1 TOWN OF CHESTER

2 PLANNING COMMISSION
3 May 4, 2026, Minutes

4

5 Commission Members Present: Jeff Holden, Cathy Hasbrouck, and Hugh Quinn at Town Hall;
6 Carl Henshaw via Zoom. Absent: Scott MacDonald.
7
8 Staff Present: Preston Bristow, Town Planner, at Town Hall; Susan Bailey, Recording Secretary,
9 via Zoom.
10
11 Visitors Present: Allison Hopkins, of MARC, at Town Hall.
12
13 Call to Order
14
15 Chair Hugh Quinn called the meeting to order at 6:32 p.m.
16
17 Agenda Item 1, Approve Minutes from April 20, 2026 meeting.
18
19 Cathy moved and Jeff seconded a motion to approve the April 20, 2026 minutes. The minutes
20 were approved, as written.
21
22 Agenda Item 2, Citizen Comments
23
24 There were none.
25
26 Agenda Item 3, Town Plan Working Session (Chester SWOT analysis).
27
28 Allison noted they had covered strengths at the last meeting and this time they would cover
29 weaknesses. Carl wanted to add The Chester Telegraph to strengths as local journalism. Carl said
30 Chester was lucky for a town of its size to have a local paper that allowed public opinion,
31 dissent, and kudos. Preston agreed that not many towns had a resource like The Telegraph and,
32 although they didn’t always agree with their editorial philosophy, it was a fabulous way to keep
33 up with local news, a lot of towns wished they had something like it, and it was free to readers.
34 They also have a calendar of events and are an asset and a paper of record. Preston said if they
35 sent them a press release, they would share it and may report on it afterwards. The Vermont
36 Journal also covers Chester in print but is limited in their reporting capacity; they are also a
37 paper of record. Allison read the list of strengths from the last meeting, which included: business
38 incubation; small businesses; artisan community; internet connectivity; municipal services -
39 ambulance, fire, police; high quality local, regional, and major hospitals; public utilities; town
40 management; general character of the town; brand and name recognition; an attractive place to
41 live; four seasons; Stone Village; schools - K-12 in the village center and then high school within
42 walking distance; Village Center; recreation; infrastructure; proximity to ski economy; regional
43 transportation network; and the quarry industry. They discussed agriculture and adding North
44 Street Farmer’s Market, Snow Top Farm, and other area organic farms as strengths or
45 opportunities.
46
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47 Hugh mentioned the cross-commission workshop on June 9th hosted by the Select Board but
48 would include commissions who report to the Select Board. The goal of the meeting is to make
49 sure the different constituents and commissions are on the same page updating the town plan and
50 to share ideas. They will also share the SWOT analysis. Allison said it may qualify as a required
51 workshop for the planning grant. Hugh said the priority would be that all the commissions and
52 Select Board members had the opportunity to share their ideas and to gather feedback from the
53 public. They considered providing an opportunity for the public to view and offer feedback by
54 presenting it in high foot-traffic areas, such as the Clerk’s office, in front of Smitty’s, and having
55 an open house upstairs so the public had ample opportunity to view it and provide feedback.

56

57 They discussed weaknesses and where the town struggles. Aging folks and appropriate housing
58 were identified. Infrastructure, although a strength, could also be considered a weakness because
59 of limited capacity. Jeff clarified he was not against business coming in but they would not be
60 able to handle another food manufacturer. Carl said it was good to point that out because they
61 needed to understand what resources were available. Hugh said they shouldn’t limit themselves
62 to their existing abilities when envisioning possibilities or they would self-limit them. Jeff knew
63 what he had and how long it took to increase capacity. Julie has done a great job securing grant
64 money, which helped immensely.

65

66 Preston noted the town doesn’t have a marketing budget or economic development plans, but
67 does have an economic development commission. Preston said some people don’t want things to
68 change, especially in their neighborhood. Hugh said there is constant tension between what those
69 living in the village and those in the rural areas want. Cathy agreed it was a weakness if there
70 wasn't a united front. Although water and sewer didn’t service the rural area directly, they do
71 benefit from businesses who use it in town. Chester is within the top three towns in Vermont for
72 dirt roads, which was a weakness given the cost of maintaining them. There are vacant properties
73 and some in disrepair whose owners aren’t interested in fixing, able to fix, or interested in
74 selling. Jeff could relate to the cost of repairing properties and being unable to. The Jeffrey Barn,
75 which is owned by the town, is too expensive to repair. Carl wondered if a trade school could
76 provide labor and Jeff said because of budget constraints, a lot of trade programs no longer exist.
77 Hugh recalled a property owner whose house was built by high school kids through a program in
78 the 1970s.

79

8o Hugh would also include the schools in the weakness program. Hugh said he would include the
81 GMHS as a weakness because it’s a wreck and needs a ton of money. Test scores aren’t getting
82 better so he didn’t see it as a strength. Allison said whether it was true or not, it was the
83 perception. Preston said it was a strength that Chester has a high school but wasn’t sure if the fact
g4 it wasn’t thriving was a weakness or an opportunity. Hugh and Allison agreed. Preston thought if
85 the schools consolidated, Chester would be a loser. Carl said the schools have a ton of roof space
g6 and could partner with solar given the energy demand for data centers and Al. Preston said Carl
87 wrote an editorial in The Telegraph about why consolidation of schools doesn’t work, to which
88 Preston agreed that it did not save money. Carl said consolidation was a bad way to try to solve
89 the problem as schools attracted people to move here. Hugh said their current trajectory wasn’t
90 sustainable, but wasn’t sure what needed to change.

91

92 Allison wondered about personnel. Jeff said a lot of people aren’t willing to commit. When it
93 snows, they have to go to work or in water and wastewater, they don’t want to commit. Jeff said
94 most of the people who work there live here and it’s part of their community and why they stick
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95 it out. The people who aren’t from here, don’t stay long. Preston said they’re all old and talking
96 about retiring and sharing medical issues. Young people don’t aspire to do what they’re doing
97 and there doesn’t seem to be a succession plan and it was a genuine worry. Volunteer boards
98 seem to be heavily male and retired and it’s difficult to find young people willing to serve on
99 them. Jeff said people often complain to those who serve on boards yet they aren’t willing to
100 serve.
101
102 There used to be more medical services in Chester, including a local pharmacy. Hugh said there
103 aren’t enough white collar jobs in Chester. Carl thought Chester would attract remote workers
104 from other areas if they advertised in hot places like Texas. Preston knew people from Texas who
105 moved to Woodstock because of the cooler climate. That would come down to a marketing plan.
106 Hugh said some remote workers get called back and Carl could appreciate that. Hugh said unless
107 you’re a remote worker at a company that pays high salaries, it’s not easy to make money in
108 Chester and saw the ability to earn enough money as a threat or weakness. Allison said overall,
109 cost of living is a threat. Preston said the high cost of land and existing housing were threats, as
110 well as taxes. Carl saw demand and second homes as a threat. It was thought that 70% of homes
111 in Ludlow are second homes. Pre-COVID, it was 15T to 20% in Chester and is now over 30%. If
112 the median income for Chester is $55-60,000 and a starter home costs $400,000 and it needs
113 $100,000 in work, that’s not affordable. Carl realized he was privileged but said they won’t get
114 the young families with children if housing isn’t affordable. Carl suggested deed restrictions or
115 raising taxes. Hugh said Vermont has a long history of second homeownership that’s been around
116 hundreds of years and wondered if Carl saw the second homeowners as a threat. Carl thought
117 there were metrics that indicated once the number of second homes exceeds a certain number, it’s
118 detrimental and not healthy for the community. Hugh agreed. Carl said the world has changed
119 since he was a kid and the wealth/inequality gap had shifted significantly. Hugh said
120 wealth/inequality gap and affordability were threats. Preston said people who come from other
121 areas, like California, can afford to pay ridiculous prices and he didn’t like people having to live
122 in subsidized housing but didn’t see another answer. They could make the market less attractive
123 and having restrictions or covenants that control short-term rentals and second homeownership
124 may accomplish that. They could have deed restrictions and higher taxes for second
125 homeowners, which may drive buyers away and make homes available for others. The state was
126 already considering higher taxes for second homeowners. Vermont has about 650,000 people, or
127 the same size as Boston, and the state disperses at the state level about two-thirds of what’s
128 collected in taxes. Paying for the schools at the state level has changed a lot and there were
129 unintended consequences. Cathy suggested having the same software statewide for valuations.
130 Preston said New York State was proposing very high taxes for second homes. Hugh asked Carl
131 if it was a weakness or threat and Carl said the weakness was having a problem outside of their
132 control. If New York taxes second homeowners more, Vermont is next door so it could create
133 more of a problem for Vermont by seeing more demand for second homes here, which would
134 make affordability worse. Carl said the weakness was a two-market problem of second homes.
135 Cathy didn’t see it being an issue for Vermont if they wanted to stay in New York City. Preston
136 said a lot of the attention was very expensive penthouses in New York City. They decided that a
137 robust and active second home market was a weakness.
138
139 They discussed opportunities. Cathy suggested tax breaks for certain types of industries. Preston
140 said Chester could give a municipal tax break but the state would have to consider the two-thirds
141 the state collects. Some communities offer corporate welfare packages to encourage new
142 business. Chester has an economic development fund which Mediterrina and Alder Bakery have
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143 used and marketing this fund was discussed. Preston thought having a marketing and economic
144 development person could pay off. The Economic Development Commission would be meeting
145 soon to finalize surveys and solicit input from the public and drive projects based on the input.
146 Carl thought having businesses in Chester that are open regularly and doing well would
147 encourage other businesses to come. Preston was hopeful the commission would get them
148 business surveys which could change the conversation some. Hugh said a weakness should be
149 viewed as an opportunity they control. Hugh said things that are happening outside of Chester
150 may become opportunities so they should keep their eyes open. Climate migration would happen
151 and was an opportunity they could take advantage of because people will move north. Carl said
152 his company has smaller offices and they could create ones in Vermont. Corporate America
153 having branch offices in rural Vermont could help. Cathy wondered why people had branch
154 offices and Hugh said corporations typically don’t build branch offices with their employees in
155 mind and likely wouldn’t happen. Preston saw having an office in Chester as a way for a
156 company to retain talent. Cathy noted that office space would be cheaper in Chester than in a
157 city. During COVID, corporations were shutting down corporate offices all over the place,
158 selling buildings and all the real estate in the cities was abandoned and now people are getting
159 called back to the office but that likely wasn’t making employees happier or business better.
160 They were hoping to get a few businesses in Chester to realize the benefits. The cost of
161 electricity could present an opportunity with increased data center demands and solar
162 opportunities for Chester. Preston had been looking at tourism and Vermont could still be
163 well-positioned. Vermont is a day’s drive for a quarter of the nation’s population so it may
164 remain a tourist destination given the price of airfare and less Americans traveling to Europe but
165 less Canadians and Europeans are coming here. People used to come to Vermont to look at
166 farms, foliage, and go antiquing and Preston thought kids may find it boring, but noted kids love
167 animals. Hugh said his grandkids love going to VINS (Vermont Institute of Natural Science)
168 where there is lots to do and they don’t get tired of going there. Carl said his family participated
169 in Harvest Host while traveling the country. They saw agritourism and tourism as an opportunity.
170

171 Carl suggested having Uber here with the legal marijuana market. Preston had worked in
172 Killington and there were people who don’t want to have a car or drive, especially when they’ve
173 been drinking, so having Uber or something similar wasn’t a crazy idea. They agreed it could be
174 an opportunity.

175

176 Carl mentioned senior care given the demographics and having businesses related to that. Cathy
177 mentioned services to fix things. Preston said older people were also part of the economy, spent
178 money, and there was a migration of seniors to Vermont and something they shouldn’t ignore.

179

180 Hugh asked if anyone believed there was a threat in reduced state and federal funding to towns.
181 Jeft didn’t think so and thought the problem was federal funds had been squandered and wasted
182 at the state level. Hugh mentioned the federal government no longer funding SNAP and other
183 programs and wondered if that was a concern. Cathy said it was a threat they had no control over.
184 Allison said reductions to FEMA were a threat, and they're also asking states to have a larger
185 cost share for natural disasters which would trickle down to towns. Preston said administrations
186 come and go but it felt like there would be more competition for fewer dollars. Hugh saw
187 uncertainty, regardless of the administration, with federal money coming to states and it wasn’t
188 consistent. Carl thought they would see a squeezing of people on fixed incomes and purchasing
189 power would decrease over the next few years. Preston wasn’t optimistic that future times would
190 be well-funded.
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191 Allison said if they thought of more, she could always add it to the list as nothing was set in
192 stone and it was evolving. They will meet again on June 9th.

193

194 Agenda Item 4, Adjournment

195

196 Jeff moved to adjourn, and Cathy seconded the motion. The motion carried, unanimously. The
197 meeting was adjourned at 8:15 p.m.
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