
STATEMENT ON THE MIDDLEBURY COLLEGE SOLAR FARM PROPOSAL 

By the Town of Middlebury’s Conservation Commission  

November 11, 2019 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The Middlebury Conservation Commission is writing to provide feedback regarding the proposed 
South Street Solar Farm by Middlebury College and Encore Renewable Energy.  We applaud 
Middlebury College’s efforts to use renewable, non-fossil fuel, local energy production and willingness 
to be an institution that leads by example. The Commission recognizes that the College has committed 
to filling 100 percent of its electrical and thermal power needs with renewable energy sources by the 
end of 2028, and that they plan to make this transition by increasing the use of and investment in 
renewable energy production facilities, especially solar power. Solar power is an important resource 
that is critical in reducing reliance on fossil fuel use for electricity production.  However, utility scale 
solar facilities inherently have a large land-area footprint and as a result are more likely to have 
significant visual and natural resource impacts that require careful consideration for siting. 

While we appreciate the College’s motivation to transition to renewable sources of energy, the 
Commission has a number of concerns with the currently selected site for this project. We recommend 
that the Town and College work together to identify alternative sites that include the Town’s 
Industrial Land Use District and existing parking lots or building rooftops on the Middlebury campus. 
We advise that the currently proposed site has high value to the Town Community as a landscape for 
agriculture, natural communities, recreation, and scenic views, and we are concerned that the 
development of the proposed site would continue a trend of piecemeal development of this region that 
is in conflict with these values. If the College determines to proceed with this project, we recommend 
several mitigation strategies to reduce but not remove impacts. 

PROJECT SCALE 

It is difficult to appreciate the scale of the South Street Solar Farm based on Encore’s presentation of 
the project in the Advanced Notice report from September 27, 2019. In part, this is because the maps 
that are shown tend to zoom into the proposed site. A second reason is that the site is located in a 
region of Middlebury with little development other than agriculture and a scattering of low density 
residential properties. So there are few features on the map that can serve as scale references.  

It is helpful to compare the footprint of the proposed Solar Farm to the footprint of the Town of 
Middlebury (Figure 1). In this map, the dark green color represents woodlands, the light green 
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represents fields and yards, the red represents building rooftops, and the gray represents impervious 
and bare lands, including roads and quarries. The map shows a couple of things. First, the size of the 
project is quite large with respect to other developments in the town. The quarries are perhaps 
analogous in scale. Second, the proposed site is located in a region of Middlebury that is largely 
undeveloped (with few buildings and bare land).  

  

 

Figure 1. Footprint of proposed development compared to the footprint of Middlebury. 

 

A second way to interpret the scale of the proposed development is to drape the footprint onto the 
Middlebury College campus (Figure 1). This shows that the development area would encompass all 
academic buildings north of College Street. This may help people familiar with the campus 
understand the size of the proposed development. 
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Figure 2. Footprint of proposed development placed on Middlebury College campus for scale. The development area 
would encompass all academic buildings north of College Street. 

 

SITING CONCERNS 

Sprawl and Greenfield Development 

The Commission has concerns that the proposed Solar Farm continues a trend towards the piecemeal 
development of a rural, agricultural region of Middlebury. The proposed site is situated nearly entirely 
in the Town of Middlebury’s Flood Hazard Land Use District and surrounded by Agricultural/Rural 
Residential District (Figure 3). This situation is characterized by wetland and river ecosystems, 
agricultural and equestrian landscapes, and sparse human settlement. It should be noted that in 2013, 
the Land Use District classifications to the north and south of the proposed site were changed from 
Agricultural/Rural Residential to High and Medium Density residential to enable suburban 
development in these areas (Figure 4). The Addison County Soil Survey lists the soils on the Proposed 
Site and throughout this region as having Statewide Value for agriculture (Figure 5). Thus, the 
proposed development continues a trend of urban and suburban development creeping into a region 
with agricultural value and rural character. 
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Figure 3. Proposed Site compared to Town of Middlebury Land Use Districts. The Proposed Site lies nearly entirely in 
Flood Hazard Districts. It is also surrounded by Agricultural/Rural District. 
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Figure 4. Proposed Site compared to former (pre-2013) Town Land Use Districts. By 2013, the District classifications 
changed in the northern part of the image from Agricultural/Rural Residential to accommodate higher density 
residential development in these areas. 
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Figure 5. Proposed Site compared to Soil Value to Agriculture. The Proposed Site contains soils of Statewide Value for 
agriculture. 

 

Community Values  

The Commission recently conducted a Community Values Mapping exercise, receiving input from 
dozens of community members at multiple sessions.  The resulting maps display that the area is highly 
valued for its views (Figure 6). This section of South Street affords views of a rivers, wetlands, 
agricultural fields and rural buildings with mountains in the background. The region is also highly 
valued for a number of different recreational activities (horseback riding, running, walking, biking) 
and for agriculture. It should be noted that these Community values broaden the impact of this 
project from a NIMBY (not in my backyard) designation, as these Community values are held by both 
residents and non-residents of South Street. Additionally, the Community Values mapping exercise 
was conducted prior to the College’s public disclosure of the proposal to develop a Solar Farm in this 
area. 
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Figure 6. The region that encompasses the Proposed Site is highly valued for the views that are provided of the rural and 
riverine foreground with the mountains in the background.  

 

Flood hazard 

The site is located within a FEMA identified flood hazard area, as identified by the existing Flood 
Insurance Rate Map (Figure 7). This means that the facility may be required to raise the 
panels/batteries above base flood elevation. Has this increase in height been considered in the prepared 
viewshed maps--or in other planning documents? 

This also brings up concerns with runoff, particularly during the construction phase of the project. 
What measures will the project take to minimize runoff and enhance water quality, given that the 
project is located within a floodplain? 
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Figure 7. Proposed site compared to Flood Insurance Rate Map. 

 

Wetland Impacts 

The proposed site adjoins a wetland area that contains rare species and significant natural communities 
as identified by college natural inventories. The wetlands in the vicinity of the site are currently listed 
as Class 2 (Figure 8). We encourage evaluation of this site to ensure that significant species do not 
inhabit the project area. The proposed location has been identified as habitat for the uncommon 
blue-spotted salamander as recently as 2019.  While the solar project may ultimately be compatible 
with blue-spotted salamander habitat, the initial project should be timed so as to avoid disturbance of 
this species during the spring amphibian migration season. 
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Figure 8. Proposed Site compared to Wetlands. The Proposed Site is bordered to the south and east with Class 2 
wetlands. 

 

The current patterns of wetlands appear to be a direct legacy of agricultural development. The original 
wetlands on the Proposed Site appear to have been drained by the ditches that run through the site. 
The Addison County Soil survey shows hydric soils throughout the proposed site (Figure 9). This 
suggests the presence of wetlands prior to agriculture and the potential for the site to be restored to 
wetlands and potentially Clayplain Forest in a post-agricultural landscape. 
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Figure 9. Proposed Site compared to Hydric Soils from Addison County Soil Survey. The Proposed Site includes hydric 
soils. This suggests that the site supported a wetland prior to agricultural development. 

 

Fencing at Site 

The proposed fencing at the site could prove to be a barrier to the movement of many wildlife species. 
We encourage consideration of methods that would allow for the continued movement of wildlife 
through the area. This could include elimination of the fencing—with appropriate safety measures 
such as those present on the College’s existing solar panels—or the use of permeable fencing. 

ALTERNATIVE SITES 

Middlebury College has a long, proud history as a green campus. While committing to solar is a step 
toward fulfilling admirable energy goals, the large-acreage footprint covered by this industrial-scale 
project keeps it from being entirely “green.” We believe the College could demonstrate a genuine 
commitment to sustainability and community by siting the project in one or several alternative 
locations, such as: 

- Brownfields 
- College parking lots 
- College buildings 
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- Other “Preferred Sites” as defined in VT Public Utility Commission Rule 5.100 
- In the Town’s Industrial Land Use District 

A PLEA FOR LOCAL VISION 

This southwestern region of Middlebury has great potential to both connect and buffer Middlebury’s 
increasingly urban/suburban footprint with the rural areas of the Town. The Commission believes 
that there are several aspects of this rural South Street neighborhood that should be recognized and 
valued as a part of all projects going forward. This includes:   

- The significant natural ecosystem values for the town residents and college, including Otter 
Creek, agricultural fields, existing wetlands, and potential clayplain forest and wetland areas 
worthy of restoration. 

- The Community Values, documented in the Community Values Mapping project by this 
Commission, that include uninterrupted landscape views, productive agriculture, and 
numerous types of recreation opportunities. 

- The potential of a pedestrian and equestrian trail system, incorporating a future non-vehicular 
bridge over Otter Creek at the old Three Mile bridge, to expand recreation access to East 
Middlebury, to reduce conflict between motorized and non-motorized movement, and to 
connect low impact recreational activities between South Street extension and Creek Road. 

MITIGATION 

If the College project does move forward at the Proposed Site, the project should include mitigation 
measures to lessen the impacts to the community and our natural resources.  These could include: 

- Restoration of clayplain forest habitat in the vicinity of the site.   
- Permeable, wildlife-friendly fencing--or, as mentioned earlier, no fencing at all, with 

appropriate safety measures.   
- A commitment to wildlife friendly management practices, including limiting herbicide use 

and practicing delayed mowing to benefit nesting grassland birds. 
- The planting of native vegetation at the boundaries to enhance wildlife habitat. 
- We also encourage the college to consider compatible agricultural uses within project 

boundaries. 

 

Town of Middlebury Conservation Commission: Jeff Howarth (Chair), Molly Anderson, Kemi 
Fuentes-George, Andrew L’Roe, Monica Przyperhart, Amy Sheldon, Judy Wiger-Grohs 
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