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Huntington Planning Commission
January 18, 2011

FLOOD HAZARD ORDINANCE REGULATIONS PUBLIC HEARING

Commissioners Attending: Tom Bailey, Everett Marshall, Gordon Miller, Heidi Weston, Heather Pembrook, Brett Lindemuth
Commissioners Absent: 
Others Present: list at end of document, created from sign in sheet

Minutes:   Heidi Racht

Town Moderator Britt Cummings, who gave an introduction of how the meeting would be run, moderated the meeting. Cummings introduced Ned Swanberg of the Vermont Agency of Natural Resources.

Swanberg covered topics that had been covered on January 12, 2010 by Gretchen Alexander and also by Swanberg at a meeting with the Planning Commission on November 22, 2010, including:

1. erosion is the biggest problem with flooding

2. biggest costs/damages are to public infrastructures

3. functions and values of flood plains

4. history of National Flood Insurance Program

5. explanation of 100-year flood (aka Special Flood hazard Area)

Swanberg also discussed 

1. how individuals can avoid disasters

a. family plan

b. practice plan

c. insurance

d. get other finances in order 

e. elevate structure  / relocate structure – expensive once it is on the ground

2. how community can avoid disasters

a. avoid known hazards

b. reduce existing exposure

c. improve emergency response – investment

d. state and federal – identify and suggest how to handle

Swanberg discussed that the flood maps did not portray the maximum disasters like a dam breach, ice and debris jam, impacts of infrastructure failure, and the “dynamic adjustment of river channels.”

He discussed the proposed ortho maps in contrast to the current flood maps, which are on paper and produced in 1978.

Additionally, Swanberg said that some culverts in Huntington are too small. For example, he pointed out that a culvert on Hinesburg Hollow Road was far below the capacity needed to move water under the road and this would result in a washout of the road.  Community would deal with costs of replacement.

Fifteen families now live in the Flood Hazard Overlay District and will be affected by future development.; 67% of these structures have insurance. Overall, 2% of the houses in Huntington are in the Flood Hazard Zone (FHZ).

The State model for the Flood Zone provides for:

1. No new structures in the Special Flood Hazard area

2. No fill

3. Any substantial improvements have to be one foot above base flood (defined as 50% cumulative over three years)

4. Project Review Sheet is generated

Other taxpayers cover the costs of 25% on non-Federal share of flood damage.

Most of the discussion following the presentation centered around the flood maps that were posted on the wall of the gym. It was ascertained that these are not the final FEMA maps, but the maps were produced by Chittenden County Regional Planning Commission (CCRPC) for the hearing.

Attendees at the hearing expressed unhappiness that they had not seen the final maps.

In answer to a comment from Jim Fecteau, about the inaccuracy of the map regarding his property, Swanberg said that he would be available after the hearing to answer questions about individual property owners.

In answer to a question from Heidi Weston about the next revision of the maps, Swanberg explained that the maps get revised every five years; the current maps are 25 years old. He also said that the frequency of map revision in Vermont is slower and that it is an “issue of proportionality.”

Discussion about LOMA, (Letter of Map Amendment) included the fact that the boundary line of the Special Flood Hazard Area could vary 38 feet. Twenty-foot contours are used in Vermont and the maps are based on best available data. A LOMA application requires a survey.

It was confirmed that the FEMA mapping is paid for by the policyholders, but the individual property owner pays for the LOMA survey.

In answer to a question from Duncan Keir about Zone A and Zone AE as to accuracy on the maps, Swanberg explained that all counties have a mix of data. The majority of the main stem of the Huntington River is more detailed and reflects elevation date (Zone AE), while the tributaries are all Zone A. He then explained that the FEMA maps would all be done from GIS data.

The panel maps are still in last-minute revisions with the most recent draft of preliminary data from the fall; there will be more labeling on the new maps.

In answer to a question from Tom Bailey about the interval of accuracy in the AE zones (village zones), Swanberg replied the detailed study levels used best available topography and the existing base flood elevation.

Mary Wills asked if the LOMAs are included on the new maps. Swanberg replied that there is a summary of all map actions and the new study will have this data, effective on the document after the maps takes effect.

Jeff Fergerson asked about the standard “by which we’re operating as the resolution of the map. Who makes the determination for LOMA?” He also asked about who determines if a property is in or out of the FHZ.

Swanberg replied that the maps “work on several levels. The community participates in the National Flood Insurance program. The community pledges to adopt regulations – [property owners] check in with the Zoning Administrative Officer. The ZOA decides if you are in or out of FHZ.” The State office can help. Banks use the maps. Third parties make a determination and recommend LOMAs to document an area of higher precision.

There was further discussion about the CCRPC maps on the wall and which data was used. Draft maps were done and on display in the Town Office in July 2009, July 2010 and September 2010. However, the most current, effective approved map is dated 1978.

Participants expressed unhappiness about the validity of the maps and people’s ability to comment on them.

It was confirmed that the maps couldn’t be changed now for this cycle of the FEMA deadline. However, LOMAs can still be approved.

Charlotte Barrowman remarked that FEMA and State laws dictated how the Commission wrote the regs. “It was given to us on a Federal timeline.”

In answer to a question about whether Swanberg’s office had approved any regs that have been less restrictive than the ones proposed for Huntington, Swanberg said that Barre City had a charter that allowed more authority to its ZAO to make decisions. Currently, 171-173 towns in Vermont have Conditional Use for flood regs.

Swanberg said that the National Flood Insurance is not a mandatory program and that the towns do not have to participate. Homeowners who cannot get private flood insurance because the town is not participating in the program will need to find potential buyers who pay cash or get insurance from the bank. Structures would not be saleable. “You have to step up and take care of the flood area; if not, you can’t be in the program.” This does not protect people “down the road.” The town has to meet requirements for State enabling legislation and the Planning Commission has to write these regs.

He then explained how the Zoning Administrative Officer, Zoning Board of Adjustment and the State were timed and that the ZBA can give a permit with conditions.

In answer to a concern about expansion of the Flood Zone, it was stated that, overall, the area had not expanded although specific areas may have expanded or contracted. The current reg is based on the 1978 maps.

After more discussion, Dori Barton noted that the town’s current flood reg has Conditional Use and the same criteria and that the proposed document is more lenient. Swanberg, in answer to a question about the depth of restriction of the flood regs in Jericho and Underhill, stated that those towns had adopted new regs last year. “Most communities in the county have new bylaws and have chosen not to put new structures in the flood plain.” He then added that with limited funding, Huntington “won’t be first in line to get support” for flood-related projects. “The community can choose.”

Pillsbury, in discussion about the value of land in the flood zone, stated, “if a person wants a piece of land badly enough, he can take his chances and build there” and again claimed that the flood zone had been expanded.  He had also felt that property owners could get flood insurance without an approved flood reg. He was also concerned with economic implications of more land in the FHZ.

Knox Cummin made a point that an acre outside the flood plain is worth more than an acre inside.   However, if the land does not qualify for flood insurance due to a lack of flood regs, the land is worthless.

After more discussion about conditional use, the discussion then returned to maps. Duncan Keir asked why the town couldn’t have a map comparison of 1978 to 2010 similar to the one of the White River that had been shown in the presentation.

The Commission confirmed that the Flood regs would remain a separate document and not be rolled into the Zoning Regulations.

Further discussion included the confusion about the title Administrative Officer (formerly Zoning Administrator)  and Town Administrator – title has been changed by State Statute; none of the structures in the flood zone are municipal; the reg allows for no net fill in the flood area.

Duncan Keir felt that building in the FHZ is “crazy” and limiting protests and is appropriate.  He said that it was important for the town to get flood insurance. He then went on to note that most of the contention at the meeting had to do with the specifics of the maps. He was “amazed” that the building requirements could be so specific, but the maps were not. 

Swanberg said he could provide a map comparing 1978 to September 2010 FHZ.

Megs Keir suggested a change to Section 162 under Permitted Uses. There should be three permitted uses, not five. She was asked to submit her edits in writing. Jim Christiansen was also asked to put his comments regarding the a change in the introduction in writing.

Moderator Britt Cummings announced that the Commission would accept written comments until January 24. The Commission decides what to do with comments.

There was more general discussion with many people staying after the meeting to read the maps.

	Adjournment
	The meeting adjourned at 9:25 pm. 
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