 at 3:00 P.M. 

Charlestown Town Hall, Council Chambers 

4540 South County Trail, Charlestown, RI  02813 

 

1. CALL TO ORDER: 

Ms. Topping called the meeting to order at 3:04 P.M. 

 

2. ROLL CALL: 

Members present: Frances Topping, Charee Jackson, Lorna Persson, and Ruth Platner 

Members absent: Paula Orsini and Carol Mossa 

Others: Sean Henry, Town Planner 

3. MINUTES APPROVAL: 

Discussion and/or potential vote concerning: 

A. Minutes from October 27, 2025 

The Committee reviewed the October 27, 2025 meeting minutes. 

A motion was made by Ms. Jackson to approve the meeting minutes as written.  

Seconded by Ms. Persson with Ms. Platner abstaining.  Motion carried. 

4. CONTINUED DISCUSSION: 

A. Development of standards that can be accepted by the Town Council and adopted as an 

ordinance 

Ms.  Jackson began the discussion by explaining that the EIC had to cancel a recent meeting 

where they were supposed to review and discuss the Libra document.  She said they will be 

meeting on December 18th.  The Commission members have been asked to review the Libra 

document prior to the meeting and be ready to discuss it. 

 

Ms. Topping stated that she felt that there was a need for standards that would apply to new 

commercial project applications.  She said that Mr. Henry suggested they take some of the basic 

design standards and put them into the development standards which would apply to all 

commercial areas within Charlestown.   

 

Mr. Henry arrived at 3:07 P.M. 

 

Ms. Topping asked if the EIC would be supportive of putting something more general in the 

development standards and then work on the more specific items that would be a backup. 
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Ms. Jackson said she was confused because there are general guidelines in the standards already.    

 

Mr. Henry brought the Committee’s attention to the handout that he had prepared.  He explained 

that Article XIII of the Zoning Ordinance pertains to development standards.  It is the section 

where the landscaping requirements, the dark sky compliance requirements, etc. are addressed.  

They are listed as a standard (as a “shall”).  He drafted what he considered as high level items 

that were pulled directly from the Libra and Shannock documents.  He thought those items 

would be applicable to almost all commercial development and could be inserted into that 

section of the Zoning Ordinance.  He added that a guidance document could be created and 

drafted at a future date.   

 

Ms. Jackson said that Article VII, Development Plan Review of the Zoning Ordinance, addresses 

specific standards; landscape, building design, architectural design, traditional building 

materials, etc.   

 

There was some confusion as to how the State Law has changed regarding Development Plan 

Review as it applies commercial project applications.  Mr. Henry said that he will contact 

Attorney Petraraca for clarification on the issue. 

 

Ms. Jackson felt that many of the standards the Committee was looking to implement were 

already clearly stated in Article VII.  She asked what it was the Committee is trying to 

accomplish when a lot of the standards are already included in the Zoning Ordinance.   

 

Ms. Jackson felt it all comes back to the application procedure.  It was her opinion that the 

permitting process needs to be clarified before determining how stringent the rules (standards 

should be) and where they will be applied.   

 

Mr. Henry stated that he would seek clarification from Attorney Petrarca as to whether the 

standards already in the Zoning Ordinance would apply to larger commercial projects; minor and 

major land development or would they only apply to the smaller projects that would fall under 

Development Plan Review?   

 

Ms. Platner agreed the standards as written in Article VII of the Zoning Ordinance as they 

pertain to Development Plan Review should be applied across the board to all commercial 

projects.  Ms. Jackson felt that some of the standards in Article VII are more interpretive, rather  

than specific.  She felt and the Committee agreed that prescriptive was the direction to go.   

 

Ms. Topping stated that the Town would need standards that would be applicable to all 

commercial projects.  

 

Ms. Platner reiterated that we need a legal opinion as to whether Development Plan Review 

applies to all commercial development, regardless of the project size.   

 

There was a brief discussion about the Shannock and Libra documents and their value in 

achieving the goal the Committee hopes to reach. 
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Ms. Jackson stated that she felt the Libra document does not give the Town what they are 

looking for in design standards; it is still open to letting an applicant come to the Planning 

Commission with any commercial proposal.  There is no direction as to what the Town is 

looking for in a commercial project.  Creating aesthetics would protect the Town and allow it to 

be developed in a manner and direction that the Town would like to see.   

 

Mr. Henry said he believed that the Libra document was written in such a way as to say, “build 

what is consistent with the area around you”.  It is very difficult to craft a language that is 

specific while at the same time allows flexibility in design so as not to make all the buildings in 

the area “cookie cutter”.  He felt the document was written not to exclude certain alternative 

styles or appearances. 

 

The Committee discussed various commercial properties and expressed their personal opinions 

as to whether the properties fit the aesthetics they were hoping to encourage for future 

commercial projects.  

 

Ms. Jackson asked what is stopping the Committee from taking a commercial application and 

putting it through an exercise to see where it may or may not have fallen short.   

 

Mr. Henry responded that there is legal peril in discussing applications that are before the 

Planning Commission.   In addition to the legality, he felt it would be very difficult to review a 

final product without first reviewing project through the entire application process, as there may 

have been numerous iterations prior to receiving approval.   

 

Ms. Jackson suggested using an application that was previously before the Planning Commission 

but has since been withdrawn by the applicant.  Ms. Platner agreed with Ms. Jackson’s 

suggestions and felt the exercise could prove beneficial in moving the work of the Committee 

forward. 

 

Mr. Henry stated that a lot of the success of a project will come down to the willingness of an 

applicant to apply the standards as they are intended to be applied rather than find the cheapest 

route possible to get their approval.   

 

Mr. Henry said that he would speak with Attorney Petrarca to see if there were any legal 

concerns in reviewing previous commercial applications that have since been withdrawn. 

 

Mr. Henry said it was his opinion that Article XIII was a logical location to add any additional 

design standards that the Committee wished to insert because that is where most of the standards 

are.  

 

Mr. Henry said he will confer with Attorney Petrarca regarding the following:  

 

• If the Committee is allowed to use a previous application as an exercise to see what standards 

would apply and what standards may be need to be added. 

• What examples can the Committee use for a review exercise?  Will they have to use more of a 

hypothetical example? 
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• Clarification pertaining to Development Plan Review from 2024 and 2025.  Are the standards or 

processes they are applying consistent with State Law? 

Ms. Topping asked Ms. Jackson what the EIC needed to do next.  Ms. Jackson felt the EIC still 

needed to go through the Libra document and pick out what they do and do not like within it.   

 

The Committee discussed a date for the next meeting.  It was noted that all Tuesdays, 

Wednesdays where the Planning Commission meets that same night, and Thursdays where the 

EIC is scheduled to meet would not be feasible.  It was decided that Ms. Lombardo would try to 

schedule the next meeting for a date after the scheduled January 22nd EIC meeting. 

 
5. ADJOURNMENT: 

A motion was made by Ms. Persson to adjourn at 4:25 P.M.  Seconded by Ms. 

Jackson and carried by unanimous vote. 

 

 

Respectfully Submitted, 

Janet Lombardo 

Recording Secretary 


