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I.     INTRODUCTION

The Our Town Citizen Activists Association (OTCAA) is a non-profit organization of concerned citizens who wish to play an integral role in the development of Our Town and its surrounding community.  It is comprised of people from all walks of life, and particularly prides itself on voicing the concerns of farmers and environmentally-conscious citizens.  In the past, OTCAA has successfully negotiated issues between local government officials and local citizens groups and has played a role in planning policy in and around Our Town for many years.


This document is intended to communicate OTCAA’s opinion on the proposed urban growth boundary expansion project for Our Town.  The organization’s intent is to see to it that ordinary citizen’s opinions are voiced and respected, and that both city and county comprehensive plans, as well as the statewide planning goals, are met and their policies are abided by.


OTCAA acknowledges the fact that growth is inevitable in and around our community, and agrees that a plan of action must be undertaken in order to proactively deal with this growth.  The question is whether the proposal in question is the best plan for the city to adopt, and whether this proposal is in accordance with statewide planning goals as well as the Our Town and Our County comprehensive plans.  In the following document we will justify our opposition to the current proposal and suggest some initial points to consider when an alternate plan is to be crafted.

II.     BACKGROUND

The Our Town Comprehensive City Plan was developed in the 1970s and was last reviewed in 1990.  The original urban growth boundary (UGB) remained unchanged after that review.


The second periodic review process, recently completed, indicates that Our Town and Our County are not immune from the population pressures experienced by other locales around the state.  New employment and population figures, along with corresponding land use needs, suggest a revised ‘plan of action’.  The City Council recently proposed an expansion of Our Town’s UGB in order to proactively deal with these new issues facing our community.


Around the time the City Council decided to pursue the UGB expansion, it received a proposal from a prominent local businessman, Mr. Bigg, to expand the UGB onto his property (see fig. 1).  Mr. Bigg would like to develop a new residential area there, and a preliminary report has been prepared which details his plan.  Mr. Bigg’s proposal is well-known has garnered support in many circles amongst the city and county governments.

III.     CITY AND COUNTY COMPREHENSIVE PLANS


Both the city’s and the county’s comprehensive plans are typical of many such plans in Oregon.  The following are the goals and policies of each:

III.a.  County Comprehensive Plan

Goals

1.  Preserve agricultural land

2.  Preserve forest land

3.  Curb sprawl

4.  Protect river systems

Policies

1.  Shall apply EFU zoning to protect inventoried agricultural lands (Classes I-III).

2.  Shall apply forest zoning to protect inventoried forest lands (Classes I and II).

3.  Shall follow LCDC Goal 2 when taking any exceptions in agricultural and forested areas

4.  Shall use minimum lot sizes to protect agricultural lands; EFU 20 for Classes I-II; EFU 40 for Classes III-IV; and EFU 100 for Class V.

III.b. City Comprehensive Plan

Goals
1.  Concentrate urban growth within the UGB

2.  Increase housing densities

3.  Provide urban level services to support urban level development

4.  Protect life and property from floods and landslides

5.  Protect the natural environment

6.  Grow sequentially and contiguously to avoid leapfrog patterns

7. Curb sprawl

Policies

1.  Low residential designations shall be 1 to 5 dwellings per acre.

2.  Medium residential designations shall be over 5 and no more than 10 dwellings per acre.

3.  Shall allow cluster development.

4.  Shall follow LCDC Goal 14 when expanding the UGB.

5.  Shall increase density greater than 3.0 dwellings per acre.

6.  Shall discourage development in flood zones and on erosion hazard soils.

7.  Shall protect wetlands and sensitive species.

8.  Shall allow neighborhood commercial in conjunction with low and medium residential areas.

9.  Shall protect streams and rivers with 50 foot setbacks beyond high banks.   

IV.     THE URBAN GROWTH BOUNDARY


Perhaps the most prevalent goal which is common to both the city’s and the county’s comprehensive plans (see sections III.a.3 and III.b.7) is the intent to “curb sprawl.”  In fact, the implementation of this important goal is the essence behind the very notion of a comprehensive plan in Oregon, and is the main guiding principle behind the UGB designation.  Curbing sprawl is one of OTCAA’s major concerns as well.


A town’s UGB is made all the more important by the fact that it is a ‘bridge’ between a city and a county in the sense that it’s location and characteristics are to be agreed upon by both entities.  It is a common link between two governments that are intricately tied to one another yet function separately.  Besides designating the limit of a city’s expansion onto county land, the UGB is designed to accommodate future projections of population expansion.  It is the most important tool we have to combat sprawl, which is one of the biggest dangers facing our nation today.  Thus, a proposal for expanding a city’s UGB needs to be looked at with scrutiny and a well-informed, non-biased eye.  OTCAA believes that the current proposal being considered was not created in the public interest, but rather in the interest of a few individuals without the concern for the protection of farmland, sensible growth, and preservation of our natural resources.

V.     LAND USE GOALS


The 1971 Land Conservation and Development Commission (LCDC), formed in tandem with the passing of the Oregon Land Use Planning Act, clearly outlines 19 goals that must be met by proposed planning ordinances in the state of Oregon.  These goals are generally divided into three categories: process goals, which include citizen involvement and land use planning; development goals, which include items such as recreation, transportation, and housing interests; and resource goals, which encompass the largest number of interests such as the preservation of agricultural lands, natural resources, open spaces, and forest areas.  OTCAA has identified four of these goals as being especially crucial to out main interests; we will use these four goals as the outline for our opposition to Mr. Bigg’s plan.

V.a.  CITIZEN INVOLVEMENT

Citizen involvement is the basis for the existence of the OTCAA.  It is stated in Oregon’s statewide planning goals that we must “develop a citizen involvement program that insures the opportunity for citizens to be involved in all phases of the planning process.” (Our County’s and Our Town’s planning goals and policies do not mention the concept of citizen involvement).

Thus far, the UGB expansion proposal has been anything but a citizen-involved effort.  Mr. Bigg designed his proposal without contacting any citizen’s groups and his influence in our community ensured that the proposal would get a fair hearing by the city council from the beginning.  The staff report on which the city’s hearings on the project are based was a product of a group of consultants hired exclusively by Mr. Bigg himself.  The City Council’s explanation for this unconditional acceptance of Mr. Bigg’s staff report was that such a venture was too expensive for the city’s yearly budget to absorb.  Yet no alternative methods for raising funds to produce an unbiased, alternative report (such as dipping into city coffers) were ever proposed.  We are all aware of Mr. Bigg’s influence upon the city of Our Town.  He is brother-in-law to the mayor (who is also the owner of the largest ice cream parlor in town), owns the hog-rendering plant (which is among the top-five largest employers in the county), as well as a significant amount of land in and around the city.  He has bestowed Our Town with various favors throughout the years, even granting the city a sewage treatment easement through his property some years ago.  We believe that the overwhelming acceptance of Mr. Bigg’s proposal by the City Council thus far is not based on the merits of the proposal itself but on the financial and social implications that support of Mr. Bigg’s personal plans would bring to the council and its members.

An analysis of the City Council’s demographics sheds some light on why this is the case.  Many of the current City Council members are young, relative newcomers to our community; three of them were in secondary school when the city’s comprehensive plan was developed in 1983, and four of them were not even residents of Our County at that time.  It is perhaps not surprising  that at the time of this document, none of them have even read the comprehensive plan in its entirety, and we are skeptical as to whether any of them are even aware of the statewide planning goals or their implications.  (Both of these facts were recently revealed to the community through a local citizen’s ‘watchdog’ group).

The Our County Board of Commissioners, on the other hand, is a more experienced and ‘seasoned’ group of citizens.  Two members of OTCAA are on this board.  The city and county have historically enjoyed a mutually beneficial relationship and generally agree on most issues including the projected urban sprawl problem.

For the proposed UGB expansion plan to be approved, it must be endorsed by the Our County Board of Commissioners.  Thus, it is our hope that upon reading this document, the County Board of Commissioners will agree that the current proposal is haphazard and ill-planned and will either adopt a similar counter-proposal such as ours or create its own alternative proposal.

V.b.  RETAINING AGRICULTURAL LANDS
The goal of retaining agricultural lands is one of the most important land use goals in our state.  Agriculture has been a mainstay of our economy since our state’s inception in the 19th century, and the current problem of urban sprawl all over our state is a huge threat to our agricultural land.  The statewide planning goal regarding the preservation and maintenance of agricultural lands states that agricultural land “shall be preserved and maintained for farm use, consistent with existing and future needs for agricultural products, forest and open space.”  Our County’s Comprehensive Plan also states the preservation of agricultural land as a goal (see section III.a.1); the city’s comprehensive plan does not mention agricultural lands.  OTCAA regards the current proposal as being counter to the state’s and county’s goals of preserving agricultural land.

Almost the entire 300 acres proposed for UGB expansion is designated in the county’s comprehensive plan for agricultural use (see fig. 3).  This parcel of land is extremely valuable in keeping our agricultural heritage alive around Our Town, because it is one of only four zoned parcels of land in the immediate vicinity of Our Town (see fig. 7).   Besides the parcel in question, there are agriculturally-zoned parcels on the northwest and south sides of the existing UGB.  To the east and west of Our Town are designated forest areas that are not suitable for agriculture.

The practice of farming near large urban areas is crucial to the practice of agriculture in our society.  “Metro-farmers” produce 2/3 of this country’s fruits and vegetables and 40% of its dairy products.  These “metro-farms” are more productive and are twice as valuable as non-metro farms precisely because of their proximity to metro areas whose populations create a higher demand for a farmer’s product.  Allowing the proposed development on such an important parcel of agricultural land would forever remove a quarter of Our Town’s “metro-farming” area.  

Mr. Bigg’s 300-acre land parcel contains some of the best Class I and II (agricultural ratings) found in our valley (see fig. 5).  It is stated in the statewide planning goals that conversion of agricultural lands to urbanizable land must consider the “retention of Class I, II, III, and IV soils in farm use.”  It is true that agricultural land may be designated as ‘marginal’ as to facilitate development; however, observation of the soils designation in fig. 5 reveals that the parcel in question is anything but agriculturally ‘marginal’.

V.c.  TRANSPORTATION CONSIDERATIONS
Mr. Bigg believes that one of the most attractive facets of his proposed development is its proximity to State Highway 1.  His parcel is adjacent to a four-lane highway with center turn lanes and may seem to be a logical proposal.  However, analysis of this aspect of the situation suggests that an alternative should be explored.

The issue of transportation, like the retaining of agricultural lands, is an important land planning goal.  Without reasonable consideration given to projected transportation needs, the quality of life in communities can dramatically decrease.  Goal 12 in the statewide planning goals is such to “provide and encourage a safe, convenient, and economic transportation system.”  This goal also states that a transportation plan should consider all modes of transportation and avoid principle reliance upon any one mode of transportation.

OTCAA believes that the current UGB expansion proposal is a classic case of planning taking more of in interest in maximizing local property-tax revenues and land values than to ensure the proper functioning of an existing road network.  State Highway 1 is the major vehicular artery through our town and therefore any issues concerning it are of utmost importance.  It is OTCAA’s concern that the strip of Highway 1, if the proposed UGB expansion is undertaken, will suffer from the “miracle mile” phenomenon.  This refers to the scenario seen in countless locales across the country where new commercial or residential development has sprung up in previously rural areas.  This instant creation of commercial space along existing stretches of rural highways has proven to be detrimental.  In such locations, ‘nodes’ have been created at existing intersections where commercial development is concentrated.  Not only do these nodes cause more traffic congestion and accidents, but they are also detrimental to the continued functioning of commercial downtown hubs.  OTCAA feels the fact that the proposed UGB expansion is concentrated in one particular area makes the creation of one or more nodes inevitable.  Mr. Bigg’s report states that to extend public transportation services out to his new development would be relatively simple, and we applaud this line of thinking, but it still would not prevent commercial nodes from springing up.  An analysis of current transportation preferences shows that a relatively low percentage of Our Town’s population takes advantage of our public transit system, and we feel there is no reason to think this trend will change if the new development is carried out.  We feel that even if action were taken to deter the creation of nodes, the sheer increase in traffic congestion along that stretch of highway, resulting in the concentrated nature of the proposed development, would prove detrimental to our community.

V.d.  PRESERVATION OF NATURAL RESOURCES/OPEN SPACE
In OTCAA’s opinion, this is perhaps the most critical issue with respect to the proposed development.  In the present age of increased human pressures on the environment, preserving our natural resources and open space is critical in planning.  This is why the statewide planning goals devote significant attention to this issue.

Oregon’s planning Goal 5 states that we must “conserve open space and protect natural and scenic resources.”  It also states that the location, quantity, and quality of certain resources should be inventoried.  The relevant resources to the parcel in question in Our Town are fish and wildlife habitats, wetlands, scenic waterways, and scientifically significant natural areas.  The County Comprehensive Plan also asserts as one of its goals to “protect river systems”, while the City’s Comprehensive Plan rather is designed (rather vaguely) to “protect the natural environment” (see sections III.a.4 and III.b.5).

Very little attention has been given to these issues thus far by the City Council with respect to the proposed UGB expansion project.  The 300-acre parcel of land in question contains the richest assortment of wetlands and rare plants within a several miles of Our Town (see fig. 6).  The only other area in the Our Town vicinity that comes close to having this much ecological diversity is to the southeast of the current UGB (also in a county agriculturally-zoned area).  

Development of the type proposed by Mr. Bigg in this 300-acre parcel will have dire consequences for the wetland plants (some of them rare and endangered), as well as the thousands of migrating waterfowl and other animals that frequent the area.  Though much of the expansion parcel is west of Our River, water pollution will likely pose a major problem.  As the land is developed, the amount of impervious surfaces decreases, resulting in a decrease of natural water into the soil.  The end result is an increased amount of water that flows off the site into the river.  Studies in other parts of the country show that sediment runoff into adjacent streams and rivers from a developed site increase a thousand fold or more.  This is particularly true when development is taking place near or on the 100-year floodplain (as would be the case with Mr. Bigg’s property).  Although Mr. Bigg proposes a low density residential development for his property (see fig. 2), OTCAA feels as though water pollution in the adjacent Our River would still be a significant problem.

Besides water pollution, entire sections of wetland are proposed for development, including a large wetland area northwest of the North Creek/Our River confluence (see fig. 6).  The area around this confluence is also a favorite spot for birdwatchers and recreation-minded citizens who wish to observe nature in an unspoiled environment.

VI.     AN ALTERNATIVE PLAN

It is not the intent of OTCAA to simply criticize the current proposal without making suggestions for improvements.  While our position on the current UGB expansion proposal is unfavorable, we are willing to work with Mr. Bigg to come up with a better alternative.  This is in keeping with the spirit of citizen involvement which we alluded to in section V.a.


In this section of the document we wish to propose alternative ideas that we would like to see adopted to some degree in the final plan.  Whether incorporating these suggestions results in a completely alternative plan, or a revision of the current proposal remains to be seen.  OTCAA sees it simply as a starting ground from which to craft a plan that is to everyone’s liking.


It is obvious that a new plan to accommodate growth in Our Town needs to be created.  The first question to be addressed is whether the UGB needs to be expanded at all, and if so, by how much.  The current UGB contains a population of 12,000 and covers an area of 1,880 acres.  The most recent periodic review calculation show a need for 590 acres of new low density (L) residential land (4 dwelling units per acre, 2.5 persons per dwelling unit.)  Thus, in 20 years the population is projected to grow by 5,900 persons.  The figure of 4 dwelling units per acre is not as high as it could be, but surveys of Our Town residents indicate that most people would prefer an expansion of the UGB to an increase in unit density within the city limits.


Inside the city limits and existing UGB, 290 acres of L residential land remain and there is a need for about 300 acres of new L residential land.  Thus, the current amount of L residential land will not satisfy the projected need for land.  OTCAA agrees with the city’s assessment that the UGB needs to be expanded.


OTCAA disagrees with the amount of acreage proposed for the UGB expansion, however.  Expanding development within the current UGB will satisfy the bulk of the needed expansion in the near future.  We recommend a new, independent study to determine exactly how much land is needed for UGB expansion. Instead of concentrating the expansion of the UGB in one large area, OTCAA proposes spreading out the expansion by placing some of it on the south and northwest sides of the current UGB (see figs. 8 and 9).  There are several reasons for this suggestion.  The following is a list of our reasons and our findings to support our reasoning:

· Of the 4 designated agriculture parcels adjacent to the current UGB, the southwest and northwest parcels are the smaller two (see fig. 7).

· There are plenty of parcels greater than 5 acres in size in either the southern or the northern agricultural areas alone to nearly equal the acreage of Mr. Bigg’s property (200 acres alone between the Highway 1 buffer and the forest boundary to the west (compare figs. 10 and 11 to fig. 4).  In both cases this is true when taking into account the county zoning ordinances on EFU (Exclusive Farm Use) minimum lots sizes for agricultural lands (section III.a).

· Expansion into these parcels could comprise of a variable amount of land.  The county has divided these areas into several smaller parcels and any combination of these set aside for development would be appropriate.  This would allow flexibility as to the amount of land eventually needed for a UGB expansion, as well as an easier time facilitating  negotiations with the Our County Board of Commissioners.

· Like Mr. Bigg’s property on the northeast wide, these areas are easily accessible via State Highway 1.  By splitting up the UGB expansion more evenly, however, it would be easier to avoid the “miracle mile” phenomenon, i.e., the creation of commercial nodes, that have besieged other parts of our state.

· Neither of  the parcels we propose for expansion contain wetlands, rare plants, or any other ecologically sensitive areas.

· Our proposed parcels are far away from the 100-year floodplain.

· While both of our proposed expansion areas are designated agricultural, they are both more likely to be considered ‘marginal’ agricultural lands due to the fact that their soils are mostly Class IV and Class V.  Thus, they are not as valuable as the other two agricultural parcels to the northeast and southeast.

· These agricultural lands on the southwest and northwest sides of town are bordered by forested open space on the west.  It has been proven nationwide that land bordering open space acquires and retains more value than land that is located away from open space.  In developing Mr. Bigg’s parcel on the northeast side of town, the very open space that makes the land so valuable (i.e., wetlands, marshes) would be developed so as to lower the value of the development sites themselves.

· Extension of utilities would be as straightforward as they would be for Mr. Bigg’s property (with the exception of the sewage line, which runs through Mr. Bigg’s property).  Our proposed northwest parcel is quite close to the sewage treatment plant, and other utility extensions could simply be made from existing adjacent residential areas. The southwest parcel is also adjacent to a designated rural residential area, and the northern parcel would actually include a parcel of existing rural residential land (see fig. 9).

· The parcel of rural residential designated land just north of the current UGB would be absorbed into the proposed new UGB.  Residents there are likely to support this plan, since enclosing their property into the UGB would result in higher property values for them.

· This alternative plan adheres more closely to the LCDC Statewide Planning Goals, the City’s Comprehensive Plan, and the County’s Comprehensive Plan.  In particular:


-  It concentrates more growth within the current UGB (City Plan)


-  It protects life and property from floods (City Plan)


-  It protects the natural environment (City Plan)

-  It avoids leapfrog growth patterns and promotes more even and sequential

            growth (City Plan)


-  It curbs sprawl (City and County Plans)


-  It preserves the more valuable Class I-II agricultural land (County Plan)


-  It protects river systems (County Plan)

-  It provides an orderly and efficient transition from rural to urban land use (City         
Plan and Statewide Planning Goals)

-  It is more conducive to citizen involvement (Statewide Planning Goals)

VII.     CONCLUSION

It is the hope of the OTCAA that this document will stimulate much-needed discussion on the issue of the expansion of Our Town’s UGB.  We believe that a more educated and knowledgeable basis is needed before any rational decisions can be made regarding this important issue.  


Any questions, comments, or suggestions should be directed to OTCAA.

