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Mr. Nelson,

I am writing to provide comment relative to the Charlestown Comprehensive Plan Update as
submitted to RI Statewide Planning for review and approval. I write as not only the former
Director of Parks & Recreation for the Town of Charlestown for over 22 years, but also as a
former Charlestown Town Council member having been elected to serve 2 terms. My prior
professional experience has provided me with a unique understanding and appreciation for the
Town's Comp plan and is the reason I am writing to share my concerns and to respectfully
request that the plan not be approved without revision. While I understand the importance of
having an accepted plan to work from and can appreciate the desire to have the plan approved
and finalized, I also know the importance of having a plan that is accurate, fact based, and one
which properly addresses development going forward. This plan unfortunately is deficient in
all 3 ways. It is for this reason that I respectfully provide the following for your consideration. 

I spent over 8 hours reviewing the plan in its draft form and subsequently wrote a lengthy
document providing my comments and outlining my concerns. I have attached a copy of this
document for your review and will only address a few of the more substantive matters in this
email. You will see by the attached document that I limited my review to those areas which I
felt imminently qualified to comment on, with an emphasis on recreation. I provided the
attached to both the Charlestown Town Council and the Charlestown Planning Commission
for review. In addition, I participated in the public hearing for the plan (virtually) at which
time I shared many of my concerns,  The final Comp Plan document which has been
submitted for approval incorporates only a few of the changes and corrections I suggested
while many were not addressed. i provide the following for your review and consideration...

1.  A major portion of the "recreation" element of the plan focuses on Ninigret Park, the towns'
largest public property. I was very surprised to see that the original draft plan, as presented by
the Town's Planning Commission, had misstated the total acreage of Ninigret Park, something
so well documented and invariable. In addition to the overall acreage of the park being
inaccurate, the acreage of the 2 identified parcels of land of which the park is comprised, were
also inaccurate. Of even more concern were comments made relative to proposed uses, and
more importantly, limits/prohibitions being proposed for these parcels. These issues not only
caused me great concern  but made me wonder about the degree of work which had gone into
drafting of the plan, as well as the personal biases of some which seemed to played a
significant part in the drafting of the document. This is the reason I chose to spend as much
time as I did reviewing the "recreation" section of the plan. During the course of the public
hearing, I shared comments relative to these concerns but unfortunately only a few
minor changes were made. In addition, it was revealed that the National Park Service (NPS),
the agency tasked with legal oversight of all development and operations of Ninigret Park, had
not been contacted to seek input or provide comment. Upon learning that the Town was in the
final days of amending the Comp plan, representatives of the NPS contacted Town Officials to
request that the public hearing be delayed to allow their agency time to review the plan and
provide input. This request was denied and the public hearing proceeded without review and
comment by the NPS. This is ill advised not only because the NPS has the authority to take
remedial action(s) if development is deemed to be inconsistent with deed restrictions, but also,
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April 15, 2021

President Carney,

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comment on the Comprehensive Plan last night. I apologize for the length of my comments but this plan is a very important document with regard to the future of Charlestown and I have a sincere desire to make sure the contents are relevant and accurately reflect the facts. I limited my comments to Chapter 3, “Recreation”, based on the fact I have a great deal of experience and historical knowledge after having dedicated over 22 years of my life as Director of Parks & Recreation, and then 4 years as a Town Council member. The rest of the plan is better left to more knowledgeable individuals than myself, not to mention as I stated last night, I spent over 8 hours just reviewing and commenting on Chapter 3! My comments include some less minor in nature as well as some which I believe to be critical, especially in terms of accuracy. My comments are based on my sincere desire to try to “get it right” and also with the hope of avoiding any controversy or issues relative to the plan. Due to the length of the meeting and out of respect for all those involved (including the stenographer) I chose to cease with any further comments, questions etc. last night and instead indicated I would provide any remaining comments/questions to you in writing. This document will serve to present these matters in addition to providing a summary of the more substantive items I addressed last night with the hope this might be helpful for all involved. 

I would respectfully request you share this correspondence with your fellow council members, planning commission members, and anyone you think appropriate, so they may review it in advance of your next meeting. In addition to not being sure if I will be able to attend the next meeting, I also want to be respectful and provide my comments/questions in advance as to give all concerned a chance to review them and limit the amount of time taken to address them going forward. As I said last night, I have tremendous respect for the amount of work put into this document by all concerned and I applaud the effort and hope this information is helpful. Please feel free to contact me if you have any questions. 



UPCOMING SURVEY – First and foremost, as I stated, I agree with many who spoke last night that it is extremely important to not rush this document not only to allow for all comments/questions to be addressed but more importantly, to allow for the results of the upcoming survey to be incorporated. Not only will the results of the survey be very helpful to show how residents feel about development going forward, but incorporating the results will also show a desire for full transparency and hopefully limit criticism and garner support for the plan.



OPEN SPACE “BALANCE” – I spoke about my concern for “balance” relative to “Open Space”. My comments were intended to express my (and many others) desire to have a good balance with regard to “Open Space Land” vs. land that can be used for residential or commercial development. I support lands being designated for “Open Space”, however, only if done in a fair and balanced way and not to the extent that it becomes impossible to live here anymore because of an overabundance of “Open Space” (i.e. non-taxable property). My specific question was:

 QUESTION: HOW IS IT DETERMINED WHAT AN “APPROPRIATE” RATIO OF “OPEN SPACE” IS IN CHARLESTOWN? 



 3-6	PAR. 4 “	Boating” – “Despite shallow water depths…. ponds provide excellent motorized boating opportunities, including water skiing…”

COMMENT: I WOULD SUGGEST PERHAPS ELIMINATING THE TERM “WATER SKIING”. WHILE IT MAY BE PHYSICALLY POSSIBE, IT’S WELL KNOWN THAT VERY LIMITED WATER SKIING OCCURS ON EITHER NINI POND OR QUONNIE POND. THIS IS NOT ONLY BECAUSE OF THE SHALLOW DEPTHS, BUT ALSO BECAUSE OF THE SMALL SIZE OF THE PONDS AND THEIR CROWDED USE BY THOSE FISHING, BOATING, CLAMMING, ETC. WHILE NOT PROPOSING A BAN ON WATERSKIING, IT SEEMS TO ME THAT IT MIGHT MAKE MORE SENSE NOT TO ENCOURAGE IT IN THESE CROWDED PONDS. YOU MAY RECALL A NUMBER OF YEARS AGO JET SKII’S WERE BANNED FROM THE PONDS REPORTEDLY OUT OF CONCERN FOR THE “NOISE” THEIR ENGINES MADE WHILE ACCELERATING AS WELL AS OTHER SO-CALLED “SAFETY CONCERNS”. ISN’T WATER SKIING SIMILAR IN MANY WAYS?



3-7	Table Rec -1: “Outdoor and Community Recreation Resources in Charlestown”

COMMENT: I THINK IT WOULD BE BENEFICIAL IF THE NUMER OF AVAILABLE PUBLIC PARKING SPOTS AT EACH OF THE LOCATIONS LISTED IN THIS CHART WAS ALSO INCLUDED. 



3-9	“Hiking and Winter Trail Spots” – PAR 2. “All of these sites have public parking”

COMMENT: AS STATED ABOVE, I THINK IT WOULD BE VERY HELPFUL IF THE EXACT NUMBER OF “PUBLIC PARKING” SPOTS WERE LISTED FOR EACH PROPERTY. 



3-14	“Year-Round Access to Recreation” PAR. 1– “Year-round recreational activities are also provided by making use of indoor facilities” 

COMMENT: I THINK THIS IS MISLEADING. THIS STATEMENT GIVES THE IMPRESSION THAT THERE ARE AMPLE OPPORTUNITIES TO PARTICIPATE IN YEAR-ROUND RECREATIONAL ACTIVITIES BY “MAKING USE OF INDOOR FACILITES” WHICH IS JUST NOT THE CASE. ON THE FOLLOWING PAGE (3-15) IT IS NOTED THAT 

3-15 	“Opportunities to provide indoor recreation can be found by making use of facilities already in place in Charlestown and surrounding communities”. AS I THINK YOU KNOW, THE FACILITES WHICH ARE “ALREADY IN PLACE IN CHARLESTOWN AND SURROUNDING COMMUNITIES” ARE LIMITED BOTH IN SIZE AND AVAILABILITY. THE FACILITES SPECIFICALLY REFERECED IN THE PLAN INCLUDE “CROSS MILLS LIBRARY, THE COMMUNITY CENTER, THE GRANGE, AND DUNNS CORNER FIRE DISTRICT”.  NONE OF THESE FACILITES HOWEVER ALLOWS FOR ANYTHING MORE THAN PASSIVE RECREATION ON EVEN THEN, ON A VERY SMALL SCALE DUE TO THE SIZE OF THE VARIOUS FACILITIES. ALL ARE SIMPLY TOO SMALL TO ALLOW FOR LARGER ACTIIVITES SUCH AS THOSE REFERENCED IN THE PLAN INCLUDING: “BASEBALL, SOCCER, LACROSSE AND TRACK, AS WELL AS COURT SPORTS SUCH AS BASKETBALL, VOLLEYBALL AND TENNIS WHICH EXTEND THE SEASON”. THE DRAFT STATES “THE LONG-TERM RECREATIONAL AND COMMUNITY PROGRAMMING NEEDS OF RESIDENTS OF ALL AGES IN CHARLESTOWN SHOULD BE DETERMINED, AND THE CAPACITY AND APPROPRIATE LOCATION OF AN INDOOR RECREATIONAL FACILITY/COMMUNITY CENTER THAT BEST MEETS THESE NEEDS SHOULD BE IDENTIFIED”…

ISN’T THIS EXACTLY WHAT PART OF THE UPCOMING SURVEY WOULD ADDRESS AND WHY IT MAKES SENSE TO WAIT TO GET THE RESULTS SO THEY CAN BE INCORPORATED INTO THE COMP PLAN? 



“MANAGEMENT AND USE OF NINIGRET PARK” –



3-16	PAR.2 – “Ninigret Park consists of two parcels. One is a 175-acre lot owned by the town but subject to restrictions by the National Park Service. This land use must complement that of the Ninigret National Wildlife Refuge”. However, records indicate that the award of the entire 230 acres was predicated on using it compatibly with the Ninigret National Wildlife Refuge which contains documentation sent from the Refuge Manager to the Charlestown Town Council in 2012.” 



COMMENT: UNLESS PROPERTY HAS BEEN ACQUIRED/ADDED SINCE THE NATIONAL PARK SERVICE ORIGINALLY TRANSERREED THE PROPERTY TO THE TOWN, THIS INFORMATION IS INCORRECT. THE ORIGINAL TRANSFER CONSISTED OF 2 PARCELS. THE LARGER PARCEL WHICH WAS ACQUIRED AT NO COST AND COMES WITH A “PLAN OF UTILIZITION” IS 172 ACRES IN SIZE (not 175 as noted). THE OTHER PARCEL, WHICH THE TOWN PURCHASED AND WHICH COMES WITH NO RESTRICTIONS, IS 55 ACRES IN SIZE. THESE 2 PARCELS TOTAL 227 ACRES (not 230 acres as noted).  



Park Facility and Improvement Needs” –

3-17	PAR. 1 - “the Town must balance any expansion with such concerns including spring and fall bird migration and the nesting season at the adjoining Ninigret National Wildlife Refuge”. Noise pollution affecting wildlife, residents and visitors is another concern”. 

3-17	PAR 4 – “The Town has an obligation to the National Park Service to manage all of Ninigret Park compatibly with the adjacent Ninigret National Wildlife Refuge”. This obligation not only arises out of the historical record, but is based on the critical importance of the refuge as a stopover habitat during bird migration….

[bookmark: _Hlk69393618]3-17	PAR   5- “This land use must complement that of the Ninigret National Wildlife Refuge” and records indicate that the award of the entire 230 acres was predicated on using it compatibly with the Ninigret National Wildlife Refuge which contains documentation sent from the Refuge Manager to the Charlestown Town Council in 2012”



COMMENT: I DON’T BELIEVE THESE STATEMENTS ACCURATELY REFLECT THE AGREEMENTS IN PLACE RELATIVE TO DEVELOPMENT OF NINIGRET PARK. I WAS DIRECTLY INVOLVED IN THE DAY-TO-DAY MANAGEMENT AND ADMINISTRATION OF THE PARK FOR MANY YEARS AND I WAS ALSO ON THE TOWN COUNCIL IN 2012, WHEN DISCUSSIONS WERE HELD REGARDING USE OF THE PROPERTY AND THE ABOVE REFERENCED DOCUMENTATION WAS SENT BY NATIONAL WILDLIFE SERVICE (NWS) REFUGE MANAGER (VanDeMoor). THERE WERE QUESTIONS RAISED IN 2012 RELATIVE TO THE TOWN ADMINISTRATOR (DiLibero) DISCUSSING THE INSTALLATION OF WIND TURBINES IN ADDITION TO THE P&R DIRECTOR (Primiano) APPLYING FOR A DEM GRANT TO INSTALL ATHLETIC FIELD LIGHTING ON SOCCER FIELDS. BOTH OF THESE PROPOSALS WERE NOT SHARED WITH THE TOWN COUNCIL (OR NWS) UNTIL EACH WAS WELL INTO THE PROCESS. AS A RESULT, MS. ELYSE LAFOREST, NATIONAL PARK SERVICE (NPS) PROGRAM MANAGER, WAS ASKED TO ATTEND A TOWN COUNCIL MEETING TO SPEAK ABOUT DEVELOPMENT OF THE PARK. I RECALL THAT MS. LAFOREST MADE IT VERY CLEAR THAT THE PARK LANDS MUST BE USED CONSISTENT WITH THE REQUIREMENTS SPELLED OUT IN THE DEED AND THE PLAN OF UTILIZATION. THE REFUGE MANAGER EXPRESSED CONCERNS THAT THERE WAS A LACK OF COMMUNICATION BETWEEN THE TOWN AND HIS AGENCY AND REQUESTED A WRITTEN CONTRACT THAT WOULD REQUIRE THE TOWN TO NOTIFY HIS AGENCY AND GET THEIR APPROVAL BEFORE ANY WORK WAS TO BE DONE AT THE PARK. MS. LAFOREST INDICATED THE ONLY “CONTRACTS” OR “AGREEMENTS” THAT SHE WAS INTERESTED IN OR WHICH COLUD BE ENFORCED WERE THOSE BETWEEN THE TOWN AND HER AGENCY (NPS). THE REFUGE MANAGERS PROPOSAL FOR A CONTRACT WAS SUBSEQUENTLY REJECTED (BY THE COUNCIL) AT WHICH TIME A “MEMORANDUM OF UNDERSTANDING” WAS PROPOSED IN AN ATTEMPT TO IMPROVE COMMUNICATIONS BETWEEN THE NWS & THE TOWN. THERE WAS A LOT OF DISCUSSION ABOUT POSSIBLE RAMIFICAITONS OF ENTERING INTO AN “MOU” AND MS. LAFOREST REITERATED THE ONLY DOCUMENTS THE TOWN WAS OBILIGATED TO FOLLOW WERE THE PROPERTY DEEDS.  SHE ADVISED THAT THE ONLY TIME THE NPS WOULD BECOME INVOLVED WAS IF THE TOWN PROPOSED, ALLOWED, OR DID ANYTHING THAT POSED A SERIOUS THREAT OR DID NOT COMPLY WITH THE DEEDS. [IF I REMEMBER CORRECTLY, I THINK SHE USED A NUCLEAR POWER PLANT AS AN EXAMPLE.] 

THEREFORE…I THINK MAKING ANY STATEMENTS INFERRING THAT THE NWS (FISH & WILDLIFE) HAS ANY JURISDICTION AND/OR AUTHORITY WITH REGARD TO THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE PARK ARE MISLEADING.  AS I STATED LAST NGHT, THERE USED TO BE A GOOD RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE TOWN AND FISH & WILDLIFE AND ALTHOUGH IT WAS NOT “REQUIRED” THEY BE ADVISED OR CONSULTED REGARDING PROPOSED DEVELOPMENT, IT WAS ROUTINELY DONE IN AN EFFORT TO BE RESPECTFUL OF THE OPERATION AND GOALS OF THE WILDLIFE REFUGE. IT SEEMS APPROPRIATE TO ME TO CONTINUE TO OPERATE IN THIS WAY BUT I DON’T BELIEVE IT IS APPROPRIATE TO “PREDICATE” OR LIMIT ALL FUTURE DEVELOPMENT OF THE PARK ON THE “MIGRATION PATTERNS OF BIRDS” AND SIMILAR TYPE STATEMENTS WHICH APPEAR IN THE CURRENT COMP PLAN DRAFT. STATEMENTS SUCH AS “This land use must complement that of the Ninigret National Wildlife Refuge” and records indicate that the award of the entire 230 acres was predicated on using it compatibly with the Ninigret National Wildlife Refuge which contains documentation sent from the Refuge Manager to the Charlestown Town Council in 2012” ARE NOT FACTUAL AND IN MY OPINION, MISLEADING.



3-17 	PAR. 2 - “Wayfaring signs and an entry area/welcome kiosk will be in place by 2020”.  – 

COMMENT: I BELIEVE THIS WORK HAS ALREADY BEEN COMPLETED, SO PERHAPS REMOVE THIS ENTIRELY OR REVISE IT TO SAY THE WORK WAS COMPLETED IN (     ).



3-17	PAR. 2 – “Ninigret Park is in need of additional physical improvements…including: Additional walking and multi-purpose trails”:

QUESTION: WHAT IS THE BASIS FOR THIS STATEMENT? HOW WAS THIS DETERMINED? WHAT STUDIES OR CURRENT SURVEYS SHOW THIS? AGAIN, ANOTHER REASON TO WAIT TO GET THE RESULTS OF THE NEW SURVEY TO SEE WHAT RESIDENTS REALLY WANT. 



3-18	PAR. 1 – “Surveys have indicated that the majority of residents in Charlestown want Ninigret Park to be available for year-round use, but to stay relatively undeveloped with more walking and biking trails. There is support for public events of moderate scale”. 

QUESTION: WHAT SURVEY(S) IS THIS REFERRING TO? PERHAPS INLCUDE SURVERY RESULTS TO SUPPORT THIS. I PERSONALLY DON’T BELIEVE SAYING THAT RESIDENTS WANT THE PARK TO STAY “RELATIVELY UNDEVELOPED” IS A FAIR REPRESENTATION, ESPECIALLY WITHOUT SEEING THE RESULTS OF THE UPCOMING SURVEY. YET ANOTHER REASON TO WAIT TO GET THE RESULTS AND INCOPORATE THEM INTO THE COMP PLAN. IF IT IS DECIDED FOR SOME LEGITIMATE REASON THAT THE COMP PLAN CAN’T WAIT FOR THE SURVEY RESULTS BEFORE BEING FINALIZED, I THINK A MINIMUM IT WOULD BE APPROPRIATE TO REFERENCE THE FACT THAT A NEW SURVEY IS IN THE PROCESS OF BEING DONE AND THE RESULTS MAY CHANGE SOME OF THE DETERMINATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS MADE AND PERHAPS EVEN THAT A “FOLLOW UP” OR AMENDMENT WILL BE COMPLETED WITHIN 6 MONTHS AS ALLOWED BY STATE LAW. 



“NINIGRET PARK REVENUES” – 

COMMENT: AS I NOTED LAST NIGHT, I DID NOT SEE ANYTHING IN CHAPTER 3 THAT ADDRESSES REVENUES GENERATED AT NINIGRET PARK, AND SPECIFICALLY, THAT IT IS A REQUIREMENT OF THE NPS THAT ALL REVENUES GENERATED FROM USE OF THE PARK MUST BE USED TO MAINTAIN AND IMPROVE THE PARK. THIS WAS SPECIFICALLY NOTED AS A REQUIREMENT IN THE DEED WHEN THE PROPERTY WAS TRANSFERRED.  I KNOW SEVERAL YEARS AGO THERE WAS A “DEDICATED ACCOUNT” FOR THIS PURPOSE, BUT I AM UNSURE AS TO WHETHER IT STILL EXISTS OR HOW THIS REQUIREMENT IS CURRENTLY BEING ADMINISTERED. 



3-19	“Population Changes” – 

COMMENT: I JUST WONDER IF THIS IS WEIGHTED TOO HEAVILY TO THE SENIOR POPULATION IN CHARLESTOWN…ESPECIALLY IN LIGHT OF THE EVENTS OF THE PAST 18 MONTHS AND STATISTICS WHICH SHOW LARGE POPULATIONS OF MILLENIALS AND YOUNGER ADULTS MOVING INTO RURAL AREAS AS A RESULT OF THE PANDEMIC, WORK REMOTELY, ETC. 



3-21	“Policy 1.3 Provide opportunity for year-round recreation” – “in addition to the field trips (?) and programming scheduled by the P&R Department…. year-round recreation can include outdoor activities such as hiking, bicycling, birdwatching and stargazing, as well as ice skating and cross-country skiing in the winter.” –

COMMENT: IM NOT SURE IF ITS APPRORIATE, OR A GOOD IDEA EVEN, TO INCLUDE “ICE SKATING” AS A “YEAR-ROUND RECREATION ACTIVITY” AS I BELIEVE STATISTICS WILL SHOW THAT THERE ARE VERY FEW DAYS OF THE YEAR (IF ANY) THAT ICE IS DEEMED TO BE “SAFE” TO SKATE ON IN CHARLESTOWN DUE TO THE LACK OF PROLONGED FREEZING TEMPS, SALT AIR, ETC. IF THERE WERE AN INDOOR RINK OR ANY MENTION OF A PROPOSAL TO BUILD ONE, THEN THIS WOULD MAKE SENSE, BUT AS IS, IT NOT ONLY DOESN’T MAKE SENSE BUT I BELIEVE COULD LEAD PEOPLE TO THINK THERE IS ICE SKATING AVAILABLE ON AN ONGOING BASIS…WHICH THERE IS NOT. 



I thank you again for all of your (and others) hard work and hope you find this information helpful. If you have any questions or if I can be of any further assistance, please feel free to contact me. 

Sincerely,

Lisa DiBello

35 Morley Street

Charlestown, RI



simply stated, it just doesn't make sense to not involve them as they have proprietary
knowledge and information relative to Ninigret Park. I'm not certain as to why they were not
contacted for input/review or why their request to have the public hearing delayed to allow
them time to do so was denied, but I can't help but wonder if it was because some of the
information they may have shared would not have comported with the desired outcome(s) of
some involved with the drafting of the plan. Whatever the reason, it is very important that the
regulatory body charged with oversight and development of Ninigret Park be permitted the
time needed (and requested) to review the plan and provide comment.

2. Similar to the aforementioned, it makes absolutely no sense whatsoever that the Comp plan
would be finalized and adopted without incorporating results of the upcoming town wide
survey as it relates to development and use of public properties. If the Comp plan is meant to
truly represent the needs and will of the people of Charlestown, it only makes sense that the
results of this study would be factored in. It is my understanding the survey is set to go and the
results should be available shortly after. The information gathered will be VERY
IMPORTANT in terms of future development and should be incorporated into the Town's
Comprehensive plan.  The fact that several members of both the Town Council and Planning
Commission acknowledged the importance of doing so and further agreed to support a
memorandum of understanding agreeing to go back and "amend the comp plan after the
results are available" speaks for itself. The Comp plan is now YEARS overdue so I don't
understand the rationale of not waiting a few more weeks/months to get it right the first time. 

3. The Comp plan was presented for review and adoption during the height of the worst
pandemic on record, a time when many residents were focused (rightly so) on many other
more important matters. While I appreciate the need to get a final plan to work with going
forward, it does not seem appropriate (or make sense) to do so when participation, gathering
of documents etc. was extremely difficult, if not impossible to do. .

If the Town Comp plan is to have any creditability at all, or is to be used in a way that best
represents the needs and desires of a MAJORITY of town residents, I would respectfully
suggest that the plan not be accepted at this time and be sent back to the Town to allow for a
more thorough and accurate review and re-write. I thank you for the opportunity to share my
thoughts and I hope the Department of Statewide Planning shares my concern in adopting a
Comprehensive Plan that is not only accurate and complete but that is done in a manner that is
sustainable and beyond reproach. It's just the right thing to do.

Sincerely,

Lisa A. DiBello
35 Morley Street
Charlestown, RI  02813
401-480-6001


