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I.  Brief History of the Circ


The idea of a 16 mile-long highway stretching from Essex to Burlington is not a new one.  In 1966, the predecessor to the Chittenden County Circumferential Highway (The Circ) known as the Essex Bypass was included in the Vermont Department of Highway's "Greater Burlington Plan."  It would take an additional 16 years before federal funds would be provided to build the Circ as a "demonstration project."  The first environmental impact statement was prepared in 1986 identifying the potential of increased air pollution and urban sprawl.  However in 1993, construction was completed on the 4.5 mile stretch surrounding the town of Essex Junction.  The overall cost of the Circ Highway was well over $160 Million.  The first phase of the highway has been constructed at a cost of $50 Million.  Ten years later, there are still many financial and environmental challenges to the development of the Circ amidst discussions of work on the second leg of the Circumferential Highway (Exhibit 1-2).  


The development of the Circ is a complex issue involving multiple participants and decision makers.  It has inevitably become a failure in many ways.  For example, it has been recognized by a watchdog group known as Taxpayers for Common Sense and Friends of the Earth as being one of the "50 most wasteful highway projects in the United States."  The Sierra Club has even noted that the Circ is by far the worst example of a "sprawl-inducing project."  


Proponents of the Circ, including IBM and its supporters contend that it will lead to increased economic growth and job opportunities.  However, many environmentalist groups argue that the negative externalities will outweigh any potential benefits and that job losses will become inevitable.  


It will not be the purpose of this paper to highlight the major views of all the participants although it should be evident that there are two unique schools of thought which have emerged from the Circ.  I will focus on the opponents of the Circ and primarily an organization known as the Conservation Law Foundation.  There are several other environmental groups which have emerged as key stakeholders in this issue.  These groups include the Vermonters for Sensible Transportation, Friends of the Earth, the Sierra Club, and the VPIRG to name a few.  However, the CLF is perhaps the most notable advocate of alternative land use and has been very effective in attaining its objectives.  In the pages which follow, I will highlight the CLF's goals in more detail along with identifying some of the key arguments surrounding the anti-Circ movement.  

II.  History of the CLF


The Conservation Law Foundation was founded in 1966 as an advocacy group for a plethora of environmental issues.  Since its inception, it has established a vast array of experts and identifies itself as a pioneer in the field of environmental law.  Its employees include attorneys, scientists, and even economists and it is supported by several thousand members.  CLF is the only "New England-wide public interest environmental law organization and its nonprofit organization is the nations oldest regional environmental group."  The organization has focused on five environmental areas including agriculture, communities, clean air and climate change, natural resources, and marine resources.  


CLF takes a holistic approach to identifying and dealing with environmental concerns.  It does not believe that peripheral solutions to these issues are effective.  Rather, the organization employs the mentality that environmental problems require permanent solutions.  Below is an excerpt from the organization's mission statement.

The Conservation Law Foundation works to solve the environmental problems that threaten the people, natural resources, and communities of New England.  CLF's advocates use law, economics, and science to design and implement strategies..."

Implicit in the above mission is the fact that CLF embraces a holistic approach to dealing with some of our major environmental concerns.  The organization realizes that environmental problems can not be solved without involvement of several different stakeholders.  One could argue that the CLF's objectives are comprised of a unique combination of ecocentrism and sustainable development.  The value of sustainable development will be made clear in the latter pages where we will briefly see the development of a sister organization known as CLF Ventures.  
Perhaps one of CLFs major strengths is its ability to adapt to change.  There is a prescribed set of norms and an evident CLF culture which has been established.  However, the organization realizes that in attaining its goals, it must be willing to take risks and be proactive in countering they symptoms of organizational entropy.  Having thus provided the reader with a brief background of the objectives of the CLF, it is now critical to highlight some of the arguments which have been developed against the construction of the Circ.

III.  CLF fights the Circ


What are the environmental impacts of the Circ?  Would the highway solve transportation problems, or simply increase water pollution, traffic congestion, and sprawling land-use patterns?  These are only a few questions which have been posed by the CLF in increasing environmental awareness to the greater Vermont community.  There are two critical negative externalities created from the development of the Circ.  I will highlight these briefly although it is important to note that the potential impacts are significant.

A)  Water pollution in Lake Champlain
CLF argues that stormwater pollution will dramatically increase with the construction of the Circ.  They highlight that further development of the Circ will cause the introduction of "hundreds of tons of new stormwater pollution...including sediment, phosphorus, and heavy metals."  Recently, the stormwater permits had expired but were renewed by the state environmental agency citing that the builders would still address the pollution issue.  CLF is currently appealing the stormwater permit to the Vermont Water Resources Board citing that it will increase pollutants in nearby waterways that are already polluted as well as setting precedence for other private developers. 
B)  Threat of Urban Sprawl
Many opponents of the Circ have indicated that it will simultaneously increase traffic congestion and exacerbate sprawl in the greater Chittenden County.  Former governor Dean was even quoted as saying, "I'm not supporting the highway with great enthusiasm.  The Circ will further sprawl.  I have not been much of a cheerleader for the Circumferential Highway."

The CLF further argues that congestion on the Circ will increase by 14-15% and that congestion countywide will increase by over 2% with construction of segments A-B.  Additionally, the wide held belief among environmental groups is that the Circ will continue to promote our auto-dependency and reliance on imported oil while contributing to increased sprawl.  The effect will be increased air and water pollution.  A recent study by Friends of the Earth even found that Chittenden County is on the brink of violating several of the standards outlined in the Clean Air Act.  With this in mind, it is difficult to understand the long-run positive effects of such a project.  


There are evidently several other arguments which the CLF has made against the construction of the Circ.  However, it is important to note that the two impacts described above will inevitably damage parts of our ecosystem and only aid in exacerbating new environmental issues.  The CLF along with Friends of the Earth has thus proposed an alternative approach referred to as LUTRAQ ("Making the Lane Use, Transportation, Air Quality Connection").  This approach has been a successful alternative in other areas of the United States such as Oregon which used the strategy as an alternative to adopting a major highway.  Essentially, LUTRAQ involves an assessment of how improvements in transit service, bike paths, pedestrian walkways, and existing roadways could be used collectively to meet the needs of a growing population.  Although the idea has received high praise from some state governments, it has not been adopted by the Vermont legislature as an alternative, more efficient means to solve traffic congestion.
IV.  Success/Failure of the CLF


The intent of the above sections was to highlight some of the key philosophies and beliefs of the CLF as well as providing the reader with greater insight to the environmental concerns relating to the Circ.  However, the author has yet to describe what strategies have worked for the CLF as well as addressing some of the key challenges to the CLF.  It will be the purpose of this section, to describe in more detail some of these issues in general and as it pertains to the Circ.


Overall, the CLF has been a very successful organization with support from several  environmental advocacy groups.  Additionally, it has been able to effectively combine legal action, scientific research, and networking to reach its goals.  In the context of our readings, I would refer to the CLF as having the characteristics of a transformational and adversial organization.  It has also established a legacy which supports the desire to work with communities, activist, groups, and legal experts to solve environmental problems.  Some of their success stories include the restoration of millions of pounds of fish to New England fisheries, saving children from the threat of lead poisoning, and the elimination of automobiles from most of the Cape Cod National Seashore.  CLF has also been able to bring awareness to environmental issues such as the Circ through an activist center known as Action Network.  This group has over 800,000 members comprised of over 170 environmental and population advocacy groups.  Additionally, CLF has joined with eight other organizations to develop the Vermont Smart Growth Collaborative.  The collaborative is focused on the concept of sustainable development in Vermont communities in an effort to stop sprawl and foster a culture that supports more efficient development patterns.  But perhaps one of the most successful programs which CLF has started is CLF Ventures.  This nonprofit consulting firm is an extension of CLF and works with both private and public organizations to attain financial success while being environmentally conscious.  Hence CLF is truly able to extend its influence beyond other environmental advocacy groups and enter into collaborations with unlikely partners.


In terms of the Circ, the CLF has attained much success in thwarting its progress.  Specifically, it has been able to effectively challenge critical aspects of the Circ development to the extent that only 4.5 miles has been completed since its inception in 1966!  Additionally, it has been able to gain alliances with a variety of different groups along with increasing awareness of the negative implications of the Circ.


However the CLF will be challenged in the near future as discussions for development of the second leg of the Circ begin and support from Governor Douglas becomes more public.  Additionally, the stormwater permit for the Circ was approved two months ago setting another major blow to the environmentalists.  


A final challenge to highlight is the issue of funding for the CLF.  As a nonprofit organization, the CLF is highly dependent on charitable contributions and it is at times forced to make difficult decisions on issues that are of lower priority.  This will inevitably pose another distinct challenge to the organization as it looks for extensive funding from its supporters.
V.  Where we stand with the Circ 

It is evident that the CLF has been able to attain a great deal of success on environmental issues in New England.  It has been able to do so with an integration of scientific, legal, and market-based models.  However the CLF will have many challenges in the near future.  One of its major challenges will be convincing the state that the Circ is not in our best interest.  That argument will be a hard sell as large business interests begin to dominate the Vermont politic landscape.  Additionally, the 2003 environmental impact assessment just gave the green light to build the Circ.  This will only add to the increased challenges facing the CLF and other environmental groups who oppose the Circ.  Therefore it is critical for the CLF to continue to build alliances and to promote alternatives to the Circ that will support our growing population while conserving our environment.
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