  friends for a fair future                 August 2004                                     Volume III, issue 5




[image: image1.wmf]
Friends of Virgin, Inc.

P.O. Box 790005

Virgin, Utah 84779-0005

www.friendsofvirgin.com

If you wish to be removed from our email list please send a message to friends@friendsofvirgin.com.

Our Purpose:

To promote the continued health, safety, security, beauty, and viability of the town of Virgin, Utah, through the combined efforts and talents of the individuals and entities herein known as the Friends of Virgin.  Though the Friends of Virgin differ dramatically in viewpoint and political affiliation, they unite here to assist in informing and educating local residents and decision-makers; promoting openness in town government and free access to its records; and encouraging public input as well as its serious consideration by officials.

Board of Directors:

Lee Ballard, president

Adele Pincock, secretary

Sandra Grow, treasurer

Linda Collet, director

DRD Properties South, director
MEETING WATCH
[editorial and explanatory comments italicized in brackets]

The summer has been busy for the FOVI board.  We apologize if this report is more thorough on some topics than it is on others. 
Planning& Zoning



All of the following events occurred during regular or special meetings of the Planning & Zoning Commission and Town Council in July or August. [Matt Spendlove has now resigned from the planning commmission; thanks to him for his service]



A public hearing was conducted to gather input on the new Annexation Policy Plan, which now includes a tiered expansion map. 


Vince Blackmore presented a concept plan for Phase III of Desert Gardens, which may include as many as 24 houses west of the existing development along Highway 9.  Commissioners noted some changes from the concept plan offered during previous phases, and Larry Admodt was concerned that the new proposal showed residential rather than commercial development along the highway, which seems contrary to the direction intended by the commission in  its current work on zoning revisions. Blackmore said that construction will begin on a turning lane into the development before the end of August and will take approximately six months.  After scheduling a field trip to the property, the commissioners voted to accept the concept plan in a 3-1 vote; Larry Amodt voted no. 

Blackmore may now move on to work on his preliminary plat.  Three councilmembers and numerous residents joined the planning commission and the subdivider for the scheduled field trip to Desert Gardens Phase III. 
Some attendees were concerned about a steep access into Phase III and potential risk of building near the large wash which divides the parcel.  Some questioned Blackmore about the style and design of the houses to be built there, remarking that this subdivision will be the first thing visitors see as they enter town. Blackmore answered he would like to see one story houses in appropriate colors, some of which may incorporate walk-out basements, and bemoaned the fact that not all homes in the previous phases were built in compliance with his design restrictions.  Various materials were discussed for a visual buffer, which is to run parallel with the highway for the length of the subdivision, such as block walls and landscaped berms. Some residents are unhappy that the park included in Blackmore’s original plan has been removed from his current proposal. One of the most prevalent concerns expressed was protection of the fragile scenery at the west end of town.


Also informally discussed were proposals for a 64-home cluster development across the river (which would require the construction of a bridge) and for a motel on Highway 9 east of the RV park.

Although one work meeting on zoning for commercial development was lively and productive, the planning commission has been swamped with other items since; thus, they have tabled further work on it until next month.
    Town Council


Here are highlights, in no particular order, from June and July doings of the Town Council.  Formal public hearings were conducted on the Annexation Policy Plan, an amendment to the water ordinance, the 2004-2005 budget, and an increase in Virgin’s mill levy.  The council adopted a one year time limit on restitution the town must pay to water users who are billed incorrectly. The new budget includes funding for animal control, the fire department, and a new police department.  The council agreed to provide $5000 to the Fire Department so they may qualify for the maximum FEMA grant.  Councilman Bruce Densley reported that the town has purchased a police car and hired two officers. Revenue received from fines will be used to cover the costs.


Mayor Hall proposed Larry Sorden to be considered for the planning commission position vacated by Matt Spendlove, but the appointment did not survive the board’s vote. Councilmembers spoke of appointing someone who attends meetings and is actively involved in town issues. Mayor Hall then announced that anyone interested may apply to the town for the appointment.
OPINION
Many residents have approached members of the FOV board since hearing that the Planning Commission is working on zoning for future commercial development. Their suggestions vary from locking out all new growth to encouraging absolute freedom for developers.  This unintentional and unscientific survey makes one thing clear:  people in Virgin have strong opinions about the particulars of our future commercial development. 

The good news is that very few of those to whom we have spoken come from either extreme; most of us seem to agree on certain essentials, giving the town government a good basis for a comfortable solution.  Our hard-working and capable planning commission seems to be eager to design an ordinance that satisfies the greatest number of residents while avoiding pitfalls which have damaged other communities. 

Some landowners seem to be worried that ordinance amendments will limit the use of their land too strictly.  Some, wishing they didn’t have to go to the next town for gas, don’t want Virgin to discourage locally needed services from developing.

  On the other hand, many are worried that changes  may open the town up to noxious uses, encourage haphazard sprawl in a strip along the highway, allow cookie-cutter businesses to overwhelm our unique qualities, fail to protect our scenic views and agricultural heritage, or generally make Virgin look just like [insert the name of your least favorite town].


Fortunately, these differences and concerns are fairly universal.  Cities and towns with relatively huge resources have already made an array of mistakes that we could make, and found locally popular solutions that are now working for them.  A recent onslaught of rumored and actual proposals for large subdivisions and commercial enterprises in town suggests Virgin is at a good stage in its growth to use the experiences of other communities to anticipate and sidestep planning errors.


Our research tells us that the most successful rural municipalities have worked hard in their planning and zoning to anticipate future problems and opportunities. Many of them have taken special pains to employ the talents and ideas of residents.  A clear idea of where most Virgin residents agree would be one of the most useful tools our planning commission could have right now.  


Below are a handful of unanswered questions which may help identify the enormous range of possibilities facing our planners. There is a great deal to be learned from the  experiences of towns larger than Virgin, and we intend to dig in and learn what we can so we may print a series on the subject of planning practices in our next few newsletters.


Do we want to grow at all?  What is wrong with what we’ve got?  Some residents may think we should rule out all commerce.  If you have ever been up the river to Rockville, you know this can be done successfully.  However, this degree of regulation requires a rare level of community agreement and support.  It may require a strict limit on number and location of residential hookups, since residential development, especially the further it gets from the center of town, tends to cost more to service than it pays in taxes.   If the majority of the people in Virgin preferred to prohibit any commercial growth, it would probably become necessary to strictly limit the number and location of new housing permitted.


What sorts of businesses would be healthy for the town?  One way to increase our tax base would be to encourage more retail and service businesses, which pay a percentage of income to the town in the form of sales or service tax.  Virgin is also perfectly situated to take advantage of the millions of visitors to the area.  Although tourism is still somewhat seasonal here, a local example has shown that the park and its surrounding countryside are valuable resources:  residents of Springdale pay the lowest property taxes in southern Utah, while maintaining high residential property values.  Should we encourage the growth of tourism here?  Are there other industries that could work well in Virgin?


What sorts of businesses would improve the quality of our lives?  Currently, Virgin is largely residential and many proposals are in the works which could increase our population.  Some cities have begun to group and encourage  businesses which directly serve the local community.  Many people here would like to fill their tanks at a local gas station, have dinner at a local restaurant, buy vegetables at a local stand.  Aside from convenience, this type of growth has the advantage of making the residential population help pay for itself, by channeling sales tax to town coffers through local retailers.  On the other hand, investors must have confidence in the viability of a business location, and some wonder if Virgin could sustain such enterprises at this point in its development.


How much commercial growth should Virgin encourage?  Many people agree that we need a gas station here.  Do we need four?  Ten? Most of us can probably think of local areas where certain types of growth have gotten out of hand, changing the nature of the surrounding community and serving the locals to a smaller degree than a diverse group of small businesses could.  

 
Even if the town finds a way to encourage diversity, should there be a limit to commercial growth?  Some residents, while agreeing that we need certain services or low-impact uses that will contribute to our tax base, are worried that Virgin’s small-town rural flavor could easily be overwhelmed, either by haphazard suburban sprawl, by the ‘sameness’ of corporate chains, or various other modern pitfalls.   If residents agree on the value of Virgin’s current character, what can be done to help it survive?


Where should different types of businesses be located?  Some residents would like there to be a place for light industrial uses in Virgin, while others don’t see the need.  Some such businesses could be offensively noisy, messy, or otherwise noxious even if small.  There has been some talk of creating a zone for these uses out of sight of the highway and buffered from residential areas north of town. 


Our Planning Commission is also considering the possibility of more than one new commercial zone.  Should we have a central ‘village commercial’ area, where independant specialty shops, public buildings, small offices and retailers are clustered to encourage pedestrians?  Should the uses in this zone be different from those allowed further out along the highway?  Should the highway be earmarked for resort uses such as motels and auto necessities, or left as open as possible? 


What unique qualities should we protect or use to our advantage?  Why are people attracted to our town?  What do Virginites think is worth protecting?  Our agriculture, our amazing scenery, our historic buildings, our portion of the river, our dark night skies, our quiet neighborhoods?  Just identifying what we like (and what we don’t) could give us the answers to many questions.


Does it matter what we want or like?  What do we have to say about it?  The US Supreme Court and Utah statute have long recognized the necessity of municipal zoning.  The inescapable fact is that certain uses conflict with others, and should be carefully placed to avoid violating the rights of surrounding properties.  What kinds of businesses would work well together, and what kinds would not?  Which uses would be best placed on the highway, and which out of view? What sort of business, if any, would you like to have next to your home?

Once we know what we want, how do we get it?  Should Virgin force people to comply with endless regulations, and would that get us where we want to be?  Of course rules are a necessary part of good planning, but there are many other ways to encourage the sort of growth a town wants.  Tax or regulatory incentives, planned capital improvements, volunteer projects, grant opportunities, public land partnerships, density bonuses, transferral of development rights, and other proven tools can all help push development in the chosen direction.


Why are the people of Virgin some of the luckiest anywhere?  We actually can answer this question.  Many other cities and towns have done their planning backwards.  Wait until something damages the look or the feel or the operation of the municipality, and then react with regulations or redevelopment.  It is pretty rare for this approach to result in a healthy, beautiful place.  Virgin is still young in the sense of development.  We have a forward-looking planning commission, an enthusiastic population of citizens who love their community, and the opportunity to ‘fix it before it’s broke’.  We have choices few other communities have.  We are small enough that any resident could have a great idea, make a proposal, and then watch it come to fruition.  What could be more gratifying?

“Where there is no vision, the people perish.”

 Proverbs (29:18)
GOINGS ON


On July 22, former Virgin Town Clerk Stacey Noelle Higbee plead guilty at a resolution hearing in the 5th District Court in St. George. Higbee was charged with class A misdemeanor misuse of public funds. Higbee was ordered to pay the Town of Virgin $4392 in restitution, at the 

rate of $200 per month. She also agreed to pay $210 to the Washington County Attorney toward investigation expenses. She was sentenced to one year in jail and a $2500 fine, both stayed on condition that all payments are made and she obey the conditions of her probation.  She will be on probation for 18 months and must perform 50 hours of community service. 


Virgin residents no longer have to travel to the next town to eat at a fine restaurant.  Buffalo Trails is now open for lunch and dinner, 11:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m. (closed on Tuesday).  The dinner menu includes a variety of beef, seafood, pasta, and chicken dishes, as well as frequent specials.  There are also daily lunch specials.  Locals qualify for a discount, so don’t forget to introduce yourself!
UPCOMING DATES

Town Council:  Wednesday, August 25 at 7 pm; work meeting at 6:30 pm
Public Hearings:  Amendment to the Resort Zone, Advertisement of Coal Pits Property,  Amendment to the Annexation Policy Plan, and new Virgin Road Standards

Wednesday, August 25 at 7 pm

Planning & Zoning:  Wednesday, September 1 at 7 pm; work meeting at 6:30 pm

Town Council:  Wednesday, September 22 at 7 pm; work meeting 6:30 pm
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