
Town of Middlebury 1 

Economic Health Task Force 2 

Thursday, March 9, 2017 3 

 4 

Draft Minutes of Meeting 5 

 6 

Present:  Chair Heather Seeley, Nick Artim, Matt Curran, Courtney Debisschop, Dan 7 

Brown, Rodney Mills, Robin Scheu and Bill Townsend.  8 

 9 

Also present:  Matt Barewicz. 10 

 11 

Staff:  Kathleen Ramsay 12 

 13 

1.  Call to Order 14 

 15 

Chair Heather Seeley called the meeting to order at 5:30 p.m 16 

 17 

2.  Introductions 18 

 19 

Matt Curran, new Director of Business Services at Middlebury College and board 20 

member of the Addison County Economic Development. 21 

 22 

Dan Brown, owner of Swift House Inn and Jessica’s Restaurant and serves on several 23 

local boards. 24 

 25 

Robin Scheu, Executive Director of ACEDC and local Representative in Montpelier. 26 

 27 

Bill Townsend, works for J.P. Carrara and Sons in the commercial division that develops, 28 

invests in and manages properties. 29 

 30 

Nick Artim, Selectboard member and chair of the task force that developed the White 31 

Paper. 32 

 33 

Heather Seeley, Selectboard member, and with her husband run several businesses. 34 

 35 

Rodney Mills, moved to the area a year ago and is Plant Manager at AgriMark. 36 

 37 
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Courtney Debisschop, Realtor at IPJ Real Estate and serves on the Governmental Affairs 38 

Committee for Vermont Realtors and the Lake Dunmore Board, and owns rental 39 

properties. 40 

 41 

Seeley said if they all wanted to continue on the Task Force, along with Nancy Malcolm 42 

who was not present at this meeting, the committee would have 9 members.   43 

 44 

3.  Schedule 45 

 46 

Following a brief discussion, they decided to set their regular meeting schedule at 5:00 47 

p.m. on the 1st and 3rd Mondays of each month, with a call-in option for Nick Artim if he 48 

is away on business.   The meetings would be March 20th, April 3rd and 17th, May 1st 49 

and 15th, and June 5th and 19th.   Seeley said she hoped it wouldn’t go beyond the end 50 

of June, but they will evaluate the need to schedule additional meetings at that time. 51 

 52 

Seeley asked members to notify her as soon as they know they will not be able to 53 

attend a meeting, and said future meetings will be videotaped to help with the creation 54 

of minutes and so committee members could watch the recording if they were unable 55 

to attend a meeting. 56 

 57 

Seeley asked if anyone was interested in attending the Local Leadership in Economics 58 

Workshop.  Seeley said she is registered and would be attending if anyone else was 59 

interested in going.  Scheu said she would have the slides from the presentation that 60 

could be shared. 61 

 62 

4.  Overview of Mission 63 

 64 

Seeley went over where to find meeting material on the Town’s website and asked 65 

members if they had any information or documents to share, that they send them to 66 

herself and Kathleen Ramsay and to specify if they wanted the document in the working 67 

documents file or the meeting information file. 68 

 69 

Artim, who chaired the committee chosen by the Selectboard to review the economic 70 

development position, presented a summary of what that committee had done.  He said 71 

their work was to determine if the program should continue as is, continue with 72 

changes, or to terminate economic development efforts.  Interviews were conducted 73 

within the community, but what they heard overwhelmingly was the economic 74 

development effort needed to continue. He said the interviews revealed how some felt 75 

there should be greater focus on existing businesses and new businesses should be 76 
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compatible with the existing ones, and how there is a weakness in our infrastructure 77 

and inadequate housing for employees. 78 

 79 

Artim went on to say that you need one person as the point-person, but it really is a 80 

team effort to get things done. 81 

 82 

Seeley said that there are four questions for the task force that were developed with 83 

Selectboard Chair Brian Carpenter to help define their mission.  She would like to 84 

develop a timeline to work on each question to see if it can be accomplished over the 85 

next few months. 86 

 87 

1. How do we maintain and improve the economic health of Middlebury?  What 88 

does that look like?  What parts of MBDF worked and what didn’t, what have we 89 

learned in the last 5 years and what do we need to do to see “success”, but 90 

since success can be measured in many ways, they need to determine what is 91 

success.  She said one of the first questions is whether to keep any of the 92 

original MBDF plan or to start from scratch. 93 

 94 

2. What is the cost of our new vision?  How do we fund it? 95 

 96 

3. What will determine “success” and how will we measure it, and how often to 97 

monitor and measure.   She felt this is something that was lacking in the original 98 

MBDF, so she wants to have ways to measure that we are making progress. 99 

 100 

4. What will the oversight of the new vision look like? 101 

 102 

Dan Brown asked what tools were available to determine what the current economic 103 

health is, so we’ll know how to measure progress going forward.  He questioned what 104 

this group could bring to the table to solve the problem that the previous two 105 

committees couldn’t.   Seeley said there was a lot of the history of the previous efforts 106 

on the Town website, and the original group based their work on the paper created by 107 

Middlebury College intern, Ryan Kim, and it focused on bringing new businesses to 108 

Middlebury.  She said now we realize the focus may need to change to support and 109 

help the existing businesses do well and grow, and to work on improving the 110 

infrastructure that may improve the economic health of the area. 111 

 112 

Artim said he felt one thing they may find is retail is an element of the economic health, 113 

and if you bring more retail to the community it draws in new business and helps 114 

existing businesses. 115 
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 116 

Townsend felt the discussion they needed to have before they do anything would be to 117 

establish where we are now, and he feels there’s actually been quite a bit of economic 118 

development in the last few years.   He feels that once we establish the answer to 119 

where we are, it might determine the other questions and if #3 and 4 are even needed.  120 

He said data was needed to help them conclude what we have done well and what we 121 

haven’t done well, and use that to determine what we do going forward. 122 

 123 

Scheu introduced Matt Barewicz, an East Middlebury resident and Chief Labor Market 124 

Information Officer for the Vermont Department of Labor, and how he can be a great 125 

resource in providing some of this data and information.  Barewicz said he could 126 

provide basic information as a resident, but any professional involvement would require 127 

him to consult with his supervisor. 128 

 129 

Seeley urged other members who knew of other individuals with useful information that 130 

might assist the task force, to please let her know.  Brown suggested possibly hiring 131 

professionals to come in and facilitate the discussions.  Debisschop asked if there were 132 

other communities that had gone through this process that might help as well.   Seeley 133 

said that Nancy Malcolm had suggested perhaps a professional consultant could be 134 

hired and thought it was something to consider.  Seeley also said that Brian Carpenter 135 

and Malcolm had mentioned several communities to look at as well, so perhaps that 136 

was something that could happen at the next meeting. 137 

 138 

Scheu said that process is important, and one thing she liked about the Mad River 139 

Study was the community involvement and said involving the community is important to 140 

the success.  She was in favor of hiring a facilitator to help steer us through the 141 

process.  Artim said he had worked on projects where they only brought in facilitators 142 

from time to time, and that worked as well. 143 

 144 

Townsend said he had very strong opinions on this issue and wants to remain open 145 

minded about the process and the need to perhaps hire a professional at some future 146 

time, but he feels it’s throwing good money after bad and that this group of peers, 147 

under the leadership of Seeley, had the knowledge to complete the task.  He said this 148 

group was all chosen because of some economic background within the community, so 149 

he feels they represent the community. 150 

 151 

Brown said process is really important and whatever process they agree to it has to be 152 

understood and agreed with.  He felt a facilitator who had done this before could keep 153 
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them on the right path to make sure they accomplish what they need to in a short 154 

amount of time. 155 

 156 

Seeley suggested developing an agenda for the next meeting and look at what they 157 

want to discuss and what data we need.  She understands what Townsend is saying, 158 

and Chair Carpenter has assured her that if more time is needed beyond June 30th   159 

deadline to accomplish their goal, then that can happen. 160 

 161 

For the next meeting, Seeley suggested that they identify what we want to improve, if 162 

anything, and we need data on where we are now and is unsure of where to get that 163 

data. 164 

 165 

Townsend said quantifying jobs is certainly one factor and was one of the main 166 

objectives of the MBDF in the first place.  Barewicz said there is a wealth of information 167 

on this topic and there are a couple of ways to measure jobs, such as by employment 168 

status or employment by industry.   Seeley asked if he was available for the March 20th 169 

meeting, would he be able to provide some data based on this conversation, and he 170 

said he would need to check his calendar, but would have some data for them. 171 

 172 

Scheu said there is a ton of data out there and many different ways to define what a 173 

healthy community is, so what will be the most useful to understand our community.  174 

Debisschop felt that information on median household income for Middlebury would be 175 

useful, and Scheu said she can provide that.   Seeley asked Scheu if she would also 176 

provide information on defining what a healthy community is.  Scheu pointed out that 177 

the income and employment data are population results, so any program we develop 178 

isn’t going to change the population data, so our program can’t be judged on those 179 

numbers. 180 

 181 

Brown asked if there was any data on how the College impacts our economic health, 182 

and it’s the College that makes us different from other communities, but what do they 183 

contribute to the community and how do we look at them to help.  He said he knows it 184 

is a big impact in his business and the town overall, but doesn’t know how to quantify 185 

it.   Scheu said the College did an Economic Impact Study awhile back.  Matt Curran 186 

said he will look for that study and asked if numbers were available on how many new 187 

businesses had come to town since 2005 or 2009, to see what has happened in the 188 

past to get a baseline.   Townsend said he can put together some anecdotal information 189 

and come back with that, since he’s so familiar with businesses on Exchange Street.   190 

Scheu will check with the Secretary of State’s Office on how many new businesses have 191 

registered.   192 
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 193 

Barewicz said he could gather together a summary of what the overall economic status 194 

of this area is quicker than gathering random data and sifting through it.  He said year 195 

after year, Addison County was one of the 3rd or 4th counties with measureable 196 

economic job growth.   He said in the 3rd quarter of 2016, Addison County had added a 197 

couple hundred jobs, and most of the job growth has been in the non-durable food 198 

manufacturing jobs.  Durable manufacturing in this area has had a rougher time and is 199 

up and down in this area of Vermont, but retail is an area that is in trouble and looking 200 

for revival.   He said it would take 18 months to see if anything this group did had any 201 

impact, and ideally it would be 5 years to see if it was a success.  He went on to say 202 

that when looking at economic growth you are usually looking at wages and income 203 

and how you’re going to generate that. 204 

 205 

Townsend asked what amount of money was available to work with, Artim and Seeley 206 

said it was the last year of funds for the MBDF.   Ramsay said she thought it was 207 

$196,0001 on December 31st, so there would be additional expenses through June 30th.  208 

Townsend asked what additional would be added, and Ramsay said there would be one 209 

more tax payment.    Townsend again said they need to determine what kind of a 210 

return there will be on the investment, and if it’s determined there is none, then it’s 211 

okay for this task force to come to the conclusion that the Town doesn’t need to 212 

continue with a presence in economic development and it’s not the best use of 213 

taxpayers money. 214 

 215 

Seeley used an example of the vacant storefront in the Shaw’s plaza that is owned by 216 

an out-of-state company, and she’s heard that people interested in renting this space 217 

had difficulty doing so with a company that had no ties to the community.  She 218 

wondered if having an economic development person would help with problems like 219 

this.  Seeley also wondered about what the roles of the different groups, such as 220 

ACEDC, the Chamber and the Small Business Center, were and was there any 221 

redundancy.   She said Brian Carpenter had wondered if there was a way to look at 222 

these agencies and see how we could support them or bring them together, and the 223 

White Paper indicated there was a lack of communication and coordination between 224 

these areas and was there a way the Town could help with this communication. 225 

 226 

For the next meeting Seeley said she’d like to see data that would be helpful in 227 

determining what we want to improve.   Artim spoke of the need for a methodology 228 

                                                           
1  Ramsay later determined that the amount was actually $96,000 as of December 30, 2016. 

 



 

Economic Health Task Force – 3/9/17 Page 7 

 

with 4 or 5 steps to establish the process for reaching the goal.  Seeley asked him to 229 

develop a methodology for the next meeting.  Curran felt the data was needed first to 230 

see where we are now and then develop the process for going forward. 231 

 232 

Seeley summarized that for the next meeting: 233 

1. Barewicz will provide economic data 234 

2. Scheu will bring ways to define a healthy community 235 

3. Curran will bring information on the College’s impact 236 

4. Townsend will prepare anecdotal information on growth 237 

5. Ramsay will bring Grand List changes for the last 10 years and PVR report with 238 

tax rates for municipalities 239 

6. Artim to look into methodology 240 

 241 

Seeley said if there is information they have to share to get it to her and she will have 242 

Ramsay distribute it. 243 

 244 

Barewicz said if you look at all the successful communities across the country, they all 245 

have one thing in common – a pedestrian walkway – a closed down street.  He said this 246 

could be tried out during the bridge construction and if it didn’t work then go back to 247 

the way it was.   Seeley said this is a project that would help, but she thought their goal 248 

was a bigger picture, more of who was going to make these projects happen. 249 

 250 

Scheu said she has a one-page handout she will share on economic development 251 

agencies and roles in the City of Montpelier. 252 

 253 

The meeting adjourned at 7:05 p.m. 254 

 255 

Respectfully submitted, 256 

Beth Dow 257 


