Bennington County Regional Commission
Energy Program
FINAL REPORT – December 2009 through June 2011
The Bennington County Regional Commission (BCRC) received an Energy Efficiency and Conservation
Block Grant (002240‐AEECBG‐MUN‐004) in the amount of $80,000 to complete specified activities de‐
signed to support energy awareness, conservation, and efficiency in the Region’s seventeen municipali‐
ties. All activities identified in the approved work plan, with minor modifications and additions, have
been completed. Following is a synopsis of project activities; required final reports and financial infor‐
mation is being submitted separately.
Energy Efficiency and Conservation Strategies
The BCRC completed work on a 56‐page comprehensive Regional Energy Plan, held public information
sessions to present and take feedback on the Plan, and convened a final public hearing on the docu‐
ment. The Plan has guided the Commission’s work and participation in energy programs and project
reviews, has been distributed to towns, and is available on the Commission’s website. A presentation
has been developed by BCRC staff and is used regularly at town planning commission meetings and at
regional energy meetings and events.
Regional Energy Plan Goals and Objectives










Reduce total energy consumption while maintaining a
high quality of life and a vibrant local economy.
Encourage energy conservation in residential, commer‐
cial, industrial, public/institutional, natural resource, and
transportation sectors.
Increase opportunities to make energy choices at the
local level.
Assure diversity in the mix of energy sources to minimize
the impacts of a supply restriction in any particular fuel.
Decrease our reliance on non‐local energy sources
through conservation and development and use of local
renewable energy sources.
Make energy choices that minimize adverse impacts to
the environment.
Maximize energy efficiency by matching fuel type to end
use.
Assure both an adequate supply of electricity and a se‐
cure distribution network to meet the region’s needs.
Promote a sustainable local economy and personal life‐
styles that are consistent with future energy realities.
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Availability of inexpensive energy-dense
fossil fuels has enabled rapid growth over
the past century. And we have used a lot
of energy…The world consumes enough
oil to fill a volume the size of the Bennington Battle Monument every five
minutes; that is twelve monuments every
hour, and over 280 every day and over
100,000 every year….

Several municipal energy plans, either stand‐alone documents or elements of the local comprehen‐
sive plan have been prepared with BCRC staff assistance. The Bennington Town Plan was updated
with a fully developed and revised energy plan. That plan also included references to energy in each
section of the document (e.g., land use, transportation, housing, public facilities and services,…),
recognizing the pervasive influence of energy in all aspects of community life. The Town of Dorset’s
energy committee also worked closely with the BCRC during the development of their new municipal
plan; that effort has led to a new comprehensive energy plan for the town that includes strategies for
energy conservation in the residential, commercial, public, and transportation sectors, and will incor‐
porate an inventory of municipal and school energy use.

Well-maintained shoulders like this one along
state highways encourage bicycling.

General stores provide convenient services
for residents, and can benefit from a variety
of energy conservation improvements.

Municipal energy plans contain
local examples and recommendations for energy savings in all areas
of community life.

The Energy Star rating system for new
residential construction. Proper construction, heating/cooling, appliances,
and lighting yield lower scores
(improved energy conservation).

Energy elements also have been completed for updates to the Shaftsbury, Stamford, and Woodford
town plans. The BCRC has worked with all member towns and villages to ensure that energy consid‐
erations are reflected in a comprehensive manner throughout local planning documents.
Additional energy education measures have included regional energy network meetings (ongoing,
next is planned in conjunction with the Vermont Natural Resources Council to take place in July
2011), movies and workshops co‐hosted with other local organizations (covering topics such as local
food production/distribution, alterative transportation, and adapting the local economy to higher
energy prices and reduced energy availability), and columns published in the local newspaper. The
BCRC also has participated actively in the “Farm to Plate” initiative in the region. The BCRC
co‐sponsored a presentation by energy educator and author Chris Martenson in Manchester and has
worked with the Post Carbon Institute to bring Richard Heinberg to Vermont for a series of talks
(scheduled for October).
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“It is time to help people conserve energy and transition
from fossil fuels; otherwise, we risk helping people stay
warm this year while leaving them totally unprepared for
the reality they will face for the rest of their lives…..”

“How we adapt to this harsh new reality will determine
whether we will be able to enjoy a good quality of life in
the future. We will have to make fundamental changes in
how we get around, heat our homes, obtain our food, and
structure our economies….”

“Like any energy source, utilization of our local resources
comes with some down sides, but careful utilization can
produce a significant amount of energy, reduce demand for
unreliable, expensive, and environmentally destructive
imported energy, and support local economic systems……”

Excerpts from some of the regional energy committee’s newspaper columns: arguing for conservation
over energy subsidies, development of local renewable energy resources, and the need to effect fundamental changes because of the reality of “peak oil.”

Building Energy Inspections and Incentive Programs
The BCRC worked with Efficiency Vermont and community volunteers to complete
over 60 home energy visits in the towns of Bennington, Pownal, Shaftsbury,
Sunderland, Arlington, Manchester, and Dorset. As part of this “Vermont Commu‐
nity Energy Mobilization Project” energy‐saving lights, plumbing fixtures, and
insulation were given to homeowners after an inspection of the house and sharing
information about professional energy audits and energy conservation incentive
programs.
The BCRC partnered with Efficiency Vermont and local business organizations in
Bennington and Manchester to conduct over 50 small business energy visits,
assessing energy‐saving opportunities and providing information on incentive pro‐
grams for lighting, refrigeration, and weatherization.
To assist residents and business owners in all matters related to energy conservation and efficiency,
the BCRC has compiled two resource lists that include contacts and information about organizations
and businesses that offer various services and products related to energy conservation and efficiency.
Grant and Other Technical Assistance
The BCRC worked with the municipal governments, school districts, and fire districts in Rupert, Dorset,
Manchester, Shaftsbury, Bennington, and North Bennington on various applications for energy conser‐
vation improvements to buildings. Commission staff also provided assistance to local citizen groups
seeking funding and support for local food and energy education initiatives and successfully worked
with the owner of a large historic industrial building to obtain a grant to replace the complex’s aging
heating system with a new efficient system.
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The BCRC worked extensively with the Bennington
County Industrial Corporation, businesses in the local
“composites cluster,” two universities, and the regional
career development center on several related initiatives
intended to support expansion of composites research,
development, and manufacturing in the region. Com‐
posites are lightweight and high‐strength materials used
to greatly increase the fuel efficiency of automobiles,
aircraft, and other vehicles. A proposal for a composites
research and development center has been developed
along with funding, secured through a USDA grant, to
expand composites workforce development efforts to
support the local businesses.
Composite demand by the aerospace industry is
expected to double in the next five years.

Transportation and Land Use

BCRC has dedicated considerable time and effort working on a project that will provide the informa‐
tion, engineering, and agreements needed to re‐establish passenger rail service to and through south‐
western Vermont. In addition to being represented on the project management team, the BCRC has
provided data, mapping support, and has reviewed and commented on all products developed by the
project consultants.
Assistance has been provided to several communities seeking to improve bicycle and pedestrian
mobility and safety. The BCRC has helped to advance sidewalk construction projects in Stamford and
North Bennington, has developed a sidewalk inventory and needs assessment for Bennington, and has
worked with local officials and potential developers of a multi‐
use pathway between Dorset and Manchester. Staff also
helped organize a workshop on bicycling and presented infor‐
mation on bicycling, public transportation options, and alterna‐
tive energy vehicles at the Community College of Vermont. A
new multi‐modal transportation facility, designed specifically to
improve public transit services in the region, is being imple‐
mented with support from BCRC’s transportation and energy
planning staff.
The BCRC was an active proponent of the Way to Go commuter challenge in the region. Staff reached
out to several large employers and publicized the program through various media outlets, including a
front‐page article in the Bennington Banner.
The BCRC continues to review municipal plans and bylaws to assess how effectively they address en‐
ergy conservation and efficiency measures. Rather than focusing narrowly on just one or two chapters
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or sections, BCRC has reviewed and provided assistance in ensuring that newly developed plans con‐
sider energy conservation throughout. Assistance also has been provided to towns seeking to imple‐
ment innovative ways to address energy efficiency through their land use regulations.

Sample Zoning Fee Schedule Based on House Size and Energy Efficiency
House Size

Zoning Fee

HERS Score

Refund Amount

Less than 1500 sq ft

$100

> 80

0

60 - 79

$50

< 60

$100

> 80

0

60 - 79

$100

< 60

$200

> 80

0

60 - 79

$125

< 60

$300

1500 - 2500 sq ft

2500 - 4000 sq ft

More than 4000 sq ft

$250

$500

$1000

> 80

0

60 - 79

$200

< 60

$500

Innovative zoning fee schedule, developed as part of BCRC’s Energy Program, that provides incentives for
building houses that meet energy efficiency standards.

Energy Distribution
Recognizing the growing significance of energy distribution (principally electric) systems to our energy
future, the BCRC has invited VELCO and CVPS to several Commission meetings. Information was pre‐
sented and ideas generated concerning improvements to the “southern loop,” including a new substa‐
tion in Bennington (BCRC has participated in pre‐application reviews in anticipation of the Section 248
proceedings). The BCRC also has been involved in discussions with renewable energy developers (see
next section), including possible combined heat and power facilities, regarding their ability to tie into
the power grid and support a strong regional network of distributed generators.
Renewable Energy Technologies
The BCRC’s regional energy committee and staff spent more time than anticipated working on various
aspects of several renewable energy projects that have been proposed for the area. The largest pro‐
ject involved a 29.5 MW biomass generating facility integrated with a wood pellet fuel manufacturing
plant. The BCRC met with developers and interested parties several times, co‐hosted (with Bennington
College) a forum on the scientific, economic, and social aspects of biomass energy, participated in Sec‐
tion 248 proceedings as an intervenor, and produced a detailed technical memo that was subsequently
used as a reference document by many parties in the discussion. Principal findings by BCRC were that
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there is abundant low‐grade wood feed‐
stock resources in the area, making bio‐
mass a potentially attractive energy alter‐
native, but that the scale of the project,
requiring over 1.1 million gallons of diesel
annually to supply and operate the plant,
led to a low net energy yield and brought
into question the sustainability of the pro‐
ject. The Section 248 application is not
being pursued at this time.
BCRC co‐sponsored a biomass energy forum with Bennington College.
A different application of biomass has
been the investigation of the use of this
energy source as a replacement for the aging oil boilers at the regional hospital’s (Southwestern Ver‐
mont Medical Center’s) central utility plant. After learning that the hospital planned to replace its old
oil boilers with new oil boilers, the BCRC intervened in the Act 250 process and requested that the hos‐
pital examine the feasibility of various biomass options for space heating and co‐generation. Based
on the study, the hospital has formed an energy exploration committee consisting of senior hospital
staff, the BCRC’s executive director, and regional energy committee members. Based on initial find‐
ings, it appears that a biomass option will be the preferred alternative. The BCRC is working with the
Bennington County Sustainable Forest Consortium to demonstrate how this use of biomass can be
beneficial to the region’s forests and economy.

The BCRC has been active in helping to advance two small hydroelectric generating projects in the
region. In concert with its Brownfields redevelopment program, the BCRC’s energy program has
provided technical assistance to a property owner seeking to convert an old paper mill building into
residential uses while re‐establishing a 250 KW hydroelectric facility at the adjacent dam on the
Walloomsac River in Bennington. The BCRC has helped the property owner with environmental re‐
views and coordination with state regulators who
oversee stream water quality issues. The project is
expected to begin generating electricity in the near
future. The Town of Pownal owns a dam and adja‐
cent land on the Hoosic River; the site formerly was
used to generate electricity at a tannery. The town
and BCRC have worked with a developer who is at‐
tempting to establish a 400+ KW generating facility
at the site. A feasibility study and initial environ‐
mental assessment have been completed.

The “Paper Mill” site on the Walloomsac River will
soon be generating renewable electricity again.

Also in Pownal, a developer has completed plans
for development of a 2.2 MW solar generating
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Solar array similar to the one planned for construction in
Pownal; the BCRC’s energy committee provided support to the
project developer during the Section 248 process.

facility at the former Green Mountain Racetrack property. The BCRC’s energy committee met with the
developer and helped formulate the plan to ensure that it was feasible and acceptable to the commu‐
nity. Development of the facility is planned to begin later this year.
The BCRC also has met with the owner of a dairy farm in Bennington who is hoping to develop a
methane biodigester to produce electricity. The regional energy committee specifically offered to as‐
sist with the effort to obtain local sources of food waste to supplement the manure that will be used to
fuel the facility. BCRC staff has met with local officials in Stamford and a developer who is hoping to
develop a small (2—4 MW) commercial wind generating facility at a site near the center of that town.
The BCRC has provided GIS data and facilitated a discussion of renewable energy with local officials in
anticipation of further reviews of the proposal.
Local Economy / Local Agriculture
One of the key conclusions of the Bennington
Regional Energy Plan is that development of
a sustainable local economy—and, in par‐
ticular, strong expansion in local food pro‐
duction—will greatly enhance energy conser‐
vation by reducing the amount of energy
used to produce, process, and transport food
and other resources from remote locations to
the region. Toward this end, the BCRC has
partnered with two transition town organiza‐
tions in the region, farmer’s markets, and

The Walloomsac Farmer’s Market
in Bennington is one of the area’s
centers for local food distribution.
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“buy local” advocates to host a series of events showcasing the importance of “local” in the local
economies of the region’s communities. The BCRC has added commissioners representing local agri‐
culture and local businesses to its organization and is working with them to sponsor meetings, film
showings, and related community‐building events that are intended to lead to new initiatives to sup‐
port sustainable local economies. The BCRC has identified a potential site for a permanent local food
center in Bennington and will be hosting a series of public meetings on local agriculture beginning in
September.
Conclusion
Funding provided through the EECBG program has supported the Bennington County Regional
Commission in its development of a strong energy planning program over the past two years. The
BCRC is committed to continuing to integrate energy‐related issues, concerns, and opportunities in all
of its planning programs in the future. Additional financial support will be pursued so that the
Commission can implement specific initiatives and projects to support energy conservation and
development of renewable energy resources throughout the region.

Graphic from the Bennington Regional Energy Plan showing the array
of renewable and nonrenewable resources available to fuel our future.

Final Report Submitted: July 5, 2011
Bennington County Regional Commission
James D. Sullivan, Director
111 South Street ‐ Suite 203 ‐ Bennington, VT 05201
www.bcrcvt.org
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