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Vermont Housing and Conservation Board 
Conservation Issues Committee Meeting Minutes 

June 22nd 2022, 11:00am-1:30pm 
Via Conference Call 

 
Committee members present: Diane Bothfield (Vermont Agency of Agriculture, Food & Markets), Billy Coster 
(Vermont Agency of Natural Resources), Kate McCarthy, Neil Mickenberg, Amy Richardson  
 
VHCB Staff present: Stacy Cibula, Bill Dell’Isola, Karen Freeman, Liz Gleason, Calley Hastings, Trey 
Martin, Holly McClintock, Ethan Parke, Gus Seelig 
 
Partners present: Emily Alger (South Hero Land Trust), Hayden Smith (Trust for Public Land), Keith 
Thompson (Vermont Department of Forests, Parks and Recreation), Becca Washburn (Vermont 
Department of Forests, Parks and Recreation, Tracy Zschau (Vermont Land Trust), Jon Binhammer (The 
Nature Conservancy) 
 
Call to Order- Kate McCarthy 11:10 am  

 
Approval of Minutes – Motion by Diane, seconded by Neil, to approve the minutes of 4/4/2022 
Conservation Issues Committee meeting. Unanimous approval. 
 
Private Forestland Conservation Guidelines:  Discussion and action - Ethan Parke 
Much of the previous discussion was on whether or not the program would require financial leverage 
and/or public access, with some thinking that the leverage requirement would discriminate against 
landowners or organizations without sufficient resources. The new draft being presented for this 
meeting moved the leverage and public access components away from the “minimum eligibility 
requirements” section, and instead into the “selection priority” section. The argument is that this would 
allow VHCB to review each individual application on its unique merit and overall public value. This was 
accepted as a positive change. 
 
There was significant discussion regarding the use of the term “working forests”, with Billy concerned 
with that term being removed in this draft. The argument in favor of “working forests” is that the 
ecosystem services and climate mitigation provided when a forest is properly managed are still 
“working” benefits, and consistent with the services identified in the Climate Action Plan. Counterpoints 
included the fact that the term “working forests” has a public connotation of not being necessarily 
inclusive of all non-material benefits, and may misrepresent the full intent of the program. Ethan then 
suggested “privately owned managed forests” since this language is contained in the statute, which the 
committee was supportive of at the time, but later in the conversation regarding the connection of the 
program to UVA, it was ultimately decided to maintain the terminology “working forests.” More 
conversation will be had to solidify this decision, but ultimately, “working” is intended to be a positive 
and inclusive term. 
 
A question arose regarding whether or not sugarbush operations are required to apply under the 
guidelines of agricultural projects, with NRCS match funding. Sugarbushes are accepted as an 
agricultural operation as per federal policy, but if a sugarbush is not eligible for NRCS match, they may 
be considered for this program on a case-by-case basis. Other flexibilities allowed by these guidelines 
include acreage, public access, and motorized/non-motorized allowances. In regards to VHCB’s right to 
enforce easement violations, it is suggested to remove the verbiage “serious”, as it is unclear and may be a 
concern in the case of litigation.  
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VLT is supportive of the guidelines’ flexibilities and interested in the rollout of this program, particularly 
wondering about a timeline and sources of funding. The first year of rollout will generally be a time to 
identify any issues or challenges as the guidelines are tested, and it would be helpful to bring the 
guidelines before the CIC committee next year to evaluate any adjustments that should be made. 

Another major question that came out of a previous draft was whether or not the guidelines should be 
tied to or reference the UVA statute (potentially as a baseline for management plans). As written in this 
most recent draft, a piece of land would either need to already be enrolled in UVA, or eligible to do so, 
in order to receive funding. While a connection to UVA was generally supported, there are concerns and 
inconsistencies that need to be resolved. There was concern expressed regarding the way Forest Legacy 
is characterized, but Kate noted that it is important to name gaps that exist. Another issue identified is 
that the Forest Reserve Program won’t be rolled out until next year, and thus VHCB would not be able to 
address technical intricacies. 
 
Keith pointed out that the Vermont Forest Action Plan was referenced incorrectly, and refers to desired 
future conditions that do not apply specifically to management of a forestland parcel, but rather, 
Vermont as a whole. It is difficult to use a statute designed for one purpose to steer a set of guidelines 
that are being designed for a different, unique intent.  

A potential solution may be for the guidelines to refer generally to whatever the UVA policy ends up as, 
in a non-specific way that is more representative of the principles of the program, as opposed to the 
technicalities.  
 
It is decided that these guidelines will come before the CIC committee again before going to the Board. 

Updates on Legislative Initiatives & Statewide Conservation Planning Work - Trey Martin  

A brief summary of recent legislative actions primarily referenced the initiatives that came out of the 
Climate Action Plan. Of three forestry bills discussed previously, the 30 x 30, 50 x 50 planning bill passed, 
but there were technical and capacity issues that eventually led to a veto. This is a conversation that is 
ongoing. The other two bills did pass and were signed into law, which will lead to an expansion of the 
ability to convene stakeholders around farm and forest viability. The agricultural bills that did not pass 
came down to how terms are defined, and what is included and excluded within that. The conversations 
are ongoing. There is ongoing and extended funding for VHCB’s farm and forest viability, and good gains 
around the environmental justice bills which may provide support to VHCB.  

Regarding cannabis, the bill that was signed into law does allow landowners enrolled in current use for 
agriculture, or who are following the RAPs, to cultivate small amounts of cannabis, but there are 
complex legal and federal hurdles. Farmers have been advised to seek legal counsel if they would like to 
cultivate cannabis and have any conserved land or federal supports. 

Statewide Conservation Planning Work, Question #2: 

Although Gov. Scott vetoed H.606, the Agency of Natural Resources supported key concepts in the bill, differing 
with lawmakers not regarding intent, but (1) on the scope of the inquiry (whether only permanent conservation 
should be considered for 30 x 30 and 50 x 50 goals), and (2) how this initiative would be funded.  
 

There is general policy agreement regarding this bill, and the questions that arose were simple to 
reconcile. It is important to clearly define the terms being used, and to understand what should be 
prioritized in policy as to set a roadmap for conservation and funding and appropriations, especially in 
consideration of the goals in the Climate Action Plan. Currently, it is unlikely to conserve the amount of 
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land set as a goal in the plan, so realistic planning should be considered, inclusive of short-term tools to 
safeguard critical areas until long-term resources became available.  

There was discussion on the enormous amount of resources available for conservation and what new 
tools or alternate forms of conservation can be implemented. A major question is how VHCB can most 
effectively use the significant resources it has been granted, either through bolstering existing programs, 
or by changing focus. There will be an opportunity in summer or fall 2022 for VHCB partners or 
stakeholders to meet, with the intent of building relationships and having extended conservation 
planning conversations.  

One point to continue to consider, especially when terminology such as “working forests” is changing, is 
properly naming what is meant by conservation: What we conserve, how we conserve it, and who we 
conserve it for. The concept of land sovereignty would be helpful to keep in mind, especially in the realm 
of non-traditional land ownership.  

Question #4 was partly addressed, so it was suggested to move to question #3. 

Do you agree with the emphasis placed on State and Federal supports for climate smart practices like PES? Should 
we place more emphasis on developing new markets and revenue opportunities for our working lands enterprises? 
How can VHCB help to ensure sustainability of these enterprises, while also supporting the direct incentive 
programs they rely on? 
 
Question #3 sparked a high-level question about the government’s role in financially supporting the 
production of agricultural goods, as market prices do not often accurately reflect the negative 
environmental impacts of growing crops and raising livestock. Specifically, is relying on new and ongoing 
investments sustainable in the long term? How might those investments interface with the development 
of new markets? Are there mechanisms to expand and redefine working enterprises, to be more 
inclusive and viable? It was noted that in an inevitably unstable market economy, government 
investment will always be necessary on some level. 

Stacy discussed the Payment for Ecosystem Services working group, which has a goal of not only 
financially incentivizing producers, but it’s also an opportunity of improving optics of farming community 
which is often seen in a negative light. It is important to emphasize the good work that farmers are 
doing, instead of only highlighting water quality problems. The program is focusing on agricultural (and 
adjacent) land (100% forested land would not be eligible,) with a pilot program hopefully ready to roll 
out by summer of 2023.  

There are many payout programs in Vermont and nationally, each with pros and cons. For example, 
NRCS-EQIP funds pay out to install particular practices, but it can take a long time to get funded, and not 
every producer can wait that long. For this reason, it is important for VHCB to understand its own niche 
and unique means of financial support, but some additional support could be provided in the realm of 
helping producers navigate these different services and the multitude of programs that are available to 
producers. This road-mapping could be offered as a form of technical assistance. 

Vermont Conservation Leaders in Solidarity: Karen Freeman (& Billy Coster, Tracy Zschau, Emily Alger) 
The goal of this group is to unite a team of partners, with a shared goal of making our programs more 
inclusive, transformative, and equitable. There is strong recognition of privilege and how 
conservationists can take personal and organizational steps to address systemic issues and justice. The 
group is a cohort of 28 Vermont colleagues, including staff of environmental advocacy groups, and 
traditional non-profits and state partners.  The cohort began meeting in fall 2021, with regular, ongoing 
educational opportunities (i.e., meetings, film discussions, readings, and two retreats.) The program is 
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18 months in length and designed to expand and build personal, organizational and network capacity 
around issues of racial and social inequity, and climate and environmental justiceThe work is deeply 
personal and vulnerable, with the expectation of making mistakes along the way, but growing more 
comfortable with discomfort and being intentional and effective. Vulnerability takes time and trust.  

Through this initiative BIPOC leaders who are working on land and environmental justice issues in the 
state are also being resourced to do their work and will intersect with the cohort.  Grants from private 
foundations in addition to contributions from participating organizations are funding this work. The 
Conservation Leaders in Solidarity group will also have the opportunity to interact with the DEIJ work 
that our housing partners are engaged in as well. Emily mentioned that the South Hero Land Trust has 
prioritized public access, through the framework of who has access to the natural resources in their 
community, and who is, and is not, welcome. This has led to new partnerships and programming beyond 
the cohort. Tracy noted that the program is a great investment and the shared language and experience 
is valuable in getting through tough issues.  Billy commented that the program is laying the groundwork 
for partners working together in new ways.  

It was asked how the cohort interfaces with BIPOC folks, as a group that is made up of primarily white 
people. When folks in the cohort are ready, they will intersect. The individuals do not want to jump 
ahead to a fix before taking time to do the internal work. 

 

No other business was raised. 

Committee adjourned: 1:24pm 


