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  Town of Middlebury Planning Commission (MPC) 1 
Zoom meeting 2 

Minutes of April 8, 2021 3 
Draft 4 

 5 
 Members Present: Barbara Saunders (Chair), Chris Robbins, Lucy Schumer, Erik Remsen, Todd 

Desabrais, Angela Cobrin-Landis  
Members Absent: Sam Ostrow 

Staff Present:  Jennifer Murray, Dave Wetmore 
Others Present: None 

 6 
1. Call to Order- This meeting was conducted via Zoom.  The meeting was called to order at 7 
12:05pm. 8 

 9 
2. Approval of Minutes 10 
1/7/21 minutes:  On a Motion by Chris, 2nd by Erik, the PC approved the minutes of 1/7/21.  11 
Approved 4-0. 12 
3/11/21 minutes:  On a Motion by Chris, 2nd by Lucy, the PC approved the minutes of 13 
3/11/21.  Approved 5-0.   14 
 15 
3. Staff Updates:   16 
Staff provided an update on the effort to address the energy committee’s interest in an 17 
enhanced energy plan.  Jen showed some slides providing a basic overview of what an 18 
enhanced energy plan is, the requirements for one under State Statute, and the benefits 19 
promised by the Public Service Board (substantial deference) if one is prepared in a 20 
community and approved by the State before being adopted as part of the Town Plan.   21 

Jennifer has suggested the energy committee discuss what ideas they have for an energy 22 
plan, in particular because the energy committee has been pushing the PC to take this effort 23 
on for several years.  What is their intent for doing a plan?  What do they hope to 24 
accomplish?  She is starting to conclude that they may have been pushing for an “enhanced 25 
energy plan” without having a good idea of what they were hoping to get out of it.  CEAC is 26 
undertaking an energy planning effort of their own, which is starting with interviews and 27 
focus groups and sounds like it will be very robust and deal with topics that are important to 28 
them.  Chris said she supports the idea of an enhanced energy plan and substantial 29 
deference.   30 

The group is currently composed of several energy committee members, John Barstow 31 
representing the college, and two conservation commission members.  Jen also considers 32 
herself part of the group and thinks we may need a PC member.    33 

Jen initially sent an email copying these partners, suggesting this group convene.  In light of 34 
the pressure on the PC to undertake an enhanced energy plan effort sooner than later when 35 
we have so many other items on our list, this email proposed that the energy committee do 36 
some thinking about what they want out of the plan and if substantial deference before the 37 
PSB was really what is important right now, or if a different type of energy plan was in order.  38 
The email proposed the energy committee could take the lead on an energy planning effort 39 
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that suited their needs, as long as it was not going to be an enhanced energy plan for 40 
inclusion as a replacement section to the energy section in the Town Plan.  She feels altering 41 
Town Plan elements would still require the PC to take the lead but is open to input from the 42 
PC on that.  If the energy committee or this group wanted to do an energy plan to be adopted 43 
separately by the Selectboard and included in the Town Plan by reference that would be fine 44 
for them to take the lead on.  It should be clear that it is authored by them, and it would 45 
probably have more aggressive goals than what we typically put in the Town Plan, which is 46 
geared more toward the middle road. 47 

Jen was asked by Howard not to attend the first meeting, but she was provided with a Zoom 48 
recording.  Watching the recording, she was disappointed to see that the energy committee 49 
members in attendance seemed to want to take the lead and do an enhanced energy plan 50 
replacing the energy section of the town plan, which was not the proposal.  At one point they 51 
discussed doing two plans.  They also sounded like they wanted to use public input to figure 52 
out the intent of the plan.  The PC briefly discussed the downtown master plan, and how we 53 
had a solid understanding of the scope and intent of the plan before applying for funding and 54 
designing our public process.   55 

Jen will be attending the next meeting.  She feels it is important for herself the PC to be 56 
treated as an equal stakeholder as the group explores the idea of opening this from a PC-led 57 
effort to a potential joint effort.  Barbara volunteered to attend the next meeting of this 58 
energy group on May 14th to provide some Planning Commission representation.   59 
 60 
4. Zoning exercise:   61 
Staff led the PC through a zoning exercise practicing calculating density in a variety of zoning 62 
districts for a variety of development scenarios.  The PC talked with staff about the types of 63 
development pressure we see in Downtown.  Discussed the cost of new construction versus 64 
conversions.  Discussed the rules for creating accessory dwelling units, and the relatively low 65 
density in the high-density residential district.  Jen showed some photos of what is produced 66 
at different ratios of dwelling units per acre.  67 
 68 
On the subject of how to increase density in the high-density residential (HDR) district, Chris 69 
thought allowing dwelling units in this district without regard to lot size like what is allowed in 70 
the VRC and OFA districts was the best way.  Jen disagreed and reminded the PC that allowing 71 
density to be added in the HDR without regard to lot size is dangerous because the inquiries 72 
they receive when large sf homes go on the market indicate pressure from real estate 73 
speculators who want to take large historic single-family homes and create apartments out of 74 
them.  There is no assurance the units these conversions would create would be affordable, 75 
and many would be out of town landlords.  It’s easier to concert existing housing stock than 76 
build new townhomes, small apartment buildings and other affordable housing types.  All it 77 
does it further the shortage of sf housing stock, and you don’t get those historic homes back.  78 
These speculators can pay above market prices and outcompete families for sf homes, but we 79 
have seen several examples of sf homes in the HDR that, when protected from conversion 80 
into apartments by zoning, stay on the market long enough for the asking price to come down 81 
where they are purchased and renovated by families.  Almost every home on High Street 82 
between Washington and Seminary has turned over in this way in the last 5 years, and not 83 
without significant pressure from would-be apartment and commercial investors.   84 
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Jen thinks they have to be very careful in the HDR district, which contains our most valued 85 
predominantly-sf neighborhoods.  The OFA and VRC have very different characters.  A density 86 
increase in the HDR would require them doing more, such as specifying it there is no density 87 
cap for new construction but the density calculation remains 10,000sf/DU for conversion of 88 
existing homes.  Dave pointed out even that was dangerous because it could encourage 89 
people to take historic houses down altogether.  Angela offers that accessory dwelling units 90 
can be added without regard to lot size and Jen agrees that is a great way to add gentle 91 
density to the HDR neighborhoods.    92 
 93 
5. PC Member Update (Chris Robbins) 94 
Chris provided an update on the survey she is doing to compare our zoning to the built 95 
environment along various streets and neighborhoods in Town.  This work will provide 96 
underlying support to our efforts to revise zoning to be more housing and neighborhood 97 
friendly.  98 
 99 
6. Adjournment:  Meeting concluded at 1:30 PM. 100 
 101 
Submitted by:  Jennifer Murray  102 


