To: Planning and Zoning Commission

From: Alicia Mozian, Conservation Director

Date: September 30, 2010

RE: Text Amendment #621/P&Z Application #10-037, Changes Related to Coverage in Residential Zones 

I commend the P&Z for taking on this issue. We have urged you  taking on some of the issues that you have tackled here for quite sometime.

Your purpose statement says in part:” The proposed changes will help to reduce the overall coverage allowed in the town, to aid in the control of stormwater and to improve water quality flowing into our rivers, streams and Long Island Sound…” 
We know from the CT DEP 2004 Stormwater Quality manual that impervious areas decrease the natural stormwater purification functions of watersheds and increase the potential for water quality impacts in receiving waters. Impervious cover has emerged as a measurable, integrating concept used to describe the overall health of a watershed. Numerous studies have documented the cumulative effects of urbanization on stream and watershed ecology. Research has shown that when impervious cover in a watershed reaches between 10 and 25%, ecological stress becomes clearly apparent. Beyond 25% stream stability is reduced, habitat is lost, water quality becomes degraded and biological diversity decreases. 

Westport is broken up into 14 different watersheds and each has its own unique characteristics as far as land use is concerned: the zoning district lot sizes, the allowable uses – residential, commercial or a mix, septic or sewer, steep topography, wetlands, floodplains, soils, high groundwater. Still, I would venture to guess that since our estimates have indicated that we are approximately 95% developed that our watersheds are already at the 10 to 25%  threshold where water quality is impaired. In fact, the Planimetrics report dated September 14, 2007 proves that out in that it says the range between the total coverage in the B zones all the way to the AAA zones is between 10.07% and 25.87%.  

 If you want another opinion, I recommend you contact the Non-point Education for Municipal Officials or NEMO section at UCONN. Using aerial photography, satellites and available GIS data, they are also able to determine the amount of impervious cover in Westport. 
I would like to caution in using the numbers the Planimetrics report gave in projecting proposed coverage (though I know it was written when different coverage regs were being contemplated) in that it does not exclude the land that is classified as town-owned open space or the land held by non-governmental agencies like the Aspetuck Land Trust or Audobon. This will affect their calculated projections. 
In any event, I see stormwater runoff from impervious area as a real threat to water quality and I appreciate that you are considering this amendment as one way of addressing the issue. 

Having said all that, I presume you still have my report dated June 9, 2010 which outlines some of my concerns about the proposed changes. I am very, very happy that you decided to forego making changes to how coverage is currently calculated. The requirement of subtracting 80% of steep slopes and wetlands has been in place for at least 25 years and it hasn’t seemed to deter building that I can see but it has done a tremendous job in helping to protect resources on these types of lots that are more sensitive and susceptible to damage. So, I thank you for taking that off the table. 

I am also very happy that you have decided to consider patios and terraces in coverage. I have memos dating back to 2003 supporting this. The Conservation Commission is also on record supporting this. Let me show you a few photos of the kind of terraces and patios we are talking about. Some of these span the length of the house and can be as large as 1,000 sq. ft. Not counting these in coverage and thereby not having to provide drainage is crazy. Your proposal would now have them counted and planned for.
We do acknowledge that a small, on-grade patio, less than 200 ft. or so should not be of concern. Perhaps establishing a threshold could exempt the small patio often found on smaller lots in town. 

We also are concerned about the idea of giving credit for patios and terraces that are permeable. The way the reg is currently written seems confusing. I would especially ask that you get input and support from the Engineering Department before you do this. 

My main concern remains with how building and total coverage will be calculated.
1. If you keep the 15% building coverage requirement in the A zone and establish the same in the AA and AAA zones, I think most people will want to max out the size of the house with that 15%, leaving the remaining 10% for the pools, decks, patios, porches and terraces.  You may say what’s the difference? All in all, it is still 25%. But as I said in my June memo, does Westport really want bigger houses? Isn’t that contrary to a green energy future and sustainable building principles which are also listed as goals in your 2007 Town Plan of Development? Bigger houses also mean bigger septic system and more roof runoff and more below-ground disturbance which is becoming more and more of a really big problem in this town. 
2. I can concede to calculating pools in total coverage but calculating patios, terraces, decks and porches in total coverage rather than building coverage may also pose a real problem for the homeowner in the future and a real rush on variances. It is my experience that many home additions are proposed over these existing types of amenities usually to create a family room or sunroom, etc. There will be a transfer of this square footage from total coverage to building coverage which will result in a lot of non-conformities and variance requests. Decks and porches are at least counted in building coverage now so why not keep it that way? 
3. This will be a huge change and the people will need time to adjust. This means not only the residents but the builders, architects, engineers and surveyors. If you do pass this amendment, I suggest an effective date that allows for some adjustment and publicity and maybe even a grandfathering clause to reduce the number of variance requests. 

Thank you very much for allowing me to weigh in on this issue.
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