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Report of the Planning Board

In 2007, the Planning Board’s workload shifted as fewer lots were divided but more businesses saw Sheffield as a good town in which to start or expand a business. The board continued its focus on making the Zoning By-Laws clearer and easier to use, as well as making it easier for people to get things done. 

In 2007, 11 Form A’s were endorsed and 15 new lots created, one of which was donated to the town and provides access to the Housatonic River. This compares with 21 Form A’s endorsed in 2006, creating 24 new lots and 15 Form A’s endorsed in 2005, which created 27 new lots, 14 of which were associated with one development. 

This past calendar year saw 10 Special Permit applications filed with 7 approved, one denied and two carried over to 2008.  The Special Permit application from Sprint/Nextel will be heard in January 2008; deliberations on Berkshire Fence & Accessories will begin in January 2008. By comparison, 2 Special Permits were heard and granted in 2006, 10 were heard and approved in 2005, and 2 were heard and granted in 2004. 

Special Permits approved were: Lisa & Kurt Bartzsch for manufacturing/counter top fabrication; Cog Brewery Co for manufacturing (microbrewery); Michael & Cheryl Dutton for an accessory single family dwelling unit over their restaurant; Four Corners for a 2 year extension of an existing manufacturing special permit; Sumac Nominee Realty Trust for a major commercial development; Gail Ullman & Florence Liberman for a boarding house and Barbara & David West to create a building lot under the Alternative Lot Dimensions provision.

The board denied the application of Gregory Small & Claire Anaceron to create a building lot under the Alternative Lot Dimensions provision.

The board granted approval for a common driveway to Salisbury Road LLC for a Barnum Street development, where one driveway will serve 3 homes. Chief Boardman and the board worked with Chris Weld on his approved common driveway. 

In March, the board received feedback from the Office of the Attorney General, Municipal Law Unit, which reviewed the by-law revisions adopted at Special Town Meeting in December 2006. Their report, while generally positive, did require a few immediate changes regarding political signage, (restrictive of free speech), and the town’s Flood Hazard Zone, (inconsistent with State Building Code). Two required changes, (Lapse of Subdivision Plans and a typo regarding Special Permits for commercial signs), will be presented to voter in May 2008.

At the Annual Town Meeting in May, town voters approved two board sponsored Zoning By-Law warrant articles, one clarifying definitions associated with common driveways and a public utility facility while the second clarified the maximum size permitted for a major commercial development. In addition to thanking voters for their approvals, the board was most grateful for their approval of additional funds, which allowed the board to have Rhonda Labombard start taking over the administrative work previously done by the board’s chair. She has already made a difference. 

In 2007, the board developed procedures regarding inquiries on uses, signage and other details of the Zoning By-Laws, which are now directed to the Building Inspector.  The board’s previous guidelines regarding inquiries made outside of board meetings continued to work well. In addition, the board continued to work on improving its procedures and managing its workload.  The Form A application was redone, with an instruction sheet added, and the board adopted Rules and Regulations. The board began using templates to help manage various processes and deliberations. Board members hope to complete updating several other forms by May 2008. More information has also been posted on the town’s web site. In anticipation of the May 2008 town meeting, the board worked on several warrant articles.

Special permit applicants, and the board, have greatly benefited from the general by-law adopted by town voters last year which allows a board member to miss one session of a hearing, listen to a complete audio recording of the session, examine all materials presented and after attesting to having done so in a written statement, to participate in the decision and vote on the application. Several hearings would have had to be postponed without this by-law. As it was, applicants suffered no such delays in having their applications heard. 

The board received many questions and comments regarding the town’s signage by-laws. Due to a many factors, signs continue to be a source of confusion and frustration. The board facilitated a joint session with the Zoning Board of Appeals and the Building Inspector on this issue. Signage is a complex issue and the board unfortunately lacked the resources to tackle it this past year. 

Documentation on the town’s Master Plan was completed and made available in the Library, Town Clerk’s office and elsewhere in town hall. 

The board continued its work with the Implementation Advisory Committee (IAC) as its two subcommittees became operational. Several joint meetings were held with the IAC, the board and the Board of Selectmen. In late 2007, the Planning Board and Board of Selectmen endorsed the formation of a permanent Housing Commission, the key recommendation of the IAC Housing Subcommittee. The Planning Board worked on a BRPC funded Expedited Permitting grant sponsored by the Selectmen and will work on an Economic Development Task Force in early 2008.

Like 2006, the board saw personnel changes in 2007. Bart Elsbach and Bill Gillooly elected not to run for re-election; Don Ward, the board’s Alternate for Special Permits, was not able to serve another term due to time constraints. Two new members were elected in May: Margaret (Maggie) Z. Martin and David Smith, Sr. 

Fortunately board members continued to work well together and new members quickly came on board. They enthusiastically contributed new perspectives and volunteered for offices and assignments. More senior members explained procedures and answered questions. Chris Tomich and Tony Gulotta have taken on additional responsibilities and leadership. Nadia Milleron, the board’s secretary took minutes and kept things straight, even when there were multiple hearings in a single evening. Nadia assisted with special projects and the board appreciated her contributions.

The board wishes to recognize the contributions made by Bart Elsbach, who left the board in May after a three-year term. Bart last served as the board’s vice chair and was instrumental in the adoption of the draft Master Plan and honing its final language. He volunteered to investigate many issue and contributed a unique viewpoint, strong ethics, careful analysis and well-crafted sentences. He shepherded numerous Zoning By-Law warrant articles through town meetings. We all appreciate Bart’s continuing to make contributions as the Alternate for Special Permits and a member of the Zoning By-Law Review Committee. 

Board member Bill Gillooly, appointed in August 2006 to complete the term of Fred Gordon, also left the board in May 2007. Bill contributed a fresh view of how the board could better serve the pubic and helped move the board’s business forward during a period when the majority of the board members were new. His no-nonsense manner helped make sure business was attended to in a timely manner and his quick smile was much appreciated. The board also appreciated Don Ward’s service as the Board’s Alternate for Special Permits from July 2005 – May 2006. 

Finally, the board continues to be grateful for good working relationships with the Building Inspector, Board of Selectmen, Fire Chief Boardman, Police Chief McGarry, Zoning Board of Appeals, Conservation Commission, Town Administrator and other town boards and commissions. We appreciate the ongoing assistance provided by the Assessors Office, Town Clerk’s office, Town Counsel and Berkshire Regional Planning Commission. We are also thankful for those who attend board meetings, volunteer their time and energies to improve the Zoning By-Laws, provide feedback and vote at Town Meetings.

We look forward to serving the town in 2008. 
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