Citizen Planner
Peer-to-Peer
Roundtable

Meeting Notes

March 20, 2025
Community Church of Harrisville and Chesham
Harrisville, NH

An Event Co-Organized by
Southwest Region Planning Commission and
the Monadnock Resource Alliance

Participants

Mark Murdough, Antrim; Tom Julius, Gilsum; Heidi Bukoski, Gilsum; Kevin Woolley, Fitzwilliam; Dennis
Marlan, Walpole; Jeff Miller, Walpole; Fran Shippee, Chesterfield; Christine Robidoux, Temple; Paul
Roth, MRA; Lisa Anderson, Harrisville; Nate Bernitz, UNH Extension; Leslie Casey, Sullivan; Todd Horner,
SWRPC; Chloe Gross, SWRPC.

Introduction

Todd welcomed everyone and started a round of introductions. Eight towns were
represented at the Roundtable: Antrim, Chesterfield, Fitzwilliam, Gilsum, Harrisville,
Hinsdale, Sullivan, Temple, and Walpole.

Lisa Anderson gave the group a quick history of Harrisville and its planning challenges.
Harrisville was incorporated in 1870 to create a path for an east-west rail line to pass
through to Hancock as some surrounding towns did not support the project. The historic
district of Harrisville has unique planning challenges, as it is designated as a National
Historic District and is still reliant on old family covenants for some of its deed history.

Currently the town is comprised of about 1,000 residents. A community survey garnered
221 responses. Housing is a challenge for Harrisville as many of the affordable housing
options are not being filled by younger people and families but instead retirees seeking to
downsize but remain in town. A housing success story for Harrisville is “Peanut Row.”
These small, historic dwellings located near Sunset Beach have been discussed as an
existing housing type in Harrisville that may provide a model for future development of a
“cottage court” zoning ordinance.
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Tom Julius gave a quick history of the Monadnock Resource Alliance (MRA) and how these
roundtables were developed by the MRA’s “Soft Infrastructure” subcommittee to support
rural citizen planners. Tom defined soft infrastructure as the rules and regulations that
govern local planning and land use. It was emphasized that the roundtables are leading to
new resources being made available to citizen planners in the Monadnock Region and
across the state. Examples include the recent PLAN webinar about Class VI Roads and
UNH Extension’s Building Trust in your Community webinar. The Class VI Roads webinar
was created as a direct response to feedback gathered by Noah Hodgetts at NH OPD who
attended the Temple Roundtable. Likewise, Nate Bernitz at UNH Extension was able to cite
the Temple Roundtable as evidence that resources - like webinars — about building
community trust is relevant to NH’s citizen planners. Both webinars were positively
received by Monadnock Region attendees.

Town Meeting debrief and other community updates

The next part of the Roundtable provided space for each town to provide a recap of their
Town Meeting and/or announce other community updates. It was noted that all attending
towns are on a March Town Meeting schedule and have finished meetings and elections by
March 20, 2025.

Representatives from Walpole reported that eight proposed zoning amendments
suggested in a recent zoning audit conducted by SWRPC with technical support from Carol
Ogilvie passed overwhelmingly, despite the length of the amendment language. The town
also passed a proposed ordinance that prohibits formula businesses within the
commercial district. A zoning amendment proposed by petition would have prohibited
drive-up window service for certain retail establishments. The amendment was not
supported by the planning board due in part to its potential discriminatory effect against
handicapped individuals. The amendment failed by a wide margin.

The representative from Sullivan reported that there were no zoning amendments on the
ballot. Gilsum notably changed the size of its Planning Board from a seven-member body
to a five-member body.

Temple passed all six proposed amendments. Several pertained to ADUs: easing acreage-
requirements for detached units, permitting two units (an attached and a detached) per
single family property, increasing flexibility for unit sizes, and reducing parking spot
requirements. Other amendments included those that corrected ZBA language about
alternates and that permitted conversion of single family structures into multi-family
dwellings. Temple also passed a warrant article to incorporate the town’s tax maps and
other data into a geographic information system (GIS).
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Fitzwilliam also passed various zoning amendments. Language changes included using the
term “household” instead of “family.” ADUs are now allowed by right, none of the units
must be owner-occupied, and setbacks have been reduced. The town also passed a
sanitation ordinance for temporary residences and voted to prohibit drive-throughs.

Chesterfield changed its ADU square footage requirements and voted to allow detached
units on lots one acre or larger. The Planning Board opposed a petition article requiring the
submission of a “Permit by Notification” prior to commencing construction or other
activity that could alter terrain within a 50-foot buffer of certain brooks, rivers, or streams.
The voters rejected the measure.

Harrisville voted on some potentially contentious warrant articles, particularly eliminating
language about tourist homes (only “hotels” are defined in the ordinance now), thus
removing restrictions on short-term-rentals throughout the municipality. Many of the
homes on Harrisville’s 11 lakes and ponds are not owned by Harrisville residents. It was
noted that properties with ADUs must be owner-occupied for at least half of the year.
There are also three destination wedding venues in town. Harrisville also changed the
wetland buffer zone.

Multiple towns noted that there is still confusion about boards’ responsibilities and
officials’ purviews. Examples include:

e Can health ordinances be written and adopted by the Select Board? Are health
officers permitted to write regulations but not ordinances?

e What are the specific responsibilities of Capital Improvement Program
committees? What is its structure and what body does it report to? How should the
Planning Board and CIP collaborate? (There are several processes through which a
town can develop and adopt a CIP. See RSA674:5.)

e What body oversees the permitting of gravel pits? What body is responsible for
regulatory enforcement? (Under RSA 155-E, itis the responsibility of the planning
board to review and decide upon excavation permit applications.)

Walpole cited a recent zoning audit as the precipitating factor for clarifying the roles and
responsibilities of the Planning Board and ZBA. Those exercises also inspired the boards to
meet and collaborate more often.

Small towns are also facing multifaceted financial challenges. Higher out-of-district
education costs, expenses associated with housing the local homeless population and
increasing legal budgets all contribute to growing cost burdens on municipalities with
smaller tax bases.



Chesterfield provided an example of how Planning Boards can sway policy outcomes
without conflicting with state law. The town implemented a Septic Health regulation a few
years ago around Spofford lake that required a certificate from the septic company
confirming that the tank is pumped every three years.

Most towns reported that there were no contested races and that multiple boards have
vacant positions. Sullivan noted that there are vacancies on boards including the Budget
Committee, Zoning Board, and School Board. The cost to appear on the ballot was
identified as a potential obstacle for recruiting volunteers.

The topic of short-term rentals was proposed as a potential future Roundtable or webinar
focus.

Feature topic: recruiting and retaining volunteer citizen
planners, with UNH Extension

Nate Bernitz from UNH Extension joined the group to facilitate an activity and discussion.
He pointed out that these Roundtables help with recruitment and retention because they
provide board members a venue to connect with each other.

Nate asked the Roundtable attendees to describe a hypothetical community whose board
volunteers are engaged and dedicated. Example characteristics include:

e Hasinvested citizens with interests in the community
e Appreciates volunteer boards
o Members feel like they are making a difference
e Respects board members, processes, and decisions
o Understands that these boards are voluntary and most members are not
planning professionals
o Procedures and expectations are clearly defined, routinely followed, and
available to the public
e Has legal protection for the municipality and volunteer members
o Understands that threats of legal action could severely hinder a board’s
ability to function
e Encourages diverse representation and promotes finding common ground
o Appreciates the benefits of including people of various ages, backgrounds,
passions, and areas of expertise
e Fosters collaboration within and across boards to best utilize resources,
knowledge, and talent



e Recognizes the potential that all members bring to the table, regardless of position
(Chair, member, alternate, clerk, etc.)

e Recognizes that obstructing rules or creating restrictions is not necessarily
conducive to maintaining the character of the town

Nate posed that volunteer retention can fuel volunteer recruitment. As confirmed by
Roundtable attendees, volunteer recruitment can often fall off the radar until new
members are urgently needed. Nate described the common misconception that volunteer
retention efforts should follow recruitment — not the other way around. He discussed how
retaining existing members provides the foundation for recruiting new members when the
time comes. In other words, a board that creates positive experiences for existing
members will also attract recruits.

The group discussed what it means to retain volunteers:



- Establish a well-defined purpose for individual members and the board as a whole
o Members know what they’re going for and how to see the results
- People leaving the board of their own accord — not because they’re disgruntled
- Involve alternates as full members of the board (just non-voting) to have a standing
roster of prepared recruits when board positions open up
- Foster group synergy
o Establish that everyone is on the same team: the Planning Board
o Minimize hierarchy between full members and alternates, encouraging full
participation by the latter.
o Avoid creating divisions but also avoid “groupthink”
- Share the workload across board members and/or consider hiring a clerk (to avoid
burnout)
- Establish clear procedures for meetings, minutes, notices, applications, public
inquiries (don’t speak for other members of the board), communication channels
- Meetings are timely, respectful, well run and are positive experiences
o Encourage facilitation training for members, Chairs especially
- Conduct routine joint meetings with other boards, avoid siloing
- Create conditions for board member preparedness, distribute reading packets
multiple days in advance
- Use “down time” wisely
Hold meetings even if there are no applications
Potential topics could include reviewing ordinances, master planning,
watching webinars, attending workshops, participating in other professional
development, strategizing on community engagement, etc.
- Help members feel appreciated
o Make the work of the Planning Board visible to the public by contributing to
newsletters, creating profiles online, having each board give a synopsis of its
work and each member introduce themself at Town Meeting, etc.

Nate discussed how recruitment strategies build on retention efforts. Having a waiting
roster of board alternates streamlines the recruitment process. Distributing
responsibilities across board members ensures that undue burden is not placed on
unprepared members or new Chairs. Recruitment efforts should also involve reaching out
to town residents long before asking them to join the board. For example, even though
most residents will not attend regular meetings, events such as farmers markets, Town
Meeting, and festivals are all opportunities for them to get acquainted with the Planning
Board. Involvement can follow that in increments, such as task-based volunteer
opportunities, participation on ad hoc committees, and attendance of public meetings.



The goal is to create pathways to involvement. These efforts can be supplemented by
materials such as one-page educational documents about the board, how it functions,
what its meetings are like, how to make a public comment, how to read an ordinance, etc.
Decreasing barriers to participation can also look like challenging existing and
longstanding norms — such as technology use or meeting environment —to make meetings
more accessible and attractive to outside community members. A great example of this s
the Town of Barrington’s website.

Next Steps

SWRPC to create and distribute a meeting summary complete with main takeaways,
attendee contact information, potential future topics, and details from Nate Bernitz’s
session. The next Roundtable will be on June 26, 2025 in Chesterfield (4" Thursday of the
month).
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