Tying planning to the land: New Alchemy wants to lead
Proposal for a Cape ‘bioregion’ natural resource inventory is in the mail

By Daas Horpig

Cape Cod is “riding for a terrible downfali,” said Arthur
£. Palmer. i is, he feels, “*a textbook case of a community
headed over the chifi."”

Dire words from a man who has dedicaied the second
phase of his career to the cause of land use planaing. Dire
words heard by a small, diverse gathering of individuals,
principally planners, who had journeyed through a driving
rainstorm: Sunday mormming, Apiil 24 to meet and hear Ar-
thur Palmer at New Alchemy Enstitute in East Falmouth.

Palmer is an atiorney from New York City. But mote im-
poriantly he is a “‘consultant on land use development and
environmental impact problems to individuals, planning
boards, state and local governments, planners and
developers,™ in the words of his card. Palmer went back 1o
college at & point in his life when most men are thinking
about retiremeni. He weal, a practicing lawyer, inte land-
scape architecture school and came owt convinced that many
environmentally sensitive communities are in- dire jeopardy
of being ruined if they do not egally tie their zoning decie
sions to scientific criteria rsiher than the old but -present
economic criteria. -

He is convinced that Capd Cod is just such @ community.

in a recently completed yaper entitied “A Tale of Five
Cities; Lost or Saved,”” (now in draft form), he lists the Cape
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“With appropriate and adequate scientific dasa,”” Palmer
argues, *“one can prepare laws under which the couris would
approve restrictions on land use that some would consider
novel and severe’

Law is a key, and Patmer the lawyer knows il. The law, or
in mary cases the fear of getiing tangled up in faw suils,
scares many commmunities from changing the legal founda-
tion upon which their zoning is based. It's considered safer to
stay with what he calls “obsolete zoning laws, having their
roots in the Hoover Zoning Laws of the 1920s....""

Yet, Palmer said o the group April 24, there exists *‘great
power in a communily to protect itseif. I something
adversely affects the health, safeiy or welfare of a communi-
iy a court will uphold decisions agaiist it.”

He félt, in fact, that *it’s probabdy easier (o challenge the
legality of existing zening kiws (on Cape Cod) than to kose 2

case in which zoning is based on scientific data, which can be -

shown io a judge and jury.”

Independent of Arthur Palmer the idiea of a “*bioregional
economic development plan for Cape Cod™” had been kick-
ing around for the past year al New Aichemy Institute, the
non-profit research and education organization in Falmouth

which is dedicaicd *'to developing sustainable technologies””

far the future, including landscape. New Akhemy subsists
on private and government grants and by mid-winter a grant
proposal had been writien 1o facilitate the creation™ of

bioregionzl master plan to be “*developed by a corsortium of

local citizens® groups, social service agencies, businesses, and
government agencies.”’

Purpose of New Alchemy’s original plan was vague. But
after becoming acquainted with Arthur Palmer’s work, and
after consultations with Professor Carl Steinitz at Hasvard,
University’s graduate school of design, New Alchemy focus;
ed its proposal. ’

*“fts purpose,” according to a revised summary, “‘will
to help residents, planners and town officials guide the fuiufe
growith of the Cape and Islands in an ecologically sound w.
The formulation and adopiion of oning ordinances, $
division bylaws azd building codes designed to simuliancogs-
ty accommodate economic development and the preservatibn
of the Cape and {slands® naturak rescurce base will be the mia-
jor objectives of this project.”

Last week, zccording to New Alchemy’s Watson, the p

posal was sent e James C. Penny Foundation in New Ygrk -

City. It seeks $50,000 for Mew Alchemy to orchesiraie the
natural resource inventory and crzale the way for itjio
become land use taw on Cape Cod. Additipgally, Watson
said, about $150,000 will be needed to do computer ma
ing. Harvard University, he felt, may do some of this fund
raising on ils owa.

As well, a two page summary of the Cape proposal is being
mailed asound the cousstry to cother potential funding
sources. The §.C, Penney group meets Jate this month and
Mew Alchemy expects to hear from them by June 1.

Palmer is intesested in a consufting contract with such a
project, Prof. Steinitz has toid. New Alchemy that he woittd
be interested in a condract 1o do the necessary computer map-
ping of the peninsula, and New Aicherny would tike prant
money to coordinate the people and politics 1© make it hap-
pen. With these self-interested pieces of the puzede falting in-

to place New Alchemy April 24 wanted to get a preliminary
feel for how, or if, a commanity of unpaid people on Cape
Cod could be mobilized te get behind such an effort.
“Anticipatory democracy,” Palmer called it, gelling a
range of people invoived in creating regulations for today
that deal with the future.
Sense from the county planners present was that much of

the type of information needed for a bioregion map probsbly

already exists in the planning commission’s offices or various
town conservation or engineering offices. Assembling it and:
computerizing it is the tue task. They fell thar environmen-
tal awareness and supporl for quality of life are high on Cape |
Cod and that a reasonable, serious project to betler preserve i

‘the amenities here would probbly meet with wide Support.

Tough town weilands laws, by state standards, and @
designation of Cape Cod as a groundwater sole source ;
aquifer are evidence that the Cape is politically attuned 1o :
strict regulations, the local planners felt. Bui they believed
that an anti-development stance would meel strong opposi- |
tion. ;

Palmer spoke up quickly to point cut that scientific-based
zoning decisions need not be anti-developmemt. The idea is Lo
make tand development ‘‘intervene in a way ihat helps the
environment” and he mentioned England and Normandy as
examples of pastora! settings created by man, *They would
just be swamps. Man is wiser than Nature in some cases, to
make things happen that couldn't happen.” But, said

Palmer the goal musi be (o improve quali%ﬁ‘?’s.’”ﬁ_.

added, then land and building va up with constrac- |
ion. Everybody nfa 7
One fcipant at New Alchemy's gathering, Mitch

Chanelis from the Boston-based Center fos Economic
Justive, held out another possible way for the bioregion idea
o get off the ground. The Center, he said, is presently (rying
1o see Massachusetts establish a statewide fund to finance
prajects such as the one New Alchemy proposes.

The Cemter has done preliminary work with state
fegislators, Chanelis said in a separate interview, and feels the
e is right to lobby for a Massachusetts fand gains 1ax. The

idea is to make land speculators pay for quick turnover of
their properiies (say, i85 percent of the profit in the fivst year,
12 percent in year two, 10 percent in year three, making the
tax applicable for about six years), and to earmark the pro-
ceeds of such a tax for preservation projects. “His idea (Wat-
son’s a1 New Alchemy) seems (g be an ideal pilot project.”’
said Chanelis. . I
Vermont has a land gains ax, said Chanelis, and it's |

|

1

Ster

* “‘worked real well” there, he believes, although the tax col-

Tected is not earmarked for a specific purpose. I —

““H’s our epinicn thas specula:i_q_r;gmhad—anmﬁggis

"oHE o the s T Beonomic imustice,” Chanelis said.

New Alchemy approached two state feaders on Friday,
May 6 when many of the Governor's heavy hitters visited
Cape Cod Community Colicge 10 attend an Economic
Development Councit meeting there. Both Secrztary of
Economic Affarrs Eveiye Murphy and Lievienani Governar
John Kerry, said New Alchemy’s Greg Watson, heard a pitch
for the need 10 do betser enviropmental land planning here,

“We're frying to pursue soine avenue with the staie,” said
Watson, ‘“see if there are channels for funding, find out what
the folks in the state think. We belicve Cape Cod can be a
madel for other regions.™ :
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Miteh Chanelis, hesllo,

Hera's a clip of the oiece I did for
our paper this wesek,

You'll be interested that twc of the
county planning agency folks you met in
Hatchville, Scott Horsley and Dave Hall,
reported to the execubive commitbes of

the planning commission yosterday, reporfed

the meeting we all had and reprocduced

copies of my article zs handouts, Itm %old,

though T wasn't there, that the exec
committes got totally turned on to the
idea and is planning to hit up all the
town planning boards on the Cape with a
probe.

Things seem to be happening, believe
it or not,

Chsers,




