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Issue  

On May 22, 2020, the Connecticut Supreme Court issued a decision, Lime Rock Park, LLC v. 

Planning & Zoning Comm'n of the Town of Salisbury, impacting the legal scope of the state statute 

governing car race exhibitions in Connecticut generally and the operations of the Lime Rock Park 

race track in Salisbury, Connecticut specifically. This report summarizes the effect of the court’s 

decision on that statute (CGS § 14-164a) and race track.  

 

Summary 

The Lime Rock case, which revolved around certain 2015 amendments to Salisbury’s zoning 

regulations, asked the state Supreme Court to address whether portions of those amendments 

conflicted with various state laws. Among other things, the amendments expressly restricted the 

days and hours of car race exhibitions at the Lime Rock Park race track. Ultimately, the court 

decided those specific amendments can remain in place, holding that CGS § 14-164a(a): 

1. prohibits car race exhibitions during (a) unreasonable hours on weekdays and (b) before 

noon on Sundays without a municipal permit, 

2. does not confer the absolute right to conduct exhibitions during reasonable hours on 

weekdays and after noon on Sundays, and  

3. authorizes municipalities to adopt zoning regulations that (a) restrict the hours of 

exhibitions on any day of the week or hour of the day or (b) ban them entirely. 

 

(To the extent the race track contested the amendments based on other state statutes, specifically 

ones in Titles 8 and 22a, this report generally does not examine those arguments).  
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In terms of the overall impact on Lime Rock Park, the court’s decision did not change the race 

track’s current operating schedule (see, e.g., this statement from the track’s president, which notes 

that the decision maintained the status quo). For example, the track continues to be allowed to 

conduct unmufflered exhibitions on 10 Saturdays a year and on Memorial Day, the Fourth of July, 

and Labor Day, and is prohibited from having exhibitions on Sundays. However, the effect of the 

court upholding most of the 2015 zoning amendments may make it more burdensome for the 

company owning the track to alter operations in the future because it will have to go before the 

Salisbury Planning and Zoning Commission and request specific modifications to the municipality’s 

zoning regulations, which it did not necessarily have to do before. 

 

Case Background 

Legal Constraints on Race Track Operations Before 2015 Zoning 

Amendments 

Car race exhibitions and other related activities, including camping, began at the Lime Rock Park 

race track in 1957, with races occurring seven days a week. At that time, only state law regulated 

the track’s activities (e.g., the version of CGS § 14-164a that existed then, which was codified as 

CGS § 29-143), as Salisbury had no zoning regulations. 

 

In 1958, in response to the race track’s activities, a group of local citizens and institutions brought 

a private nuisance action, Adams v. Vaill (Docket No. CV-58-0015459-S). That lawsuit resulted in 

the Superior Court imposing a permanent injunction on the track on May 12, 1959, that restricted 

its operations, such as prohibiting all race exhibitions on Sundays (see Docket No. LLI-CV15-

6013033-S Entry No. 135 at pages A25 to A28). 

 

Shortly after the Adams injunction was issued, on June 8, 1959, Salisbury adopted zoning 

regulations and a zoning map. The regulations placed the race track in a ‘‘Rural Enterprise’’ zoning 

district, in which a track for racing motor vehicles and accessory uses were permitted uses. They 

allowed exhibitions at the track to the extent they were permitted by state statute. The regulations 

contained no reference to the Adams injunction. 

 

In 1977 and 1978, three appeals were brought to Superior Court from certain decisions of the 

Salisbury Zoning Board of Appeals (ZBA) concerning the track’s activities. All appeals were resolved 

by a single stipulation for judgment that the court entered in 1979. Under this judgment, certain 

restrictions were imposed on campers and the parking of nonofficial motor vehicles (see Docket 

No. LLI-CV15-6013033-S Entry No. 135 at pages A41 to A42). 
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In total, before 2015, the race track’s activities were regulated by four sets of legal restrictions: (1) 

state statutes, (2) the Adams permanent injunction, (3) the stipulated judgment arising from the 

ZBA appeals, and (4) the Salisbury zoning regulations.  

 

Several of those restrictions underwent changes between 1957 and 2015. For example, the Adams 

injunction was modified three times, in 1966, 1968, and 1988 (see Docket No. LLI-CV15-

6013033-S Entry No. 135 at pages A29 to A40). Additionally, CGS § 29-143 was transferred to 

CGS § 14-164a and revised several times. 

 

The Salisbury zoning regulations changed numerous times as well. Of note, at some point between 

1974 and 1981, the municipality amended the zoning regulations to replace the reference to state 

law with a reference to the Adams injunction for the purposes of regulating the track’s exhibition 

times. The 2013 zoning regulations, which were the last relevant version prior to the 2015 

amendments, specified, among other things, that “[n]o races shall be conducted on any such track 

except during such hours as are permitted by Court Order dated 5/12/59 and subsequent Court 

Orders on file in the Planning and Zoning Office, or the Town Clerk’s Office” (see Docket No. SC 

20237 Plaintiff-Appellee’s May 10, 2019 Appendix pages A038 to A041). Thus, the 2013 

regulation was intrinsically connected to and dependent on the terms of the Adams injunction and 

its modifications. 

 

2015 Zoning Amendments Controversy 

The Salisbury Planning and Zoning Commission adopted the contested zoning amendments on 

November 16, 2015 (see Attachment 1). In these amendments, the commission removed the 

reference to the Adams injunction and instead directly embedded the language from the (1) 1988 

injunction modification into Section 221.1 of the zoning regulations and (2) ZBA appeals judgment 

into Section 221.3 of the regulations. The amendments effectively prevent the zoning regulations 

from automatically being modified if a court ever revises the Adams injunction or ZBA appeals 

judgment in the future. Instead, the commission will have to affirmatively incorporate any such 

changes into the regulations. Beyond those modifications, the commission added other provisions 

that placed additional restrictions on Lime Rock Park, such as requiring the race track to file an 

application for a special permit as a condition for seeking an amendment to the regulations.  

 

The company owner of the Lime Rock Park race track appealed Sections 221.1 and 221.3 of the 

2015 zoning amendments on December 8, 2015, in state Superior Court (see Docket No. LLI-CV15-

6013033-S). The owner made several arguments in its appeal, including that CGS § 14-164a(a) 

prevented the commission from adopting zoning regulations limiting the days and hours of racing 

activities and that the commission exceeded its authority under CGS § 8-3(c) by requiring the track 

to file a special permit application in order to request a regulation amendment. Among other things, 

the owner requested that the court declare the amendments to be illegal and without effect. 
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The Superior Court issued a final, amended decision on July 17, 2018, after which several appeals 

were filed that were taken by the state Supreme Court (see Docket Nos. SC 20237, SC 20238, and 

SC 20239). The state Supreme Court issued a consolidated decision on May 22, 2020.  

 

Review of the State Supreme Court Decision 

Analysis of CGS § 14-164a 

In the Lime Rock case, among other things, the state Supreme Court reviewed whether CGS § 14-

164a preempted (i.e., prevented adoption of) Section 221.1(a) of the 2015 zoning amendments, 

which limits when exhibitions on the track can take place. The court’s decision turned on whether 

CGS § 14-164a is a permissive or prohibitory statute. The former grants permission to engage in 

specific activities and the latter places constraints on engaging in certain activities. Under common-

law preemption principles, municipalities cannot ban activities that permissive statutes allow. They 

also cannot permit activities that a prohibitory statute forbids but they can adopt regulations that 

are more restrictive than the constraints in the statute. 

 

The court’s analysis of this issue focused on the following three sentences in CGS § 14-164a: 

 

(a) No person shall operate a motor vehicle in any race, contest or demonstration of 

speed or skill with a motor vehicle as a public exhibition except in accordance with 

the provisions of this section. Such race or exhibition may be conducted at any 

reasonable hour of any week day or after twelve o'clock noon on any Sunday. The 

legislative body of the city, borough or town in which the race or exhibition will be 

held may issue a permit allowing a start time prior to twelve o'clock noon on any 

Sunday, provided no such race or exhibition shall take place contrary to the 

provisions of any city, borough or town ordinances….  

 

The court found this language ambiguous as to whether the statute is permissive or prohibitory, so 

it looked at the statute’s legislative history for guidance. It stated that from 1939 through 1998 the 

statute expressly contemplated that municipalities would have the authority to restrict racing 

activities that were statutorily permitted or to prohibit them altogether. The court acknowledged 

that the 1998 revision to the statute (PA 98-182) could reasonably be interpreted as changing the 

function of the second sentence of CGS § 14-164a(a), but concluded that this was not the intent of 

the change. The court found nothing in the legislative history of PA 98-182 that suggested the 

intent of the revision was to divest municipalities of their authority to regulate car exhibitions 

locally. According to the court, “[i]f the legislature had intended such a radical departure from the 

policy underlying the original statute, it surely would have discussed that reason for the change 

during the debate on the proposed legislation and used clearer language to express its intent.”  

 

Based on this guidance, the court decided that CGS § 14-164a(a) is a prohibitory statute that does 

not preempt Section 221.1(a) of the 2015 zoning amendments. 
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(Additionally, the court indicated that the term “week day” as used in CGS § 14-164a(a) includes 

Saturdays since it was considered a weekday under the ordinary usage at the time that the statute 

was adopted. It noted that it was “unlikely that the legislature would have imposed a prohibition on 

Saturday racing by omitting any reference to that day in the statute or that it would have placed 

greater restrictions on Saturday racing than on Sunday racing” (see the decision’s footnote 35). 

 

Effect on Race Track Operations 

The state Supreme Court’s decision allows the 2015 zoning amendments to go forward as is except 

for one clarification and two deletions. Specifically, the court concluded that the word “weekday” as 

used in Section 221.1(a)(2)(A) of the amendments includes Saturdays, which is consistent with the 

general understanding of the terms of the Adams injunction that allowed mufflered racing 

exhibitions on Saturdays for decades. Additionally, the court struck Sections 221.1(a)(8) and 

221.3(d), which required the filing and approval of a special permit application in order to modify 

the regulations in the future, because they were beyond the authority of the commission under CGS 

§§ 8-2 and 8-3. Thus, the court’s decision does not affect the race track’s current operating 

schedule.  

 

Beyond the Lime Rock decision, a subsequent change to the 2015 zoning amendments by the 

Salisbury Planning and Zoning Commission must be highlighted. Specifically, the commission 

deleted Section 221.6 from the municipality’s zoning regulations in 2016, before the court’s 

decision (see, e.g., its absence from Salisbury’s current regulations). Section 221.6 contained, 

among other things, a clause that if the race track successfully challenged any part of the 2015 

amendments, then it would no longer be permitted to conduct exhibitions under the zoning 

regulations. 

 

Going forward, the race track remains regulated by four sets of legal restrictions: (1) state statutes, 

(2) the Adams permanent injunction, (3) the stipulated judgment arising from the ZBA appeals, and 

(4) the Salisbury zoning regulations. While the current Adams injunction and ZBA appeals judgment 

are embedded into the zoning regulations for now, both may be modified in the future. Due to the 

structure of the zoning regulations resulting from the court’s decision, if either the injunction or 

judgment are modified, the race track will have to take additional steps by going before the 

commission and requesting changes so that the zoning regulations mirror any injunction or 

judgment modifications.  
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Attachment 1 

Final 2015 Zoning Amendments Approved by Salisbury Planning and Zoning Commission 

(Taken from Docket No. SC 20237 Appellant’s Joint Appendix Part 1 pages JA415 to JA420.) 
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Attachment 1 (continued) 
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Attachment 1 (continued) 
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Attachment 1 (continued) 
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Attachment 1 (continued) 
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Attachment 1 (continued) 
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