Minutes of the EMC General Meeting

February 11, 2004

Present:
John Dennis, Herb Engman, Neha Khanna, Mandy Kittelberger, Bill Kolberg, Dan Lamb, Ashley Miller, Stephen Nicholson, Christian Nielsen, Danny Pearlstein, Bob Roe, Cindy Seliger, Carolyn Shapiro, Larry Sharpsteen, Barney Unsworth, Steve Uzmann 

Absent:
Kenny Christianson, Karen Edelstein, Joyce Gerbasi, Meira Hertzberg, Dave Woodard, Roger Yonkin

Associates:
David Filiberto

Staff:
Heather Filiberto (TC Planning Dept.), 

Guests:
Debbie Teeter (Cooperative Extension), Andrew Haaland (TC3)

Call to Order – The meeting was called to order by Steve Nicholson at approximately 7:10 p.m.   
Privilege of the Floor – none.

Ag District Review Process – Debbie Teeter, from Cooperative Extension, explained that there are two ag districts in Tompkins County – one on the east side and one on the west side of the county.  Each district gets reviewed every 8 years (they are staggered every 4 years between the districts).  The district on the east side is up for review this year. The primary benefit to farmers is that their tax assessment based on ag use, which is lower. New York State also has Right to Farm legislation for ag districts, which requires notification to home buyers in the ag district of what to expect with farm neighbors. In a survey conducted by the Ag & Farmland Protection Board, the top three issues cited by farmers included problems with non-farm neighbors. The Right to Farm laws also offer protection against for farmers against nuisance law suits. NYS ag district law supersedes local law that might constrain farm operations, and is governed by the NYS Dept. of Agriculture & Markets. The ag district review process takes 308 days, and includes a 30 day public comment period and outreach to town boards which was conducted in the fall of 2003. There are no plans to add parcels. Cooperative Extension staff has assessed possible areas to remove that are highly residentially developed, which were identified by the Town of Lansing and the Town of Ithaca. A couple of landowners have also requested removal. A public comment period was conducted at a Legislature meeting in December.  Debbie handed out copies of an ag district review sheet that was sent out in January to farmers. There will be follow-up with those that didn't return the review sheet. 51% of land in district must remain actively farmed in order to retain an ag district. Tompkins County’s goal is to keep that percentage as close to 51% as possible, which means that as much non-agricultural land as possible remains in the district, too. Next steps include action by AFPB, Planning Advisory Board, PDEQ, and then the Legislature. A final list of tax parcels and maps are then sent to NY State with a written report. The final step of the process is outreach to town boards to share the survey results and gather any recommendations they may have as a result. 

Only active ag land gets the tax break within an ag district.  The tax break goes to a farmer who is farming over 10 acres and has a gross annual income of $10,000 or more per year, or property owners who rent their land to farmers under a written agreement.  Data should be available from the farmer survey sometime in early March.  Ag districts are a farmland protection tool. However, Cooperative Extension and the Planning Department recognize the Unique Natural Areas and the relationship of habitat to agriculture. In reality there are benefits, but NYS Ag & Markets doesn't necessarily recognize UNAs per se. The NYS Purchase of Development Rights program doesn't specifically use a criteria for UNA, but in talking with them, they encourage that we add that in at the local level. A farmer in Tompkins County was recently selected for the NYS PDR program and his land does have UNAs on it. There isn't a minimum acreage requirement for NYS PDR, but they do look for contiguous, large parcels and successful farm operations. 

Robert’s Rules of Order – Professor Andrew Haaland, of Tompkins Cortland Community College, gave a short verbal quiz that showed we all know very little about Robert’s Rules of Order. The purpose of Robert’s Rules is to provide an efficient, fast method to move meetings along quickly, and keep things concise and to the point. They are based on majority rule. A majority passes a motion. Minorities have rights, too, as do individuals. One person (a minority) can move a motion, but it must be seconded. Every vote, must have a 'for' and a 'ney'. 

The chair's word holds, unless someone points out a mistake (point of order, which does not require a second). The role of the chair is to be unbiased: to find out what the group wants and carry out its wishes. The chair’s role is also to keep the meeting moving along smoothly and efficiently. Everyone has a right to be recognized by the chair. Professor Haaland introduced classes of motions (a person gets recognized, puts forth a motion, someone seconds it, then subsidiary and minor motions that take precedent and must be resolved before the main issue can be voted on). Motions should be discussed after a motion has been brought to the floor and seconded. He gave examples of ways to amend a motion: strike out, insert, omit. Following are some things you can do with a motion: 

· Refer to committee (for example if you need more information.) The speaker that brought the motion can name the committee, or the chair will.  

· Table a motion:  dies unless taken off the table at the meeting or brought up at the next meeting. 

· Rescind a motion (at subsequent meeting): only if the action hasn't taken place yet. Can only be moved by a person who voted with the majority in the original action.  Requires a majority vote and notice given prior to the meeting, or two-thirds vote without prior notice. 

· Reconsider a motion (during same meeting): can only be done by someone who voted with the majority in the original action. 

· Postpone indefinitely: kills a vote. 

Can someone who was absent from the meeting request to reconsider a motion? Mr. Haaland wasn't sure. However, if, at a meeting, someone says they were absent and requests reconsider, it can be done if the majority of those present agree. Special provisions in the by-laws supersede Robert's Rules. He went over situations when motions must be seconded, or not. The chair has a lot of decision-making power. The chair has the right to break a tie on a secret ballot; that should be the only time the chair votes. Cases when there should be abstentions are when you have a stake (financial or otherwise) in the outcome. One of his favorite motions is ‘Question’: when people start saying ‘Question’, the Chair should end discussion and call for a vote. There is no requirement for a second. "Move the previous question" requires a second, then the main motion is ready for a vote.  Prof. Haaland is of the opinion that discussion should include clear statements of support or opposition from members.

It is the responsibility of chair, when discussion slows down, to state the motion and start the vote. The term ‘friendly amendment’ is not in Robert’s Rules; it is really an amendment to the main motion and should be treated as such. However, if a group uses ‘friendly amendment’ and is comfortable with it, keep using it.  You are not supposed to reintroduce the same content in another motion. The person who made the motion should say who has the responsibility to carry it out. Otherwise it is the responsibility of the chair to appoint someone to carry it out.

On March 19th, Professor Haaland will be giving a three-hour presentation on Robert's Rules at TC3. Fee is $69.  He Haaland will get back to us to let us know where to find the Robert's Rules of Order website. Members thanked Professor Haaland for his presentation.

Approval of January 14, 2004 Minutes –Minutes were approved as amended. Final minutes are available on the County webpage:  www.tompkins-co.org/planning.

Municipal Members Quarterly Reports –

Town of Caroline – Steve Nicholson said Caroline has been in the news lately. The big event was that councilpersons voted to spend $418 total of their personal funds to buy 27% of the town’s electricity from wind.  Community Energy Inc., the providers of Caroline's wind energy, also gave 12,500 free kilowatt-hours of wind power each to three local schools and will provide informational sessions there in the spring. On 2/4 in Albany, the Town of Caroline, and other agencies, were recognized for their use and support of windpower.  Steve noted that the State University of New York at Buffalo has become a leader in using renewable energy by currently purchasing wind power for 4% of the electricity needed to serve its 20,000-student campus. The Town’s lighting district report was also in the paper today. The second of three public meetings was held last night to explain the districts.  The suggested policy would dissolve the existing townwide lighting district and replace it with three smaller, special lighting districts for Brooktondale, Slaterville Springs and Speedsville for the lighting that is not related to pubic safety so that the residents in each of the lighting districts would pay for the benefits they each receive. The 2002 review committee that Steve sat on recommended turning off about ½ of the existing 65 streetlights, as they did not meet any traffic safety criteria.

Town of Danby – Bob Roe reported that, as has been the case for at least seven years, Danby is feeling development pressure as a result of its proximity to the City of Ithaca. The Town has approved two subdivision proposals already this year and two more are coming up this month. One is 26 units and both are adjacent to UNAs (one is next to the Danby Fir Tree Swamp UNA, and the developers are working with DEC and local residents to mitigate impacts). The 26-unit subdivision is on 96B at Comfort Road, adjacent to the UNA in Upper Buttermilk. This area is subject to severe erosion problems. Two conceptual proposals for this site were rejected by the Planning Board. The Planning Board wants stringent setback from the creek and the UNA, which is over 70 acres. Clustering doesn't seem to work here because of access and not having enough buffer around the UNA. One concern is traffic impacts on the parcel across the road that has a purchase option on it by the Waldorf School. A new EcoVillage 120-acre tract has been proposed with an entrance along 96B, so that is also in the works. Another farm is being divided into 5 and 10 acres lots, which are not subject to zoning approval.  There seem to be no plans for affordable housing on anyone's horizon. The Town comprehensive plan was approved, and a task force has been set up to bring the current zoning laws into compliance with the comprehensive plan.

Larry Sharpsteen clarified SEQR process and 239 reviews for subdivisions.  The County can forward the review to EMC, and makes those decisions. He indicated that sometimes timing is an issue for the EMC to respond because the Planning Board must take action within 45 days. The Planning Board can also, by supermajority, override the County's decision.

Chair's Report – Susan Kerns Robinson has decided not to renew her associate membership for now. She has joined the Sierra Club, which meets on the same night, and hopes to make a difference there. The New York State Association of EMCs (NYSAEMC) Board of Directors had a conference call on 1/26. There will be a DEC update and Department of State training session in Albany June 7th and 8th in place of an annual conference this year. Rooms are available at the Fairfield Inn. Everyone's invited. Steve said he went last year and it was very informative. Tuesday, March 7th  is Legislative Lobby Day in Albany to try and gain support for funding for EMCs. NYSAEMCs will have trees in mugs with EMC logos for legislators. Steve is on the organizing committee for Sustainable Ithaca. Gay Nicholson is the project coordinator. Rocky Mountain Institute has an article in their winter newsletter that mentions Ithaca as making efforts toward sustainability.  Sustainable Ithaca will be recruiting community leaders to come together for meetings and to form five study circles on topics of sustainable business development, renewable energy and responsible construction, infrastructure design for a sustainable community, systems for community wellbeing, and moving toward a sustainable culture.  Study circles will be followed by a summit and opening of salons.  Results will be issued in a report in May or June.  

Coordinator’s Report – Heather introduced EMC’s newest associate member, David Filiberto.  She had no report.

County Legislature Liaison Report – Dooley sends her regrets, but has suggested to Steve Nicholson purchasing EarthDay t-shirts, so we can sell them for EarthDay and give them to the legislators.
Member Items -- Bob Roe attended a meeting of County and municipal officials where there was a roundtable to develop ways to cut municipal costs. He suggested returning to a Board of Supervisors.  Herb Engman reported that the public hearing on Town of Ithaca’s personal watercraft regulations will be March 8th. The Lansing law was used as the basis, but there have been some modifications. A second public hearing will be held February 26th on the Overlook housing project, which is across the road from the Cayuga Medical Center. It will include clustered affordable housing in phase I and market-rate, single-family housing in phase II. Danny Pearlstein said he has been appointed to the City of Ithaca CAC, and they reviewed a proposal for an extension to Schoellkopf Memorial Hall at their recent meeting. The CAC is looking for additional members. Danny thanked all the EMC members who showed support at the Ithaca Landmark Preservation Commission hearing and for the Red Bud Woods resolution. It looks like Cornell will sue the city over the project. A student group has proposed adding a deck to an existing parking lot.  Steve Uzmann said there were over 200 people who attended the ice climbing demonstration during Light in Winter, and 25 people participated. The group Steve participates in is trying to promote ice climbing in Ithaca (it has been banned for over 10 years), and also hope it can become a tourism magnet and Ithaca can become a mecca for ice climbing in the region.  Anyone who is interested can contact Steve.  Christian Nielsen said Massachussets Power and Light promotes energy conservation in religious and community buildings. They are starting a chapter here. At the Elmira Star Gazette website there is a poll on whether or not you support windpower, and he suggested logging on to register your opinion.

Adjournment– Steve Nicholson adjourned the meeting at approximately 9:10 p.m.

Respectfully submitted,

Heather Filiberto, EMC Coordinator

Tompkins County Planning Department

Approved by Council on March 10, 2004
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