





PLANNING COMMISSION
NOTICE OF PUBLIC HEARING
BENNINGTON TOWN PLAN

The Bennington Planning Commission will conduct a Public Hearing on Wednesday, August 27,
2025, at 6:00 p.m. at the Bennington Fire Facility, 3™ Floor Assembly Room, 130 River Street in
Bennington, Vermont for the purpose of adopting the new Town Plan for the Town of Bennington.

A. STATEMENT OF PURPOSE:
The Bennington Town Plan is a comprehensive long-range plan for the Town of Bennington. It
states objectives and policies to guide the growth and development of the Town. It is intended as
a framework upon which to base future actions and regulatory bylaws.

B. AREA COVERED
The proposed Town Plan affects the entire Town of Bennington.

C. TABLE OF CONTENTS

Introduction
Part 1: Place to Be
o Chapter 1: Land Use
e Part 2: Bennington for All
Chapter 2: Economic Development
o Chapter 3: Housing
e Part 3: Connected Community
Chapter 4: Transportation / Mobility
o Chapter 5: Utilities, Facilities, Public Services
e Part 4: Resilient Community
o Chapter 6: Climate Hazards
o Chapter 7: Energy
e Appendices
o Community Engagement Summary
o Act181
o Implementation Matrix

D. WHERE THE FULL PLAN MAY BE EXAMINED:
Copies of the full text of the Bennington Town Plan, and accompanying maps, are available for
examination at the Bennington Town Office at 205 South Street, in Bennington, Vermont and

online at: https://benningtonvt.org/townplan.

Evan Yadeski, Chairperson, Town of Bennington Planning Commission
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Introduction

Bennington is a welcoming, engaged, inclusive,

and resilient community where everyone

regardless of identity shares in our vitality and
benefits from an outstanding quality of life.




Introduction

Welcome to Bennington

Bennington, Vermont, is a town of historical signifi-
cance, great natural beauty, and strong community
ties. A town of about 42 square miles located in
southwestern Vermont, Bennington has the distinc-
tion of being Vermont's first town after its charter
was established in 1749. Prior to European settle-
ment, the Mohican people and the Alnobak, the
Western Abenaki people, first lived in what is now
southern Vermont and western Massachusetts for
12,000 years.

Bennington's character is shaped by its location
among the mountains and valleys of southwestern
Vermont. The town’s steep upland areas—including

A map of Bennington in 1887.

the Green Mountains, Mount Anthony, and
Whipstock Hill—have supplied important natural
resources to the town while remaining largely free
from development. Two major valleys intersect

in Bennington: the north-south running Valley of
Vermont and the Walloomsac Valley that follows its
namesake river west toward New York State. As a
result, Bennington contains extensive lowland areas
that historically have supported important trans-
portation corridors and have attracted significant
agricultural, residential, commercial, and industrial
development.

In the nineteenth century, Bennington became an
important manufacturing center with mills and fac-
tories constructed in the area that is now downtown

and along the Walloomsac River and Paran Creek.
In the meantime, agriculture transformed the land-
scape as farms spread through the valleys and hill-
sides were cleared for pasture. These early agricul-
tural and industrial ventures shaped much of what
Bennington is still known for. (For more information
about Bennington'’s rich history, visit the Town'’s
website and the Bennington Historical Society.)

Today, Bennington is the largest town in southwest-
ern Vermont and home to around 15,100 people. The
town is a hub of employment, commercial activity,
healthcare, education, and more for a region that
includes communities across state borders in New
York and Massachusetts.

This plan explores the many elements that make
Bennington a unique and lively place and envi-
sions affordable, sustainable, and enjoyable futures
for all community members. In August 2020, the
Bennington Select Board adopted a vision state-
ment that guides all aspects of the town:

Bennington is a welcoming, engaged,
inclusive, and resilient community where
everyone regardless of identity shares
in our vitality and benefits from an
outstanding quality of life.

These values, shared at the beginning of every
Select Board meeting since April 2021, have
informed the purpose, process, and vision for this
town plan. The Bennington Planning Commission, in
fulfilling its statutory duty to prepare the town plan,
has aimed to embody the Town's vision of inclusion,
engagement, and resilience throughout the process
of developing a reenvisioned planning document,
from the earliest brainstorming stages and commu-
nity engagement events, through the drafting and
design, to consideration of how the plan would be
used by the community after adoption.

Bennington Town Plan
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Introduction

Purpose

The town plan provides a framework for decisions
that will guide the future of Bennington. The plan’s
scope includes planning for the development of
land, provision of public services, operation of com-
munity facilities, and protection of the environment,
among other subjects.

The town plan considers the current conditions in
Bennington and sets new goals for the town, based
on the input of many different community mem-
bers. While this plan is guided by the needs and
desires of the Town of Bennington, care was taken
to ensure that it is compatible with the Bennington
Regional Plan, with the plans of the villages of Old
Bennington and North Bennington, and with the
plans of neighboring towns.

This plan will guide the actions of many commu-
nity members and institutions, including the Select
Board, municipal offices, non-profit organizations,
community groups, and businesses that work to
respond to community-wide priorities.

Additionally, one purpose of the town plan is to
comply with state requirements and keep the Town
of Bennington aligned with the state’s planning
goals. This town plan was prepared and adopted
pursuant to Title 24 V.S.A. Chapter 117, the Vermont
Municipal and Regional Planning and Development
Act, and meets all state requirements for a munici-
pal plan.

Quotes from
community members are
included throughout this
plan! Look out for speech
boxes like this one to see

what Benningtonians had to
say.

Planning Process

This plan is informed by the participation of com-
munity members, whose input was gathered during
an extensive public engagement process. With

the support of the Bennington County Regional
Commission (BCRC), the Planning Commission
reached out to community members for their ideas
and opinions throughout the winter of 2024, and it
shared findings from that community engagement
in May 2024.

For more information on the community engage-
ment process, see Appendix A.

This public engagement effort was designed to
reach a broader segment of the community than
the Town has ever reached before. Community
members participated in roundtable conversations,
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gathered for group discussions coordinated with
community partners, and completed surveys to
share their views on key topics.

Some of the most inspiring input was from
Bennington’s public-school students. Nearly 1000
students at Bennington's elementary, middle, and
high schools completed “Postcards from 2050." The
students expressed their desires for more places

to spend time together, a drug-free community,
housing for everyone, and a healthy environment—
many of the same themes that surfaced through the
community-wide engagement efforts.

All of the feedback gathered from the community
was synthesized and distilled into key takeaways,
themes, and values that the Planning Commission
used to inform the structure and content of this
plan.

Values

The responses from the public highlighted com-
munity values that span across individual issues.
These values give guidance for how the Town of
Bennington and any other groups following this
plan should act on the recommendations laid out in
this document:

Planning for the future of Bennington will
always be: people-centered, transparent,
creative, strategic, compassionate,
conscious of affordability, and sustainable.

These values are integrated throughout this plan
as guiding principles that are essential to building
a future for Bennington that reflects the aspirations
of its current community. These values give import-
ant community-driven context to how the Town of
Bennington will work toward specific goals that
state law requires municipal plans to address.

Vision

The key takeaways and themes that emerged
during the public engagement phase were used

to develop a new organizational structure for the
town plan as well as identify important policies and
action items that the Town should prioritize.

Key themes that emerged from public engagement
were:
a vibrant downtown
= mobility for all
« the place to be
« community-oriented public safety
« innovative spirit
« strategic programming
» informed and educated public
« climate resilience.

Although each theme doesn't stand alone as
its own section, these community priorities are
reflected throughout the town plan.

Bennington Town Plan
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These themes informed the structure of the plan,
which is organized into four larger thematic parts:
The Place to Be, Bennington for All, Connected
Community, and Resilient Community. The devel-
opment of these sections was guided by commu-
nity priorities and the state-required elements of a
municipal plan.

Each section includes a vision statement, a list of
goals, and bolded action items embedded through-
out the narrative.

« Visions are ambitious descriptions of what we
want Bennington to be. Each of the plan'’s four
thematic sections opens with a vision.

» Goals are the broad outcomes that are meant
to bring about the Town'’s visions. Each of this
plan’s chapters opens with a set of goals.

« Actions are next steps that the Town of
Bennington and the community should take
to achieve their goals. Action items are bolded
throughout the plan and are also listed in
Appendix C. Implementation Matrix.

Part 1: The Place to Be describes Bennington's
current and future land uses and promotes the goal
of compact development in downtown areas and
existing neighborhoods. This section also discusses
Bennington’s natural and historic resources and
working lands.

Vision

Bennington will be home to a vibrant downtown
surrounded by welcoming neighborhoods, a thriv-
ing agricultural community, and well-protected
scenic and natural resources.

Goals

« Alively downtown with commercial, cultural,
institutional, governmental, residential, tourist,
and community activity

« Cherished, preserved, and actively occupied
historic architecture and landmarks throughout
town

«  Welcoming residential neighborhoods served by
nearby community institutions and businesses

»  Working landscapes of local farms and forestry

operations throughout Bennington’s rural areas
« Healthy forests, scenic ridgelines, clean waters,
and protected wildlife connections
« Active, maintained, and well-marked recre-
ational areas

Statutory elements included in this section are:

« Aland use plan

« Policies on the preservation of natural, scenic,
and historic resources

Part 2: Bennington for All discusses economic
development trends and the local food system. This
section also describes the current state of housing
in Bennington and establishes housing develop-
ment goals.

Vision

Bennington will have a thriving, diversified economy
that is deeply local and acts as a regional hub, as
well as an ample supply of housing that is affordable
and desirable for all of the town'’s residents.

Bennington Town Plan
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Goals

« Adiverse, sustainable, and resilient economy
that provides a variety of job opportunities while
maintaining environmental standards

« Avrobust local food production and distribution
system, affordable and available to all residents,
students, workers, and visitors to Bennington

« A healthy housing ecosystem that offers an
ample and varied supply of housing for all
income levels that is of good quality, and energy
efficient

« Accessible resources for finding and securing
housing

Statutory elements included in this section are:
An economic development element
» A housing element

Part 3: Connected Community includes discus-
sions of the town's educational, childcare, and

transportation systems, and public utilities and
services in town. This section also discusses the
goals of creating a welcoming community, cultivat-
ing civic participation, and fostering Bennington's
relationship to the broader region. This section also
includes current demographic data.

Vision

Bennington will be well connected through a robust
network of facilities and services that support a
high quality of life and provide opportunities for
community cohesion.

Goals

« Atransportation system that is safe, efficient,
affordable, and sustainable for all users

» A public transit system that provides efficient
and accessible transportation throughout
Bennington and the broader region
A vibrant, welcoming, and accessible

Better Bennington Corporation Sponsored

9

Event at Merchants Park.

community where residents feel a sense of
belonging

A strong educational system that supports
learners of all ages, from early childhood care
to vocational training and post-secondary
education

Accessible and affordable health services that
support community members’ long-term health
and overall quality of life

Expanded facilities and services that support all
community members, especially those strug-
gling with housing insecurity, addiction, and
other challenges

Effective emergency services and communi-
ty-oriented public safety systems

Affordable broadband and telecommunication
services throughout Bennington

Robust and safe water and wastewater systems
A solid waste management strategy that
emphasizes reduction, reuse, and responsible

Bennington Town Plan




Introduction

disposal

« Ample and accessible opportunities for recre-
ation that foster healthy lifestyles and social
connection

= An engaged citizenry that participates in town
governance on appointed citizen boards and
commissions that represent a broad swath of
the town's residents, including people of all
ages, abilities, and income levels

« Extensive connections with the broader region,
including playing an appropriate role in regional
institutions

Statutory elements included in this section:

« Atransportation plan
A utilities and facilities plan

» An educational facilities plan

« A description of the relationship to the region
and adjacent municipalities

Part 4: Resilient Community discusses flooding
and other climate hazards and how Bennington

can mitigate the impacts of hazardous events and
build resilience, physically and socially. This section
also includes an enhanced energy plan that meets
the requirements of Act 174 and establishes energy
conservation goals and renewable energy policies.

Vision

Bennington will be proactive, forward-thinking, and
inclusive in addressing the hazards of a changing
climate.

Goals

«  Up-to-date emergency management policies
and procedures that address the needs of all
community members, especially vulnerable
residents

« Infrastructure, buildings, and critical assets that
are resilient to extreme weather events, espe-
cially flooding

» Healthy rivers, streams, wetlands, and upland
forests that mitigate flooding

« Climate-resilient neighborhoods

« Informed residents who are prepared for emer-
gency situations

«  Energy-efficient residential, municipal, commer-
cial, and industrial buildings

» Reduced energy consumption in municipal
operations

« An energy-efficient transportation system with a
diversity of options

» Local, renewable sources of energy that
strengthen the local economy and are accessi-
ble to all residents
Reduced greenhouse gas emissions that align
with Vermont's Global Warming Solutions Act

Statutory elements included in this section are:
« Aflood resilience plan
« Anenergy plan

10

Bennington Horseshoe Club at Willow Park.
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Implementation

The town plan is intended to be implemented over
the course of the coming months and years; it is not
an abstract document that will sit on a shelf. First
and foremost, the plan will be a guiding docu-
ment for leadership in the Town of Bennington: by
the Select Board, by municipal staff, and by other
boards and commissions. They will use the goals
articulated in this plan to guide decision-making
and shape policies for the future of Bennington.
The Planning Commission and Select Board will
consider the plan when preparing amendments to
municipal bylaws and ordinances, pursuing grant
opportunities, and considering a major purchase as
defined in the Town's purchasing policy.

Additionally, the Town should encourage other
local, regional, and state officials and organizations
to refer to this plan when embarking on actions
that may affect Bennington, and to implement
plans and projects compatible with the town plan.

Because the plan provides the basis for many of

the Town's regulations, it should be consulted by
developers interested in investing in the town and
by local and state regulatory boards when review-
ing land use applications. Non-profit organizations
and other community groups should use the town
plan as support for their initiatives that align with
broader community goals articulated within the
document. The town plan can also highlight areas
where greater community mobilization is needed to
advance goals that are otherwise left unattended.
The Town should also establish a mechanism for
the ongoing collection and review of comments and
questions about the town plan. Such advice and
critique can inform future amendments and updates
and ensure community engagement as the planning
process continues.

Finally, Appendix C includes an implementation
table, which provides details on the implementation
of this plan's goals through specific action items,

such as who will be involved in taking action, when,
and what funding might be available to support
their work.

il

The Bennington Mill on Benmont Avenue
houses a variety of businesses in a
repurposed mill building.

Bennington Town Plan
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Part 1: The Place to Be

Bennington will be home to a vibrant downtown

surrounded by welcoming neighborhoods,

a thriving agricultural community, and well-
protected scenic and natural resources.

= A lively downtown with commercial,
institutional, governmental, residential, tourist,
and community activity

- Cherished, preserved, and actively occupied
historic architecture and landmarks throughout
town

-  Welcoming residential neighborhoods
served by nearby community institutions and
businesses

- Working landscapes of local farms and forestry
operations throughout Bennington’s rural areas

- Healthy forests, scenic ridgelines, clean waters,
and protected wildlife connections

« Active, maintained, and well-marked
recreational areas

71 W



Part 1: Place to Be

Chapter 1: Land Use

Bennington’s center is a robust downtown that
includes the greatest density of commercial, resi-
dential, and institutional uses in town. The down-
town is home to historical assets that shaped
Bennington's early development and contributes
important cultural value to the town today. Adjacent
to Bennington's downtown are a variety of neigh-
borhoods, areas of mixed uses, higher density
existing settlements, and future growth areas.
Surrounding areas of lower residential density,
industrial uses, working landscapes, and natural
resources make up the rest of the town'’s land uses
and contribute to the economic vitality and scenic
beauty that is essential to Bennington's character.

The land use goals described in this section of the
Bennington Town Plan reflect the expressed vision
of the Bennington community and the statewide

planning goals that prioritize concentrated devel-
opment in the town's compact urban center,
surrounded by rural countryside. This focus on
growth in Bennington's existing urban areas, while
preserving the town's open space and protecting
natural resources, reflects “smart growth” planning
principles. Smart growth's emphasis on compact
development, walkability, diverse housing options,
and sustainability aligns with the Bennington com-
munity's values of accessibility, affordability, and
resilience.

In 2021, Bennington adopted revised Land Use &
Development Regulations (LUDR) that include

form-based design areas in the central part of town.

These regulations established zoning districts and
policies that encourage a settlement pattern with

a concentration of mixed uses in the town center
surrounded by open rural countryside. This plan
reinforces that vision and aims to strengthen that
plan of development with recommended regulatory

tools (such as updates to the bylaws) and non-regu-
latory strategies (such as collaboration with stake-
holders and advocacy groups, and pursuit of grant
programs).

The Land Use & Development Regulations divide
the town into several zoning districts, each of which
has a specific set of allowed uses and dimensional
requirements, and some of which have special
design or resource protection standards. The Town's
zoning bylaws are a system of specific regulations
that govern how land can (and cannot) be used.
Zoning bylaws are often updated after a new town
plan is adopted, to ensure that the Town’s land use
regulations are in harmony with the vision laid out
in the plan.

In contrast to the zoning bylaws’ specificity, this
town plan takes a “big picture” approach to describ-
ing land use in Bennington. The town planis a
visionary policy document that describes general

Chapter 1: Land Use 13

Bennington's commercial center includes
traditional streetscapes of tightly clustered
multi-story buildings that face the sidewalk.

Residential neighborhoods near the
downtown maintain historic character,
contribute to an attractive walking-friendly
environment, and complement commercial
uses on primary local roads.

Bennington is home to several large
institutions, whose campus-style areas
unite large-scale facilities with thoughtful
landscaping, site planning, and access
points to other parts of town.

in:

Bennington Town Plan



https://cms5.revize.com/revize/bennington/Document%20Center/Government/Planning%20Documents/BennLUDR_FINAL-optimized.pdf
https://cms5.revize.com/revize/bennington/Document%20Center/Government/Planning%20Documents/BennLUDR_FINAL-optimized.pdf

Part 1: Place to Be

A barn on Carpenter Hill Road is part of the FLU Rural Agriculture
and Forestry Zone.

categories of land use, but does not directly regu-
late development the way zoning does.

The primary land use categories described in this
plan are shown on the Future Land Use map (Figure
11) as follows: Downtown (Center), Neighborhoods,
Transition/Infill Areas, Rural Residential, Rural
Agriculture and Forestry, and Natural Resources.

Some areas shown on the map straddle different
land use categories. These include:

Public Open Space—Parks and publicly-owned
conserved lands in Bennington. These parts of
town shall remain available for the enjoyment
of the public in perpetuity, and can be found all
over Bennington.

Transportation—Highway corridors and the

Municipal and Regional Future Land Use
Maps

Act 181 (2024) established new categories for
the regional planning commissions to use in
their Future Land Use Maps. These regional
maps must use specific land use categories
defined in statute. While municipal Future Land
Use Maps and regional Future Land Use Maps
should align, they do not need to perfectly match.
Bennington’s Future Land Use Map includes
some locally relevant land use categories and
slightly different labels than those used in the
Bennington County Regional Commission’s
Future Land Use Map, but they identify the same
areas for growth, transition, and preservation.

airport. These lands serve important roles con-
necting Bennington to surrounding towns and
states, and development in these areas shall not
lead to unsafe conditions or inhibit their effec-
tive use.

Institutional—Large campuses for educational
and healthcare organizations. These parts of
town should maintain cohesive design within
each campus, and shall not adversely impact
the character of adjacent residential or mixed-
use neighborhoods.

Figure 1.1. Future Land Use

Chapter 1: Land Use
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Downtown

Bennington’s downtown is the most densely devel-
oped part of town with the widest mix of uses,
including housing, businesses, civic and educa-
tional institutions, and key public services and
facilities. This mixed-use environment is critical to
ensuring a vibrant town center.

In 1999, the Town received one of the first down-
town designations from the Vermont Downtown
Development Board (now the Community
Investment Board). The Department of Housing and
Community Development's Downtown Designation
program allows landowners within the downtown
access to tax incentives for redevelopment, and
gives the Town an advantage when applying for
state grants. The designation has given the Town
valuable incentives, tax credits, and grant opportu-
nities that have helped to improve the town's central
commercial, civic, and residential area.

Act 181 (2024) changed the state's designation
programs, which are now simplified into two catego-
ries: centers and neighborhoods. The boundaries for
those areas are established through future land use
maps, which are developed by the regional planning
commissions in conversation with municipalities
and approved by the statewide Land Use Review
Board (LURB). Within the designated centers, there
are three steps, indicating beginner, intermediate,
and advanced centers. Each step allows the munic-
ipality to access an increasing number of benefits.
As Bennington already has a downtown designation
under the previous designation program, the Town
will automatically be considered by the Land Use
Review Board for a Step 3 designation—the highest
level of benefits available under Act 181.

For more information about Act 181, the steps, and
other changes to the designation program, see
Appendix B. Act 181 and Municipal Planning.

Better Bennington Corporation

The Better Bennington Corporation (BBC) is

the town's official non-profit designated down-
town organization, providing access to grants,
technical assistance, and networking oppor-
tunities for businesses and property owners

in the Downtown Improvement District. BBC
programming is funded by grants, donations, and
a special assessment tax on downtown proper-
ties in the Downtown Improvement District. The
mission of the Better Bennington Corporation is
to lead and support public and private efforts that
enhance downtown as the vital commercial and
cultural heart of the community.

To continue making the most of the state's
resources for downtowns, the Town shall secure
an expanded downtown center to broaden eligi-
bility for tax and permit incentives for mixed-use
and housing projects. With assistance from the
Bennington County Regional Commission (BCRC),
the Town can propose expanded downtown bound-
aries in line with the Proposed Designated Areas
Map (Figure 1.2) and pursue recognition from the
Land Use Review Board.

Within the downtown center, the Town should
continue to provide incentives for investment in
the downtown, including the continuation and pos-
sible expansion of the Bennington Revolving Loan
Program (BRLP) in support of local businesses
located in or relocating to the downtown. The BRLP
was created in the 1990s to increase the economic
vitality of Bennington by offering loans at lower
interest rates to small businesses located in town.

Figure 1.2. Proposed Designated Areas

Chapter 1: Land Use
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The historic Putnam Hotel in downtown Bennington was redeveloped into retail and commercial space on the street level and 31 units of

/ “We appreciate \

the efforts to
adaptively reuse old
buildings, especially

for new housing."

housing on the upper floors. Future phases of development will include additional commercial space and housing.

The Town should also collaborate with local organi-
zations that support investment and development
in the downtown area. Bennington's designated
downtown organization is the Better Bennington
Corporation (BBC). The Town should strengthen
marketing of downtown assets through contin-
ued partnership with the BBC. Other valuable
partners in creating a lively and active down-

town are non-profit housing developers such as
Cornerstone Housing Partners, and private local
housing developers. The Town should encourage
and support non-profit and private local housing
developers to realize development opportunities
for all types of housing (market rate, workforce,
and affordable) in downtown Bennington. In
addition to addressing a critical need for additional
housing of all types, strengthening the housing

options in the downtown is an effective way to keep
the downtown active throughout the day and sus-
tain commercial, cultural, and recreational activities
in the area.

To further support creative redevelopment in the
downtown, the Town should encourage adaptive
reuse of existing structures, including residential
use of the upper stories of commercial buildings,
and incentivize adaptive reuse of historical build-
ings rather than their demolition and replacement.

For more information about policies to encourage
housing development, see Chapter 3: Housing.

Adaptive reuse of existing structures in Bennington’s
downtown has proven to be a valuable strategy for

Adaptive Reuse

Adaptive reuse is the process of repur-
posing an existing building for a new use,
rather than demolishing it. It involves
renovating and adapting a structure to
meet modern needs while preserving its
historical and architectural character. This
approach is sustainable and beneficial for
cultural preservation, community revital-
ization, and economic development.

Chapter 1: Land Use 16

The BBC operates their Downtown
Welcome Center out of the Old Blacksmith
Shop, which was built around 1845, Over the
years the building was also an auto garage,
gift shop, and interior design studio.

The Bennington Station building is a former
rail depot that now is home to offices for
MSK Engineers and Goldstone Architecture.

Built in 1851, this former home to the Stark
Hose Volunteer Fire Company is now two
units of housing.

in:
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giving new life to historical structures and creating
fresh opportunities for commercial and residential
use in the heart of downtown. One important tool
for enabling redevelopment has been the Vermont
Brownfields Program, which mitigates the costs
associated with the reuse or redevelopment of sites,
especially historical properties that are contam-
inated or suspected of being contaminated with
hazardous materials. Bennington should promote
the use of the Brownfields Program to incentiv-
ize the redevelopment of underutilized formerly
productive properties throughout the downtown.
The BCRC can also support the redevelopment of
brownfields through site assessments and clean-up
planning for contaminated properties.

Another strategy for revitalizing downtown is to
minimize long-term vacancies. The Town should
review local ordinances and tracking mech-
anisms to discourage long-term vacancies of
properties and recommend revisions to activate
currently vacant and underutilized properties in
the downtown. The Town, BCRC, and the BBC
should work collaboratively to maintain an up-to-
date inventory of downtown properties available
for commercial and residential infill and redevel-
opment and work with partners to promote their
purchase or lease.

Reflected in the community input that informed
this plan is a desire for a more pedestrian-friendly
and personalized downtown. To achieve greater
walkability, the Town should devise and adopt a
streetscape improvement plan to expand acces-
sibility and pedestrian-oriented amenities within
the public rights-of-way. The land use regula-
tions should also be reviewed and updated, if
necessary, to ensure new downtown develop-
ment meets “Complete Streets” and transit-ori-
ented design standards.

For more information about pedestrian improve-
ments, see Chapter 4. Mobility for All.

Along with planning and policy changes for trans-
portation improvements, the Town should pursue
opportunities for coordinating placemaking
projects that incorporate public art, community
gathering, public space improvements, and rela-
tionship-building between neighbors, community
members, individual artists and cultural groups,
businesses, local leaders, and others. This initiative
could include pursuing funding for installation and
construction of improved streetscape amenities,
such as benches, lighting, and public art.

For more information about placemaking and
community building, see Chapter 5. Community,
Utilities, Facilities, and Services.

For new developments in downtown Bennington,
the Downtown Form-Based-Design Area provides

Complete Streets

Complete Streets is a planning
approach that ensures streets

are designed, built, operated, and
maintained for all users, including
pedestrians, bicyclists, motorists,
and transit riders, regardless of age
or ability.

Chapter 1: Land Use
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Pedestrian-oriented infrastructure is an important amenity that
makes downtown Bennington an attractive and accessible
destination.

important regulatory guidance on a range of topics.
The purpose of the Downtown Form-Based-Design
Area is to reinforce the dense, vibrant, and walkable
development pattern of the town’'s mixed-use center.

This downtown design area is characterized by:

«  multi-story buildings to capture the eyes of
passers-by building frontages with facades that
include engaging street entrances and transpar-
ent windows set close to the street with minimal
or no interruptions between buildings

« a wide public street realm welcoming to pedes-
trians, cyclists, and motorists

« an integrated network of sidewalks, alleys,
and parking area access points that allows the
public to move swiftly and safely throughout the
downtown

« parking available on-street, behind buildings,
and in well-landscaped, shared public lots and
structures

« an abundance of amenities such as sidewalks,
shade trees, pocket parks, benches, and waste
receptacles.

The Planning Commission should review and
evaluate the design standards of the Land Use
and Development Regulations for effectiveness
at shaping a downtown that is lively, afford-
able, accessible, and resilient. This could include
scheduling an annual joint meeting between the
Planning Commission, the Town's Planning/Zoning
Department, and other stakeholders to review the
effectiveness of the LUDR in shaping desired devel-
opment outcomes.

Figure 1.3. Historic Design Review Distict
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Historic Preservation

Historical architecture and landmarks are an essen-
tial element of Bennington's character; these cul-
tural assets should be protected and promoted. The
Historic Central Bennington Design Review District
was established to protect historical resources in a
defined area and encourage new construction that
will reinforce the best qualities of the area through
both traditional and innovative design approaches.
It is also critical that site design (e.g., location and
orientation of buildings, parking areas, drives) be
sensitive to the historical character of the area and
that appropriate site features and amenities (e.g.,
signs, landscaping, street furniture) be provided.

Multiple public bodies play a role in preserving

and celebrating Bennington'’s historic structures,
including the Historic Preservation Commission, the
Development Review Board (DRB), the Planning
Commission, and the Select Board, among others.
The Historic Preservation Commission (HPC)
serves an important role in advising the DRB and
Planning Commission on their own work evaluating
proposals and shaping development regulations.
The Select Board shall ensure that the Historic
Preservation Commission is composed of indi-
viduals that have background and interest in
historic preservation, architecture, or design.
The HPC shall continue to advise the Development
Review Board concerning development proposals
affecting historical sites or districts and advise the
Planning Commission concerning development
regulations and planning for the protection of the
town's archaeological, historic, and architectur-
ally significant resources. The HPC has developed
preservation guidelines to protect the character of
the historic district. Many of those guidelines and
recommended actions are contained in its publica-
tion, Time and Place in Bennington, A Handbook for
the Central Bennington Historic District.

The HPC, DRB, and Planning Commission should
meet jointly and evaluate the design standards
of the Land Use and Development Regulations
for effectiveness at protecting historic resources
throughout Bennington. The HPC and Planning
Commission can also advise the Town on how

best to incentivize and require adaptive reuse of
historic buildings rather than their demolition and
replacement to the greatest extent practicable. The
Town should explore and pursue opportunities
for funding and financial incentives to support
historic preservation efforts.

The Historic Preservation Commission should
also serve an educational role for the town

to increase awareness and appreciation of
Bennington’s historic resources through website
content, displays, walking tours, educational materi-
als, and other means. The HPC should continue its
efforts to maintain a comprehensive inventory of
recognized archaeological resources, historical
districts, sites, and structures to be appreciated
and protected.

In 2024 the Town grappled with street naming
conventions, and current policy states that road
naming should reflect local historical content and
not commercial entities. The Town should revise
the street naming ordinance to require new road
names reflect local natural, cultural, or historical
subject matter (including named individuals) rather
than non-local commercial or corporate entities.

Chapter 1: Land Use

“Bennington
has a rich history
that should be
better marketed."

This historic U.S. Post Office building is now home to the Bennington
Police Department.

Design Review District

Many original buildings and details of the historical downtown remain intact
and are protected by the Design Review District, a zoning overlay district
encompassing the historical mixed-use core. All proposed development or
redevelopment within the district are reviewed by the Historic Preservation
Commission before being approved by the Town's Development Review
Board or zoning administrator.

within Bennington.

Historic Preservation Commission

The Historic Preservation Commission plans and advocates for the protec-
tion and appreciation of Bennington’s historical and architecturally sig-
nificant resources. The HPC is tasked with reviewing signage and fagade
changes within the Downtown Historic District. The commission also pro-
vides education and guidance on the preservation of all historic resources

Bennington Town Plan
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https://historicipswich.net/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/time-and-place-in-bennington1.pdf
https://historicipswich.net/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/time-and-place-in-bennington1.pdf
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“We need
more options for
smaller housing

within walking
distance of

n”

downtown.

Neighborhoods and Transition/Infill Areas

Bennington's central downtown is surrounded

by vibrant, mixed-use neighborhoods that offer a
variety of residential, commercial, and civic assets.
Immediately surrounding the downtown are con-
centrated residential neighborhoods served by a
traditional grid network of streets. Newer, moder-
ate-density residential areas supported by munic-
ipal water and sewer services lie further from the
downtown, but largely within the town'’s current
growth center boundary. High-volume commercial
activities are found north of the downtown along
the Northside Drive and Kocher Drive corridors and
adjacent to the Vermont 279 interchange. These
include supermarkets, big box retailers, car dealer-
ships, fast food restaurants, motels, and other retail-
ers. The varying uses, densities, and characteristics

The Park Street neighborhood is close to downtown and includes Bennington Elementary School.

of these neighborhoods in Bennington's compact
settlement area contribute many of the amenities
that people love and want to see flourish.

The Town recognizes that maintaining a compact
urban center is an important planning element that
is imperative to sustaining and improving the vitality
of Bennington. It is important to community mem-
bers that this central area support walking, public
transit, and alternative forms of transportation. In
maintaining a compact neighborhood area around
the downtown center, Bennington is supporting
Vermont's traditional land use pattern, as well as
smart growth principles, which emphasize creating
livable, sustainable, and equitable communities.

In addition to the designated downtown,
Bennington’s adjacent urban area is recognized as

The Lower Grandview neighborhood offers sidewalk access to
homes close to downtown and green space.

Bennington Town Plan
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a designated growth center (established in 2008).
The Growth Center Program provides incentives
for municipalities to plan for growth in and around
downtowns, and to preserve the surrounding
working landscape. Growth centers are defined as
areas with concentrated, higher density, mixed-use
developments.

In 2024, Act 181 introduced reforms to the state’s
designation programs. Going forward, the growth
center designation will be replaced with the “neigh-
borhood” designation, which is delineated in the
Proposed Designated Areas Map (see Figure

1.2). In collaboration with the BCRC, the Town of
Bennington shall secure a neighborhood des-
ignation to expand eligibility for tax and permit
incentives for housing projects throughout the
town's compact settlement area. Together, the
downtown and neighborhoods areas will also be
eligible for exemptions from Act 250 under reforms
from Act 181. This aligns Bennington’s land use
priorities with state planning goals to promote the
development of missing middle and infill housing,
new housing, rehabilitated housing, senior housing,
and transitional housing throughout Bennington'’s
urban settlement area to meet established housing
targets.

For more details on housing policies and Act 250
exemptions, see Chapter 3: Housing.

Another goal of the neighborhood and transition
areas is to transform existing strip development
into inviting pedestrian-oriented and mixed-use
areas that increase the town’s tax base while
utilizing municipal services more efficiently. The
auto-oriented development along Northside Drive
is an important retail area in town, but the envi-
ronment is unfriendly to people who access those
sites by foot, bicycle, or means other than a car.
The Town should continue to improve bicycle
and pedestrian access in that area through the

“It's great to
have lots of compact
neighborhoods that are

cars.”

convenient to restaurants and
corner stores. And they're
good for people without

expansion of the Walloomsac Valley Path (part of
the Bennington Community Pathways network),
while also reviewing land use and development
regulations to ensure that future developments
include non-motorized transportation modes in
site access.

For more details on bicycle and pedestrian improve-
ments throughout town, see Chapter 4. Mobility for
All.

To effectively implement this plan, the Planning
Commission shall review and update the
Land Use and Development Regulations to be

The Putnam Block features a pathway to connect Main Street to
parking.

consistent with the land use categories mapped
and described here. Coordinating Bennington’s
zoning bylaws with this plan follows best practices
to align the Town'’s regulations with the town plan’s
vision for development. Additionally, the Planning
Commission should expand the use of form-
based design districts to align with the broader
view of the neighborhood area and its corre-
sponding development.

A defining characteristic of the neighborhood area
is that it is served by both public water and sewer.
This provision of public utilities makes develop-
ment easier throughout these neighborhoods by

Chapter 1: Land Use
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Pleasant Valley, in southwestern Bennington, is a scenic part of town cherished for its beautiful views and important agricultural resources.

eliminating the costs of adding wells or septic sys-
tems to new residential projects. Additionally, in the
HOME Act (2023) the state recognized the advan-
tages of developing in areas served by both public
water and sewer and established statewide land
use minimums for those dually served areas where
residential development is already allowed. These
statewide changes include a minimum residential
density of 5 units per acre, the allowance of 3- and
4-unit dwellings by right, and the provision of den-
sity bonuses for affordable housing developments.
The Planning Commission should revise zoning
district boundaries to reflect the requirements of
the HOME Act, and/or create an overlay district
that maps where both public water and sewer
are available in Bennington.

Rural Residential and Rural Agriculture and
Forestry

Preserving Bennington's working lands and rural
areas is just as important as bolstering its lively
commercial center. The Future Land Use map
(Figure 1.1) indicates areas where the Town should
protect the long-term viability of natural-re-
source-based industries by preserving rural open
spaces and forests through good stewardship of the
land. As part of this commitment, the Town should
aid efforts to preserve productive agricultural
lands, support economically viable farming oper-
ations, and support economically and environ-
mentally viable forestry operations.

Forested lands cover much of Bennington. These

forests stabilize soils and slopes, prevent flooding,
provide valuable timber, wildlife habitat, and rec-
reational resources, filter air pollutants, and have
important recreational, economic, and aesthetic
value. Bennington's forested ridgelines are key to
the town's identity.

There are also areas of the Green Mountain National
Forest in eastern Bennington that allow for some
extraction of forestry materials. While national
forest lands do not need to comply with Vermont's
state regulations, businesses on private lands in
Bennington are encouraged to balance the needs of
their operations with state guidelines to protect nat-
ural resources. Logging, timber, and forestry activi-
ties must, at a minimum, follow the state’s Accepted
Management Practices for maintaining water qual-
ity. In addition, loggers should employ strategies
that ensure a long-term sustainable yield of timber,
maintain and enhance the ecological integrity of
forest ecosystems, and minimize or prevent adverse
impacts upon the land.

According to the Vermont Agency of Agriculture,
Food, and Markets, Bennington is also home to
nearly two dozen farms, apiaries, and nurseries.

To aid local farmers, the Town should support
efforts to promote production, assist local pro-
ducers in applying for funding opportunities from
the Vermont Agency of Agriculture, Food, and
Markets, and foster connections between local
farmers and local and regional businesses (espe-
cially restaurants and stores) to bolster financial
viability of farming operations.

For more information about connecting local
farmers and businesses, see Chapter 2: Economic
Development.

Another concern in Bennington's rural areas is
sprawl. Rural sprawl is a significant driver of forest
fragmentation in Vermont, which has experienced

Chapter 1: Land Use
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Conservation Tools for
Landowners

To learn more about conserv-
ing forested lands on private
property, see the following
resources:

-Vermont Coverts helps
landowners meet forest man-
agement goals and enhance
diverse wildlife habitat and
healthy ecosystems.
-Foresters for the Birds helps
landowners integrate the
practices of timber and song-
bird habitat management
(Audubon Vermont).
-Managing your Woodlands
(Vermont Department

of Forests, Parks and
Recreation) directs landown-
ers to a variety of resources
to support learning about and
conserving forested land.

- Community Strategies

for Vermont's Forests and
Wildlife: A Guide to Local
Action (Vermont Natural
Resources Council)] speaks
to community members
looking to take local action
to ensure the future of their
forests and wildlife.

Bennington Town Plan
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https://vtcoverts.org/index.html
https://vt.audubon.org/conservation/foresters-birds
https://fpr.vermont.gov/forest/managing-your-woodlands
https://vnrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/VNRC-Forestland-Conservation-10-1-links.pdf
https://vnrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/VNRC-Forestland-Conservation-10-1-links.pdf
https://vnrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/VNRC-Forestland-Conservation-10-1-links.pdf
https://vnrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/VNRC-Forestland-Conservation-10-1-links.pdf

Part 1: Place to Be Chapter 1: Land Use 23

Figure 1.4. Natural Resources—Wildlife Figure 1.5. Natural Resources—Soils, Sand, and Gravel
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“We have
beautiful natural
areas that are
valuable community

resources.” )

an overall loss of forest cover in recent years. This
type of fragmentation occurs incrementally, until
eventually the contiguous forest is reduced to scat-
tered and isolated forest islands surrounded by land
uses that threaten the health, function, and value of
these forests as animal and plant habitat.

Forested lands and important wildlife habitat areas
exist throughout Bennington, and not just in areas
of protected natural resources. In fact, many of
these lands are in Bennington's Rural Conservation
zoning district, which allows for low-density res-
idential development with a minimum lot size of
80,000 square feet, or nearly 2 acres.

Bennington’s Land Use and Development
Regulations already include strong protections
against the disruption of natural resources, wild-

life habitats, agricultural land, scenic ridgelines,
hillsides, and other scenic resources as defined in
Bennington’s Scenic Resources Inventory which is
incorporated by reference as part of the town plan.
The Town's regulations for Planned Residential
Developments and Planned Unit Developments also

Forest Blocks

A healthy forest pattern is one in which an area's
largest forest blocks connect to one another via
smaller forest blocks and riparian areas. Such
continuity can help sustain viable populations of
native plant and animal species for future gen-
erations and can help an ecosystem withstand
and recover from catastrophic events like storms
or wildfires, support breeding populations, and
provide habitat for species sensitive to human
disturbance.

Habitat connectors refer to land or water that link
larger patches of habitat within a landscape to
allow for the movement, migration, and disper-
sal of animals and plants. They can be a forest
block, riparian area, or a specific road crossing
that wildlife repeatedly use. Without connectors,
habitats become fragmented ecological islands
that cannot sustain wildlife, leading to long-term
declines in biodiversity and ecosystem health.

Highest priority interior forest and connectivity
blocks are considered to be the highest priority
because of their interior or core forest conditions
(Forest Blocks) or because of their connectivity
function (Connectivity Blocks). These areas are
critically important to create enough connectivity
among populations of single species, allowing for
genetic exchange between wildlife populations.

Chapter 1: Land Use

Figure 1.6. Highest Priority Interior Forest Blocks and Connectivity Blocks
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