TRUSTEES MEETING
TUESDAY, MAY 10, 2016 AT 4:00 PM
LINCOLN HALL MEETING ROOM
2 LINCOLN STREET, ESSEX JUNCTION, VT 05452
1.

CALL TO ORDER

2.

WORK SESSION

[4:00 PM]

a. Discuss Trustee Goals and Issues
3.

CONSENT AGENDA
a. Expense Warrant #16041 dated 4/28/16 in the amount of $264,101.24

4.

ADJOURN
Meetings of the Trustees are accessible to people with disabilities. For information on
accessibility or this agenda, call the Village Manager’s office at 878-6944.
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Notes From 10 August 2015 Trustee Retreat
George's Notes from Meeting
1) There was general agreement that we should explore business/real estate opportunities
that would result in conversion of Road ResQ property to a small Village green
space/park.
2) Thoughts on how to proceed with the above included using the remaining Land
Acquisition Fund and/or an outright general fund increase.
3) Additional thoughts focused on possible sale of Stevens Park property. There was
agreement that this could be an emotionally charged issue. Immediate neighbors would
be impacted but impacts could be mitigated by preserving buffer of trees. But overall
this should be favorably viewed by Village because it would resolve deterioration and
abuse of public property (Stevens Park) and provide an opportunity to provide much
more accessible green space at Five Corners.
4) If tax abatements are used to encourage real estate transactions in Village Center, Lauren
would need to calculate impacts on other tax payers.
5) More regarding Downtown Development: (Other Trustee recollections after meeting)

Other Trustees' Notes About Village Center Submitted Post Meeting
1) Incentives to business/property owners for improving buildings and constructing new buildings
that reflect Design Five Corners vision.
2) Question: Would design control give PC more authority to ensure good development or would
we lose flexibility?
3) The Trustees have broad latitude to offer tax stabilization, but it is usually intended to create
jobs. Can/Should we develop a tax stabilization program centered specifically on property
improvements and adherence to the Design Five Corners vision? Is it possible? Would the
school district and town agree also?
4) Should we look at Burlington's Main Street Association as a possible guide for how to do
things?
5) Could we offer Design Services (Village Design Services) free of charge to business/property
owners interested in fixing up their properties?

Notes About Rental Registry
1) Obtain list of all rental properties in the Village
2) Would probably need several different modes of data collection to cross reference for accuracy
(questionnaire and tax data from state or feds)
3) Do property inspections. There would be inspection fees which would pay the cost of the
inspections.
4) Need a lot of assessment of costs/benefits. Understood that this would require at least one and
perhaps more staff.

Project Report

Submitted to the Village of Essex Junction, VT

May, 2015

Julie Campoli, Terra Firma Urban Design

www.juliecampoli.com

What is
thoughtful growth?
“Thoughtful growth” is a value held by many Essex
Junction residents and expressed through the community’s
recent Heart and Soul process, yet it had never been
illustrated. Design Five Corners (DFC) set out to articulate
an urban form that Village residents might agree
constitutes “thoughtful growth.”

How can Essex Junction
Village grow into a more
vibrant, walkable center?
Community members have stated their preference for a
more economically vibrant and pedestrian-oriented town
center through the Heart and Soul process, as well as Essex
Junction’s municipal development plan. DFC’s main goal
was to show physical changes that can help the village core
grow into a vibrant, walkable town center.

Historic patterns
To create a plan that would fit the
spirit of the place, the first step was
to understand the historic context
from which Essex Junction’s built
environment evolved.

The Junction
railway intersection
Settlements typically form around
transportation access points, often at
intersections. In the early years, a
railway intersection, or “the Junction”
was key to the town’s formation and
growth, as well as its layout.
!

Overlapping
networks
The basic structure of the
village are the overlapping
networks of rail and streets.
Local streets took shape
around the railroad depot and
through roads connected to
surrounding towns.
!
!

Through the 19th and early 20th centuries, the railroad was the
dominant transportation mode- more people and goods came in and
out through the rails than by highway.

Density

DEPOT

The tight network of
streets formed small
blocks, which were
subdivided into small
parcels. Buildings were
set directly on the
street, creating short
distances between
destinations. Most
buildings were located
within a half mile from
the railroad depot.
Industries were built
adjacent to the tracks
for better access to
train lines.
!
!

A rail-focused transportation system was responsible for the connected
street network, human scale architecture, and relatively dense village
core. This photo from the 1930s illustrates the compact form of village
center surrounded by farm land that characterized Chittenden County
towns during the pre-war era

Slow travel

During this era of slow travel, Five Corners was a humane and attractive
public space. As cars became more common and Vermont shifted to a
highway-based transportation system, Five Corners lost its intimate
scale. Streets were widened to larger roads that could be maneuvered in
a car and at higher speeds. Essex Junction’s main intersection was no
longer the rail but Five Corners.

In the process, it was transformed from a place to be to something
traveled through at a higher speed.

More traffic, led to more accommodations for the car (turning lanes,
more pavement, larger-sized signs and traffic signals). The greater
volumes of noisy, idling and moving traffic, degraded the experience of
crossing the intersection, and made the village center a less appealing
place, especially for people on foot.

The older, smaller scale of the rail era got overwhelmed by the larger
spaces required to store automobiles. Parking lots expanded into
village properties that once held buildings or green space.

Existing
Patterns

Buildings
Mind the gaps
One characteristic of a walkable place
are streets with clear edges formed by
closely-aligned buildings. A map
showing only buildings will reveal
where streets are located. The existing
pattern of Essex Junction, shows a
strong alignment of buildings in the
upper right, where the commercial
blocks of Railroad and Main Streets
form edges. Park St. is somewhat
visible, but along Maple, and closer to
Five Corners, with few buildings
hugging the intersection, it’s difficult
to see where the streets go.
!
!

Existing
Patterns

Parking
and

Streets
Parking lots occupy much of land
around Five Corners
!

Existing
Patterns

Parking
and

Streets
Total space dedicated
to vehicles
Combine the areas consumed by
parking and streets (black) and there
is little land left (white) for economic
and social activities. For the village
to become more vibrant, this ratio of
car-dedicated space to peopleoriented space needs to shift.

What does Essex Junction have going for it?
Close-in neighborhoods
Plenty of
attributes will
ensure the
success of a
walkable village
center. First, it
has many high
quality
neighborhoods
with thousands
of people living
within easy
walking
distance of the
village center.

Important destinations

within

walking distance

elementary schools
middle school
high school
library
town offices
senior center
significant tracts of open land
Schools, cultural destinations and open space add to the diversity of
places to go on foot. Residents have much of what they need
nearby. The challenge is to make the journey to these places safer
and more pleasant.

Many homes within easy reach of transit

Essex Junction has an extensive network of bus lines that
thread through its neighborhoods, with bus stops close to
where people live.

Passenger rail service

Essex Junction is one of a handful of passenger rail stops in Vermont. Amtrak
ridership is growing, with a link to Montreal in the works, but with few
amenities near the existing station, passengers rarely linger. A walkable, lively
village center could make Essex Junction a destination for those travelers,
rather than a departure and arrival point.

Public investment in the infrastructure of walking

The town has installed sidewalks, street trees, benches and human scale
lighting. This type of infrastructure is an important first step.

What are good bones?

These attributes, together with Essex Junction’s historic urban form of
connected streets, small lots are its “good bones.” They create the
physical framework for sustainable growth.

What’s missing? Other destinations
in a great walking environment

The next step for Essex Junction is to put some flesh on those bones- by
adding more destinations (shops, offices, upstairs apartments) and
connecting them with streetscapes that makes pedestrians feel protected
and comfortable.

Train Hop

DFC engaged Essex Junction residents to inform the design process.
It began at the Train Hop in December, where we set up a display
and photo stand. People let us know what they would like to see in a
future village center.

From a long-term development perspective, Essex Junction’s
compactness is one of its greatest assets, so we focused on Five
Corners as a place to walk to and travel through on foot. Train hoppers
let us know what keeps them from walking today and which
improvements would enable them to walk more often.

What would make you more likely
to walk to Five Corners?
More shopping, eating and gathering places
Calmer traffic

According to public responses, the biggest barriers to walking in the
Five Corners areas are a lack of destinations to walk to, and the
oppressive environment created by car and truck traffic.
!
!

Residents who visited the Train Hop, the library, the senior center, and
the town offices, had the opportunity to show their top destinations
and favored routes through the village. This map gives a sense of
where sidewalk and crosswalk improvements might be prioritized.
!

What is needed in Five Corners?
Restaurants
Bakery
Coffee shops

Train hoppers and others envisioned a wide array of services in the
village, but most would like to see more gathering places such as
restaurants, bakeries and coffee shops.
!
!

The DFC Facebook Page has been the main source of
communication with community members. With almost 300
followers, it has provided a forum for sharing project information,
events, articles, ideas and comments.

An online survey asking residents to examine and rate village
streetscapes helped us gauge what people liked and didn’t like about
existing conditions. With 280 responses, the survey results
demonstrated clear preferences for a certain type of streetscape.

Very unappealing

The vast majority of respondents didn’t like streetscapes that had an
excessive amount of paving—large parking areas and travel lanes close to
the sidewalk, buildings located in the distance, and a lack of sheltering
elements like trees.

Very appealing

Generally, they disliked streets
that were designed for driving
and preferred places that were
designed for walking, with a
more intimate scale— buildings
lining the sidewalk, generous
display windows, frequent
doorways, and high quality
architecture.
!

Public Comments Summary
too much asphalt, need more green
smaller scale, historically sensitive bldgs
don’t want to see parking lots
wider sidewalks, more buffer
retail entrances close to the street
more gathering places
Survey respondents confirmed their preferences for a more pedestrianoriented streetscape in their written comments
!

Design
Workshop

In late January, a half-day design workshop gave residents an
opportunity to dig into the issues at a deeper level. The afternoon
included presentations and hands-on exercises covering the physical
form of Five Corners, the relationship between density and design, and
how communities across the country have improved their downtowns.

Most significantly, the workshop gave residents a chance to talk about
how future growth could take shape.
!

Working in groups they built block models, arranging infill buildings on
undeveloped or underused parcels. They came up with some great
ideas for how development could enhance life in the village center.

Favored Design Elements
Central green and pocket parks
Buildings lining the streets
Pedestrianized Main Street
Multi-story mixed use
Street trees

The common threads among the groups were more green, more activity,
and more public space

Architectural Preferences

A second online survey asked people to rate photographs of recently
built multi-story buildings in other communities, to get a sense of what
types of architectural styles Essex Junction residents envisioned for their
downtown.

Architectural Preferences

Most of the higher rated images displayed a look of permanence, with
articulated facades and a generous amount of transparency (many
windows and doors)

Maximize space in the village core

Throughout the engagement process, public opinion synched up with
stated goals of Essex Junction’s Municipal Development Plan and other
official documents—to make better use of space in the village core,
maximizing these town center locations to create more services,
economic activity and benefits.

Reclaim some space for people

And to create a place people want to be in, rather than get through in
a car.

!

1. Divert and calm traffic
2. Fill in the gaps
3. Connect with public space
Transforming Five Corners into a walkable destination requires three
related strategies; rerouting traffic away from the intersection and
reclaiming pavement for pedestrians, filling in the underused parcels
with buildings, and expanding the amount of public space beyond the
narrow confines of the sidewalk.

Infill

There is plenty of room for
growth in the village, given the
sparse building pattern and
large amount of underused
land.

Infill

Many parcels can be redeveloped
to a greater density, using a higher
building coverage and multi-story
buildings to create more value on
each parcel.

Infill

New buildings (shown in black)
can fill the gaps along Park,
Maple and Main, as well as
newly accessible land along the
Crescent Connector. This
schematic also shows how
underused parcels could be
redeveloped to a higher density
to create more value.

A bird’s eye view seen from the south, showing the large amount of land
between existing buildings and opportunities for infill.

New buildings would hug the streets, creating a stronger edge to Park
and Maple Streets

Parking can be organized into a tighter configuration, maximizing space
on the smaller lots. Shared parking between complementary uses and an
aggressive parking demand management strategy can help limit the
number of spaces needed.

In past years, the Village has made a significant public investment in
pedestrian infrastructure. Crosswalks, sidewalks, trees and benches
have helped, but village streets need a more consistent building edge
to entice more pedestrians.

Infill

Another series of aerial views shows the building pattern as of today

Infill

With the addition of the corner building currently under construction

Infill

And how a denser village can evolve incrementally, first with a few key
buildings

Infill

And more filling in over time

Infill

Until the streets are lined with shops and other services, creating a
consistent edge and an enhanced pedestrian experience.

The contrast between Park Street today, with its sidewalk sandwiched
between moving cars and many stretches of empty space bleeding into
parking lots…

…and what it might look like after the infill buildings are in place, is
striking.

Infill

rk
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Full buildout shown with public green space and shared parking behind
buildings

Public Space

For decades, Five Corners has
functioned as a traffic intersection
rather than a town center.

An expansive right-of-way was given over to the circulation of vehicles.
Very little of that public space is available for people who are not in
cars.

Public Space
Street network
Construction of the Crescent
Connector will create an exciting
opportunity to reclaim some of that
right-of-way for people to enjoy. A
significant portion of through traffic,
especially trucks will be diverted
away from the Five Corners
intersection reducing noise and
congestion in the heart of the
village.
!
!

Public Space
Connector

This relieves pressure on Main
Street, making it possible to
pedestrianize the main commercial
block and providing two significant
benefits; a more efficient four-way
intersection with shorter wait times
for vehicles, and more public space.
!
!
!
!
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Diverting traffic to
the Connector
creates a zone of
opportunity for
greener, quieter
public space around
Five Corners as well
as along Main and
Park.

village
green

Redevelopment of key properties would make it possible to combine a
pedestrianized Main Street with a new village green.
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The green seen from the northwest, above Brownell Library
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New green
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This central green
would serve as a
focal point for those
traveling west on
Pearl and south on
Lincoln.

n

ai

.
t
S

M
Pea

rl S

t.

Pedestrian links
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Sidewalks and
crosswalks would
connect all
buildings and public
spaces and lead to
the many shared
parking areas.

Parking areas
With fewer vehicles
moving along Park
St., it will be possible
to convert the
northbound right turn
lane into on-street
parking. These
spaces will
supplement many
located in rear lots
accessed from Park,
Maple and the
Connector. This new
parking lot layout
features green
medians to collect
and filter storm
water.

Existing conditions- most of the public right-of-way is paved and used
by vehicles moving through the five-way intersection.
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Wider sidewalks create more room for pedestrians. New buildings fill the
underused parcels, resulting in spaces that are more enclosed and
comfortable for walking.

Rain gardens
along the
existing curb
line could
absorb storm
water as well
as support
shade trees.
Closing the
street to
vehicular
traffic but
leaving it free
of
obstructions
retains the
historic feel
of Main

Rain gardens
along the
existing curb
line could
absorb storm
water as well
as support
shade trees.
Closing the
street to
vehicular
traffic but
leaving it free
of
obstructions
retains the
historic feel
of Main

And allows the space to be used in many different ways

such as outdoor cafes, and the everyday enjoyment of Main Street
shoppers and visitors

or for community events such as the farmer’s market, Memorial Day
parade activities, and Train Hop.

Temporary
installations
!

A pedestrianized Main Street could be the setting of many activities
before any permanent changes are made. Experimenting with
inexpensive, temporary installation will help the community decide
how the space can be used in the long term.

Two parcels occupying prime village space could be developed to
create more value for their owners.

Combining them into one larger parcel would create a viable building
site that could host a commercial block building, similar to the Brownell
Block. This would anchor the southern end of Main Street and still allow
room for green space in front and parking in the rear.

Shops and eateries along the ground floor could spill out onto the
sidewalk activating the edge of the village green. This view illustrates
how the green might look on a summer’s day with the farmer’s market
operating along Main Street.

The recently
planted street
trees along
Park and
Maple form
the beginning
of a green
canopy.
Additional
trees spaced at
regular
intervals along
the sidewalks
will help clean
the air, absorb
noise and
create a visual
connection to
the central
green.

Another view of the connected green spaces looking north along Park St.

The view looking south along Park Street today

And after redevelopment over time, with outdoor gathering places, a
wide array of retail services, offices, and upstairs apartments. Greater
density, but at a human scale and built for human comfort.

With carefully sited and designed higher density buildings and public
spaces, the future village center can be a place that invites investment
and creates value for generations to come.

Design Five Corners is a community design process of
Essex Junction Village, initiated by the Village Trustees
and overseen by the Community Development Office with
the Trustees and other partners. It was undertaken and
completed by Julie Campoli of Terra Firma Urban Design
between December, 2014 and May, 2015.
Thanks to George Tyler, Robin Pierce, Darby Mayville, Lori
Houghton, Liz Sabin, Elaine Sopchak, John Alden, and
hundreds of Essex Junction residents.
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St. Albans Trip 12/18/15 George Tyler's notes
1) With four successive phases the City of St. Albans defined the problem (stop the bleeding) and the
overall approach they would take to redeveloping their downtown.
2) They gained the public's trust and support with a consistent, coordinated communications program
(which included a collaborative effort from the local daily newspaper).
3) They used a strategic redevelopment plan written several decades earlier as guiding vision for
redevelopment and created a new strategic plan from it. After that, they embraced the belief that
enough studies had been done. It was time for action – not more planning and studies.
4) The manager, mayor, council, and staff shared the same long and short term redevelopment goals
and worked as a team to achieve those goals. Each party played to their strength; they maintained a
high degree of flexibility in how they approached and resolved problems. Always the ultimate
goals were to improve the economic vitality and aesthetic appeal of the downtown and to find the
“win” in every negotiation.
5) In addition to having a planning commission and design review board, they created and enabled a
Design Advisory Board to provide “special opinions on the look and feel of proposed
development in the City's Design Review Districts,” and a Downtown Board which “advises the
development and revitalization efforts of the City's Downtown Program and acts as the Board of
Directors for St. Albans for the Future, the nonprofit downtown organization.”
6) The City did not hesitate to acquire property or take the lead role in negotiating real estate
transactions to help achieve its goals. Examples: They became a partner in the LLC involved in
building the parking garage. Construction of the parking garage provided part of the incentive for a
major business expansion (guaranteed parking spaces for new State Office, new hotel, and
downtown parking). They took the lead in arranging deals in which a developer would purchase a
property, rebuild the property, and rent space to a client. They sold city property and used the
proceeds to help achieve other development goals including other property purchases.
7) They organized a downtown facade program in which they paid an architect/designer to provide
renderings of facade improvements for individual storefronts and then provided financial
assistance to individual businesses to make those improvements.
8) They were aware that a local business was considering a significant expansion. So the city used the
state's TIF program to help that business expand (financial incentives, enabled accommodating real
estate transactions, reconfigured traffic – blocked a street). They also used the TIF money for other
property improvement projects. The value of their grand list grew by 40% within three years.
9) They have an ordinance prohibiting neglect of property as a fire and public safety hazard, and a
fine structure for those who violate the ordinance. They do not hesitate to pursue legal action to
either collect accumulated fines or confiscate property if fines cannot be paid.
10) They have a full time building safety/code enforcement officer.
11) They have a rental registry and require a permit and fee ($100/for four years) per apartment for
property owners. This is done under the fire safety code.

FROM: Vermont Agency of Commerce and Community
Development, Department of Housing and Community
Development
Community Planning + Revitalization
March 2015

Village Center Designation Benefits
The Vermont village center designation program supports local revitalization efforts across the state by
providing technical assistance and state funding to help designated municipalities build strong
communities. Once designated, the community will be eligible for the following benefits:

10% Historic Tax Credits
■ Available as an add-on to approved Federal Historic Tax Credit projects.

■ Eligible costs include interior and exterior improvements, code compliance, plumbing and electrical
upgrades.

25% Facade Improvement Tax Credits
■ Eligible facade work up to $25,000.

50% Code Improvement Tax Credits
■ Available for up to $50,000 each for elevators and sprinkler systems and $12,000 for lifts.

■ Eligible code work includes ADA modifications, electrical or plumbing up to $25,000.

50% Technology Tax Credits
■ Available for up to $30,000 for installation or improvements made to data and network installations,

and HVAC (heating, cooling or ventilation systems) reasonably related to data or network
improvements.

Priority Consideration For State Grants
■ Priority consideration for Municipal Planning Grants, Vermont Agency of Transportation grants,

Vermont Agency of Natural Resources grants and funding from Vermont’s Community Development
Program (CDBG).

Priority Consideration By State Building And General Services (BGS)
■ Priority site consideration by the State Building and General Services (BGS) when leasing or

constructing buildings.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Project Overview
Thoughtful Growth in Action (TGIA) has focused on exploring new approaches to planning governance structures in the Town of Essex and the
Village of Essex Junction. The project stemmed from the belief, highlighted by the Heart & Soul of Essex project, that the community wants a
shared vision that honors and builds on the unique characteristics of the Village and the Town outside the Village. Moving towards a shared
vision, however, may be complicated by the current planning structure of two Planning Commissions and two Zoning Boards.
The project had three primary goals:
To create a shared understanding about how planning works today;
To engage in a conversation about how changes in planning governance could lead to more thoughtful growth in the Town and Village; and
To explore possible paths to improve the current planning governance structure in Essex moving forward.
This report presents a summary of TGIA’s process, findings and recommendations.

SCENARIO PLANNING
TGIA used a method called Scenario Planning to present and evaluate different governance options. The benefit of this approach is
that it provides a concrete framework for participants to think about trade-offs between choices. It also encourages people to
articulate what they like or do not like about options, which often leads to the development of a better “preferred alternative” that
may have characteristics of different options presented.
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Project Process
TGIA used a mix of research and community participation to develop a set of findings and recommendations. Over 300 Essex residents
participated in the project through one of the following activities:

Community Workshops: TGIA held two community
workshops to solicit input from the broader
community. The first workshop focused on
gathering participants’ hopes and concerns about
planning in Essex. The second workshop solicited
input from participants on their reactions to the
project’s findings and recommendations.
Community Survey: TGIA conducted an online
survey from September to October in order to
complement the first Community Workshop and
provide an additional input mechanism for early
input into the process.

Targeted Outreach: TGIA used a project website and
newsletter as well as a variety of other
communication channels to share information about
project progress. It also reached out to those most
familiar with planning and development review to get
their input.
Issues Based Research: TGIA used a variety of ways
to gather information on key governance issues
from other communities, regional entities and state
resources.
Small group discussion at Community Workshop #2

Working Group Sessions: Twenty-four Essex
residents and key stakeholders participated in four
intensive sessions in order to explore planning
governance issues and develop a set of
recommendations.
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Key Findings
TGIA developed a set of findings related to long range planning,
development review, board development, staffing, resources and
community participation in planning. Top findings include:
There is a desire for greater collaboration across the Town and
Village. While ad hoc collaboration around planning already occurs
across the Town and Village, there was a clear interest in more
collaboration.
The differences between the Town and Village matter but so does
the relationship between the two. Many workshop and survey
respondents spoke to ways in which the town and village were
different yet also complementary.
The current governance structure is not broken but there is
potential for improvement. While both Planning Commissions
spend a significant portion of their time on long range planning,
there was an expressed desire to dedicate more time to more
proactive planning in addition to the state required updates to the
municipal plans. There is also the potential to even out board work
load and match up volunteers’ skills better if board responsibilities
were more distinct. However, it would be paramount to ensure the
connection between long range plan and practical application of
bylaws and development review.
Early on in the process some raised the question of whether the
current structure made for an inefficient process (i.e. potential for
applications to have to go to two different boards). Although there

is not as much of an efficiency problem as some people thought
may be the case at the project’s beginning, the perception of the
process’s simplicity could be improved.
There is room to improve community participation efforts. Many
of the comments TGIA received about development review had to
do with community members own experiences with a particular
application review process. These comments often related to the
feeling of a lack of transparency or a feeling of not being heard. It
is likely that some of these experiences related to a mismatch
between residents’ expectations about how much influence they
could have in the process and what is possible for boards to
consider.
While structural changes will address some of the findings above,
many of them will be better addressed through non-structural
recommendations that could be adopted under any governance
board structure.

Recommendations
TGIA developed a set of four recommendations for the Town of
Essex Selectboard and Village of Essex Junction Trustees to
consider:

RECOMMENDATION #1: MOVE TO CREATE A JOINT PLANNING COMMISSION
AND TWO SEPARATE DEVELOPMENT REVIEW BOARDS.
This recommendation would create a formal Joint Planning
Commission as enabled under State Statute. Planning
Commissioners would be appointed by the Selectboard, as
February 2016
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required by State Statute, with the possibility of establishing a
formal process by which Trustees could nominate members and
/or make recommendations. It would create two separate
Development Review Boards that would be appointed by their
respective legislative bodies. Also, over time, Essex would move
towards the adoption of a single Municipal Plan. There would be
two sets of bylaws that would be adopted by their respective
legislative bodies (i.e. Selectboard or Trustees).

RECOMMENDATION #2: USE A PHASED APPROACH TO STRUCTURAL
CHANGES.
The transition to a different governance structure will require a
thoughtful and deliberate approach. As appropriate, changes
should be phased in order to evaluate whether they are producing
a more effective planning governance structure.
RECOMMENDATION #3: EMPOWER BOARDS TO ESTABLISH A TIMEFRAME AND
WORK WITH STAFF TO MAKE A PLAN FOR TRANSITION.
The Town Selectboard and Village Trustees are ultimately
responsible for making decisions about what changes will occur.
TGIA encourages both bodies to coordinate with their respective
Planning Commissions, Zoning Boards of Adjustment and
Community Development staffs to ensure any transition occurs
smoothly. In addition, the broader community should be kept
informed about transition plans and provided with opportunities to
provide input when appropriate.

RECOMMENDATION #4: CONTINUE TO EXPLORE AND IMPLEMENT WAYS TO
IMPROVE PUBLIC PARTICIPATION IN PLANNING.
There are several areas where improvements are possible
including:
Communications 2.0: Refine messaging and communication
channels to better communicate planning issues.
Participation 2.0: Improve current methods of participation
and develop new ways for people to participate in planning.
Open Access: Provide easier access to town related data such
as developing a permit tracking system.
Human Resources: Consider ways to support staff and
volunteers in their efforts to encourage public participation.

This Report
This report is the result of a participatory process that aimed to
study and recommend possible changes to planning governance.
The Town Selectboard and Village Trustees will determine what
changes, if any, are made. The purpose of this report is to
document how and why TGIA developed its specific
recommendations to aid in the municipal decision-making process.
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PROJECT OVERVIEW
Thoughtful Growth in Action (TGIA) has focused on exploring new approaches to planning governance structure in the Town of Essex and the
Village of Essex Junction. The project stemmed from the belief, highlighted by the Heart & Soul of Essex project, that the community wants a
shared vision that honors and builds on the unique characteristics of the Village and the Town outside the Village. Moving towards a shared
vision, however, may be complicated by the current planning structure of two Planning Commissions and two Zoning Boards.
The support for TGIA also comes from the interest of the Town of Essex Selectboard and the Village of Essex Junction Trustees in consolidating
municipal services when it makes sense to do so. While the project was born out of this interest there was no directive to look at only
consolidated options. TGIA explored a variety of choices for planning
governance, which will be described in more detail later in this report.
What is Planning Governance?

Goals

The project had three primary goals:

TGIA developed the following definition of planning governance. The
project was largely focused on governance structures, primarily the
Planning Commissions and Zoning Boards of Adjustment.

To create a shared understanding about how planning works today;
To engage in a conversation about how changes in planning
governance could lead to more thoughtful growth in the Town and
Village; and
To explore possible paths to improve the current planning
governance structure in Essex moving forward.
This report presents a summary of TGIA’s process, findings and
recommendations.
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PROJECT PROCESS
TGIA used a balance of issue-based research and community input
to develop its findings and recommendations. This approach
enables Essex to learn from the experiences of other communities
and develop governance options that are feasible within the
specific context of the community.

Community Participation
Over 300 Essex residents participated in TGIA over the course of
five months (see Project Timeline on next page). They were
engaged in the project through a variety of activities; brief
descriptions of those activities are included below. Full summaries
of input from all activities can be found in this report’s companion
Appendix or online in the project’s library:
http://www.essextgia.com/library.html (online library will be
available through May 10, 2016).
Small group discussions at Community Workshop #1

COMMUNITY WORKSHOP #1
The first Community Workshop focused on gathering participants’
hopes and concerns about planning in Essex. Discussion focused
on issues including but not limited to leadership and staff
resources, economic development, open space, historic
preservation, housing, transportation, walkability, aesthetics and
community engagement.
COMMUNITY SURVEY
The Community Survey used the input from the Community
Workshop to frame questions related to the similarities and
differences between the Village and the Town outside the Village
as well as gather information on people’s perspectives and
experiences with planning in the community.
In terms of understanding how planning works in Essex, over half
the participants indicated “don’t know” for most of the questions
related to governance. In the survey comments, many respondents
shared their dissatisfaction with recent projects in some way (e.g.
process around the decisions, aesthetics of the projects, potential
municipal costs, perception that Essex is a “developer’s town”).
In terms of similarities and differences between the parts of town,
just about half of respondents believe there is a desire for a shared
vision and/or that there is a synergistic relationship between the
two parts of the community (vs. 30% who do not). Almost 80% of
respondents agree that greater collaboration between the two
parts of Essex would lead to more thoughtful growth.
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However, there was more of a split on whether planning priorities are the same. On the specific issues of economic development and open space,
the majority of respondents felt these opportunities look different between the two parts of the community. On other issues including housing
and transportation, responses were more evenly divided between respondents thinking there are similar opportunities and those who think they
are different.

Project Timeline
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WORKING GROUP SESSIONS
The TGIA Working Group was charged with exploring governance
issues in depth and coming up with recommendations for the
Selectboard and Trustees. This 24-member body was intended to
represent the diversity of experiences and perspectives in the
community. It included a mix of men and women, residents from all
parts of Essex, people with a variety of professions and experience
with planning. Intentionally, it included members from the two
Community Development staffs, both Planning Commissions, both
Zoning Boards of Adjustment, the Town Selectboard, the Village
Trustees, local developers, and many residents who do not have a
formal role in planning in Essex. The Working Group process
included:
Onboarding Interviews: After the Working Group was appointed,
the consultants interviewed members to get their initial take on
core issues related to the project. These findings were presented in
a summary report and helped shape the project approach.
Orientation: TGIA hosted an orientation for Working Group
members so that they could meet each other and ask questions
about the project. The orientation also served as training for
members so they could help facilitate small group discussions at
community workshops.

Session #2: This session aimed to develop a shared understanding
of how planning works in Essex today, to explore different structural
options for long range planning and land development review, to
confirm a set of principles to help guide the development and
evaluation of different planning governance options, and to take an
initial temperature read on where members are with different
structural options.
Session #3: This session focused on reviewing and discussing
planning governance scenarios and presenting key public
engagement challenges based on research to date.
Session #4: This session reviewed and discussed refined planning
governance scenarios, reached agreement on a preferred
governance alternative, and assessed different ideas to address key
engagement challenges based on research to date.
In addition to these activities, TGIA used inter-session surveys to
gather additional input from the group. Working Group members
were highly committed and engaged in the project with 20 or more
members at every session (minimum of an 83% participation rate).
Working Group session

Session #1: This session focused on developing agreements for how
the group would work together, reviewing project goals and core
questions, and developing a set of principles to help guide the
development and evaluation of different governance options.
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TARGETED STAKEHOLDER ACTIVITIES
TGIA also conducted activities aimed at soliciting input from two key
groups:
Planning Focus Group: This session raised a series of questions
about the current governance structure as well as different options
with members of the Planning Commissions, Zoning Boards of
Adjustment and Community Development staffs. The Focus Group
provided insights into how the boards spend their time now, the
potential for more collaborative planning, and considerations for
changes to board structures.
Developer Inquiries: Community development staff distributed an
email inquiry to several members from the development
community to get their take on questions related to planning and
development review in Essex. Most respondents cited no major
issues with current review processes but generally liked the idea of
creating efficiencies where possible. Many noted that the
approach/agendas of the actual board members has more weight in
the issue of review than the board structure.

COMMUNITY WORKSHOP #2
The second Community Workshop focused on sharing project
findings and recommendations with participants and getting their
reactions to the information. TGIA asked the following:
•
•
•

What about the findings and recommendations resonated with
you?
What about the findings and recommendations concerned you?
Was there anything missing from your perspective?

More detailed responses to this information are included on page
34 of this report in the context of the TGIA findings and
recommendations.

TGIA by the numbers
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Issues-based Research
TGIA used a variety of ways to gather information on issues related
to planning governance:

PRELIMINARY RESEARCH
Prior to the public engagement work, the consultant reviewed
pertinent municipal, regional and state resources related to changes
in planning governance. Also, she conducted six interviews with
individuals who could offer insights into the unique Essex situation,
provide experiences from other communities with different
planning structures, or offer a regional/state perspective.
Preliminary research provided insight into key issues related to
planning governance including Essex’s past inquiries into this topic,
informed the type of information that would be included in
governance scenarios, and provided support to the case for
recruiting a diversity of participants for the Working Group.

ISSUE INQUIRIES
Throughout the project the consultant worked with Community
Development staff to make inquiries to Vermont planners through
the Vermont Planners Association Listerv. These inquiries were
based on questions that came up in the research or issues raised as
part of the community engagement sessions. Inquiries specific to
the statutory issues of governance were also made to the Vermont
League of Cities and Towns as well as the attorneys for the Town of
Essex and Village of Essex Junction.

These inquiries allowed TGIA to vet different ideas and issues with a
broader network of individuals with experience in planning
governance in Vermont, which provided additional context and
considerations on which to draw when developing
recommendations.

TOWN RESEARCH
The consultant conducted additional research and spoke with
municipal staff from nine communities in Vermont that have gone
through governance changes, lessons of which could have
application in Essex. Those municipalities included: Enosburg Falls,
Hyde Park, Johnson, Mad River Valley Planning District, Morristown,
South Burlington, Rockingham, Waterbury, and Woodstock. As with
the Issue Inquiries, this work was done in response to questions
that came up during the project.
This research enabled TGIA to share several specific examples of
how other communities have dealt with the kinds of issues that
Essex would face in a governance transition.
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GUIDING PRINCIPLES
Based on the community input from the first Workshop and Survey,
as well as Working Group discussion, five guiding principles were
developed to help define what kind of planning Essex wants to see
moving forward. This information guided the Working Group’s
deliberations and can be used to inform future discussions and
decisions.

Principle #3: Develop boards and staff that...
•
•
•

Uphold the vision and goals of the Municipal Plan(s);
Can maximize the use of their knowledge, skills and
interests; and
Communicate consistently and effectively among
each other.

The principles are:
Principle #1: Encourage long range planning that…
•

•
•

Is guided by an understanding of the shared
interests and interrelationship between the Town
outside the Village and the Town inside the Village;
Supports priorities that reflect the unique
characteristics of both; and
Receives on-going, focused attention by the
Planning Commission(s).

Principle #4: Resource a planning governance structure that…
•
•
•

Principle #5: Encourage community participation that…
•

Principle #2: Support a development review process that…
•
•
•

Enables a consistent, transparent and efficient
application review process;
Balance rights of property owners and members of
the community; and
Reflects the vision and goals of Municipal Plan(s).

Maintains or lowers the cost to the taxpayer,
Ensures a high quality of service; and
Supports manageable workloads for boards and
staff.

•
•

Fosters a greater understanding of how planning
works;
Uses effective and intentional engagement
opportunities; and
Uses a varied range of communication channels.
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PROJECT FINDINGS
The information gathered across community participation and
research activities informed a set of key findings that highlight
challenges and opportunities facing planning in Essex today. The
findings are organized by the guiding principles.
LONG RANGE PLANNING
Town/Village Differences: There are differences between the
character and approach to growth and conservation in the Town
outside the Village and the Town inside the Village. For instance,
while economic development and open space protection are
important to both parts of the community, the shape of those
opportunities looks different in the Village and in the Town outside
the Village.
Consequently, there is a concern for some participants that a
consolidated planning framework may lose sight of distinct issues
and priorities of each part of Essex – or worse, have the agenda for
one part of the community supersede the other. On the flip side,
others feel there is the potential to recognize, build on and better
balance these differences if planning were to be more consolidated
because the overall plan for the community could be strengthened
by looking across Essex as a whole.

For instance, conversations about where growth should be
concentrated could consider the whole of Essex as opposed to
considering places like Five Corners and the Town Center in
isolation.
Collaboration: A number of project participants expressed a desire
for greater collaboration across the two parts of town. While there
are examples of coordinated planning these are generally ad hoc.
There is potential for a more formalized structure to support
greater collaboration.
Long Range Planning: There is a perceived need on the part of the
community and a desire on the part of the boards to focus more on
long range planning. Currently, while both Planning Commissions
do long range planning it comes primarily in the form of plan
updates required by Statute. At the Planning Focus Group,
members from both Commissions expressed interest in doing more
proactive and “visionary” planning.
In addition, long range planning has to take a back seat to
development review requirements of the Planning Commissions
(i.e. if there is a large number of applications to be reviewed then
long term planning must be postponed). While the application
work load is typically manageable there are crunch times or unique
cases like Saxon Hill that take up a disproportionate amount of time
on the part of Planning Commissioners and staff.
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In the Town outside the Village, staff works to ensure focus on long
range planning by dedicating every other Planning Commission
meeting to long range planning projects. The Village has also spent
significant time on long range planning through the Village Plan
update and the Village Trustees have initiated special projects like
Design Five Corners.
Long range planning could benefit from greater attention from the
Planning Commissions but it could also be improved through other
mechanisms as well, such as greater resources for more in-depth
and participatory planning projects, and more opportunities from
cross-community dialogue about shared issues.

review. Residents are often entering the process when legally their
opinion cannot influence a decision in significant ways.
Review Efficiency: There is a perception that development review
would be more efficient if applications went to only one board as
opposed to potentially two. Currently, only a handful of
applications go to the Zoning Boards in any given year and even
fewer are heard by both boards. While moving to a one-stop
process (i.e. adopting a Development Review Board model) would
improve the perception of the process and simplify it for some
applications, it is likely that enabling more administrative review of

Development Review Analysis

DEVELOPMENT REVIEW

Resident Experience: Numerous participants spoke to
dissatisfaction with the development review process particularly
about the level of influence (or lack thereof) residents have in the
review of specific applications and the outcomes of those
application reviews. While there may be validity to that criticism a
broader issue appears to be that many residents do not understand
how or when they can have the most influence in planning.

2014 development application data for the Town and Village
suggest that very few applications are required to go before both
the Planning Commission and Zoning Board in either part of the
community. Community development staff noted that this one-year
snapshot is consistent with past years of applications as well.

Often, residents’ planning experiences are limited to speaking at a
hearing for a particular project. These hearings are one of the last
steps in a longer process that moves from municipal plan
development to bylaw development to the specifics of development
February 2016
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applications or simplifying the subdivision bylaws would do more to
streamline review. In the future, it may make sense to consider
simplifying bylaws around development review to streamline
process while maintaining high review standards.
Review Complexity: Larger projects are getting more complex
which require staff to work more with applicants to prepare
applications for a board hearing. This complexity increases staff
work load and can leave citizens with the sense that decisions have
been made without public input.
Balancing Interests: There is a need to balance the desire of land
owners or applicants for clarity around rules and process with the
interests of other residents to ensure a development does not have
a negative impact on the community or a neighborhood. It has
been raised that the specifics of a development application review
(e.g. in the nuance of the decision and requirements as opposed to
outright acceptance or denial) may have more to do with the
personalities and skills of particular board members as opposed to
the bylaws or guiding municipal plans.
Plan Connectivity: The current system enables the Planning
Commission to understand the realities of development review
when updating the municipal plans or bylaws and for it to consider
the intent behind those guiding documents when reviewing
applications. There is a concern that shifting review powers to one
board (like a Development Review Board) would create disconnect
between long range planning and development review.

BOARDS AND STAFF

Staff Communications: Community development staff
communicate well across the Town and Village albeit mostly
informally. They plan together as part of the Chittenden County
Regional Planning Commission and have the opportunity to review
each other’s plans as part of that agency’s municipal plan review
process.
Board Communication: There is not regular communication
between the Planning Commission and Zoning Board in either part
of Essex nor is there regular board communication across the two
parts of the community.
Board Roles: Zoning Board members meet only a few times a year
whereas Planning Commissioners often meet twice monthly, which
illustrates the greater work load of the Planning Commissions. It is
possible for the Zoning Board to take on more responsibilities, or for
a move to a Development Review Board, but these changes could
make the Planning Commission appear less relevant to municipal
decision making because they would not have a direct say over
specific development applications.
Skills and Interests: There is the potential to better use the skills
and interests of volunteer board members if long range planning
and development review are separated. Anecdotally, some towns
that have moved to a Planning Commission/Development Review
February 2016
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Board model have had an easier time filling board seats with this
separation of tasks. However, if the Planning Commission becomes
complacent in their long range planning efforts, it may become
more difficult to fill those seats.

Outside Funding: Both Community Development departments
bring in outside funding. As long as the Town of Essex and the
Village of Essex Junction remain separate municipalities, both
remain eligible for key funding sources like regional transportation
funds or statewide planning grants.

RESOURCES

Staffing: Most input received indicated satisfaction with the
current level of service although many noted that staff seems at
capacity. This appears to be the case particularly in the Village
where there are 1.8 Full Time Equivalent (FTE) positions dedicated
to community development (compared to 4.1 FTEs in the Town).
Some of the challenge for staff relates to the number of night
meetings associated with supporting all the municipal boards. It
could be helpful to consider ways to better coordinate night
meetings so that staff workloads overall are more manageable
(which would benefit volunteer board members as well).

COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION

Community Understanding: While project participants expressed
concern with the development review process, even more noted a
lack of understanding for how planning works in Essex. There is a
need to develop resources so that residents can better understand
planning and development review. Also, there is the potential to
develop different methods and tools to use in planning or
development review meetings to help participants understand the
process and their role in it regardless of whether they have studied
up beforehand.

Resource Allocation: While there is a desire to keep costs
manageable there is also a desire to ensure that planning functions
well and that Essex can allocate resources effectively to support
planning priorities. Currently, about $680,000 is allocated to the
Community Development departments collectively. The majority of
that money goes towards staff salaries and benefits. There is not
much in the FY 2016 budgets to support additional planning
initiatives (e.g. taking on specific long range planning projects).
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Communications: While Essex goes above and beyond statutory
requirements regarding public notice for planning activities there
are still criticisms that more could be done or that the messaging
around planning issues could be more effective. There are specific
challenges that municipal staff will need to overcome to use existing
channels better or to using new channels (e.g. current limits on
monthly posts to Front Porch Forum or costs of advertising in local
papers or using new digital platforms). Better communication will
need a coordinated and focused effort.
Participation Opportunities: Top barriers to participation relate to
how busy people are today and their desire for alternative ways to
participate (i.e. beyond the typical evening meeting). There is a
desire for more online options to participate as well as more “hyper
local” opportunities, which activates smaller online networks or
more neighborhood based structures. There are examples of Essex
using different participatory methods such as the Heart & Soul
Neighborhood Conversations, where trained volunteers facilitated a
series of discussions of groups organized around specific
geographies or affinity groups.
As with communications, additional engagement will require
resources in the form of staff time, volunteer effort or outside
expertise. While some may jump to the conclusion that Essex could
just do what it’s currently doing differently it’s not quite that easy;
many of the meeting structures in place today are required by law.
While there is potential to modify current structures it may be
necessary to adopt new approaches to engagement that
complement existing structures.

Top Barriers to Planning Participation
TGIA’s Community Survey asked respondents to indicate what
limits their participation in planning. Top responses (those
receiving 35% or more responses) include:
45% - Lack of online options
41% - Time required to participate
37% - Timing of most planning activities
37% - I do not believe my input will matter

Civic Culture: Some residents expressed distrust of planning and/or
a sense that their voices don’t matter. Some of this perception will
likely improve as a result of efforts to improve planning education,
communications, and engagement opportunities. However,
changing civic culture is a long process. Improving community
engagement requires sustained commitment; it may take years of
effort to create a healthy culture of civic engagement (and
unfortunately only one bad experience to set that progress back).
The more done to build a sustainable infrastructure to support
public participation the better.
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Findings in Sum
Looking across these findings a set of high level observations comes
through:
There is a desire for greater collaboration across the Town and
Village. While ad hoc collaboration around planning already occurs
across the Town and Village, there was a clear interest in more
collaboration.
The differences between the Town and Village matter but so does
the relationship between the two. Many workshop and survey
respondents spoke to ways in which the town and village were
different yet complementary.
The current governance structure is not broken but there is
potential for improvement. While both Planning Commissions
spend a significant portion of their time on long range planning,
there was an expressed desire to dedicate more time to more
proactive planning in addition to the state required updates to the
municipal plans. There is also the potential to even out board work
load and match up volunteers’ skills better if board responsibilities
were more distinct. However, it would be paramount to ensure the
connection between long range plan and practical application of
bylaws and development review.

project’s beginning, the perception of the process’s simplicity could
be improved.
There is room to improve community participation efforts. Many
of the comments TGIA received about development review had to
do with community members own experiences with a particular
application review process. These comments often related to the
feeling of a lack of transparency or a feeling of not being heard. It
is likely that some of these experiences related to a mismatch
between that resident’s expectations about how much influence
they could have in the process and what is possible for boards to
consider.
While structural changes will address some of the findings above,
many of them will be better addressed through non-structural
recommendations that could be adopted under any governance
board structure.

Early in the TGIA process some asked if the current structure made
for an inefficient process (i.e. potential for applications to have to
go to two different boards). Although there is not much of an
efficiency problem as some people thought may be the case at the
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GOVERNANCE SCENARIOS
In order to understand the rationale for TGIA’s recommendations,
this section explains the five scenarios presented to the Working
Group along with the Group’s assessment of the pros and cons of
each one (developed in Working Group Session #3). Please note
that these scenarios relate to the structural recommendations in
the next section as opposed to the non-structural ones made
related to community participation.

Change Continuum
In its third session, the Working Group explored five scenarios that
incorporated different structural options that seemed most feasible given
input to date.
The five scenarios fell along a change continuum. The Baseline
represented no structural changes from what we have today, whereas
the Whole Enchilada on the opposite end represented a full consolidation
of planning related boards.

1

SCENARIO #1: BASELINE: This scenario is the same
as the structure that is in place today. There are a
variety of non-structural options that could shift how
planning happens even if the current structures
remain.

Working Group Comments:
Pros
• Requires no changes
• Works pretty well
• Easy to sell to the public and
educate them about
• “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it”
• Planning group connected to
everyday decisions
• Currently receive few
criticisms from development
community
• Non-structural solutions
could help solve current
criticisms, eg: transparency
• No staffing changes
• Developers having to go to
two boards adds a good level
of scrutiny

Cons
• Village board members
must be from the Village
while Town members can
be from the Village or
Town outside the Village
• Some criticisms – lack of
transparency
• Uneven work loads
• Limited opportunities to
plan jointly, including big
picture visioning, joint
execution of big ideas, like:
trees, bike paths, and
planning related to one
jurisdiction
• Twice as many seats on all
boards
• Lack of collaboration
between Village and Town
outside the Village
• Hard to explain to the
public
• Duplicative process for
developers
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SCENARIO #2: NEW REVIEW: This scenario maintains
separate Planning Commissions but eliminates the
Zoning Boards of Adjustment replacing them with
Development Review Boards. All the development
review functions of the current Planning Commissions
would shift to the Development Review Boards. The Town and
Village attorneys have advised that Municipal Charter changes
would likely be necessary to create Development Review Boards.

2

EXAMPLE
Hyde Park had a Joint Planning Commission and single Development
Review Board from 2005 through 2015. In 2012, it adopted a unified
Town/Village Plan and was in the process of unifying its bylaws when
earlier this year the Village Trustees decided to split from the joint
planning structure without prior discussion with the Town Selectboard
or Joint Planning Commission in order "To implement our vision for
Village growth..." The Village established a separate Planning
Commission consisting of the 5 elected Trustees and a Development
Review Board consisting of 2 elected Trustees and 3
appointed residents. The primary reason for the move was the desire
to ensure that the new Form Based Code would be strictly enforced.

Working Group Comments:
Pros
• More equitable distribution of
work load
• More time for long-range
planning by planning
commissions
• Change offers opportunity for
increased public awareness
• Opportunity to layer design
review with DRB
• Trend in communities around
VT
• Might attract new interest for
board members
• Fewer planning board
meetings
• A simple change – easy to
communicate
• Less potential for staff chaos
• Fewer staff reports

Cons
• Doesn’t go far enough
• More work for DRB, than
current ZBA
• Difficulties with transitions
for current members
• Doesn’t enhance
collaboration between
Village and Town outside the
Village
• Planning Commissions might
lose touch with regulations
• Still fuzzy to explain to the
public
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SCENARIO #3: CO-PLANNING: This scenario creates a
new advisory co-planning committee that would
include representatives from both Planning
Commissions, Zoning Boards or Development Review
Boards and possibly the Selectboard and Trustees. It
would encourage collaboration but would have no statutory power.

3

Committee members would be jointly appointed by the Trustees
and Selectboard. The Committee would meet a few to several times
a year (likely bi-annually to quarterly). This scenario maintains
separate Planning Commissions and Zoning Boards/Development
Review Boards. There would be two municipal plans and two sets
of bylaws, which would be adopted in the same manner they are
today.

EXAMPLE
To some degree it’s like a “lite” version of the Mad River Valley
Planning District Commission with a primary focus on creating a
formal way for the boards to have dialogue and foster
collaboration. The Mad River District supports a variety of long
range planning efforts including serving as the primary planner for
all three towns. All towns maintain separate Planning Commissions
and Development Review Boards.

Working Group Comments:
Pros
• Formalize communication
among boards

Cons
• Another layer of government
• Increased burdens on staff to
make it happen
• Off-putting to citizens
• We’re already doing it, in a
less formal way

SCENARIO #4: JOINT PLANNING: This scenario
creates a formal Joint Planning Commission as
enabled under State Statute. Planning
Commissioners would be appointed by the
Selectboard, as required by statute, with the
possibility of establishing a formal process by which Trustees could
nominate members and /or make recommendations. It maintains
separate Development Review Boards that would be appointed by
their respective legislative bodies.

4

The rationale for pairing a Joint Planning Commission with
Development Review Boards (as opposed to Zoning Boards) relates
to work load. Current board members and staff noted that a Joint
Planning Commission would have a difficult time managing the
demands of a unified planning effort along with the majority of
development review across the two parts of town.
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Under this model, Essex would move towards the adoption of a
single Municipal Plan. There would be two sets of bylaws that would
be updated by their respective legislative bodies. The Town and
Village attorneys have advised that Municipal Charter changes
would be necessary to create a Joint Planning Commission and
Development Review Boards.

EXAMPLE
Woodstock has one Planning Commission and separate
Development Review Boards. It has one municipal plan and two
sets of zoning regulations. Woodstock has had a single Planning
Commission since the 1970s and never had to adopt a formal Joint
Planning Commission structure. It moved from separate Zoning
Boards of Adjustment to separate Development Review Boards
around 2000. The Town Selectboard and Village Trustees jointly
adopt Commissioners and each adopts members to their respective
DRBs.
Every five years the Woodstock Planning Commission updates it
municipal plan. The year after plan adoption it updates the Town
bylaws and then the following year it updates the Village bylaws.
The Plan is adopted jointly by the Selectboard and Trustees
following public hearings, which are also jointly held. Bylaw changes
are adopted by either the Town Selectboard or Village Trustees as
necessary.

Working Group Comments:
Pros
• Not so many plans to update
• Might be a way to get Village
and Town outside the Village
balance in communication,
visioning, understanding of
concerns
• Moves us towards
recognizing that we are one
town
• Mirrors economic
development comm. Tells
whole story
• Easy to understand, public is
ready for it, palatable,
streamlines government
• Balances out work load
• Increased opportunity for
shared vision, more cohesive
• Efficient use of resources
• Greater focus, pulls more of
community into long range
planning
• Diminish line between Village
and Town outside the Village
• The merging of visions
• Developers have one plan to
work off of

Cons
• Would require one-time
outside consulting to
implement transition
• Public perception that this is
part of a plot to merge Village
and Town outside the Village
• Differences between Village
and Town outside the Village
bylaws, could be seen as
favoring one or another
• Village vision for 5 Corners
doesn’t equal town vision for
5 Corners, maybe
• Ditto Town Center, would
need resolving
• Possibly a rocky transition
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SCENARIO #5: THE WHOLE ENCHILADA
This scenario creates a formal Joint Planning
Commission and Joint Development Review Board.
Planning Commissioners and Development Review
Board members would be appointed by the
Selectboard, as required by statute, with the possibility of
establishing a formal process by which Trustees could nominate
members and /or make recommendations. There would be one
municipal plan and one set of bylaws. As with the appointment
process it could be possible to establish a formal mechanism by
which the Trustees could recommend changes to the municipal plan
and/or bylaws. Updates to the municipal plan could be adopted at
Town Meeting and bylaw changes would be adopted by the Town
Selectboard. The Village could still adopt special plans and bylaws
that would apply only in the Village. The Town and Village
attorneys have advised that Municipal Charter changes would be
necessary to create a Joint Planning Commission and a Joint
Development Review Board.

5

EXAMPLE
The Town and Village of Waterbury have had a Joint Planning
Commission, combined Municipal Plan, and combined Zoning
Regulations for over twenty years and made the switch from
separate Zoning Boards of Adjustment to a Joint Development
Review Board in 2012. Board appointments are made by the Town
Selectboard with Village Trustees input. Both the Selectboard and
Trustees vote to adopt the municipal plan and bylaw

amendments. In the case where a bylaw change only affects the
Village then only the Trustees vote on the amendment.
Working Group Comments:
Pros
• Not so many plans to update
• Might lend itself to staff
located near each other
• Simple and straight-forward
• Long-range planning, balance
of Village and Town outside
the Village
• Goes with trends of
consolidation in Essex
(education, public works)
• Lends itself to 4-6
neighborhood planning
groups that would actually
review projects (like
Burlington)
• A single group handling all
applications streamlines
workload
• Easier for developers
• Signals solidarity – a single
community with joint
interests

Cons
• Would require one-time
outside consulting to
implement transition
• Overwhelming workload for
DRB
• Doesn’t have DRBs that can
focus on particular areas of the
town, its bylaws, culture, and
philosophy
• Increased workload for DRB
• Might be perceived as a
conspiracy to merge Essex
• Residents might not feel they
have personal attention
• Too fast, raises fears of merger
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RECOMMENDATIONS
This section lays out structural and non-structural
recommendations for the Town of Essex Selectboard and Village of
Essex Junction Trustees to consider.

Structural Recommendations
The primary charge of TGIA was to come up with a recommendation
on any structural changes to the current boards and commissions.
The recommendations in this report are the result of an iterative
process of exploring a variety of planning governance options as
detailed in previous sections.

#2: Whole Enchilada
• Joint Planning Commission
• Joint Development Review Board
• Joint Municipal Plan & Joint Bylaws
#3: TBD, Wait and See
• Start with changing to separate Development Review
Boards and see how that initial change goes before deciding
on other changes.
Here are the results of the straw poll:

The Working Group made its decisions by consensus. The group’s
facilitators used a tool called the “orange line” to determine
consensus on different choices during the project. The idea is that
for key decisions, the group works to get above the orange line – to
the place where participants could at least live with a choice.
During the final Working Group session members used a straw poll
to indicate their preferences for three “end destinations”; the idea
that over time Essex would move towards one of these end points
for planning governance. The end destinations presented were:
#1: Joint Planning
• Joint Planning Commission
• Separate Development Review Boards
• Joint Municipal Plan & Separate Bylaws

The straw poll results indicated consensus on one end destination:
Joint Planning.
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RECOMMENDATION #1:
MOVE TO CREATE A JOINT PLANNING COMMISSION AND TWO SEPARATE
DEVELOPMENT REVIEW BOARDS.
This recommendation would create a formal Joint Planning
Commission as enabled under State Statute. Planning
Commissioners would be appointed by the Selectboard with the
possibility of establishing a formal process by which Trustees could
nominate members and /or make recommendations. It would
create two separate Development Review Boards that would be
appointed by their respective legislative bodies. Essex would also
move towards the adoption of a single Municipal Plan over time.
There would be two sets of bylaws that would be adopted by their
respective legislative bodies (i.e. Selectboard or Trustees).

Planning Commissions, Zoning Boards of Adjustment and
Community Development staffs to ensure any transition occurs as
smoothly as possible. In addition, the broader community should
be kept informed about transition plans and provided with
opportunities to provide input when appropriate.

What Would Change?
The Town and Village would go from a completely separate planning
structure to planning together around a long range vision and policy
while maintaining their own development review processes.

RECOMMENDATION #2:
USE A PHASED APPROACH TO STRUCTURAL CHANGES.
The transition to a different governance structure will require a
thoughtful and deliberate approach. As appropriate, changes
should be phased in order to evaluate whether they are producing a
more effective planning governance structure.
RECOMMENDATION #3:
EMPOWER BOARDS TO ESTABLISH A TIMEFRAME AND WORK WITH STAFF TO
MAKE A PLAN FOR TRANSITION.
The Town Selectboard and Village Trustees are ultimately
responsible for making decisions about what changes will occur.
TGIA encourages both bodies to coordinate with their respective
February 2016
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KEY CONSIDERATIONS
While TGIA did not prescribe a transition pathway, project materials
do lay out a conceptual timeline (see Scenarios 2.0 document from
Working Group Session #4). The timeline was presented to show
the types of activities that would occur. Those activities include:
Changes to Municipal Charters: Counsel for both the Town and
Village have recommended charter changes in order to
enable the creation of a Joint Planning Commission and
Development Review Boards. Changes would need to be
first approved at the annual Town and Village meetings and then
passed by the State Legislature.
Appointment processes for boards: The Selectboard and Trustees
would need to develop a process for making appointments
to a Joint Planning Commission and their respective
Development Review Boards. Also, they would need to
determine how they would transition existing board members into
new roles if desired.
Adoption of new planning structures: The Selectboard and
Trustees would need to formally adopt a Joint Planning
Commission and their respective Development Review
Boards. These changes can be made by votes of the two
legislative bodies. They would also need to think through how to
ensure consistent communication among the boards.

Updates to the Municipal Plan: The Town and Village would need
to work towards the development of a unified Municipal
Plan. Currently, the State of Vermont requires updates
every five years so a unified plan should be aligned with
the next statutory deadline if the timing makes sense in the context
of other changes. There is a move towards changing the five-year
update requirement to ten years, which could affect this element of
the transition plan.
Updates to Bylaws: Bylaw updates would be necessary to reflect
the shift of review powers to the Development Review
Board. Bylaw updates can be made by vote by the
Selectboard and Trustees.
Transition plan for projects under review: Votes(s) creating the
Development Review Boards must be timed so that all
work of the existing Zoning Boards of Appeal would be
completed and there could be a window of time to get the
Development Review Board members appointed, addressing any
changes necessary to Planning Commission membership and
establishing rules of procedure. Ideally, this transition happens at a
slower time of year for applications, likely in the later months of the
year. Boards can adopt the new planning structure and note a
future date at which point the change would go into effect thereby
providing ample transition time.
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Consideration of the allocation of staff responsibilities: The total
level of work by staff does not change dramatically under
the recommended governance structure. In the short
term, the need for staff or outside support would
increase to assist with any transition plan. Longer term, it’s likely
that staff responsibilities may shift particularly in terms of how a
Joint Planning Commission would be supported.
Development of a community education and input process: Based
on the community input into TGIA and discussion at
Working Group sessions there is a clear need to think
through how any changes would be communicated with
the broader community and how, when appropriate, input would
be sought on the specifics of those changes.
Consideration of non-structural changes: There are other changes
that could complement any structural changes made (see
next section). In some cases, these may be best time in
advance, concurrently or after structural changes.
Each of these activities would require careful consideration and
time on the parts of boards and staff.

Non-Structural Recommendations
The secondary charge of TGIA was to come up with
recommendations related to how to improve community
engagement in planning. Much of the community input TGIA
received could be addressed more effectively through changes
related to community engagement.

While the Working Group did not get to a detailed set of
recommendations, it developed and assessed general ideas that
would address the project’s findings related to community
engagement. This section describes the ideas and then presents the
results of an Impact Feasibility Assessment conducted by the
Working Group.

COMMUNICATIONS 2.0
The following ideas are aimed at improving planning
communications efforts in Essex:
Develop local partnerships. Essex has a history of working with
local organizations and groups to help spread the word about
projects (e.g. asking to post event info in school newsletters or
through community Facebook pages). Most of these arrangements
are ad hoc but it is possible to formalize partnerships to more easily
share information across a variety of projects. Potential partners
include the schools, recreation departments and libraries.
Research new ways to communicate. Essex already communicates
in many ways – local papers, Front Porch Forum, newsletters, etc. and there is always room for improvement. Communications is
about message and medium; it’s about what you say and how you
say it that matters in the community context. The first step is to
determine how people want to receive information from their
community (e.g., a short survey or interactive board at Town
Meeting could be one way to collect this info). Then it’s possible to
figure out what tools will work best and in budget.
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Target communication. Regardless of what channels are being
used, messages today need to be targeted towards specific
audiences. In addition, the type of planning issue or project being
featured will influence how to structure communications.
Use communications channels consistently. Once it’s known how
best to communicate information, then those approaches must be
used consistently. This consistency will help build clearer
expectations about how information will be shared and where
people can go to get news. The Town’s Community Development
staff noted that they are already creating a Communications Plan as
a result of this effort, which is a great step towards institutionalizing
best practices.

PARTICIPATION 2.0
The following ideas are aimed at improving public participation in
planning in Essex:
Make planning easy to understand. While planning deals with
complex issues it is possible to develop resources that break down
the basics for people. These resources will enable people to more
easily and productively participate in planning discussions. There
are a variety of resources already available on general planning
topics through organizations like the Vermont Planners Association,
Vermont League of Cities and Towns and the American Planning
Association. However, resources tailored to Essex’s specific
situation will be more helpful to residents.
Make meetings easy to understand. Municipal meetings must
follow certain protocols to stay in line with open meetings laws.
While the structure of some meetings can feel formal and
intimidating it is possible to take steps to make them more inviting

and understandable to people who are new to municipal processes.
Examples include:
•
•
•

Provide a meeting hand-out explaining the basic purpose of the
meeting, guidelines on participation and where meetings
agendas/summaries are posted.
Board chairs could state upfront a meeting’s purpose and how
and when members of the public will be invited to share their
questions or concerns.
Show/share a roadmap of decision making at every meeting so
participants know where they are in the process.

The Town’s recent development of a Public Participation Guide is an
example of this kind of approach.
Research new participation methods and tools. As with
communications, it’s important to first understand what general
ways people would want to engage in planning issues. TGIA has
identified some community interest in greater online options and
neighborhood options but there could be others. Generally,
communities are well served to provide a mix of group and
individual opportunities to participate in addition to the required
meetings and hearings.
Explore potential of neighborhood planning structures. TGIA and
the Essex Governance Group identified the potential for
neighborhood planning structures to add value to planning in Essex.
There is some precedent to using neighborhoods in planning in
Vermont. Some of these examples are detailed in materials
developed for the fourth Working Group session.
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Develop a public participation ordinance. Much of the law
regarding public participation is outdated and does not match the
variety of participatory tools available today. A public participation
ordinance is one helpful tool to help empower local decision makers
with more of a legal framework to support community engagement.
A model ordinance, along with several other helpful tools, can be
found in the 2013 Making Participation Legal published by
Deliberative Democracy Consortium.

Assessing participation ideas

OPEN ACCESS
The following ideas are aimed at improving access to information in
Essex:
Develop a quarterly municipal boards newsletter. This newsletter
could be a resource for municipal boards, staff and residents alike.
The Village Newsletter serves as a local example of a successful
newsletter. A quarterly schedule may be a reasonable schedule for
a newsletter that would cover both Town and Village boards and
simple report forms could be developed for board chairs and staff
to use to provide content for the newsletter.
Develop an online system for tracking development applications.
Right now most people would find it difficult to know what
developments are being proposed in their part of town. While this
information is available if you go to the town offices for it, a more
easier and transparent option could help residents be aware of
what’s happening in their own neighborhood. For instance, the City
of Burlington has an online system where anyone can find out what
development applications have been submitted and what stage of
review they are in; applications are available in a sortable table (by
address) or on a Google Map.
Develop an open access data portal. Many cities are providing
greater access to municipal related data. This access creates
greater transparency and can spur local citizen analysis and
innovation. Burlington provides another local example of a city that
has created an open data portal. Types of information available
include: public works permits, police logs, rental housing, property
assessments, and city budget info.
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HUMAN RESOURCES
The following ideas are aimed at supporting the human capital of
community engagement in Essex:
Support board member training. There are a variety of existing
training programs available in VT, possibilities for developed
tailored programs in partnership with other partners, and ways to
help build skills locally. Some board members do take advantage of
programs offered through state programs like the VT League of
Cities and Towns, Vermont Planners Association or the State of VT
and both the Town and Village cover these costs. However, most
out of the box trainings are held at times and places that are not
convenient for volunteer board members. A variety of ideas for
addressing board training are detailed in materials developed for
the fourth Working Group session.
Consider co-location of Community Development Staff. This idea
has been raised through this process and is under consideration by
the Town Manager. It could be convenient to residents to have
both departments together and beneficial for staff to have more
face-to-face time to enable opportunities for interaction and
collaboration. However, department re-location is a facilities
management question and would need to consider the value of colocating other departments that residents frequently use together.
Consider re-allocation of resources to support staffing dedicated
to communications and public participation. While a number of
staff members currently undertake these activities as part of their
work there could be benefit to a more focused approach where one
staff person is dedicated to providing communications and
engagement support across a variety of projects and possibly across

Town and Village departments. This person could be a go-to
resource to town departments, develop relationships with a variety
of local partners, and stay current on best practices in community
engagement.
Engage community member volunteers. While municipal staff will
always play a role in public participation it’s also possible to build a
volunteer corp to assist with aspects of the participation effort. This
may be particularly useful in the case of any kind of neighborhood
based engagement.
Form a community engagement working group. The TGIA Working
Group made progress on issues of planning governance structure
and produced thoughtful reflections on community engagement.
However, these ideas will not be as fully discussed and vetted as the
structural aspects of the project so one possibility is to form a new
working group to carry the engagement ideas forward.

ASSESSMENT
TGIA Working Group members used an impact feasibility
assessment to rate each idea on the following scales:
Impact on community understanding and participation in planning –
high, medium, low
Feasibility of idea to be implemented (e.g. funding, political will,
legal, etc.) – high, medium, low
The results of the impact feasibility exercise are on the next page.
The ideas along with their nicknames (used to illustrate how ideas
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rated in the impact feasibility chart on next page) are provided here
in summary form for reference:
Communications 2.0
• Develop local partnerships. PARTNERSHIPS
• Research new ways to communicate. RESEARCH COMM
• Use/continue communications channels consistently.
CONSISTENT COMM
• Target communication. TARGET COMM
Participation 2.0
• Make planning easy to understand. EASY PLANNING
• Make meetings easy to understand. EASY MEETINGS
• Research new participation methods and tools. RESEARCH
PART
• Explore potential of neighborhood planning structures.
NEIGHBORHOOD PLANNING
• Develop a public participation ordinance. ORDINANCE

Open Access
• Develop a quarterly municipal boards newsletter. NEWSLETTER
• Develop an online system for tracking development
applications. REVIEW TRACKING
• Develop an open access data portal. DATA PORTAL
Human Resources
• Support board member training. BOARD TRAINING
• Consider co-location of Community Development Staff. COLOCATION
• Consider re-allocation of resources to support staffing dedicated
to communications and public participation. RESOURCE
ALLOCATION
• Engage community member volunteers. COMMUNITY
VOLUNTEERS
• Form a community engagement working group. WORKING
GROUP
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Impact Feasibility Matrix
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Several themes emerged from the discussion around the Working
Group’s assessment of ideas:
•
•

•
•

Improving messaging and communications around planning are
of high importance.
There is potential to increase transparency of planning through
online tools but also a need to assess how existing models are
working (e.g. Burlington or Colchester’s data portals).
There is interest in allocating resources to support engagement
and ensuring board volunteers are trained.
The desire to ensure that efforts focused on improving
community participation continue.

The upcoming project in partnership with Essex Heart & Soul could
offer a seamless way to carry forward the community participation
findings and ideas found as part of the TGIA effort. Heart & Soul
will be working with Matt Leighninger, Executive Director of the
Deliberative Democracy Consortium, to incorporate public
engagement skills and expectations into all job descriptions, hiring
expectations, and performance reviews for municipal staff in the
Town and Village. There will also be a one-day workshop for
engagement leaders (inside and outside government) to help build
their engagement skills.

Community Reaction
At the second Community Workshop, participants had a chance to
weigh in with their reactions to the project’s findings and
recommendations. Here is a summary of that input:
1. What resonated with you?
• Strong consensus in favor of the 1 Planning Commission, 2
Development Review Board model
o One Planning Commission will be able to spend
more time on long range planning
o A good “first step” toward “big enchilada”
(consolidated planning and development review)
o Improves citizen “access” and civic engagement
• More efficient use of staff
o Streamlining, better process
o Redistribution and shared staffing will be good
o Opportunity to co-locate staff
o Better communication, shared info
• New model allows one Essex vision
o Honors the urban/rural split
o Keeps uniqueness of Town and Village
o Increases chances of preserving open space,
preserving/improving sidewalks
2. What concerned you?
• The risk of disconnection
o [Citizen engagement] better if close to government,
big government is less responsive
o What are mechanisms for appeal: will citizens feel
comfortable going to Development Review Board?
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•

•

o Always risk of Development Review Board being
disconnected from planning processes
o Too complex: more streamlining needed (1 board,
1 plan, 1 code, etc.)
How do we develop and implement the municipal plan?
o Certain district’s priorities?
o What about interim? Don’t want to make
development “mistakes”
o Risk of Development Review Board affecting
growth, economic development [negatively]
o Aesthetics – a concern of many residents who have
not attended meetings
Staffing Resources, financial resources and board member
selection
o What happens to staff?
o How would Planning Commission members be
selected: need equal geographical split in
representation to Planning Commission: Shared
appointments would be best (SB and Trustees)
o Only so many planning financial resources: need to
ensure we can get at those.

•

Structures for improved communication
o Between Planning Commission and Development
Review Board to stay strong and grounded
o Have Planning Commission and two Development
Review Boards meet jointly annually to stay in
snyc?
o Staff should start meetings of Development Review
Board by summing up where we are and how much
input is welcomed.

A full summary of the workshop proceedings can be found in this
report’s Appendix.

3. Was there anything missing from your perspective?
• Some stakeholders are absent [need outreach?]
o Opposing views from one or two municipal entities
o Renters
o “People not here tonight will not be in favor of
consolidation”
• No plans in place for staffing changes
o Co-locating staff?
o Merging staff?
• Most board members don’t have design review training
February 2016

34

MOVING FORWARD
Essex is undergoing a transformation in the way it thinks about the
relationship between the Town and Village. Recent community
efforts have pointed to the desire for greater collaboration that
strengthens the physical character and social fabric of the
community as a whole. Yet, there is also a desire to move ahead
carefully to ensure that the unique aspects and priorities of each
part of the community are not lost, and that potential changes
consider financial and other resource implications.
TGIA focused on exploring different approaches to planning
governance that could illuminate a new path forward that
responds to the desire for greater collaboration while maintaining
the Town and Village’s distinctiveness. While TGIA puts forward a
set of recommendations its utility is also in the analysis of different
issues and ideas. The hope is that this “why” will be helpful to the
Selectboard and Trustees as they consider potential planning
governance changes.
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St. Albans City Planning and Development Boards
1) The St. Albans City Design Advisory Board provides special opinions on the look
and feel of proposed development in the City's Design Review Districts.
2) The St. Albans City Development Review Board carries out our
community's Land Development Regulations in the cases that appear before it.
3) The St. Albans City Downtown Board advises the development and revitalization
efforts of the City's Downtown Program and acts as the Board of Directors for St. Albans for the
Future, the nonprofit downtown organization.
4) The St. Albans City Planning Commission advises the City's planning program,
discusses new initiatives for the management of growth and development in the City and drafts
the Municipal Plan and Land Development Regulations.

St Albans also generates a list of “special projects” on their website. These are large developments in
the downtown area equivalent to our 4 Pearl Street project, Railroad Station upgrade, missing link
project. They usually include a pdf/graphic and an explanation of the background and current status. I
believe this serves to keep the public informed.

Governance Structure for Village of Bellows Falls and Town of
Rockingham
1. Bellows Falls is a village and has a board of trustees. Rockingham is a town and has a
selectboard. They have each kept their charters.
2. The Town supports the Bellows Falls Area Development Corporation (BFDAC) which is a nonprofit Since 1984, the Town has supported the Bellows focuses on industrial and commercial
development, by providing that the Town’s Development Director also serve as Executive
Director of the BFADC.
3. The Town also supports the Bellows Falls Downtown Development Alliance(BFDDA), a nonprofit devoted to downtown revitalization. BFDDA carries out activities in BellowsFalls’
“designated downtown district” in collaboration with the Vermont Downtown Program. The
designation permits property owners in the district to benefit from specific state tax credits, and
grants when available
From Their Website: “These agreements provide for a high level of collaboration between the
municipality and two non-profit organizations that promote different but compatible types of economic
and community development.”

AN AGREEMENT BETWEEN THE TOWN OF ROCKINGHAM AND THE
BELLOWS FALLS AREA DEVELOPMENT CORPORATION
WHEREAS, the Town of Rockingham Development Office is involved in various development
related activities, and
WHEREAS, the said office is primarily involved in accommodating quality industrial,
commercial, and residential development opportunities by providing research, staff support,
grantsmanship, planning, design, marketing, and other professional support services to said
projects; and
WHEREAS, the Bellows Falls Area Development Corporation has been incorporated as a nonprofit development organization to perform similar activities; and
WHEREAS, the said Corporation has jointly developed the Rockingham Industrial Park with the
Town of Rockingham; and
WHEREAS, the said Corporation lacks the fiscal strength to hire staff to manage its daily
operation; and
WHEREAS, the said Corporation complements the activities of the Town Development Office
by making certain resources available to the Town that would otherwise be unavailable due to its
non-profit status;
THEREFORE, BE IT JOINTLY RESOLVED by both corporate organizations that the
Rockingham Development Director serve as Executive Director of the Bellows Falls Aera
Development Corporation without compensation by the BFADC,
BE IT JOINTLY RESOLVED, by both corporate organizations that the duties affiliated with the
position of Director of Development supercede those of BFADC Executive Director in the event
of a conflict of scheduling,
BE IT ALSO JOINT RESOLVED, that if the duties and responsibilities of the Executive
Director become excessive in nature, that an evaluation of the position be resolved at a joint
meeting.
ROCKINGHAM BOARD OF SELECTMEN
s/ John Cook
s/ Sandra Beaudry
s/ Al White
s/ Sean Campbell
s/ Doug MacPhee

BELLOWS FALLS ARE DEVELOPMENT CORP.
s/ Roland Scott, President
s/ Peter LaHaise, Secretary
DATE: February 8, 1984
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DRIVE through any number of outer-ring suburbs in America, and you’ll see boardedup and vacant strip malls, surrounded by vast seas of empty parking spaces. These
forlorn monuments to the real estate crash are not going to come back to life, even when
the economy recovers. And that’s because the demand for the housing that once
supported commercial activity in many exurbs isn’t coming back, either.
By now, nearly five years after the housing crash, most Americans understand that a
mortgage meltdown was the catalyst for the Great Recession, facilitated by
underregulation of finance and reckless risk-taking. Less understood is the divergence
between center cities and inner-ring suburbs on one hand, and the suburban fringe on the
other.
It was predominantly the collapse of the car-dependent suburban fringe that caused the
mortgage collapse.
In the late 1990s, high-end outer suburbs contained most of the expensive housing in the
United States, as measured by price per square foot, according to data I analyzed from
the Zillow real estate database. Today, the most expensive housing is in the high-density,

pedestrian-friendly neighborhoods of the center city and inner suburbs. Some of the
most expensive neighborhoods in their metropolitan areas are Capitol Hill in Seattle;
Virginia Highland in Atlanta; German Village in Columbus, Ohio, and Logan Circle in
Washington. Considered slums as recently as 30 years ago, they have been transformed
by gentrification.
Simply put, there has been a profound structural shift — a reversal of what took place in
the 1950s, when drivable suburbs boomed and flourished as center cities emptied and
withered.
The shift is durable and lasting because of a major demographic event: the convergence
of the two largest generations in American history, the baby boomers (born between
1946 and 1964) and the millennials (born between 1979 and 1996), which today
represent half of the total population.
Many boomers are now empty nesters and approaching retirement. Generally this means
that they will downsize their housing in the near future. Boomers want to live in a
walkable urban downtown, a suburban town center or a small town, according to a
recent survey by the National Association of Realtors.
The millennials are just now beginning to emerge from the nest — at least those who
can afford to live on their own. This coming-of-age cohort also favors urban downtowns
and suburban town centers — for lifestyle reasons and the convenience of not having to
own cars.
Over all, only 12 percent of future homebuyers want the drivable suburban-fringe
houses that are in such oversupply, according to the Realtors survey. This lack of
demand all but guarantees continued price declines. Boomers selling their fringe housing
will only add to the glut. Nothing the federal government can do will reverse this.
Many drivable-fringe house prices are now below replacement value, meaning the land
under the house has no value and the sticks and bricks are worth less than they would
cost to replace. This means there is no financial incentive to maintain the house; the next
dollar invested will not be recouped upon resale. Many of these houses will be converted
to rentals, which are rarely as well maintained as owner-occupied housing. Add the fact
that the houses were built with cheap materials and methods to begin with, and you see
why many fringe suburbs are turning into slums, with abandoned housing and rising
crime.
The good news is that there is great pent-up demand for walkable, centrally located
neighborhoods in cities like Portland, Denver, Philadelphia and Chattanooga, Tenn. The
transformation of suburbia can be seen in places like Arlington County, Va., Bellevue,
Wash., and Pasadena, Calif., where strip malls have been bulldozed and replaced by
higher-density mixed-use developments with good transit connections.
Reinvesting in America’s built environment — which makes up a third of the country’s
assets — and reviving the construction trades are vital for lifting our economic growth

rate. (Disclosure: I am the president of Locus, a coalition of real estate developers and
investors and a project of Smart Growth America, which supports walkable
neighborhoods and transit-oriented development.)
Some critics will say that investment in the built environment risks repeating the mistake
that caused the recession in the first place. That reasoning is as faulty as saying that
technology should have been neglected after the dot-com bust, which precipitated the
2001 recession.
The cities and inner-ring suburbs that will be the foundation of the recovery require
significant investment at a time of government retrenchment. Bus and light-rail systems,
bike lanes and pedestrian improvements — what traffic engineers dismissively call
“alternative transportation” — are vital. So is the repair of infrastructure like roads and
bridges. Places as diverse as Los Angeles, Phoenix, Salt Lake City, Dallas, Charlotte,
Denver and Washington have recently voted to pay for “alternative transportation,”
mindful of the dividends to be reaped. As Congress works to reauthorize highway and
transit legislation, it must give metropolitan areas greater flexibility for financing
transportation, rather than mandating that the vast bulk of the money can be used only
for roads.
For too long, we over-invested in the wrong places. Those retail centers and subdivisions
will never be worth what they cost to build. We have to stop throwing good money after
bad. It is time to instead build what the market wants: mixed-income, walkable cities
and suburbs that will support the knowledge economy, promote environmental
sustainability and create jobs.
Christopher B. Leinberger is a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution and professor of
practice in urban and regional planning at the University of Michigan

