
Town of Middlebury 1 

Economic Health Task Force 2 

Monday, April 3, 2017 3 

 4 

Minutes of Meeting 5 

 6 

Present:  Chair Heather Seeley, Nick Artim, Dan Brown, Robin Scheu, Bill Townsend, 7 

David Cole, RJ Adler and Courtney Debisschop (arrived at 5:12).  Absent:  Nancy 8 

Malcolm, Matt Curran and Rodney Mills. 9 

 10 

Also present:  Jason Kaye 11 

 12 

Staff:  Kathleen Ramsay 13 

 14 

1.  Call to Order 15 

 16 

Chair Heather Seeley called the meeting to order at 5:00 p.m 17 

 18 

2.  Approval of Agenda 19 

 20 

Adler moved to approve the agenda as presented, seconded by Brown.  Motion carried 21 

with 7 in favor, none opposed, 4 absent. 22 

 23 

3.  Approval of Minutes 24 

 25 

Adler moved to approve the minutes, seconded by Scheu, with the following changes: 26 

 27 

Line 108 – Change “throth” to “trough” 28 

 29 

Line 143 – Change “roll” to “role” 30 

 31 

Line 167 – Malcolm had requested it be changed to read “Ramsay reported the Grand 32 

List growth of the last year was due in large part to the new leased College dorm that 33 

had been constructed”.   Malcolm had also requested a note be added to the minutes 34 

regarding the taxing arrangement, but Town Manager Ramsay said that since this had 35 

not been discussed at the meeting on March 20th, it wasn’t appropriate for the note to 36 

be added to the minutes. 37 

 38 

Line 195 – Change “they” to “Planning Commission”. 39 
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The approval of minutes was tabled when it was determined there were not enough 40 

members present to approve them. 41 

 42 

4.  Citizen Comments – There were none. 43 

 44 

5.  Welcome to New Member 45 

 46 

David Cole introduced himself and said he’d grown up in Middlebury before College and 47 

then spent 20 years on the west coast working in automotive and aerospace, but 48 

mostly medical devices, involving 4 start-ups.  He moved back to Middlebury in 2013 49 

and established a business doing consulting, prototyping and inventing and wanted to 50 

connect with the town to share his knowledge regarding the community’s needs.  He 51 

had also done some work with the MBDF. 52 

 53 

Back to Approval of Minutes 54 

 55 

Courtney DeBisshop arrived, so there were now enough present to approve the 56 

minutes,   Adler moved to approve the minutes, seconded by Scheu, with the changes 57 

noted above.  The motion carried with 6 in favor, 2 abstentions (Artim and Cole) and 3 58 

absent (Malcolm, Curran and Mills).  MOTION PASSED. 59 

 60 

6. Review of Local Leadership in Economic Development Workshop 61 

 62 

Seeley spoke on the Local Leadership in Economic Development Workshop she had 63 

attended, saying said she had been most impressed by the Vermont Futures Project 64 

that she thought was the most relevant to where we are in this process.  She reviewed 65 

some of the statistical data they have established for goals for the State and the metrics 66 

used for determining Economic Health within a community.   67 

 68 

Brown asked if it would be possible for Vermont Futures to come and speak to this Task 69 

Force.  Scheu said it might not be easy for the group to travel to Middlebury, but she 70 

thought they might be able to call in to a Task Force meeting, because they are 71 

interested in looking at what local communities are doing.    72 

 73 

There was discussion over number of employees and potential for job growth within 74 

midsize businesses, and the success of other communities, such as St. Albans and 75 

Brattleboro.  Scheu pointed out that those communities had begun from a different 76 

starting point than Middlebury, so that should be considered, and DeBisshop said those 77 

communities really wanted the success.  DeBisshop suggested a survey with existing 78 
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businesses to see what we’re doing well and what we can improve on, to see if there 79 

was a pattern.  Scheu said there can probably be some “tweaks” made, but she didn’t 80 

think wholesale changes needed to be made.   81 

 82 

Scheu asked if they talked about Tax Increment Financing (TIFs) at the workshop.  83 

Seeley said that they did mention that TIFs were a big part of the local success stories 84 

by helping to fill in the funding gaps.  Scheu told the Task Force there was a bill that 85 

made it through Senate and was now before the House to remove the cap on TIFs in 86 

the State.  She said it’s very exciting to see it make this much progress, since the idea 87 

of removing the cap has been brought up in the past and not gotten anywhere. 88 

 89 

7.  Methodology Proposal and Four Questions 90 

 91 

Seeley wanted to revisit the four questions discussed at an earlier meeting, that are 92 

based on a discussion with Selectboard Chair Carpenter, and are the mission of the 93 

Task Force, and the main one being where do we go with the MBDF.  She said they 94 

need to decide if we want to end it and do nothing going forward as a community effort 95 

in economic development; or, we do something and figure out what that is going to be 96 

and make a recommendation.  She said they could decide to keep everything the same, 97 

although she feels the Selectboard has already decided that’s not an option, but they 98 

could recommend it stay the same if they feel that’s the way to go.  She said that is 99 

what she feels their job is and to determine what we want the business and economic 100 

development to look like in Middlebury. 101 

 102 

Brown asked about the existing MBDF, and Seeley said that would end as of June 30th 103 

and they are determining what it looks like going forward.  Brown asked if this is a 104 

funding issue or are we looking at a program for the next 10 years and is it an 105 

unfunded program or one that doesn’t need funding. 106 

 107 

Scheu said she thought the question that needed to be answered was, “How do we 108 

maintain the economic health of Middlebury and what does that look like?”  The rest, 109 

she said, will come from that. 110 

 111 

Seeley asked Artim to speak on methodology.   Artim said he had come up with a 112 

derivation of what they did for the White Paper, and their fundamental question was 113 

what did they intend to accomplish.  He said what they heard from those interviewed 114 

was that it wasn’t working as is, but to not terminate the effort.   He spoke on the 115 

process involved and how it would work going forward, and the 3 possible outcomes 116 

that would be continue with current staff (not supported by Selectboard), continue with 117 
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an existing organization, or do nothing at all.  He said the intent is to let the process 118 

lead to the solution. 119 

 120 

Seeley read an e-mail from Nancy Malcolm stating that she agreed with the concept she 121 

learned in the Creative Economy Initiative in 2007 on the importance of building the 122 

culture, then economic development will follow.  She didn’t agree with the methodology 123 

used in the White Paper as it didn’t work before, and felt from discussions with some of 124 

the people interviewed in that process, they were not as enthusiastic about continuing 125 

economic development as represented or they answered the way they did based on 126 

how the questions were asked.  She said Malcolm also felt that bringing retail to town 127 

was not unique, but a problem nationwide.   128 

 129 

Cole said that the community is already a nice place to live, so didn’t agree that having 130 

a nice community would bring economic development or there would be no need for 131 

the discussion they were having.   132 

 133 

Townsend thought there must be areas of our economic development that need 134 

improving, but until they could define what those deficiencies are, they’re just spinning 135 

their wheels.  He felt this was a monumental issue that they didn’t have the expertise or 136 

resources to do anything about, and he felt frustration and lacks the confidence they 137 

can do anything meaningful. 138 

 139 

Adler said there was real expertise on the Task Force with Scheu, and there are 140 

resources out there.  He suggested using the $100,000 they have to work with and use 141 

it for additional resources, or perhaps rethink how to use the funds, like loans to new 142 

businesses that are forgiven if they stay for 2 years.   Artim said this is something to 143 

consider and could be one of the items they look at to recommend. 144 

 145 

Townsend said he agrees with what Adler said, but said they had to be cognizant of the 146 

limitation of being a small community and to put the money in the hands of the people 147 

who do this for a living, such as ACEDC and SBDC as well.   Scheu said analyzing the 148 

past doesn’t get us anywhere now, and she understood it was overwhelming, but we 149 

need to figure out what at what level to work with.  She suggested a survey might 150 

show where to focus the efforts and what needs streamlining and where the gaps are, 151 

and then maybe there is something that could be done about that. 152 

 153 

There was discussion on various ideas and game changers to bring in business, such as 154 

broadband.  Cole said to make things so welcoming and easy for businesses that they 155 
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wouldn’t dream of locating anywhere else.  He also suggested a point person to help 156 

businesses with all the information and resources available to them. 157 

 158 

Townsend cautioned against trying to dictate what the future of the economy is, and to 159 

let it evolve naturally, but the conditions need to be in place to let it happen.  He felt 160 

the most critical thing is having the infrastructure in place.  He said the infrastructure 161 

on Exchange Street is in bad shape and there is no money to upgrade, yet there are 162 

businesses that can’t survive constant loss of business due to water shutoffs for repairs.  163 

He said if a good infrastructure is in place, businesses may not come, but the ones here 164 

will grow and they’ll stay.  Scheu said we are missing out on growth now due to a lack 165 

of space for new businesses to locate and the space on Exchange Street is almost filled.  166 

 167 

Seeley said she was hearing about monitoring conditions, serving business owners, 168 

identifying “hiccups”, space and infrastructure issues, so she wondered if an Economic 169 

Development Committee is something the Task Force wants to recommend.  She 170 

suggested this Committee could work at evaluating data and identifying challenges, 171 

perhaps create a revolving loan fund, but was unsure if this was too much to ask of any 172 

one person or a volunteer committee.   173 

 174 

Scheu said it would be fairly easy to design an on-line business survey to see what 175 

exactly is needed by businesses in town, and to see where the gaps are and what the 176 

issues are. 177 

 178 

Seeley asked Cole what he felt would have helped starting his business.  Cole said it 179 

was all the acronyms of the different organizations that were so confusing and not 180 

knowing who to go to for which need.  He said he would have loved to have one person 181 

to direct him to the proper organization to help with his needs, whether it be HR, 182 

financing, legal, or whatever.   He also said someone to do outreach after the business 183 

is started would also be an asset. 184 

 185 

Townsend said he believes that everything Cole said was needed is already provided by 186 

ACEDC.  Scheu said they do as much as they can, but she is the only full-time 187 

employee, with two 20-hour employees.  She said there is not any one person who 188 

knows everything, but their job is to be a resource and help get businesses what they 189 

need. 190 

 191 

There was discussion over the survey, with Artim preferring a face-to-face interview 192 

and Scheu preferring the online, unbiased approach.    193 

 194 
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Seeley questioned if that was really the way they wanted to get the information and 195 

identify the needs.  She asked Townsend if his opinion at this time that no organized 196 

effort was needed.  Townsend said he felt the Town should take whatever financial 197 

resources there were and focus on infrastructure and creating a fund for loans.  This 198 

led to a discussion on who would administer these revolving loans, and Scheu said 199 

ACEDC already administers revolving funds for Hinesburg.   Seeley said she keeps 200 

coming back to the idea of an Economic Development Committee to do this work and 201 

identify needs. 202 

 203 

Seeley said people who want to start a business have to do their homework, and as 204 

nice as it would be to have one person to handle all the issues, it’s not realistic and not 205 

something she would feel comfortable asking the tax payers of Middlebury to support.  206 

Dan Brown felt they were just going around and around and not getting any closer to 207 

knowing what they’re trying to fix.   208 

 209 

Scheu said there are some things the Town is clearly responsible for, such as 210 

infrastructure and the zoning laws, and they could also help with promotion of other 211 

business organizations as they have for ACEDC in the past.    She said questions on the 212 

survey could be asked that would help identify what were town responsibilities and 213 

what issues are controlled by other parties.    Adler will help with the questions, and 214 

Scheu will get advice from the College on the best way to word questions to eliminate 215 

any bias.  Scheu said ACEDC did a business survey a couple of years ago, so she will 216 

send that along as a sample.  She also said she had a questionnaire that was developed 217 

for a statewide program that would provide a lot of the questions for this survey.  There 218 

was further discussion on potential questions and how to get the survey to businesses 219 

and the public. 220 

 221 

Seeley said the agenda for the next meeting will be to review and finalize the survey. 222 

 223 

Upon motion by Artim, the meeting adjourned at 6:40 p.m. 224 

 225 

 226 

 227 


