Zoning Commission Work Session Minutes – September 23, 2014


Dubuque County Zoning Commission 

Minutes of September 23, 2014 Special Work Session 

Chairperson Goodmann called the meeting to order at 5:30 p.m.
1.  ROLL CALL:  Members present:  Mary Klostermann, John Goodmann, Janet Reiss Ronald Lindblom, and Richard Kaufman.  Staff  Present:  Anna O’Shea & Tammy Henry.  Additional participants: Dan Fox, Transportation Planner-ECIA and Eric Schmechel, Dubuque County Watershed Coordinator.
2. Special work session with presentation from Urban Conservationist Eric Schmechel &

Transportation Planner Dan Fox to address comments on the Agricultural & Natural

Resources Chapter of the Comprehensive Plan. 
Mr. Dan Fox with ECIA began the meeting with an overview of what has been accomplished with this project. He reviewed the timeline of events in regard to the Comprehensive Plan. He explained that the Comprehensive Plan was adopted by the Board of Supervisors in January of 2013 after a two-year planning process. In May of 2013, there were concerns raised by county residents on the newly adopted Comprehensive Plan and in June of 2013, the Board of Supervisors opened up an extended public comment period on the plan.
Mr. Fox explained further that in the spring of 2014, there were comments submitted from the public on the Agricultural & Natural Resources Chapter as well as the Watershed Chapter of the Comprehensive Plan. At that point, the Board of Supervisors directed Ms. O’Shea to review and discuss comments with the Consortium and to provide recommendations to the Board.
Mr. Fox said that the comments submitted to the Consortium were received after the Comprehensive Plan planning process was completed and the plan had been adopted. The Consortium wanted to approach the new comments with an open mind and also be fair to the people who provided input during the first comment stage of the plan. The Consortium strove to balance the viewpoints during the initial phase of comments when they incorporated the recent comments into the plan. Mr. Fox then summarized the changes in the plan with the Board, which were mostly in regard to governmental fiscal responsibility and private property rights of residents.
Mr. Schmechel commented that he worked with the Farm Service Agency (FSA) and helped to write this chapter. He was familiar with the programs that were administered by the FSA. He was there to answer any questions the Board may have.
Ms. O’Shea then reviewed the packet material with the Board, which focused on the Agricultural & Natural Resources Chapters-Goals & Objectives and the public comments. She asked if anyone had any objections to the changes to goal #1? The consensus was to take the Consortiums recommendation but remove the word “Iowa” to make the goal more broad and encompassing.
In regard to Agricultural & Natural Resources Objective 3.2, Ms. O’Shea stated that the Farm Bureau recommended that the Land Evaluation and Corn Suitability language be removed and replaced with “before any new development is considered or advanced, numerous factors need to be considered before developing on existing agricultural land.” 
Mr. Goodmann asked why the Farm Bureau objected to this goal since it was in the County’s Comprehensive Plan in 2002? Ms. O’Shea responded that the 2002 Future Land Use and Development Map was an issue, in particular, regarding the Field of Dreams site. The largest area of land in the county is zoned for agricultural use. In 2002, the Zoning Commission came to the conclusion that development should occur, as much as possible, adjacent to a city or inside a city’s corporate border. Yet, development can and will occur in the county. The types of development locating in the county would be developments unique to the county and difficult to plan for on the Future Land Use Development Map. The Future Land Use Map is another factor, among many others, that should be considered.
Ms. Klostermann stated that numerous factors need to be considered regarding development looking to locate in the county. Objective 3.2 should be a broader based objective. If regulatory numbers are inserted into the objective language, and those numbers are not concrete, then the objective becomes harder to obtain. 
Mr. Lindblom stated that the entire comprehensive plan document considers numerous factors regarding any proposed development looking to locate in the county and asked if there was a list of factors used in the determination?
Mr. Goodmann stated that it is his opinion that the Farm Bureau does not want anyone telling them what to do. Ms. O’Shea stated that comments were received by the public in regard to the Comprehensive Plan during the two-year planning process. The Farm Bureau comments were in addition to comments from individuals that were involved in the planning process from the beginning. The Consortium is trying to be selective regarding any changes. Some of the comments have merit and have been added to the plan.
Mr. Fox stated that the LESA language and the Corn Suitability Rating stated in Objective 3.2 was taken from the 2002 Comprehensive Plan. But nothing has been done to implement that goal. If nothing has been done in over 10 years, maybe the goal should be removed.
Mr. Lindblom said the most suitable ag ground should get the most preservation and local attention. The consensus was to change goal 3.2 to what was recommended by the Consortium.
Ms. O’Shea said that in regard to Goal #3.3, the 45 Corn Suitability Rating (CSR) number is a very low number. Prime agricultural land has an average Corn Suitability Rating of 60 in Iowa. Dubuque County does not have much land with a 60 CSR or higher. Therefore, the CSR number was scaled down considerably in the 2002 plan. Mr. Goodmann said that he did not have a problem including the CSR number in Objective 3.3 as it makes sense to him to include that number. Mr. Schmechel added that Objective 3.3 more or less repeats Goal #3 and added that the objective should be kept as simple as possible. Mr. Lindblom said he agreed with Mr. Schmechel’s assessment.
Mr. Lindblom said an assumption might be made that the term “economic growth”, as used in a comprehensive plan context, could be misinterpreted to mean that it is ok to use up more land for commercial or residential development. Ms. O’Shea responded that cities within the county need to grow in order to remain economically viable. Therefore, the term economic growth is important with the caveat that preservation of agricultural land and resources should be kept in mind. The expansion of municipalities into the county is inevitable. Consensus was to change goal 3.3 to what was recommended by the Consortium. 
In regard to Comprehensive Plan Objective 4.1, Ms. O’Shea stated to the Board that language “work with the” would be changed to “utilize existing programs and agencies such as “to make the goal more inclusive. In addition, in goal 4.3, the wording “by partnering on watershed projects and/or conservation practices throughout the community” would be removed from the plan in favor of “Partner with public and private organizations on watershed and conservation projects throughout the county”.
Mr. Goodmann stated that he does not want to let the Farm Bureau write this plan 
Ms. O’Shea stated that the Comprehensive Plan is a regional plan. The discussion involves the county as a whole and not just the unincorporated areas. Watershed areas extend beyond our borders.  It is important to work with the other jurisdictions. Consensus was to take the Consortium’s recommendation on the changes to goal 4.1 and 4.3.
Ms. O’Shea asked the Board if they had any objection to the change in Objective 5.2? The Board did not have any objections. Concerning Goal #6, Ms. O’Shea asked the Board if they had any objections to the removal of the term “non-renewable” from that goal. The Board had no objections. Ms. O’Shea said that in regard to Objective 8.1, recommendations were made to remove of the words “potential controlling” from this section. She said it was not clear exactly what that meant. The Consortium took out the obscure language. Consensus was to take the Consortium’s recommendations on Goals 5.2, 6, and 8.1.
Ms. O’Shea said that under Goal #9, the term “per capita” was recommended for removal from the plan. Ms. O’Shea asked the Board if they had any objection to the removal of that term? The Board had no objection.
Ms. O’Shea stated that the word “stream” was recommended to be removed from the wording in Goal #10. Ms. O’Shea asked the Board if they had any comments or objection to the removal of the word stream? There were no additional comments or objections from the Board.

Ms. O’Shea then discussed the new introductory chapter that addresses several areas of concern in the Watershed and Agricultural and Natural Resources Chapters of the Comprehensive Plan, which included promoting local businesses to incorporate sustainability into their operations and the concept of protecting private property rights while considering the infrastructure costs and benefits to taxpayers. She explained that there is a cost to development. Typically, rural subdivisions take up twice as much land resulting in a 40% increase to provide those infrastructure services. The county can allow some development. However, there are costs associated with that development that could impact taxpayers. There needs to be a balance between individual property rights and the good of the community. 
Ms. O’Shea said that the Zoning Board and Board of Supervisors should take into consideration any expansion of services such as fire protection, garbage disposal and impacts to schools before making a land use decision.
Mr. Goodmann stated that in the past the Board has had a case come in where someone wanted to develop. However, they were so far up north that the county could not support the infrastructure.
Ms. Klostermann stated that because there is so much property in the county that is zoned for residential use, it would be hard to stop or limit that kind of expansion. Ms. O’Shea responded by saying that the county has tried to implement strategies and regulations to help limit the footprint of development. For example, recommending residential property or a proposed development be rezoned to a zoning classification with a less restrictive setback so there is less impervious area created.
Mr. Lindblom asked if conservation development such as cluster development has been discussed with potential developers?
Ms. O’Shea responded that it is an option for the developers. It can be an expensive option because the developer has to install some kind of septic or sewer system with a central water system. She said that there might be water available through a city water service. The City of Dubuque and the City of Peosta are now expanding their water systems outside the city limits. Therefore, maybe the costs associated with those types of improvements will go down.

Mr. Kaufman stated that the types of services or infrastructure that is proposed for particular development is usually determined by the mindset of the project engineer. Ms. O’Shea responded that there are a limited number of options developers have to create a central septic or sewer system. Once those types of systems become public systems, they are subject to DNR regulation.
The discussion continued on the topic of development improvements, specifically, water and septic systems. Mr. Kaufman asked Ms. O’Shea if the developer presents her with a specific development plan initially in the planning process? Mr. Lindblom asked if the county offered different plans to the developer and could we ask people to justify why they are not using other options?
Ms. O’Shea said that developers usually have a good idea of they want to accomplish in a proposed development. Most likely, the developer has already talked to a surveyor concerning their project. Once a concept has been created, then it is presented to the county at a pre-platting conference.  
Mr. Schmechel said that he has conducted Low Impact Development workshops (LID) over the last seven years to try to educate developers on low impact/conservation minded development.  Ms. O’Shea said the county is implementing more regulations concerning storm water and erosion control. She said it takes time to change development practices and mindsets regarding those issues.
Mr. Lindblom asked if we could send a letter asking how they came up with their plan? Could we suggest other options?
Mr. Schmechel explained that an area of land that has streams or steep slopes or has areas that are not developable, then those areas of the property should be highlighted as a selling point in a proposed development using it for green space, natural habitat or community recreational uses. Ms. O’Shea said that there is no low cost solution for septic systems. Developers do not see the benefits of building a central septic system. They only see the increased costs of such systems.
Ms. O’Shea stated that two criteria, as stated in the introduction chapter of the Comprehensive Plan, that should be considered regarding new development in the county is the burden that is placed on existing public services and whether the project is compliant with state and federal law. County staff needs to be informed and educated on existing state and federal laws to ensure developer compliance. 
Mr. Kaufman asked Ms. O’Shea how the Farm Bureau would respond to the proposed changes? Are they in favor of the proposed recommended changes?
Ms. O’Shea said that the individuals who commented on the plan would like to see private property rights and cost efficiency addressed in every goal in the plan. She explained that they believe that addressing property rights and cost efficiency in a separate chapter would not be as effective in highlighting that aspect as having it listed over and over again. She explained further that the Consortium felt that including cost efficiency and property rights language in only two out of fourteen chapters was not the correct way to address those concerns. Therefore, addressing the concerns in the Introductory Chapter would be the best way to incorporate them into the entire Comprehensive Plan rather than addressing them in only two of the fourteen chapters. 
Mr. Kaufman asked how people that provided input earlier will respond to the changes?
Ms. O’Shea said comments were made on almost all the goals and objectives of the new Comprehensive Plan. The individuals who made comments really thought about the plan and put a lot of work into any proposed changes. Most of the Consortium members really did not think the proposed changes were necessary. The language changes were not very drastic and they tried to incorporate the Farm Bureau’s comments into the plan. She said the next step is to place the recommended changes onto the Zoning Commission agenda for a public hearing. Then the Board will have to make a recommendation to the Board of Supervisors based on the comments we received.
Mr. Goodmann stated that he was comfortable placing the matter on the October 2014 agenda for public hearing. The remaining Board members agreed with Mr. Goodmann that the matter be placed on the Zoning Commission agenda for the October 21, 2014 meeting. Ms. O’Shea said that the Consortium is supportive of the proposed changes. They tried to incorporate the positive aspects of the comments into the new Comprehensive Plan. I think they were successful.
Ms. O’Shea then asked the Board for a motion in order to place the matter on the Zoning Commission agenda for public hearing in October.

Mr. Lindblom made a motion, seconded by Ms. Reiss to place the proposed changes to the Dubuque County Comprehensive Plan on the October 21, 2014 Zoning Commission agenda for public hearing. The motion passed unanimously. Vote: 5-0.

3. ADJOURNMENT: Ms. Klostermann made a motion to adjourn, seconded by Ms. Reiss. The motion passed unanimously. Vote: 5-0. The meeting adjourned at 6:43 p.m.
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