
 

 

Introduction  
The purpose of this memorandum is to set the stage for our upcoming conversation on July 27 about the Vision Plan 
component of the Taft Corners Form-Based Code project. The Vision Plan can be thought of as a prospective 
amendment to the Town Comprehensive Plan, once finalized with the input of all stakeholders. What lies before us, 
once we have general agreement on the Vision, is “Coding,” which constitutes the “nuts and bolts” work of turning the 
town’s aspirations for Taft corners into policy, regulations, and budget decisions.  
 
Creating a Vision that imagines Taft Corners in 2050 or even 2070 requires us all to stretch our imaginations. If you were 
to show a Willistonian in 1950 what Taft Corners looks like today, would they believe it was feasible? Would they see 
2021 Taft Corners as desirable? We do know that Willistonians who experienced the creation of Interstate 89 and the 
growth and development of the 1970’s and 1980’s spoke out for change, for a diversion from where they saw “business 
as usual” at the time headed. By the time those Willistonians wrote the 1990 Town Plan, a clearly expressed goal that 
Taft Corners become a “downtown environment with a strong pedestrian orientation” was central to the Town Plan. 
What was less clear was how to achieve such a goal. 
 

 
 
Planner Beth Humstone, one of the consultant authors of that 1990 Plan said: “There was a lot of pressure from the 
development community. They said it was pie-in-the-sky planning.” 1 The zoning that came out of the 1990 Plan was, 
according to Humstone, “tremendously weakened and would “never carry out the plan adopted by the town.” The work 
we are now engaged in presents another chance, over 30 years after that 1990 Plan, to more fully realize the original 
goal for Taft Corners using new planning and regulatory tools and in the context of social, economic, and technological 
shifts in Williston and the region. 
 
The new course will be set by this new Vision- a bold one, representing a significant departure from where Taft Corners 
is currently headed. While “business as usual” will give us buildings with high-quality finishes and well-landscaped sites, 
experience has shown that it will fall short of creating the unity between those sites and buildings that inviting streets 
and welcoming places must have.  
 
Developing a bold and forward-thinking Vision is difficult and there are elements of the Vision Plan you see today that 
are not representative of universal agreement among Planning Commission members. The Planning Commission is 
excited to begin this discussion of the Vision with the Selectboard. As a baseline, the Commission would like to identify 
four areas where there is some friction and propose a path forward for each that captures the rigorous debate 
commission members have held thus far:   

 
1 Woman with a Plan, Seven Days, Burlington, Vermont, March 19, 2003. Accessed at: https://www.sevendaysvt.com/vermont/woman-
with-a-plan/Content?oid=2127741 
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Density, Intensity, and Building Height 
 

Facts to Consider: 

• Density/intensity/increased height will assist in addressing affordability, energy efficiency, and a critical mass of 
local residents to support transit and businesses in the growth center. 

• The rate of development/change is partially governed by outside forces (Growth Management, wastewater 
capacity limits, market conditions, etc.)  

• The current rate of growth results is fewer than 5 new buildings/year in Growth Center. These buildings contain 
a mix of land uses.  

• There is a geographic boundary to the Growth Center and area subject to form-based code.  

• The Vision Plan calls for three to four story buildings.  This may result in a minor increase in the maximum 
building height (~5 feet). The Vision Plan calls for approximately 4,000 units, projected out over the next 50 
years  

• Street trees can grow in the shadows of buildings.  
 

What does the Vision Plan “lock in?” What isn’t “locked in?” 

• “Locked in” 
o General policies that most new buildings in the core areas should be 3-4 stories tall, all buildings should 

be oriented to the street, and should be located on a lot in a manner consistent with the proposed street 
sections. 

• Not “locked in” 
o Building design requirements. (footprint size, physical design elements, mitigating and differentiating 

building height through good design) 
o Dimensional requirements (lot size, build-to line, setbacks, coverage, etc.) 
o Energy goals impact on building sizes and shapes 

 
Going Forward from the Vision for Density, Intensity, and building Height:  
As the Planning Commission begins Coding, it will consider allowable building heights that will achieve the town’s 
affordability goals, while also requiring architectural elements (like requiring a pitched roof while also allowing livable 
space within that roof area) that make that height aesthetically pleasing and compatible with the changing landscape.  

 
1 Affordability can be achieved with better architectural standards and a minor adjustment to allowed building height. 
Residential density and intensity of uses can be coded for the "next increment" of these metrics while still achieving 
affordability goals. 
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Street Section Width, Adaptability, and Greenbelts 
 

Facts to Consider: 

• Walkable streets need space for bicyclists and pedestrians- there is an interplay between overall width and how 
much is for each of the elements (green vs. sidewalk/bike lane)  

• The current charge in the Town Plan is for Taft Corners to have bikeable, walkable streets. The Vision must 
reflect this.  

• There is room in the street sections for dooryards- green areas between buildings and sidewalks-but if these 
dooryards are too wide, they consume street right-of-way and make it hard or even impossible to accommodate 
walkers and bicyclists. If streets are widened too much to accommodate large dooryards, the “sense of 
enclosure” and of the street as a public place is diminished. Environmental factors such as stormwater filtration, 
snow storage, and viability of street trees will be accounted for. 

• The use of streets is rapidly changing. In the future, there may be more rideshare services coming, there may 
need to be more on-street EV charging, and there may need to be more curb space for deliveries. While the 
Vision is a starting place, street sections will have to evolve over time to accommodate new modes of 
transportation.  

 
What does the Vision Plan “lock in?” What isn’t “locked in?”  

• “Locked In”  
o General policies that streets should be designed in a manner consistent with street sections and need to 

be “walkable, bikeable, and accessible to public transportation.” 
o The general location of streets and public spaces within the Growth Center. 

• Not “Locked In” 
o What street types will be used for which roads (Regulating Plan) 
o Anything related to operations/maintenance/ownership of planned public spaces (e.g. streets and 

parks).  
 
Going Forward from the Vision for Streets:  
As the Planning Commission begins Coding, it will review street widths and configurations for the correct balance of 
green space-in dooryards and between sidewalks and curbs against the needs to move several modes of transportation, 
weather accommodations and seasonal demands, and the overall limits on the maximum viable widths of streets.  

 

 

 
2 The Vision Plan emphasizes the need for green spaces on streets, but these need more consideration during the Coding 
process. 
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Parking  
 
Facts to Consider: 

• Land is at a premium in the Growth Center. Parking consumes it with little or no value added.  

• Parking demand within the Growth Center will be met for the foreseeable future. 

• Surface parking generates stormwater runoff that impairs local waterways.  

• Private parking is harder to share between multiple leases/landowners. Shifting to street parking and carefully 
planned municipal lots allows parking to be utilized and shared more efficiently.  

• We recognize that today the GC is “drive-to” retail but that is changing. People are walking to the grocery store 
today from homes in the growth center (stores and homes that did not exist in the GC even five years ago!)  

• Demand for parking is constantly changing with technology, demographics, and lifestyles. Right-sizing parking 
will be an ongoing process. Parking in the Form Based Code can accommodate today’s realities (that Williston 
has a lot of folks driving to Taft Corners to work and shop there and those people do need to be able to park) 
while planning for flexibility to meet changing demand as the place, transportation, and society all evolve. 

• Well-designed solar canopies can improve the parking environment while meeting Energy Plan goals. 
 
What does the Vision Plan “lock in?” What isn’t “locked in?” 

• “Locked in” 
o The vision is for parking to be “right-sized” so as to not dominate the landscape/streetscape. Within that 

broad vision, there are A LOT of ways to code for adequate parking. 

• Not “Locked in” 
o Exact parking requirements per use, configurations of parking, time of day / seasonal variations, etc. 

 
Going Forward from the Vision for Parking:  
As the Planning Commission begins Coding, it will consider parking requirements that accept today’s realities while 
understanding that future demands for parking may be different as the Taft Corners area changes.  
 
 

 
3 The Vision Plan emphasizes street and structured parking. Coding for parking will involve balancing this with the 
existing “drive-to” nature of the Taft Corners retail environment.  
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Phasing and Role of Town Government 

Facts to Consider: 

• Office space is not in demand.  A mix of commercial and residential is expected to meet goals. 

• Williston cannot dictate phasing but can incentivize desired steps and disincentivize undesired steps. 

• To make the area a "place,” there must be significant public coordination and support such as municipal 
stormwater (shared between properties) and purchase and maintenance of public spaces (as we already do for 
streets).  This is a cost of the complexity of density. 

 
What does the Vision Plan “lock in?” What isn’t “locked in?” 

• “Locked in” 

o The Official Map will be used to incentivize desired infrastructure where privately supported. 

• Not “Locked in” 

o Where the core street(s) are—Williston Rd near Shaw’s vs. Wright Ave.  

o How much municipal infrastructure will be sited in the Maple Tree Place stormwater pond/Friendlies 

area.  

o Whether perimeter areas such as the EAC property of the Harvest Lane loop should have residential 

added in Step 1  

o How Williston will fund public infrastructure  

o How much ownership the town will take of public infrastructure and its costs  

Going forward from the Vision for Phasing and Role of Town Government: 

We (Planning Commission) want to brainstorm the role of the town with the Selectboard.   We also need to work with 

the consultants on specifics of phasing and land use that we are not all in agreement about. 

 
4 The Vision Plan includes extensive public green spaces that will need to be publicly purchased, developed, and 
managed.  
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Elements of General Agreement 

With these four areas identified and a path forward described for each, the Commission is ready to ask the Selectboard 
for their assent to proceed with the next phase of the form-based code project, the coding. The Planning Commission 
would like to come to agreement with the Selectboard on the Vision so the document can be publicized, and Williston 
residents can see the result of their participation and the work done so far. The Planning Commission is interested to 
hear from the Selectboard if there are other “friction points” in the Vision or areas that need particular attention in the 
process of coding.  The Commission will be in frequent contact with the Selectboard over the next 6-9 months 
throughout this process.  
 
As we have discussed in this memorandum, time is an important factor. Development continues today under the current 
rules, plans to construct “grid streets” in Taft Corners continue to evolve as they move toward constructed reality, and 
opportunities for the town to invest in green spaces, paths, and trails in Taft Corners are dwindling. Housing costs and 
availability remain a problem for many Willistonians. Sustainable transportation needs to be supported by a land use 
pattern that will make it worthwhile to operate. Climate resilience for Williston may initially mean addressing additional 
residential development pressure. Infrastructure and maintenance costs are rising. This is a once-in-a-generation chance 
to bring decades of vision-planning to fruition and secure the future of Williston. 

 
5 "Step 2070,” showing anticipated development at the far horizon on the Vision. "Step Two" is shown in the inset for 
reference. Building “closer in” before development happens at the fringes is seen as a desired outcome.  


