
Town center	


Subdivision and Land Use Change at the Municipal 

Level: An Analysis of Trends and Strategies for 
Maintaining Intact Forests in Vermont

Jamey Fidel – General Counsel/	


Forest and Wildlife Program Director	


Vermont Natural Resources Council	





Background!
While close to 80% of the Vermont 
is forested, forest cover is actually 

declining in Vermont. 	


	


•  Certain data show that we lost 

one half percent of forest cover 
on an annual basis between 1992 
and 2002.	



•  Chittenden County experienced a 
4.4% reduction in forestland 
between 1982-1997.	



	


Development is responsible for this 
trend and forests are increasingly 

becoming fragmented across 
Vermont. 	
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Background!



Background!
	


	


	


•  Fragmentation usually starts with 

subdivision, the division of a 
parcel into two or more smaller 
lots. 	



•  The result is typically an increase 
in the number of parcel owners, 
which leads to new housing and 
infrastructure development 
(roads, septic, utility lines, etc.). 	
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Background!
•  Subdivision is creating more 

parcels. 	



•  The number of parcels increased 
from 61,900 in 1983 to 88,000 in 
2008. 	



•  Housing development on 
undeveloped forestland is 
increasing. 	



•  Between 2003 and 2009, the 
amount of undeveloped forestland 
in parcels 50 acres or larger 
decreased by about 34,000 acres. 	
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Methods!
•  In September 2010, the Vermont Natural Resources Council (VNRC) 

published a report entitled “Informing Land Use Planning and 
Forestland Conservation Through Subdivision and Parcelization Trend 
Information.”	



•   The report sought to understand how zoning affects subdivision rates 
and it contained findings from an analysis in eight towns across 
Vermont. 	



•  Now in Phase II of the project, VNRC conducted a second round of 
analysis in fourteen additional towns: Bolton, Brandon, Dorset, Fayston, 
Hardwick, Huntington, Jericho, Marlboro, Monkton, Morristown, 
Richmond, Shrewsbury, Tinmouth and West Windsor. 	



•  VNRC examined subdivision trends in each of these towns between 
2002 and 2010 to ground truth findings from the Phase I report.!



Methods!
	


•  Examined the degree to which Act 250 applied to subdivisions, and 

the implications of subdivision activity on the Use Value Appraisal 
(UVA or Current Use) Program.	



	


•  Spatial analysis of four case study towns to examine the impact of 

subdivision activity on wildlife habitat blocks. The spatial analysis 
overlaid habitat blocks (ANR data layer), zoning district 
boundaries, and parcels that were subdivided during the study 
period (2002-2010).   !



Results!
Final report on subdivision research in 14 

case study towns found:	



•  1,580 lots were created from 544 
subdivisions on a total of 46,272 
acres of land. 	



	


•  Phase I + Phase II study = 22 case 

study towns. 2,749 lots were created 
from 925 subdivisions over an 8 year 
period affecting a total of 70,827 
acres of land. 	



	


•  Only 1-2% triggered original 

jurisdiction under Act 250 review, 
meaning the project was large 
enough to trigger jurisdiction.  	



	





Results – Subdivision Analysis!
	


	


	



	


	



The average subdivision resulted in 
between 2.1 - 3.9 lots (including the 

parent parcel).	


	



•  The vast majority of 
subdivisions occurred in rural 
residential zoning districts.	



	


•  79% of all subdivisions and 

84% of the total acres 
subdivided were located either 
partially or fully within a 
“rural residential” type 
district.	



•  Forest resource features are 
vulnerable in towns that do 
not have adequate resource 
protection standards in rural 
residential districts. 	
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Results – Subdivision Analysis!
•  Very little subdivision activity took 

place fully or partially within natural 
resource related zoning districts.	



•  Only 15% of all subdivisions and 
22% of the total acres subdivided 
were located either partially or fully 
within a natural resource related 
zoning district.	



•  Natural resource zoning districts 
appear to be effective in limiting 
subdivision.	



•  Contributing factors may include 
steep slopes, a higher percentage of 
conserved land, and higher 
minimum lot sizes. 	



	





Results – Subdivision Analysis!	


	



•  Based on spatial analysis in four 
Phase II communities, between 50% 
and 68.8% of the subdivided acres 
were located within wildlife habitat 
blocks mapped by the Agency of 
Natural Resources.	



	



•  Subdivision increased the number 
of parcels potentially eligible for 
Current Use, but decreased the 
number of acres eligible for 
enrollment. 	



	


•  In the 100+ acre category: before 

subdivision, all 97 parent parcels 
were eligible for Current Use. 
After subdivision, 137 parcels 
were eligible – an increase of 40 
lots. 	





Implications and Applications 
in Vermont!

•  Act 250 appears to play a nominal role in reviewing subdivision 
development.	



	


•  Municipalities will need to address the impacts of fragmentation from 

subdivision unless Act 250 is strengthened to address it. 	


	


•  The subdivision analysis in the case study communities suggests that 

subdivision activity is limited in “natural resources” type zoning districts. 
Land use planning and implementation in the region should promote 
greater use of these districts. 	



•  Subdivision activity is occurring predominately in “rural residential” type 
districts, which include large blocks of forestland. Land use planning  
should focus on implementing zoning and subdivision standards in rural 
residential type districts that minimize the impacts of forest fragmentation. 	



!



Strategy Development!

Forest Fragmentation 	


Action Plan	



•  A roadmap for implementing 
priority strategies for reducing 
forest fragmentation and 
parcelization.	



•  Outlines concrete action steps for 
planning and zoning, conservation, 
education and advocacy strategies 
at the local, regional and state 
level.	



•  Available at http://vnrc.org/wp-
content/uploads/2014/05/Final-
Forest-Fragmentation-Action-
Plan.pdf 	
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Strategy Development - Technical Assistance !

•  Provides 15 individual chapters on 
regulatory and non-regulatory 
strategies to sustain forests and 
wildlife at the local and regional level.	



•  Includes case studies, examples of 
definitions and regulatory standards to 
conserve forest resources, and 
illustrations for effective site design.	



•  Was distributed to every local 
planning and conservation commission 
and regional planning commission in 
VT.	



•  Available online at http://vnrc.org/
programs/forests-wildlife/guide/	





Community Planning Toolbox!

•  The online community planning toolbox is an online series of modules for local 
decision makers that provides: 	



•  overviews of planning and Land Use Law;	


•  modules on land use strategies, tools, and case studies to address forest 

fragmentation; and	


•  case studies of communities who’ve used the tools.	



•  Available at www.vnrc.org/resources/community-planning-toolbox/	




