Building Resilience in Vermont’s Watersheds

Summaries of Six Projects Funded in 2015
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Background
Vermont is experiencing severe flooding and other intense storm events. Since 2000 our state has
had at least one federally-declared disaster every year, and in some parts of the state Vermonters
have experienced two, 100-year floods in the past 10 years. Research and patterns we’ve all seen
demonstrate that these events are no longer an “if” but a “when.” Flooding does not follow
Vermont’s municipal and regional boundaries, and new thinking and approaches are needed.
Proactive planning and action can reduce or even eliminate the damage that has devastated our
physical, economic and social communities
The need to think at a watershed level was voiced during an extensive stakeholder engagement
process utilized by the Institute for Sustainable Communities in developing a Roadmap for
Resilience: “Community members voiced great concern over the development allowed by their
neighbors upstream...; on the other hand, many of the same stakeholders were consistently
hesitant about new regulation and about the sort of state- or region-wide regulations (as opposed
to local regulations) implied by creating these upstream/downstream linkages” (Roadmap, p.31).
As part of a multi-level strategy to address resilience in Vermont, the Roadmap recommends:
[Using] regional networks to support watershed-scale planning and enable municipalities to
collaborate across jurisdictions to set priorities and make cost-effective investments that reduce
hazards for downstream communities and development. (p. 38)
As a way to inspire and encourage the creative and inclusive building of resilience at a watershed
level, the High Meadows Fund (HMF) issued a Request for Proposals (RFP) in January 2015
seeking projects in which multiple municipalities within watersheds would develop shared
understandings of their watershed’s vulnerabilities, risks, and opportunities; design short-term
and longer-term solutions; and begin to make progress on implementing those solutions. HMF
also supported the Leahy Center’s March Environmental Summit at the ECHO Museum focused
on Flood Resilience and encouraged potential RFP applicants to attend.
In response to the RFP, HMF received a strong batch of applications and in July 2015 issued
grant awards to six projects in: the Lamoille River, Mad River, Mill Brook, Saxtons River, South
Lake, and Upper White River watersheds. The following summaries were prepared by each
project to generally describe their intended work over the next 18 months.
For further information, you can contact the projects directly or email Gaye Symington, HMF
President at gsymington@vermontcf.org.
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SOUTH LAKE WATERSHED PARTNERSHIP
Weathering the Storm: Flood Resiliency Checklist
Community-based Planning for Flood Resiliency in Flower Brook
The Poultney Mettowee Natural Resources Conservation District (PMNRCD) and the Rutland Regional Planning Commission
(RRPC) are partnering to create a flood resiliency data clearinghouse that will be used to prioritize and assist in the
implementation of flood resiliency projects in the Flower Brook Watershed. The project will include collaboration with the
South Lake Watershed Partnership, which is comprised of representatives from VT DEC, Green Mountain College,
Middlebury College, VT Dept of Forest, Parks, and Recreation, and the towns of Danby, Pawlet, and Tinmouth. The High
Meadows Fund is generously funding this project as part of a series of watershed resilience projects across Vermont.
Flower Brook is located within the South Lake watershed, which includes the Poultney and Mettowee Rivers. South Lake
has been identified as one of the three Lake Champlain segments that will not meet water quality standards under
improved land management scenarios. As a headwater to the Mettowee River, the Flower Brook begins on the southern
slopes of Tinmouth Mountain and flows southerly for seven miles through the town of Danby before ending at the
Mettowee River in Pawlet Village. The Flower Brook watershed presents itself as an ideal candidate for this project given:
o
o

The brook currently experiences chronically-high levels of bacteria, elevated low-flow water temperatures, flood and
erosion hazard risks, as well as sediment and phosphorus runoff.
Pawlet and Danby both experienced significant damage during Tropical Storm Irene, including lost buildings and
infrastructure. These towns are similar in their small size and agricultural character, and they both share the
concern that they are vulnerable to future flood damage. However, they have yet to work together to discuss
vulnerabilities or prepare for future events.

The first phase of this project includes developing a checklist to serve as a clearinghouse for all available data related to
flood resiliency. This new checklist’s approach differs significantly from earlier versions since it will promote the collection
of town-level planning and watershed-level assessment data. While some data needed to assess flood readiness and to
identify future projects is available in accessible locations, such as Flood Ready VT and municipal hazard mitigation plans,
other important data are not located in a central location. Much available information is underutilized and much remains
to be gathered. This project will consolidate vital flood-related information, identify any gaps in existing data, use the
information collected to identify stressors and flood risks within each town/watershed, and identify opportunities for
community-led implementation projects to decrease flood risks.
An essential element of this project includes making the information collected in the checklist usable to the communities.
PMNRCD and RRPC will actively engage diverse stakeholders in multi-town meetings and watershed events with farmers,
landowners, other community members, as well as with town officials and commissions, to share the information gathered
from the completion of the checklists and to exchange flood preparedness strategies across town boundaries. At least one
project will be chosen for future implementation within the Flower Brook watershed. The partners expect that this
methodology will be translated to other South Lake subwatershed communities to create broader flood resilience within
the region.
For additional information about this project, please contact Hilary Solomon at (802) 287-8339 or pmnrcd@gmail.com.

Irene: A dump truck works to protect homes, while Flower Brook floods the Route 30 bridge and mill pond in Pawlet.
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4) Flood modeling to prioritize mitigation strategies
5) Outreach materials with statewide applicability
Long‐term outcomes include:
1) More floodproofed buildings
2) Community actions such as conserved or restored floodplains, updated land use bylaws, and flood
adapted infrastructure
3) Continued watershed wide coordinated flood‐mitigation planning and action
4) Flood Mitigation Master plan for the Lamoille River
In the future, this project can be expanded to a statewide level so that other communities can
continue to flourish as Jeffersonville, Cambridge, Johnson, and Wolcott have. Flood resiliency is not
the sole responsibility of a municipality; it requires public and private investment, energy, and
partnership.
For more information, contact Seth Jensen, Lamoille County Planning Commission Senior Planner at
(802) 888‐4548 or via email at seth@lcpcvt.org
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Mill Brook Watershed Resiliency Project
Funded by the High Meadows Fund
The Mill Brook Watershed Resiliency Project, encompassing the entire Mill Brook Watershed (which is
contained within the towns of Windsor, West Windsor, and Reading), will capitalize on the recent completion
of a Phase II Stream Geomorphic Assessment to complete flood resiliency planning and implementation. The
Southern Windsor County Regional Planning Commission (SWCRPC) and the Ottauquechee Natural Resources
Conservation District (ONRCD) will lead the project. SWCRPC will be responsible for project management
and coordination and ONRCD will be responsible for community outreach, public engagement, and education.
The Project Team will consist of SWCRPC, ONRCD,
the American Precision Museum (APM), Windsor, West
Windsor, Reading, and the VT DEC Watershed
Coordinator and River Management Engineer. The team
plans to utilize the Phase II SGA report and its
recommendations to further flood resiliency in the Mill
Brook watershed through increasing access to the river
corridor and floodplain areas, improving bank stability,
and conducting extensive public education about flood
resiliency. The Project Team will start by meeting and
prioritizing recommended projects from the Phase II
SGA report. The list of projects will then be further
prioritized through several public meetings designed to
engage residents of the three towns and gather their
A section of Route 44 washed out during Irene, Photo Credit:
knowledgeable input. Concurrent with these activities, Fitzgerald Environmental
ONRCD will start holding public education sessions
with their stream table. The goal of the public educational sessions is to educate people about river dynamics,
equilibrium, and methods to achieve it.
During the summers of 2015 and 2016 the APM will host a workshop and a teacher training institute allowing
teachers to model a watershed, develop what if scenarios for community presentations, and learn how to engage
students in ongoing watershed activities such as water monitoring and stream bank plantings.
Finally, the Project Team will implement a number of the projects identified during the prioritization process
identified above. Potential projects include corridor easement scoping, bank stabilization projects, and buffer
plantings.
For more information, contact Dan Potter at (802)-674-9201.
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FRIENDS OF THE MAD RIVER

4061 Main Street  PO Box 255
Waitsfield, VT 05673
(802) 496-9127  friends@madriver.com
www.FriendsOfTheMadRiver.org

BUILDING RESILIENCE BY TACKLING STORMWATER TOGETHER
- A p rojec t fu nd ed by a g ran t f rom Hi gh Mead ows Fu nd PROJECT DESCRIPTION
Stormwater runoff is one of the
highest priority challenges the Mad
River Valley (MRV) faces as we work
to build flood resilience in our five
towns. It is a collective problem calling
for collective planning and action.
Our project lays the foundation for a
long-term program that proactively
manages water throughout the Mad
River Valley. Our first focus will be on
stormwater runoff impacts, but, as the
program matures, additional modules
may expand to other water-focused
aspects of climate resilience (e.g.
wastewater and drinking water).

Looking south to Mad River headwaters, in the wake of Irene.
Photo by Mansfield Flight

The Watershed-Wide Water Management Program (W3MP) we develop will consider the varied
contributions to MRV stormwater runoff and strive to reduce impacts from these sectors using a variety of
approaches. The program will both anticipate forthcoming water quality legislation and provide nonregulatory solutions to address stormwater runoff.
A Taskforce of official municipal representatives and other interested community members will serve as the
nucleus of the planning effort, ensuring that the resulting program meets the community’s objectives. The
taskforce will work to: plan the 1 ½ year W3MP development process; educate and engage the community
in the planning process; solicit community involvement & input; advance planning by framing research
needs and then considering research results and public input; develop framework for future W3MP that
outlines program roll-out, scope/priorities, decision-making, management body, and funding; and exchange
information regularly between municipal boards and Taskforce via official town representatives. Friends of
the Mad River (FMR), organizational partners, paid professional consultants (engineers, hydrologists,
planners) and other entities like state agencies will support the Taskforce in its work.

WHY THIS WORK IS IMPORTANT
The Mad River drains a 144 square mile watershed encompassing the Vermont towns of Fayston,
Waitsfield, and Warren and parts of Duxbury and Moretown. The Mad River watershed drains to Lake
Champlain via the Winooski River and contributes to the Lake’s water quality. Tropical Storm Irene
demonstrated our community’s vulnerabilities and brought opportunities for long-term resilience to light.
With a changing climate, we should be prepared for precipitation events (and associated flooding) that
become more frequent and more intense.
Recent watershed-wide planning efforts for resilience include U.S EPA’s Smart Growth Implementation
Assistance (SGIA) Project’s Disaster Recovery and Long-Term Resilience Planning in Vermont: Policy
Memo for the MRV and Friends of the Mad River’s Stormwater Management Regulation in the MRV:
Review and Recommendations. Three of the top five overall strategies recommended for addressing
resilience in the SGIA Policy Memo involve stormwater: 1) address the management and regulation of roads
and driveways; 2) explore valley-wide stormwater management; and 3) pursue cooperation with the
agricultural community regarding pre-disaster mitigation measures.
The MRW presents the “perfect storm” of rural stormwater runoff challenges – it has some of the steepest
terrain in Vermont, resort development in sensitive headwater areas and village development closely
flanking the river, a high concentration of rural roads, a typical residential development pattern that skirts
under the State permitting threshold, and a loss of riparian buffers to agriculture. Aside from large
development projects, stormwater management has fallen largely to local municipalities who lack the
resources to appropriately address the challenges, and who can’t act outside their borders. Furthermore,
stormwater in the MRW is not a typical “urban stormwater” challenge that focuses in developed areas; our
stormwater challenge is more dispersed in nature and, therefore, requires a different suite of tools.
COMMUNITY BENEFIT
A Watershed-Wide Water Management program will: 1) foster collaboration as well as information and
resource-sharing among municipalities; 2) coordinate efforts, improve efficiencies, and reduce expenses; 3)
improve water quality; and 4) increase resilience to future flooding. The taskforce of volunteer
representatives from each town will work to shape a program that fills local needs, prepares for impending
state regulation, identifies sustainable funding mechanisms, and provides realistic, readily-achievable
strategies for increasing resilience. Community forums and smaller conversations will build understanding
and gather community priorities. The process will be driven by community members, yet supported by staff.
CURRENTLY ENGAGED
The Towns of Duxbury, Fayston, Moretown, Warren and Waitsfield will have official Taskforce
representation. All five Selectboards voted to support Friends of the Mad River’s application to High
Meadows Fund and have already, or will, appoint a Taskforce representative. Official representatives will be
responsible for exchanging information and input between their municipal board(s) and the Taskforce.
Friends of the Mad River (FMR) – Lead organization that manages grant administration (manage
finances, hire contractors and provide grant reporting) and manages the project, in general. Corrie Miller,
FMR’s Executive Director, will organize and facilitate Taskforce meetings, coordinate community education
and engagement, and provide ongoing project stewardship.
2

Mad River Valley Planning District (MRVPD) will participate on the Taskforce, help organize
Community Resilience Forums, host Tri-Town Selectboard Meeting, and drive the planning technical work.
Central Vermont Regional Planning Commission (CVPRC) will drive the planning technical work,
together with MRVPD.
Vermont Natural Resources Council (VNRC) will participate on the Taskforce, support the stormwater
technical work, and publicize any outcomes that can build awareness more broadly across the state.
Mad River Valley Chamber of Commerce will participate on the Taskforce and ensure that local
businesses have a voice in the planning process.
Technical Teams – Professional engineers, hydrologists, and planners who interact with the taskforce and
drive the development of technical materials.
The Stormwater Technical Team will develop a Technical Standards Manual that reviews municipal
standards, assesses and compiles environmental data, analyzes issues and gaps; delivers innovative
management recommendations and outlines possible funding sources/models; includes regulatory and
non-regulatory tools for municipalities, homeowners, developers, farmers, commercial enterprises, and
road crews that are specific for the Mad River Valley’s rural landscape.
The Planning Technical Team will work with Taskforce and local planning commissions to translate
technical recommendations into an appropriate planning framework. This planning framework could
include suggested bylaw update language, road policy recommendations with regard to maintenance and
construction, town/regional plan updates, and other resilience considerations.

3

Saxtons River
Watershed Collaborative

The Saxtons River Watershed Collaborative formed in the spring of 2015 to improve the
watershed’s ﬂood resiliency. With funding and support from the High Meadows Fund, the
18-month project will address resiliency at a watershed-scale through a multi-faceted
partnership that integrates conservation, education, and policy to protect public safety and
infrastructure while enhancing the watershed’s natural hydrology and ecological function.
Building strong relationships with diverse local public and private entities has been and will
continue to be a core goal of this project.
This project will:
• Mobilize students and volunteers to
restore key damaged riparian sites
through buﬀer plantings to improve
ﬂood resiliency and water quality.
• Seek to secure agreements to
establish river corridor conservation
easements with key landowners to
protect sensitive lands from future
development.
• Review existing ﬂoodplain ordinances
with Planning Commissions and
Selectboards and seek opportunities to
help guide future development.

Participating Towns:
Windham . Grafton . Westminster . Rockingham

Core Partners:
Windham Regional Commission
Windham County Natural Resources Conservation District
Vermont River Conservancy
Vermont Agency of Natural Resources

• Organize a public workshop that
provides
landowners
with
the
knowledge and resources to conserve
and manage lands in the river corridor.
• Establish a permanent education
center
that
facilitates
public
understanding of river dynamics and
conservation with a ﬂume at its center.

FOR MORE INFORMATION, PLEASE CONTACT:
Kim Smith
Windham Regional Commission
ksmith@windhamregional.org . (802) 257-4547 ext. 108

Quintown Collaborative: Preparing for the next flood together
Who:
The White River Partnership (WRP) and Two Rivers-Ottauquechee Regional Commission
(TRORC) have received a grant from the High Meadows Fund to implement a “Quintown
Collaborative: Preparing for the next flood together” Project. Primary Project partners
include the WRP, TRORC, Vermont Agency of Natural Resources, Vermont River
Conservancy, and representatives from the towns of Hancock, Rochester, and Stockbridge.
Where:
The Upper White River (UWR) watershed is a sub-watershed of Vermont’s White River
basin, encompassing the Towns of Granville, Hancock, Rochester, Stockbridge and
Pittsfield. The 5 UWR watershed towns are also known as the “Quintowns” and they have a
history of collaborating to address shared needs.
Why:
The Quintowns were devastated by Tropical Storm Irene flooding, but responded quickly
and effectively to emergency recovery needs. The Project builds on this model community
response by engaging the Quintowns in a collaborative process to identify shared
challenges and opportunities related to improving flood resilience in the UWR watershed.
What:
The Project goal is to raise awareness about and to generate support for on-the-ground
flood resilience projects in the Upper White River watershed. To accomplish this goal, the
Project will:
•

•

•

Develop 9 on-the-ground flood resilience projects identified by the Quintown
Collaborative Steering Committee, including culvert replacements, riparian buffer
plantings, and river corridor easements;
Engage Quintown communities in prioritizing on-the-ground projects identified by a
recent Middle & Upper White River Corridor Plan and a pending Upper White &
Tweed River culvert assessment; and
Raise awareness about flood vulnerabilities and solutions during a summer 2016
“Resilience Tour” that will highlight successful, on-the-ground flood resilience
projects in each Quintown.

For more information:
Mary Russ, Executive Director
White River Partnership
(802) 763-7733
mary@whiteriverpartnership.org

