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CHARLESTOWN PLANNING COMMISSION  

REGULAR MEETING MINUTES 

Wednesday July 24, 2024 at 7:00 p.m. 

Charlestown Town Hall, Council Chambers 

4540 South County Trail, Charlestown, RI  02813 

 

1. CALL TO ORDER/Pledge of Allegiance 

The meeting was called to order at 7:01 P.M. by Vice Chair, Frances Topping. 

2. ROLL CALL 

Members present:  Ruth Platner, Frances Topping, Denise Rhodes (virtual attendance 7:10 P.M.), 

Sarah St Laurent, Patricia Stamps, Lisa St Godard, and Carol Mossa 

Others: Jane Weidman, Town Planner, David Petrarca, Town Solicitor 

3. MINUTES APPROVAL 

Discussion and/or potential vote(s) concerning: 

A. Minutes from June 12, 2024 Special Meeting 

The Commission reviewed the meeting minutes.   

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

written.  Seconded by Ms. St Laurent.  Motion carried with Ms. Topping, Ms. 

Platner, and Ms. St Laurent voting in favor and Ms. Stamps and Ms. St 

Godard abstaining.   

4. ADVISORY 

A. Discussion and/or potential action concerning the drafting of a commercial solar and 

energy storage ordinance, at the request of the Town Council, in conjunction with the 

Charlestown Agricultural Preservation Commission. 

 

As there was no one from the Agricultural Preservation Commission present at this time the 

Commission tabled the discussion until later in the meeting. 

 

B. Design standards for Public Storage Units 

 

Ms. Topping informed the Commission that at the July Town Council meeting, public storage units 

were discussed.  The Council was expecting that the Planning Commission would come back with 

an updated zoning ordinance amendment.  The Planning Commission thought that the Council was 

planning on further discussionprior to finalizing the ordinance..  There was miscommunication 

between the Council and Commission.  

 

Ms. Weidman stated that prior to the May Town Council meeting, the Commission had discussed   

public storage units even though the Town Council had not requested it. At their April 24th meeting 
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they directed Ms. Weidman to draft proposed amendments with the Commission’s comments and 

suggestions pertaining to public storage units.  Ms. Weidman attended the Council’s May meeting 

and presented and discussed the draft.  At that meeting, the Town Council wanted to discuss it 

further. The Town Council has now requested that the suggested amendments be completed prior 

to their August 13th meeting where they will be reviewed.   

 

Ms. Weidman reviewed her draft of proposed Zoning Ordinance amendments, dated July 18th, with 

the Commission.  They reviewed the highlighted areas that required further discussion.  Ms. 

Weidman recommended once the draft was reviewed and discussed, that the Commission vote and 

then forward it to the Town Council with a recommendation that they advertise whatever version 

they decide upon, for a public hearing. 

 

Ms. Platner said that it was her understanding the Town Council wanted storage units to be a use 

by right with standards rather than under a special use permit.  Ms. Weidman said that it could be 

done that way provided there was a checklist and Building Department review.  If it were over a 

certain size, it would get kicked back to the Planning Commission anyway; it wouldn’t save the 

applicant any time. 

 

Ms. Platner added that because of combined review (development plan review and special use 

permit), it wouldn’t have to go before the Zoning Board.   

 

Ms. St Laurent questioned how the Commission could explain the reasoning behind the need to 

review public storage units under a special use permit. 

 

Ms. Weidman responded that the explanation would be put in the cover memo.  The Town Council 

has to make a decision as to whether they want public storage units to be a use by right, special 

use permit, or not allowed  in town at all. 

 

Ms. Platner responded that under a special use permit application, the public would be involved in 

the process and issues such as groundwater, safety and aesthetics would be addressed.   

 

Ms. St Laurent added that in most instances, because Charlestown is mainly a residential 

community, these industrial structures are located in or near residences.  In some instances, the 

public may have information that could be beneficial to both the applicant and/or the entity that is 

reviewing the application.   

 

There was a brief discussion about video monitoring.  Ms. Weidman said that she would add video 

monitoring to the draft. 

 

The issue of lighting was discussed.  Ms. Platner explained that lighting cannot be used to 

determine the hours of operation.  Ms. Weidman said she would add, “each facility shall define 

their hours of operation to be within daylight hours”. 

 

Ms. St Laurent said that she thought that Attorney Ruggiero had stated at the last Town Council 

meeting that hours of operation cannot be dictated. 
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Ms. Topping stated that the hours of operation could be set during the review process.  She added 

that each project and location may have different restraints that should be looked at on an 

individual basis.  

 

Attorney Petrarca stated that the hours of operation must be narrowly tailored to the use and should 

be kept under a special use permit.  He suggested that if the use were in the special permit category 

requiring specific and objective criteria such as the need to keep the area safe, it would give the 

Planning Commission, sitting as the review board, the ability to narrowly tailor it as a condition 

of approval.  Excessive lighting issues could be avoided and mitigated through the requirement of 

the applicant to provide a lighting plan and the hours of operation. The responsibility should be on 

the applicant to come up with a plan to reduce excessive nighttime lighting. 

 

Ms. Topping suggested adding that lighting should be in conformance with dark sky lighting.  It 

was noted that it was already in the draft. 

 

Ms. Weidman suggested that when an applicant submits their management plan, they should 

address lighting for security and hours of operation.   

 

There was extensive discussion pertaining to buffers.  Commission members agreed that public 

storage units are an industrial use and a 50’ wide perimeter buffer should not be changed.  The 

Commission added natural buffers and fencing be added to make the buffering more opaque. 

 

There was some discussion about signage.  Ms. Weidman said that for this particular type of 

business, the Commission wanted to make it very clear that they are limiting the signage, you 

cannot have signs on each individual unit.  The dimensional standards for ground mounted signs 

must match what is in the sign ordinance.   

 

The Commission discussed design, materials, and colors.  Ms. Topping suggested adding that the 

building(s) should be compatible with surrounding properties and should blend in with the 

surrounding vegetation.  She suggested writing, “the design of the storage facility buildings and 

any necessary screening shall be compatible with traditional building materials and design that 

blend in with the surroundings”.   

 

Ms. St Laurent said that the Commission could not require traditional building materials such as 

cedar siding; you can encourage their use, but not demand.  Ms. Topping agreed.  She said that 

there are very good building materials that may look like traditional cedar but have a longer life. 

 

A motion was made by Ms. Rhodes to accept the proposed zoning ordinance 

amendments with the recommended changes discussed tonight.  The 

Commission found that the proposed amendments are consistent with the 

Comprehensive Plan and with purposes of zoning and to recommend to the 

Town Council that it be advertised for public hearing.  Seconded by Ms. St 

Laurent.  Motion carried by unanimous vote.  

 

Ms. Weidman stated that she will add that the Commission was responding to the Town Council’s 

comments and some of the Commission’s reasoning behind the proposed zoning ordinance 
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changes.  This type of application has, in the past, generated a lot of public involvement.  The 

public was concerned with groundwater issues, appearance, and safety.  The Commission was 

requesting that public storage units remain as a special use permit because it serves in the best 

interest of both the applicant and the public. 

 

4. ADVISORY (continued from earlier in the agenda) 

C. Discussion and/or potential action concerning the drafting of a commercial solar and 

energy storage ordinance, at the request of the Town Council in conjunction with the 

Charlestown Agricultural Preservation Commission. 

 

The Commission returned to the discussion of commercial solar and battery storage.  It was noted 

that no one from the Agricultural Preservation Commission was in attendance. 

 

Ms. Weidman suggested that a committee be set up because there is a lot of material to review and 

to reach out to the Agriculture Preservation Commission. 

 

Ms. Platner said that she had reached out to someone who is familiar with State ordinances, and 

they said that they would send her some good examples from other towns.  She said that there are 

a lot of towns that are involved in lawsuits because of their ordinances, so it is important that it be 

written correctly to reduce that possibility.   

 

Ms. Platner felt that this was a project requiring the Town to hire a consultant.  It would be 

beneficial to hire an impartial expert to determine what best suits Charlestown and to write the 

ordinance so that legally it could not be contested in the courts.  The Commission agreed.  

 

Ms. Topping said that initially, she would like to hear from the Agriculture Preservation 

Commission as to what their understanding and intent is in writing the ordinance.  Ms. Platner 

stated that their request is in line with the Comprehensive Plan. 

 

Ms. Mossa asked if the Town Council gave a deadline to come up with the ordinance.  Ms. 

Weidman responded that the Council wants an interim report prepared for their first monthly 

meeting in October.   

 

Ms. Platner stated that she had attended a League of Cities and Towns meeting a few years back 

where they had a workshop on commercial solar as well as battery storage that provided a lot of 

information that explained the need for battery storage.   

 

It was suggested that Ms. Weidman reach out to Mr. Rowe from the Agriculture Preservation 

Commission and suggest an informal meeting with her to discuss the information he has on the 

subject and what his Commission would like to see in the ordinance.  

 

5. PLANNING PROJECTS 

A. Update on Commercial and Village Design Standards Project (Vice-Chair Frances Topping) 
1. Overview of Draft Design Standards Document (dated June 18, 2024) 

2. Public Workshop scheduled for August 21, 2024 
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Ms. Topping informed the Commission that the draft document for the Commercial Village and Design 

Standards has been completed.  All Commission members received a copy of the final draft.  She added 

that it is also available online through the Town’s website.  The brochures that Ms. Topping made will be 

available for public distribution. 

Ms. Weidman said that a Planning Commission workshop with the Town Council invited has been 

scheduled for Wednesday, August 21st at 7:00 P.M. This will be a public meeting so additional information 

will be disseminated via the Town website and newspaper to advertise and to help generate public input.  

Libra Planners will do a presentation to review the document and answer questions.   

Following the August 21st workshop and public meeting, the next step is for the Town Council to schedule 

a public hearing.   

Ms. Weidman said that it is hoped that the Town Council will endorse the final draft and then schedule a 

public hearing. 

There was discussion of the Town Council adopting the draft as guidelines or standards. 

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

through the RI Housing Municipal Technical Assistance Program (Town Planner Jane 

Weidman). 

Ms. Weidman advised that the Charlestown Needs Analysis and Zoning Update being prepared by Weston 

and Sampson has been moving along much slower than first anticipated.  She explained that the study is 

being done in three phases.  Phase 1 has been completed and was presented at the workshop meeting on 

March 7th.  The Phase 2 report was issued a while ago, it contained a lot of superfluous information, a lot 

of science pertaining to mitigation of nitrogen in groundwater, which they thought would be better if moved 

to the appendix.  The Phase 2 report has just been reissued and Ms. Weidman stated that she has not yet had 

time to read it.  There will be a Phase 3 report with recommendations for zoning changes where 

identification of areas where additional density would be appropriate.  The idea behind this study was to 

assist with the ADU ordinance.  Weston and Sampson has just signed a contract extension until October.  

Ms. Weidman said that there will be another workshop scheduled for some time in late August.  Once Phase 

3 is completed and after the August workshop, a recommendation will be made to the Town Council to set 

a public hearing date. 

6.  PLANNING ISSUES AND CONCERNS 

 
A. Update on proposed Town Charter amendments impacting the Planning Commission 

scheduled for a vote at the November election – (Chair Ruth Platner) 

 

Ms. Platner explained that in 1980, the charter change that allowed an elected Planning Commission was 

ratified by the General Assembly and signed by the Governor into state law, thus allowing the Charlestown 

Planning Commission to be elected.  The Town Council was proposing a change that could have, if it hadn’t 

already been ratified, affected the Planning Commission.  Because the change that allowed the Commission 

members to be elected was ratified in 1980, they were protected.  Ms. Platner requested that specific 

language be added to the charter stating, “contingent upon ratification by state law”.  She stated that if the 

proposed charter changes were adopted, and if the specific ratification language had not been added, the 

elected Planning Commission could lose their protection.  The Town Council did make that change and it 

will now go to the voters. 
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Ms. Weidman asked if the 4-year term limits was still being considered.  Ms. Platner answered that it was, 

but if it passes, it will not go into effect until and unless the state legislature ratifies it.  The current terms 

have not changed.   

 

Ms. St Laurent stated that at this point, it is up to the voters.  Ms. Platner added that even if the voters vote 

for the 4-year term limit, it will not go into effect until/unless the state legislature ratifies it. 

 

Ms. Rhodes questioned if information explaining the proposed term limit changes and other questions on 

the ballot will be sent out to the townspeople via the Pipeline prior to November voting.  Ms. Weidman said 

that they usually do. 

 

B. Summary of land use legislation passed in the 2024 RI legislative session impacting the 

Planning Commission – (Planner Jane Weidman and Solicitor David Petrarca) 

Ms. Weidman stated that she and Attorney Petrarca would have to discuss the amendments that the 

Commission would have to write sometime in the fall.  Attorney Petrarca said that the Ursillo, Teitz & Ritch 

memo dated June 25, 2024 was pretty comprehensive and easy to understand.  Most of the recently enacted 

laws became effective immediately, except inclusionary zoning, but that law does not affect Charlestown. 

Discussion and/ potential action and/or votes concerning local ordinance amendments related 

to: 

1. Accessory dwelling unit bill as adopted 

Ms. Weidman explained that the legislature took the bill from last year and sent it forward.  She drafted 

some amendments to Charlestown’s ADUs that match the new definitions and requirements. The Building 

Official has put together a checklist and is ready to begin issuing permits for ADUs. Ms. Weidman felt that 

it was important to recommend some amendments that the Town Council consider for Charlestown.  A lot 

of the amendments being proposed match the state language.  One amendment for the Town to consider is 

to not allow short-term use.  She suggested stating that the ADUs must be available for occupancy for at 

least one year.  They are not intended to be summer rentals.  She said that it could also be written in a 

covenant that the property owner cannot subdivide the property.  

A motion was made by Ms. St Laurent to support the draft amendments to ADU’s   as 

discussed, and to send it to the Town Council with the following provisions:  

No short-term rentals; the ADU must be available for occupancy for at least one year. 

Property owners must sign a covenant stating that the property cannot be divided.  

Seconded by Ms. Platner and carried by unanimous vote. 

2. Other planning and zoning bills as adopted 

Ms. Weidman and Attorney Petrarca gave a high-level overview of the other bills that passed as part of 

the Speaker’s priority housing bills. 

Attorney Petrarca said that the electronic submission requirements bill did pass, but towns have until 

October 2025 to comply.  

Ms. Weidman explained the amendments to the Subdivision Enabling Act regarding development plan 

review which  will now  be optional, rather than mandatory.  They would become minor land development 

projects and require amendments to the Zoning Ordinance and Land Development and Subdivision 

Regulations.  This Planning Commission does DPR in a different way for some of the smaller projects that 

only require administrative review.  The larger projects will fall under Unified Development Review.  This 

bill also amends the Zoning Enabling Act to change the way that setbacks are calculated for undersized 
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legal nonconforming lots.  Ms. Weidman was very involved in making and correcting the problems with 

the original way that setbacks and percentage of lot coverage was calculated.  Clarifying language now 

matches the intent of the bill passed last year.  The intent was how it now reads.   

Ms. Weidman reviewed financial guarantees as amended.  Municipalities can require cash bonds for 

improvement guarantees, but must now offer two additional forms, to include bonds by insurance 

companies and bank letters of credit.  This requires an amendment to the Land Development and 

Subdivision Regulations.  

Attorney Petrarca suggested a peer engineering review on all applications going forward to set the 

performance bonds as a back up for the maintenance guarantees.   

Ms. Weidman said that another bill involved restrictions on moratoriums for residential. No amendments 

are required. 

Ms. Weidman stated that Unified Development Review will review an application for both zoning relief 

and land development review simultaneously.  

Ms. Weidman said that the manufactured home bill allows a mobile home on any lot zoned for single-family 

use.  There is still some confusion between manufactured homes and mobile homes.  There a no required 

amendments unless the town chooses to do so. 

Ms. Weidman stated that another bill establishes a House Commission of educators to address the need to 

train more planners in the State.  

Regarding abandoned property, Ms. Weidman said that is something that the Town Clerk’s Office and 

Assessor’s Office will probably have to work on together.  The definition of an abandoned property is in 

state law.   

C. Additional Planner Comments 

Ms. Weidman had no additional comments. 

D. Additional Solicitor Comments 

Attorney Petrarca reminded the Commission that the Rhode Island Attorney General’s Office 

was once again hosting a presentation regarding the Open Meetings Act.  The seminar is being 

offered both virtually and in person at Roger Williams University on July 25th from 8:30 AM to 

12 PM.  Registration is online on the RI Attorney General’s website. 

6. ADJOURNMENT 

 

A motion was made by Ms. Rhodes to adjourn the meeting at 9:26 P.M.             

Seconded by Ms. Topping and carried by unanimous vote. 

Respectfully Submitted, 

 

Janet Lombardo 

Planning Assistant 


