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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Purpose of the Comprehensive Plan

 The major purposes of the North Smithfield Comprehensive Plan are as follows:

· The Plan is a guide to the future growth and development of North Smithfield; this is an Update of the Town’s 1992 Comprehensive Plan (which replaced the Town’s first Plan dated 1969).

· The Plan sets forth a vision of what the community wishes to become during the 21st century.  

· The Plan is to be used as a guide by elected and appointed officials in making all decisions relating to the use of land and the provision of community facilities.

· The Plan is designed to improve the quality of the living, working and recreational environment as well as to promote the health, welfare and safety of all citizens and residents of North Smithfield regardless of age, sex, income or race.

· The Plan is to be used as a reference by State and local agencies in developing consistent plans and projects. 

Legal Basis of the Comprehensive Plan

Pursuant to the provisions of the Rhode Island Comprehensive Planning and Land Use Act of 1988 as amended, all Rhode Island towns and cities are required to update and/or replace prior Comprehensive Plans.  The State allows each community to determine the level of detail provided in an update.  The act prescribes the following:

· Nine required plan elements.

· Coordination with the planning of neighboring communities.

· Participation by the general public in the planning process. 

· Procedures for adopting and amending the plan.

· Procedures for State review and appeals of State decisions.

· Consistency with the State Guide Plan.

· Bringing the zoning ordinance and map into conformance with the Comprehensive Plan within eighteen months of the plan's adoption.
Planning Efforts

North Smithfield’s plan was locally adopted in 1992 and certified by the State in 1995. The five-year update was due in 2000 and extensions were granted through February 29, 2004.  

· The Plan’s updating began, as the State required, in the year 2000.  However, primarily as a result of wanting to utilize the new Census data, the Update’s completion was postponed.  

· In May 2001 the Blackstone River Valley National Heritage Corridor Commission completed Buildout Analysis for the region and the Town.  The results of the buildout are incorporated in the plan. 

· On January 20, 2001 Dr. John Mullin of the University of Massachusetts conducted a charette designed to help citizens articulate the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats facing North Smithfield.  Findings and recommendations from the charette have also been incorporated into this document. 

· In August 2001 a written survey was sent out to approximately 7,900 of the Town’s registered voters as a component of the Visioning Study and served as critical input to this Update.

· In February 2002 the Planning Board begins reviewing and amending Goals and Policies for the Update.  

· February 2002 Louis Berger Group completes Phase I of a Growth Management Plan.

· In November 2003 the Planning Board and members of other Boards viewed a presentation by Randall Arendt pertaining primarily to the protection of North Smithfield’s natural and cultural resources through the use of the Conservation Development Design concept.  This effort, paid for through the RI Department of Environmental Management (DEM) resulted in a critique of our development regulations with suggestions for improving them.  
· In November 2003 Applied Geographics, Inc. completed the Town’s parcel database allowing for parcel specific analysis and preparation of Comprehensive Plan maps 

· In 2004 the Woonasquatucket River Watershed Council along with Dodson Associates hosted a series of meetings and workshops and developed a set of maps to help citizens identify their most critical natural, cultural and recreational resources areas. 
· In July 2004 the Town hired Barbara Sokoloff Associates to prepare the mandated Affordable Housing Production Plan (AHPP). The Town adopted the AHPP in December 2004 as an appendix to the Comprehensive Plan.

· In February 2005, the Town hired Katia Balassiano to assist with the preparation of the Update. 

· On July 21, 2005, the Planning Board recommended adoption of the Comprehensive Plan after receiving public input during a two night public hearing. 

Plan Organization

The North Smithfield Comprehensive Plan has been organized into thirteen (13) sections as follows:  Section A introduces the plan and Section B provides an area where amendments may be recorded; Sections C through L are the nine planning elements required by the Comprehensive Planning and Land Use Act plus a special element for the John H. Chaffee Blackstone River Valley National Heritage Corridor.  The 1992 Plan and its format served as the base document.  Text has been updated, as appropriate.  The Implementation Element is comprised of two parts to help bridge the old and new proposals.  Specifically, there is a 2005 Action Table, which lists current goals, policies and actions, their timeframes, costs, and who is responsible for their implementation; the second section provides a list of the proposed actions contained in the 1992 document and their status.  Incomplete or ongoing proposed actions from 1992 are brought forward and are contained in the 2005 Action Table.    

Findings:

A brief summary of major recommendations or changes in each element follows.  Background on changes is provided where appropriate.  

Land Use

Changes in Land Use element reflect that there have been changes made in all the other elements.  The Future Land Use Plan, Figure D-1 is a graphic representation of the land use that we envision for various areas of Town.  Notable changes in proposed land use include the addition of several new zoning districts including:  

Open Space – This zone is proposed for all Town owned recreation and open space areas and lands purchased with state open space funds or other protected conservation land such as Audubon. 

Agricultural Business- The Planning Board after reviewing several applications for expansion of local agricultural based businesses decided that it was necessary to develop a special district that recognizes the need for working farms to have onsite retail opportunities in order to remain viable.  Areas include Wright’s Dairy, Goodwin Brothers Farm Stand, Smith’s Orchard, Trout Brook Equestrian Center, Phoenix Rising Horse Farm, Marshall Equestrian/Animal Clinic, Jacques Farm/vineyard, Wild Wind Farm and the Deer Path Farm. 
Village Residential- This district is contemplated to include existing residential developments such as Laurelwood and Colonial Village and other areas within or adjacent to established villages that if developed for multifamily housing will have limited impact on town services.  Limited commercial development would also be allowed. 

Mill Rehabilitation - Created to provide opportunities for the reuse of under utilized mill structures and complexes.  Areas include Slaterville Mill, Branch River and the former Tupperware complex adjacent to Blackstone.

Mixed-Use Retail – This district was created in recognition of the “Dowling Village” development, which retains a vested Master Plan approval.  The Town Council could consider rezoning this area to the proposed Mixed Use Office/Commercial zone, which in its draft form will have limited opportunities for retail development. A change to this zone will not affect the vested Master Plan as the Comprehensive Plan Consistency issue was addressed with the 2004 Comprehensive Plan amendment.

Mixed Office/Commercial- This district is proposed to allow for the development of campus-style executive office complexes on several sites that can take advantage of highway access along 146 and the North Smithfield Industrial Highway.  Areas include land along Quaker Highway/Central Street, former Homestead Garden site and a large area west of 146 near Wortleberry Hill and Greenville Road. The Quaker Highway/Central Street Site and Wortleberry Hill site are both identified in the North Smithfield Industrial Site Survey as potential sites for industrial development. Abutters of the Wortleberry Hill site expressed concern about potential environmental impacts of this rezoning at the Planning Board public hearings.  To allay some of the concerns the Town Council might propose the elimination of the portion of the proposed new zone that is located within the Woonsocket Reservoir watershed.  

Other proposed changes in the Future Land Use Plan are contemplated in the village areas so that the Plan and eventually zoning will reflect actual development densities.  For instance, areas in Slatersville have developed over the years at densities commensurate with the RU-20 zone while the Land Use Plan indicates densities in line with the RS-40 zone.  Other land use changes are proposed to allow for increased density in and around village centers and in areas served by municipal sewers to promote the development of affordable housing as required in the Affordable Housing Production Plan.  Conversely, other areas have been proposed for lower density development due to poor soils and proximity to drinking water supply reservoirs.  

Changes proposed in the Future Land Use Plan will result in corresponding changes in zoning designations. These proposed zone changes are detailed in Table D-4.1 “Proposed Zone Changes”, Page D-23.  

Additional Proposals 

Given the recent discussions with the Planning Board about impact fees, the Town Council should consider adding a policy under Goal #1 calling for the development of an “impact fee” or “fair share development fee”  to ensure that capital costs attributable to new development, are borne by new development. 

Also given recent discussions of Dowling Village and “Big Box” retail in general, I recommend that the Town Council consider a revision to Land Use Goal #7 and consider adding a new policy under Goal 7 as follows: GOAL 7. “ENCOURAGE GROWTH OF APPROPRIATELY SCALED RETAIL AND COMMERCIAL DEVELOPMENT NECESSARY TO SERVE NEIGHBORHOOD AND TOWN NEEDS”.  Policy E. “Develop size limits for retail structures that discourage “Big Box” retail development.”  

Housing

A 2004 revision of Chapter 45-53 Low and Moderate Income Housing Act mandated that all communities prepare an Affordable Housing Production Plan (AHPP).  AHPPs are required to contain specific strategies for achieving and maintaining the 10% affordable housing goal set within Chapter 45-53.  The 2004 Affordable Housing Plan prepared by Barbara Sokoloff was originally submitted as an appendix of the Comprehensive Plan, and has replaced the bulk of the current Housing Element.  All of Barbara Sokoloff’s text has been kept, although the document has been reformatted to make it compatible to the other Elements.  Sokoloff’s Action Table has become the basis for the new Implementation Table in Element L.

As indicated in the Land Use element there are areas slated for rezoning to allow for greater density.  There are other actions and ordinances proposed that will help remove barriers that prevent the development of affordable housing.  Some of these include:

· New by-right provisions that will make it easier to develop duplexes in appropriate areas.  

· An inclusionary zoning amendment that will require an affordable housing component in all future residential development. 

· A new ordinance that will require 10% of all units in a mill rehab project are affordable.

· Creation of an Affordable Housing Committee.

· Establish partnerships with local non-profit developers to further affordable housing goals.

The Locations Summary Table E-4.3 on Page E-32 lists specific projects where there are opportunities for affordable housing, lists regulatory actions to be taken and details the expected number of affordable units to be generated.  Map E-1 shows the location of these site-specific opportunities.

Economic Development

This section was rewritten and updated by Scott Gibbs of New England Economic Development Services.  There is a new emphasis on building the Town’s capacity to manage a strategic economic development program. Another new goal calls for the Town to develop a strategic infrastructure investment program in high priority business development areas to allow for business retention and expansion. 

Natural and Cultural Resources

New policies were added by the Planning Board and recommended by the Conservation Commission that reflect the community’s desire to protect natural and cultural resources from inappropriate change including.  

· Revisions to the soil erosion and sediment control and aquifer protection ordinances 

· A new regulation to prevent clear cutting of properties that are being reviewed by the Planning Board. 

· Implementation of the Phase II Stormwater Management Plan.

· The implementation of conservation development design concepts in the review of land development proposals 

· Ranking key parcels for acquisition utilizing the Woonasquatucket Greenspace Mapping Project (WGMP).  

Other items added or updated include:

· References to the new Hazard Mitigation Plan and the “Slatersville Area Plan”.

· Text describing the existence of the Watershed Councils.  

· A list of rare and endangered species 

· Historic Areas and Historic Landscapes 

· Farm, forest and open space tax status properties have been updated.  

Services and Facilities 

New policy additions include: 

· One urging cooperation and sharing of information between the boards and commissions that oversee municipal infrastructure to ensure that impacts of expansion of these systems is not contrary to the Land Use Plan.  

· A policy urging the continued discussion of a regional water system.

The section on schools has been updated utilizing the discussion from the Gilbane/RGB 2004 School Facilities Master Plan.  Facility inventories for the major departments have been updated and reflect the recent fire and rescue reorganization and the disbanding of the Water Authority.  The plan also reflects that the 1993 Wastewater Facilities Plan needs to be updated and that the library is at capacity.

Open Space and Recreation

Major recommendations include:

· Implementation of Phase I and II of the Pacheco Park expansion and the development of an interpretive park at the Mammoth Mill/Kelly Park

· Development of an open space ranking process. 

· Funds be sought for the development of greenways and bike paths including the Northwest Bike Trail/Woonasquatucket River Bikeway and a Branch River trail

· Development of a fee in-lieu of land dedication for subdivisions and land development projects is suggested as a means of funding the purchase of key parcels of open space.  

Emphasis is placed on trying to create greenways rather than isolated fragments of open space that do little for maintaining biodiversity.  

The recreational needs, in terms of acres for active purposes, were updated and recalculated and reconciled with the findings contained in the School Master Plan and build-out.  The deficit in town owned acres for active recreation is expected to grow from 17.5 acres to 19.5 acres based on very slow growth projections provided by the State.    

Circulation

Key policies added include:

· Development of a scenic road inventory and scenic road ordinance.

· Develop and implement a road improvement program.  

· Implementation of traffic calming and speed control measures as a way of promoting traffic safety. 

· Increase opportunities for pedestrian access and bicycle access. 

Current RIDOT Transportation Improvement Projects are included and traffic volume data has been updated.

Blackstone River Valley National Heritage Corridor

This Element has been reformatted to be compatible to the other Elements and text has been added to support the Corridor Commission’s reauthorization by Congress in 2006.

Implementation

This Element now contains two sections: a 2005 Action Table that lists all of the Goals, Policies and Actions with costs, sources, responsibilities and timeframes, as well as a section that identifies those tasks that were contained in the 1992 Plan that are no longer included because they have been completed or are no longer relevant or accurate.
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