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Summary

A proposal by the Town Government Study Committee (TGSC) would remove the Wetlands Protection
Administrator from the Natural Resources Commission (NRC) and place her in a proposed new “Land
Use (Permitting) Division.” This change is recommended in order to streamline the permitting and
development process. The NRC counters that this change will not expedite the process and will result
in a weakening of the environmental protection of our wetlands. Alternative solutions exist to address
the issues that have been identified by the TGSC without making drastic changes.

Background

The Wellesley Wetlands Protection Committee (WPC) is a five-member board of technical volunteers
who are appointed by the NRC. The NRC, having the powers and duties of a Conservation
Commission, has delegated to the Wetlands Protection Committee the authority to administer and
enforce the provisions of the Massachusetts Wetlands Protection Act (MGL Ch. 131 840) and the
Wellesley Wetlands Protection Bylaw (Article 44). The WPC protects the critically important resource of
wetland habitats and works to help residents understand the need for restrictions on activities within
and near these important natural areas.

The WPC is part of the Natural Resources Commission, which includes the NRC Director, the Wetlands
Administrator, an Educational Coordinator, and two part-time secretaries. These professionals work
side by side, sharing expertise and office resources in carrying out the mission of the NRC, which is to
“provide stewardship of, education about, and advocacy for the Town of Wellesley’s park, conservation,
recreation and open space system so that the full value of the Town’s natural assets can be passed
onto future generations.”

Recommendations of the Town Government Study Committee

The TGSC recommends that the Wetlands Administrator be removed from the Natural Resources
Commission and placed in a new “Land Use Division” in order to increase the efficiency and
convenience of the permitting process for building projects proposed by residents and developers. The
Wetlands Administrator would report to a new “Land Use Director,” rather than to the NRC appointed
members of the Wetlands Protection Committee under the supervision of the NRC Director.



From our meetings with the TGSC, it is our understanding that this committee has identified the
following areas for improvement in departments that relate to building and permitting:

e The permitting process lacks a clear, step-by-step approach and is confusing to residents and
developers.

The Town web site does not provide clear information on the permitting process.

Residents need earlier notification of building projects in their neighborhoods.

Some departments are lacking in manpower and administrative support.
Supervision/accountability issues exist on the staff.

The basement layout contributes to a lack of communication between departments and can be
confusing to visitors.

Opinion of the NRC
The NRC believes the TGSC recommendations, if accepted, would weaken the existing protection
afforded our valuable natural resources and is not in the best interests of our Town or our environment.

e Inherently different activities and missions: The permitting departments (Building, Planning,
Zoning, and Code Enforcement) in the proposed “Land Use Division” are essentially tasked with
approving development while ensuring public health and safety. The Wetlands Protection
Committee was created expressly to be the stewards of the Town’s valuable wetlands, water
bodies, and other endangered natural assets, and has functioned extremely effectively as an
independent voice for conservation for more than 35 years. To subject the Wetlands
Administrator to the authority of a “Land Use Director” would be to undermine the independence
of the Wetlands Administrator and weaken her ability to act in the best interests of our wetlands
resource areas.

e Conflict of accountability: The Wetlands Administrator cannot reasonably report to a “Land
Use Director” and also be responsible to the board of the Wetlands Protection Committee.
Placing the Administrator under the administrative authority of a “Land Use Director” will create
a conflict of accountability. The Wetlands Administrator’s essential purpose is to protect
wetlands and to support the Wetlands Protection Committee. In order to serve her primary
mission of wetlands protection and conservation, the Wetlands Administrator must remain under
the direction of the Wetlands Protection Committee and the NRC.

¢ No effective increase in efficiency or convenience: The Wetlands Protection Committee
already operates under strict deadline standards mandated by the Massachusetts Department
of Environmental Protection. State regulations require the Wetlands Protection Committee to
schedule a public hearing on any proposal within 21 days of receiving an application. Once a
decision is rendered by the WPC, there is a mandatory 10-day appeal process before work can
begin. Each application is unique, subject to specific Orders of Conditions, and often requires
the restoration of sensitive resource areas. The WPC permitting process is dictated by state
regulations and cannot be further expedited or streamlined. Removing the Wetlands
Administrator from the Natural Resources Commission will not result in faster or more efficient
permitting for any projects. In addition, the Wetlands Administrator works collaboratively with
the NRC Director and the NRC staff, who have background and knowledge in wetland affairs
and are able to support her and thereby facilitate the permitting process.

o Elimination of educational role: In addition to handling proposals for projects in sensitive
areas, the Wetlands Administrator works closely with the NRC Director, Educational
Coordinator, and Administrative Assistants in the NRC office to carry out the important job of
educating and raising awareness among residents and developers to keep them from
inadvertently violating the Wetlands Protection Act and our Town Wetlands Bylaw, damaging
our water resource areas, and incurring large fines. This educational facet of the Wetlands
Administrator’s job is inextricably linked with the educational mission of the NRC as a whole,
and is supported by all NRC staff.

¢ Reduction of available administrative support: As an integral part of the Natural Resources
Department, the Wetlands Administrator has the support of the NRC Director, the Educational



Coordinator, and two part-time secretaries, all of whom come under the NRC budget. Moving
the Wetlands Administrator to the proposed “Land Use Division” would result in the loss of this
critical support and would unnecessarily burden the Wetlands Administrator. It is not clear how
the Wetlands Administrator would be able to function without this support. Most likely, an
assistant to the Wetlands Administrator would need to be hired.

Alternative Solutions

e Permitting software is available and could be implemented.

= Permitting process could be housed online, through the Town web site, with a clearly
articulated step-by-step process.

=  Wetlands would be identified as one of the first steps in the process.
= Applications would be automatically forwarded to permitting departments for initial review.

o A “concierge” approach could be taken to guide applicants through the permitting process; the
“concierge” could also provide administrative support.

¢ A “smart” website could be used to notify residents of neighboring projects.

e Regular meetings among department heads have already been instituted to provide better
communication between land use departments.

e Signage in the basement could remedy visitor confusion.

e Our new Director of Human Resources has already made great progress in addressing
employee performance, appraisals, and in dealing with personnel matters.

Conclusion

While the NRC recognizes the TGSC for its time and effort in studying the Town management
structure, the NRC has clear objections to the proposed changes regarding the NRC. We are
disappointed to see the TGSC disregard our objections and continue to move ahead with implementing
this proposal.

After a motion was made and seconded, the Natural Resources Commission voted 5to Oin
support of the following motion:

The Natural Resources Commission opposes the removal of, transfer from, or any other change
to the position of the Wetlands Administrator from the NRC. The TGSC proposal is detrimental
to the best interests of Wellesley, undermines the independence and integrity of the Wetlands
Administrator, and reverses Wellesley’s historic and enduring commitment to environmental
protection as embodied by the NRC.
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