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Responses from Planning & Zoning Director Jennifer Murray are in red. 

 

Dear Selectboard 

     I write today about the Downtown Master Plan and the discussion at last week's review at your 

meeting. The Plan is ambitious and has many interesting ideas to explore. The ideas are so plentiful one 

should keep an eye on how they interact with each other. 

     I know one of the biggest focus is on the land behind the town hall and library. I am glad there are 

different potential scenarios because I think the drawbacks of the plan of a few years ago are still issues 

to be considered. When five of the six RFPs withdrew due to economic infeasibility, we must proceed 

with caution and regret a project that serves a developer more than the community. 

     If the goal is to stimulate new economic growth and strength, moving existing services from the 

College and hospital does not meet that goal. It simply concentrates existing services in a place where 

we want new opportunities. They take space from other possibilities. I don't see how this strengthens 

our downtown.  So glad someone brought this up.  At first I had the same thought.  I was a little 

indignant that Nexbridge intended to lease 80% of their project to the hospital and college, when we 

could use that space to attract new commercial tenants to downtown…  As it turns out, due to the high 

cost of new construction, it is very unlikely that they would have been able to create new commercial 

space at market rents.  Our economist and local commercial real estate brokers confirmed this.  An 

institutional partner would be able to pay above-market rents for an initial payback period to cover the 

developer's cost of investment.  In the future, that space may get turned over to new tenants but in the 

short-term Porter or Middlebury College are the best choices for covering the initial up-front cost of 

investment. 

     As best as I could glean from the Plan to afford to build downtown housing, it will need to be high end 

which does not meet our need for affordable options. We need plans that meet the mixed needs of the 

community.  Agreed.  Remember it’s not just high-end housing developers can afford to build, it’s also 

housing affordable for very low (30% MHI) incomes, because government subsidies are available for 

construction of this type of affordable housing.  What’s missing is middle-income housing (see 

discussion of “missing middle” housing in the housing section).  Again, we should be looking to 

institutional partners who might be willing to subsidize the gap between market rents and the actual 

cost of new housing for the creation of middle-income housing for their workforce.  The Plan also 

suggests a wider variety of housing that could be more affordable/desirable than single-family homes 

(e.g. townhomes, cottage court-style housing, accessory apartments, barn and carriage house 

conversions, 4-plexes, work-live units).  It proposes enhancing zoning to encourage this type of 

construction, as well as creating State incentives and even local incentives.  Working with Air BnB 

owners to get units back on the market.  Creating a brochure to encourage accessory apartment 

conversions. Much more in the housing section.  A variety of housing types are illustrated by the St. 

Mary’s illustrative master plan, which visualizes them together in one place.   

     And parking. Creating new business and housing in a small economic center of a rural community 

means to get there people will drive. For people to live and shop in our downtown they have to have a 

place to put their cars. That is our primary and for many the only way to get to Middlebury. The 



suggestion that to enable development you might reduce parking requirements is worrisome.  May I 

remind you before the pandemic, it was often challenging to find a place to park for a short errand or a 

longer event. If you want people to come, don't make it challenging or discouraging for them to be here. 

We have to match the need with the solution.  I totally agree.  Thanks for speaking up about that.  

Ideally, someone developing the Bakery Lane Municipal site would be required to provide a reasonable 

number of spaces as part of their development agreement and it wouldn’t even be handled by zoning.  

The illustrative master plan for the Bakery Lane site shows a 2-deck parking garage hidden in the center.   

     And before we pursue new projects in the downtown, filling the several empty store fronts with 

businesses that meet community needs should be the priority over pushing new infill.   Fair point.  The 

Plan does include a recommendation that the downtown organization or a regional entity focus on 

recruitment as part of their job responsibilities for supporting Downtown.  It’s also important to note 

that new housing infill and new office space infill in Downtown would be just the thing to support more 

of the businesses we would like to see on Main Street.  We can’t just rely on visitors alone.   

     Thank you for your consideration.   

Victoria DeWind 


