Jasper County Planning Commission

AGENDA

March 29, 2016

6:30 PM

Jasper County Government Building

Council Chambers

Members Present:  Chairman Bostick, Mr. Randy Waite, Mr. Alex Pinckney, Mr. Bill Young, Mr. Louis Grant, Mr. Thomas Jenkins, and Mr. Greg Padgett

Call to Order: Chairman Bostick brought the meeting to order at approximately 6:35 pm.

Invocation & Pledge of Allegiance: Invocation was given by Mr. Pinckney and the Pledge of Allegiance was done in unison.

Approval of Agenda

Approval of Minutes : Mr. Jenkins motioned to approve the Minutes of February  9, 2016 as written, seconded by Mr. Young. The Commission Members voted unanimously in favor of the motion. 

Brief follow up: Regarding Non-Conforming Use Approval discussed February 9, 2016 meeting.  Containers and Portlets placed where requested.  Screening and fence placed between commercial property and residential property, screening not up around debris pile but should be up next week.  Ditch drainage: culvert pipe undersized for the flow although it may appear stagnant, on left side of road water is moving and any debris was cleared out.  Culvert pipe a mile down toward River Walk is elevated twelve inches and pipe further downward would have to reach a flood stage for water to pass through that area. Opposing land owner was supplied with draft of minutes, follow up paperwork from meeting and has not been heard from since. Property owner said he will be responsible for the cleaning of said ditch and no complaints due to noise from other property owners.   

New Business:

Introduction of Michelle Ocasio before The Planning Commission whom will be doing the Minutes for same.  No need to vote on the acceptance as for supervision will be by Ms. Wagner.

A.
Zoning Text Amendment-Solar Farm Floating Zone

Ms. Wagner opens reading Jasper County Planning Commission Staff Report . 

Staff recommends approval of the Solar Farm Floating Zone (SFFZ) Ordinance.  Package distributed includes Proposed Ordinance (final draft), Article 12:8 of the Jasper County Zoning Ordinance, Bufferyard Illustrations and Recommended Changes to the Solar Farm Floating Zone.  As a result of a meeting with Ms. Ewing, Special Counsel of Nexsen Pruet on March 28, 2016 resulted in recommended changes to the final draft of the Proposed Ordinance.  New language to be incorporated is in bold and underline.  

Mr. Tedder indicates that proposed changes made on March 28, 2016 meeting is a result of the input from developer, coops, county councilman and adjoining property owners; therefore, he states that they are not looking for final recommendation tonight.  Interested in getting a discussion going and continue considering this at the next Planning Commission meeting scheduled for April 19, 2016.  One of the recommendations is that on such a large site with structures should not be obtrusive to the community and, therefore, through a combination of buffers, screening, landscaping, site design, and height would help to accomplish this. Ms. Wagner referred to pages 3, 4 and 5 of the Ordinance (supplied in packet at meeting) Bufferyard, Landscaping and Setbacks is subject to discussion and deliberation.

The staff has done much investigation to see how the state handles Solar Research but not much is done here in South Carolina.  Recommendations for Solar Farm Floating Zone are on page 3 of proposed ordinance, Section 8.7.2, Application.  It is recommended a minimum of 5 acres for a Solar Farm development so they are not everywhere and the boundary must be within 2 miles of existing electrical transmission lines.  Reference to recommended suggestions to 8:7.3 Design and Development Standards new language proposed: "Unless otherwise addressed through private land covenants and agreements with adjacent property owners setting specific standards for setbacks, buffers, and fencing/landscaping recorded in the county public land records and approved by Jasper County Council".  Reference to 8:7.3-1 proposed Buffer yard requirements reduced for Commercial/Non-Effluent Industry and Effluent Producing Industry from 50' to 25' and street buffer includes an asterisk which states, "Street buffer may be reduced to 50' with an approved landscaped berm, which will screen the project structures from being seen from the exterior of the property". Mr. Tedder also added that setbacks are in addition to the bufferyards and landscaping to achieve obscurity to public right of ways.  Mr. Grant concerned about health effects of living close to a Solar Farm 25-30 years from now and believes the distance of setbacks should be more. Mr. Pinckney inquires if any research has shown any negative effects of a Solar Farm to health or environment in any shape or form?  No direct health effects or environment but fencing large areas like this may have an effect to wildlife.  Mr. Pinckney also refers to an issue with the transformers which do have second affects and are not regulated in comparison to suggestions for Solar Farm.  Such substations have very little setbacks or buffers and are visible. Mr. Tedder states that applicant will not build unless there is an agreement with power company and have heard of no objections yet from them.   

Mr. Young wants to know what impact does this have on adjacent property owners.  Ms. Wagner stated that suggested recommendations on 8:7.3-2 Landscaping/Fencing Requirements, landscaping fencing and buffering within 3 years to reach 100% opacity reaching minimum height of 10'.  Also perimeter access of 25'.  Different sites may require different things but the goal is the same.  In Rural Preservation areas it is common for an owner to give an acre or more from his farm to descendants and, therefore, these areas are also considered residential.   Mr. Waite would like to know why allow a Solar Farm in a residential zone?  Ms. Wagner mentions on 19 acre tract of land, 5 acres can be used as a small solar farm. Mr. Jenkins mentions the need to put stiff conditions to keep rural preservation. Ms. Wagner states there is a 50' buffer except when it adjoins residential property.  Mr. Tedder mentions suggested recommendations under General Requirements 8:7.4 to further provide some insulation to adjoining property owners.  Mr. Padgett wants to know, if during application process will adjoining property owners comments be included?  Mr. Tedder mentions that there has been communication with owners and some of the proposed changes are in lieu of that. Ms. Wagner mentions Public Hearings for Zoning Map Amendments are done through County Council and 98% of the time red signs are posted on properties prior to the Planning Commission Meetings.  

South Carolina is providing incentives for solar energy. Ms. Wagner states that they will not dictate what landscaping materials or plants to use for screening as long as the opacity and height requirements are met. If Applicant found a site for a Solar Farm they may apply and then would go before the Planning Commission, followed by the County Council, get a Development Plan approval and then, at that time, all regulations need to be met. Mr. Tedder’s recommendation is to return April 19th to discuss some more issues and not make any recommendations yet.

 Ms. Ewing of Nexsen Pruet has been an attorney with Nexsen Pruet for 1 1/2 years and before that she was County Attorney for Berkley. She said understands the importance of developing an ordinance and getting it right. She expresses her appreciation to everyone for willingness to talk about the issue. She is in favor of the ordinance and has very little issues.  She shares some things need tweaking, for example, the Decommissioning Plan. She would also like to demonstrate visually what a berm would look like instead of a 100 foot buffer.  Berm with smaller bufferyards may be more effective and give you what you want.  

Mr. Tedder says what to think about: decommission 20 years down the road, how should it be done. The minimum acreage size of five acres, is it big enough or too small?  Landscaping requirements. 

Dr. Bostick asks what little things was Ms. Ewing not in agreement with?  What was she was referring to is the construction costs Mr. Tedder spoke of 10% or 125% construction costs.  She also asks to see the latest revisions of ordinance for buffers and berms. 

Mr. Kevin Smith who is an engineer at Thomas and Hutton said Chad Grass who is with Thomas & Hutton will be the Project Manager for designing the site of the proposed solar farm. He said buffers are for perspective, may not have to buffer all areas.  Heavy planting and heavy berming are expensive, please take into account. He said he understands there needs to be a balance but he is not sure how you measure one hundred percent opacity and how do you define that? He wants to be cautious how you see it because beauty is in the eye of the beholder. 

Ms. Ewing thinks Jasper County will be a leader in Solar Farm Ordinances and other counties will look to you to see what standards you put in this ordinance.  Dr. Bostick says we are large land mass which is sparsely spread and says the need to ask so many questions is because their hope is that Jasper County will have more people in the future, there will be an impact on how close residences come to these Solar Farms.

Mr. Grant wants to know if it is economically feasible to build a 5 acre solar farm.  Ms. Wagner said it may or may not be.  Mr. Tedder refers to Accessory Solar Ordinance touches on an aspect of feasability as well as referring to the first experimental Solar Farm in Colleton County.  Please review website for more information. 

Leland Rentz is an adjoining landowner. He has lived at his residence in Jasper County for 11 years. He owns 218 acres at Possum Corner Plantation.  He inherited the property from his father and plans to pass on to next generation.  This Solar Farm has an impact on his property; it will abut him on three sides of his property. He is not sure if he wants his grand children growing up that close to it and how the many farm animals may be affected by it. He said from everything he reads, his property value of the farm goes down 50%.  Why should it go around my property? There are thousands of thousands of acres in the county, why build one close to a residence?  

Councilman Etheridge:  "Do a good job and do your research, he is doing his." 

Open Discussion: Ms. Wagner states the April meeting has been re-scheduled from April 12, 2016 to April 19, 2016.

Meeting adjourns 7:53 pm. 

