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Comments on Proposed Master Plan for the Middlebury Airport 
 

 
To: Vermont Agency of Transportation and Middlebury Select Board  Sent by email 
Date: September 14, 2022 
 
My husband (Douglas Richards) and I own the house and 21 acres on Munson Road that abuts the State 
of Vermont property on which the Middlebury Airport is located. We are quite content having the airport 
– as it is currently configured and developed – as our neighbor. We have reviewed the Proposed Master 
Plan for the Middlebury Airport and oppose several of the changes it proposes. Therefore, we ask that it 
not be approved, for five reasons:  
 

(1) expansions and modifications contained in the Proposed Master Plan are not consistent with 
the State’s prior representations as to the scope, size, and operation of the airport; 

(2) the proposed substantial investment of taxpayer dollars in the Middlebury Airport, given the 
limitations of the airport’s location and the dearth of evidence showing any real benefit to the 
public, cannot be justified;  

(3)  Vtrans has failed to present any hard data to support several of the key premises and 
projections of the Proposed Master Plan;  

(4)  VTrans’ simultaneous pursuit of the Master Planning process and an Act250 Master 
Permitting process risks complicating the Master Plan process and reducing the public’s 
opportunity for meaningful input – and transparency – in questions regarding the future of the 
Middlebury Airport; and  

(5) VTrans has failed to show how the Proposed Master Plan will actually accomplish economic 
growth, or how the non-monetary costs of such growth, namely putting the Town’s aquifer, 
property values, and local flora and fauna at risk, is warranted. 

 
By way of background and for some context, when we purchased our home plus 4.5 acres in 2000, we 
inquired about noise and disruption from the airport and were told by the then airport manager and our 
attorney that (a) it was a small airport without lights that accommodated only small planes, (b) there 
would never be any lights or night flights at the airport, and (c) the runway could not ever get much 
longer because there wasn’t room for that. We relied on that information in deciding to purchase our 
property. A few years later we purchased the 16.5 acre wooded lot between our home and the airport, and 
again got the same assurances about the size, lighting, operations, and limitations on development of the 
airport. In fact, over the years, whenever we have spoken to anyone at the state about the airport, they 
have repeated these assurances.  
 
Our first objection to the Proposed Master Plan is that the changes it proposes directly contradict the 
representations the State has made for several years about the size, use, nature, operations and lighting of 
the Middlebury Airport. We relied on those representations. 
 
Before turning to our other objections, we want to voice our support for the State Legislature’s efforts to 
streamline development at the Vermont airports, as part of its program to improve the state’s 
transportation sector. It is clear to us that an improved transportation network is essential to retaining and 
attracting young talent and new business to the state, and to the State’s overall economic vitality. We do 
not believe, however, that one size fits all when it comes to airport development, or that what might be 
appropriate in Rutland, for example, is necessarily well suited to the circumstances of the Middlebury 
airport – or likely to spur economic growth in Addison County.  
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The Middlebury Airport was not sited on the current parcel with economic development in mind. Rather, 
it is, as Angelo Lynn pointed out in his recent op-ed piece, located where a farmer put it, for his use, about 
70 years ago. Unlike many of the state’s other airports, the Middlebury Airport is located in a rural, 
wooded, residential neighborhood – a neighborhood that pre-dates the airport. It seems evident to us that 
for any airport to be a viable economic driver, it needs adequate space for business expansion, easy access 
to highways, and flexibility around noise and lighting. In its current location, Middlebury Airport has 
none of these attributes. And it never will, in its current location. These realities call into question the 
soundness of expending substantial state and federal taxpayer funds under the Master Plan, if the 
Middlebury Airport is going to remain in its current location. Moreover, the State has yet to demonstrate 
how further development at the airport will benefit the public – a key consideration for the expenditure of 
public funds.  
 
Third, we contend that the lack of data to support the Master Plan is reason enough to deny approval of 
the Proposed Master Plan for the Middlebury Airport at this time. Neither VTrans nor the State’s 
consultants have produced or presented actual data to support the Master Plan projections. If VTrans 
cannot substantiate these projections with confirmable data, VTrans cannot justify expansion of the 
Middlebury Airport footprint, new buildings, or the addition of lights on the runway – all of which 
threaten to have a palpable impact on the neighborhood in which it is situated. As a participant in the 
group that is known as the Middlebury Airport Neighbors’ Association (“MANA”), I am aware of several 
questions neighbors have posed to VTrans for the actual data underlying the projections of increased 
number of flights, increased number of employees at the airport businesses, and overall need for an 
expanded airport in Middlebury. Additionally, despite requests, VTrans has not yet produced the studies it 
is relying on (from a prior consultant) to demonstrate that the expansions of the runway’s length and 
width, the additional buildings, and the new lighting the Master Plan proposes will not cause significant 
increase in noise, endanger the safety of the aquifer, or put the habitat of bats and birds in the area at risk. 
The burden is on VTrans to prove the need for the development set out in the Proposed Master Plan.  
 
Fourth, VTrans’ process of initiating an Act250 Master Permitting Plan process, to get partial findings 
that would facilitate construction of nine (9) buildings on the north end of the airport property, before 
these structures have been approved through the Master Plan process, is unnecessarily complicating and 
obfuscating the process. The Act250 Master Permitting Plan and the FAA Master Plan process are distinct 
and procedurally independent of each other. However, in the absence of some urgent or exigent 
circumstances – neither of which VTrans has demonstrated – we cannot help but question Vtrans’ 
intentions in moving forward with the partial findings under the permitting process prior to knowing what 
the Master Plan will call for. This issue is salient because the application for an Act250 permit seeks 
approval to build nine buildings (one of which could measure as large as 120’ x120’), and only identifies 
them as buildings “to be used in connection with the airport.” Thus, based on that permit application, it 
appears those buildings could be used for anything from warehouse space to businesses that generate 
health-threatening noise or fumes, to businesses such as UPS that would dramatically increase vehicular 
traffic, as well as hangars. The Act250 permitting process is quite expedited, invites primarily the input of 
abutting property owners only, and is not structured to focus on input from the public at large. By 
contrast, the Master Planning process requires several public hearings and is the process in which these 
questions of location, lighting, operations, and size can be described, debated and most open to the 
sunlight of democracy. It is troubling that VTrans is pushing to get even partial findings under Act250 in 
place before the broader input on the Master Plan can be considered and the questions about lighting, size, 
operations and location can be fully aired and answered. It essentially locks in partial authorization for the 
new nine buildings, in designated spots, before the more global Master Plan, which creates the context for 
those buildings, is approved.  It prompts us to ask how this approach benefits the public or promotes 
transparency in government proceedings. 
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This complication of the process is further aggravated by VTrans’ failure to explain it. In our opinion, the 
proposed new buildings are a central component of the Master Plan as they would significantly increase 
the footprint of the Middlebury Airport and could have a consequential impact on the neighborhood in the 
form of noise, traffic and overall quality of life. The neighbors have raised these issues with VTrans 
several times and have not gotten any explanation for VTrans’ decision to pursue the two processes 
simultaneously or why they would not defer the Act250 process until after the Master Plan process 
concludes. In a formal inquiry, the neighbor who lives directly in front of the proposed site for these 
buildings, Andrew Sambrook, posed the question this way: “Would AOT be willing to postpone the final 
Master Permitting Act250 application at Middlebury until the Airport Master Plan at Middlebury is 
complete in 2022, and the 5-10-20 year demand for hangars and other infrastructure is clear?” On 
February 26, 2022, the AOT Division Director (Michelle Boomhower) responded in writing, with a one 
word answer: “No.”  
 
Fifth, and perhaps most fundamentally, VTrans has failed to clearly and specifically articulate the goal of 
the Proposed Master Plan for Middlebury Airport and how pursuit of that goal will impact other public 
priorities. Economic growth was the goal of the State’s legislation, but it is not at all clear that purpose is 
served when the legislation is applied to the Middlebury Airport. There is no data to support an assertion 
that it will. We assert that the proposed expansion of the Middlebury Airport may actually undercut 
economic goals by reducing the property values of the homes around the airport, thus reducing property 
tax income for the Town of Middlebury. Research shows that there is a 9-12% reduction in property 
values within a 4 mile radius of expanded small airports.* If one approaches the question conservatively, 
and examines just the 2 miles or so of neighborhood in East Middlebury – specifically census tracts 9607 
Block Group 4 and Block Group 1 – there are 785 homes “close to the airport.” The average price of 
middle tier homes in this area is $355k according to Zillow, as of July 2022. If the academic studies are 
correct, these homes will be 9-12% lower in market value as a result of their proximity to the airport. That 
equates to a loss in tax revenue to the town of $600K-800K per year (at current tax rates). There is 
nothing that VTrans or any governmental entity has produced to show economic development of a 
magnitude sufficient to offset this loss of tax income. As MANA has recently conveyed to the Middlebury 
Select Board, families have already begun to sell homes on School House Road explicitly because of 
increasing airport noise and uncertainty around further growth of the airport. These factors cause us to 
suspect that if the Proposed Master Plan is implemented, it will reduce the value of our home, and have a 
marked, negative impact on the Town’s property tax income allocable to the homes in East Middlebury.  
How does this sizeable monetary outlay benefit the public? 
 
Moreover, as many have eloquently explained, there are serious potential impacts water, wildlife, plant, 
and air quality that must be fully understood and carefully weighed when examining the merits of further 
development of the Middlebury Airport, to determine if the non-monetary costs of such development can 
be justified. 
 
In sum, we do not believe the current airport is well situated to serve as an economic driver for the Town 
of Middlebury, nor that the development proposed in the Master Plan will convert the airport into an 
economic driver, and that further development of that airport at its current site, and may have a negative 
impact on property values and property tax income. We also believe the burden is on VTrans to 
demonstrate the purpose of the Master Plan and how it will accomplish that purpose, with real data to 
support its premises and position, and it has failed to meet this burden. Additionally, we question VTrans’ 
decision to pursue the Act250 permit prior to approval of the Master Plan because it hinders public input, 
and VTrans’ failure to explain why it is engaging in this two-track approach raises transparency concerns.  
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Finally, VTrans has not offered the data necessary to demonstrate that approval of the Proposed Master 
Plan will yield any real public benefit or that the development it proposes will not pose significant risk to 
the neighbors and public in the form of disturbing the Town aquifer, increasing noise, and damaging the 
flora and fauna of the area all around the Airport. For these reasons, we oppose approval of the Proposed 
Master Plan for the Middlebury Airport. 
 
We support the comments that Louise and David Prescott, and Andrew and Andrea Sambrook, and our 
elected officials (Ruth Hardy, Amy Sheldon, Farhad Khan, and Lindsey Fuentes-George) have submitted, 
as well as the Addison Independent op-ed of Angelo Lynn, and ask that their comments be deemed 
incorporated into our comments; we do not articulate them all here, in the interest of brevity. 
 
I thank you for considering these comments. I will continue to attend the public hearings, review 
additional filings, and read any responses VTrans’ posts. I ask that the Middlebury Select Board and 
VTrans take time necessary to take into account all of the input they receive, assess the soundness of 
investing in the Middlebury Airport in its current location, and delay action on the Act250 permit until the 
Proposed Master Plan for the Middlebury Airport is final. 
 
Sincerely, 

Colleen A. Brown 

108 Munson Road  
Middlebury, VT 05753 
 
 
 
_____________________ 
*  See  
“Aircraft Noise and Residential Property Values: An Artificial Neural Network Approach,” Journal of Transport 
Economics and Policy (May, 1994): Alan Collins and Alec Evans 
"The Impact of Airport Noise on Residential Real Estate", The Appraisal Journal (2001) : Bell, R 
(https://nqsc.org/downloads/REALESTATE.pdf) 
"The Announcement effect of an airport expansion on Housing Prices Journal of Real Estate Finance and Economics", 
(2006) GD Jud and DT Winkler (https://libres.uncg.edu/ir/uncg/f/D_Winkler_Announcement_2006.pdf) 
 


