
December 5, 2019 
 
 
Dear Members of the Planning Commission, 
 
I’m a Geography Professor at Middlebury College and serve on the Environmental Studies Academic 
Program. I also own a house in Middlebury and am Chair of the Town of Middlebury’s Conservation 
Commission. I applaud the College’s desire to address challenging problems like climate change, but I 
am writing to express concerns about the site selection process for the Solar Energy production project 
proposed by Encore and Middlebury College. 
 
Encore’s site selection criteria make it clear that it is very important for them to hide solar arrays from 
public view. In the Notice dated September 23, 2019, they describe a “preference towards a project 
location which is minimally visible from public roads and viewpoints.” This criterion has the 
unfortunate effect of pushing large-scale developments into the least developed parts of a town. It is 
also a bit puzzling to reconcile Encore’s desire to hide large solar arrays from public view with their 
statements that large scale solar arrays do not negatively impact the aesthetic qualities of a place. 
Encore makes the latter claim in their Sept 23 Notice and in their response to the Conservation 
Commission’s statement on their Notice (that was written before we had access to Encore’s site 
analysis). If large-scale solar arrays don’t affect the aesthetics of a place, then why do we need to hide 
them? 
 
I’m concerned that Encore’s focus on visibility is driven largely by a desire to avoid public opposition 
and fails to consider scenery as a resource that the Town should be trying to conserve. In notes 
attached to a concept layout for the Industrial Site, Derek Moretz stated: “We would expect to see 
more widespread opposition to this location with direct viewshed of Route 7. Opposition of South 
Street has generally been isolated subset of the town/neighborhood whereas Rte 7 projects become 
exposed to a larger faction of the town/region.” I urge the Planning Commission to avoid framing 
visibility as a strategy to avoid public opposition, and to instead consider natural scenery as a Town 
resource that should be conserved and preserved for current and future generations. There’s a 
difference, I think, between viewing an industrial-sized solar array in the midst of commercial and 
industrial buildings while moving in a car at 50 miles per hour versus walking for 15 or more minutes 
on a country road without ever leaving sight of an energy production facility. Furthermore, I think it is 
a mistake to believe that opposition to Encore’s siting decision comes only from “factions” of town 
that can see the site in their backyard. This fails to recognize the function of scenery as a Town 
resource for providing members of the community a place of mental refuge, which Frederick Law 
Olmsted viewed as essential for the health and well-being of people who live in an environment 
increasingly ordered by tasks and achievements (Figure 1). The College should be especially sensitive to 
this, given their concerns about the culture of stress that pervades the campus today.  
 
Yet even based on this criterion of needing to hide the proposed solar array, I’m not convinced that 
Encore’s viewshed maps actually show the current site to be less visible than the original site (up on the 
ledge). Yes, when you look at the maps (attached at the end of this letter), it looks like there is more 
purple spread out from the former site when compared to the current site, but it’s important to 
consider that the shade of purple is also much lighter. The light purple means you just see a part of the 



array. The dark purple means you see the entire array. So the maps suggest that the two sites offer a 
choice: (1) the current site makes the entire solar array visible to a large contiguous area of rural land 
inside the Town of Middlebury while (2) the original site offers naturally screened views and would 
only reveal portions of the array albeit to a broader swath of land. It’s worth noting that most of these 
additional affected lands lie outside the Town of Middlebury. (It’s also notable that neither site would 
be visible to any part of the College Campus). When you look at the roads that intersect the purple in 
the two maps, you can see that the two sites again present a choice: (1) the current site would make the 
entire solar array visible to long stretches of an unpaved, country road that is used heavily by 
pedestrians, runners, cyclists, and equestrians moving at a slow, human- and animal-powered pace 
while (2) the original site would reveal only portions of the array and to fewer sections of this country 
road while also making portions of the solar array visible to small sections of motorized highway 
outside of Middlebury. Based on the criterion of trying to minimize the visual impact of the 
development, I think the viewshed maps could be interpreted as showing that the original site is 
actually preferable to the current site. 
   
While I appreciate that Encore conducted an analysis to select their preferred site, I’m concerned that 
their methods make some questionable judgements that merit further review and more transparency. 
For example, they dismiss Site 5: Route 125 (PAL5) because it’s near a residence and it would be 
visible along College Street entering Middlebury. But I think the residence in question is owned by the 
College and rented to faculty members and I don’t quite follow why seeing the solar array in the 
foreground with BiHall in the background would be a negative visual experience for motorists on 
College Street. It would be helpful if the analysis was more systematic and transparent. Ideally, the 
Town and the College could apply some pressure on Encore to provide viewshed maps of the 
alternatives and a consistent rating and weighting system for the criteria. The analysis should consider 
both the visibility of the site to public roads/viewpoints and the appropriateness of the development in 
the scenic context and situation. The public and the college community should also have an 
opportunity to review this analysis. I hope that as a community, the Town and College have the will 
and desire to make sure we site this large-scale development in a location that is the most suitable for it, 
especially given the apparent conflict of the proposed site with the College’s 2008 Master Plan (Figure 
2). 
 
Thank you for this opportunity to offer comments.  
 
Sincerely,  
 

 
 
Jeff Howarth 
 
 
   



 
In most of our activities we are busy accomplishing things to satisfy the demands and expectations of other 
people, and dealing with petty details that are uninteresting in themselves and only engage our attention 
because they are a means to some other goal we are trying to reach. Olmsted does not suggest that gainful 
activity is a bad thing by any means; only that it offers no opportunity for the mind to disengage from getting 
tasks done, and to engage instead on thoughts removed from the confinement of duty and achievement. He 
calls this the invocation of the contemplative faculty. 
 
For Olmsted the preservation of scenery is justified precisely because it provides a stimulus to engage the 
contemplative faculty. "In the interest which natural scenery inspires . . . the attention is aroused and the 
mind occupied without purpose, without a continuation of the common process of relating the present 
action, thought or perception to some future end. There is little else that has this quality so purely." 

Figure 1. From Joseph L. Sax (1980), Mountains without Handrails. University of Michigan Press. 

 
 
 

 
 

 

Figure 2. Landscape and Open space (page 52) and Green Reserve (pages 136-137) of College 
Master Plan (2008). 

 
 

http://www.middlebury.edu/media/view/187731/original/MP6_sustainability.pdf
http://www.middlebury.edu/media/view/187781/original/MP10_collegepolicies.pdf
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Jennifer Murray

From: Amidon, William H. <wamidon@middlebury.edu>
Sent: Wednesday, December 04, 2019 10:47 AM
To: Jennifer Murray
Subject: letter related to the 5MW solar site proposed by Encore

Hello, 
 
I hope this email finds you well.  I am pasting a letter below with some thoughts on the proposed 5 MW solar array that I 
am hoping you would be able to share with the planning commission ahead of their meeting tomorrow. 
 
Thanks and best wishes! 
 
Will Amidon 
 
******************************Letter for Planning Commission***************** 
 
Dear Members of the Middlebury Planning Commission, 
 

As a geology professor at Middlebury College I am proud to be involved with the ‘Energy2028’ initiative, 
which seeks to switch entirely to renewable energy and reduce overall energy consumption at the College by 
25%.  A major part of reaching 100% renewable energy is the 5 MW solar array being developed by Encore 
Renewables on ~28 acres of College land located between South St. Extension and Route 30. The originally 
proposed site was nearly perfect, situated in a broad valley about a half mile southwest of the road. With 
mature trees to the east and west, the vast tract of steel and silicon would have been well hidden from all 
angles. I was pleased with the initial site when I visited it two months ago. Unfortunately, subsequent 
engineering tests revealed that the area contains shallow bedrock and some wetlands that would require 
additional engineering work, thus driving up the cost of the project.  As a result, Encore is now seeking to move 
the project eastward, to a site with zero natural shielding and entirely unobstructed sightlines from South St. 
Extension. Thus our beloved Energy2028 has arrived at what is becoming, for environmentalists, an all-too-
familiar conflict -- pitting Vermont’s stunning natural aesthetic against the footprint of renewable energy that we 
so desperately need to fight climate change. 
            In my opinion, the new site adjacent to South St. Extension is NOT appropriate for a 28-acre solar 
array. When you drive, run, or bike around the area, the landscape takes your breath away. Broad fields 
stretch to the horizon, dotted with trees and marsh grasses glowing gold under the low sun of a November 
afternoon.  This working agricultural landscape is a nearly 200 year-old historic relic; too large to fit in the 
Sheldon Museum alongside the linens and rocking chairs, but worthy of preservation nonetheless.  Until now 
these lands have been preserved due to Middlebury College’s remarkable legacy of land stewardship, which 
began with the vision of Joseph Battell. Battell understood the aesthetic value of landscapes and was not 
afraid to put real money behind them as he amassed and protected land in the late 1800s before donating vast 
tracts to the college. He famously said: “some folks pay $10,000 for a painting and hang it on the wall where 
their friends can see it, while I buy a whole mountain for that much money and it is hung up by nature where 
everybody can see it and it is infinitely more handsome than any picture ever painted.”  A desire to preserve 
beautiful landscapes can be more than NIMBYism; instead, it is a recognition that natural aesthetic beauty has 
value and is worth preserving.  
            I thus urge the college and town to use their considerable leverage and persuade Encore renewables 
to build either on the originally proposed site, or a comparably shielded one.  They should ask Encore for a 
detailed financial analysis showing the difference in cost between the two sites.  Even a cost well into the six 
figures would be a relatively small amount of money when amortized over the minimum 25-year lifespan of this 
multi-million dollar solar array. Although the 28 acres in question could theoretically be returned to pasture in 
25 years after the first set of solar panels wears out, it seems more likely that we are constructing a permanent 



2

power station that will take one more slice of aesthetic beauty away from our children and grandchildren. 
Without fighting for responsible land planning, the beautiful landscape that we all value will evolve slowly 
towards the sprawling suburban development that characterizes other parts of the state and country. Instead, 
let us accept the extra cost to do this project right and create a legacy (and landscape!) we can be proud of. I 
am guessing Joseph Battell would consider it money well spent.   
 
Thanks for your consideration and best wishes, 
 
Will Amidon 
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Jennifer Murray

From: Steve Maier <sbmaier55@gmail.com>
Sent: Wednesday, December 04, 2019 5:05 PM
To: Jennifer Murray; Barbara Saunders; Lucy Schumer; chris robbins
Cc: Kathleen Ramsay; brian.carpenter11@yahoo.com
Subject: Support for South St., Ext. Solar Project

Dear Planning Commission Members and Staff, 
 
I write in support of the South St. Ext. solar project proposed by Middlebury College and Encore Energy. I have 
lived on Green Mountain Place, off of South St., for 27 years, and have walked, run, biked, skied, and driven 
past the proposed site many, many times.  As I indicated in my comments at your last meeting, I would find this 
project to be a significant positive improvement to the aesthetic sense of the area involved. As I said, I find 
renewable energy projects to be beautiful.  
 
The scope of your inquiry is unclear to me. If, as suggested by Brian Carpenter in the minutes of the 11/12/19 
select board meeting, you are reviewing this project against the solar siting principles adopted by the Planning 
Commission in 2016, then I think your job is fairly simple. The proposal and process to date seem to clearly 
meet all six of the principles in that document. A quick read through the Energy section of the Town Plan also 
suggests the Town should support this project as being consistent with the Plan.  
 
Heather Seeley’s motion from the 11/12 select board meeting, however, is a more general one (“prepare 
recommendations”) and includes a request to consider the comments from the Conservation Commission. I am 
a member of the Town Energy Committee and it is confusing to me why the Select Board or Planning 
Commission would want to solicit or consider comments from the Conservation Commission but not the 
Energy Committee. The Energy Committee is currently working on plans to reduce the Town’s carbon 
emissions over the next 10 years. While we have not specifically discussed this solar project, it is exactly the 
kind of thing we need to be doing if we are to meet such goals.     
 
In any case, if you are considering recommendations of a broader nature than review against the solar siting 
principles and the Town Plan, I would encourage you to consider the pleadings of young people all over the 
world who are asking and now demanding that their leaders take action now to address the climate emergency. 
This is one project right in front of us now (a small one in the scheme of things) that leaders in Middlebury can 
and should support. If you haven’t seen this video from Greta Thunberg recently, I would urge you to find 6 
minutes and watch it (again perhaps), for the sake of your children and 
grandchildren:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2rPC6oC_5rU&app=desktop  
 
Please pass these comments along to other members of the Planning Commission for whom I don't have email 
addresses.  
 
Thanks for your work for Middlebury, 
 
Steve Maier    
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Jennifer Murray

From: Lisa Gates <lisagatesphd@gmail.com>
Sent: Tuesday, December 03, 2019 2:16 PM
To: Jennifer Murray
Cc: Leslie Kameny; Mike Roy; chris zeoli; Debbie Tracht; Scott Barkdol; lussier3@yahoo.com
Subject: Fwd: South Street Solar

Hi Jen, 
I wanted to echo Leslie's excellent points and questions. I am concerned that this current proposed siting is the 
most efficient from a business perspective, but the damage it does is far greater than the other two areas (the 
original South St. Ext proposed siting and the industrial park), both with respect to the landscape  (still an 
important and vital community amenity and asset in the minds of many) and with negative impact on two 
adjacent property owners. I wanted to echo that I too are in favor of alternatives, such as the original South St. 
Ext siting (on the ridge, which offers better natural screening) or an alternate location, such as the industrial 
park. 
 
We are organizing a conversation for neighbors at 9am on Thursday, prior to the planning commission meeting. 
I am not sure how many neighbors will be able to attend, but at least it will allow for individuals to ask very 
specific questions. 
 
I have also raised the issue of noise/sound impact with Encore, since the proposed siting is  an area where sound 
travels in unexpected ways based on the topography of the land (at least from the road to my house), and there 
is a very audible humming sound at some distance from the battery storage, which I experienced from the 
Panton site. I have requested that sound testing be done at the two properties most directly impacted by this 
project. A few folks have also asked about whether there is any lighting present. I have not seen any in the 
plans, but that hasn't been specifically addressed in the meetings I have attended. I note these, so that the 
planning commission is aware. While we use terms like "solar farm," it is in fact an industrial scale utility 
project and has many impacts beyond the visual, several of which were noted in the conservation commission 
report and others that Leslie notes below. From our visit to the Panton solar array (comparable size), it is clear 
that community impacts will be greater at this proposed site and that the landscaping will be of very limited 
screening value at this site, both because the landscaping (judging by Panton) relies on deciduous shrubs and 
trees, and the fact that this proposed site is viewed from higher vantage points both from the immediately 
adjacent properties and as one travels along South St. Ext. 
 
I hope to attend the planning commission meeting on Thursday as well. I will be out of town for the selectboard 
meeting, but will convey my reflections and concerns to Brian, assuming it is helpful for you all to hear from 
residents on this issue. 
 
Thank you. 
 
Lisa Gates 
 
---------- Forwarded message --------- 
From: Leslie Kameny <leslie.kameny@gmail.com> 
Date: Tue, Dec 3, 2019 at 11:32 AM 
Subject: Re: South Street Solar 
To: Jennifer Murray <JMurray@townofmiddlebury.org> 
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Cc: Mike Roy <roymichaeldonald@gmail.com>, Lisa Gates <lisagatesphd@gmail.com>, Debbie Tracht 
<dstracht@gmail.com>, chris zeoli <cz@nbnworks.net>, Scott Barkdol <skywoodscanoes@gmail.com> 
 

Hi Jen, 
 
I have looked over the sorry new plan sent to you by Encore. What can one say about this plan? Is it their best 
effort? I do not see “wetlands” marked on the town interactive map but I do see that Encore has indicated these 
red areas. What is the difference? 
 
Does their plan speak to the fact that they are proposing a now 22-acre industrial project in an area zoned for 
agricultural? Does it speak to the College’s responsibility to the community and college population to preserve 
precious natural landscapes for science, ecological, and leisure activities as outlined in their own 2017 master 
plan update? Are the developers aware that this is a popular hunting area? Are we to expect that they will bar 
hunting from this college-owned area? How far will the impact of this array go in the future? Is this an 
invitation for further development along South Street Extension between the proposed array and Eastview - 
furthering the town sprawl - and in contradiction to the conservation commission’s response? 
 
The proposal you sent still does not answer the above questions. A letter to the editor asks bluntly why Encore 
cannot return to their original site (this is a good compromise). And, what is the cost of securing the array on 
ledge which we are told is quite possible. 
 
I hope that the planning commission continues to urge for further creativity in their siting of the proposed array 
or splitting the array in two while finding a more suitable spot. The College owns a sizable amount of land all 
along the western portion of the town (from what I see on the town interactive map). They need to try harder! 
 
Can you suggest anything further to be done by us? 
 
Encore has offered to meet with some community members before the planning commission meeting - FYI.  
 
Hope you had a fine holiday and thanks! 
 
Leslie 
 
 
Leslie Kameny 
201-741-2019 
leslie.kameny@gmail.com 
 
 
 
 

On Nov 26, 2019, at 2:04 PM, Jennifer Murray <JMurray@TownOfMiddlebury.org> wrote: 
 

The Planning Commission asked Encore to see another concept in the industrial park (attached). 

Fyi for you and others who may be interested.  This gives you a head start thinking about the concept 
and looking over the constraints in red.   
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On the map, the next parcel north is in New Haven. The parcels to the south are designated for 
manufacturing uses in zoning, as well as being part of an Act 250 blanket approval (so encumbered for 
use as solar).  The PC will be discussing pros and cons at their next meeting if folks want to listen in, but 
the forum for public input will be the Selectboard’s meeting 12/10. 

Thanks, 

Jen 

  

From: Jennifer Murray  
Sent: Tuesday, November 26, 2019 12:25 PM 
To: 'Howarth, Jeff T.' <jhowarth@middlebury.edu>; 'Monica Przyperhart' <monica.erhart@gmail.com>; 
'Fuentes‐George, Kemi' <kgeorge@middlebury.edu>; Anderson, Molly <mollya@middlebury.edu>; 'Judy 
Wiger‐Grohs' <jawiger@gmail.com>; 'Andrew W. L'Roe' <alroe@acrpc.org>; 'Amy Sheldon' 
<landslideamy@comcast.net> 
Cc: Kathleen Ramsay <kramsay@TownofMiddlebury.org>; Barbara Saunders 
<barbarasaunders@hotmail.com> 
Subject: South Street Solar 

  

Hello all‐ 

Attached please find a concept plan showing an alternative location in the Industrial area for the solar 
farm as requested by the Planning Commission in their last meeting. 

Please also see Encore’s notes related to that location, below. 

  

The Planning Commission will discuss this concept on December 5th at 10:30am (Municipal Offices 
Conference room).   

Following the PC meeting, staff will provide Planning Commission comments to the Town Manager for 
the SB packet.   

This application is on the SB agenda for discussion at their 12/10 meeting (7pm, Municipal Offices Large 
Conference Room). 

  

While the Planning Commission meeting is open to the public, the PC is not holding a hearing for 
soliciting public comments. 

The 12/10 Selectboard meeting is where public will have an opportunity to comment on the proposal.   

To that end, all materials will be made available to the public for review in the Selectboard packet when 
that is posted online sometime late Friday afternoon. 
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At your meeting yesterday, we discussed how the Conservation Commission can submit comments on 
this alternate concept prior to your next meeting. 

The Conservation Commission is invited to submit individual comments to me by email by Wed Dec. 4th 

I will compile those comments and provide to the Planning Commission prior to their meeting. 

In consideration of Open Meetings Law, please do not reply all.  Send comments directly to me, and you 
can copy Jeff as well. 

  

Thank you‐ 

Jen 

  

From: Derek Moretz [mailto:derek@encorerenewableenergy.com]  
Sent: Tuesday, November 26, 2019 11:42 AM 
To: Jennifer Murray <JMurray@TownOfMiddlebury.org> 
Cc: Jake Clark <jake@encorerenewableenergy.com>; Kathleen Ramsay 
<KRamsay@TownOfMiddlebury.org> 
Subject: Re: South Street Solar :: Materials for Planning Commission and Response to Conservation 
Commission 

  

Jen - 

  

Appreciate this follow up. I've attached an expanded version of the layout for the industrial site 
to include reduced setbacks from Route 7.  A few items to consider: 

  

1 - The capacity of the array is approximately the same as proposed on South Street (i.e. 
5MWac). Yet it occupies roughly 85 acres (vs 25-30), fragmenting this open space due to 
wetland constraints and trees.  

  

2 - This is an extremely inefficient design and not economically viable to reach the rate threshold 
with GMP and ratepayers. It would make for a decent 500kW project, but again the College has 
maximized its ability to net meter and is looking to achieve more meaningful scale/impact.  
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3 - We would expect to see more widespread opposition to this location with direct viewshed of 
Route 7.  Opposition of South Street has generally been isolated subset of the 
town/neighborhood whereas Rte 7 projects become exposed to a larger faction of the 
town/region.  

  

4 - Worth noting is Encore does not have rights to develop this site. While the College (with 
Encore's support) has explored its land holdings for this project, the College and its Trustees 
would need to approve development of the industrial site.  I can share the lease rate for South 
Street allows for an economically viable project, and we have also explored feasibility of 
numerous non-College-owned sites but nothing identified as viable with willing landowners.  

  

I trust this provides sufficient info to support a Planning Commission review, but let me know if 
you have further questions.  

  

Thanks,  

  

Derek 

  

<Industrial Site_250 ft setback_112619.pdf> 
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