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GOAL3
Ensure the transportation network enhances residents’ overall 
quality of life, supports regional land-use goals, and expands 
economic opportunities.

a.	 Ensure that construction and maintenance of the transportation network minimizes negative impactson 
natural, cultural, and scenic resources.

b.	 Use appropriate Complete Streets techniques depending on the land-use context, including as described 
in Table 4.

c.	 Develop and maintain rail, truck freight, and air facilities in a manner that supports efficient operation of 
the system, ensures compatibility with the host community, and increases economic opportunities for 
the region.

d.	 Implement the land-use and transportation recommendations from regionally endorsed (i.e., TAC or 
NRPC board) corridor plans.

e.	 Implement the goals of the Vermont Comprehensive Energy Plan when developing new transportation 
projects and programs.

f.	 Ensure that new land development does not negatively impact the safety of any mode within the 
transportation network.

g.	 New public and private transportation infrastructure shall be designed and built to interconnect with 
adjacent land development(s).
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NATURAL AND CULTURAL RESOURCES

ASSETS AND VALUES
The region is a reflection of its people and its land. With a traditionally agrarian, working landscape framed 
by the Green Mountains and Lake Champlain, Franklin and Grand Isle Counties are still heavily dependent on 
the natural resource base. With a built environment largely defined by compact villages surrounded by open 
countryside, the region retains much of its rural character.

The region is home to an abundance of archaeological, historic, and cultural resources.  The archaeological 
resources provide clear evidence of the region’s extensive and longstanding indigenous habitation, while many 
of the historic resources are tangible reminders of the communities built following the arrival of Europeans in 
North America.  Cultural value is attached to events and physical items from prehistory through to the present 
day.

Archaeological resources include the villages, hunting camps, trade networks and burial grounds associated 
with indigenous people. Significant indigenous archaeological resources are known to be located in the vicinity 
of Route 78 in Swanton and Monument Road in Highgate.  The location of many other such sites in the region 
remain private to protect their integrity. The Vermont Division for Historic Preservation maintains a listing 
of the 522 known archaeological sites within the region, of which 410 have detailed data. This figure likely 
represents a small fraction of significant sites in the region given that indigenous peoples lived in many places 
and intensive investigation of pre-historic site locations has not been undertaken.  The Abenaki of Missisquoi 
continue to maintain a deep connection to the area in many ways, including via their tribal headquarters in 
Swanton.

Similarly, several historic settlements, sites and structures in the region (most reflecting post-colonial 
settlement) have been identified and entered into the State Register of Historic Places. In addition, over 75 
properties within the region are included in the National Register of Historic Places. These include historic 

GOALS
1.	Protect significant natural resources, including air, wetlands, wildlife, lakes, ponds, 

woodlands, earth resources, open spaces, groundwater resources and wildlife 
habitat.

2.	Protect and conserve historically significant buildings and locations, archaeological 
resources, and important scenic and aesthetic resources, starting with those 
identified in local and regional plans.

3.	Maintain and wherever possible improve the quality of lakes, ponds, rivers, streams 
and groundwater.
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Deer wintering areas, or “deer yards,” provide critical habitat for white tail deer and other species of 
vertebrates. These areas of hemlock, spruce, fir, cedar and pine species provide shelter from deep snows and 
permit easier winter travel for deer, compared to deciduous forests. Deer yards also benefit 169 of Vermont’s 
386 vertebrate species (excluding fish). Of these, five species are threatened or endangered, and four are of 
special concern due to their limited population size. Numerous deer wintering areas have been identified 
throughout Franklin and Grand Isle Counties, the most extensive of which are located in the heavily forested 
areas of eastern Franklin County. 

For habitat serving large mammal populations, the area along the Green Mountains on the eastern boundary 
of the region is critical. The Cold Hollow to Canada initiative is a partnership of community members in 
Franklin and Lamoille Counties. Its mission is to work together toward the common goal of land stewardship 
and wildlife habitat conservation across property and municipal boundaries through education, outreach 
and conservation of land and water resources. On a larger scale, several state and federal organizations have 
mapped large contiguous habitat blocks in the Green Mountains and vital corridors that connect them; these 
connectors are important for enabling the movement of large mammals (Map 11).

Scenic Resources: The region’s scenic resources are 
plentiful and include both natural and human-influenced 
elements. Undeveloped ridgelines are among the region’s 
highly valued natural scenic resources, serving both as 
vantage points (the areas we enjoy views from) and as 
terminal views (and create the scene we are enjoying 
through our observation).  Because impacts on scenic 
resources are assessed as part of the Act 250 development 
review process, communities in the Region may wish to 
incorporate a scenic resource assessment as part of their 
planning processes.

GOALS AND POLICIES

GOAL1
Protect significant natural resources, including air, wetlands, 
wildlife, lakes, ponds, woodlands, earth resources, open spaces, 
groundwater resources and wildlife habitat.

a.	 Support efforts to reduce air pollutants generated in the region from the residential, commercial, 
industrial and transportation sectors.

b.	 Ensure that development will not present an undue risk of degrading the region’s air quality.
c.	 Plan, construct and manage mineral and earth resource extraction and processing facilities to ensure 

that negative impacts are limited and rehabilitation is certain. Minimize noise and adverse impacts on 
existing or planned uses within the vicinity of the project, fish and wildlife habitat, water quality, prime 
agricultural soils and scenic resources. Ensure projects do not interfere with the function and safety of all 
modes within the transportation system.

d.	 Ensure that development in floodplain or river corridor areas does not impede the flow of flood waters 
or endanger public health, safety and welfare.

e.	 Locate and configure land development to avoid the fragmentation of and adverse impacts to natural 
areas, forest blocks, critical wildlife habitat and connectivity areas identified in the regional plan or local 
plans by the Vermont Agency of Natural Resources, or through site investigation.

f.	 Ensure that outdoor lighting is designed to minimize the amount of light leaving development sites, 
overly bright areas or hot spots, and the amount of light pollution illuminating the night sky.

g.	 Assist in efforts to combat the spread of invasive species. 

Moose in a Highgate Wetland
PHOTO CREDIT: Bill Ashton
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GOAL2
Protect and conserve historically significant buildings and 
locations, archaeological resources, and important scenic and 
aesthetic resources identified in local and regional plans.

a.	 Ensure that new land development minimizes impact on archaeological sites.
b.	 Ensure that land development along prominent ridgelines and hilltops is designed to fit within the 

landscape and avoid undue adverse visual impacts.
c.	 Encourage communication facilities to limit their impact on scenic resources by reducing their size or 

location so that exterior lighting is not required, by seeking opportunities for co-location, and by choosing 
sites, shapes and colors of structures that reduce visual impact.

d.	 Encourage energy generation and distribution facilities to minimize their visual impact on ridgelines, 
slopes and open areas.

e.	 Ensure that historically significant buildings and locations are conserved and/or made available for 
adaptive reuse whenever feasible considering their cost and condition.

GOAL3 Maintain and wherever possible improve the quality of lakes, 
ponds, rivers, streams and groundwater.

a.	 Forbid the use of persistent harmful and toxic pollutants in groundwater recharge areas or in areas where 
they could enter surface or sub-surface waters.

b.	 Ensure that development mitigates the anticipated effects on water quality through Low Impact 
Development techniques, such as limiting the amount of impervious surface on a site and incorporating 
adequate amounts of vegetation, trees and shrubs to aid in stormwater treatment.

c.	 Improve surface water quality and protect it from point and non-point nutrient loading.
d.	 Maintain and expand vegetative buffers along surface waters of sufficient width as a tool for improving 

water quality and protecting habitat.
e.	 Support efforts to remove as much of the Missisquoi and Carry Bay causeways as possible given 

permitting and funding constraints.
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CURRENT LAND USE PATTERNS
The region is composed of two counties with distinctly different land features that have influenced unique 
human settlement and use patterns over time (Map 12). 

The topography of Grand Isle County consists of generally flat areas to rolling hills characterized by large 
farm fields, orchards and wetlands, and the county is surrounded on three sides by the small beaches and 
rocky shoreline of Lake Champlain. Predominantly clay soils and lack of public wastewater facilities limit 
development possibilities. As a popular summer destination, families have built camps and second-homes 
along the shoreline. With a population that more than doubles in the summer months and a continuing trend 
of converting seasonal homes to year-round use, the island’s villages and amenities are growing, particularly in 
South Hero and Alburgh. US Route 2 (the region’s first and only Scenic Byway) bisects the county from north to 
south and serves as the only access on and off the islands. 

Franklin County’s topography changes markedly from the Lake Champlain Valley in the west to the rising spine 
of the Green Mountains in the east. Farmland is highly concentrated in the Champlain Valley and extends east 
along the Missisquoi River Valley. East of the Champlain Valley, the topography gets hillier and more forested, 
particularly along the eastern border in Richford, Montgomery and Bakersfield. Franklin County has generally 
maintained the traditional pattern of densely settled villages surrounded by sparsely populated farm and forest 
land, although over the last several decades farmland conversion and a demand for affordable housing and has 
led to scattered homes throughout some of the rural areas of the county. In a few areas, commercial sprawl 
has become a concern. In the west of the county is St. Albans City, the region’s only urban center, and the 
Interstate 89 Corridor, which provides quick access to Chittenden County and Montreal. These features orient 
the settlement pattern toward the west and the south for access to jobs, shopping and services in St. Albans 
City and via I-89.

ASSETS, OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES
Designated Centers
Vermont has established a framework of “designations” to offer incentives that encourage communities to 
maintain vibrant concentrated settlements separated by rural countryside. These programs provide a variety 
of incentives for development in the designated areas, but each program has a set of unique goals for making 

TABLE 5: State Designations
DESIGNATION INTENT/INCENTIVES

Village Center
Village Center Designation supports small town revitalization with a variety of tax credits and 
priority consideration for several state grants. Village Center planning also helps to build community 
connections and economic resilience.

Downtown
Downtown Designation provides communities with the help and resources they need to make 
downtown revitalization a community effort through a variety of incentives ranging from tax credits to 
tax increment financing to priority consideration for many state grants.

Growth Center
The Growth Center program designates areas that are planned for new development in keeping with 
historic development patterns and offers a variety of incentives ranging from tax increment financing to 
Act 250 master permit application to priority consideration for many state grants.

New Town Center

The New Town Center program provides the option for town that lack a historic downtown to designate 
a New Town Center. Benefits include being able to set up a special tax district to fund capital and 
operating costs of a project in the center, in addition to affording certain benefits during Act 250 Review 
and priority consideration for many state grants.

Neighborhood 
Development Area

The Neighborhood Development Area program designates areas that are within or adjacent to village 
centers, new town centers or growth centers for mixed income housing, providing special permit and 
tax incentives for communities and developers.
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Land Use Planning Areas
Agricultural Resource Planning Areas: Agricultural Resource Planning Areas represent the best farmland in the 
region and shall be given the highest level of support for their continued use as active agricultural lands. Nearly 
39% of the region is included in this category, reflecting the significant acreage of prime agricultural soils, the 
large number of farms in the Northwest and the importance of agriculture in the region’s economy. Strategies 
that support the long-term protection of these lands from conversion to non- agricultural use are supported 
by NRPC. Where development does occur, it shall be located to minimize impact to primary agricultural 
soils. Recognizing the importance of farming to the region’s character and economy, and also recognizing 
that existing farms may occupy some good farming lands that would otherwise be categorized as Forest and 
Conservation Planning Area, Agricultural Resource Planning Areas were given precedence over the Forest and 
Conservation designation. For example, if a particular area has characteristics of both an Agricultural Resource 
Planning Area and a Forest and Conservation Planning Area, the area would be characterized as the former.

Forest and Conservation Planning Areas: Forest and Conservation Planning Areas, which constitute 25% of 
the region, include a variety of land types that are well suited for tree growth and habitat and generally not 
suitable for development. Land in this category usually should not be developed in order to protect the forest 
resource value of the lands. Development that does occur shall be limited due to natural resource constraints, 

MAP 14: Proposed Land Use
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such as wetlands and floodplains, wildlife and 
scenic values in the case of uplands, or an overall 
low suitability for development based on soils, 
distance from roads and other factors.

Ridgelines and hilltops contribute significantly to 
the beauty of the region. Development in these 
areas can damage characteristic and picturesque 
viewsheds that contribute to the region’s beauty. 
The use of these lands shall be limited to a mix 
of forest and conservation purposes including 
maple syrup production, logging, appropriate 
agricultural operations, wildlife habitat and 
recreation. These lands shall be protected from 
fragmentation and conversion. 

Rural Land Planning Areas: A relatively small 
amount of the region’s growth is anticipated in 
Rural Land Planning Areas, which occupy 16% 
of the region. Cluster development—such as 
planned unit developments and other methods 
that conserve open space, common land and/
or farmland useful for its intended purpose—
is encouraged in these areas, particularly in 
situations where developers plan to build 
numerous units. Methods of creating useful open 
space, common land or farmland include but are 
not limited to ensuring the land is appropriate 
and of value for the intended use, locating it 
adjacent to other open spaces in similar use, 
and requiring a management plan. Based upon 
historical development trends NRPC expects that 
much of the growth in rural areas will involve 
single-family homes. Areas included in this 
category require particularly careful planning to 
ensure that strip development and sprawl are 
minimized and the goals for the other land use 
areas are promoted.

Regional Growth Areas and Sub-Regional Growth Areas: This Regional Plan recognizes one regional growth 
area and six sub-regional growth areas in the Northwest region (Map 15). The six growth areas are located 
within municipalities that have expressed the desire and planned for managed, high-density, mixed-use 
development and the infrastructure to support it. St. Albans City and areas in St. Albans Town by exits 19 
and 20 of Interstate 89 constitute the regional growth center. The five sub-regional growth centers include 
areas within the three incorporated villages (i.e., Swanton, Enosburg Falls and Alburgh), the village areas of 
Richford and Fairfax and a planned growth area in Georgia. Growth areas were chosen for their capacity to 
accommodate greater levels of economic and social activity than other areas in the region. Only the St. Albans 
growth area was found to have the scale and capacity to serve the entire region. The sub-regional growth areas 
are expected to serve as economic and cultural hubs for surrounding towns. 

Smart Growth Principles
The term “smart growth principles” (as enacted into law under 
24 V.S.A. § 2791) means growth that:

•	 Maintains the historic development pattern of compact 
village and urban centers separated by rural countryside

•	 Develops compact mixed-use centers at a scale appropriate 
for the community and the region

•	 Enables choices in modes of transportation
•	 Protects the state’s important environmental, natural and 

historic features, including natural areas, water quality, scenic 
resources and historic sites and districts

•	 Serves to strengthen agricultural and forest industries and 
minimizes conflicts of development with these industries

•	 Balances growth with the availability of economic and 
efficient public utilities and services

•	 Supports a diversity of viable businesses in downtowns and 
villages

•	 Provides for housing that meets the needs of diverse social 
and income groups in each community

•	 Reflects a settlement pattern that, at full buildout, is not 
characterized by:
◊	 Scattered development located outside of compact 

urban and village centers that is excessively land 
consumptive

◊	 Development that limits transportation options, 
especially for pedestrians 

◊	 The fragmentation of farmland and forestland
◊	 Development that is not serviced by municipal 

infrastructure or that requires the extension of 
municipal infrastructure across undeveloped lands in 
a manner that would extend service to lands located 
outside compact village and urban centers

◊	 Linear development along well-traveled roads and 
highways that lacks depth, as measured from the 
highway
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SECTION 1:  INTRODUCTION 

A.  PURPOSE OF PLAN 

 

This plan was developed to assist Town Officials, residents, and persons contemplating 
actions involving land use and development in the Town of Georgia. It provides a 
comprehensive framework and statement of policies, goals and implementation 
strategies from which to make decisions regarding land use, economic development, 
energy, provision of services and facilities, resource use and conservation (including 
historic, scenic, cultural, and natural resources), and public health, safety and welfare. 
 
The Georgia Town Plan also serves as the legal basis for the adoption of local land use 
regulations, capital budget programs, and impact fee ordinances. By statute, plans must 
be readopted every five years or they expire.  
 
It is important to note the legal link between the plan and other regulations the Town 
may adopt. The policies, goals and implementation strategies found herein should serve 
as a guide for decision making by the appropriate branches of government as well as 
the private sector. The plan policies give definition and meaning to the regulations and 
should be used in concert with one another in order to be effective in directing growth 
and development in desirable ways. A good plan is one that is used by both the public 
and private sector to make reasonable decisions concerning development and land use 
for the overall benefit of the citizens residing in the Town. 
 
This plan updates a plan adopted on September 12, 2011. The 2016 plan has been 
developed by the Georgia Planning Commission with assistance from the Northwest 
Regional Planning Commission and with input from other Town boards, municipal 
offices, private citizens and the Town Administrator.  The plan has been developed to 
conform to current state statutes, including 24 VSA Chapter 117.   
 
As part of the 2011 Town Plan revision, the Planning Commission sought to further 
engage the public on two specific issues currently facing the community: energy and 
issues related to public and private roads.   
 
This Town Plan required considerable involvement and effort. Projections are based, to 
a large degree, on the 2009-2013 American Community Survey and the 2010 Census, 
as well as a review of past Town reports. A list of past Town reports can be found in 
Appendix A. 
 
The Town Plan is given consideration in state agency planning decisions, state and 
federal regulatory schemes, such as Act 250 Hearings, Agency of Transportation 
Hearings, and Public Service Board Hearings. The Planning Commission and 
Selectboard are statutory parties in any Act 250 Hearing involving Georgia and 
conformance with Plan Policies is one method of participating in those hearings. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Natural and Cultural Resources 
 

SOILS 
Soil quality is an important physical factor governing the use of land in rural areas.  Soils are classified 
based on their structure, form, composition, and suitability for various types of development.  The 
most widely used classification system is that of the U.S. Natural Resource Conservation Service 
(NRCS).  The latest soil survey of Franklin County was done by the NRCS in 1998.   
 
Soil characteristics generally depend on particle size (sand, silt, and clay) and water content.  Poorly 
drained, fine-grained (clay) soils have the greatest limitations for most types of development, especially 
for anything that requires on-site sewage disposal.  A good portion of the northern boundary of 
Highgate, extending south to the Town center is characterized by such poorly drained, silt and clay 
soils.  Upland areas intersperse the dominance of the latter with deep, somewhat excessively drained 
sandy soils, which are either moderately or marginally suited for on-site sewage disposal.  In addition, 
soils with slopes greater than 20 percent pose severe limitations, with potential seepage problems and 
slope failure.  In total, there are 16,594 acres (43 percent of total land area) of soils not suited for on-
site sewage disposal.  See the Septic Suitability Map for a complete septic suitability survey of the 
Town. 
 
In contrast, course grained, well drained sandy soils, though somewhat droughty for agriculture, are 
best suited for residential, commercial, industrial, and other related types of uses.  Moderately well 
drained, loamy soils are best for onsite septic and often these associations, such as Peru or Cabot have 
lower slope percentages as well.  In total, there are 5,220 acres of soils (14 percent of total land area) 
well suited for on-site sewage disposal, largely located in the southern portion of the Town.   
 
Some of the best soils for urban development are those characterized as agricultural. There are 6,849 
acres (18 percent of total land area) of State designated prime agricultural soils in Highgate.   
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Subsurface water resources serve as potable supply for residents of the community.  Such areas are 
extensive in Highgate, and include bedrock and gravel aquifer recharge.  Areas of greatest sensitivity 
are northern and far-western portions of the Town, while areas of lesser sensitivity and far greater 
development potential lie in southern portions of the Town. 
 
The information base defining areas of development limitations is not site-specific.  Careful 
percolation tests and soil borings may well establish sites with few limitations for sub-soil sewage 
disposal. On the other hand, development must be approached cautiously for areas of noted 
sensitivity.  
 

 
East Highgate Bridge over the Missisquoi River, circa 1928 
Used with permission from the Highgate Historical Society 

 
FOREST RESOURCES 
Highgate has 9,560 acres of forest (18% percent of the total), including 2,666 acres of deciduous forest, 
1,527 acres of coniferous forest, 2,707 acres of mixed forest and 2,660 acres of forested wetland.  
Highgate’s forests provide quality forest products while supporting tourism, recreation, wildlife 
habitat, and the scenic, rural nature of the Town.  Protecting the Town’s forest resources is very 
important to the people of Highgate therefore the Town has created two areas of forest reserve making 
up 3,879 acres.  The forest reserve is valuable forested land that lacks access to public roads, is 
important for wildlife and wildlife habitat, has potential for commercial forestry, or has one or more 
physical limitations to development.                   
 
FRAGILE, NATURAL, AND ECOLOGICALLY SENSITIVE AREAS 
Fragile Areas 
According to Title 10 VSA, Chapter 158, Section 6551, a fragile area is “an area of land or water which 
has unusual or significant flora, fauna, geological or similar features of scientific, ecological, or 
educational interest”.  Under Chapter 158, the Department of Fish and Wildlife is mandated to create 
a Fragile Areas Registry, which is designed to identify and educate rather than regulate.  The Missisquoi 
River Delta (within the Missisquoi National Wildlife Refuge) is listed.  The river delta, shared by the 
towns of Highgate and Swanton, consists of approximately 1,500 acres of freshwater marsh and 
swamp.  Aside from its rich ecological wildlife value, the area has hydrological potential as a major 
source of potable ground water.  The Missisquoi National Wildlife Refuge consists of 6,642 acres of 
quiet waters and wetlands that attract large flocks of migratory birds.  Upland areas consist of a mix 
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Air Quality and Climate 
Climate represents the normal or average type of weather conditions that are characteristic of an 
area over a long period of time. In general, Vermont’s climate is dominated by cold dry air from sub-
arctic Canada, particularly in the winter months, and warm, moist air, which moves northward from 
the Gulf of Mexico, mainly during the summer. Highgate is located along Lake Champlain, which 
provides some moderating effects to the climate.  
 
Meteorological data shows that Vermont is experiencing warmer and short winters combined with 
experiencing warmer summer days and more severe or significant weather events. Highgate will 
need to prepare for the impacts of this severe weather to ensure climate resilience. 
 
Air quality is generally high throughout Vermont, especially in rural communities such as Highgate. 
Motor vehicles are the largest source of air pollution in Vermont, which can create localized areas of 
poor air quality where traffic is congested Air quality can also be impacted by weather patterns 
which carry pollutants from other areas, such as in 2021 when fires in Southern Canada impacted air 
quality across northern Vermont.  
 
CONSERVATION PROVISIONS 
In effort to preserve some of Highgate’s most cherished resources, the Town passed a Forest Reserve 
District of 3,879 acres and a Protected Area District of 1,564 acres, which each have limited 
development provisions.  In 2004, the Planning Commission offered new amendments to the Town’s 
zoning bylaws that would further protect these districts.  These amendments did not pass. The land 
in the Protected District contains vulnerable wetland, wildlife habitat, soils, and/or slope unsuitable 
for development.  The Forest Reserve District, as identified earlier under forest resources, contains 
valuable forested land that lacks access to public roads, is important for wildlife and wildlife habitat, 
has potential for commercial forestry, or has one or more physical limitations to development.  See 
Chapter 8 (Land Use) for full descriptions of each district and elaboration on conservation strategies.  
Each land use district can be identified on the Proposed Land Use Map.     
 
EARTH RESOURCE OPPORTUNITIES 
Highgate was endowed with extensive sand and gravel deposits, particularly, along the Missisquoi 
River basin.  Several have been and/or are still being exploited commercially for concrete production 
and ultimately construction activities in and out of the region.  While these mineral resources are of 
value to the Town, care must be taken of harmful side effects to other resources; extensive aquifer 
recharge areas are possible in subsurface portions of mining locations.  In order to avoid siltation and 
resultant harm to potable water supplies, preventive engineering measures should be employed. This 
resource is becoming scarcer due to development in the area over the past several years. These deposits 
will eventually no longer generate industrial revenue or provide employment in Highgate, other 
opportunities should be considered. In addition, once the mineral is depleted, appropriate reclamation 
activities can once again make the area suitable for urban and recreations activities.   
 
NATURAL RESOURCE GOALS 
 
1. Protect ecological and resource sensitive areas such as wetlands, fragile soils, steep slopes, wildlife 

habitat, and State designated natural and fragile areas from inappropriate development. 
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2. Maintain the character of the Town through the preservation of the environmental resources that 
make Highgate unique: including the Town’s forests, wildlife habitat, biological diversity, shore 
land and water resources, scenic vistas and agricultural land. 
 

NATURAL RESOURCE OBJECTIVES 
 
1. Prohibit development in areas that threaten potable water supplies, such as wellhead protection 

areas. 
2. Regulate shore lands to ensure land use development and other activities do not degrade water 

quality in the Bay. 
3. Ensure new development does not have a detrimental effect on air quality. 
4. Discourage fragmentation of important habitat blocks and encourage clustered development.  
 
 
NATURAL RESOURCES ACTIONS 
1. Identify important wildlife and plant habitats in the Town of Highgate and work with other 

groups to maintain their continued protection.   
2. Guide new development away from productive agricultural and forest soils and consider slope 

and soil characteristics when reviewing individual development proposals. 
3. Improve access and trail maintenance in the Highgate Cliffs Natural Area. 
4. Identity the important vistas and scenic features in Highgate that are worthy of protection. 
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CHAPTER 7 
Community Facilities and Services 

 
INTRODUCTION 
Community facilities include those institutions 
that provide a civic and social system function.  
Facilities providing education, recreation, and 
safety are of particular interest to Town 
government, and since most of these facilities and 
institutions are developed by and paid for by the 
entire community, they become by their very 
nature part of public policy.  
 
Every facility or institution costs money, usually 
paid through local taxes.  If these features are 
desirable then it is money well spent.  However, 
working at cross-purposes or duplication of 
efforts wastes a very limited tax resource.  As the 
demand for public expenditure increases, it is 
incumbent upon the developers of public policy 
to achieve the necessary coordination.  Facilities 
and institutions can be used to shape and 
implement all phases of community policy.  The 
location of roads, Town offices, and services for 
instance, governs to a major extent the 
development of land.  Similarly, school placement 
and expansion can govern the pace of residential 
development.  
 
EDUCATIONAL FACILITIES  
It is with great pride that the teachers of Highgate 
Elementary School serve the children, families, 
and taxpayers of Highgate.  They are dedicated to 
giving quality educational services and actively pursue professional development opportunities.  The 
School's goal is to provide an exceptional education to all children regardless of their abilities and/or 
disabilities.  The School strives to make all children lifetime learners by providing them with the skills 
to be productive members of the workforce and citizens who will be leaders in our Town, State, and 
Nation. 
 
The Highgate Elementary School is governed by an elected school board of three dedicated public 
servants.  They are responsible for developing all school policies, which set the pathway for school 
operation.  The second primary responsibility of the School Board Members is to establish a budget 
and monitor expenditure of all funds.  Each bill is reviewed and authorized before payment.  This 
process guarantees that the taxpayers’ hard-earned dollars are expended in an appropriate manner. 
 
 
 

St. Johns Episcopal Church, Highgate Falls, VT 
Used with permission from the Highgate 

Historical Society 
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Missisquoi Amateur Hockey Association.  Both of these groups host games at the arena.  Teams come 
from all over Vermont, New York and Canada to play.  The Arena also sponsors ice skating lessons 
and a full-scale public skating program.  Part of the schedule contains hours dedicated to other 
organizations that rent the arena for non-scholastic hockey games.  The Men’s Hockey League and 
Broomball League for example, consume many available hours of ice at the Arena.  The Highgate 
Elementary School conducts a six-week ice skating program at the Arena as part of the physical 
education program.  
  
Other Facilities 
Highgate also has other recreational facilities and sites such as the Highgate Springs Boat Launch Rock 
River Boat Launch, the Riverwalk Trail, the Missisquoi National Wildlife Refuge, Highgate Cliffs 
Natural Area, Northern Forest Canoe Trail, and the Tyler Place.  The Town owns and maintains the 
single launch boat facility on Shipyard Bay Road next to the Tyler Place.  The launch serves small craft 
during the summer months and it has an area to get shanties out onto the ice during the ice-fishing 
season.  Capitalizing on the lake’s recreational potential by increasing public access areas and 
developing recreational activities that relate to tourism will benefit everyone both economically and 
recreationally. 
 
In summer of 2004, volunteer efforts led to the construction of a one-mile walk/run/bike path around 
the perimeter of the elementary school property and the ice arena.  In addition, a canoe access area 
has been prepared by the Missisquoi River Basin Association and the State of Vermont Fish and 
Wildlife Department has built a small boat launch off the Waugh Farm Road. 
   
The Tyler Place is a private family resort on Shipyard Bay of Lake Champlain.  The family geared 
resort has drawn families from across the country to Highgate for summer vacations for over 70 years 
and is a vital part of Highgate’s small tourist economy.   
 
Natural Areas for Recreation 
The Missisquoi National Wildlife Refuge was established in 1943.  It is located on the eastern shore 
of Lake Champlain near the Canadian border in Franklin County.  The 5,839-acre refuge includes 
most of the Missisquoi River delta where it flows into Missisquoi Bay.  The Refuge consists of quiet 
waters and wetlands that attract large flocks of migratory birds.  Protecting and managing wildlife 
habitat is the primary goal of the Wildlife Refuge; therefore, care must be taken when visiting the area.  
Many types of recreational and educational activities exist at the refuge.  Boating, fishing, wildlife 
observation, hiking, photography, and hunting, are just some of the activities one can enjoy at the 
refuge.  
 
Highgate Cliffs Natural Area is located in Highgate State Park above Missisquoi Bay on Lake 
Champlain.  It is approximately thirty-seven acres in size with elevations ranging between 100 and 252 
feet.  This natural area includes three significant natural communities and supports several uncommon 
or rare plant species.  There is also a hiking trail located in the State Park.  Visitors to the trail can 
observe panoramic views of northern Lake Champlain.  The three natural communities include the 
following: a warm calcareous cliff community, a calcareous talus (rock fall), and a lakeside cobble 
shore.  The Town is currently working with the state to develop long range management plan for the 
area. 
 
The Lamoille Valley Rail Trail will be completed in 2023.  This 96-mile corridor runs from St. 
Johnsbury to Swanton, and crosses the Missisquoi Valley Rail Trail in Sheldon.  As of 2022,  a section 
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CHAPTER 9 
Land Use 

 
EXISTING LAND USE 
Land in Highgate is used primarily for agriculture or is considered forestland.  The Town covers 59.8 
square miles (38,279 acres), 11.5 square miles (7,291 acres or 19 percent) of which are covered by 
water.  Of the 38,279 total acres, the number of acres in agricultural use is 16,057 acres, or 42 percent 
of the total.  The number of acres of forested land is approximately 9,559 acres, or 18 percent of the 
total. Wetlands, shorelines and other non-buildable locations account for 14 percent of the land area 
in Highgate. The remaining 7 percent of the acreage in the Town is used for residential purposes, as 
either available for residential development, or for transportation purposes. 
 

The Town of Highgate has four areas of 
State owned land covering a total of 668 
acres.  These areas include Highgate State 
Park (which is within the Highgate Cliffs 
Natural Area) covering 37 acres, the 
Rock River Access Area covering 7 acres, 
the Rock River Wildlife Management 
Area covering 296 acres and the Franklin 
County Airport covering 348 acres.  The 
boundaries and locations for all of these 
can be found through the Survey Section 
of the Vermont Department of Forests, 
Parks, and Recreation and are identified 
on the Facilities and Utilities Map.  
 
Settlement in the Town is typically spread 
out either along the existing roadways or 
along the shoreline.  The overwhelming 
majority of development since 1980 has 
followed this pattern.  Commercial and 

industrial development is primarily located along VT 78 and within the village areas.  A small number 
of individual enterprises are scattered throughout the Town, and many home occupations are 
operating as well, although the exact number is unknown.  Commercial "strip" forms of development 
have been occurring along State Road 78 west of Highgate Center, particularly near the Franklin 
County State Airport.  The Missisquoi Valley Union High School is also in the area, and combined 
with adjacent commercial development, has created serious traffic conflicts along this stretch of 
roadway. 
 
Residential development is by far the greatest growth industry in Highgate, making it somewhat of a 
"bedroom" community in many respects.  The great majority of residential land use occurs within 
about two miles of Highgate Center, particularly east and west along State Route 78.  Increased 
residential land use is also developing near U.S. Route 7 in the southwest quadrant and north of the 
State-owned airport.  Other lesser areas of existing and growing residential land use are Highgate 

TABLE 9.1 LAND USE ACREAGE (2003) 

Land Use Acres Percent 
Residential 1,633.87 4.27% 
Transportation/Utilities 965.97 2.52% 
Commercial 22.99 0.06% 
Industrial 8.21 0.02% 
Other Urban 2.15 0.01% 
Row Crop 10,790.41 28.19% 
Hay/Pasture 4,947.52 12.92% 
Other Agricultural 319.56 0.83% 
Deciduous Forest 2,665.51 6.96% 
Coniferous Forest 1,526.65 3.99% 
Mixed Forest 2,706.71 7.07% 
Forested Wetland 2,660.60 6.95% 
Non-Forested Wetland 2,718.06 7.10% 
Barren Lands 20.26 0.05% 
Water 7,291.01 19.05% 

Total 38,279.47 100% 
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AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT 
The Town of Highgate lies in a fertile and agriculturally important part of the Champlain Valley.  Dairy 
farming, maple sugaring, commercial orchards, and produce farming are the primary agricultural 
activities still being practiced in the Town.  Prime agricultural soils are an important Town resource.  
In Highgate, the number of acres in active agricultural use is, approximately 42 percent of the total 
(based on 2003 Land Use and Land Cover data).   
 
According to the 2020 Grand List, there are approximately 55 parcels with farm buildings in Highgate, 
representing 51 different landowners.  This number has decreased by 10 since 1987 when the State 
Property Valuation and Review reported that there were 65 farms in Highgate.  The number of farms 
in Franklin County has continued to decrease from 770 farms in 2002 to 729 farms in 2017. While in 
some areas the number of farms has decreased, the total acreage in production may not have due to 
the consolidation of agricultural land into fewer owners who work larger parcels of land. However, it 
is likely that in Highgate the number of farms as well as the acreage have both decreased over the past 
two decades.  
   
The loss of productive agricultural land may be due to the development of existing farmland for 
residential use which is currently more profitable for the individual landowners.  This creates strong 
pressure for development, presenting landowners in Highgate with difficult decisions to make.  It is 
important to remember that agricultural and forestry landowners provide a public benefit by not 
developing their property, and cost the Town little in terms of municipal services.  Keeping land in 
production provides pastoral scenic vistas, important wildlife habitat and other services, which 
contribute positively to the Town and region. These aspects of farmland that help maintain the rural 
character and high quality of life in the community cannot be overlooked. 
 
The State of Vermont offers programs that tax agricultural and forestry property according to its use 
value.  The purpose of these programs is to keep agricultural and forested land in production, and to slow 
development on these lands.  In each program, the property must remain in agricultural or forestry use 
in order to receive benefits.  A large proportion of property tax revenue lost to the Town is reimbursed 
by the State.  The programs, administered by the Property Valuation and Review Division of the Vermont 
Department of Taxes, are Agricultural Land Program, Forest Land Program, Farmland Program, and 
Working Farm Tax Abatement Program.  The State Legislature constantly threatens to eliminate or 
reduce funding for these programs.  As of 2020, 93 parcels are part of one of these current use programs, 
with a total of 13,731 acres. 
 
On-farm businesses are increasingly important to the viability of the local farms. Expanded retail sales 
and agritourism opportunities such as farm stays, tours, and tastings can be important sources of revenue 
for farms. To promote these businesses, the Vermont State Legislature passed Act 143, which requires 
that municipalities allow for on-farm sales and/or events that meet the definition of an accessory on-farm 
business.  
 
By state statute, accessory on-farm businesses must be clearly subordinate to the primary use of the 
property as a farm and meet one of the following two standards:  
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THE LAND USE PLAN  
Future land use in the Town of Highgate has been established by the Planning Commission, and is 
based on natural resources and other data provided through the Northwest Regional Planning 
Commission.  The following policy criteria were used to approach the land use plan: 
 
1. Locations poorly suited for development 
 Development will avoid areas with steep slopes or be carefully controlled to avoid unnatural 

erosion.  
 Development will generally avoid areas with shallow soils.   
 No housing units would be permitted in areas where depth to seasonal high-water table is 0 

to 1 1/2 feet. 
 
2. Resource Lands and Natural Areas 
 Development within shoreline areas of streams, lakes, or ponds, will be compatible with the 

natural beauty of the area, protect existing vegetation, and be set back sufficiently to prevent 
erosion or pollution.  Where possible, visual and physical access to the water bodies will be 
retained. 

 Unique natural areas will be protected or reserved for their aesthetic and recreational value. 
 Wildlife habitats as identified are protected from development. 

 
3. Areas Potentially Hazardous to Human Life and Health 
 No land alteration that interferes with the natural flow of waters to surface waters will be 

allowed. 
 Development in an aquifer protection area, which will contaminate a public water supply, will 

not be permitted. 
 All development other than uses and structures essential to the operation of agriculture, 

forestry, outdoor recreation, and wildlife protection will be restricted in floodways. 
 
PROPOSED LAND USE DISTRICTS 
Land use districts were delineated for the Town of Highgate.  The Districts are conceptual (not 
necessarily site specific) and will become the basis for the zoning districts; zoning bylaw updates 
closely follow the District delineation in the Plan.  Referring to the District land use map, the intent 
of classification is as follows: 
 
Agricultural District (A.D.) - The Agricultural District is designated for land best suited for, and 
primarily used for, agricultural purposes.  This district includes the prime tillage areas, pastureland, 
and farm woodlots.  Due to soil conditions and the district’s location with respect to existing and 
anticipated land use patterns, much of this district remains economically viable for agriculture and 
should, to the extent possible, be preserved for agricultural use.  Agriculture business (agribusiness) 
and limited residential uses are permitted so as not to interfere with, or materially alter, the primary 
character and designated uses of the Agricultural District. 
 
Medium Density Residential (M.D.) - This district is intended to accommodate traditional country 
living characteristics. Due to the soil characteristics, terrain and highway access, the land in this zone 
must be put to a lower intensity of use than the high density zone. A medium density of development 
should manage to preserve the environment and character of this zone, even though Planned Unit 
Developments are permitted as a conditional use. The highest densities in the classification should be 
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located closest to village centers, where public water and sewer facilities can be provided most 
efficiently.  Residential development should provide for a variety of dwelling types and for the needs 
of people of all income levels and ages. 
 
Village District (V.D.) - This district of high residential density consists of the locations within the 
Town where it is desired that development occur which can accommodate the majority of the 
population growth in Highgate. These districts have been selected because of existing settlements, 
anticipated patterns, existing and future public facilities and services, suitable soils and other physical 
characteristics. The development of these districts with urban uses affords the best opportunity for 
the existing and future provision of economically feasible public facilities and services while providing 
an orderly separation of these uses from other legitimate land uses within the Town. High density 
residential, commercial and many public and quasi-public facilities and services are intended to 
develop in these districts. This provides for the highest level of access to shopping for persons living 
in a multifamily housing environment, i.e. senior housing complexes. This district also provides the 
more concentrated forms of commercial use in village centers and restricts the tendency toward 
roadway "strip" development. 
 
Industrial/Commercial (I/C) - This district is intended to afford the opportunities of increased 
municipal tax base and employment opportunities in manufacturing, warehousing, and service 
functions for the citizens of Highgate and the entire region.  It enables commercial uses that 
specifically serve the industries or their employers.  The district needs to be serviced by good 
transportation facilities and public utilities. Single family dwellings and duplexes have been approved 
as conditional uses in this district. To service the industrial potential, Highgate may consider 
developing and maintaining adequate water supply, sewage disposal facilities, and roads for this 
district. 
 
Shoreline (S.L.) - The shoreline district in Highgate is shoreland along Missisquoi Bay.  The purpose 
of the Shoreline District is to provide management policies reasonably consistent with existing 
development and use, to provide for the beneficial use of public waters by the general public, to 
provide a balance between the bay resource and bay uses including the protection of habitat and water 
quality, and to protect areas unsuitable for development.  New residential development within this 
shoreline district should protect public access to the bay, be compatible with the visual quality of the 
area, protect existing vegetation, and not cause any water pollution problems.  Outdoor recreation 
uses are encouraged.  Expanding or new commercial development should not be permitted. 
 
Protected Areas (P.A.) - Protected areas are so designated to control development in unique and 
irreplaceable areas of natural beauty, where shallow soils, steep slopes, fragile vegetation, wetlands, or 
wildlife habitat may occur.  Areas providing significant recharge to the ground and surface water 
supplies lie in this district.  Because of the fragile resources and limitations to development, no 
community facilities and services (water and sewer) are provided to these areas.  Limited compatible 
land uses could be permitted in this district, such as outdoor recreational activities that do not involve 
large structures and forestry that does not create erosion problems or harm unique and fragile areas.   
 
Forest Reserve (F.R.) - The purpose of the Forest Reserve District is to protect the natural resource 
value of a portion of Highgate that is essentially undeveloped, lacks direct access to article and collector 
roads, is important for wildlife and wildlife habitat, has potential for commercial forestry use, has one 
or more physical limitations to development, and includes significant natural, recreational, or scenic 
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resources. Class III roads in the district are to be maintained but no Class IV roads are to be upgraded 
for at least the next five years. No further facilities or services should be considered for this district 
other than what has already been planned or established. This limits the residential development to 
only what can be accommodated by existing infrastructure.  Outdoor recreational uses, conservation 
uses and forestry practices that are compatible with the district purposes and do not require additional 
facilities and services are permitted. 
 
Airport Overlay (A.O.) - The purpose of the Airport Overlay District is to limit the height of objects 
in the vicinity of the Franklin County Airport and to prevent their interference with safe and efficient 
operations of the airport.  In addition, the district is created to encourage and enhance the ability to 
establish associated industry and commercial uses as appropriate, and in conformance with the Airport 
Master Plan completed by the State of Vermont.   
 
Flood Plain (F.P.) - The Flood Plain District is the area delineated on the Flood Insurance Rate Map 
for the Town of Highgate by the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA).  The 
requirements of this district are promulgated to minimize and prevent the loss of life and property, 
the disruption of commerce, the impairment of the tax base, and all extraordinary public expenditures 
required following flood disasters.  Establishment of this zone is also meant to ensure that the design 
and construction of development in special flood hazard areas is accomplished in a manner that 
minimizes or eliminates the potential for flood damage.  This district is to be administered according 
to the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP), which is required for community eligibility in the 
NFIP and thereby ensures availability of flood insurance to property owners.  
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CHAPTER 11 
Recommendations for Implementing the Plan 

 
 
In order to have an effective Town Plan, it is essential that the recommendations contained within it 
be implemented.  Implementation takes many forms, from amending bylaws and Town ordinances to 
working with community groups and organizations on new projects.  It is important to periodically 
review the Plan to prioritize implementation steps and to ensure that all recommendations are being 
considered.  In addition, the Town should work to develop a timeline for implementing the goals of 
the Plan.  Although the Plan is set in a eight-year time frame, many of the goals are long-term, and 
require continuous effort.  Each action in the implementation plan includes a goal timeframe of short 
(1-3 years), medium (4-6 year) or long (6+ years).  
 

Social and Economic Resources   
Implementation Action Timeline Entity Responsible 

Extend water and sewer infrastructure to the 
Franklin County Airport Industrial/Commercial 
area. 

Short Selectboard 

Develop a water and sewer infrastructure to the 
Highgate Village Center Core. Medium Selectboard, Village Core 

Master Plan Committee 
Encourage the development of childcare centers 
and home-based childcare businesses and ensure 
development regulations support childcare 
establishments. 

Long/Ongoing Planning Commission 

Explore new partnerships and funding options to 
enhance the supply and diversity of housing 
options at all affordability levels, with special focus 
on opportunities to add senior housing to 
Highgate Village Core.  

Long Planning Commission 

Identify the needs of special needs populations 
including those with disabilities, the elderly and 
low-income households, and work to ensure the 
continued provision of appropriate housing.  

Ongoing Planning Commission 

Natural and Cultural Resources 
Create a list of Town historic sites including, but 
not limited to buildings, farm-scapes, 
archaeological and other historic sites, and features 
that contribute to the identity of the Town and the 
broad patterns of its history. 

Medium  Planning 
Commission/Historical 
Society? 

Identity the important vistas and scenic features in 
Highgate that are worthy of protection. 

Medium Planning Commission 

Guide new development away from productive 
agricultural and forest soils and consider slope and 
soil characteristics when reviewing individual 
development proposals.  

Ongoing Development Review 
Board 
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Appendix A- Enhanced Energy Maps 
 

 
As required per 24 V.S.A. 4352, the Highgate Town Plan contains the following maps.  For 
additional information about the methodology used to create the maps, or for more information 
about how these maps shall be used, see Chapter 5 – Energy.   
 

TABLE A.1 – MAPPING CONSTRAINTS 

Solar, Wind and Biomass Maps - Known Constraints 
Constraint Description Source 
Confirmed and unconfirmed 
vernal pools 

There is a 600-foot buffer around confirmed or 
unconfirmed vernal pools.  ANR 

State Significant Natural 
Communities and Rare, 
Threatened, and Endangered 
Species 

Rankings S1 through S3 were used as 
constraints. These include all of the rare and 
uncommon rankings within the file. For more 
information on the specific rankings, explore the 
methodology for the shapefile. VCGI 

River corridors 
Only mapped River Corridors were mapped.  
Does not include 50 foot buffer for streams 
with a drainage area less than 2 square miles.  VCGI 

National wilderness areas  VCGI 

FEMA Floodways 
 

VCGI/ 
NRPC 

Class 1 and Class 2 Wetlands  VCGI 

Designated Downtowns, 
Designated Growth Centers, 
and Designated Village 
Centers 

These areas are the center of dense, traditional  
development in the region.  This constraint does 
not apply to roof-mounted solar within such 
designated areas. The inclusion of this resource 
as a regional constraint is consistent with goals 
and policies of the Northwest Regional Plan.  NRPC 

FEMA Flood Insurance Rate 
Map (FIRM) special flood 
hazard areas 

Special flood hazard areas as digitized by the  
NRPC were used (just the 100-year flood plain -
500-year floodplain not mapped). The inclusion 
of this resource as a regional constraint is 
consistent with goals and policies of the 
Northwest Regional Plan. NRPC 

Ground and surface waters 
drinking protection areas 

Buffered Source Protection Areas (SPAs) are  
designated by the Vermont Department of 
Environmental Conservation (DEC). SPA 
boundaries are approximate but are conservative 
enough to capture the areas most susceptible to 
contamination. The inclusion of this resource as 
a regional constraint is consistent with goals and 
policies of the Northwest Regional Plan. ANR 
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Deer wintering areas Deer wintering habitat as identified by the 
Vermont Agency of Natural Resources. ANR 

Hydric soils Hydric soils as identified by the US Department 
of Agriculture. VCGI 

Agricultural soils Local, statewide, and prime agricultural soils are 
considered. VCGI 

Act 250 Agricultural Soil 
Mitigation Areas 

Sites conserved as a condition of an Act 250 
permit. VCGI 

Class 3 wetlands 

Class 3 wetlands in the region have been 
identified have been included as a Regional 
Possible Constraint. The inclusion of this 
resource as a regional constraint is consistent 
with goals and policies of the Northwest 
Regional Plan.  ANR 

Municipal Conservation Land 
Use Areas 

Conservation Land Use Districts, as designated 
in municipal plans, that include strict language 
that deters, but does not prohibit development, 
have been included as a regional possible 
constraint. Specific municipal land use districts 
included are outlined in Section D. The 
Conservation District and the Forest Reserve 
District from Highgate have been included in 
this category.  NRPC 

Hydro Map - Known Constraints 
Constraint Description Source 
National scenic and 
recreational rivers Upper Missisquoi and Trout Rivers.  

BCRC/ 
NRPC 

Hydro Map - Possible Constraints 
Constraint Description Source 
“303d” list of stressed waters  ANR 
Impaired waters  ANR 

State Significant Natural 
Communities and Rare, 
Threatened, and Endangered 
Species 

Rankings S1 through S3 were used as 
constraints. These include all of the rare and  
uncommon rankings within the file. For more 
information on the specific rankings, explore the 
methodology for the shapefile.  VCGI 
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