
 
December 13, 2019 

  
Dear President Patton, 
  
We are writing in regards to the solar development being proposed for South St. Extension. As you 
may know, the three of us spoke independently in opposition to the plan at last Tuesday’s Selectboard 
Meeting. This was especially worrisome  given that we have each spent two to three years on the 
Environmental Council and are engaged with the College’s Energy 2028 initiative in various ways. 
While we are incredibly grateful for the leadership you have shown in advancing Energy 2028, there 
are several aspects of the proposed solar development we find troubling.  
  
First is the lack of transparency in identifying a site for the 5 MW array. Twenty-eight acres of solar 
panels is a major change to any landscape and one that will inevitably impact the community in a 
variety of ways. It thus came as an unwelcome surprise when Encore Renewables abruptly announced 
a change in their preferred site on September 27, 2019. This gave the Town and College communities 
very little time to react. As Chair of the Town’s Conservation Commission, Jeff Howarth did not 
receive a copy of Encore’s alternative site analysis until November 21, 2019. The new ‘South Street 
Lowland’ site clearly has a higher ecological and aesthetic impact than the original upland site, which 
warrants open discussion before rushing it through the approval process.  It is difficult to accept the 
adverse impacts of this site when the decision-making and motives behind choosing it remain opaque. 
  
Second, it appears that neither Encore nor the College has taken a holistic approach to climate 
change-related land use planning. Although using land to reduce CO2 emissions is a worthy goal, land 
also serves to absorb runoff from increasingly large rainstorms, maintain habitat diversity, enhance 
food security, and accommodate changing recreational tastes in the face of a changing climate. We 
would thus like to see the solar array be sited as part of a more thorough planning process that 
considers the land’s suitability for these different purposes and that engages both the College and 
Town communities throughout the process of evaluation. 
  
Finally, outsourcing the site selection solely to Encore Renewables has undermined the fourth pillar of 
Energy2028: student education. It is difficult to imagine a richer interdisciplinary topic than siting of a 
huge solar array. This question weaves together complex threads of geography, earth science, biology, 
economics, social justice, psychology, art and architecture, and more. Although using this project as an 
educational tool means more work and a longer implementation timescale, the result would better 
reflect our community values and be a source of pride rather than a top-down endeavour whose 
planning involves very few people who actually live in Middlebury, and very few members of the 
campus community. 

 



 

  
Recognizing the current process may be a missed opportunity, we thus propose: 
  

1. Withdraw the current proposal by Encore Renewables.  
2. Assemble an interdisciplinary team of faculty, staff, and students  to develop a process for 

location-based planning between College and Town communities that is systematic, 
transparent, and collaborative. 

3. Mandate this team to deliver in a reasonable time-frame a holistic analysis of land-use planning 
related to use of College lands for Energy2028 projects, including a recommendation for siting 
of the solar array by August 1st, 2020. 

We propose to accomplish this work through a set of independent studies and summer projects during 
the spring and summer of 2020.  Jeff Howarth and Will Amidon have offered to advise the bulk of 
these projects but are eager to include faculty and staff who are interested in this project. Over winter 
term, Jeff would recruit 2-4 students who have taken one or more courses with him in geographic 
information systems, cartography, or conservation planning. In the spring semester, Jeff would work 
with these students to collaborate with members of the Town and College communities and develop 
suitability maps of Middlebury lands for climate change planning, including Energy2028 projects. In 
summer, when Will has returned from sabbatical abroad, we would continue to work with students 
and community members to complete our recommendations.  Molly is also eager to work with 
students to address ways that agriculture and food supply are implicated in Energy2028 planning, and 
how we can minimize nitrogen emissions (which are considerably more impactful than carbon) as well 
as sequestering carbon on our lands. 

In closing, we would like to underscore our 100% commitment to generating solar energy to meet the 
goals of Energy2028. However, we must also recognize that a solar array has a minimum lifetime of 25 
years, and will likely be refurbished for use to 50 years or beyond. It is thus a piece of permanent 
infrastructure that should be planned and built with a thoughtfulness commensurate to its longevity. 
Our only aim is to site this array in the context of a holistic land-planning process that will yield 
numerous other benefits to the Energy2028 initiative. 

Thank you for your leadership and your consideration of these ideas. If you find them appealing we 
would welcome the chance to meet with you or your staff at your earliest convenience. 

Best wishes, 

Will Amidon 

Molly Anderson 

Jeff Howarth 


