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  Town of Middlebury Planning Commission (MPC) 1 

Rotary Small Meeting Room, First Floor 2 

77 Main Street, Municipal Offices 3 

Minutes of August 8, 2019 4 

Draft 5 

 6 

 Members Present: Barbara Saunders (chair), Todd Desabrais (vice-chair), Angela Landis, Lucy 
Schumer, Chris Robbins 

Members Absent: Sam Ostrow, Sarah Peluso 

Staff Present:   Jennifer Murray, Dave Wetmore, Sam Houlihan (summer intern) 

Others Present: none 

 7 

1. Call to Order- Barbara called the meeting to order at 12:05 pm. 8 

  9 

2. Public Comment- None 10 

 11 

3. Approval of minutes- Due to the absence of a quorum of members also present on July 11th 12 

and July 25th, approval of both sets of minutes was tabled.   13 

 14 

4. Discuss Future projects of potential interest- 15 

 16 

College Solar Project:  17 

The Planning Commission reviewed a Preliminary plans for a 5MW solar array and 2MW 18 

battery, located off South Street.  This project is being proposed by Encore Renewable Energy 19 

and property owner Middlebury College.  The plans accompanied a 45-day notice of their 20 

intention to submit an application for a Certificate of Public Good (CPG) to the Vermont 21 

Public Service board.  That process requires 45 days’ notice to be provided to the town 22 

pursuant to 30 VSA Section 248.  Once the project receives a CPG, it will be exempt from 23 

local-level zoning under state statute.  Comments are being solicited by Encore at this time, 24 

even though they are still in the process of assembling an application providing greater detail. 25 

 26 

As proposed, the project would consist of approximately 20,000 solar panels across 22 acres 27 

of the site, and an approximately 0.25-acre battery storage facility directly north of the solar 28 

array.  The site itself is south of Eastview, on the corner just before you reach the Eddy Farm- 29 

on the west side of South Street.   30 

 31 

Jennifer displayed some pictures and maps of the project area.  According to ANR mapping, 32 

the area where the arrays would be sited is on a small hill surrounded on all sides by wetland 33 

and floodplain.  Those wetlands appear to be hydraulically connected to the larger 34 

Middlebury Swamp wetland complex further to the west.  When she visited the site, Jen said 35 

the area was all green field being mowed by Nop’s Farm.  There is some existing vegetation 36 

and trees on the small hill where the panels will be located.  Regardless of whether existing 37 

vegetation is retained or new landscaping is added, it appears the panels will be visible from 38 

South Street heading south and particularly looking north from the Eddy Farm.  Jen observed 39 
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that there are views of the mountains on this section of South Street to the south and the 40 

east, but not to the west behind the proposed panels on the west side of the road.   41 

 42 

Upon reviewing the preliminary materials in the 45-day notice, he Planning Commission had 43 

the following questions and concerns: 44 

 45 

1) The fence is not desirable and should be removed if possible. 46 

a. It causes potential disruptions to the movement of wildlife.  Jennifer explained 47 

that in her conversations with Encore, it sounds like they are trying to make the 48 

mesh large enough for movement of small wildlife, but the Planning Commission 49 

feels large wildlife is a concern as well.  Jen questioned whether deer would move 50 

up and over a hill in a field.  Todd and Dave, who have deer hunting experience, 51 

responded that absolutely deer would pass that way looking for shelter.  PC 52 

members felt this might be a concern for people who have hunted in this area in 53 

the past.  It was observed that the fence does little to deter damage to the panels, 54 

as someone would not need to enter the enclosure to shoot a panel. 55 

 56 

2) Landscaping buffer and visual impacts.  Removal of trees.   57 

a. Chris was concerned about the removal of trees for the purpose of erecting the 58 

panels.  She would like to know how much existing vegetation (incl. trees) is being 59 

removed and would like to see the plan for the landscaping buffer.  The Planning 60 

Commission would like to see pollinators used in the landscaping plan to the 61 

extent possible.  The PC felt more information was needed to assess the visual 62 

impacts of the project and the effect of the landscape buffer.  Jennifer has been in 63 

contact with Encore, and they are still working on visual assessment information 64 

for the final submission.  They have offered to send this information to Jennifer 65 

when it becomes available. 66 

 67 

3) Impacts to wetlands and floodplains. 68 

a. The Planning Commission would like to ensure that there are no significant 69 

impacts to wetlands and floodplain.  Barbara spoke to how important the 70 

floodplains and wetlands south of Town have been for protecting the densely 71 

populated areas of Town during major climate events such as Irene.  The PC 72 

agreed that the function and value of these resources must be protected.  Jennifer 73 

has been in contact with Encore to ask for more information on potential impacts 74 

to wetlands and floodplains, and has also requested to review plans for the access 75 

road.  Additionally, the Planning Commission would like to review the grading 76 

plans for the entire site including any changes to the topography of the area where 77 

the panels are proposed to be situated. 78 

 79 

Airport Runway North: 80 

Jennifer received a call from a representative of DuBois and King about follow-up 81 

maintenance activities related to the avigation easement at the north end of the airport.  82 

VTrans had asked them to look into the procedure for removing all trees within the area 83 

north of the runway was preferable to selective harvesting of just the tallest trees, as this 84 

would prevent the need for several return trips.  Jennifer strongly recommended against that 85 
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course of action given past issues and complexities with the airport project.  If they call back, 86 

she wanted to be sure the PC agreed with her concerns about the sensitivity of this project.  87 

The PC supports staff’s approach and they would much prefer that VTrans stick with the 88 

current plan of conducting ongoing maintenance of the avigation easement area, only cutting 89 

trees that grow too tall within the easement over time.  Several past examples of problems 90 

with this project were discussed. 91 

 92 

Amtrak Rail Platform: 93 

Jennifer provided an update on this project.  VTrans and their contractor will be constructing 94 

the platform, and the Town project will consist of the parking area, and associated sidewalk 95 

and ramps as well as basic amenities (benches, parking lot lighting, signage).  Chris reminded 96 

us that the parking lot project is being conducted by the Town in conjunction with a 97 

stormwater sewer upgrade intended to resolve drainage issues along Maple Street. 98 

 99 

Jennifer showed a very preliminary image of how the spaces and platform would lay out.  She 100 

is still working on arranging a neighborhood meeting led jointly with VTrans, to field any last 101 

public comments and concerns.  The PC asked if the rail platform will be covered and happily- 102 

yes- VTrans has agreed to provide a roof over the platform.  The project team has requested a 103 

roof design that works with the historic neighborhood.   104 

 105 

5. Downtown Block Party 106 

Middlebury College Intern Sam Houlihan provided a progress report on his business and 107 

residential space inventory, as well as the business and customer surveys he has been 108 

conducting.  Approx. 200 surveys have been completed, with 3 different types of surveys in 109 

circulation.  He estimates this is 3% of the population.  He has contacted the majority of 110 

downtown businesses, has had several in-depth conversations and learned quite a bit about 111 

Downtown. 112 

 113 

Regarding surveys, Todd thinks we should send a survey with the tax bill and post one 114 

through Front Porch Forum in order to get a random sampling of residents, rather than 115 

focusing on surveying people who are already in Downtown. 116 

 117 

The Planning Commission, staff and college intern Sam Houlihan discussed ideas for 118 

promoting the Downtown Master Plan at next Wednesday’s Downtown Block Party.  They 119 

talked about whether sticker voting would work for this event, but decided against it.  120 

Jennifer distributed some survey questions for the group to consider.  After some discussion, 121 

Jennifer proposed they hold off on these more detailed survey questions for use in a future 122 

online survey, focus group meetings, or even the Planapalooza events.  Chris suggested that 123 

people will have limited time and attention for a survey at a busy street festival.  Jennifer 124 

agreed and asked if there were a few simple questions they could ask.  They decided to ask 125 

for… a word or phrase describing DT that could be used in a word cloud diagram… what 126 

people cherish or think is unique in downtown… what people would like to change or see 127 

different (other than parking).  Jennifer and Sam Houlihan will staff the table and create some 128 

signs, with PC members volunteering as available.   129 

 130 

6. Other business/ next agenda:  131 
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Jen threw out some early ideas for the upcoming Municipal planning grant (October) for the 132 

PC to mull over, including zoning changes and a feasibility study. 133 

 134 

Next meeting:   August 29, 2019  135 

Late September/early October- meet again with college  136 

 137 

7. Adjournment:  Meeting concluded at 1:30 PM. 138 

 139 

 Submitted by:  Jennifer Murray  140 


