
2.4 LOCAL ECONOMY 
The Town of Middlebury is the county seat and the economic center for Addison County.  As a shire 

town, Middlebury is home to many essential services for the surrounding area. 

Economic Profile: 
Census data indicates that Education, Health Care and Social Services comprise 52% of all of jobs in 
Middlebury. Retail and manufacturing comprise 25%.   This ratio has remained unchanged from the last 
Town Plan update (2000).  Agriculture, forestry and quarrying comprise a very small piece of the overall 
jobs reported in this survey (approximately 1%), but many of these jobs belong to self-employed or unpaid 
family workers, which may be underreported by this survey. 
 

 
Source: 2014 American Community Survey, U.S. Census 

 

Middlebury is a regional destination for services and healthcare 

Healthcare & social services provide 26% of the jobs in the Town Middlebury, reflecting Middlebury’s 

role as a shire town.  Major employers in the healthcare sector include Porter Hospital and providers of 

housing and services geared toward the aging population.  This plan supports the future growth of 

Porter Hospital.  In the interest of creating a future medical complex that concentrates services one 

convenient location, this plan supports the concept of Porter Hospital expanding at their current 

location on South Street.  
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Retail, service commercial, professional services, auto dealerships and real estate agencies are 

concentrated in Middlebury and serve customers from outlying areas.  Several state and local public 

agencies are located in Middlebury, including the County Sheriff and courthouse, Health Department, 

Department of Motor Vehicles, etc.  As the county seat, Middlebury should be able to continue to rely 

on this type of baseline economic growth in the service and retail sectors.  Our goal is to encourage this 

type of growth to occur in areas planned for development, and for that growth to add value to our 

community and compliment what is already here.  Our regulations will continue to encourage good 

practices for siting and design of new commercial construction.  This plan encourages the recruitment of 

Vermont-owned and locally-owned enterprises.  Since the loss of the Ames department store, the 

community has asked for limited large commercial retail that could meet the demand for general goods 

and attract customers from the surrounding region.  However, this store would ideally not compete with 

specialized locally-owned businesses.  Commercial growth should be concentrated in and around: (1) 

the Exchange Street area, (2) Court Street (in keeping with the character of the historic district and 

surrounding residential uses), (3) within the commercial core near Court Street and River Road, and (4) 

along the Route 7 corridor south of town (taking care to limit curbcuts and minimize the appearance of 

sprawl).  Significant master planning is needed for all these areas of town, with updates to the zoning 

map and regulations performed accordingly.  An analysis needs to be made of where various uses best 

belong, and provisions should be included to allow flexibility in creating mixed use developments.      

Education sector 

Education is tied with Healthcare and social assistance as the two largest employment sectors in 

Middlebury.  These employers play a large role in our local economy.  Large employers in the education 

sector include Middlebury College, Addison County Supervisory Union (ACSU), Community College of 

Vermont (CCV) and various private schools and preschools.  Middlebury College is a driver for an 

emerging technology and innovation sector, and this plan supports the efforts of the Middlebury 

Business Development Fund (MBDF) to encouraging entrepreneurial initiatives in this area.  Several 

investors and business owners in Middlebury are Middlebury College graduates, and encouraging 

entrepreneurship helps to grow that critical mass.   

Through its large Environmental Studies program and its commitment to sustainability, Middlebury 

College is a source of technical assistance and an economic driver for the local Agricultural economy.  

Locally-produced food is utilized in the dining hall, locally-produced biomass is used for heating, and 

students and professors have devoted time and effort to developing ideas ranging from creation of a 

regional food hub, to creation of small, portable anaerobic digesters to re-use methane generated on 

local farms as a source of renewable energy.  College events such as the Middlebury Summer Language 

Program bring hundreds of summer visitors into the Town of Middlebury.  A goal of this plan is to 

continue to work as a Town to invest in amenities that contribute to quality of life in our community.  

The types of smart, talented people who will be employed in the education and healthcare employment 

sectors are attracted to strong communities with a variety of amenities, including excellent childcare, 

high-quality locally-owned dining and shopping opportunities, parks and gathering places, cultural and 

community events, scenic and natural resources, and attractive neighborhoods with sidewalks and 

access to paths and trails.   

 



Middlebury still is the breadbasket for industry and manufacturing in the Region 

Manufacturing and wholesaling compose another large segment of Middlebury’s local economy, 

employing approximately 11% of workers.  These businesses are spread out across Town, and have 

some of the potential to negatively impact rural areas and scenic resources.  Our goal is to continue to 

ensure that there is always an appropriate home for these types of uses, for example- Exchange Street 

and certain areas of Route 7 south.  Future planning efforts should focus on finding ways to consolidate 

this type of development if possible.  The goal of the zoning ordinance is to find ways to keep these 

uses, which serve a very important role in our local economy, from experiencing conflicts with other 

types of uses such as residential and general commercial uses (e.g. fitness centers, doctor’s offices, 

restaurants, etc.)  Master planning is needed for the Exchange Street area to segregate potentially 

conflicting uses along this corridor.  Master planning is also needed to address present and future 

infrastructure needs along the Exchange Street corridor, and determine what improvements would be 

beneficial for the property owners in that area. 

Middlebury’s Creative Economy 

An essential aspect of Middlebury’s character is that it represents a center for arts and culture, within a 

rural-agricultural setting.  For its size, Middlebury enjoys an abundance of facilities, organizations, and 

creative talent.  Cultural facilities include Middlebury College, the College’s Center for the Arts and 

Middlebury College Museum of Art, Ilsley Public Library, the Henry Sheldon Museum of Vermont 

History, the Town Hall Theater, the Vermont Folklife Center, downtown restaurants and retailers, 

galleries, and our pedestrian-friendly streets and public parks. These play host to films, exhibitions, 

lectures, readings, classical instrumental and choral music, dance, jazz, folk, opera, professional and 

amateur theater, monthly Arts Walks, the annual summer Sheldon Pops Concert and Festival-on-the-

Green, the Middlebury Maple Run (half-marathon), the Middlebury New Filmmakers Festival and the 

twice weekly farmer’s markets. The Better Middlebury Partnership has earned state-wide recognition 

for their seasonal festivals: Vermont Chili Festival, Midd Summer Festival, Halloween Spooktacular, and 

A Very Merry Middlebury, each of which brings thousands of people to Middlebury. This rich collection 

of cultural resources and activities is enormously important to the quality of life in the town.  

In 2007, Middlebury participated in the VT Council of Rural Development’s Creative Economy process 
and embraced the concept that a strong cultural community will lead to a strong economic community.  
The result was the 2007 Middlebury Creative Economy Report, many recommendations from which 
have been implemented.  Four priority topics identified through this process were: establish Middlebury 
as a pioneer in alternative energy production and management; make better use of the river; found a 
community creative economy umbrella association; and establish business incubator for entrepreneurs 
and creative individuals. (See appendix for link to Creative Economy report). 

Middlebury’s Ag-Based and Natural Resources Economy 

Middlebury has a variety of natural resources that contribute to growth in this sector of the economy, 

Quarries, the largest of which is the OMYA quarry, and Carrera cement products are located in 

Middlebury due to the gravel and limestone bedrock resources in our area.  Middlebury has abundant 

and high quality water resources, which are attractive to beverage manufacturers like Vermont Hard 

Cider and Otter Creek Brewery.  Manufacturers and distributors of forestry products, and farming 

operations are located in this area because of our forest and soil resources.  There are a variety of 



secondary services associated with these primary economic drivers, such as transportation and 

warehousing, manufacturing and equipment sales.  Thus, the number of jobs created by the primary 

businesses in this sector are only a partial indication of the overall value of this sector to our local 

economy.  This plan supports investments in secondary business ventures that can further support the 

Ag and Natural-resources based sector, either by providing a second source of income for some of these 

businesses or by creating better mechanisms for bringing their goods to market.   

As a Town, this plan advocates for investment in the infrastructure that supports these types of 

businesses.  On the most basic level, these are infrastructure investments such as maintenance of our 

water systems.  It also means supporting the manufacture of value-added products, for example- 

turning berries into jam, apples into cider, manure into fertilizer and compost products- which can be 

exported for higher profit margins.  Creation of value added goods also creates additional job and 

business opportunities and keeps more dollars within our town than straight export of the raw goods 

alone.  The Town and Middlebury Business Development Fund should continue to participate in 

developing the infrastructure that producers can use for this purpose.  For example, a food hub might 

provide cold storage and vegetable washing facilities, a commercial kitchen could allow producers to 

make jams, salsa and pickles to export outside the area, a USDA-inspected meat processing facility could 

allow a variety of smaller producers to package and sell meat products, an equipment cooperative might 

provide shared farm equipment to a group of small farmers, or a sawmill could allow foresters to 

produce their own lumber. 

Employment and Workforce: 
Our goal is to provide a diversity of jobs that are close to home and pay a livable wage so that our 
community members can enjoy the rich amenities we have.  We know that many workers and 
employers choose Middlebury because of the exceptional quality of life that can be had here. This 
includes great learning opportunities, beautiful landscapes, small town charm, and abundant 
opportunities to be socially and culturally active. Many economists support the notion that such lifestyle 
choices are a key economic driver for both workers and business owners, and our community is well 
positioned to compete in this arena. (See Natural and Scenic Resources Section 2.3, p. 31). 

According to the US Census Bureau (2014), approximately half of all Middlebury residents (49.8%) work 

in Middlebury. The majority of Middlebury residents work within Addison County (61.40%), with the 

next highest percentile (13.8%) commuting to Chittenden County.  According to the US Census 

(American Communities Surveys (ACS) 2014) approximately half of all Middlebury residents (49.8%) 

work in Middlebury and just over 60% of Middlebury residents work within Addison County. Middlebury 

residents have an average commute time of 12.9 minutes, with 7.2% working outside Addison County.  

As a whole, Addison County residents commute an average of 24 minutes, with 27.2% reporting that 

they work outside Addison County. (ACS 2015)  



 

al Economy 
PLAN ELEMENTS AND POLICIESmy 

 
Employment Characteristics  
for the employed civilian population 16+ years of age residing in 
the Town of Middlebury 
 

Employment type Percentage 

Employees of private companies 49.9% 

Private non-profit worker 24.7% 

Self-employed or unpaid family worker 16.7% 

Local, State or Federal government workers 8.7% 

Source: 2015 American Community Survey, U.S. Census 

Inflow/Outflow Job Counts in 2014                     

Middlebury CDP 



Unemployment 
According to the Vermont Department of Labor and US Bureau of Land Statistics, Addison County is 
dominated by the “Middlebury Labor Market Area” (LMA), which includes the towns of Addison, Benson, 
Brandon, Bridport, Bristol, Cornwall, Fair Haven, Goshen, Leicester, Middlebury, New Haven, Orwell, 
Panton, Ripton, Salisbury, Shoreham, Sudbury, Waltham, West Haven, Weybridge, and Whiting.  
Employment data shows that the Middlebury LMA is performing favorably compared to the State and 
region as a whole.  The Table below shows that unemployment rate for the Middlebury LMA has steadily 
declined since 2011.   

 
Net Seasonally-Adjusted Employment Data  (Annual Averages) 
2015 VT Dept. of Labor 

 Middlebury Labor 
Market Area 

Rutland Labor 
Market Area 

State of Vermont 

Labor Force 18,350 22,000 347,900 

Employment 17,650 21,000 334,050 

Unemployment 700 1,000 13,850 

Rate 3.8% 4.5% 4.0% 

 

 

 

 
Middlebury has a designated downtown and has planned growth center areas to concentrate 
development efficiently and support the economic center. We recognize the importance of a strong 
downtown and mixed-use neighborhoods that provide options for transportation, parking and a variety 
of retail and social establishments for the entire community. 

Recent Studies: 
A report titled “The Future of Retail Report” was prepared for the Town of Middlebury by Arnett 
Muldrow and Associates in September 2014.  This study did some community engagement through 
stakeholder interviews and a survey, and identified the following key issues: 

- The variety of merchandise available in Middlebury is insufficient to meet the daily needs of its 
residents 

- There is a perception that Downtown is more for tourists than residents 
- Store hours are inconvenient and inconsistent 
- Parking is inconvenient 
- Traffic flow along the corridors causes concern for safety 
- Four distinct districts exist but are under-marketed as such 
- There is tension in the community regarding what types of retail are appropriate 

Net Seasonally-Adjusted Employment Data 
Middlebury Labor Market Area (Annual Averages) 
VT Dept. of Labor 

 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016* 

Labor Force 19,100 18,800 18,750 18,700 18,350 18,300 

Employment 18,000 17,800 17,900 17,950 17,650 17,750 

Unemployment 1,100 1,000 850 750 700 550 

Rate 5.8% 5.2% 4.5% 4.1% 3.8% 2.9% 
* December 2016; annual average for 2016 is not yet published 



 
The study also included a market analysis which identified opportunities for developing industrial retail 
(such as Champlain Valley Equipment) along Exchange Street, and opportunities for a larger variety of 
food service options in the community, as Middlebury is losing nearly $6M/year to restaurants in other 
communities.  The study found that there are additional opportunities for retail development in 
Middlebury, but that market data indicates that the market in Middlebury cannot support a large “big 
box” store. 
 
A second study, a “Retail Leakage and Surplus Analysis” was performed in 2015 by Buxton Co.  This study 
provided additional detail about what types of retail are drawing customers to Middlebury from outside 
the Town and what types of retail are showing leakage (customers from Middlebury seeking these 
goods elsewhere), as a supplement to the 2014 market study.  The study supports the observation that 
auto dealerships and auto parts, accessory and tire stores are bringing shoppers to the area.  It also 
identified significant leakage for home centers, other building materials dealers, outdoor power 
equipment stores and nursery and garden centers, with the potential for over $9M in additional sales in 
these retail categories combined.  

Employment and Workforce: 
Our goal is to provide a diversity of jobs that are close to home and pay a livable wage so that our 
community members can enjoy the amenities of our Town 
Local Economy 
TRENDS 
Our economy is global and local. 
Middlebury is affected by all aspects of a global economy. Health care costs continue to rise, with 
uncertain prospects for national or state solutions. Internet and communications technologies continue 
to play a critical role for local businesses that must compete with global competition. Energy availability 
and costs affect local economy decisions and Middlebury must explore all options. There has been a 
decline in conventional dairy agriculture and in manufacturing while at the same time, there is growing 
support for re-localizing the economy and revitalizing “Main Street” by supporting local food, energy, 
products, services and locally-owned businesses. 
 
AFFORDABILITY 
Our economy must be proactive in its growth. 
Middlebury must actively pursue businesses that will complement our community and provide livable 
wages for citizens. While the unemployment rate for Middlebury and Addison County have remained 
relatively stable, a goal is to increase the number of jobs that pay a livable wage and employ people to 
their fullest potential. 
 
SUSTAINABILITY 
The long-term health of our economy requires coordinated action. 
Long-term economic health requires us to be proactive and to coordinate resources, particularly 
communication and transportation that will benefit local businesses and attract new ones. Our 
agricultural roots and scenic resources must be supported and strengthened (see Natural Resources 
Section 2.3. In order to stay viable we must continue to improve and expand infrastructure to 
accommodate our growing and changing needs. 
 
 



COMMUNITY CHARACTER 
Economic development should build and enhance our community. 
Our community offers a combination of high-quality small town living, creative and hard-working 
people, a beautiful setting, and services and infrastructure for both residents and businesses. We 
recognize and value all of the elements that combine to shape and define us. Our working landscapes, 
rural areas, and strong educational opportunities are economic drivers and we should work to attract 
businesses that will complement these assets. 
 
Policy decisions and economic development opportunities should carefully evaluate their benefits 
against their social, cultural and environmental impacts. There must be continued support for all 
businesses in Middlebury.  
 
SOCIAL INTERACTION 
Our economy and our community are interdependent. 
The local economy is significantly influenced by and integrated with the physical, social, and cultural 
assets, including the availability of the transportation system (pedestrian, bicycle, bus, rail, and roads); 
utilities and infrastructure; cultural amenities such as our museums and arts venues; our talented pool 
of workers; housing for that workforce; existing businesses; our strong education system; recreational 
opportunities and the natural beauty of Middlebury’s landscapes. Combined, they provide day-to-day 
opportunities and relate with one another.  A vibrant downtown enables us to interact while going 
about our daily lives. Amenities, events and promotions bring to light the richness and diversity the 
town offers to the entire community. POLICIES 
Local Economy 
Local Economy Goals 

 Bring significant employment opportunities that provide a competitive wage that are consistent 
with our community character.  

 Plan and implement public infrastructure improvements to support businesses of all sizes, 
including home-based businesses. 

 Maintain Middlebury as a cultural center and support the creative economy. 

 Recognize and support Middlebury’s role in the agricultural economy 

 Conserve and enhance the natural beauty and character of the area, in recognition of the fact 
that these are economic drivers and an important part of our identity. 

 
 
Strategy 4.1. Promote diverse economic growth that is in keeping with Middlebury’s identity and 

purpose as a shire town within a rural, agricultural setting.   
 

Actions: 
 
4.1.1.  Engage in a strategic planning process to solicit input about the character and future 

needs of various parts of town, including Downtown, Exchange Street, the node at 
Shaw’s/Middlebury Natural Foods Coop and Route 7 South.  Develop strategic plans for 
these areas, and integrate them with other planning efforts (e.g. capital planning, bike-
pedestrian and transportation plan, urban forestry plan, energy plan, etc.) 



4.1.2. Create a Downtown Master Plan, including a public process to identify a vision and 
direction for growth in Downtown Middlebury.   

4.1.3. Create a master plan for the parcels adjacent to the new Municipal Office Building. 

 

Strategy 4.2. Promote economic development in Middlebury that will enhance Middlebury’s community 

character  

Actions: 

4.2.1 Build partnerships with public and private stakeholder groups to capitalize on significant 

development opportunities 

4.2.2 Pursue businesses that make appropriate economic use of our local resources including 
agriculture, forest, education, and recreation and encourage job creation in the natural 
resource industries.   

4.2.3 Continue to implement strategies from the 2006 plan and find new ways support the 

creative economy. 

4.2.4 Support the agricultural and forestry economy of Middlebury.  Continue to explore 

opportunities for expanding the production of ag-based and value-added products, 

particularly on Exchange Street.  Support the development of a Middlebury Food Hub, 

to assist with storage, processing and distribution of locally produced products. 

4.2.5 Maintain a clear permitting and regulatory process for new and expanding businesses. 

4.2.6 Maintain a strong cultural and historical commercial downtown.  

4.2.7 Develop a new Town of Middlebury website with particular information regarding 

economic development opportunities 

4.2.9.  Work with Middlebury College to explore business opportunities and joint energy 
projects.  Engage early with the local planning process for community development 
projects that utilize Middlebury College funds. 

4.2.10   Pursue a department store that can service most Addison County families.  

4.2.11 Promote cultural, recreational and athletic events and establishments for the fulfillment 

of residents and visitors.  

4.2.12 Attract, support and protect locally-owned businesses 

 

Strategy 4.3. Support businesses through local government programs and policies.  

Actions: 

4.3.1 Continue to work with the State to maintain the Downtown and Village Center 

designations, and promote the incentives these programs provide. 

4.3.2 Continue to partner with the Downtown Improvement District Commission (DIDC) 

4.3.3 Expand energy and fiber optic infrastructure to support new and expanding businesses 



4.3.4 Maintain a clear permitting and regulatory process for new and expanding businesses. 

 

Strategy 4.4.  Protect open space, scenic vistas, wetlands, working agricultural lands and other natural 

resources, in recognition of their importance to the local economy. 

Actions: 

4.4.1 Identify and protect the scenic and rural landscape and open spaces especially along the 

Rte. 7 South corridor  

4.4.2 Develop design standards that incentivize mixed-use development within appropriate 

areas.  

4.4.3 Promote infill and reuse within areas of existing development and infrastructure 

 


