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CHARLESTOWN PLANNING COMMISSION 

 REGULAR MEETING MINUTES 

Wednesday September 25, 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 

 

Vice Chair, Frances Topping called the meeting called to order at 7:06 P.M. 

 

2. ROLL CALL 

 

Members present: Sarah St Laurent, Patricia Stamps, and Frances Topping 

 

Members absent: Ruth Platner, Lisa St Godard, and Carol Mossa 

 

Others:  Jane Weidman, Town Planner and Attorney David Petrarca 

 

3. MINUTES APPROVAL 

 

Discussion and/or potential vote(s) concerning: 

 

A. Minutes from August 28, 2024 Regular Meeting 

 

The Commission reviewed the meeting minutes from August 28, 2024. 

 

A motion was made by Ms. St Laurent to approve the August 28, 2024 

meeting minutes as written.  Seconded by Ms. Stamps and carried by 

unanimous vote. 

 

B. Minutes from September 4, 2024 Special Meeting and Workshop 

 

The Commission reviewed the meeting minutes from September 4, 2024. 

 

A motion was made by Ms. St Laurent to approve the September 4, 2024 

special meeting minutes and workshop.  Seconded by Ms. Stamps and 

carried by unanimous vote.                

 

C. Minutes from September 8, 2024 Site Walk 

 

The Commission reviewed the minutes from the September 8, 2024 site walk. 
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A motion to approve the September 8, 2024 site walk meeting minutes was 

made by Ms. Stamps.  Seconded by Ms. St Laurent and carried by 

unanimous vote.     

 

4. PLANNING COMMISSION APPLICATIONS 

 

A. Continued:  Coastal Woods Minor Subdivision (owner/applicant David D’Ambra 

dba Dune Top Realty, LLC) Master Plan Public Hearing; Assessor’s Plat 16, Lot 119, 

Buckeye Brook Road. 

 

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

  

1. Approval, approval with conditions or denial of proposed master plan, as may be 

modified by testimony and/or evidence presented throughout the public hearing; 

or 

2. Continuation of master plan review to a date determined at the meeting.  

 

David D’Ambra, applicant, Patrick Freeman, American Engineering, and Attorney Dan Carter were 

in attendance.  

 

Ms. Topping asked what work they have been doing on the site.  Mr. D’Ambra responded that they 

have begun the landscaping and screening on one of the neighbor’s properties as was discussed at 

the last meeting.  He stated that perc testing has been completed.   

 

Ms. Topping asked if he was in receipt of a copy of the email from Patrick Quirk, 71 Buckeye Brook 

Road.  Mr. Quirk expressed his concern with the continued destruction of the forested area behind 

his home.  Mr. D’Ambra responded that he was given a copy of the email just prior to the meeting. 

Mr. D’Ambra said they had to bring excavators in to do ledge testing.  

 

Attorney Carter stated that it was his understanding that the work that was referenced in Mr. Quirk’s 

email and photos was done prior to the Commission’s September 8, 2024 site walk.  No additional 

work has been done since then. 

 

Mr. Freeman stated that sufficient test holes and ledge testing has been completed.   

 

Ms. St Laurent said that she recently drove by the site and could see that some of the landscaping 

and screening had begun.   

 

Ms. Topping stated that the Commission will need a more detailed landscape plan sooner rather 

than later and there will be some conditions of approval. 

 

Ms. Weidman stated that in their meeting packet was a draft decision dated September 17, 2024.  

The Commission should discuss the conditions with the applicant.  
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Ms. Topping asked for confirmation from the applicant that the road is to be 22 feet wide with a 

vegetated center island at the turn around and is to be aligned with the 50-foot right of way so the 

impact to neighboring residences is minimized.  She asked if the applicant intended to move the 

entrance over slightly. 

 

Mr. D’Ambra asked what the effect be if they made it a 45-foot R.O.W., rather than a 50-foot 

R.O.W. and to give 5 feet to the neighbor who is the most impacted? He questioned if they would 

have to go to zoning for approval of a town road without a 50-foot R.O.W.  He added that the 

subdivision would be less impactful to the neighbors.   

 

Ms. St Laurent questioned if that was something that could be discussed with the Director of Public 

Works.  Attorney Petrarca agreed that it would be best to speak with Mr. Arsenault.  He added that 

the Town has had a long-standing policy of if it meets the town standards, or it doesn’t.   

 

Ms. Topping continued her review of the draft conditions of approval. 

   

It was noted by Mr. Freeman that Buckeye Brook Road is not a state road and therefore, a RI DOT 

physical alteration permit is not required.   

 

Ms. Topping asked if the applicant had been able to research the water capacity of wells in the 

surrounding area of new subdivisions.  Mr. Freeman said that he was unable to get any data online 

regarding the water availability for the area. 

 

Mr. D’Ambra stated that he had spoken with Darin Miller from Precision Well Pump Systems 

located in Richmond.  Mr. Miller told him that he has some customers that are up on Madlin Avenue 

and some on Charles Ave that have 100–300-foot wells with very good flows.  He also spoke with 

David Guiliano, who he purchased the property from and who has built hundreds of homes in the 

area.   Mr. Guiliano said that he was able to get passing wells on most of the sites.  Mr. D’Ambra 

felt that because they were proposing oversized lots there shouldn’t be a problem with getting 

passing wells.   

 

Ms. Topping asked if there was anyone from the public that wished to speak.  There were no public 

comments.  Ms. Topping said that it seems that the main concern from the neighbors is that their 

wells do not run dry and water runoff from the subdivision doesn’t flow onto their properties or 

onto the properties in the subdivision itself.   

 

Ms. Topping read into the record the required findings and conditions of approval as listed and 

amended in the draft memo of decision dated September 17, 2024.  Item 7 under conditions of 

approval was amended to read, “all necessary state permits, including subdivision suitability (from 

DEM), and stormwater management (DEM, RIPDES permit) have been received”.  Ms. Topping 

added the following conditions:  

• Any clearing associated with the development plan shall limit clearing to within the setbacks 

of the applicable zoning district with the exception of clearing along the frontage required 

for access.   

• All stonewalls will be preserved. 

• There will be no street lighting. 
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• The immediate neighbors to the east and west shall be properly screened prior to 

construction of the road. 

 

A motion was made by Ms. St Laurent to approve the Coastal Woods Minor 

Subdivision Master Plan application with the decision as drafted and 

amended.  Seconded by Ms. Stamps and carried by unanimous vote. 

Result: unanimous 

   Mover: St Laurent 

   Seconder: Stamps 

Ayes: St Laurent, Stamps, and Topping 

 

B. Continued: Shoreline Plaza Major Land Development (owner/applicant John Sullivan 

dba Solari RI Commercial Properties, LLC), Preliminary Plan Public Hearing; Plat 

13 Lot 30, 3769 Old Post Road. 

 

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

 

1. Approval, approval with conditions or denial of proposed preliminary plan, as 

may be modified by testimony and/or evidence presented throughout the public 

hearing; or 

2. Continuation of preliminary plan review to a date determined at the meeting. 

 

Attorney Michael Monti addressed the Commission.  He explained they were last before the 

Commission in August and at that meeting Karen Beck, Principe Engineering, had provided 

extensive testimony pertaining to site development.  Frank Karpowicz, project architect, had 

reviewed the plans that were originally produced in 2022.  Mr. Karpowicz had also provided a new 

rendering that the Commissioners received in their meeting packets.  It shows the landscape plan 

overlayed on the rendering.   

 

Attorney Monti informed the Commission that at the previous meeting there had been a request 

from an abutter that the applicant install a fence along the property line.  Since the last meeting, 

that property owner has withdrawn his request for the fence. 

 

Attorney Monti introduced Robert Clinton, Transportation Engineer.  Mr. Clinton’s firm was 

engaged by the applicant to perform a traffic study.  The study was performed in 2023.  He 

explained the parameters and conclusions of the traffic study.  He began by explaining that the first 

thing that they do is collect data and traffic counts during both the a.m. and p.m. peak traffic 

volumes and they do seasonal adjustment factors.  He explained that they looked at the worst 

situation which is summertime.  They then looked 5 years into the future using a conservative 

growth rate.  They then reviewed the proposed development plan and projected the traffic volumes 

that would be generated by a site with that square footage and the type of expected uses.  Following 

that, a capacity analysis was done to determine the delays that could occur at the study area 

intersections.  The result showed that the existing driveways within the existing area operated at 

level service “A”, which means a 10 second average delay or less.  Mr. Clinton stated that if the 

site has a full buildout, the impacts on the traffic will still be negligible. 
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Attorney Monti asked Mr. Clinton to review the supplementary memorandum relative to parking.  

Mr. Clinton explained that there is an Institute of Transportation Engineer Manual (ITE) that 

projects minimum parking for various uses.  They reviewed a variety of potential business uses 

and calculated the number of parking spaces that would be needed during minimum peak hours of 

operation.  They determined the number of required parking spaces to be 140.  The site plan shows 

151 parking spaces, which is well over minimum requirements.   

 

Ms. St Laurent said that the project is being done in phases, but if perhaps the final phase does not 

get built, would the final parking not be done as well?  Attorney Monti responded that she was 

correct to the extent that if that parking was part of the final construction phase.  Ms. St Laurent 

said that that Ms. Weidman had brought up the concern that there not be more parking than is 

necessary.   

 

Attorney Monti introduced Sue Shein-Itkin, the lighting expert to the Commission.  She has been 

in the lighting field for twenty years.  Ms. Shein-Itkin designed the lighting plan for the proposed 

application.  The lighting plan was put up on the Smart Board.  She explained the meaning and 

details located in the plan.  She began by explaining that in lighting, they illuminate by what is 

called a foot candle.  The illuminance within a square foot is a foot candle.  She further explained 

that on the plan where the number 0.7 is seen, that is less light than what you would get in a square 

foot that is lit by a candle.  The red outlines on the plan is where the light is most visible, which is 

around the parking spots.  The shape of the red outline shows the direction of or “throw” of the 

lighting.  She said that there will be some poles with two lights.  This will eliminate the need for 

additional poles.   She stated that the plan carries all the light levels out to the property line to show 

that there is no light trespass onto abutting properties.   

 

Ms. Weidman clarified that the plan only shows the pole lighting, not the lights on the buildings.  

Ms. Shein-Itkin agreed.   

 

Ms. St Laurent asked if the applicant had seen the memo from the Zoning Code Enforcement 

Officer, Grace Murray that stated per Town Code, Article III, Dark Sky Lighting, Chapter 155-18F 

states, “ the height of luminaries shall not exceed 15 feet” when pole mounted unless a properly 

credentialed illuminating engineer hired for the benefit of the Town finds that a height of any 

luminaire structure up to20’ will result in no greater Light Trespass and no greater Light Pollution 

than a luminaire structure at 15’ in height or unless the luminaries overhang vehicle travel lanes”.  

Ms. Shein-Itkin responded that when they design lighting for a parking lot, they go up to 20’.  The 

reason for that is the higher you go, the wider the spread of the light.  If they go to 15’ foot poles, 

there is the possibility that they may have to add another pole or two.  Ms. St Laurent asked how 

the “Dark Sky” would be affected by the lighting.  Ms. Shein-Itkin responded that once a fixture 

is Dark Sky compliant the height of the fixture makes no difference, it will always be Dark Sky 

compliant.  Ms. Topping asked if the lights were all full cut off.  Ms. Shein-Itkin responded 

affirmatively.  Attorney Monti added that he believed the memorandum from the Zoning Officer 

allows for higher poles when the poles are over areas that could be traversed by vehicles and most, 

if not all the poles are in such areas.   
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Ms. Topping asked what the applicant’s concern was if they were 15’ in height.  Attorney Monti 

answered that they were certainly capable of doing 15’ poles with the same design, but there would 

be more lighting fixtures.   

 

Ms. Weidman asked Ms. Shein-Itkin to address the temperature of the lights.  She explained that 

the overhead lighting is approximately 3000 K. 

 

Ms. Topping asked about the building lights.  Attorney Monti said the light fixtures on the buildings 

themselves were provided on the new architectural plans that Mr. Karpowicz designed.  She asked 

if the lights on the building were completely covered.  Mr. Karpowicz stated that the cut sheets for 

the building lighting was provided with the elevations, and they are Dark Sky certified.   Attorney 

Monti added that the lighting is going to be changed on the existing building as well.  Ms. Topping 

said that there had been some discussion about whether the lighting in the back of the existing 

building would be removed.  Attorney Monti stated that the light in question could be removed 

completely or be replaced with the new proposed lighting.  He added that there may be some 

security concerns in the rear of the building.  He said there is an emergency exit in the rear, so 

having some form of lighting is useful.  The proposal is to install the lighting that is shown on the 

plan as a replacement.  There was some additional discussion regarding the lighting on the 

buildings.   

 

Ms. Topping asked if the lights on the buildings would be on when the businesses are closed.  

Attorney Monti said the lights would be on at times that are consistent with the times they are 

permitted to be on under the zoning regulations.   

 

Mr. Karpowicz stated that the lighting they were proposing will be minimal and will be pointed 

toward the ground and the lighting on the sides of the buildings is for safety reasons.   

 

Mr. Karpowicz briefly discussed the building materials with the Commission.     

 

Ms. Beck quickly reviewed the project phasing plan as discussed in greater detail at the August 

28th meeting.  Ms. Topping asked about the phasing for the parking.  Ms. Beck stated that each 

phase shows what parking is going to be installed.  It was looked at to ensure that they would have 

adequate parking for each of the buildings as they are constructed.  She added that during Phase 2 

they are doing a lot of the parking before Phases 3 and 4 mainly because they must disturb it for 

the water line and for emergency vehicles.   

 

Ms. Topping asked if there were any questions or comments from the public.  

 

Mr. Stephen Stokes, Narrow Lane, had some questions about traffic and lighting.  He asked what 

the traffic counts were, both present and projected counts.  He asked that the applicant consider 

contacting DOT to ask the feasibility of installing crosswalks at least at the entrance points so that 

there is some form of safe travel.  He also had a question about the pole lighting being 15’ vs. 20’.  

His question was, does the higher the pole increase the light trespass in the area and if it did would 

the addition of an additional pole at the 15’ height maintain the light trespass within the area that 

they were trying to illuminate?  He added if that was the case, in his opinion, he would rather have 

the additional pole as opposed to added light trespass.   Ms. Shein-Itkin stated that if there was no 
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light trespass at 20’ heights, there would be no light trespass at 15’ heights.  The light at 20’ will 

go further on the applicant’s property but will not trespass onto abutting properties.    Mr. Stokes 

said Town Ordinance specifically states that it is done at 15’ and is shown by an illuminating 

engineer to not allow any additional light trespass at the 20’ height.  He felt it would be better to 

have lower lights even if a pole had to be added.  Ms. Shein-Itkin said that they designed 15’ pole 

layout after the 20’ pole plan was added.  She said that typically, they do not do a 15’ layout with 

a project such as the one being presented.  Attorney Monti told the Commission that the applicant 

would commit to doing 15’ poles if that was the preference of the Commission.  He said that they 

would be prepared to show a revised lighting plan with 15’ pole heights when they returned in 

October for a decision.   

 

Mr. Clinton said that in the case of crosswalks, that would have to be monitored during the different 

phases of development.  He said that it would be something that the Town would want to monitor 

and address with DOT. He said that DOT is very responsive when it comes to public safety.   Ms. 

Topping noted the added signage would be the responsibility of the DOT.   

 

Alan Moyes, Ridgewood Road, read into the record a letter from his wife, Ann Saydah, who was 

unable to attend the meeting.  The letter expressed her concerns with the Shoreline Plaza project.  

The letter explained her concerns with: 

1. The increased traffic.  

2. The possible effects the development would have on neighboring wells (supply and 

potential contamination). 

3. The increase in noise. 

4. The effect of lighting to the neighborhoods. 

5. The need for landscape screening, etc. 

The letter expressed the desire to see Charlestown retain the charm of a quaint country 

environment.   

 

Mr. Lewis Johnson, Old Post Road, asked when the lights would be going off.  Attorney Monti 

responded that the lights would be on during business hours.  Ms. Topping added that security 

lighting would be motion activated.  Mr. Johnson requested that the lighting plan for the back of 

the buildings be included in the lighting plan.   

 

Ms. Topping stated that the public would be continued to the October meeting. 

 

A motion to continue the public hearing to October 23, 2024 at 7:00 P.M. was 

made by Ms. St Laurent.  Seconded by Ms. Stamps and carried by unanimous 

vote.    

 

The Commission took a 5-minute recess.  The meeting was reconvened at 8:54 P.M.  

 

5. LOCAL REVIEW BOARD APPLICATION – Planning Commission sitting as the Local 

Review Board pursuant to pursuant to § 45-53-1 et seq. 

 

A. Ross Hill Road Development (owner/applicant Brighter Vision, LLC), Pre 

application Conference, for a Comprehensive Permit / Major Land Development, 
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consisting of 416 residential units (52 buildings of 8 units each) of which 25% will be 

low- and moderate-income housing units, AP 16, Lot 212, Ross Hill Road. 

 

A motion to sit as the local review board for the Ross Hill Road Development 

Pre application Conference, for a Comprehensive Permit / Major Land 

Development was made by Ms. St Laurent.  Seconded by Ms. Stamps and 

carried by unanimous vote. 

 

Attorney John Mancini, representing the applicant, Brighter Vision and two other unidentified 

gentlemen sat before the Board.  Attorney Mancini explained that the application is for a 

comprehensive permit pursuant to RI General Laws 45-53-1 et seq. and specifically the approval 

process identified in RI General Laws 45-53-4.  The applicant was previously before the 

Commission a year or so ago with a proposed 20-21 lot subdivision.  Since that last meeting, the 

General Assembly has enacted the revised low-and-moderate-income housing laws.  In review of 

Charlestown’s Comprehensive Plan as well as a review of the demographics of the area based on 

their studies, they concede that the property is an ideal location to satisfy the need for affordable 

housing in the State of Rhode Island and specifically, the area.  They were able to redesign and 

reassess their project, specifically the topography and the plan itself to design a comprehensive 

extensive development which would accommodate affordable housing.  They also looked at the 

density calculations, both within the confines of the town’s ordinance as well as the state’s statute.  

Most importantly they looked at the feasibility of both water and onsite septic systems and they 

are in the process of completing that work.   

 

Under the revised Affordable Housing Act, the process for approval has been overhauled.  It is 

now a two-step process, one is preliminary plan, followed by a final plan and there is a 

preapplication process.  Attorney Mancini stated that they were before the Board this evening as a 

preapplication.  The purpose of the preapplication is to give the Board information as to what the 

applicant intends to do and how they intend to do it, but most importantly, to obtain from the Board 

comments, suggestions, and other items of concerns that the Board may have so that they can 

incorporate them at the next stage of review.  He explained that what is missing from the approval 

process is the master plan stage; they will be back before the Board at the preliminary plan stage 

where they will present, as he terms it an elevated master plan.  It is a master plan, but it is being 

submitted as a preliminary plan, however the extensive engineering that would normally be seen 

at the preliminary plan process will not be totally complete.   

 

Under the Act, the applicant has the ability to present the preliminary plan without having done 

the extensive engineering work.  That may come at final plan approval or as far out as the building 

permit.  Attorney Mancini stated that the applicant does not intend to go that far out.  Based upon 

their preliminary engineering, they think the feasibility of the 416 units that they are proposing is 

very much doable.  They will present that with further detail at preliminary plan stage.   

 

Attorney Mancini stated that what they are asking for at preapplication is essentially to have a 

discussion about the process.  It is a new process for both the Board and the applicant.  It is the 

first comprehensive permit that Brighter Vision has done.  They have done other residential 

developments of substantial size in different communities, but this project is different because of 

the approval process.   
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Attorney Mancini addressed some of the questions in the memo prepared by Ms. Weidman dated 

September 19, 2024.  Attorney Mancini stated that the proposed new roads will be a part of the 

Town’s roadway system, at this point, they don’t expect them to be private, but that may change.  

He said that the applicant will have a traffic study report prepared.  They want to ensure that both 

internal circulation within the development comports with Ross Hill Road entrances and exits.  

There is a design that the applicant has in mind.  The plan is to create apartment style buildings, 

referred to in the industry as “garden style’ apartments.  They will be two levels accommodated by 

both an internal staircase as well as an exterior staircase.  At the current time, the buildings are 

expected to be 100% rental units.  There may be a potential for a combination of condominiums 

with rentals, but the initial model is to use them as rentals.   

 

They are in the process of obtaining a Letter of Eligibility from RI Housing and will have that 

process completed as part of their preliminary plan.  Attorney Mancini said that one of the purposes 

of the LMI Housing Act was to expedite the process in order to meet the pressing housing needs. 

The General Assembly recognizes and “finds and declares that there exists an acute shortage of 

affordable, accessible, safe, and sanitary housing for citizens of low and moderate income”.  He 

stated for that reason, the applicant felt that coming to the Town for review by the Technical 

Review Committee or any other committee, aside from the Local Review Board was premature 

and unnecessary at this point.  He said they have the opportunity to air out concerns, comments, 

and receive suggestions at preapplication, which is what they are doing at this meeting.   They can 

then go forward and present to the Board a more elaborate more official plan at the preliminary 

phase, then from there go forward with their state approvals from DEM, then come back for final 

plan, and then hopefully seek their building permits.   

 

The goal is to achieve this process within the next nine months and be in the ground sometime 

hopefully within the first quarter of 2026.  Attorney Mancini explained that one of the reasons for 

their desired timeline is that there is a great opportunity to obtain grant money or other housing 

loans from either RI Housing, the State, or other agencies.  The applicant wants to take advantage 

of that.  They feel that the window for the financing opportunities is short and for that reason they 

want to proceed as expeditiously as possible.  Attorney Mancini said that they are not trying to 

circumvent any procedure, they will follow the letter of the law, 45-23-4 and they will also keep 

in mind the Town of Charlestown’s Comprehensive Plan as well as Charlestown’s Zoning Board 

of Review.   

 

Attorney Mancini reiterated that the meeting was opened as the Local Review Board and as such, 

the Local Review Board allows them to be a “one stop shop”.  That means that the applicant will 

be required to obtain any variances and waivers that the project requires from the Board.  In order 

to achieve multi family dwellings or buildings in the R3A zone is by way of a special use permit.  

As part of the preliminary plan, the applicant will be submitting the necessary information 

requested for a special use permit.  They are also required to obtain a dimensional variance with 

regard to either side or front setbacks depending on how they design the roadways.  They don’t 

anticipate any issues with respect to height.  Variances will be required with respect to density.  

Density will be one of the key conversations they will have in the process.  Attorney Mancini stated 

that the applicant is entitled to a density bonus by way of 45-53 because they are proposing 

affordable units.  They will present their density calculations to be reviewed by the Board and will 
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substantiate it at preliminary plan with their on-site septic systems.  They will also substantiate 

density with regards to traffic. 

 

At this time, Attorney Mancini finished his presentation and asked if the Board had any questions 

or comments. 

 

Ms. Topping explained the Board has not had sufficient time to review all the materials as some 

of the package was just received this afternoon.  She said that they have not had time to digest all 

the items submitted.   

 

Attorney Mancini responded that they would have more details at the next level.  He stated that 

the site is the same as when they submitted for the proposed subdivision.   

 

Ms. Topping said that there are different ways of calculating density.  She explained that the 

formula in the Subdivision Regulations removes the constrained land from the area first.  She said 

that under the new housing laws, it kind of circumvents that.   

 

Attorney Mancini acknowledged that the Town of Charlestown has their own way of calculating 

density. He said that the applicant will be seeking a variance or waiver of that.  He said that the 

applicant must put their “affordable hat” on and look at 45-53-4 and the intent of that law which 

is to maximize the area for development for affordable housing units, especially for a community 

that probably has an affordable rate at less than 3%.  The applicant will be proposing a calculation 

and will be asking for a variance with respect to the constraints that the Town’s regulations use to 

calculate the density number based on acreage.  He said looking at the R3A zone, the way that it 

is set out in the dimensional table, it essentially allows one dwelling unit per three acres.  When 

you look at the state statute and the density bonus permitted for properties of this type you are 

looking at 5 units per one acre.  He said that there is a substantial disconnect between the town 

ordinance and the state statute.  He added the applicant is completely recognizing what the Town 

of Charlestown is doing, but the applicant’s job is to ensure that the project’s development envelope 

is achievable. 

 

Ms. St Laurent said that the reason Charlestown does calculate density the way that they do is 

because the subject property may have some conditions where you may not be able to site homes 

or buildings on the property as proposed.  She added that all may look fine from the sky, but down 

on the ground you will know where the actual constraints are and where you can actually site 

things.  There is a possibility that you might run into problems.   

 

Attorney Mancini responded that the restraints that the applicant is looking at and honoring the 

necessary buffers for wetlands will be governed by RI DEM and RI DEM regulations.  With 

respect to contours and such they can be addressed with cuts and fills and they don’t think that will 

create any constraints.  The primary driving factor with respect to constraint, is going to be whether 

the property can accommodate the onsite septic systems necessary for 416 units.   

 

He continued by stating the application proposes one septic system per building.  There are 52 

proposed structures, and they intend to accommodate those 52 structures each on a different septic 

system which is no different than if you had twenty single-family dwelling units with twenty 
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individual septic systems.  Attorney Mancini said the challenge will be for DEM to confirm that 

the soils and the testing that has been done onsite will be adequate to support the 52 septic systems.  

He added that process has already been started and the initial review that they have received with 

regards to their soil sampling and to the test pits that have been done has been positive.  For that 

reason, they feel that the 416 units will be able to be accommodated on the site.  Attorney Mancini 

added that that may change as they go further into the process and do more specific testing with 

respect to locations of the septic systems.  It could either go up or down.  Water is another crucial 

item that will have to be looked at.  That is why the Statute really speaks of two major constraints, 

septic and water.   If the site can accommodate both water and septic, it falls within the Town’s 

Comprehensive Plan as to the residential component, it will work.  In other areas, residential 

development is being placed in industrial and commercial zones.  The constraints that were in 

place prior to January 2024 are now being looked at differently with respect to comprehensive 

permits.  The entire statutory scheme for the development of residential multi-family dwellings 

that provide 25% affordable is looked at very differently than a 20-lot subdivision.  For that reason, 

they looked at the property closely and feel that it is a perfect site for the project.  He added that 

according to the Town’s own Comprehensive Plan, the project must be properly scaled, designed, 

and integrated.  The applicant is ready to discuss density that works in a project that is designed 

within the confines of the RI DEM regulations.   

 

Ms. Topping stated that it was her belief the Town’s Comprehensive Plan also states, “in 

conformance with the character of the area”.  She said that the proposed project was a larger 

development than any that the Board has seen.  She said that it is not consistent with the 

neighborhood.  Attorney Mancini agreed, but he said the issue is that this type of development is 

going to be difficult to compare to anything else in the Town because there is nothing in the Town 

like it.  Ms. Topping added that the Town doesn’t have the necessary public services; the Town 

doesn’t have municipal water which would be better able to support greater density.  Attorney 

Mancini responded you cannot put the confines around Charlestown and say you cannot 

accommodate a multi-family development because the Town doesn’t have a municipal water 

system or because the Town doesn’t have an intricate highway system, or because it is not 

consistent with the R3A zone.  He said that residences are built in an industrial zone, clearly, 

residential is not consistent with the industrial zone but it is permitted.   It is permitted under the 

statute.  That is why the Low- and Moderate-Income Housing Act was implemented.   

 

Ms. Topping questioned what effect the effluent would be on the adjacent waterways and 

neighbors.  She said it is not just the general sewage she is concerned with.  There is a lot that goes 

through into the groundwater that cannot be accounted for.  There are areas of town where nitrogen 

is an issue because it is too dense, and it doesn’t have an offset.  She said that those are things the 

applicant will need to consider.   

 

Ms. Topping asked who would be monitoring the wells and septic.  Attorney Mancini reiterated 

that the project will be “garden style” apartments, so it will be monitored by the owners in 

conjunction with RI DEM just like any other septic systems.  He added that it would be the same 

thing with the wells.  Ms. Topping asked if they would be individual wells or community wells.  

Attorney Mancini answered that there would be 52 individual septic systems and 2 public wells.  

He stated that they will follow all Department of Health regulations and RI DEM.  He stated again, 

to be clear, the applicant does not intend to circumvent or bypass any regulations.  The septic and 



12 
 

Planning/minutes/ 2024/ 9-25-2024 - regular meeting minutes 
 

wells are all going to follow the mandates of RI DEM, Department of Health, and any other 

regulatory agency. 

 

Ms. Weidman asked what the footprints of the individual buildings were.  Attorney Mancini 

answered each of the buildings will be 8,800 square feet and will have two floors.  She said that 

around each building there is approximately 20,000 square feet of space.  She asked how they 

proposed to get a well and a septic system on 20,000 square feet.   Attorney Mancini responded 

that there would only be two public wells.  Ms. Weidman stated public wells require a 200-foot 

radius of undisturbed land.  She questioned how they would be able to meet those requirements.  

Attorney Mancini said obviously he is not a registered professional engineer, but he would relay 

her concern to the engineer and be sure that they meet the separation requirements.   

 

Ms. Weidman said that the plan shows one public well on the other side of the wetlands.  She asked 

if they intended to run the line through the wetlands.  Attorney Mancini responded affirmatively 

and stated that it is on the plan.  Ms. Topping asked if each of the wells would serve over two 

hundred apartments.  He responded that she was correct.  The applicant has calculated probably 

three people per unit, resulting in over one thousand people, twelve hundred max.  He said that the 

engineer would have the engineer fully calculate that.   

 

When asked, Attorney Mancini said the project would be a mixture of one- and two-bedroom 

apartments.   

 

Ms. Topping asked the percentage of LMI apartments they were anticipating.  Attorney Mancini 

responded that 25% (104 units) would be affordable.  She asked what the affordability level would 

be.  He stated 80%.   

 

Ms. Topping said the job of the Commission, in this case, the Board, is to protect the Town and 

the residents and their health and safety.  Attorney Mancini said that responsibility includes the 

residents that will be living in the apartments on the site as well.  He continued by stating the 

applicant is proposing to govern over one thousand people in the development and they don’t take 

it lightly in any way.   

 

Ms. St Laurent said that the property will be serviced by Town roads, so will need to be reviewed 

and approved by the Department of Public Works.  Attorney Mancini agreed and said that it will 

also be reviewed by the Fire Marshal as well.   

 

Ms. Topping stated that there were no stormwater accommodations on the plan.  Attorney Mancini 

stated that it is a concept plan and when they next sit before the Board, they will have a more 

detailed plan.  He added the unit count may change depending how the stormwater will be 

managed.  There are two things that will affect the overall density calculation, one will be 

stormwater, and the second will be the traffic count.   

 

Ms. Topping asked that the applicant consider buffering the entrance, so it maintains the look of 

the road.  Attorney Mancini said that at the preliminary plan phase they will be back with a detailed 

landscape plan.  The goal is to create an internal community.  They will look to buffer and screen 

the exterior with regards to Ross Hill Road as much as possible and create an internal landscape 
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pocket with lots of greenery.  He felt that this would set their development apart from other garden 

style apartment developments.  

 

Ms. Topping stated that she was troubled to see all three properties to the south would have septic 

systems backing up to them and felt it was not fair to those property owners.  She also stated her 

concerns with some of the septic systems located near the wetlands.  There are fluctuating water 

levels and if the levels rise and septic systems that may leach onto the wetlands during heavy rains 

could be problematic.  You would want to be sure that the development does not negatively impact 

the environment.  She said that it is a sole source aquifer; it is our only source of drinking water 

and is one of the greenway corridors.  She also questioned if the site would require radon mitigation 

due to the ledge.  She stated that the excavated area will require a lot of remediation.   

 

Ms. Weidman said that when the applicant was last before the Commission, they mentioned they 

did not want to build or install septic systems in the excavated area, they wanted to move the 

cluster into another part of the property.  In order to do a project close to the proposed density the 

excavated area would have to be utilized.  She asked what would be involved in remediating that 

in order to get twelve eight-unit structures with septic systems.  Attorney Mancini explained that 

in their last proposal, the project was more of a cluster development, it was completely different 

than what they are now proposing.  He said that they can easily use the excavated area by bringing 

in necessary fill where required and loam and seed.  It is not undoable.  He said that there will be 

a contour, but in their opinion, it is feasible.   

 

When asked, Attorney Mancini said that he had walked the property.  Ms. Topping felt that the site 

would need some grading.  He said it is not insurmountable.  He has seen developments with worse 

conditions, but they are not taking it lightly.  There will be a cost involved, but that is all calculated 

into the density.  The pristine land is gone, that is why they are in the situation they are in, taking 

advantage of what they have which is an 80-acre parcel that is not easy to find.   

 

Ms. Weidman asked why the applicant was proposing eight units per structure instead of the four.  

Attorney Mancini said that is basic economics, to build a building 8,800 square feet with eight 

units is more economically feasible to do than to build a four plex.  She understood but stated that 

they are proposing 52 structures.  Attorney Mancini explained that is how they get to their density 

count.   

 

Ms. St Laurent said they are not arguing that the Town does need affordable housing.  She said 

that because there was so little information provided on the plan she couldn’t even begin to 

evaluate, and she understood it was only pre application.  Attorney Mancini said that it would be 

unfair for him to advise his client to have a detailed engineering plan at the pre application phase.   

 

Attorney Mancini said the comments received from the Board are exactly what they need.  They 

need to look at the septic systems, the wetlands, the buffer, the effect on the environment, traffic, 

landscaping, conditions of the contours, how they intend to develop in the excavated area, the 

radon remediation, and review the remedial work. 
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Ms. St Laurent asked if the excavation would stop once they receive approval.  Attorney Mancini 

was unable to answer.  He said at this point he was not certain how they were going to phase the 

project.   

 

Attorney Mancini said that one of the things that they were looking at and will have more 

clarification at preliminary plan, are the subsidies that are available through RI Housing and the 

Department of Economic Development.  There is a chance, if they can get enough subsidy to make 

the development 100% affordable, they would be looking at 400 affordable units which would 

move the needle for Charlestown.   

 

Ms. Topping stated that normally there is a fee in lieu and in this case would result in an incredible 

increase in services that would be required to be provided by the Town.  Attorney Mancini said 

that he believed the Town’s impact fee would be the fee that offsets the increase in services to be 

provided.  He said that the applicant will provide a fiscal impact study.  The size of the development 

warrants it.   

 

Ms. Topping asked if the development was an adult only community.  Attorney Mancini responded 

that it was not, it was an open community.  In the fiscal impact study, the applicant will ask for 

review of school age children.   

 

Ms. Weidman clarified how the density is calculated.  She said typically, you look at the parcel 

and lay out the three acre lots and the road system.  She said even accounting for the excavated 

area, you are looking at 22 +/- lots.  She said that there is also the area on the other side of the 

wetlands, which is upland, it is unknown if that area can be accessed.  She felt that whatever type 

of density bonus the applicant is asking for and what the state law allows you to calculate as your 

density bonus, which is an additional three units per acre.  If the property were in a one-acre zone, 

basically they are getting three units for that one-acre.  She explained that if you have one three-

acre lot, you are basically getting ten units if you calculate based on the yield plan.  Aside from 

the carrying capacity of the land the applicant will need to prove they can actually add wells and 

septic systems.  She felt that the way the applicant has calculated the allowable density, and the 

density bonus was not realistic.  Even under what state law was allowing, they went beyond the 

density bonus.  She added that she felt that the density bonus the state statute  allows  is so 

generous, but  it is also a function of what the land will support.   

 

Attorney Mancini said when they created the newly minted state statute that the Town’s 

calculations essentially went out the window.  He said that density will be based upon what the 

suitability of the site is.  Ms. Weidman commented that she believed that the proposed 416 units 

are more than what will be allowed.  Attorney Mancini said that they will know that with 

particularity when they come back to the Board.  They are working on analyzing the test pits and 

the soils to determine what the septic capacity is going to be and they will also address Ms. 

Topping’s comments as to septic location.  Septic design may change, locations may change, they 

may combine buildings and septic systems depending on what they find in the field.  They have 

presented what they feel is the maximum yield.   Attorney Mancini noted that according to state 

statute, if the units are 100% affordable, they get to have eight units per acre.  He said the Board 

should not get “hung up” on 416 units as that number may change.  They are trying build a 

responsible development, that is what they do, and they do it well.  He assured the Board that the 
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development will be laid out in a manner that will be acceptable both by the state statute and the 

Town’s ordinances.   He said it will not be more than 416 units, but it will be in that range. 

 

Ms. Topping requested that when doing their septic suitability, they also look at the possible effects 

of the comingling of septic plumes.  She said the Board is concerned with possibility of comingling 

and the effect it could have on the groundwater as well as how it could affect the neighboring 

properties.  Attorney Mancini said he understood her concerns.  He said there is so much rock out 

there that there may not be anything that gets into the water.  He added that they may have to 

collect it.  There are some challenges to the site, but he felt it was doable. 

 

Ms. Weidman stated that carrying capacity is one issue, but just the livability of the site is another.  

She asked if there was any space for anything other than parking and roadways.  There are no site 

amenities or open space. 

 

Ms. St Laurent said that they do reference that there will be walking trails.  Attorney Mancini 

affirmed that the site would have walking trails.  He said it is not their intent to have a sea of 

parking or a sea of asphalt.  There will be pockets of landscaping.  He stated that one of the goals 

of the comprehensive permit application is to find locations that are serviced by public parks, 

playgrounds, etc.   The idea is to provide housing for people in communities that have other 

amenities, and Charlestown is a great community with many amenities.  Those amenities don’t 

necessarily have to be onsite.  He said that when you start talking about excessive amenities, then 

you have increased costs and that is why housing has become so unaffordable.    

 

Ms. St Laurent asked Attorney Mancini if they have done large projects in other areas without 

public water and sewer.  He answered that they are currently doing a project that is being developed 

or underdeveloped in Glocester with an LMI component.  It is on 16-acres with 34 units.   

 

Ms. Topping said that she was assuming that the applicant was assuming every unit would have a 

car.  Attorney Mancini said that she was correct and once they done their Letter of Eligibility, they 

will determine their AMI because they will need that when they seek their subsidies. 

 

Ms. Topping asked for public comments. 

 

Mr. Stephen Stokes, Narrow Lane said that everyone appreciates the application and he 

understands that it is subject to change.  He said that as someone who has grown up in Charlestown, 

increasing the population of the Town by 1/8 of what we currently have is going to be resisted.  He 

heard that there had previously been an application for a subdivision and in his opinion, that type 

of project would fit in far better than 416 units with one thousand people in one development.  He 

said that from his personal experience in the Town he doesn’t believe that a development of the 

one being proposed actually fits into the area.  He said that when discussing services, especially 

when talking about 100% affordable housing are the availability of public services.  Charlestown 

may have amenities like parks, but the Town has almost no services.  The Town has a volunteer 

fire department, a small police department, a town funded rescue, etc.  He said that this one 

development would produce almost as many units as what has been produced in the Town in total 

over the last twenty years.  He said that while it is important to say that we want affordable housing 

in the State of RI, it has to be looked at as a holistic approach in the State when it comes to 
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affordable housing of where projects like this can be sited that are appropriate to the surroundings.  

It is important to be able to provide services such as public transportation.  Those types of services 

do not exist down here in southern RI.  He added that he appreciated that they were talking about 

responsible development.  He felt that a development of single-family, work force, (affordable 

homes) might be better suited for the site.  

 

Lorraine Boucher, said that she has lived in the Town of Charlestown since 1951, before there was 

zoning and before there was planning.  She stated there were all kinds of houses varying in sizes 

and quality depending on the income of the people living there.  She stated that she is extremely 

interested in affordable housing as an issue and she felt diversity is a good thing.  She asked what 

standards they were using for AMI.  It was her opinion that affordable housing should be housing 

that a family just starting out or a teacher getting paid $24,000 a year should be able to live in the 

Town, as examples.  It should not just be for people who come here for the quiet and to relax.  Ms. 

Boucher ended by saying that she thought it was a good proposal.   

 

Attorney Mancini clarified that when they say affordable housing they really mean work force 

housing.   The idea behind this is to allow people who would otherwise be prohibited from entering 

Charlestown to be able to live in Charlestown.  Those are  teachers, firemen, police officers, etc.  

He said that they will work with the Town to minimize the resistance and minimize the impact to 

make it special for Charlestown and the rest of the State.  

 

Attorney Petrarca stated for the record, the pre application is deemed complete.   

 

6. PLANNING PROJECTS 

 
A. 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 reminded the Commission that Phase 3 and the final report of the Housing Density study 

would be presented at the special meeting on October 9, 2024 at 7:00 P.M.  The Town Council and 

Affordable Housing Commission will be invited to attend.  This would be the final wrap up of the study 

and she encouraged all Commission members to attend.   

7. PLANNING ISSUES AND CONCERNS 

 

A.  Planner Comments 

  1. Update on administratively approved applications 

There was no time for discussion 

B. Solicitor Comments 

No Comments. 
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8. ADJOURNMENT 

A motion was made by Ms. St Laurent to adjourn at 10:00 P.M.  Seconded by 

Ms. Stamps and carried by unanimous vote. 

Respectfully Submitted, 

Janet Lombardo 

Planning Assistant 


