
With the City Council election coming up on March 3rd, the South Burlington Business Association 

reached out to each of the Council Candidates to get their responses to four business related       

questions.  As a reminder, current Councilor Meaghan Emery is running against Development Review 

Board Chair Matt Cota.  Councilor Thomas Chittenden is running unopposed. 

SBBA ASKS THE CANDIDATES 

Education is a top priority for me, as a professor at UVM, and a 

mother of three children and resident of South Burlington, where 

my husband and I chose to settle precisely because of the reputa-

tion of the schools. I continue to believe that the quality public 

education provided by our School District is central to South Bur-

lington’s appeal to incoming residents and families. This is why I 

have worked very hard as a City Councilor to preserve our existing 

affordable housing stock and promote the development of afford-

able housing -- for everyone, including new families who seek to 

settle here, as we did eighteen years ago, and give their children 

the best education possible. 

Every year I have supported the budget and will again this year. It 

will among other things support the hire of new teachers for 

growing student populations at Orchard and Rick Marcotte Ele-

mentary schools. Regarding the question on the bond vote specifi-

cally, I owe the public what they deserve and should expect of 

their elected officials: an honest and direct answer to the ques-

tion. (I have also shared my concerns with the School Board Direc-

tors.) I cannot support the $209M bond for a new high school and 

middle school. I have attended five information sessions/public 

hearings, asked questions, spoken with residents, and studied all 

of the materials posted on-line. This is the hardest decision I will 

have to make at this year’s Town Meeting Day (and perhaps the 

most important decision that I have ever made regarding the 

city’s future). It is simply too expensive for the majority of our 

residents and will make South Burlington out-of-reach to incoming 

families over more than a generation. 

No matter the results of the vote, I will continue to work collabo-

ratively with the School Board and the public to ensure that the 

needs of the middle school/high school campus and of all five 

schools are met. It is clear that as a community, we all deeply 

value our schools and, fortunately, we recognize that they require 

our attention and investment. 

My children attend South Burlington schools. My wife is a public 

school teacher. I know how hard teachers work to educate our 

children and understand the need for updating the existing facility 

in response to the evolution in technology, teaching and learning 

styles. I also know that the School Board undertook an exhaustive 

examination of all the options and put forward a plan that pro-

vides the best educational outcomes.  

That said, the price tag of the current proposal is too high. If the 

tax burden on our residents and businesses is excessive, people 

will choose to live and work elsewhere. This creates a self-

perpetuating cycle of increased tax load on a shrinking population. 

We can’t pay for a new school or fill it with children if families 

can’t afford to live here. 

The reality is we aren’t alone. A recent survey of school districts 

across Vermont has revealed a backlog of more than half a billion 

dollars in unmet infrastructure needs. Vermont is not an outlier 

either. Congress is considering legislation that would provide 

billions in federal funds for school infrastructure projects across 

the country. Whether there is movement in Montpelier or in 

Washington, South Burlington needs to position itself to access 

these resources. 

We also need to reset the conversation with our community 

about our schools. The bond proposal has been divisive. Part of 

the problem is the lack of coordination and communication be-

tween the City Council and the School Board. Whatever the out-

come of the bond vote, I will work collaboratively with the School 

Board on a path forward that serves the interests of students and 

taxpayers in South Burlington. 

South Burlington is known for having the best school system in 

the state.  People want to live here because of our schools and 

our community is proud of our schools.  We’ve afforded our 

schools in years past because of our strong commercial tax base 

and our continued responsible growth.  Sadly, since Act 60 passed 

in 1997, School property taxes are now pooled across the state so 

efforts by SB to grow our municipal tax base will not allay or 

spread this school debt directly (like it would for municipal facili-

ties); only indirectly if the entire state grand list grows.  This is one 

of the many problems with our current school funding rules in 

Vermont.  There is a better way but that solution rests in the state 

house and not in City Hall.   

             EMERY                  COTA                CHITTENDEN 

What is your position on the plans and financial impact for the new high school and middle school? 

Potholes, paving and traffic flow on major roads are a problem in South Burlington. What are your thoughts for solutions or mitigation? 

Climate change has created a freeze/thaw cycle in northwestern 

Vermont that has taken its toll on our infrastructure. This is the 

new reality we must deal with. Last year, I successfully argued for 

new dollars in the paving budget line. This year, the Council is 

proposing even more funds for paving in next year’s budget. Cli-

mate change is the number one challenge that government and 

businesses will have to face over the next generation, and the 

combustion engines in our cars are one source of greenhouse 

gases that have led to the current predicament. 

This takes us to the question of traffic. As more people have 

moved here, the amount of traffic has increased. As traffic flow 

has become heavy on our major thoroughfares (Rte. 7, Dorset 

Street, Williston Rd., as well as Hinesburg Rd. and the interstate, 

which is also backed up at rush hour), some people avoid certain 

roads, which is a concern for businesses on these roads. We don’t 

have to be victims of our own success if we’re thoughtful and 

responsible in our planning and strategic as users. Knowing what 

times of day and year are the busiest and planning accordingly, 

getting out of our cars, when feasible, and walking or taking the 

bus, or car pooling. There are ways to keep our little city thriving 

without making circulation a nightmare. 

Regarding what more the City can specifically do (besides creating 

incentives for employees to reduce their car use), we continue to 

invest in the most up-to-date traffic light engineering. Dorset 

Street is clearly in need of the coming upgrades that are sched-

uled to be installed this spring, now that grant dollars have been 

secured. However, the effectiveness of new street light program-

ming is limited. At the north end, Dorset Street ends at the busiest 

intersection in the State of Vermont. Exiting onto Rte. 7 at some 

times of day is equally challenging. This is why I am a proponent of 

expanding our bus lines as feasible. Finally, zoning that promotes 

dense, mixed-use development and an urban core reduces the 

need for passenger vehicles. The Council is currently working with 

the Planning Commission to develop Land Development Regula-

tions that encourage this type of development, quite attractive to 

millennials, who seek to live close to where they work. We are at 

a time of transition and change, which is a challenge and also an 

opportunity. 

 

Questions about the South Burlington Business  

Association? 

Contact Julie Beatty at sbbabiz@gmail.com 

We need to spend more of our limited attention on our essential 

services (fire, police and public works).  I am disappointed that our 

street lights on Dorset have not been upgraded & synchronized 

yet – this project has been delayed too long and I have expressed 

to city management the importance of this project happening this 

spring as currently planned.   Our cars are getting smarter; we 

need our streets to keep up and that means cities like South Bur-

lington have to commit attention to real time traffic sensing, re-

porting and monitoring now available with smarter traffic 

lights.  Sadly, I believe this council has spent too much time on 

redundant studies of the Southeast Quadrant, the unnecessary 

invocation of Interim Zoning and fighting the F35 rather than 

planning for it.  I’d like to see us prioritize our roads more than we 

have been including traffic decongestion strategies tied to new 

interchanges and major transportation arteries access.  That is 

where our attention should be spent and I’ve stated this time and 

time again.  
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Now that South Burlington’s long planned City Center is under 

construction, we can’t  lose focus on our transportation and infra-

structure needs. Smart engineering and investment in our critical 

intersections will make our growing downtown welcoming and 

sustainable. As South Burlington continues to develop an urban 

core, we must address the challenges created by increased densi-

ty. The intersection at Dorset and Williston Streets is critical to our 

economic viability and serves as a major thoroughfare for those 

who access UVM, the hospital, downtown Burlington and points 

north and south on Interstate 89. Street lights can be upgraded 

and synchronized. Real time sensing, reporting and monitoring 

can be used to manage vehicular flow. Engineering our streets to 

safely and efficiently accommodate traffic would serve the com-

munity well.  

As we add more housing units, retail and service businesses along 

this corridor, we can also invest in better sidewalks, bike paths 

and public transportation. All are important investments in our 

health and environment. And while we will see more and more 

electric vehicles and fewer combustion engines, we will still need 

parking and pavement. These infrastructure needs will only in-

crease as we add density to our downtown. Now is the time for 

smarter and better engineering and traffic design, focusing on 

how to efficiently move cars, trucks, bikes and pedestrians 

through South Burlington. Analyzing the cost and opportunities to 

acquire state and federal funds to create this infrastructure is one 

of my top priorities. The investment in South Burlington’s City 

Center is not just in buildings, but in the streets and intersections 

which are necessary to make our growing community economical-

ly sustainable. 



SBBA ASKS THE CANDIDATES 

If elected, what steps would you take to put our City on a firmer financial footing? 

The Chairman and CEO of BlackRock, Larry Fink, recently wrote to 

clients and CEOs that climate change is the most important factor 

in our financial stability. He identified climate change as an invest-

ment risk and wrote that sustainability is the new standard for his 

firm’s investment decisions. The market responded almost imme-

diately. Sustainability has long been the principle I follow when 

making decisions that impact our city’s economy and fiscal stabil-

ity. 

As I have written elsewhere, focused development in City Center 

and in our business and technology parks, natural resource con-

servation/energy conservation, and the advancement of our 

affordable housing goals, are a triad that mutually reinforce one 

another and advance economic and environmental sustainability. 

We need to make strategic investments in our capital infrastruc-

ture, but there are limits on how much debt we can afford. The 

Capital Improvement Plan (CIP) is an important tool to ensure we 

don’t take on too much at the same time, so we can budget the 

capital the long term demands of Fire, Police, Public Works, and 

other departments.   

We should recognize that there are opportunities for further 

development using existing infrastructure as long as we imple-

ment land development regulations in an environmentally sound 

manner. Where we can do so responsibly, we should be focused 

on adding more taxpayers, not more taxes. Rezoning the land 

around the airport will allow new commercial buildings to miti-

gate noise from the airport while adding more tax revenue for 

South Burlington. We should be working to preserve critical habi-

tat and riparian corridors while ensuring further development 

occurs where it makes economic sense. Despite the new construc-

tion we have seen, South Burlington is actually growing at a slow 

pace. Over the most recent 6-year reporting period, we grew by 

about 1% annually. This is below our stated goals as a city for 

responsible and sustainable growth. Similarly, we are not fulfilling 

the goals in the comprehensive plan for new home construction in 

order to make our city more affordable.  

South Burlington needs a more welcoming approach to new busi-

nesses who not only provide jobs for our residents but contribute 

to our tax base. Let’s focus on helping small business owners and 

entrepreneurs find a home in South Burlington and put policies in 

place to help them succeed. Accessibility to Interstate 89 is critical 

to our long term economic success. South Burlington has an in-

credible opportunity to foster sustainable growth and improve our 

local economy without damaging our environment or adding 

further congestion to our local streets. 

A growing local economy benefits our workforce, provides more 

property taxes and allows us to invest in the things that make 

South Burlington a desirable place to live. We need to ensure 

downtown remains accessible to all residents, and that means 

fixing our parking, paving and traffic problems. We can have liva-

ble green spaces and thriving commercial zones. We can protect 

our critical habitats and build more affordable housing. There is a 

balance in all of these competing interests and goals. I look for-

ward to serving on a City Council that is prepared to implement 

smart solutions to these complex challenges. 

We should spend some our limited planning time and resources 

on the ‘noise land’ properties around the airport which are now 

caught in zoning limbo – only allowed residential by the city and 

explicitly prohibited from being residential by the FAA.  Rezoning 

this land to allow commercial buildings with acoustic designs to 

dampen and re-direct ground noise from airport operations would 

grow our tax base and grow our local economy while increasing 

the quality of life for the Chamberlin Neighborhood.  

We need transportation investments today to support the next 30 

years of growth in Chittenden County.  More interchanges along 

interstate 89 will decongest South Burlington and foster the type 

of growth that will create more opportunities for our kids to stay 

here, work here, live here and thrive here all the while growing 

our tax base with a healthy balance of residential and commercial 

properties.  

We need more balance in our open space conservation discus-

sions.  Too many of the conversations I’ve heard neglect the reali-

ty of our regional context.   If we don’t allow housing in SB (where 

it makes sense) we will just push that development further into 

the Vermont Countryside (like Charlotte, Hinesburg and Rich-

mond) increasing the cost of our housing/living and further in-

creasing our CO2 emissions from our increased aggregate trans-

portation activities and congestion.  I will continue to advocate for 

pro-growth strategies in South Burlington that embrace our geo-

graphic proximity to the largest city in Vermont.  

                EMERY          COTA                CHITTENDEN 

Are you concerned with the recent elimination of all parking standards in the City? Please elaborate. 

No one wants to build more parking than necessary. From an 

environmental perspective, we want to limit impervious surfaces 

as much as possible. A commercial developer is also incentivized 

to reduce parking from a cost perspective. This is why the recent 

vote to eliminate parking standards in South Burlington is so prob-

lematic. As Chair of the Development Review Board, I can no 

longer protect the people of South Burlington from a developer 

that doesn’t plan appropriately or knowingly exploits this loophole 

created by my opponent. Right now, a business can push parking 

from their employees and customers onto residential streets or 

neighboring properties and get away with not paying for it. 

The South Burlington Development Review Board, is tasked with 

enforcing the city’s land development regulations. When this idea 

was proposed, all seven members of the DRB asked the city coun-

cil to reconsider and offered an alternative that would reduce 

impervious surfaces, but not leave our neighbors at the mercy of a 

commercial developer. If elected, I will encourage other members 

of the South Burlington City Council to adopt this compromise 

solution that reduces unnecessary pavement while protecting our 

neighbors. 

Yes.  The process was flawed and I’m disappointed this was 

rushed through without finding a more sensible middle ground 

solution.  I am also still puzzled how this change was prioritized 

during interim zoning – it jumped the line of a laundry list of plan-

ning commission priorities and is reckless in its citywide applica-

tion.  I support reducing parking requirements in South Burlington 

but NOT eliminating them outright for all commercial properties 

city wide.  This used a sledgehammer to solve a nonexistent prob-

lem when we should have used a scalpel in a more gradual man-

ner.  This ‘market based’ solution of eliminating commercial prop-

erty parking minimums is just bad planning.  There were comprise 

solutions to this but sadly a majority of this council wanted this 

passed more than they wanted to do this right.  We need to listen 

to the DRB (the group that knows these rules better than any 

community volunteers) and undo this change before bad develop-

ment occurs creating endless neighborhood fights while pushing 

the very real cost of parking on to the tax payer.  This was bad 

policy and bad process.  I am disappointed in this council action.  

I believe the market-based approach to be in our best interest and 

best aligned with our Comprehensive Plan for overall affordability 

and economic and environmental sustainability. Last fall, I joined 

colleagues on the Council to approve amendments to our Land 

Development Regulations, unanimously recommended to us by 

the Planning Commission. They will allow for market-based park-

ing standards for new commercial development. Since the 1980s 

we have been relying on arbitrary national standards that have 

needlessly increased our impervious surfaces and, therefore, 

stormwater runoff and pollution in our waterways and in beautiful 

Lake Champlain. There exist more fine-tuned and effective plan-

ning tools in order to protect residential neighborhoods from 

commercial development rather than arbitrary national parking 

standards that have led to needlessly large impervious surface 

parking lots, which have resulted in a stormwater pollution disas-

ter. (Last April 2019, I attended a conference at UVM, titled The 

Lake Between, where Wendy Knight, the then Commissioner of 

Vermont Department of Tourism & Travel, made clear the eco-

nomic costs of the continued pollution of our lake.) 

The market has proven to be a more effective regulator of parking 

infrastructure and has the additional advantage of reducing devel-

opment costs (both soft and hard, i.e., in the planning phases and 

at the time of construction), which makes it easier to meet our 

affordable housing and economic development goals. It has been 

shown throughout the country that this market-based approach 

gives more flexibility to businesses and lowers the economic bar, 

facilitating the entry of smaller or local businesses and creation of 

housing. It introduces a flexibility and adaptability to our planning 

rules that additionally allows businesses to grow. This is in our 

interest here as we work toward continued prosperity through 

economic and environmental sustainability. 
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