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Chapter 1 Introduction  

1.1 What is the Northfield Municipal Plan? 

The Northfield Municipal Plan is a comprehensive long-range guide to the future of both the 
Town and Village of Northfield. This plan builds on the previous municipal plan adopted in 2004. 
The plan is intended to: 

Á Identify significant trends that have shaped Northfieldôs rich and varied history; 

Á Document current conditions regarding a variety of topics, including housing, 
transportation, the local economy, community facilities and services, and land use; 

Á Predict, to the extent practical, the trends that will affect change in the future; and  

Á Define the goals, policies, and implementation strategies for addressing community 
change in a way that will benefit current and future generations of Northfield 
residents. 

1.2  Consistency with Vermont Statute 

The Northfield Plan was prepared by the Northfield Joint Planning Commission under the 
authority of Title 24 of the Vermont Statutes Annotated, Chapter 117: The Vermont Municipal 
and Regional Planning and Development Act. While towns are not required to adopt a plan, 
those that do must include specific elements (24 VSA 117 §4382). This plan includes all 
required elements. This plan also addresses the twelve general state planning goals (24 VSA 
117 §4302). Although the plan is consistent with these goals, the background information, goals, 
and policies presented throughout the document were carefully prepared to meet the unique 
conditions and needs of the Town of Northfield. 

1.3 Regional Coordination 

Due to its geography, it makes sense for Northfield to work with adjacent communities to better 
serve its citizens, especially Roxbury and Berlin, located along the Route 12 corridor in the Dog 
River Valley. Northfield cooperates with neighboring communities to provide education, 
emergency services, and services for families, youth, and seniors. That day-to-day cooperation 
is less practical with neighboring Waitsfield and Warren, which are separated by the Northfield 
Range to the west, and Williamstown, which is separated by Paine Mountain and the I-89 
corridor to the east.  

Despite physical and geographic barriers, Northfield also participates in several regional 
organizations to address such issues of local concern as solid waste management, 
transportation and transit service, and a variety of social service and economic development 
functions. Nothing in this plan anticipates scaling back participation in any of these regional 
organizations or severing existing inter-municipal arrangements with neighboring towns.  

Compatibility with neighboring towns is particularly important with regard to land use, where 
incompatible policies could result in conflicting development activities and land uses along town 
boundaries. Northfieldôs land use plan calls for agriculture, forestry, low to moderate density 
residential development and very limited non-residential uses along the boundaries with 
Roxbury, Waitsfield, Moretown, Williamston and most of Berlin. A portion of the shared 
boundary with Berlin, adjacent to historic Northfield Falls, allows a greater mix of uses and 
higher densities befitting the traditional settlement pattern of this historic growth center. These 
uses and densities are not incompatible with those allowed in adjacent towns which have 



7 

adopted zoning, although Williamstown and Roxbury have not implemented their respective 
land use plans through development regulations.  

In addition to land use, a brief review of neighboring municipal plans does not reveal any 
notable incompatibility of plan goals or policies. Likewise, no areas of incompatibility between 
this plan and the Central Vermont Regional Plan have been identified. Thus, it is the position of 
Northfield that this plan is compatible with all of the adopted plans of neighboring communities 
and the region.  

1.4 Purpose of Town Plan 

Simply stated, the purpose of a town plan is to provide a vision for the town and offer strategies 
for achieving that vision. It provides a useful reference for local and state officials when making 
decisions affecting the community, and may be used to inform anyone interested in the town of 
its history, resources, challenges and policies. Important benefits and/or uses of the plan 
include: 

Community Assessment For Northfield to accommodate growth and change, local 
officials and residents should be aware of the townôs strengths and weaknesses and 
anticipate the factors that will influence future conditions. The process of preparing a 
town plan provides a structured process for assessing the communityôs past, taking 
stock of current conditions, and predicting future trends and influences. This process of 
community assessment and debate regarding the townôs future can be as important as 
the plan itself. 

Land Use Planning and Development Regulation Northfield first adopted zoning 
regulations to implement a community land use plan in 1977. These regulations served 
the town during two decades of rapid growth. The regulations were updated in 1986 and 
then revised in 1999, to correct deficiencies and address development pressure. The 
regulations were again revised in 2006 to comply with changes in state statute. Through 
these several revisions, the zoning district standards that have been in effect for 
decades have been left largely intact. As of 2009, this continues to be true. This plan 
shall serve as the blueprint for a comprehensive rewriting of the municipal zoning 
regulations in 2009/2010. 

Public Facilities and Services The town plan is useful for identifying desired 
community facilities and services, projecting future demand for those facilities and 
services, and setting priorities for meeting those demands in a cost effective manner. In 
many respects, this is among the most important functions of a town plan. 

Open Space & Natural Resource Protection In the future, Northfield will be presented 
with opportunities to help set aside open space for future generations. The town plan 
can help establish the communityôs conservation priorities and identify those properties, 
features and/or resources that are most deserving of protection. 

Economic Development Most past economic development initiatives have been the 
responsibility of private businesses. The town can support economic development, 
however, through the provision of facilities and services and by creating a regulatory 
climate that encourages different business activities in appropriate locations. The town 
plan is an important mechanism for addressing how local government, private 
businesses and economic development agencies and associations can coordinate their 
efforts to foster a healthy local economy. 

State Development Regulations Many state regulations, most importantly Act 250, are 
administered in a manner which gives some credence to local development policies. 
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One of Act 250's ten review criterion requires that new development be compatible with 
a locally adopted municipal plan. Northfieldôs Select board and Planning Commission 
both have ñparty statusò allowing for their involvement during Act 250 proceedings. The 
policies set forth in this plan address a wide range of topics, and are designed to serve 
as the townôs unambiguous position during the Act 250 and other review processes. 

State, Federal and Private Policies & Programs State development regulations are 
not the only forum in which it is important for the town to have clearly articulated policies. 
The decisions and actions of state and federal agencies and non-profit organizations can 
affect the townôs future well-being in areas such as transportation improvements, 
environmental protection, land conservation, economic development, and. In many 
instances, public agencies and private organizations seek the guidance of local 
governments to ensure that their activities are compatible with the communityôs values 
and vision. This is especially true regarding increasingly competitive grant programs, 
where conformance with a local plan is often an important eligibility requirement. 

Define Balance Between Conflicting Interests & Articulate a Community Vision 
Northfieldôs population reflects a diversity of opinions and attitudes. The planning 
process can be a vehicle for forging consensus, identifying issues in which consensus is 
not possible, and setting forth a process for resolving future conflict. The result of the 
planning process could be a future vision that reflects, to the extent possible, the hopes 
and aspirations of the community.  

1.5 Organization and Format 

This plan includes eleven chapters. The first chapter describes the planôs purpose, the 
importance of public participation in the planning process, and regional coordination and 
compatibility of this plan with the plans of neighboring communities. Chapter 1 also includes a 
brief town history provided by the Northfield Historical Society.  

Chapters 2 through 10 address a variety of topics, including the townôs population, housing, 
transportation, natural and cultural resources, and land use. These chapters include background 
information related to each topic and, where appropriate, projections or anticipated changes and 
planning considerations. The end of each chapter sets forth related goals, policies and specific 
tasks and strategies. Chapter 11 covers Plan implementation. 

1.6  Planning Process 

Northfield residents value their ability to participate in the process of making local decisions. In 
developing the 2009 plan, the Planning Commission focused on gathering public input to inform 
the plan. They invited over a hundred stakeholders from municipal departments, local boards, 
committees, and non-profit organizations to provide their input on the plan. In addition, draft 
chapters of the plan were posted on the municipal web site for public review.  

With funds from a Municipal Planning Grant from the Vermont Department of Housing and 
Community Affairs, a consultant was retained by the Commission to plan and coordinate public 
involvement in the planning process. Five public forums were held to discuss key topics, such 
as housing, land use, and economic development. With the help of the consultant and municipal 
staff, a survey was distributed with the Town Report and collected at Town Meeting Day, as well 
as being available via the Survey Monkey internet survey service. Over 200 responses were 
received. The information gathered in this process has been incorporated in this plan. 
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A Brief History of Northfield, by the Northfield Historical Society 

From 1785 through the 1820s, largely Yankees from Connecticut, Massachusetts, and the older Vermont 

towns settled Northfield. Next to arrive were the Irish, attracted in the 1840ôs by jobs on the railroad. The 

Welsh arrived after the Irish to work in the slate quarries in the 1850ôs and 1860ôs. Stonework also 

brought the next wave. Starting about 1890, Italians, Spaniards, and Scots joined the workforce in the 

granite sheds. From the 1880ôs onward, Canadians of French descent came seeking opportunity, many 

buying up hill farms abandoned in the decades after the Civil War. 

The years from 1785 to 1825 saw the development of Northfieldôs four villages. The first settlement was 

on East Hill (now Mill Hill), close by Elijah Paineôs grist and sawmills. As the population grew, 

boundaries crept up the hill and northward along Route 12. Clusters of houses became villages, each with 

its own personality and name: South Village, Center Village, Factory Village, and the Falls. 

First to have a distinct identity was South Village, which had numerous small businesses and 

manufacturing operations through the nineteenth century. Next was Center Village, where the first post 

office, town clerkôs office, and churches were established, and which for many years was the social and 

political center of town. After the Center came Factory Village (the present Village of Northfield) named 

for the woolen mill located there. Last to develop was Northfield Falls, and by the late 1820ôs it, too, was 

a thriving community. 

With the arrival of the railroad in the 1840ôs, Factory Village and Depot Square increasingly became the 

hub of local activity. Residents there began to demand lighted streets, sidewalks, fire and police 

protection, and they then petitioned the legislature to establish a separate Village of Northfield. The 

Vi llage of Northfield was incorporated November 14, 1855. 

Over the next fifty years, village residents voted taxes on themselves for a variety of services. Sidewalks 

were laid down, the water department was established and the first electric plant was built (both in 1895), 

and the first sewer lines were laid (1901-1904). Around 1900 the police department was set up, and the 

two independent fire companies, which existed from the 1860ôs, came under village control. 

The price of such amenities was high; consequently, as they were increasingly needed outside the village, 

police, and fire services were taken over by the town. The town and village highway departments were 

supported by taxes levied separately on the grand lists of the village and town. 

Once settlements were established, people turned their attention to making a living. Of necessity, almost 

everyone was a farmer first, and most lived by barter (goods and services were paid for with other goods 

and services). Eventually people needed hard cash, and it was this quest for individual and collective 

economic security that has been the paramount concern in Northfield for two centuries. 

Until about 1814, residents made potash on their farms and sent it to mills in America and abroad which 

used it for everything from finishing wool cloth to making glass. About 1812, as the demand for potash 

was waning, Elijah Paine built a huge woolen mill on the site of the now closed Cetrangolo Finishing 

works (which closed in 1999). Paineôs woolen mill employed between 175 and 200 workers and was for 

years the townôs largest employer.  

When wool prices declined in the 1840ôs, Elijah Paineôs son Charles came to the rescue. As President of 

the Vermont Central Railroad, Charles Paine pushed the line from Windsor, Vermont to Burlington, 

finishing construction on the last day of 1849, and locating the railroadôs headquarters in Northfield. For 

fifteen years the Vermont Central Railroad meant prestige for Northfield and prosperity for its citizens ï 

hundreds worked for the line. 
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In 1852, Paine lost control of his railroad. Over the next decade the new owners gradually moved 

operations to St. Albans. John Gregory Smith, the new president, said he would ñmake the grass grow in 

the streets of Northfield.ò He very nearly succeeded. The townôs population, one of the largest in 

Vermont at the time, dropped precipitously and over fifty houses stood vacant. It took 25 years to recover 

from the loss. 

Slate quarrying and finishing, which started early in the nineteenth century, provided some respite. In the 

1860ôs and 1870ôs some two hundred men worked for the slate companies, but by the 1880ôs this industry 

too was in decline.  

The next savior was granite. In 1889 investors built a spur line and a small finishing shed on railroad land 

and arranged to have granite brought down from the Barre quarries. Several more sheds were eventually 

constructed, and by the outbreak of World War I, over 525 people were employed in the sheds. 

Times changed, and by 1954 only the Rock of Ages plant was left, and that too was closed when the head 

office decided it was too expensive to ship the rough stone here. In 1999 Cetrangolo Finishing Works, 

founded in 1955, was the last to close. As of August 2000, the Cetrangolo Finishing Works building had 

been demolished, and the site remains vacant. 

In the end, economic rejuvenation came from what at first might have seemed an unpromising source. 

Late in 1886, the faculty and student body of Norwich University arrived in town. Their arrival followed 

acceptance by Norwich trustees of a bid by a group of citizens to have the college relocated here. It is 

doubtful that anyone seeing the four teachers and fourteen students arrive imagined that the college would 

become the townôs largest employer. 

Beside the large industries, small-scale manufacturing operations and retail businesses of many kinds 

flourished here in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This diversity was common in Vermont, 

and Northfield was no exception. Collectively these stores and manufacturers gave employment to many, 

and economic health to the community for decades.  

The Great Depression hastened the end of many businesses. Henry Ford and his competitors made the 

demise of other businesses certain. Mass production of the automobile and a revived national economy 

after 1945 put Vermonters on wheels and took them out of town to work and shop. The importance of the 

automobile as a bringer of change cannot be overstated. In Northfield, as elsewhere, it meant workers no 

longer had to depend on local businesses for jobs and shopping opportunities; they could drive anywhere 

employment was available and goods were for sale. 

As manufacturing jobs declined, the importance of Norwich University increased. In the 1950 timeframe, 

Norwich, Rock of Ages, and the Nantanna textile mill each employed approximately 140 people. By 

1963, Rock of Ages, in Northfield, went out of business. Though the college has seen ups and downs over 

the past 125 years, its presence has been an economic force for the community and a social and cultural 

life Northfield probably would not otherwise have seen. 

Since World War II, population growth has been slow but steady. The town has seen none of the large-

scale tourism that has brought mixed blessings to other Vermont towns. While no large industry has come 

to town, a number of small businesses have sprung up. Slightly more than half of the Northfield labor 

force worked out of town. Over two centuries, Northfield evolved from farming to manufacturing to a 

mix of small businesses and a college town economy. 

 

McIntire, Julia. (1981 Fall). History of Northfield. Central Vermont Views, 3, No. 1, 28-33. 

McIntire, J. W., and Cleveland, R.L. (1985). Picture Northfield: A Photographic Study. 

The Northfield Town Committee (1974). Green Mountain Heritage: The Chronicle of Northfield, Vermont. 
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Chapter 2 Natural & Cultural Resources 

2.1 Overview 

Northfieldôs physical character and identity, its unique sense of place, is defined by both its 
natural setting and its built environment. Local topography and natural features helped shape 
historic patterns of development, which in turn offer a framework for future growth. Many of 
Northfieldôs most significant natural and historic features remain remarkably intact, and 
contribute much to the attractiveness of the community and to the overall quality of life in town. 

Many American communities have been experiencing tremendous growth, and losing their 
sense of identity in the process. Rapid development can adversely impact the natural 
environment, and can be inconsistent with the historic character of the built environment.  

Northfield has not felt the intense development pressure that has been prevalent in more 
metropolitan areas. Giving careful consideration to the townôs natural and historic features, and 
the potential impacts of development on these resources, will continue to be critical to protecting 
environmental quality and community identity, and to preserving that which makes Northfield a 
special place to live, work and visit.  

2.2 Topography & Drainage 

Northfield lies in the heart of the Dog River valley, defined by the Northfield Range to the west, 
and the Irish Hill ridge, including Paine Mountain, to the east. The Dog River, fed locally by a 
number of tributaries within the local drainage area, flows northward into the Winooski, west of 
Montpelier, and eventually into Lake Champlain. Elevations in town range from around 650 feet 
where the Dog River crosses into Berlin, to over 2500 feet along the townôs western border in 
the Northfield Range. Prominent peaks to the east include Paine Mountain (2411 ft.), Turkey Hill 
(1888 ft.), and Shaw Mountain (1820 ft.). Around 62 acres of land in the Northfield Range are 
located above 2,500 feet, and are subject to Act 250 review if developed.  

River valleys provided natural transportation routes for prehistoric populations, and early 
settlers. The ñPaine Turnpikeò (now called Berlin Pond Road) connecting Brookfield and 
Montpelier, was first constructed up the Dog River valley in 1799, opening up the town to 
settlement and trade with the outside world. The Vermont Central Railroad, completed through 
the valley in 1847, established Northfield Village as an important regional commercial and 
industrial center. 

Historically, settlement was concentrated in the narrow confines of the valley floor in locations 
where the power of the Dog River and its tributaries could be easily harnessed. Northfieldôs four 
historic villages ï South Village, Center Village, Factory (Northfield) Village, and Northfield Falls 
ï all developed first as mill sites. Some of these areas lie within the flood plain of the Dog River 
and as such have been subject to periodic flooding over the years. 

As farms extended into the surrounding hills, much of the forests were cleared for agriculture 
and potash production, the townôs earliest industry. Upland areas supported subsistence 
farming, and for a time commercial sheep and dairy farms. The clearing of steeper slopes, 
however, also resulted in accelerated storm water runoff and soil erosion, which depleted local 
soils.  

With the abandonment of the hill farms over the last century, most of the townôs uplands have 
reverted to forests. These areas now support logging operations, wildlife populations, and 
recreational activities such as hunting and hiking, while providing a highly visible scenic 
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Figure 2.1 Slope Development Suitability 

Slope Recommended Management 

0-3% Suitable for development, may require 
drainage improvements 

3-8% Most desirable for development, having the 
least restrictions 

8-15% Suitable for low-density development with 
consideration given to erosion control, 
runoff, and septic design 

15-25% Unsuitable for most development and septic 
systems; runoff and erosion problems likely; 
any construction should be carefully 
managed 

25%+ All construction should be avoided; careful 

land management is required. 

Source: USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service. 

backdrop to the valley below. They are also increasingly attractive for low-density residential 
development, and high elevation uses such as telecommunications towers and wind generation 
facilities. If poorly sited and developed, such uses can adversely impact upland forest 
watersheds that provide surface and groundwater recharge, timber stands, critical wildlife 
habitat, and scenic views. 

Recent changes in the stateôs regulations now 
allow septic systems to be built on slopes up to 
20%, opening up more upland areas to 
development (see map). Site preparation and 
development on steeper slopes (15% or more) 
should be carefully managed according to 
accepted management practices to minimize 
runoff and soil erosion. Development on slopes 
in excess of 25% (estimated at 6,570 acres or 
21% of the townôs total land area) should be 
avoided. 

Development in areas that are highly visible 
from public vantage points also should be 
located and designed to minimize visual 
impacts: locate structures below prominent 
peaks and ridgelines, minimize site clearing, 
conceal structures from view, and use colors 
and materials that blend into the surroundings. 

The citizens of Northfield recognize the value of keeping undeveloped land available for a 
variety of uses. River valley land is good for bicycle and pedestrian use; more remote areas of 
town provide access to scenic vistas and hiking and mountain biking. New development needs 
to consider the multiple values of each area of the town. In addition to valuing the recreation 
potential of open land, more than two thirds of citizens responding to the 2009 planning survey 
expressed support for expanded protection of wildlife habitat. 

2.3 Natural Resources 

Northfield has a wealth of natural resources that contribute to a healthy and diverse 
environment, and support local economic and community development. The protection and 
sustainable use of the townôs natural resource base is necessary to maintain the quality of life 
for existing and future Northfield residents. Many of the resources noted here are shown on 
accompanying maps. 

Earth Resources 

Geologic Features & Hazards. Northfieldôs many quarries supported a thriving slate industry in 
the mid- to late 1800s, rescuing the community from economic decline following the relocation 
of the railroad operations. These quarries, which extend over several acres, are no longer 
operational. Other rock and mineral deposits are found locally, though not in commercial 
quantities. Avid recreational panners may find small amounts of placer gold in local streams. 

Geologic hazards are minimal, though isolated rock falls and slides are common on steep or 
unstable slopes. Regional earthquakes, typically centered in the Adirondack Mountains or 
southern Quebec, occur with enough frequency and strength that public infrastructure, 
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buildings, and utility systems should incorporate basic seismic standards for earthquake 
resistance.  

Ridgelines. Northfield is enclosed by two prominent ridgelines. These higher altitude lands 

provide unique wildlife and flora habitat; they also define the character of the land. Recent 
volatility in energy cost has raised the potential for these lands to be considered for wind energy 
generation. The public is interested in exploring the potential for wind power, while maintaining 
the character of the ridgelines and protecting wildlife habitat.  

Sand & Gravel. Sand and gravel deposits, located mainly along the Dog River and its 

tributaries, supply commercial extraction operations. Based on soil surveys, it is estimated that 
there are nearly 4,500 acres of potential sand and gravel, though not all may be suitable for 
extraction. Such operations supply much needed sand and gravel for road maintenance and 
construction; but if not properly developed and managed, can result in unstable slopes and 
slides, and adversely affect surface and groundwater quality, aquatic life, local roads, and 
neighboring properties. Phasing to limit exposed areas, good management practices, and site 
reclamation can reduce some of these impacts. 

Agricultural Soils.  Farmland still in production locally is generally confined to the best 

agricultural soils in town. Northfield has around 4,500 acres of mapped ñprimary agricultural 
soils,ò including soils of federal and statewide importance. These soils are considered by the 
state to be a critical natural resource for local agriculture and food production, and as such are 
considered for protection in Act 250 review. In Northfield, they are given some protection as the 
basis for the Secondary Agricultural zoning district, which has limited types of development 
allowed, and a five-acre minimum lot size. 

Water Resources  

Groundwater. Upland areas, and glacial sand and gravel deposits, serve as important aquifer 

recharge areas that replenish local groundwater supplies, including many private wells and the 
townôs well field. Most recharge areas have yet to be mapped, but the state has delineated 
ñsource protection areasò (also known as wellhead protection areas) to protect public water 
supplies.  

The delineated source protection area for the village water supply encompasses 111 acres. 
Potential sources of contamination identified by the Northfield Water Department include road 
salt, accidental spills, failed septic systems, fertilizer, runoff, pesticides, herbicides, and 
chemicals. The Department has developed a source protection plan that was approved by the 
Agency of Natural Resources Water Supply Division in 2002 that delineates activities that 
should/should not occur within the Source Protection Area for the village water supply.  
Extending sewer service to this area would eliminate potential contamination from failed septic 
systems. Additional protection could be implemented through local land use regulations.  

Surface Waters. Northfield has approximately 100 acres of mapped surface waters. Prominent 

surface waters in town include the Dog River and its tributaries (Cox Brook, Union Brook, Stony 
Brook, Felchner Brook, Bull Run, Sunny Brook and Robinson Brook) and small upland ponds, 
including Felchner Pond, and a number of beaver ponds. Surface waters also include upland 
headwaters that feed local brooks and ponds. Although these often do not show up on maps, 
headwaters are nevertheless important to sustain local water supplies and maintain water 
quality. A surface water protection area extending along the Irish Hill ridge to Paine Mountain 
also has been delineated by the state to protect Berlin Pond (the capital cityôs drinking water 
supply) and the headwaters of the Dog River.  
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Historically, the Dog River suffered the effects of damming, siltation, and direct discharge of 
industrial and human waste. Today it is one of Vermontôs top wild trout streams, supporting 
natural populations of brown, rainbow, and brook trout. The river and its major tributaries are 
important cold-water fisheries that are particularly sensitive to changes in stream flow, 
temperature, and sediment loads. The Dog is also rated highly for its scenic qualities and for 
recreational boating below the Nantanna Mill dam. Northfield Falls on the Dog River, which once 
supplied power for mills in Northfield Falls, is a locally significant, scenic cascade.  

In 2008, the Town of Northfield and the Central Vermont Regional Planning Commission 
completed a Phase 1 Stream Geomorphic Assessment of the Dog River Watershed, and the 
Town went on to contract with Bear Creek Environmental to conduct Phase 2 assessment work. 
The report from this project, Dog River: River Corridor Plan (Bear Creek Environmental, 2009) 
includes recommendations for improved watershed management, and identifies specific 
opportunities to improve water quality in priority river reaches.  

Surface water quality is generally good. Most waters in town are rated ñClass Bò by the state, 
indicating that they will support local fisheries and are generally suitable for recreation, and 
drinking with treatment. Uses are more limited within the designated ñmixing zoneò on the Dog 
River, extending downstream from the wastewater treatment plant outflow. Water quality in this 
zone and downstream from the wastewater treatment plant generally, should have been 
substantially improved by the major treatment plant upgrade in 2002. 

Other threats to water quality include failed septic systems, storm water runoff, encroaching 
development, explosive growth in invasive species of plants, and sedimentation from 
construction sites, roads, and other impervious surfaces. These can be reduced through the use 
of surface water setbacks, undisturbed buffer zones, and the application of best management 
practices for storm water management and erosion control. 

As with ridgelines, Northfieldôs rivers have some potential for small-scale electricity generation. 
It may be possible to develop hydropower facilities without impairing water quality. There is 
interest in exploring this possibility.  

Environmentally Sensitive Areas 

Environmentally sensitive areas are distinct areas that serve important ecological and 
environmental functions, and are particularly vulnerable to the adverse impacts of development 
or mismanagement. Development of these areas should be avoided, or carefully managed 
where encroachments are unavoidable. 

Wetlands. Wetlands, once thought to be mosquito-ridden wastelands, are now recognized to 

serve a number of important ecological and environmental functions, including flood 
management, and ground and surface water recharge and filtration. They also provide important 
wildlife habitat, and contribute to the diversity and beauty of the natural landscape.  

The loss of wetlands through draining and development is an issue of state and national 
concern; significant wetlands are now protected under both state and federal regulations. 
Wetlands regulated by the state are identified on the Vermont Significant Wetland Inventory 
(VSWI) map for the town. There are no extensive mapped wetland areas in Northfield, however 
many smaller wetlands are found throughout town, along the Dog River and its tributaries, and 
in headwater areas. Not all wetlands appear on this map, however. Site-specific information and 
delineations may be required for the review of impacts associated with a particular 
development. Protection is typically provided through the designation of buffer areas at least fifty 
feet in width, within which very few activities are allowed. 
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The town is required, under state and local regulations, to notify the state wetlands office 
whenever development is proposed within or adjacent to mapped wetland areas. There are a 
few cases on record of local wetlands being filled in violation of these regulations. The town may 
also opt, through local regulations, to protect wetlands that do not trigger state review.  

Floodplains. Local flood hazard areas, including those areas along the Dog River and its 

tributaries, which have a one percent chance of flooding, are defined on Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA) Flood Insurance Rate Maps (FIRM). Property owners within 
mapped flood hazard areas are eligible to purchase flood insurance through the National Flood 
Insurance Program (NFIP) as long as the town regulates development within these areas as 
required under state and federal programs. The town is also required to submit all zoning 
applications for development in the flood hazard areas to the state for review prior to local 
approval. 

Flooding, including flash flooding after major storms, may also occur on land outside of mapped 
flood plains, including upland streams. The state has recently created a map of Fluvial Erosion 
Hazard areas to help the town identify those areas at risk of flood damage that may not be 
included on the FEMA FIRM. Stream setbacks, buffers, and storm water management 
requirements under local regulations can help reduce flood hazards in both FIRM and FEH 
areas. 

Wildlife Habitat.  Habitat loss, over-hunting, and environmental pollution led to the extinction of 

a number of wildlife species locally and statewide, including deer, turkey and beaver 
populations. Reforestation has allowed for the re-establishment of core and seasonal habitat 
areas, and connecting (travel) corridors along ridgelines, streams and wetlands, which support 
diverse wildlife populations, including both game and non-game species. Habitat fragmentation 
and loss, however, from land subdivision, clearing and human use, continue to threaten wildlife 
populations in the path of development. Critical wildlife habitat areas in town identified to date 
(see map), and considered in state regulatory proceedings include: 
Á Several large deer wintering areas (more than 5,000 acres), also referred to as ñdeer 

yards,ò which are critical to the winter survival of local deer populations; 
Á Seasonal bear habitat (roughly 4,800 acres) located mostly in remote upland areas, 

including the Northfield Range; and 
Á A rare plant community (a species of fern) on the slopes of Paine Mountain. 

Many other important wildlife areas may exist in town, but have not yet been identified or 
mapped. Landowners can work with the Vermont Department of Fish and Wildlife to better 
manage the habitat on their property. A more broad-based inventory could be undertaken locally 
through Keeping Track®, a Vermont-based nonprofit that provides community training in wildlife 
identification and tracking. Wildlife habitat protection could also be incorporated under local 
subdivision and zoning regulations, especially in those areas identified as important or sensitive. 

2.4 Cultural Resources 

Northfield residents have long taken an interest in the townôs historic development. The 
Northfield Historical Society was established to preserve and interpret local history for present 
and future generations of Northfield residents. The Society maintains a collection of materials 
and artifacts in its new home, the historic Paine House adjacent to the public library.  

Traditional Settlement Patterns 

Northfieldôs traditional settlement pattern of clustered villages linked by an integrated 
transportation network, and surrounded by an open river valley and forested uplands has been 
well-established since the nineteenth century. Northfieldôs villages were developed at a scale 
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National Register of Historic Places 

Lower Cox Brook Covered Bridge [1974] 

Northfield Falls Covered Bridge [1974] 

Slaughterhouse Covered Bridge [1974] 

Stony Brook Covered Bridge [1974] 

Upper Cox Brook Covered Bridge [1974] 

Central Vermont Railway Depot [1975] 

Old Red Mill [1977] 

Mayo Building [1983] 

Northfield Historic Cemeteries 

Public Cemeteries 

Aldrich (West Hill) 

Elmwood (Cemetery Street) 

Four Corners (Devils Washbowl) 

Loomis (Poorôs Road) 

Mount Hope (South Main Street)] 

Richardson (Norwich University) 

Robinson (Robinson Road) 

Private Cemeteries 

Calvary Catholic Cemetery (Doyon Road) 

Old Catholic Cemetery (King Street) 

Northfield Falls (Northfield Falls) 

Norwich Cemetery (Norwich University) 

and density that is pedestrian-friendly, with clearly defined streetscapes and public spaces, 
prominent public buildings, and a variety of goods, services and employment opportunities, all 
within easy walking distance of residential neighborhoods.  

As noted in the town history, the introduction of the automobile significantly altered the townôs 
character, yet this traditional pattern of development remains largely intact. Northfield has yet to 
suffer the effects of large-scale, auto-oriented commercial strip development and low density 
sprawl that are plaguing other Vermont communities. Issues associated with traffic and parking, 
and the effects these have on residential neighborhoods, are more common locally. Through the 
use of local subdivision and zoning regulations, and carefully delineated water and sewer 
service areas, Northfield can promote types and patterns of growth that are consistent with its 
traditional character, and help preserve its local identity.  

Historic Sites & Structures 

Northfield has a wealth of historic resources that 
includes hundreds of documented historic sites 
and structures, and many others that have yet to 
be identified or catalogued. A few of Northfieldôs 
most historic structures, including its five covered 
bridges, the Vermont Central Railroad Station, the 
Old Mill Building and the Mayo Building, are listed 
on the National Register of Historic Places. 

A more comprehensive historic sites and 
structures survey for Northfield, conducted by the 
state in 1980-81, identified six separate historic 
districts, with 342 contributing structures (Table 
2.2), and 79 other historic structures located 
throughout town. A structure generally must be at 
least fifty years old, and retain its historic integrity, 
to be eligible for listing on state and national 
registers. Most structures identified to date are 
historic homes, but also included several school 
houses, many of Northfieldôs public buildings, the 
Vermont Central Railroad engine house, the 
Nantanna Woolen Mills complex, the Brown 
Public Library, and the Vine Street and Town 
Highway 57 bridges. At the time the Northfield 
survey was conducted, many of these structures 
were in good to excellent condition.  

Not included on the initial survey were potential 
archaeological sites, including quarry and mill 
sites along the Dog River; town cemeteries which 
are an important historic resource, and other 
types of historic structures such as barns and 
outbuildings, that have yet to be identified or 
surveyed, but may also contribute to the townôs 
cultural heritage.  

Northfieldôs six historic districts, and many of the 
historic structures listed on the state inventory may be eligible for listing on the National Register 
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of Historic Places, and should be considered for nomination. In addition to conferring state and 
national recognition of historic significance, listed properties are eligible for limited state and 
federal financial assistance, including historic preservation grants and rehabilitation investment 
tax credits.  

Listing, however, offers very limited protection from demolition or alteration; potential impacts of 
development on listed properties are considered only for projects that are subject to federal or 
state review (e.g., Act 250). Act 250 may also trigger an initial site assessment to determine if 
buried archaeological resources are present. The town could consider adopting historic and/or 
design review regulations under zoning to further protect the character of individual historic 
landmarks or designated historic districts. 

 

Figure 2.2 Northfield Historic Districts 

District Description Structures Condition 

Northfield Falls Village 

 

Mid-19
th
 century mill village, 

first settled in the 1820s; 
dominated by Greek Revival 
architecture 

40 contributing structures; 

13 other structures  

20% excellent 

40% good 

30% fair 

10% poor 

Water-Pleasant Street 

 

Historic residential district 
dating from 1840s; 1890s 
stoneworker housing 

54 contributing structures 

34 other structures 

 

15% excellent 

70% good 

10% fair 

 5% poor 

Vine Street 

 

Historic residential district 
developed between 1840 and 
1920; houses represent a 
range of architectural styles 

97 contributing structures 

36 other structures 

5% excellent 

40% good 

35% fair 

20% poor 

Crescent Street Historic residential district; 
mostly Greek Revival 
architecture; face common and 
Norwich University 

11 contributing structures 

1 other structure 

20% excellent 

40% good 

40% fair 

 0% poor 

Depot Square Historic commercial district 
linking Main Street to the 
railway; anchored by two 19

th
 

century landmarksï the VCR 
Rail Station and the United 
Church; 20

th
 century infill 

12 contributing structures 

Depot Square 

4 other buildings 

10% excellent 

70% good 

20% fair 

 0% poor 

South Main-Central Street 
Historic residential district, 
reflecting prosperity associated 
with railroad, granite industry; 
Greek and Colonial Revival  

128 contributing structures 

16 other structures 

50% excellent 

40% good 

 5% fair 

 5% poor 

Source: Vermont Historic Sites & Structures Survey, Northfield, VT, Division for Historic Preservation, 1980-81. 
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Additional state assistance is available for historic properties within designated downtowns 
under Vermontôs Downtown Program (see Chapter 5), and for preservation projects conducted 
by ñCertified Local Governments (CLGs).ò Northfield could apply for CLG status, which extends 
federal and state preservation partnerships to the local level. CLGs are eligible for additional 
federal and state preservation grants and technical assistance, and may participate directly in 
the nomination of historic properties for listing.  

Northfield maintains the hallmarks of the classic New England village: the historic nature of 
some of its buildings, the concentration of activity and structures in the Villages, and the 
presence of Norwich University. These features could be used to more aggressively market 
Northfield as a tourist attraction. During public forums in 2009, participants repeatedly raised the 
possibility of developing the municipality as a travel destination.  

2.5 Natural & Cultural Resource Goals, Policies & Tasks 

Goals 

To identify, protect, and preserve important natural and historic features of Northfieldôs 
landscape and built environment, which help define the communityôs unique identity and sense 
of place; and 

To maintain and improve the quality of Northfieldôs air, water, wildlife, and land resources. 

Policies 

Generally, development should be regulated to achieve the goals above. Specifically, the 
following policies regarding sensitive areas, water quality protection, and historic preservation 
should be implemented. 

1. Sensitive areas 

a. Sited to avoid prominent ridgelines, upland areas, and hilltops, as viewed from 
public vantage points;  

b. Carefully sited, designed and managed in upland areas (e.g., over 1800 ft) to 
avoid steep slopes and shallow soils, and adverse impacts to headwaters and 
groundwater recharge areas; 

c. Sited and carefully managed to avoid the fragmentation and degradation of 
critical wildlife habitat, including core habitat areas and connecting corridors; 

d. Sited to avoid, to the extent feasible, primary agricultural soils, which should be 
protected for current and future agricultural use; 

2. Water quality protection  

a. Carefully managed on slopes of 15-25% to minimize surface water runoff and 
erosion, and prohibited on slopes of 25% or more; 

b. Sited with adequate riparian buffers as needed to protect water quality, critical 
riparian habitat, and cold water fisheries (e.g., 50 foot minimum); 

c. Sited to avoid and/or minimize impacts to designated source and surface water 
protection areas that supply community or municipal water systems; 
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d. Sited to avoid flood hazard areas to the extent feasible, or where necessary, be 
designed to minimize flood damage and the loss of life and property; 

3. Historic preservation: 

e. Sited and designed to be consistent with Northfieldôs historic settlement pattern, 
including traditional densities and scales of development, local street networks, 
and streetscapes; 

f. Compatible with Northfieldôs historic architectural styles; 

g. Designed to minimize adverse impacts to Northfieldôs historic sites, structures 
and outdoor recreation areas. 

Tasks 

1. Continue to inventory, catalogue and map Northfieldôs natural features. Establish 
priorities for protection of unique or valuable natural features, and develop an overlay 
map of those in order to identify areas that would benefit from special management or 
protection. [Conservation Commission, Planning Commission]  

2. Update local land use regulations as needed to adequately protect Northfieldôs natural 
resources. Consider the adoption of overlay districts to protect sensitive resources. 
[Planning Commission, Selectmen, Trustees]. 

3. Develop a policy on the use of ridgelines for the location of wind energy facilities. Review 
existing data on wind potential and map the high potential areas with an overlay of 
sensitive habitats and prominent viewsheds. [Planning Commission, Select Board, 
Board of Trustees] 

4. Explore ways to strengthen implementation of existing land management plans on 
parcels enrolled in the stateôs current use valuation program. [Planning Commission, 
Select Board, Board of Trustees] 

5. Work with Norwich University to ensure that long-term planning for its open land is 
consistent with the goals and policies of the Municipal Plan. [Planning Commission, 
Zoning Board of Adjustment] 

6. Consider developing a water quality protection overlay zone, or other zoning tool, to 
improve riparian buffer protection, well field protection, and fluvial erosion hazard 
protection. [Planning Commission, Conservation Commission] 

7. Extend sewer service south along Route 12A to protect the community water supply. 
[Select Board, Board of Trustees] 

8. Review the findings of the Dog River: River Corridor Plan (Bear Creek Environmental, 
2009) report, and consider implementation of recommendations regarding Fluvial 
Erosion Hazard Zone development and storm water management. [Planning 
Commission, Conservation Commission] 

9. Support the Conservation Commission as it seeks to develop river restoration and water 
quality protection projects, based on the findings of the geomorphic assessment. 
[Planning Commission, Select Board, Board of Trustees] 

10. Consider nominating one or more of Northfieldôs Historic Districts to the National 
Register of Historic Places. [Historical Society] 
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11. Consider application for Downtown and/or Certified Local Government designation to 
access additional resources and financial assistance for historic preservation. 
[Selectmen, Trustees] 

12. Explore ways to market Northfield as a destination for travelers interested in historic 
resources. Create an inventory of events that could be used for marketing. [Historical 
Society, Municipal Manager] 

Chapter 3 Population 

3.1 Overview 

The composition and fluctuation of a communityôs population can have a significant influence on 
a number of issues of public concern. Generally, rapid population change can stress community 
services, result in environmental degradation, create or limit economic opportunity, and/or 
impact housing conditions and values. The presence of a large age cohort (e.g., a large 
retirement or student population) can place special demands on community services. This 
chapter examines population trends and characteristics in Northfield, and identifies those likely 
to affect future conditions in the community. 

Northfield faces growth in the older segments of the population, and a diminishing youth 
population. This trend, seen across much of Vermont, will affect many aspects of the 
community. Housing demand may change as residents want smaller homes located closer to 
Village services. The aging of the population is also affecting regional employment trends, and 
may change regional and state funding for and provision of public education. 

3.2 Historical Trends 

Since its settlement in 1785, Northfieldôs population change varied from that of most Vermont 
communities (see Figure 3.1). The townôs 19th century population peaked around 1860, at which 
time Northfield was the stateôs fourth most populous community. The local decline of the 
railroad, which began in the 1850s, the American Civil War, and subsequent westward 

Figure 3.1

Town Population, 1790-2000
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migration, preceded a period of population decline. For much of Vermont, that period of decline 
lasted through the 1950s. The trend reversed itself much earlier in Northfield, however, which 
experienced relatively steady population growth since 1890. 

3.3 Recent Trends 

In recent years, Northfieldôs population growth has been relatively slow. During the 1980s and 
1990s, the townôs population increased a total of 3.2% for each decade: an average annual rate 
of 0.3% since 1980. The townôs rate of population growth has been lower than that of 
Washington County as a whole. Over the past 10 years communities located in the western 
portion of the county have seen rapid population growth. 

All of Northfieldôs neighboring municipalities experienced higher rates of population growth 
during the previous two decades, although Roxburyôs rate of increase slowed considerably 
during the 1990s. This is even true with Williamstown that, despite being located some distance 
from regional population and employment centers, exhibited a significantly higher rate of 
population growth since 1980. A comparison of population change in surrounding towns is 
provided in Table 3.1.  

 

Table 3.1 

Northfield & Surrounding Communities 

Population Trends: 1980-2000 

  

1980 

 

1990 

 

2000 

Change (#) Change (%) 

    1980-90 1990-00 1980-90 1990-00 

Berlin 2,454 2,561 2,864 107 303 4.4% 11.8% 

Moretown 1,221 1,415 1,653 194 238 15.9% 16.8% 

Northfield Town 5,435 5,610 5,791 175 181 3.2% 3.2% 

 Northfield Village
1
  1,889 2,010  See note  See note 

Roxbury 452 562 576 110 15 24.3% 2.5% 

Waitsfield 1,302 1,422 1,659 120 237 9.2% 16.7% 

Williamstown 2,284 2,839 3,225 555 386 24.3% 13.6% 

Washington Co.  52,393 54,928 58,039 2,535 3,111 4.8% 5.7% 

Vermont  511,456 562,758 608,827 51,302 46,069 10.0% 8.2% 

Source: U.S. Census data, 2000. 

1Northfield Villageôs 2000 population, as reported by the U.S. Census, included students 
residing on the Norwich University Campus, although the campus is located outside the 
Village boundaries. The on-campus student population (1,198) was excluded from the 
Village population in this table. Student residents were included in both the 1990 and 
2000 population figures for the town, which includes all village residents. 
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Figure 3.2

Components of Population Change
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Figure 3.3

Northfield Population Projection
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Table 3.2 Northfield Trends 2000 to 2006 

Northfield '00 '01 '02 '03 '04 '05 '06 

Population 5791 5812 5823 5797 5786 5813 5810 

Students 778 799 824 783 760 720 711 

Households 1819 1830 1841 1851 1818 1799 1831 

Source: Central Vermont Chamber of Commerce, Community Profile, 2007. 

3.4 Components of Population Change 

According to the University of Vermontôs Center for Rural Studies, 66% of Northfieldôs 
population growth during the 1970s was due to in-migration (people moving to town). During the 
1980s, however, all population 
growth was attributable to 
natural increase (the number of 
local births minus local deaths), 
with more people leaving town 
during the decade than moving 
in. 

This trend was reversed over 
the past decade, as 79% of the 
population increase during the 
1990s was attributable to net 
migration. The remaining 21% 
of the population growth during 
the 1990s was due to natural increase. 

3.5 Population Projections 

In addition to past trends, future population changes should be considered to avoid 
unanticipated burdens to the community. In 2001, the Central Vermont Regional Planning 
Commission contracted with Economic & Policy Research Inc. (ERPI) of Williston to prepare 
economic and demographic 
forecasts for towns in the region 
through 2020. According to the 
ERPI forecast, Northfieldôs 
population is expected to increase 
by an estimated 221 people by 
2010, an average annual rate of 
growth of 0.4%. This is among the 
slowest projected rate of population 
increase in Washington County. 
Figure 3.3 displays the ERPI 
forecast, to the year 2020.  

The gradual decline of rural 
economies could lead to greater 
migration into more urban, service-providing communities. To the extent that Northfield serves 
as a small hub of regional services, this may bring additional population into the Village area 
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Figure 3.4

Northfield Town Age Distribution, 1990-2000
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from more rural neighboring towns. Advances in telecommunications open the possibility that 
increasing rates of telecommuting will shift population outward toward more rural areas.  

Continued growth in enrollment at Norwich University affects the municipalityôs population. The 
expansion of on-campus student housing will initially result in fewer students living in the 
community, but also lays a foundation for future growth in the overall student population. 
Additional staff and related economic development could have a noticeable impact on the 
municipal population.  

Should population projections for the town and Washington County come to pass, Northfield will 
comprise 9.8% of the countyôs population in 2010, a slight reduction from the 10% of the county 
population it comprised in 2000. That percentage is projected to continue to decline, with the 
town expected to comprise 9.5% of the countyôs population in 2020.  

3.6 Population Characteristics 

Northfieldôs population, following state and national trends, has aged over the past decade. The 
number of children (17 years of age or less) has declined. The Northfield student population has 
declined over the last 16 years. In 1990 the population was 888, reaching a high of 901 in 1993 
and 1994. The population in 2006 was 711. The greatest increase occurred in the 35-64 year 
old ñbaby boomerò category. Norwich Universityôs student population inflates the number of 18-
34 year old residents in town. Omitting the student population residing in on-campus dormitories 
considerably reduces the population of 18-34 year olds. It also shows that this age group 
declined significantly during the 1990s. Unless substantial in-migration occurs, the townôs 

school-aged population is likely 
to continue to decline in coming 
years. The composition of the 
population in 1990 and 2000 is 
presented in Figure 3.4.  

In addition to age distribution, 
the U.S. Census provides a 
range of current information 
regarding the characteristics of 
town and village population. A 
statistical profile of Northfieldôs 
2000 population is provided in 
Table 3.2, which reveals several 
similarities ï and some 

noteworthy differences ï between town and village population and that of the county and state.  

In many respects, the townôs population characteristics in 2000 were quite similar to the 
countyôs and stateôs population. Similarities exist in median family income, ethnic diversity, 
formal education level, and family size. 

In several other respects, the characteristics of the townôs population vary considerably from 
those of the county and state. This is due to the relatively large number of Norwich students, 
which makes the town population younger, less wealthy (as indicated by per capita income), 
disproportionately male, and less impoverished. If the student population is not included, the 
townôs population is similar in most respects to that of the county and that of the state. 
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Table 3.3 

Northfield Population Profile 

 Northfield 
Town 

Northfield 
Village 

Washington 
County 

Vermont 

Population 5,791 3,208 58,039 608,827 

Male 54.9% 58.7% 49.0% 49.0% 

Female 45.1% 41.3% 51.0% 51.0% 

Minority 4.6% 6.6% 1.7% 2.1% 

Born in Vermont 50.0% 42.2% 58.5% 54.3% 

Foreign Born 2.9% 3.8% 3.6% 3.8% 

Veterans 14.7% 11.8% 13.9% 13.6% 

With a Disability (non-institutionalized)  8.2% 10.1% 17.3% 16.1% 

Median Age 29.7 22.1 38.5 37.7 

Children (< 18 years old) 19.4% 15.0% 23.5% 24.2% 

Elderly (> 65 years old) 11.6% 11.8% 12.9% 12.7% 

High School Graduates 86.6% 83.6% 88.4% 86.4% 

College Graduates 29.6% 25.5% 32.2% 29.4% 

Per Capita Income $15,592 $11,760 $21,113 $20,625 

Below Poverty Level 6.7% 12.1% 8.0% 9.4% 

Children Below Poverty Level 6.1% 9.5% 9.1% 10.7% 

Elderly Below Poverty Level 6.2% 10.0% 6.8% 8.5% 

Families 1,225 487 15,147 157,736 

Families w/ Children 32.4% 32.4% 31.0% 31.8% 

Average Family Size 2.95 2.92 2.91 2.96 

Median Family Income $51,818 $39,783 $51,075 $48,625 

Families Below Poverty Level 3.2% 6.5% 5.5% 6.3% 

Population Living in Group Quarters
1
 1,312 1,312 2,117 20,760 

Institutionalized Population 2.0% 3.6% 1.1% 0.9% 

Non-institutionalized Population 20.7% 37.3% 2.6% 2.5% 

Source: U.S. Census data, 2000. 

1
Population figures for the Village include 1,198 Norwich University students residing on-campus, although the 
Universityôs student housing is located outside the Village.  
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Figure 3.5

Village & Town Age Distribution, 2000
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Census figures also provide comparative information between the townôs population and that 
portion of the townôs population residing in the village. Somewhat surprisingly, the village 
population contains both a 
greater percentage of elderly 
residents and a greater 
percentage of school aged 
children. The elderly 
population includes residents 
of senior care facilities, and 
the relatively large school 
aged population may indicate 
the presence of younger 
families, although the 
percentage of 18-34 year olds 
is low relative to the town 
outside of the village.  

The village population also is 
less wealthy, as indicated by median family income (which excludes students) and poverty 
rates. While the percentage of village families living below the poverty level (6.5%) is slightly 
higher than the county (5.5%), it is considerably higher than that of the town (3.2%, which 
includes village residents). Further, the percentage of village individuals living in poverty 
(12.1%) is significantly higher than in the town (6.7%), county (8.0%), or state (9.4%). 

3.7 Special Populations 

The 2000 Census identified two significant populations living in group quarters in Northfield. The 
village had an institutionalized population of 114, which includes residents of local senior care 
facilities. The number of residents in such facilities has remained stable since 1990. 

An additional 1,198 students were reported to be living on the campus of Norwich University in 
2000. According to university officials, that number had increased to nearly 1,500 in 2009. An 
additional 437 students lived off-campus. These commuter students, which include dependents 
of university employees, reside throughout central Vermont, although many are presumed to 
live in private apartments within Northfield. 

The university does not anticipate a substantial change in the number of commuter students 
over the next 5 to 10 years. The number of students residing on campus, however, may 
increase by as many as 250 during the same period. Such an increase in enrollment would be 
accommodated through the construction of new on-campus housing. The Norwich University 
Campus Master Plan Update, completed in January 2005, contains three major phases which 
cover the period 2008 through 2019. As part of Phase I a 280 bed student housing facility 
(started in the summer of 2008) will be constructed. As part of Phase II (beginning in 2012) a 
235 bed student housing facility is planned. As part of Phase III (beginning in 2015) a 235 bed 
student housing facility is also being planned. During this same period the number of students 
living off-campus is expected to drop to about 100. 

As stated previously, a relatively high percentage of the village population is living below the 
poverty level (232 individuals). A relatively high number of elderly residents also reside in the 
Village (378 individuals over 65 years of age), although the percentage that is elderly is skewed 
by the student population. An additional 296 elderly residents reside outside of the village.  

In 2000 there were, in addition to the 114 residents of residential care facilities, 564 elderly 
residents (aged 65 and over) living in the town. Of these, nearly half (274) were disabled. An 
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additional 659 non-elderly residents were identified by the Census as disabled. When the 
university student population residing on-campus is deleted from the total population, over 20% 
of the town population and over 25% of the village population is identified as disabled. 
Disabilities reported may include a range of physical or mental conditions that limit an 
individualôs ability to perform one or more normal daily activities. This is significantly higher than 
the percentage of the county population (17.3%) or state population (16.1%) that is disabled. It 
is important to note, however, that 68.6% of the disabled population aged 21 to 64 (510 
residents) are presently employed. This is a slightly higher percentage than for the county 
(64.1%) or state (60.0%), which may indicate that the local disabled population does not have 
an uncommonly high demand for special services relative to the county as a whole. 

3.8  Population (Growth Management) Goals, Policies & Tasks 

Goal 

To accommodate a reasonable rate of growth to maintain a diverse year-round population and 
without overburdening facilities and services.  

Policies 

1. Accommodate a level of development over the next 10 years that results in a minimum 
average annual rate of population growth of 0.4% (approximately 22 new residents 
annually) within the town and village, in addition to potential enrollment increases at 
Norwich University. 

2. Encourage, through land use and housing goals and policies, a socially and 
economically diverse population.  

3. Promote a greater increase in year-round population (in excess of the projected 0.4% 
annual rate of increase) and associated development within municipal sewer and water 
service areas.  

Tasks 

1. Track annual permit data, and monitor population and housing estimates prepared 
annually by the Vermont Department of Health, to identify correlations between housing 
development and population growth [Planning Commission, Staff]. 

2. Periodically review and update enrollment projections in relation to population growth 
and housing development [School Board, Planning Commission]. 

3. Prepare a Capital Improvement Program (CIP), including an annually updated and 
adopted capital budget, to identify and schedule needed capital improvements based on 
anticipated population growth and available financing [Selectmen and Trustees, in 
association with the Planning Commission and School Board].  

4. Exercise statutory party status in Act 250 and other state regulatory proceedings as 
appropriate, to ensure that town and village growth needs and limitations are adequately 
addressed in accordance with municipal plan policies and recommendations [Planning 
Commission, Selectmen]. 



27 

Chapter 4 Housing 

4.1 Overview 

A safe, decent place to live is one of lifeôs basic necessities. For this reason, a main goal of local 
planning is to ensure sound, safe, and affordable housing for all Northfield residents, now and in 
the future.  

Northfield is fortunate to have a variety of housing that offers new and existing residents a broad 
range of rental and ownership opportunities. A diverse housing stock supports a diverse 
community: providing homes for families and individuals in various stages of life, who work in 
town, support community organizations, and contribute to the local economy. Housing 
represents a major investment for many local residents. For some, however, household 
incomes may not be keeping pace with rising housing costs.  

Housing also represents an important community investment. Well-constructed and maintained 
homes, including many of the historic homes that line our village streets, contribute much to 
Northfieldôs tax base, historic character, and sense of place. On the other hand, housing that is 
poorly sited, constructed or maintained can destroy natural resources, overburden public 
services, reduce property values, increase household operating expenses, and result in unsafe 
housing conditions and a general sense of decline. Planning to meet community housing needs 
requires a more careful look at local households, and related housing and market trends. 

The dramatic spike in oil prices in 2008 illuminated the relationship between housing stock and 
energy use. Older homes, such as many in the Village, can be updated to increase energy 
efficiency while maintaining historic features. The municipality should plan to support residentsô 
efforts to improve existing housing stock in order to meet future energy supply uncertainty. 

4.2 Household Trends & Characteristics 

How the local population is arranged into households affects the demand for housing, 
employment, public services and facilities. The number of households in Northfield has 
increased over the years as the townôs population has grown, while the number of people per 
household has gotten smaller. A snapshot of Northfieldôs changing households is provided in 
Table 4.1. 

According to the U.S. Census, in 2000 there were 1,819 households in Northfield, 45% of which 
resided in Northfield Village. During the 1990s, 137 new households were established in town, 
over half (52%) of which were located in the Village. The number of households has been 
increasing more rapidly than total population, contributing to the local demand for housing. 
Between 2000 and 2006, the number of households in Northfield grew from 1819 to 1831. 



28 

Table 4.1 

Northfield Household Trends, 1990-2000 

 Northfield Town Northfield Village 

  Change  Change 

 1990 2000 Number Percent 1990 2000 Number Percent 

Households 1,682 1,819 137 8.1% 741 811 70 9.4% 

Avg. Size 2.61 2.46 -0.15 -5.7% 2.4 2.34 -0.06 -2.5% 

Family 1,194 1,225 31 2.6% 469 487 18 3.8% 

Non-family 488 594 106 21.7% 272 324 52 19.1% 

65+  l i v ing  a l on e 202 177 -25 -12.4% 124 102 -22 -17.7% 

Source: U.S. Census data, 2000. 

 

Following national and statewide trends, household size has been declining in recent decades ï 
the result of an aging population, families having fewer children, the breakup of extended family 
households, and a relative increase in single parent and non-family households. Northfieldôs 
average household size, as noted above, decreased from 2.61 persons per household in 1990 
to 2.46 persons in 2000. Town wide, households were slightly larger than state and county 
averages, and included a higher percentage of households with children and single parent 
families. Village households are typically smaller, averaging 2.34 persons per household in 
2000. This is likely due to the higher percentage of non-family, single parent, and elderly 
households in the village (Table 4.2).  

 

Table 4.2 

Comparative Household Characteristics 

 
Average 

Size 
% Non-family 

% w/Children 
<18 yrs 

% Single 
Parent 

w/Children 

% Elderly (65+ 
yrs) Living 

Alone 

Northfield 2.46 32.7% 34.6% 9.2% 9.7% 

Northfield Village 2.34 40.0% 34.3% 12.7% 12.6% 

Washington Co. 2.36 36.4% 32.6% 8.8% 10.2% 

Vermont 2.44 34.4% 33.6% 8.5% 9.5% 

Source: U.S. Census data, 2000. 

 

Non-family households in Northfield include Norwich University students who live independently, 
off-campus. As noted in the previous chapter, there were around 300 students living off-campus 
in 2002 and about 350 in 2007. Campus housing, consisting of dormitories and barracks (group 
quarters), served another 1,200 students. It was not known how many commuter students 
reside in town. There was concern, however, that off-campus student housing was affecting the 
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condition of the housing stock, the character of some village neighborhoods, and the local rental 
market. The university considered the management of off-campus housing by private landlords 
as contributing to this situation. Additional on-campus housing for civilian students is being 
constructed in 2009. 

It is anticipated that household size will continue to decline, and that there will be increases in 
non-family, empty nest, and elderly households. Non-traditional household arrangements may 
increase local demand for accessory apartments, low-maintenance rental units, and smaller 
starter or retirement homes. The aging of the population may shift growth pressure away from 
the undeveloped rural lands and into the more densely-settled village areas. Conversely, 
residentsô sensitivity to higher taxes in the Village may support continued development of 
outlying areas. 

4.3 Housing Trends 

Historically, as a local commercial and transportation hub, Northfield experienced much more 
residential development than did its neighbors. This held true until 1970, when the rate of 
housing growth in surrounding communities began to surpass that of Northfield. As reported in 
2000, Northfield housing units numbered 1,958, representing 7% of the Washington Countyôs 
total housing stock. Of these, 857 units (43.7%) were located in Northfield Village. Of its 
immediate neighbors, only Warren had more housing units as a result of explosive ski area-
related condominium and seasonal home development in the 1970s and 1980s (Table 4.3).  

 

Table 4.3 

Comparative Housing Trends: 1970-2000 

 Total Units %Change 

 1970 1980 1990 2000 1970-80 1980-90 1990-00 

Berlin 683 918 1,022 1,172 34.4% 11.3% 14.7% 

Brookfield 300 457 565 602 52.3% 23.6% 6.5% 

Moretown 392 544 639 727 38.8% 17.5% 13.8% 

Northfield 1,312 1,704 1,877 1,958 29.9% 10.2% 4.3% 

Roxbury 188 229 335 362 21.8% 46.3% 8.1% 

Waitsfield 392 684 831 908 74.5% 21.5% 9.3% 

Warren 347 1,337 1,949 2,078 285.3% 45.8% 6.6% 

Williamstown 555 861 1,133 1,318 55.1% 31.6% 16.3% 

Washington Co. 16,258 22,113 25,328 27,644 36.0% 14.5% 9.1% 

Vermont 165,063 223,154 271,216 294,382 35.2% 21.5% 8.5% 

Source: U.S. Census data, 2000. 

 

The rate of housing development in Northfield has slowed significantly in past decades, 
declining from an average of nearly 40 units per year in the 1970s, to 17 units per year in 1980s, 
down to less than 10 units per year in the 1990s. During the last decade, Northfieldôs rate of 
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housing growth was the slowest in the area, and roughly half that of the state. The rate of 
housing growth in the village during the same period (7.7%) actually exceeded that of the town. 
Interestingly, 2000 Census data suggest that this was due to the construction of new single-
family homes in the village, rather than the conversion of existing single-family dwellings into 
multi-family units.  

Given current population projections through 2010 (~220 additional persons), average 
household size (2.46 persons per household), and low vacancy rates, it is anticipated that 
Northfield will need 90 to 100 additional housing units by the year 2010. This represents little or 
no increase in the current rate of housing development.  

The Central Vermont Regional Planning Commission has requested that municipalities in the 
region plan to accommodate an assigned proportion of the projected regional housing demand 
of 8,835 new units between 2000 and 2020. Northfield must demonstrate that the municipality 
can develop 510 new housing units consistent with its current planning and zoning.  

This Plan includes a map showing the distribution of eighty percent of these 510 housing units 
within existing zoning districts. The location of the units is based on a build-out analysis 
conducted in early 2009 by the Central Vermont Regional Planning Commission, with funding 
from the State of Vermont Department of Housing and Community Development Municipal 
Planning Grant program. The build-out analysis map and report are available for review in the 
municipal zoning office. The new units are proportionally concentrated in the higher-density 
residential areas served by existing public infrastructure, in order to maintain state, regional, and 
local goals of balanced community development and avoidance of expensive, sprawling 
development patterns. 

The public meeting held in 2009 to address housing issues concluded that residents have mixed 
feelings about planning for new development. Some participants expressed a strong interest in 
maintaining the current rural character and historic appearance of Northfield, and urged caution 
in considering efforts to attract future development. Multi-unit construction could minimize land 
consumed by new development, but would require careful location to avoid altering the 
character of existing neighborhoods.  

4.4 Housing Development 

The majority of recent housing development has involved the construction of single family 
homes on parcels larger than 3 acres. Almost all new construction since 2000 has occurred in 
town rather than the village. 
 

Table 4.4 

Northfield Zoning Permits for New Dwelling Units: 1996-2006 

 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 

1-Family 9 6 9 9 13 11 7 13 18 14 8 

Mobile Homes 5 0 9 6 7 6 5 2 5 5 4 

Apartments 0 0 0 1 3 1 0 6 2 2 2 

In addition to developing population projections for CVRPC in 2000, Economic Policy Research 
Inc. also prepared housing demand forecasts for the next 20 years. The number of households 
in Northfield is projected to increase at an average annual rate of 1.08% for the 20 year period ï 
larger than the 0.71% average annual rate of growth forecasted for Washington County. A total 
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of 426 new housing units are projected between 2000 and 2020 (for a total of 2,384 or 21.7% 
growth)*1. In fact, neighboring Duxbury and Fayston are predicted to have higher (2.6%) 
average annual increases. The towns of Middlesex and Worcester are also predicted to 
experience a 2.5% annual increase over the 20 year period. Northfield's projected growth ï 
which translates to 426 new households by 2020, for a total increase of 21.7% ï is presented in 
Figure 4.1.  

It is worth noting that the projected increase in the number of households exceeds projected 
population growth. This indicates that the size and composition of households is expected to 
change, with smaller households 
likely to be comprised of older 
residents and more non-traditional 
families. If the general make-up 
and average size of existing 
households does not change 
significantly, the projected addition 
of approximately 207 households 
over the next 10 years will result in 
a population increase well beyond 
the increase of 19 people 
experienced in the period 2000 
through 2006. Based upon the 
current average household size of 
2.46 people, 207 new households 
would result in an increase of approximately 509 people over the next 10 years.  

Monitoring growth in population and households will identify whether changes in average 
household characteristics are occurring. Without such monitoring, however, a more reasonable 
rate of household growth, relative to the projected population increase, is an average of no more 
than 4.5% over the next 10 years (an average of 9 households per year over the 10 year 
period). 

4.5 Housing Characteristics 

A summary of local housing characteristics is presented in Table 4.5. In 2000, housing in both 
the town and village consisted largely of owner-occupied, single family dwellings, though as 
expected, the village had a much higher percentage of multi-family and rental units. Seasonal 
homes made up a very small portion of both town and village housing.  

Local vacancy rates for both sale and rental units have decreased over the past decade, 
reflecting an increasingly tight housing market. The reported 2000 local vacancy rate for sale 
units was only 1.3% ïcompared to statewide rate of 1.4%. The vacancy rate for rental units was 
3.4%, compared with a 4.2% rate for the state.  

                                                

 

1 Based on information provided in the CVRPC Northwest Growth Study and Build-out Analysis.  

Figure 4.1 
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Table 4.5 

Northfield Housing Characteristics, 2000 

 Northfield 
Town 

Northfield 
Village 

Washington 
County 

Vermont 

Total Housing Units 1,958 857 27,644 294,382 

     

 % occupied 92.9% 94.6 85.6% 81.7% 

 % owner-occupied 68.4% 51.2% 68.5% 70.6% 

 % renter occupied  31.6% 48.8% 31.5% 29.4% 

 % seasonal 3.4% 2.0% 11.2% 14.6% 

     

 Vacancy rate/sale units 1.2% 1.4% 1.0% 1.4% 

 Vacancy rate/rental units 3.4% 3.9% 3.5% 4.2% 

     

 % single family-detached 61.5% 50.7% 61.5% 65.6% 

 % single family attached/two-unit 8.9% 13.6% 10.9% 10.6% 

 % multi-family (3+ units) 17.0% 30.0% 21.3% 15.8% 

 % mobile homes 12.5% 5.7% 6.2% 7.7% 

     

 Median # rooms 5.7 5.6 5.6 5.6 

 % w/ >1.0 occupant/room 0.7% 0.7% 1.3% 1.5% 

 % lacking complete plumbing 0.6% 0.0% 0.7% 0.6% 

 % lacking complete kitchen 0.9% 0.0% 0.8% 0.6% 

     

 % built since 1990  12.8% 4.7% 10.7% 13.7% 

 % built before 1939 44.7% 63.2% 35.4% 30.0% 

Source: U.S. Census data, 2000 (including sample data). 

 

Much of Northfieldôs housing stock, including many of its historic village homes, was built prior to 
1939. Older homes, while lending to the townôs historic character, are often more difficult and 
expensive to heat and maintain because of their age, size and condition. No comprehensive 
survey of local housing conditions has been conducted recently, but 2000 Census data suggest 
that all but a few homes in town have been upgraded over the years to include complete 
plumbing and kitchen facilities. Overcrowding is also not a problem; fewer than 1% of units 
house more than one occupant per room. 
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The general condition of housing varies in the community. There is concern that the conversion 
of older single-family homes into rental units is leading to their deterioration. This perceived 
trend could be more clearly evaluated and documented through a local housing survey.  

Special Needs Housing  

Group Housing. As noted, Norwich University provides on-campus housing for 1,400 resident 

students. The need for additional student housing was addressed in the universityôs 2005 
Campus Master Plan Update. 

There are also two licensed Level III residential care facilities in town: the Four Seasons Care 
Home on South Main Street, and the Mayo Assisted Living on Water Street. Mayo Nursing 
Home on Richardson Avenue offers an advanced level of long-term care. These homes have a 
combined capacity to serve up to 133 elderly men and women and adults with disabilities. 
Services, provided on a fixed-fee basis, include room, board, help with personal care, 24-hour 
non-medical supervision, and limited nursing assistance. 

Subsidized Housing. There are currently 94 publicly subsidized housing units in Northfield, 

which provide housing for low-income families and individuals (Table 4.6). These units, located 
in six housing developments, represent 4.3% of the townôs housing stock, and 5.0% of the 
countyôs total supply of subsidized housing. The three largest developments, accounting for 82 
of the 94 units, are managed by the Vermont State Housing Authority. The others are managed 
locally. One-bedroom units specifically designated for elderly housing make up 44.6% of the 
total. Only 3 of the 94 units (3.19%) are three-bedroom units, which can house larger families. 

 

Table 4.6 

Subsidized Housing 

 

Development 

 

Units 

Bedrooms  

Elderly 

Handicapped 

Accessible 1 2 3 

28½ Vine 2 0 2 0 0 0 

Dogwood Glen I 32 16 16 0 0 0 

Dogwood Glen II 20 12 8 0 12 1 

Green Mt Apts 30 30 0 0 30 3 

Vine Street Apts 7 1 3 3 0 7 

Water Street 3 0 3 0 0 0 

Total 94 59 32 3 42 11 

Source: Directory of Affordable Housing, VT Dept. of Housing & Community Affairs, 
2008. 
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Mobile Home Parks. Seven of Washington Countyôs 26 mobile home parks are located in 
Northfield, which include 18% of the countyôs total inventory of leased mobile home lots (Table 
4.7). All but two of Northfieldôs parks were established prior to 1980, and all are privately owned 
and managed. Monthly lot rents in 2007 were generally less than state ($268) and county 
($310) medians, and varied in part based on the number and types of services provided. 

Table 4.7 

Northfield Mobile Home Parks 

 

Park 

Year 

Est. 

Lots Mobile Home Ownership Lot Rent 

[Jan 07] Total Leased Vacant Park Leaseholder/ 
Other 

North Main MHP 1994 6 6 0 0 6 $285 

North Main MHP 2002 7 6 1 0 6 $300 

Northfield Falls MHP 1965 51 41 10 0 41 $345 

Smithôs Trailer Park 1970 6 6 0 1 5 $160 

Tromblyôs Trailer Park 1973 15 15 0 9 6 $267 

Tucker MHP 1975 32 31 1 1 31 $270 

Winch Hill MHP 1966 13 11 0 1 12 $210 

Total  130 116 12 12 107 NA 

Source: 2007 Registry of Mobile Home Parks, VT Dept. of Housing & Community Affairs [2/08]. 

 

Mobile home parks are viewed by the state as a means of providing safe, sanitary, and 
affordable housing for low and moderate-income households. Given the age of many parks, the 
rate of their sale and conversion to other uses, the lack of new park development, and limited 
vacancy rates statewide, retaining and improving mobile home parks have become matters of 
state policy. As such, a number of laws and programs have been adopted in recent years to 
improve and protect existing parks. This includes the ñMobile Home Park Law (Act 252)ò which 
requires that park residents be given notice of any intent by the owners to sell the park. 
Residents then have a limited period of time to consider purchasing the park, with some 
assistance from the state, either through a resident cooperative or a nonprofit housing agency.  

There is concern that mobile home parks in the vicinity of the townôs well field, which are not 
connected to the municipal wastewater system, may pollute the public water supply. A line 
extension to serve these parks is under consideration as part of the proposed upgrade of the 
municipal wastewater treatment system. 

4.6 Housing Affordability 

When viewed statewide, housing in Northfield is less expensive than housing elsewhere in 
Vermont (Table 4.8). According to U.S. Census data, the median reported value for a house in 
Northfield in 2000 was $96,700, which represents 94% of the county median, and only 87% of 
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the statewide median.2 Housing in the village generally was more affordable. Reported monthly 
mortgage and owner costs for local homeowners were also generally lower than county and 
state medians; however, local monthly rental rates were higher than the county median. 

 

Table 4.8 

Housing Cost Comparisons, 1999 

 Northfield Town Northfield Village Washington Co. Vermont 

Median Household (HH) Income $41,523 $33,348 $40,972 $40,856 

Median House Value $96,700 $89,100 $102,500 $111,500 

Median Monthly Mortgage $984 $952 $1,008 $1,021 

 Mortgage > 30% HH Inc (% units) 26.7% 27.4% 22.6% 23.1% 

Median Monthly Gross Rent $547 $531 $519 $553 

 Rent > 30% HH Inc (% units) 33.1% 32.3% 36.0% 37.5% 

Source: 2000 U.S. Census. 

 

Relative affordability, however, is also determined by household income. Between 1989 and 
1999, Northfieldôs median household income increased by more than 40%. Median mortgage 
costs increased by 56.7% over the same period, which suggests that local incomes were not 
keeping up with rising homeowner costs.  

According to federal and state definitions currently in use, housing is affordable when 
households at or below the median income level spend no more than 30% of their gross 
household income on housing costs. In 2000, 27% of Northfield homeowners, and 33% of local 
renters, were paying in excess of 30% of their incomes on housing. This indicates that housing 
may not be affordable for at least a portion of the local population, and particularly for local 
renters who generally have lower household incomes. 

An affordability analysis based on federal and state 2008 income and housing cost data 
(summarized in Table 4.8) suggests that local housing is currently affordable for all but 
Northfieldôs very low-income households. This analysis, however, assumes household incomes 
based on two wage earners. Single wage earner households and households on fixed incomes 
may also be expected to have difficulty keeping up with rising housing costs.  

 

                                                

 

2 It is important to note that census values, as reported by individuals, represent personal estimates that do not necessarily reflect 
current sale prices or assessed values. For Northfield, the median sale price in 2000 of a single family dwelling on less than six 
acres (R1) was $93,000; and for a dwelling on more than six acres (R2) $105,000, based on property transfer data. The average 
assessed value for R1 property on the 2000 grand list was $78,869. 
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Table 4.9 

Housing Affordability Analysis, 2008 

  

 

Income Level 
Estimates (2008) 

 

Given an 

annual 

household 

Income of 
é 

 

And that total 
monthly 
housing costs 
should not 
exceed 30% of 
income, or é 

 

 

The maximum 
price of a house 
that could be 
purchased (with 
5% down) would 
beé 

 

Given the median 
value of a house in 
2007 was 
$162,750, the 
difference (gap) for 
homeownership 
would beé 

 

Given the fair 
market rent (HUD) 
in 2008 for a 2-bdrm 
apt is $763, the 
difference (gap) for 
renting would beé 

 HUD Cnty (2008)      

 Median Income $64,300  $1,608  $203,000  $40,250  $845  

 Low (80%) $51,440  $1,286  $162,000  ($750)  $523  

 Very Low (50%) $32,150  $804  $100,000  ($62,750) $41  

 MFAGI**(2006)      

 Median Income $54,082  $1,352  $170,000  $7,250  $589  

 Low (80%) $53,961  $1,342  $169,000  $6,250  $579  

 Very Low (50%) $27,041  $676  $83,500  ($79,250) ($87)  

 Avg Wage (x2) 
(2007) 

     

 Average Income $67,114  $1,678  $212,000  $49,250  $915  

 Low (80%) $53,691  $1,342  $169,000  $6,250  $579  

 Very Low (50%) $33,557  $839  $104,500  ($58,250) $76  

Notes: 
1. Housing is defined as "affordable" when households with incomes at or below median income pay no more than 30% of their 

gross household income on housing costs; low income=80% median, very low income=50% median.  
2. HUD County income is the estimated median family income for Washington County in 2008 [US Dept. of Housing and Urban 

Development].  
3. Median Family Adjusted Income, as reported by the VT Tax Dept. for Northfield in 2006 
4. Average annual wage as reported by VDET for Northfield in 2007; doubled to estimate household income from 2 wage 

earners. 
5. Mortgage amount assumes financing for 30 years, at a fixed rate of 6%. 

Source: http://www.housingdata.org 

It appears that homeownership may be financially out of reach for some low- and moderate- 
income Northfield residents. Home purchase programs are available for income-qualified local 
residents through the Central Vermont Community Land Trust and the Vermont Housing 
Finance Agency. County residents with household incomes less than $70,500 (or $81,000 for a 
family of three or more) currently may qualify for low interest Vermont Housing Finance Agency 
mortgages to finance existing homes selling for up to $275,000, or new homes valued up to 
$275,000. These figures are updated annually in relation to reported incomes and rising housing 
costs. 
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4.7 Regulating Housing 

Vermont municipalities may regulate residential development, but cannot exclude certain types 
of housing, such as mobile homes and mobile home parks, from the community. Towns are also 
required to address local housing needs, and to provide for their share of regional housing, as 
determined for Washington County by the Central Vermont Regional Planning Commission.  

Under ñequal treatment of housingò provisions in state law, the town must also allow for mobile 
homes, other types of manufactured housing, and small group homes (serving six or fewer 
residents), in the same manner that conventional single family homes are allowed. ñAccessory 
apartmentsò to single-family dwellings, to house elderly or disabled family members, must also 
be allowed subject to review under local zoning. To encourage the development of more 
affordable housing statewide, state law was amended recently to allow municipalities to grant 
density bonuses of up to 50% for affordable housing within planned residential or planned unit 
developments. Northfieldôs current zoning allows for planned residential and planned unit 
development to encourage a variety of housing types and clustered residential development, but 
does not allow for any increases in density.  

At present, it appears that Northfield is generally providing for its fair share of local and regional 
housing; however, local regulations should be reviewed to make sure they are consistent with 
state housing definitions and requirements, and to allow for the development of affordable 
housing as needed in areas supported by infrastructure and services. Local regulations could 
also be updated to define and better address affordable and elderly housing, accessory 
apartments, group homes, residential care facilities, mixed use buildings (that could include 
apartments), mobile home parks, and the conversion of single family to multi-family dwellings. 

Participants in the public meetings that contributed to the development of this plan remarked 
that the current zoning district requirements are inconsistent with existing land uses. This not 
only makes improvements to existing properties difficult, it discourages new development that is 
consistent with existing settlement patterns. This is particularly true in the more densely settled 
areas, and may impede future growth. 

4.8 Housing Goals, Policies & Tasks 

Goal  

To ensure the availability of safe and affordable housing for all Northfield residents. 

Policies 

1. Housing should be encouraged to meet the needs of a diversity of social and income 
groups, particularly for Northfield residents of low and moderate income. 

2. New and rehabilitated housing should be safe, sanitary, and located conveniently to 
employment and commercial centers.  

3. Housing development should be coordinated with the provision of necessary supporting 
public infrastructure, services, and facilities.  

4. Housing development should be consistent with the goals and policies of the Central 
Vermont Regional Planning Commission, the State of Vermont Department of Housing 
and Community Affairs, and the surrounding municipalities. 

5. Sites for manufactured and multi-family housing should be made available in locations 
similar to those used for conventional single-family dwellings. Higher densities of 
residential development should be considered in areas served by municipal water and 
wastewater facilities. 
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6. Accessory apartments should be allowed within or attached to single-family dwellings to 
provide affordable housing, supervision and care for elderly or disabled relatives. 

7. Off-campus student housing should be monitored and regulated locally as needed to 
minimize adverse impacts to residential neighborhoods in Northfield Village. Any 
expansion in student enrollments at Norwich University should be accommodated 
through the development of on campus housing. 

8. Northfieldôs existing affordable housing stock, including subsidized housing units and 
mobile home parks, should be managed, maintained and improved as needed to ensure 
their long-term availability and affordability.  

9. The character of Northfieldôs historic homes and neighborhoods should be preserved 
and enhanced through historic designations, voluntary preservation efforts, and/or 
historic or design review criteria that ensure compatible development. 

10. There should be a variety of housing choices for all residents, particularly to meet the 
needs of older residents. 

Tasks 

1. Conduct a local housing survey, funded through a state municipal or community 
development planning grant, to evaluate local housing conditions, and to identify ways to 
address affordable or substandard housing [Selectmen/Trustees in association with the 
Planning Commission and Staff].  

2. Conduct public education on housing issues by mailing residents on issues such as fire 
safety and lead paint [Selectmen/Trustees in association with the Planning Commission 
and Staff].  

3. Participate in the Home Share program coordinated by Central Vermont Council on 
Aging to match elderly homeowners needing limited services with tenants who are 
willing to provide services [Selectmen/Trustees, Central Vermont Community Land 
Trust.] 

4. Identify and support unique housing development opportunities, such as the adaptive 
reuse of historic buildings, which potentially could be funded through Community 
Development Block grants [Selectmen/Trustees and Staff, Planning Commission]. 

5. Maintain representation on, and work with Norwich Universityôs facilities planning 
committee to address on-campus student housing needs; and work with university 
officials, local landlords, and neighborhood groups to monitor and address off-campus 
student housing impacts on residential neighborhoods. Update and enforce noise and 
parking ordinances as needed [Selectmen/Trustees and Staff]. 

6. Extend municipal wastewater services to existing mobile home parks within the vicinity 
of Northfieldôs well fields, to abate failing on-site systems, and to protect the townôs 
public water supplies [Selectmen and Trustees].  

7. Consider nomination of a ñNorthfield Village Historic District(s),ò to the National Register 
of Historic Places to provide tax credit options to interested homeowners for the 
renovation and improvement of historic properties in the village [Planning Commission, 
Historical Society]. 

8. Update and revise local zoning regulations for consistency with state equal treatment of 
housing requirements, incorporating improved definitions and criteria for manufactured 
homes, mobile home parks, group homes, and licensed residential care facilities. 
[Planning Commission, Zoning Board of Adjustment] 
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9. Consider zoning or other ordinances or implementation measures to accomplish the 
following. 
Á Density bonus provisions for affordable housing within planned residential or 

planned unit developments, as allowed under state law, 
Á The establishment and/or expansion of mobile home parks in appropriate locations,  
Á Allowing multi-family dwellings and Planned Residential Developments (PRDs) in 

additional districts (e.g., with a cap on the number of dwelling units per structure in 
lower density districts or residential neighborhoods), 

Á Elimination of incompatible or low density residential uses in principally industrial 
zoning districts, 

Á Increased density and/or reduced lot size requirements for multi-family dwellings in 
higher density (e.g., village) zoning districts, 

Á Provisions for mixed-use buildings that may include apartments, in appropriate 
districts (e.g., village and commercial districts), 

Á Reduced parking requirements for elderly and/or affordable housing development, 
and for accessory apartments, 

Á Wastewater allocations for elderly and/or affordable housing development within a 
defined sewer service area, and for pollution abatement (e.g., for mobile home park 
connections) outside the service area, 

Á Additional standards for the conversion of single family to multi-family dwellings to 
address potential infrastructure and neighborhood impacts, and 

Á Historic or design review criteria (e.g., regulatory standards or advisory guidelines) to 
encourage the preservation of historic homes, or to require compatible development 
within historic neighborhoods. [Planning Commission, Selectmen, Staff] 

10. Review housing recommendations, and any regional fair share allocations, included in 
the next Central Vermont Regional Plan or related regional housing studies, for 
consideration within local housing programs and/or regulations as appropriate [Planning 
Commission, Staff].  

11. Consider the adoption of building codes and code enforcement to ensure the safety of 
housing. [Select Board] 

12. Create a task force to study and possibly initiate design review, including identifying 
criteria to consider in such review and defining a potential design review district. 
[Planning Commission] 

13. Revise zoning district requirements to ensure that they are consistent with existing 
patterns of land use. [Planning Commission] 

Chapter 5 Local Economy 

5.1  Overview 

The Town and Village of Northfield3 have long supported an economic climate in which local 
residents have access to meaningful employment within the community. Not only does a healthy 
economy directly benefit Northfield citizens, economic development can benefit the community 

                                                

 
3
Employment and economic data were not available for Northfield Village; consequently, all figures presented in this chapter 

represent both Town and Village combined unless otherwise noted. 
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by expanding the municipal property tax base. Although taxes to support local schools are no 
longer based solely upon a communityôs property wealth, municipal services and facilities are 
still funded through locally levied property taxes. This section addresses economic trends and 
conditions, and provides background regarding the communityôs ongoing economic 
development efforts. 

Discussions with Northfield citizens highlighted the role of Northfield in the regional economy. 
Many residents work in other parts of the state, such as Montpelier and Burlington. Many come 
to Northfield to work, and return home to neighboring communities. In considering future 
economic development projects, it will be critical to bear in mind the regional nature of the 
economic system. 

The public forums also revealed tensions between a focus on developing local economic activity 
and a focus on developing the capacity to participate more in global economic activity. 
Northfield has ample natural resources to use in local food and energy production, thereby 
decreasing the tendency to spend money elsewhere on these necessities. On the other hand, 
advances in telecommunications are integrating Northfield into broader economic systems; 
residents do not need to leave their homes to be part of the global economy. 

5.2 Economic Trends 

Labor Force 

Northfieldôs resident labor force is composed of residents aged 16 and above, excluding full-
time students, retirees, and others who choose not to work for wages or salary. Of the 4,825 
Northfield residents aged 16 and over, 3,100, or 61.2%, are in the labor force. This relatively low 
percentage (compared to 69.3% for the state and 70.5% for the county) is largely attributable to 
Norwich Universityôs student population. Nearly half (48.5%) of the townôs labor force resides in 
Northfield Village. 

According to the 2000 U.S. Census, approximately 35% of local workers are employed in 
education, health, and social services, which is a much larger percentage than that of the 
county and state. This includes local residents employed by Norwich University, the townôs 
largest single employer. A breakdown of the labor force, by industrial sector, is presented in 
Figure 5.1. 

As of July 2002, the unemployment rate in Northfield was 4.7%, compared with a rate of 4.0% 
for the county as a whole. Unlike the county, which has seen its unemployment rate increase 
from the previous year, Northfieldôs rate of unemployment remains unchanged from July 2001.  

Journey to work data, compiled by the Census Bureau, identify where local residents are 

Figure 5.1

Distribution of Labor Force by Sector, 2000
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employed. Although these 2000 census data have not yet been published, 1990 data indicated 
that 46.9% of the resident labor force (1,228 workers) was employed in town. In addition, 14.6% 
of local residents worked in Montpelier, 7.6% in Barre City or Barre Town, and 4.4% in Berlin. 
An additional 29% of all workers employed in town commuted into Northfield from other places.  

Despite the lack of more recent journey to work data, it is noteworthy that the average commute 
to work for town residents in 1990 was 18.9 minutes. In 2000, the average commute had 
increased only slightly to 21.1 minutes. This likely indicates that a significant percentage of local 
residents are still employed within the community. Such a conclusion is supported by 
employment data reported for the town. 

Covered Employment 

In contrast to the resident labor force, which is composed of all workers living in Northfield, 
regardless of their place of work, covered employment4 is composed of jobs located within the 
town regardless of the employeesô place of residence. Covered employment increased by 5.7% 
between 2000 and 2007, reflecting the creation of 101 new jobs. This represents an average 
annual rate of job growth of slightly less than 0.82%, which is higher than the annual average of 
0.23% experienced by Washington County during the same period. Total covered employment, 
by type of industry, is provided in Table 5.1. 

                                                

 
4
Covered employment includes only jobs covered by unemployment insurance and typically excludes self-employed persons. 
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Table 5.1  

Employment by Sector 

Industry Title 2000 2005 2007 2000-2007 2000-2007 

Agriculture, Forestry & Fishing not published 0  0  n/a N/a 

Construction 52 47 56 +4 7.69% 

Manufacturing 271 186 194 (-77) (-28.4%) 

Trade & Transportation 196 175 169 (-27) (-13.77%) 

Information 56 40 39 (-17) (-30.36%) 

Financial Activities (np) 109 111 +2 1.83% 

Professional & Business Services 47 77 77 +30 63.82 

Education & Health Services 580 716 752 +172 29.65% 

Leisure & Hospitality 254 257 265 +11 4.33% 

Other services except public admin 45 32 33 (-12) (-26.66%) 

Federal Government 21 25 35 +14 66.66% 

Education Services Town Schools 156 154 151 (-5) (-3.20%) 

Public Admin Town Offices 77 78 79 +2 2.59% 

Total Covered Employment* 1,765 1,828 1,866 +101 5.72% 

*totals include sectors not published due to small number of reporting business units 

Source: VT Dept. of Employment & Training 

Source: Vermont Department of Employment & Training 

 

Most job growth during the 2000s occurred in the Education & Health Services, Professional & 
Business Services, Federal Government, and Leisure & Hospitality sectors. Education & Health 
Services, which accounts for over 40% of Northfieldôs total covered employment, experienced 
job growth primarily in local services. Manufacturing, which in 2000 accounted for 15.4% of total 
employment, it dropped to 10.39% in 2007. While Manufacturing lost the greatest number of 
individual jobs, Information experienced the largest percentage decrease during this period. 

The broad services category accounts for nearly 39% of covered employment in the community. 
This category includes a variety of small businesses. In addition, Norwich University, the 
mainstay of the local economy, currently employs approximately 574 workers.  
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Local Employers 

The total number of reporting units5, or employers, also decreased slightly in Northfield from 134 
reporting units in 2000 (125 of which were private businesses) to 126 reporting units in 2007 
(119 of which were in the private sector). Most of the increase in new businesses was in general 
services (+7) information (+2) and financial activities (+2), with manufacturing (-2), retail (-2), 
federal government (-2), other services (-10) and trade & transportation (-4) all showing a 
decline in the number of businesses operating in the community. The breakdown of all 
employers, by sector, is presented in Figure 5.2.  

While Norwich University is the 
most important local service 
industry employer in terms of total 
jobs, there are an additional 46 
service sector employers in town, 
making this the most dominant 
employer category. Trade & 
Transportation was second, with 
24 businesses in 2007, and 
construction was third with 22 
businesses primarily composed of 
tradesmen and small builders. 
Each of the other categories was 
composed of fewer than 10 
reporting units. 

Average Wages 

The relatively slow rate of job growth in the community is coupled with lower than average 
wages compared with the county and state. In 2008, the average wage for covered workers 
employed in Northfield was $33,538, or $16.12/hour. This wage is less than 90% of the county 
and state average. Average annual 
wages for the town, county and state 
in 2008 are compared in Figure 5.3. 

There is widespread concern in 
Vermont regarding the ability of full-
time workers to earn an income 
sufficient to meet a familyôs basic 
needs. This is commonly referred to 
as a ñlivable wage.ò The Vermont 
Joint Fiscal Office has identified that 
an annual livable wage for a family 
of four with two working parents in 
2009 ranged from $18.75/hour 
average per earner ($78,000 

                                                

 

5 As is the case with covered employment, reporting units only include those businesses, agencies, and governmental entities that 
employ workers covered by unemployment insurance. It does not include sole proprietors or other exempt employers whose 
employees are exempt from unemployment insurance coverage. 

Figure 5.3 

2008 Average Annual Wage

$33,538

$37,345 $36,949

$15,000

$20,000

$25,000

$30,000

$35,000

$40,000

Northfield Washington

County

Vermont

Source: VT Dept of Employment & Training

Figure 5.2 

Northfield Employers by Sector

Construction

Manufacturing

Financial Activities

Trade & Transportation
Professional & 

Business Services

Educational & Health 

Services

Local Govt.

Federal Govt.

Leisure & Hospitality

Information



44 

household income) in rural areas to $20.07/hour average per earner ($83,491 household 
income) in urban areas. The range of a livable hourly wage for a single parent with one child 
ranged from $23.04 to $25.04, while that for a single person was $16.41 to $17.08. 

Based upon the Joint Fiscal Officeôs study, many local wage earners may be earning less than a 
livable wage, especially if workers lack adequate health insurance coverage. Focusing 
economic development activities on the creation of well-paying jobs is especially critical in 
Northfield to ensure that local residents can meet their basic needs. 

Sales Receipts 

In addition to employment and wages, another useful measure of economic activity may be 
found in the retail sales, restaurant receipts, and commercial accommodation rentals generated 
by Northfield businesses. Figure 5.4 shows total retail sales receipts reported by local 
businesses for each fiscal year between 2001 and 2007.  

Total retail sales receipts, not 
adjusted for inflation, increased a 
total of 24.71% between 2001 and 
2007. In comparison, retail sales 
within the county increased nearly 
25.6% during the same period. In 
2001 retail sales in Northfield 
accounted for 3.3% of total retail 
sales in the county. In 2007, 
Northfieldôs share of the county 
total increased to 3.5%, indicating 
a greater share of the local retail 
sector relative to the county. This is 
a reversal from the decline in retail 
establishments sales receipts 
experienced in the community 
during the 1990s.  

In addition to retail sales, the 
Vermont Department of Taxes also 
reports total lodging and restaurant 
sales that are subject to the stateôs 
rooms and meals tax. Total annual 
rooms and meals receipts for 2001 
through 2007 are presented in 
Figure 5.5.  

Rooms and meals receipts 
experienced annual growth similar 
to retail sales, although the net 
increase since 2001 was 29.87% 
(not adjusted for inflation). As was 
the case with retail sales receipts, 
rooms & meals receipts over the 
six-year period showed a steady 
increase.  

Figure 5.4 
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5.3 Economic Outlook 

Northfieldôs history is marked by economic diversity and innovation in responding to changing 
circumstances and opportunities. In recent years, however, economic activity in the community 
has lagged behind that of the county and state. Although a high percentage of town residents 
are able to work within the community, average wages remain below the county and state 
average and the rate of local job creation and business growth have remained relatively flat.  

Although a detailed economic forecast was not prepared as part of this planning effort, there are 
several reasons for optimism regarding the communityôs economic outlook that may offset many 
of the concerns discussed above. The causes for optimism include several recent developments 
that combine to create a much stronger environment for community and economic development 
efforts. These include: 
Á Creation of the Bean Industrial Park and subsequent relocation and expansion of Cabot 

Hosiery; 
Á Construction of the Kreitzberg Arena at Norwich University; 
Á Construction of the new National Guard Armory and training facility on the Norwich 

campus; 
Á Recent and projected enrollment increases at Norwich University, coupled with the 
apparent stability of the schoolôs employment base; 

Á Infrastructure improvements in the Village, including upgraded sidewalks to provide 
better access to the school and the planned creation of a small riverside park adjacent to 
the downtown; 

Á Renovation and expansion of the Brown Public Library and Governor Paine House 
complex; 

Á The transfer in ownership of the old Armory to Norwich University; 
Á Upgrade of the municipal water system, which tripled the systemôs capacity from 

500,000 gallons per day (gpd) to 1.5 million gpd, and 
Á The upgrade of the municipal wastewater treatment facility. 
Á Electric upgrade  

Any one of these projects is an enhancement to the community. Taken together, they serve to 
increase the communityôs capacity to accommodate additional growth in a well planned manner, 
attract new visitors to the community, expand cultural and recreational opportunities for 
residents and visitors, and reinforce the village as the communityôs commercial, civic and 
residential center. This can form the foundation for future economic and community 
development efforts. 

Community & Economic Development 

Effective community and economic development programs typically require the cooperation of a 
variety of groups and individuals. Most important is that municipal officials and local businesses 
communicate openly and work together in a cooperative and coordinated fashion. During the 
public forums in 2009, many participants suggested that the Northfield Business and 
Professionals Association ought to be revived, and ought to take on a leadership role in village 
revitalization and economic development. 

In addition to local groups and individuals, several regional organizations are available to 
provide a range of assistance to local officials and businesses. Such organizations include the 
Central Vermont Economic Development Corporation, which assists with business recruitment, 
financing, and marketing, and the Central Vermont Revolving Loan Fund, which provides 
financial and technical assistance to local businesses that employ persons of low and moderate 
income. Other programs available to local businesses include various tax credits and property 
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tax abatement (from the education portion of the property tax bill) may be available through the 
Vermont Economic Progress Council, which grants incentives to eligible businesses.  

To date, no comprehensive economic development strategy or program has been developed in 
Northfield. However, the increased emphasis on the communityôs economic needs has 
prompted local officials to assume a more active role regarding business development. 
Typically, successful economic and community development programs are tailored to meet the 
unique needs and opportunities present in a particular community. In the case of Northfield, 
opportunities that should be the focus of future economic development efforts include: 
Á Enhancing the vitality of the downtown 
Á Reuse and development of existing industrial and commercial facilities 
Á Continued support for Norwich University 
Á Targeted infrastructure development to maintain capacity for new development 

Downtown Vitality  

Northfieldôs earliest years were marked by the creation of four district villages. With the 
establishment of the woolen mill industry and subsequent opening of the railroad, Northfield 
(formerly ñFactoryò) Village emerged as the townôs dominant commercial, industrial, civic, and 
residential center. At the core of the Village is the downtown area, which is built around the 
historic common. 

The economic vitality of the downtown is an issue of widespread public concern. The need to 
focus the communityôs attention and resources on the downtown was one of five top priorities 
identified during the January 2002 Northfield Community Visit sponsored by the Vermont 
Council on Rural Development. Participants at the community visit emphasized the need for a 
downtown planning committee and called attention to the Northfield Village Downtown Plan, 
prepared by the Cavendish Partnership in 1997.  

The 1997 downtown plan specifically addressed many of the concerns and suggestions raised 
during the community visit. Based upon background analysis, community input, and market 
study, the downtown plan set forth a conceptual master plan that included several initiatives for 
improving the vitality and economic climate in the downtown. Key recommendations include: 
Á Enhancement of physical connections between the downtown and the University through 

the creation of walking/bicycle path along Dog River, and associated improvements to a 
University owned ñeco-park.ò 

Á Better organization and more efficient use of the Northfield Business Park, with the 
objective of better integrating this area with the historic downtown. 

Á Redevelopment of the Cetrangolo parcel, which is well situated to serve as a 
cornerstone for downtown development efforts. While several possible uses for this 
parcel exist, downtown lodging facilities have been identified as priority by some local 
officials and business leaders. 

Á Greater viability of downtown retail establishments and related commercial services 
(e.g., restaurants, personal services) through a coordinated parking, lighting, and 
streetscape improvements.  

Á Improvement of the streetscape to maintain and enhance South and North Main Streets 
and the area around the Common. 

Putting together a comprehensive package of improvements as called for in the downtown plan 
is an obvious challenge to the community. Fortunately, the Vermont downtown program makes 
available a variety of financial and technical resources to communities that plan for the 
revitalization of downtowns, villages, and community centers. 
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Since the downtown program was launched, 23 of Vermontôs largest cities have secured 
downtown designation. The goals and benefits of the downtown program are not limited to 
cities, however, and many smaller village centers are also eligible. Nearly 80 villages have 
received village center designation. Designating a portion of Northfield Village as a downtown 
district would provide greater access to funding for a variety of infrastructure and capital 
improvement projects, and would allow for the town to recapture some tax revenues that would 
otherwise go to the state. The Select Board has authorized municipal staff to proceed with a 
Village Center Designation application. 

Norwich University 

Norwich University serves as an important economic engine within the community. Not only is 
the University the townôs largest employer, but also the student population accounts for 
approximately 25% of the townôs residents.  

Employment levels are projected to stay roughly constant, with between 500 and 570 
employees. As stated in Chapter 4, university officials have projected an increasing enrollment. 
Strengthening physical connections to the college with the development of a path along the Dog 
River should serve to enhance the vitality of downtown businesses.  

With recent on-campus construction, including the Kreitzberg Arena and the National Guardôs 
Regional Readiness and Technology Center, it is likely that the University will attract an 
increasing number of short-term, non-student visitors. Added traffic, including short-term visitors 
and larger student populations, should also support local retail businesses and related 
amenities, such as restaurants and lodging facilities.  

Other physical improvements are currently underway as a part of the long range strategic 
planning process. Local officials have been involved in that process, and have maintained open 
communication with University officials on a variety of issues of mutual concern. Efforts to 
include the university in continuing discussions regarding community and economic 
development will ensure open communication, and also take advantage of the human resources 
that the University has to offer the community. 

Finally, the presence of Norwich University, and its well-educated workforce, creates additional 
opportunities for economic development beyond providing educational services. Opportunities 
for collaboration between businesses, the municipality, and the university may strengthen local 
entrepreneurial efforts. Alumni, who remain committed to the University, and the community, 
may also be a resource that could benefit development efforts in Northfield.  

Industrial & Commercial Development  

Physical reminders of Northfieldôs industrial history are plentiful. The former Cabot facility, 
several buildings within the Northfield Business Park (railroad property) and the Nantanna Mill 
have been used and reused for a variety of industrial and commercial activities. In addition, the 
Bean Industrial Park, established in 1995, includes eight potential building lots served by 
municipal water and sewer. Additional land adjacent to the park is available for expansion. 
Anchoring the park on the only developed lot is the 53,000 square feet Cabot Hosiery facility, 
which was relocated from its former Main Street location with the assistance of a community 
development grant from the state.  

The Bean Industrial Park, Nantanna Mill, and Northfield Business Park all offer a variety of 
facilities for the location and/or expansion of many types and sizes of industries and businesses. 
Presently, these areas are included in the regional database of available commercial and 
manufacturing space, and are marketed by the Central Vermont Economic Development 
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Corporation. The community has designated these areas as industrial sites within local zoning 
bylaws, which allow a wide range of commercial and industrial uses. In addition, all of these 
facilities are presently served by municipal water, sewer, and three-phase power, and have 
good access to Route 12, the state highway serving the community. 

In addition to the sites in and around the Village, the town has designated land in the vicinity of 
the Route 12/Route 64 intersection as an industrial district under current zoning. The intent of 
this designation was to take advantage of the areaôs convenient access to I-89 (via Route 64). 
Steep terrain, the lack of municipal water and sewer, and the predominance of single-family 
homes in the vicinity may, however, undermine the potential transportation advantages.  

Infrastructure Improvements  

Issues associated with community facilities and services are addressed in detail in Chapter 7, 
and transportation is addressed in Chapter 6. The local economic climate is, however, partly 
dependent upon the availability of infrastructure, including transportation facilities. It is critical 
that planning for community facilities, transportation and land use be integrated with the 
communityôs economic development goals. 

Several infrastructure needs associated with the downtown were described above. Examples of 
other key considerations in Northfield, which are addressed elsewhere in this plan, include 
improvements to Route 12 north of the Village to provide a safer, more efficient highway access 
to the Barre-Montpelier area; protection of the municipal water supply from potential 
contamination; and. upgrade of the wastewater treatment facility. 

Finally, it should be noted that business decisions regarding location or expansion are made by 
entrepreneurs who may be influenced as much by the amenities, or quality of life, offered by a 
particular community. Maintaining Northfieldôs unique character, ensuring that the community is 
a pleasant place to live, work and go to school may be the most important economic 
development policy the community can pursue.  

5.4 Economic Development Goals, Policies & Tasks 

Goal  

A strong local economy, characterized by: 1) well-paying jobs for area residents, 2) a vibrant 
downtown, 3) business opportunities for local entrepreneurs, and 4) a broad tax base. 

Policies  

1. Encourage strongly the expansion of existing businesses, and establishment of new 
businesses that pay a livable wage and reinforce the communityôs historic settlement 
pattern. 

2. Expand municipal efforts to plan for and promote economic and community 
development, including efforts to: 
Á Improve the local economic climate and quality of life; 
Á Support the expansion of existing businesses; 
Á Recruit new businesses to the community which are compatible with the goals and 

policies of this plan; 
Á Focus efforts to strengthen the vitality of the downtown; 
Á Identify and secure funding sources from regional, state, federal and private sources 

to support community development activities; 
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Á Strengthen relationships between existing businesses to create an environment of 
mutual reliance in the community. 

3. Support reinvestment and revitalization of downtown properties to enhance the 
economic vitality of the downtown as the communityôs civic, cultural, and commercial 
center. To this end, the implementation of the Northfield Village Downtown Plan is 
strongly encouraged. 

4. Encourage additional industrial development within the Bean Industrial Park. 

5. Continue to support regional development organizations to the extent that those 
organizations are serving the needs of local businesses and are making a positive 
contribution to enhancing Northfieldôs economic climate. 

6. Reinforce Northfield as a destination for visitors by encouraging the development of a 
downtown hotel, to be designed to enhance the areaôs pedestrian-scale and urban 
fabric. 

7. Reinforce, through the capital budgeting and facility allocation policies, existing land use 
and development policies by focusing economic activity in designated village centers, 
industrial districts and Norwich University. 

8. Support the efforts of restaurants and other food services to serve locally produced 
foods. 

9. Promote the local production of agricultural products and energy sources to make 
Northfield more self-sufficient and ensure long-term employment that meets basic 
needs. 

10. Leverage the expertise of Norwich professionals and alumni as a source of ideas, 
capital, and innovation to provide the municipality with a long-term strategy for 
developing new businesses and attracting entrepreneurial capital. Potential projects for 
partnership include training for small businesses and advanced training for public school 
teachers. 

11. Support the work of local artists to strengthen the local economy, consistent with 
national trends showing the creative economy as a growing sector. 

12. Expand and enhance telecommunications network throughout the municipality to ensure 
that residents and businesses have the tools to succeed in the global economy. 

13. Consider ways to more effectively utilize the rail line and the interstate highway 
exchange; these continue to be vital connections for economic activity. 

Tasks 

1. Explore designation of the Village as a Village Center, and eventually as a Vermont 
Downtown Development District. [Planning Commission, Staff] 

2. Revitalize the Northfield Business and Professional Association to help enact many of 
the strategies in this plan, such as the following tasks.  
Á Strengthen and expand the farmers market to encourage consumption of local 

agricultural products. 
Á Develop a calendar of events that draw visitors (such as the sock sale, Labor Day, 

and Norwich sporting events), and capitalize on these opportunities to make the 
municipality a travel destination. 



50 

Á Partner with other communities in the region to develop a self-guided Covered 
Bridges tour.  

Á Identify prime undeveloped land or underutilized properties for potential commercial 
use; ensure the zoning is appropriate; work with the regional economic development 
staff to produce marketing materials for these parcels.  [Municipal Manager] 

Chapter 6 Transportation  

6.1 Overview 

Northfieldôs historic development has been shaped by transportation, especially the railroad in 
the 19th century followed by the automobile in the 20th. The location, condition, and capacity of 
the regional transportation network and transportation facilities and services continue to 
influence Northfieldôs land use patterns, economic development, and the use of resources. This 
chapter provides an overview of how the existing transportation network functions and how it 
might be improved. 

6.2 Travel Patterns 

As is the case throughout Vermont, the private automobile is the dominant mode of 
transportation in Northfield. According to the 2000 Census, 68.6% of Northfieldôs labor force 
commuted to work in a single occupancy vehicle (i.e., they drove alone). A relatively high 
percentage (14.7%) walked to work, while 12.3% carpooled. Less than 1% bicycled on a regular 
basis, and 3.0% worked at home. The average commute in 2000 was 21.1 minutes (up from 
18.9 minutes in 1990). 

As mentioned in Chapter 5, nearly half of Northfieldôs labor force worked in town in 1990 (the 
last year for which data is available), while the majority of those commuting out of town headed 
to Montpelier, Barre City or Town, or to 
Berlin. Given this reliance on the 
automobile, the location and condition of 
the townôs highway network is of primary 
concern when considering Northfieldôs 
transportation network. 

6.3 Roads & Highways 

Northfield has over 93 miles of public 
highways, including over 82 miles of 
municipal roads. A breakdown of roads, by 
classification, function, and location, is 
presented in Table 6.1. 

State Highways 

The principal arterial highway serving 
Northfield is Route 12, which follows the 
Dog River and connects the community 
with Berlin, Montpelier, and several important transportation corridors to the north, and 
Randolph to the south. Route 12A diverges from Route 12 just south of Northfield Village and 
provides access to Roxbury before rejoining Route 12 at Randolph. These highways run parallel 

Table 6.1 

Mileage Summary of State & Local Roads 

Classification Function Mileage 

State Highway Arterial 11.1 

Class 1 (Village) Arterial/Collector 1.2 

Class 1 (outside Village) Arterial 0.9 

Class 2 (Village) Collector 0 

Class 2 (outside Village) Collector 4.8 

Class 3 (Village) Local Access 9.5 

Class 3 (outside Village) Local Access 57.47 

Class 4 Access/Recreation 8.34 

 TOTAL 93.7 
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to one another until they re-converge in Randolph. Route 12A provides access to the 
neighboring Town of Roxbury. 

Traffic volumes on Route 12 are heaviest in the Village, especially in the vicinity of Depot 
Square. The highest volumes outside of the Village are along the segment of highway between 
its intersection with Route 12A and Route 64 ï which provides access to Interstate 89 ï and 
north of the village into Berlin. Traffic south of the Route 64 intersection is relatively low (see 
Figure 6.1). 

Traffic on Route 12 to the north 
of the Village has declined in 
recent years, with the Average 
Annual Daily Trips (AADT) 
between Depot Square and 
Cox Brook Road declining from 
5,600 trips in 1986 to 5,200 
trips in 2006, a reduction of 
7.1%. North of Cox Brook 
Road, the AADT declined from 
4,950 trips to 4,600 trips in 
2006, a reduction of over 7%. 
Volumes south of the Village, 
however, have increased over 
the same period. Most 
significant has been the 

increase in traffic volumes along the segment of Route 12 from its junction with Route 12A to 
the intersection with Route 64, which has increased 21.2% from 3,640 trips in 1986 to 4,400 
trips in 2006, indicating that a growing number of motorists are opting to use I-89, rather than 
Route 12, for out-of-town travel. 

Although Interstate 89 brushes Northfield, Exit 5 is located just east of the town boundary in 
Williamstown. This important highway is accessed via Route 64, a limited access highway 
constructed as part of the interstate highway system. Route 64 intersects with Route 12 
approximately 2.7 miles west of Exit 5. Traffic on Route 64 has increased steadily in the past 15 
years. According to VTrans, traffic along the portion of highway between Route 12 and the 
Williamstown town line increased from 1,630 trips in 1986 to an estimated 3,400 trips in 2006 ï 
an increase of 86%. 

Traffic on Route 12A has also increased, with traffic volumes in 2006 estimated to have reached 
2,700 trips between Lovers Lane and Stony Brook Road (TH-8), and 1,600 trips between Stony 
Brook and Little Northfield (TH-61). These changes, along with increased traffic volumes on 
Route 64, indicate the growing importance of Route 12A and Lovers Lane as key connections to 
I-89 from Northfield and surrounding communities. 

Figure 6.1 

Rt 12 Traffic Volumes: 2006 AADT
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Source: VT Agency of Transportation
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The 2008 pavement condition on each of the three state highways is rated as poor or very poor, 
except a short section of Route 12 near the Berlin town line. No major construction projects or 
highway upgrades are presently included in the State Transportation Improvement Plan (STIP). 
The condition of Route 12 north of the Village raises concerns regarding traffic safety, access, 
storm water drainage, and potential disincentives for future economic development in the 
community. The portion of the road in the vicinity of Northfield Falls is characterized by: 
Á Narrow shoulders and inadequate bicycle lanes 
Á Several sharp curves 
Á Poor drainage 
Á Pavement in poor condition 
Á Numerous locations with restricted sight distance, and 
Á Ledge outcroppings within the highway right-of-way which inhibit sight distances and 

pose a risk to motorists, prevent the installation of bicycle lanes and make snow removal 
difficult which exacerbates potential safety hazards 

Some ledge was removed in 2008, which has somewhat mitigated associated concerns. The 
town would like to continue to work with VTrans to develop a plan to upgrade this section of 
highway, including some widening and/or straightening of travel lanes and shoulders, ledge 
removal and the installation of traffic calming to mitigate potential adverse impacts of such an 
upgrade.  

Municipal Roads  

Northfield maintains approximately 82 miles of local roads. These include heavily used regional 
collectors, quiet streets serving village neighborhoods, lightly used rural roads providing access 
to a few homes, and a few roads not maintained for year-round traffic. The road network 
includes 24 bridges over twenty feet long (five in the Village), including six covered bridges (one 
privately owned) addressed separately below.  Four of the bridges over twenty feet long are 
rated ñstructurally deficientò by VTrans, and six are rated ñfunctionally obsoleteò.  No town 
bridges are included in the 2008-2011 STIP for replacement or rehabilitation. 

In Vermont, municipal roads are designated as Class 1, 2, 3, 4, or trail. Class 1 roads include all 
state highways under the jurisdiction of municipalities ï typically state routes through village 
centers. Class 2 and 3 roads are defined for the purposes of state aid and must be negotiable, 
under normal conditions, year-round by a standard passenger car. The state determines which 
town roads are Class 2: roads which typically provide access to neighboring towns. Class 4 
roads are not generally maintained on a year-round basis. Class 3 and 4 roads are designated 
by the local Select board. Roads are shown by classification and surface type on the 
Transportation Map. Currently, 12 miles of town road outside of the Village are paved, and all 
but one mile of road in the Village is paved. 

Until 1997, VTrans applied the national American Association of Surface and Highway 
Transportation Organizations (AASHTO) highway design standards to roads in the state. In 
response to growing concern that AASHTO standards were inappropriate for Vermontôs small 
villages and rural settings, the state prepared and adopted Vermont State Standards for the 
Design of Transportation Construction, Reconstruction and Rehabilitation of Freeways, Roads & 
Streets. These include standards for roads serving urban, village, and rural contexts that are 
designed specifically for Vermont. These standards should be applied to future upgrade and 
construction of state, town, and private roads in Northfield. 

Although Northfieldôs roads are generally in good shape and adequate to accommodate current 
traffic volumes, several improvement projects are planned to address existing deficiencies. 
Projects listed in Table 6.2 are included on VTrans ñTransportation Improvements Projectsò 
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(TIP) list and are in some stage of project design and scheduling. Other projects identified by 
the municipality but not included on the TIP are also shown.  

For the most part, identified improvement projects include the rehabilitation or replacement of 
bridges. These improvements are part of an aggressive effort on the part of the town over the 
past several years to upgrade several deficient bridges. It is anticipated that these projects are 
eligible for the states town highway bridge program, which provides 90% state funding. The 
town has allocated money in reserve funds on an annual basis to fund bridge improvements. 
Northfield has 45 bridges on the Town and Village Highway System. Adequate funding and 
maintenance should be continued. 

Other projects, including the proposed ledge removal on Route 12 North and the need to 
upgrade Lovers Lane to accommodate increasing through traffic using this road as a short cut 
from I-89 to Route 12A south to the Roxbury Mountain Road, would need to be undertaken by 
VTrans under a different funding program. Both of these projects should, however, be 
supported, and funded by VTrans because they are either part of, or directly serve, the state 
highway system. The Lovers Lane project is especially critical to the community, given its use 
as a regional connector. 

In addition to existing deficiencies, it is important that the municipality monitor development to 
ensure that the local road network is not overburdened by anticipated growth in the community. 
An effort to monitor traffic and road conditions on an ongoing basis, and standards to identify 
and mitigate the impacts of new development on the road network, can avoid future problems. 

Covered Bridges 

The five covered bridges in public use in Northfield deserve special note. Three of these bridges 
are located along a half-mile segment of Cox Brook Road, which is the highest concentration of 
covered bridges along any road in Vermont. Each of the five bridges continues to provide the 
function they were designed for in the 19th century, which not only contributes to the 
communityôs character but also represents a wise financial investment. Two of the bridges 
recently underwent minor repair, including new roofs in 2002, and no major upgrades are 
anticipated in the near future other than routine maintenance. It is important that there be 

Table 6.2 

Summary of Road & Highway Improvement Projects 

Projects on VTrans TIP Description Schedule % State 
Funding 

Bridge #46/TH29  Replace bridge over Union Brook Completed 90% 

Bridge #54/TH12 Replace bridge over Cox Brook Completed 90% 

Bridge #50/TH25 & Bridge 
#34 

Reconstruct bridge over Stony Brook Unscheduled 90% 

Bridge #59/TH60 Reconstruct bridge over Stony Brook Unscheduled 90% 

Projects identified by 
municipality 

Description Schedule  

Lovers Lane upgrade Upgrade to accommodate Rt. 64 ï Rt. 
12A cut-off 

Unscheduled State share 

Main Street bridge Reconstruct bridge over Dog River Unscheduled State share 

Route 12/Northfield Falls Ledge Removal/install Bike Lanes & 
Sidewalk 

Unscheduled State project 

RT 12 Northfield Center Construct Bike Lane & Sidewalk Unscheduled State project 
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continued protection from damage caused by overweight and/or oversize vehicles. All of 
Northfieldôs covered bridges are historic structures and are now eligible for federal funding to 
cover the cost of future rehabilitation.  

Road Maintenance 

Maintaining and enhancing the local road network in a safe and cost effective manner is an 
important community responsibility. The town highway department is responsible for maintaining 
both town roads and village roads; village road maintenance is funded through an annual 
contract with the Village. The total cost of road maintenance to the town is second to education 
in terms of annual expense to the community. 

In 2008, the town budgeted $977,750 for the highway department, of which approximately 
$622,170 was funded through town property taxes, $199,050 through a maintenance agreement 
with the Village, and $115,000 through state highway aid and miscellaneous fees and interest.  

The highway department is based out of the town garage, located off Route 12 just north of the 
Village. In addition to the highway department, the garage also houses the Ambulance Service 
and provides storage for other municipal departments and social service agencies. Recent 
renovations included a roof replacement, new garage doors, and a new heating system. With 
the exception of the need for some site work, including resurfacing the parking and work-area 
around the garage, the facility is adequate to meet the foreseeable needs of the community. 
Covered sand & salt storage will soon be required. 

There is an ongoing need for a stable and affordable source of gravel to maintain the townôs 
roads (almost all Village roads are paved). Fortunately, there are local vendors that have 
minimized the high cost of hauling that has driven up the cost of gravel in other communities. 
The long-term availability of gravel, however, is not guaranteed. The town may want to consider 
the acquisition of a gravel source to avoid future gravel shortages and/or severe price 
fluctuations. 

To stabilize expenditures from year to year, the town maintains reserve funds for capital 
improvements, including road construction, reconstruction and paving, bridge repair and 
replacement, and equipment replacement. In addition to road and bridge projects described 
above, the current capital improvement plan replaced the townôs 1987 grader in 2004 and the 
1994 dump truck in 2004. 

Highway Access Management 

The frequency, location, and design of highway accesses and curb cuts for driveways and 
parking lots have a direct bearing on the safety and efficiency of both town roads and state 
highways. The design of curb cuts also is important with regard to storm water management 
and road maintenance. Managing access can improve safety and better maintain highway 
capacity over time. Several techniques may be applied through Northfieldôs zoning regulations, 
road policies and ordinances, and additional land use regulations (e.g., subdivision regulations). 
These include requirements for: 
Á Minimum sight distance at a driveway or street intersection, 
Á Maximum number of driveways per lot, 
Á Mandatory shared driveways, 
Á Maximum width of curb-cuts, 
Á Minimum and maximum driveway lengths, 
Á Minimum or maximum on-site parking, shared-parking, and parking design, 
Á Minimum area for loading and unloading, and 
Á Landscaping and buffers to visually define and enhance access points. 
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Local development regulations (e.g., zoning, subdivision regulations) and road ordinances are 
effective tools to manage access. Future attention to access management, and the 
implementation of the strategies listed above, will enable local boards to balance the needs of 
motorists, pedestrians and bicyclists and improve highway safety and efficiency.  

Traffic Management & Traffic Calming  

As stated above, state and local roads are generally adequate to meet current demand. Over 
time, however, traffic volumes are likely to increase due to the cumulative impacts of ongoing, 
small-scale development. Efforts to monitor traffic volumes on an ongoing basis would help the 
community plan for future capacity deficiencies.  

One category of techniques to maintain relatively slow traffic speeds in settled areas, enhance 
pedestrian safety, and improve the overall environment is often referred to as traffic calming. 
Such techniques include narrow vehicle traffic lanes, wide sidewalks, medians, on-street 
parking, roundabouts, raised and/or textured crosswalks, bulb-outs, street-tree plantings, and 
street furniture. Traffic calming is especially important along state highways and town roads in 
Northfield Village, Northfield Falls and in Northfield Center.  

6.4 Parking 

Downtown parking 

Public parking in downtown appears adequate to meet current demand. Better management 
and/or organization might make more efficient use of available space. Since current demand 
increased, however, the Village and local businesses needed to explore options for expanding 
parking. One major cause of increased demand came as a result of Norwich acquiring and 
occupying the old armory building. To satisfy the increased demand, a piece of ground behind 
the Legion was purchased and the Holland Place parking lot was created (approx. 30 spaces). 
Also, with the construction of the new police station, additional parking is available next to the 
station. 

The Central Vermont Regional Planning Commission (CVRPC) has assisted other communities 
in the region to study parking demand and availability in villages and downtowns, and may be 
available to assist Northfield with the preparation of a downtown-parking plan. Such a plan 
should look at existing and anticipated demand, the current use of available spaces and, if 
appropriate, alternatives for creating additional public parking opportunities. 

Outside of the downtown area, land uses that require access by employees, customers, 
residents, and/or visitors are required to provide off-street parking adequate to meet anticipated 
demand. Current parking requirements should be reviewed to determine whether existing 
standards are sufficient. In addition to the number of spaces required, the location, 
configuration, and design of parking facilities can have a significant impact on the communityôs 
character, as well as on the safety of motorists and pedestrians. As the population ages more 
handicapped parking should be considered. 

Residential Neighborhoods 

One issue of special concern is the extent to which the conversion of single-family homes in 
historic neighborhoods to multi-family housing (in particular, high-density off-campus student 
housing) can limit the availability of on-street parking. The Town and Village presently enforce a 
parking ordinance to minimize such impacts, and zoning standards could require that adequate 
off-street parking is provided for all dwelling units. The continued update and enforcement of 
these tools should avoid problems for residents and homeowners in Village neighborhoods. 
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Commuter Parking 

The only formal commuter parking lot serving local residents is located adjacent to Exit 5 of I-89 
in Williamstown. VTrans is planning to upgrade and expand this facility in the coming years, 
which should benefit Northfield commuters. The town, in conjunction with the Central Vermont 
Regional Planning Commission, should also explore the feasibility and benefits of establishing a 
small commuter lot within the Village to serve commuters headed north on Route 12 or west to 
the Mad River Valley. 

6.5 Pedestrian & Bicycle Circulation 

In Northfield Village, where historic settlement patterns reflect a pedestrian scale and 
orientation, an extensive sidewalk network exists. The presence of the existing sidewalk 
network has a significant impact on traffic volumes, as indicated by the nearly 15% of local 
commuters who walk to work, a rate that is significantly higher than the 5.2% of commuters who 
walk to work statewide.  

In recent years, many sidewalks that had fallen into a state of disrepair were upgraded, and 
some key sidewalks were extended to strengthen pedestrian connections. Recent 
improvements include the extension of sidewalks to the school, which provides better access for 
students. This project was funded in part through a VTrans enhancement grant.  

The extension of the existing sidewalk system, and/or the creation of connected walking and 
bicycling paths outside of the Village, could decrease congestion and increase options for local 
residents, including children, students, and the elderly. A priority connection is a multi-purpose 
path linking Memorial Park with Northfield Falls Recreation Fields. Such a path, which would 
preferably run parallel to Route 12 outside of the highway right-of-way, would also provide a 
connection from the Village to the Bean Industrial Park. Another possible connection would 
involve the construction of a path adjacent to the Dog River, providing an additional link from the 
village to Norwich University. This was recommended in the downtown study. 

There are no sidewalks outside the village. Most of Northfield's rural roads, both paved and 
unpaved, have little or no shoulder. Because of generally low traffic volumes and vehicle 
speeds, however, they are generally safe for walking and bicycling. Future increases in traffic 
volumes or speeds could result in safety concerns. One opportunity to expand walking and 
cycling opportunities outside of the village includes the expansion of bicycle lanes, or 
construction of an off-street bicycle path, along Route 12 and Route 12A concurrent with the 
planned extension of municipal sewer lines and drainage improvements. 

6.6 Transit & Public Transportation 

Local Transit  

In addition to providing increased service to seniors and individuals with disabilities, GMTA has 
worked diligently in the 2008 fiscal year to support the growing need of transportation for the 
community at large. Through our efforts, we secured funding from the State of Vermont to 
support a free one day per week shuttle, available to all within the community. The Northfield 
Community shuttle, which began operation January 7, 2009, is designed to transport people to 
the local Grand Union grocery store, the area food shelf, the food stamp outpost, the Northfield 
Green Mountain Clinic, the pharmacy and any other Northfield location upon request.  

GMTA will not only provide an easily accessible route for all Northfield residents, but we will also 
provide a deviation service which can pick up/drop off people directly at their home, all at no 
charge to the rider. The municipal government should monitor use of this shuttle service to 
understand how Northfield residentsô transportation needs might be better met in the future. 




