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TOWN OF STARKSBORO 

DEVELOPMENT REVIEW BOARD  

NOTICE OF HEARING 

Bela Benitez (Ensign) submi�ed applica�on 26-DRB-06CU for a Condi�onal Use Review Hearing for a 

Commerical Recrea�on Use Sauna and Spa located on a 9.60+/- acre parcel #10741 at 1174 VT Route 17 

in the Town of Starksboro.  The proposed condi�onal use is in the MDRC district.  The Condi�onal Use 

Review Hearing on this applica�on will be held per the 2020 Starksboro Land Use and Development 

Regula�ons (SLUDR). 

The Starksboro Development Review Board will conduct the hearing on October 8, 2026, star�ng at 

6:30p.m. at the Starksboro Town Office with remote access (info below).  The full applica�on is available 

to review by request at the Starksboro zoning office, and on the website at 

h�ps://www.starksborovt.org/agendas-and-minutes 

Pursuant to 24 V.S.A. §§ 4464(a)(1)(C) par�cipa�on in this local proceeding is prerequisite to the right to 

take any subsequent appeal. 

Town of Starksboro is invi�ng you to a scheduled Zoom mee�ng. 

h�ps://us02web.zoom.us/j/89617415124 

 

Mee�ng ID: 896 1741 5124 

Or by Phone: +13052241968 

 

Warning Date :  September 17, 2026 
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26-DRB-06CU Benitez
Abutter Map
8/14/2026 by Steve Rooney

Castonguay Family Trust

The Hill Family Trust
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Bela Benitez​
1174 VT RT 17​
Starksboro, VT 05443​
(302) 650-5998​
belasonic@gmail.com 

V2: September 15, 2026 

Development Review Board​
Town of Starksboro​
P.O. Box 91​
Starksboro, VT 05487 

Re: Conditional Use Review Application – Parcel 10741 

Dear Members of the Development Review Board, 

Please accept the enclosed application materials for Conditional Use Review of a proposed 
small-scale commercial recreation use on Parcel 10741. 

The proposed project consists of a private sauna and creek cold-plunge retreat operating by 
reservation only, with a maximum occupancy of two guests at a time. Guests would have access 
to an existing sauna, an existing relaxation cabin, and access to Baldwin Creek via an existing 
footpath. 

Enclosed please find: 

1.​ Completed Development Review Board Application 
2.​ Completed Zoning Permit Application 
3.​ Project Narrative, including responses to applicable Conditional Use Review criteria 
4.​ Site Plan showing the location of existing improvements and proposed use areas 
5.​ List of abutting property owners verified against the current Grand List 
6.​ Application fee (or fee as assessed by the Zoning Administrator) 
7.​ Photographs of existing site conditions, including access, parking, sauna, cabin, and 

creek access 
8.​ Any additional supporting materials requested by the Zoning Administrator 

Thank you for your consideration of this application. Please let me know if any additional 
information would assist the Board in its review. 

Sincerely, 

Bela Benitez​
 Property Owner / Applicant  

RECEIVED
09/15/2026

Town of Starksboro
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PROJECT NARRATIVE - V2 (9/15/26) 

Conditional Use Review Application 

Parcel 10741 

Proposed Sauna and Creek Cold Plunge Retreat 

Project Description 

The applicant seeks Conditional Use approval for a small-scale commercial recreation use 
consisting of a private sauna and creek cold-plunge retreat. 

The proposed use will operate by reservation only and will serve a maximum of two guests at a 
time. Guests will have access to an existing sauna, an existing relaxation cabin used for 
changing and relaxation and access to Baldwin Creek via an existing footpath. 

The retreat is intended to provide a quiet, nature-based experience centered around sauna use, 
cold-water immersion, relaxation, and enjoyment of the property's natural setting. No overnight 
accommodations, events, amplified music, or large gatherings are proposed. 

Existing parking areas will be utilized. No additional roadway construction is proposed. 

 

Response to Conditional Use Review 
Criteria 

1. Suitability of the Use 
The parcel is well suited to the proposed use due to its size, natural setting, existing 
improvements, and access to Baldwin Creek. Existing recreational features including the sauna, 
relaxation cabin, parking area, and creek access support the proposed use without requiring 
substantial additional development.   

The natural landscape and forest setting are central to the experience and provide appropriate 
separation from neighboring properties. The proposed use is limited to a maximum of two 
guests at a time. 
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2. Character of the Area 
The proposed use is low intensity and reservation-based. Guest occupancy will be limited to two 
persons at a time. 

The use will not create significant traffic, noise, lighting, or activity beyond what is typical for a 
rural residential property. No overnight accommodations, weddings, events, or group activities 
are proposed. 

Because of the limited scale of operations and the substantial privacy provided by the property, 
the proposed use will not alter the rural character of the area or impair neighboring properties. 

No streambank alterations, structures, grading, dredging, or improvements within the creek 
channel are proposed. 

 

3. Safety and Privacy 
The property provides significant separation from neighboring properties. 

Guests access Baldwin Creek via an existing footpath connecting the retreat area to the creek. 
The path follows existing site conditions and provides access to the creek access area. 

The retreat operates by reservation only and is limited to a maximum of two guests at a time, 
minimizing impacts on neighboring landowners and preserving privacy for both guests and 
adjacent properties.  Operations will occur during daylight. No overnight use is proposed. 

 

4. Natural Setting 
The project utilizes existing improvements and existing access routes wherever practical. 

The natural landscape, forest setting, and creek environment are key features of the retreat and 
will be preserved. No platforms, docks, or structures are proposed within Baldwin Creek. 

The project is intended to have minimal impact on the site's natural features while allowing 
guests to appreciate and enjoy the property's natural resources. 

 

5. Public Facilities and Services 
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The proposed use is expected to have minimal impact on public facilities and services due to its 
small scale and limited occupancy. 

Because the retreat is limited to a maximum of two guests at a time and operates by reservation 
only, the project is expected to generate only a small number of vehicle trips per day. Existing 
driveway access and parking are adequate to accommodate the proposed use. 

An existing incinerating toilet is provided for guest use. The applicant is consulting with a 
Vermont licensed designer and the Vermont Department of Environmental Conservation 
regarding any wastewater permitting requirements associated with the proposed commercial 
use and will obtain any required approvals. No additional wastewater-generating plumbing 
facilities are proposed as part of this application. 

 

6. Performance Standards 
The proposed use is expected to comply with applicable performance standards. 

Operations are limited in scale and are not expected to generate excessive noise, traffic, 
lighting, odors, dust, or other impacts on neighboring properties. 

The use is designed to remain compatible with the surrounding rural environment. 

 

7. Site Plan Review Criteria 
The accompanying site plan identifies the existing driveway, parking area, sauna, relaxation 
cabin, incinerating toilet, creek access path, and creek access location. ​
​
*The relaxation cabin is the pre-existing “camp” that the previous owners built.   

The proposed use relies primarily on existing improvements and existing site conditions. No 
significant additional site development is proposed. 

 

Existing Improvements 
The project area includes: 

●​ Existing sauna 
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●​ Existing relaxation cabin 
●​ Existing parking area 
●​ Existing incinerating toilet 
●​ Existing footpath to Baldwin Creek 
●​ Existing creek access location 

 

The relaxation cabin is used only as a changing, warming, and relaxation space associated with 
the sauna retreat and is not used for overnight accommodations. 

An existing incinerating toilet is available for guest use. The facility is intended to support the 
limited occupancy of the retreat, which is restricted to a maximum of two guests at a time. 
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Site Photos​

​ ​ ​  
​ Existing parking area​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Walking path to sauna & cabin 
 

  ​    ​​ ​     
​ ​ Sauna ​​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Changing cabin 

 ​    
  
 Path to creek & Baldwin Creek access 
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26-DRB-06CU Benitez Sauna/Spa
Site Plan
9/15//26

Exhibit G

RECEIVED
09/15/2026

Town of Starksboro
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Town of Starksboro Development Review Board September 16, 2026 

Zoning Administrator Review Memo 

26-DRB-06CU Benitez Conditional Use Review Hearing 
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Zoning Administrator (ZA) Review Memo 

 
The following is an administrative summary of the project being heard on 10/8/2026 with 
recommendations for DRB consideration. This review memo is provided to the applicant 
prior to the hearing and, via the town website, to the general public. 

 
I. General Information 

• Applicant(s):  Bela Benitez 
• Landowner(s): Bela Benitez 
• Location: 1174 VT Route 17 
• Parcel ID: 10741 
• Zoning District(s):  MDRC / LDRC 
• Project Description: Conditional Use Review for a Commercial Recreation 

Sauna/Spa 

 

II. Procedural History and Threshold Issues 
• Pre-Application Meeting Date: 8/24/2026 
• Application Received Complete: 8/14/2026 
• Warning & Abutter Notification Dates: 8/17/26 
• Threshold Review (Stowe Highlands Analysis): 

o Is this an amendment to a previous decision? [No] 

 

III. Bylaw Compliance Summary 
1. See Technical review for jurisdictional review notes. 

 

IV. Public Correspondence & White Papers 
• Summary of Public Comment: (None as of 8/15/26)  
• Technical White Papers: (None).  

 

V. Overview and Recommendations 
 
Project Overview 
The applicant is proposing to operate a for-profit Sauna and Spa on their property, 
utilizing only existing developed features and structures. 
 
ZA Technical Analysis 

1. The property spans the LDRC/MDRC districts, however the use is located only in 
the MDRC district. 
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2. The use falls by definition under Section 510.C(5): Commercial Recreation and 
Entertainment. A site, structure or portion of a structure designed to be used for 
leisure-time activities and that is operated as a for profit business. 

3. This commercial use is noted in the Section 210.A Figure 3 Use Table as a 
Conditional Use in all districts. 

4. Parking: The applicant proposes to limit activity to two customers per session. 
Section 313.D, Figure 12 Required Parking Table requires 2 parking spaces for a 
limited number of customers.  It should be determined if adequate parking is 
available for both the residence and the business. 

5. Use of the Seasonal Camp. This structure was permitted in 2008 for private use 
only, see Exhibit H.  This CU approval will need to amend that condition to allow 
for the commercial use of the structure. 

6. Sauna construction.  The Owner has noted anecdotally that this installation was 
exempted by an earlier zoning administrator via phone call. The permit status 
should be clarified for the record during the hearing. 

7. Incinerating toilet. The applicant is in discussions with the State regarding 
permitting the use of this device.  Issuance of the zoning permit should be 
contingent on receipt of this approval. 

8. Shower use:  There is an existing shower near the Sauna which according to 
Owner presents permitting issues with the State and will therefore be removed.  
This action should be verified by the ZA and contingent to issuance of the zoning 
permit. 

9. River Access: This access enters the new River Corridor jurisdiction under the 
interim bylaw adopted 9/15/26 by the Selectboard.  No hard construction or 
changes to the river’s edge are proposed or allowed.  The access is allowed but 
must be maintained in its current state and allowed to be naturally modified at the 
river’s edge as the river changes course. 

 
ZA Decision Recommendation: Approve with Conditions 
 

Preliminary Project-Specific Conditions: 

The conditions listed below are drafted for the Board’s consideration and public 
discussion. Staff recommends that the DRB openly review these potential conditions 
with the applicant prior to closing the public hearing for the following reasons: 

• Landowner Awareness: This discussion provides the first formal opportunity for 
the applicant to realize specific conditions may be applied and to understand their 
technical implications. 

• Stakeholder Feedback: It allows the DRB to solicit immediate concerns from 
neighbors or the applicant regarding the feasibility or impact of conceptual 
conditions. It does not limit the DRB from developing new conditions during 
deliberations nor foregoing conditions discussed at the public hearing. 
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• Staff Technical Advice: Staff can advise the Board if adjusting a condition’s 
wording would achieve the DRB’s regulatory objective while minimizing 
unnecessary burden on the applicant and other interested parties. 

• Clarity of Process: The DRB should clearly inform the applicant that these 
discussions are non-binding; conditions may be significantly altered, new 
conditions added or discussed conditions not incorporated during the deliberative 
session or upon review by the Town Attorney. 

ZA’s Proposed Final Conditions:  

 
1. Site Plan Filing:  A DRB signature titleblock must be added to the Site plan and 

signed by the DRB Chair and filed in the Zoning Records. 

2. Zoning Permits required before start of business: A zoning permit must be 

obtained prior to operation of the business. 

3. State Permitting: Issuance of Zoning permits shall be contingent on receipt of a 

State water-wastewater permit for the incinerating toilet. 

4. Shower removal: The existing shower in the Sauna vicinity must be removed and 

verified by the ZA prior to issuance of the zoning permit. 

5. Parking verification:  A total of 4 car spaces on site must be verified by the ZA 

prior to issuance of a zoning permit. 

10. River Access: No hard construction or changes to the river’s edge are proposed 
or allowed.  The access is allowed but must be maintained in its current state and 
allowed to be naturally modified at the river’s edge as the river changes course. 
 

 

Exhibits: 

ZA comments are made in reference to the exhibits posted on the Town website at 

https://www.starksborovt.org/agendas-and-minutes with entries up until Sept. 16, 2026. 
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