Local Master Plans and Planning Coordination

RSA 674:2, 36:47, and 9-A [HB 650 and HB 712 ]

Complementary bills HB 650 and HB 712 mainly do two things: (1) Reorganize and restate the recommendations for local master plans in RSA 674:2, and (2) Provide for coordination among local, regional, and state plans.  See the accompanying chart for a comparison of the old law to the new, and how the bills work together.  

HB 650 addresses the content of local master plans, but does not change any of the statutory requirements in RSA 674:2.  As minimum prerequisites for the adoption of zoning, municipalities have been required to adopt a general statement of objectives and a land use section as parts of their master plans.  Other sections, such as housing, have been simply recommended—some obvious sections, such as economic development, were entirely ignored.  HB 650 presents a new list of recommendations that is consistent with the manner in which most communities are presently developing master plans, but also includes specific recommendations in the following areas: 
· Natural hazards—document the physical characteristics, severity, frequency, and extent of any potential natural hazards; also identify those elements of the built environment at risk from natural hazards as well as extent of current and future vulnerability that may result from current zoning and development policies.

· Regional concerns—describe the specific areas in the municipality of significant regional interest. Items to be considered may include but are not limited to public facilities, natural resources, economic and housing potential, transportation, agriculture, and open space. 

· Neighborhood plans—focus on specific geographical areas within the community that includes substantial residential development. 

· Community design—identify positive physical attributes in a municipality and provide for design goals and policies for planning in specific areas to guide private and public development.

· Implementation—a long range program of specific actions, time frames, allocation of responsibility for actions, description of land development regulations to be adopted, and procedures to monitor and measure the effectiveness of each section of the master plan.

Finally, HB 650 calls for all sections of a master plan to be consistent with each other.  While this might seem to be purely common sense, too often there are statements in one section of a local master plan that don’t line up with, or sometimes completely contradict, other statements in different sections.  

Similarly, HB 712 addresses the contents of regional plans and the state development plan.  One of the fundamental duties of the state’s nine regional planning commissions is to create a regional development plan (RSA 36:47).  Beyond this statutory command, there has been little to guide the commissions in fulfilling this duty.  HB 712 recommends that the regional planning commissions rely upon the required content of the state development plan (RSA 9-A), which the bill spells out.  

The elements that HB 712 requires to be in the state development plan almost completely parallel the sections recommended for local master plans.  One of the goals of HB 712 is for the state development plan to reflect the content and structure of local master plans.  In this manner, the plans of the state, the regions, and the municipalities can be realistically compared with each other.  To meet this goal, HB 712 also calls for the state development plan to be created in consultation with local officials, representatives of the business and environmental community, and the general public.

If you have any questions about these or other bills, call Ben Frost at 271-2155

