Town of Charlestown
Planning Commission Design Standards Subcommittee Meeting Minutes
Wednesday, February 12, 2025 at 11:00 A.M.
Charlestown Town Hall, Council Chambers

4540 South County Trail, Charlestown, RI 02813

1. ROLL CALL:
The meeting began at 11:03 a.m.
Members present: Ruth Platner, Frances Topping, Carol Mossa, Charee Jackson, Lorna Persson
Members absent: Paula Orsini
Others: Jane Weidman, Town Planner
2. INTRODUCTION OF MEMBERS:
Ms. Platner introduced the committee members.
A. Planning Commission Members
Ruth Platner, Frances Topping, and Carol Mossa
B. Economic Improvement Commission Members
Charee Jackson, Lorna Persson and Paula Orsini (absent)
3. SELECTION OF CHAIR AND VICE CHAIR:

Ms. Platner explained that it was necessary to elect both a Chair and Vice Chair. She suggested
that Ms. Topping chair the subcommittee as she knows the most about the project and chaired the
Commercial and Village Design Standard Advisory Committee

A motion was made by Ms. Platner to nominate Ms. Topping for Chair.
Seconded by Ms. Mossa. There were no objections, and the motion was
carried by unanimous vote.

A motion was made by Ms. Jackson to nominate Ms. Persson for Vice Chair.
Seconded by Ms. Platner. There were no objections, and the motion was
carried by unanimous vote.

4. REVIEW OF SUBCOMMITTEE PURPOSE:

Ms. Topping explained that the original intent of the Commercial Village and Design Standards
final project was to provide enforceable regulations that would help to get better designed
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buildings and at the same time maintain the Town’s character. The final report consists of
standards not regulations. She said the current subdivision does have some regulations, but they
are rather vague. It is the hope that the collaboration between the Planning Commission and the
Economic Improvement Commission will be to find some common ground to develop guidelines
that can be presented to the Town Council and eventually be adopted as an ordinance. She noted
that the new guidelines would be for new commercial buildings only. Existing commercial
buildings have been grandfathered in unless an applicant proposes to make major changes to
their property.

Ms. Topping stated that it is especially important to the Planning Commission that the Town
adopt some guidelines that can be accepted as standards in an ordinance for the larger
commercial projects greater than 7,000 square feet. She further explained that due to changes in
state law, commercial building applications under 7,000 square feet, are now reviewed by the
Town Planner/Administrative Officer. The Commission wanted to have standards in place
before a larger project comes along. Having an ordinance in place will make the entire
application process more streamlined because the applicant will be able to see the architecture
and aesthetics that would be acceptable to the Town. Ms. Topping stated that it was not the
intent of the Planning Commission to make the regulations so restrictive that there could not be
any variety or leeway. Each lot and situation is different so you must allow for some flexibility.
There is no “one size fits all”, but it is necessary still to have some cohesiveness.

The subcommittee members agreed that the Town does need to create a document to provide
information that will assist applicants through the design process by explaining the preferred
aesthetics and architecture. It is the intent that once the subcommittee completes their work that
they will have a written document that can then be presented to the Town Council for their
review and approval and ultimately become a town ordinance.

Ms. Persson asked what the status of the final report was that had been prepared by Libra
Planners. Ms. Topping stated that the report was accepted by the Town Council. Ms. Platner
added that at this time, the information contained within were only guidelines. The Planning
Commission could give the document to applicants to use as a guideline but would not be able to
enforce them.

There was discussion about the different commercial villages in Charlestown, Shannock,
Carolina, Cross’ Mill, the TVD and the scenic highway. Everyone agreed the TVD was the most
challenging to develop an aesthetic for the area, as some parts of the Traditional Village District
contained residences and other were commercial properties. Within the TVD, there were many
different architectural designs.

Ms. Persson asked if it was the intent of the Planning Commission to take the Libra document
and make it enforceable.

Ms. Platner explained that the zoning ordinance is controlled by the Town Council and until the
zoning ordinance is changed it is not enforceable.
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Ms. Persson said that the concern from the EIC’s point of view was that the document should not
be turned into an ordinance as written. There are parts of the document that they were concerned
with. These concerns were expressed in their August letter to the Town Council.

Ms. Jackson stated that it was her opinion as well as the EIC’s that the guidelines, as accepted,
were not small business friendly. She agreed with most of what is behind it from a large scale,
but felt there should be more attention paid to smaller scale projects. She added that throughout
the document there were inconsistencies and before we make something regulatory, the
inconsistencies need to be addressed.

Ms. Topping asked the committee if they would like to see some sort of regulation for
commercial building design in Charlestown.

Ms. Jackson stated that it was her understanding that the EIC wanted to support design
guidelines because they would benefit an applicant, so they are not going back and forth between
the Planning Commission and the architect/designer. Design guidelines would streamline the
process, but they felt that the document as written was so inconsistent that it created more
questions than answers.

Ms. Jackson stated she would be more supportive if the document was more of a guideline that
zoning can refer to, as Ms. Weidman had suggested.

There was some discussion about materials that would be acceptable to use on the exterior of
commercial buildings. Ms. Jackson felt that those needed to be made more clear or specific.

Ms. Jackson thought that the Libra report was going to explain the aesthetics that each district
was looking to move towards. She felt that the document may work for Shannock and Carolina,
but not for the TVD. The TVD is a mix of styles and is disjointed.

Ms. Topping said that in the case of the TVD, commercial projects may have to be looked at on a
case-by-case basis, because there is no cohesiveness in that area.

Ms. Persson said that she now better understood that the Planning Commission’s intent when
contracting with Libra was to create a document that would have the possibility of moving
toward becoming an ordinance. She said that the EIC thought it was going create guidelines that
provided an aesthetic purpose to each of the different districts. She explained from the EIC’s and
a small business perspective, some of the items contained in the document were overreach.

Ms. Platner gave the example of an adversarial application coming before the Commission with
the intent to build a corporate building that would not fit in with the character of the Town.
Guidelines would not prevent the project from going forward, but an ordinance would.

Ms. Jackson said the EIC wants to promote small businesses, and they would like to see a
document developed that is easy to understand what the Town is looking for aesthetically.

Ms. Weidman explained that the Commission established a Technical Review Committee to
assist the Planner/Administrative Officer in the review process for applications that no longer go
before the Planning Commission. As stated earlier, due to changes in state law, commercial
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projects less than 7,000 square feet no longer go before the Planning Commission. The TRC
reviews the application and offers an advisory opinion to the Planner/Administrative Officer. It
was decided that moving forward the EIC would be notified of any commercial applications.

Ms. Jackson reiterated that she was expecting a document that gave detailed design specifics.
Ms. Platner asked if she was looking for something more prescriptive. Ms. Jackson felt that
being more prescriptive would better define the desired aesthetic.

There was discussion about the desired aesthetic for the TVD.

Ms. Weidman suggested that Ms. Persson and Ms. Jackson go back to the EIC and review with
their commission members what they felt worked and did not work in the document, what in
their opinion was enforceable and what was not and come back with their input and suggestions.
She asked Ms. Jackson to review the dimensional tables.

It was noted that a bigger issue might be a review of the land use tables, but that is not something
for the subcommittee to address.

5. DISCUSSION OF SUBCOMMITTEE GOALS AND RESPONSIBILITIES:

The Committee discussed the goals and responsibilities they hoped to achieve through their
meetings.

It was agreed that it would be beneficial for applicants to have a document available to them that
is easy to understand and provides them with the desired aesthetics for the area.

It would be beneficial for the Planning Commission to develop enforceable standards to be
incorporated into an ordinance, especially for larger commercial projects.

6. TIMELINE OF SUBCOMMITTEE WORK/ TASKS AND NEXT MEETING:

The Subcommittee set the next meeting date for Wednesday, March 5™ at 9 a.m. in the Council
Chambers and are hopeful of having completed their work by June 1%,

7. ADJOURNMENT:

A motion was made by Ms. Jackson to adjourn at 12:46 P.M. Seconded by
Ms. Persson and carried by unanimous vote.

Respectfully Submitted,

Janet Lombardo

Recording Secretary
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