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Vermont Neighborhoods Program

Department of Housing and Community Affairs

Overview

Since the 70s the state has promoted development policies and programs that maintain and enhance Vermont’s historic development pattern of compact settlements separated by a rural landscape. The Vermont Neighborhoods program builds on this tradition by providing financial benefits to stimulate new housing development in targeted areas in and around designated downtowns, village centers, new town centers, and growth centers.  

The program is administered by the Department of Community Affairs in coordination with the Natural Resources Board and the benefits of designation include relaxation of Act 250 regulations, exemption from the land gains tax, and reduced permit fees.  

Municipalities may apply for one or more Vermont Neighborhood designations and will receive priority for municipal planning grants to assist in meeting the statutory requirements of the program. The Vermont Neighborhoods guidelines and application will be available this summer (2008).

Designation Requirements

Vermont Neighborhood applications are reviewed and approved by the Vermont Downtown Board or Expanded Board (depending on location), and must meet specific statutory requirements to qualify for the benefits.   

· In order to apply a municipality must have an approved town plan, a confirmed planning process, zoning bylaws, and subdivision regulations.

· Qualified Vermont Neighborhoods: 

· Are located either within or contiguous to the boundaries of a designated downtown, village center, or new town center.  If contiguous, the size of the designated area may not be more than 100% of the total acreage of a designated downtown, 50% of the size of a village center, or 75% of the size of a new town center.  With respect to state-designated growth centers, a Vermont Neighborhood designation is only allowed within the growth center boundaries;   

· Complement the existing downtown district, village center, or new town center by integrating new housing units with existing residential neighborhoods, commercial and civic services and facilities, and transportation networks;

· Incorporate smart growth principles and design standards that promote compact, pedestrian-oriented development patterns and networks to connect with adjacent development areas;

· Are served by a wastewater system approved by Agency of Natural Resources; and

· Have residential densities of at least four units of single-family dwellings per acre, and higher densities for duplexes and multi-family housing.

Benefits of Designation

· Qualified “mixed income” or  projects are exempt from Act 250 regulations (see below);

· Act 250 projects not qualifying for the exemption receive a 50% discount on application fees;

· Agency of Natural Resources fees for wastewater review are capped at $50.00 for projects that have received sewer allocation from an approved municipal system;
· Exemption from the land gains tax;
· A conditional use permit by the local government determining that a project meets the “character of the area” criteria may not be appealed to the Environmental Court.

Act 250 Incentives

The program lowers development costs for qualified mixed income projects in designated areas by raising the jurisdictional thresholds for Act 250 review, depending upon the population of the community.  

Threshold Relaxation

The Act 250 jurisdictional thresholds for housing units in designated areas are increased for Vermont Neighborhoods as well as designated downtowns and growth centers. The new jurisdictional thresholds are increased from 10 to a range of 25 to 200 units, depending upon the population of the municipality, for projects that meet the definition of affordable housing (below).   

The higher Act 250 jurisdictional thresholds may also be applied to projects that demolish historic buildings listed on the state or national historic register if they have received approval from the Division for Historic Preservation.  

Affordable Housing  

Qualified “mixed income” housing proposals within designated Vermont Neighborhoods are exempt from Act 250 regulations provided that they meet the revised thresholds outlined above and that one the following affordability requirements is met:
1. Rental Housing: 20% of the units must be allocated to people earning no more than 60% of the area median income for 30 years after construction.  

2. Owner Occupied Housing:  20% of units must be sold at a price less than 90 percent of the VHFA purchase price limits or 15 percent of owner occupied units must be sold at a price less than 85% percent of the VHFA purchase price limits (in most areas around $250K).   www.vhfa.org/documents/limits.pdf  
Additionally, in order to qualify for benefits, a housing development must consist exclusively of “mixed income” housing in a Vermont Neighborhood; or, if located within a designated downtown or growth center, it must consist exclusively of any combination of “mixed income housing” or “mixed use” as defined in the Act 250 statute. 

Questions
Contact Polly McMurtry, DHCA: (802)828-0541 polly.mcmurtry@state.vt.us
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