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• Town of Stafford STAFFORD. CT 
Planning & Zoning Commission 

2021 S[P 20 PH 12: 47Special Meeting 
September 16, 2021 
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Stafford Community Center 

~ 
Members Present: 	 Dave Palmberg, Chair 


Rich Shuck 

Dr. David Mordasky 

Cindy Rummel 

Ron Houle 


Also Present: 	 David Perkins, Zoning Enforcement Officer 
Members of the Stafford Historic Advisory Commission (SHAC): 
Leonard Clark, Chair (also an alternate member of the PZC); Donald 
Passardi, Beth Magura, and Roger Ingraham 
Donna Wright, resident 

Agenda: 
1. 	 Call to order and establish a quorum. 
2. 	 Approve minutes of 9/2/2021 meeting. 

• 
3. Discussion about Plan of Conservation and Development due October 2022 

Town buildings and more discussion on the Witt School 
2021 Equity Profile 

4. 	 New Business 
5. 	 Adjournment 

1. 	 Call to order and establish a quorum. 
Dave Palmberg called the regular meeting to order at 7:00 P.M. establishing a quorum 
with Dave Palmberg, Chair; Rich Shuck, Ron Houle, Dr. David Mordasky, and Cindy 
Rummel. 

2. 	 Approve minutes of 9/2/2021 meeting. 
Dr. David Mordasky made a motion to approve the 9/2/2021 minutes, seconded by Cindy 
Rummel. Dr. Mordasky, Cindy Rummel, Rich Shuck and Dave Palmberg voted in favor. 
Ron Houle abstained. Motion carried. 

3. 	 Discussion about Plan of Conservation and Development due October 2022 
Town buildings and more discussion on the Witt School 
2021 Equity ProfIle 

Dave Palmberg noted that Leonard Clark followed up on their previous discussion about 

• 
the Witt School supplying a copy of the June 26, 2018 minutes of the Hyde Park 
Commission and August, 2018 recommendations to the Board of Selectmen from the 
Stafford Historic Advisory Commission Regarding the Decommissioned Witt School. 
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• Leonard Clark provided some history on how the Witt School ended up being built on the 
Hyde property, and he discussed requirements in the Hyde will. He noted that no deed 
exists on the Witt School, so if it is sold, one would need to be drawn up. They would 
need to follow the standard procedures of selling a town building. He said the Historic 

• 


District Advisory Commission has recommended that the town retain ownership of the 
school and find a use for it that would benefit the residents of Stafford, such as an 
educational use. He said plans for the School of Innovative Learning some time back to 
take it over fell through. 

Leonard Clark said SHAC had talked with the Hyde Park Commission and the Hyde Park 
Commission members had recommended that if they cannot find a use for the 
decommissioned school, that it be demolished and the property remain in Hyde Park. 
SHAC agrees with this. Other recommendations included a possibility for housing, but he 
noted that this could be complicated with the bandshell there and because the property is 
in the middle of a town park. 

Dave Palmberg asked what the rough figures were to remediate the building vs. 
demolishing it. David Perkins said the last figures were roughly $800K to $900K for 
remediation and $1.5 million to tear it down. Dr. Mordasky asked if there was a rough 
figure for basically moth-balling the building, securing it enough so no further damage 
happens while they determine what to do with it long term . 

David Perkins said the roof is leaking and there are windows that are broken so that 
would take some work also. He said there is more and more brownfields grant money 
available these days and Stafford is in that program, but they can't use brownfields 
money for demolition. It has to be used in such a way so that the restored building would 
create jobs and taxable uses. David Perkins said the Commission had discussed getting 
the word out to potential developers and an RFI email went out locally today. One to the 
broader development community will go out soon. He said ifhe doesn't hear anything 
back from anyone, then they might want to look at demolishing it 

Dave Palmberg said they could consider the possibility of demolishing a portion and 
remediating some of it. Dave Perkins said part of the RFI addresses this. 

Donald Passardi of Buckley Highway said the only way to get interest is with the 
possibility of a huge grant. He said he would love to see the building saved, but he 
pointed to the former Roosevelt Mills building in Rockville that was turned into Loom 
City Lofts. It would not have been possible without the huge $17 million grant the 
developer got. Donald Passardi said SHAC had talked about the possibility of making it 
into an open air building that could be used for weddings, farmers markets and other 
activities. Beth Magura of95 West Stafford Road passed around an impressive picture of 
such an open air pavilion, the Wyche Pavilion in Greenfield, South Carolina. One large 
concern, however, is that the Witt School is in a town park. 

• Leonard Clark noted that the economy is starting to come back and that he had at one 
time approached Asnuntuck Community College about creating a satellite location in 

2 




• Stafford. He said the Witt School might be a possibility and it would be worth looking 
into whether the State of Connecticut would be interested. 

Dr. Mordasky asked if there might be any issues with doing a pavilion like the one in 

• 


South Carolina in New England. Ron Houle discussed the load-bearing walls in the Witt 
School noting it might be harder to accomplish than renovating the building. 

Donald Passardi said the most attractive part of the Witt School is its art deco fayade and 
it would be nice if they could at least keep that. 

Dr. Mordasky asked if there are incremental steps they could take to secure the building 
in anticipation of someday utilizing it. For example, steps that need to be taken before 
winter, and steps that need to be taken before spring. He asked if that had been explored. 
David Perkins said he did not believe so. 

Dave Palmberg said this is a beautiful park and with the bandshell, the fitness-type trail, 
the hiking trails, and its proximity to Downtown, it would be a shame not to keep the 
building at least in some form. He said he liked the concept of at least preserving the 
historic portion of the school and eliminating the rest if need be. 

Beth Magura noted that the engineering firm Weston & Sampson, which is working with 
them to implement Stafford's Brownfields Initiative, reported on Tuesday that there were 
no mold or mildew problems in the schooL However, the town would need to deal with 
other negative issues such as asbestos and PCBs. 

Dave Perkins said he has drafted an RFI looking for input first from local developers. He 
will then put it out to sites as far and wide as they can to other developers, educational 
groups and others to gauge interest and see what responses they might get. Responses 
would be due November 1 sl and from them they could formulate an RFP that delves more 
deeply into costs. 

The Commission discussed Family Services as well as new possible uses for the 
Staffordville School. There was discussion about moving Family Services to the former 
school. 

Donna Wright of95 West Stafford Road said the idea early on was to move town offices 
to the Witt School and she said there is still some viability for that. She said they were 
unable to get an elevator into Town Hall to make it ADA compliant but the Witt School 
has them integrated already into its construction. She said relocating Town Hall to the 
Witt School would likely be a use that a brownfields grant would be approved for. It 
would be beneficial to the well-being of the town. 

• 
Donald Passardi said that it might be a hard sell for the town. However, it could be 
palatable if they got a $10 to $15 million brownfields grant. 
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• Rich Shuck said he was on the Committee in 2009 that was discussing the future of the 
Witt School. At the time, they recommended that the school be used for both municipal 
and BOE offices. It was brought to referendum, but unfortunately it failed. He said he 
feels it is still a good idea from a long-term planning stance. It would be less expensive 
than building a new town hall and with shared BOE offices they could possibly get some 
reimbursement from the state for educational purposes. 

Rich Shuck said when they had that discussion in 2009, the idea was to then tum the 
present town hall into an Arts & Cultural Center. He added that he felt it would be a 
mistake to move Family Services out to Staffordville Lake as most of the families it 
serves are in the Downtown area. He added that an open air pavilion might be perfect for 
a portion ofthe Staffordville SchooL 

Donna Wright said the Brownfields Advisory Committee was shown renditions of 
various commercial conversions for the Witt School. She suggested the same firm could 
be asked to show some renditions using the school for town and BOE offices. 

Leonard Clark said the Witt School is 44,000 sq. feet and so it is possible that town and 
school offices as well as an open air venue could all be accommodated there. Dave 
Palmberg said there is also a gym and a big commercial kitchen, both of which could be 
utilized for town residents. 

• Donald Passardi said he agreed with David Perkins that they need to put the building out 
to the market and let developers do the research on the costs to rehab the building, to heat 
it and cool it, etc. David Perkins said a big problem the town has is that they have an 
overabundance of town buildings. He noted that only 25 to 30 percent of the Community 
Center they are in now is being utilized. 

Roger Ingraham ofHighland Terrace said he periodically visits the Witt School and is 
finding there are more broken windows. He said he has tried to do something to 
discourage vandalism and inquired about security cameras to catch perpetrators. He said 
they need to take steps to preserve the building now. Donald Passardi said they 
determined the cost alone to board up the windows would be $88,000. Rich Shuck noted 
there were security cameras in the building for a time 

Dave Palmberg said they are in a holding pattern until they hear back with ideas from 
developers. That will be until November 1. David Perkins said he can share the 
comments tonight with Administration about some kind ofmoth-balling efforts for the 
building, although he noted it is a little late in the budget year. 

Beth Magura said that with all the rain this past year, they need to think defensively. She 
noted that the Witt School survived the big 1938 hurricane. It might be a space that could 
afford safety for important town documents. 

• Dave Palmberg said he agreed that the Witt School could be best used for municipal and 
BOE offices, possibly Family Services, or a satellite space for the food bank. It could 
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• even serve as an emergency shelter or heating space due to its proximity to Downtown. It 
would also be useful for park activities and cultural events. There is a lot ofuniqueness to 
the property and though any new uses for the property would cost money, it would be 
unfortunate to demolish without trying to preserve at least a portion of it. Dave added that 

• 


he felt the Witt School has better potential for civic purposes than for any type of 
housing. Beth Magura added that it might be a good space for adult education programs. 
Rich Shuck said if the town controlled the building, they could have better control of the 
maintenance costs. 

Dave Palmberg asked David Perkins to check with Administration about intentions to 
secure the Witt School for winter and see also if they have anything broken out for 
expenses to do so. Donald Passardi said he did not believe it was broken out under the 
town insurance. Roger Ingraham said even if they used heavy tape and plastic instead of 
plywood, it would be helpful. He suggested also to send out an e-blast to the town about 
the school. They need a vision to get widespread buy-in. 

Donna Wright said because the school is in Hyde Park, they can't sell the property. She 
asked about the wording of the RFI, if this was noted. David Perkins said the wording in 
the RFI says that the town would prefer to lease the building rather than sell it due to 
legal constraints but it is a general ask to bring in ideas. It asks also to show the area of 
the building they would want to use. 

Beth Magura, who is also a member of the Brownfields Advisory Board, said David 
Gamble from the urban design and planning firm in Cambridge said if you want a US
EP A grant through the Brownfields Program, you need to show that it will create activity 
and commerce. It can't be just about cleaning up a contaminated site. 

Dave Palmberg said another aspect that should be included in the RFI is the school's 
connectivity to the surrounding residential area. David Perkins said he did include this in 
the RFI. Rich Shuck noted they should keep in mind that the process for dealing with the 
school will be a long one. 

The Commission discussed Stafford's 2021 Equity Profile provided in their packets. 
Dave Palmberg noted it came out just yesterday and he provided an overview of the 
Executive Summary. He noted most of the information was compiled from the census, 
crime statistics, health information and other available information. He said it is good 
data but also done in conjunction with the sustainability effort happening in Hartford. 
David Perkins noted the fine print in the acknowledgements section that states the report 
is "refined through suggestions and in-kind support from Sustainable CT 
(sustainablect.org) as well as local organizations and residents throughout Connecticut." 

Dave Palmberg also reviewed some of the crime and mental health statistics. He said they 

• 
may need to consider how Covid-19 may drive up the need for mental health services in 
town. He asked that the Commission review and digest the report for further discussion. 
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• 
4. New Business 

\ 

Dr. Mordasky noted the Commission has previously discussed the need to establish a lake 
district around Staffordville Lake as a large number of zoning variances the Zoning 
Board ofAppeals deals with pertain to properties on the lake. He noted that the ZBA is 
presently hearing an application to build a house there and whenever these requests come 
up, a big part of the discussion is often about runoff and erosion that could negatively 
impact the health ofthe lake. He applauded the efforts of the Staffordville Lake 
Association for being good stewards of the lake, while also noting that new construction 
tends to do a better job at addressing these issues. For example, he noted that a friend tore 
down two houses and put one up in its place that required four infiltrator boxes. 

Dr. Mordasky said he didn't want to discuss the issue too deeply as the outcome of the 
variance request has not yet been decided, but he favors promoting new construction as 
those tax dollars benefit the town, so long as it is done in such a way that it protects the 
health of the lake. He said there also needs to be a turnaround on Lake Shore Boulevard. 
Dave Palmberg agreed that best management practices need to be used in construction. 
David Perkins agreed that they need to pursue a Lake District now as well as on State 
Line Pond and that he will write something up for their next meeting. Dave Palmberg 
said they also need to address septic systems in the Staffordville Lake area. He said he 
believed Lake Shore Boulevard is the only street that is connected to the sewer up there. 

• 

Dr. Mordasky reported a very successful Farm Day with 120 vendors, animals, tractors, 

and various demos. Expectations were exceeded for many. There was a great turnout and 
they plan to hold it again next year. Dave Palmberg noted it was well organized and 
spread out. 

Dr. Mordasky also discussed the Agriculture Advisory Commission's recent 
conversation. They have been discussing pursuing something big-a horse park in town. 
He said he spoke to John Wilson, who has Reiners, as well as with John Wittenzeller, and 
Mark Arute to get feedback. This is the type of activity that could bring people into town 
who would then also patronize local shops and restaurants. This would be a large 
endeavor and would need to be something that is internally motivated by a large 
landowner. While it would be a huge investment, it could not only help build up the town 
but also maintain open space, maintain the character of the town and simply be good for 
the soul. 

5. 	 Adjournment 
Rich Shuck made a motion to adjourn, seconded by Ron Houle. All were in favor. 
Motion carried. The September 16,2021 meeting of the Stafford Planning & Zoning 
Commission was adjourned at 8:35 P.M. 

Respectfully submitted, 

• 
~~~ 


Annie Gentile 
Recording Secretary 
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