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Upholding Our Region’s Priorities 

Bringing together people and organizations has 
always been important in the Upper Valley, with its 
two states, 69 municipalities, and strong volunteer 
and nonprofit organizations. It’s even more critical 
as we face a federal Administration that is trying to 
defund and even outlaw efforts our region prioritizes. 
“Convening” is a theme throughout Vital Communities’ 
work highlighted in this newsletter, from the BIPOC 
Home and Business Ownership project (p. 2) to the 
Climate Farmer Stories project (p. 3) to the individuals 
who shared their transportation concerns in our 
Community Transportation Transitions project (p. 4). 

With uncertainty and chaos at the federal level, 
we are especially inspired by our town and city 
managers. What other CEO deals with the range of 
issues a town or city manager sees before lunch on 
a typical day: roads, taxes, environment, economy, 
housing, transportation, to name a few? Or hears from 
more “bosses”—i.e., the entire community?  

Vital Communities supports municipal managers 
in the critical work they do through our Municipal 
Leaders group. Formed by Vital Communities in 2009, 
the group includes managers of Claremont, Enfield, 
Hanover, Hartford, Lebanon, Norwich, Thetford, 
and Windsor helping to build solutions that make 
those communities work better for those who live, 
work, shop, and otherwise rely on them. In 2024, this 
included a discussion of municipal solid waste, which 
contributed to a larger effort led by the City of Lebanon 
and involving the 22 New Hampshire and Vermont 
towns that send trash to its landfill (see “Working on 
Waste,” p. 1).

We hope you’ll find a way to lend your voice to these 
varied conversations. Together, we can hold fast to our 
region’s priorities and build resilience during rapidly 
changing policies and actions in Washington that aim 
to move us off track. Together, we can build a thriving, 
equitable, and prosperous Upper Valley for all.

With gratitude,

Sarah Jackson  
Executive Director



Our best options for dealing with solid waste are to 
“reduce, reuse, recycle” to cut down on the amount 
being sent to landfills. Great efforts have been made to 
fulfill this mandate. But 55 years after the first Earth Day, 
we still fall short. In 2021, Vermonters diverted from 
landfills (recycled, reused, composted, etc.) only 34 
percent of the solid waste they generated, while New 
Hampshirites in 2022 diverted 27 percent (according 
to reports from the Vermont Solid Waste Program and 
the New Hampshire Department of Environmental 
Services). According to the “Zero Waste” concept, 
however, a community could potentially divert up to 
90 percent through more mindful 
consumption and comprehensive 
waste reduction, recycling, and 
composting programs. 

The City of Lebanon hopes to 
improve those numbers among 
the 22 towns and cities in New 
Hampshire and Vermont that 
send waste to the Lebanon 
Landfill, and significantly reduce 
that material. 

Following assessments of what’s 
going into the landfill, from what 
sources, and how solid waste 
is handled in each municipality, 
the City will consider 
recommendations from the 
consultants for landfill policies 
and management. The City, with 
support from Vital Communities, 
will communicate and provide educational 
information to advance positive changes in practices 
by municipalities and the haulers they contract with. 
Vital Communities will also work with municipalities 
and Lebanon staff to coordinate and amplify efforts to 
educate households and businesses.

One challenge is the diversity of ways solid waste is 
managed in each of the 22 member municipalities—
ranging from zero-sort recycling collection to towns 
that separate recyclables into more than a dozen 

different bins; from curbside collection of trash and 
recycling to weekly trips by residents to local transfer 
stations, pick-up spots by licensed haulers, or the 
landfill; from extensive in-town facilities for recycling, 
compost, and trash to towns that rely on neighboring 
towns’ facilities. In Vermont, food scraps are required 
by law to be kept out of landfill trash, and some 
communities have centralized collection. Among the 
New Hampshire towns, only Lebanon collects food 
scraps for composting.

The rewards of improving the Lebanon Landfill’s 
diversion rates are clear: along with extending the 

life of the landfill, better waste 
disposal will reduce the landfill’s 
greenhouse gas emissions and 
groundwater impact; produce 
fertilizer from compost; produce 
high-quality recyclable material 
that can be made into new 
products to conserve trees and 
other extracted raw materials; 
and even generate some income 
from selling recycling and 
compost as commodities. In 
addition, it will save the millions 
of dollars it would cost to locate 
and build a new landfill. 

The Lebanon and Vital 
Communities staffs are 
excited about this regional 
collaborative opportunity. “We 
have responsibilities to the 22 

municipalities, to our residents, and to the environment 
in our communities, the region, and downstream from 
the landfill,” said City Manager Shaun Mulholland. 

Added Vital Communities Special Projects Manager 
Gabrielle Smith, “The commitment of the City of 
Lebanon to broad engagement and education is so 
great to see and is key to achieving lasting changes. 
Education builds understanding and sparks curiosity 
about how things work and how to be a part of change 
that makes economic and environmental sense.”

Courtesy of the City of Lebanon.

Working On Waste

In our society, getting stuff we want is as easy as tapping your smartphone. The challenge lies in 
responsibly getting rid of the stuff we don’t want—the packaging, the broken, used, or outmoded 
items, the waste products, and all the other materials that make up our “solid waste.”

Learn more at vitalcommunities.org/solid-waste-and-recycling
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This is particularly true for 
BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, 
and People of Color) 
community members who—
due to the marginalization 
of BIPOC community 
members and the Upper 
Valley’s post-Colonial 
history as a predominantly 
White area—face unique 
difficulties in maneuvering 
the job market, securing 
housing, establishing 
businesses, accessing 
cultural goods, and, above 
all, experiencing feelings of 
inclusion and belonging. 

Now, there’s a new resource guide to help address 
these challenges. Created by the BIPOC Home 
and Business Ownership (BHBO) project, the guide 
was unveiled in March and highlights Upper Valley 
organizations that can help with finding and financing a 
home or mentoring someone starting a business.

The BHBO project supports 
Black, Indigenous, 
and People of Color in 
putting down roots in 
the Upper Valley. The 
project was launched in 
October with a morning 
of networking, resource 
sharing, and solutions-
centered brainstorming, 
attended by more than 100 
people representing local 
businesses or involved 
in the homeownership 
process or social well-
being of BIPOC community 
members. In March, people 

gathered online to see the new resource guide and 
discuss strategies. Above all, said Miranda Dupre, 
Vital Communities’ BIPOC Community Navigator, “It’s 
so encouraging to see the continued passion and 
commitment for this work.”

See the Resource Guide at vitalcommunities.org/bhbo-project

CJ Jackson (standing, right), co-lead of the project, talks 
with a participant during the October kick-off gathering.

Part of addressing our housing shortage is learning 
what kinds of homes are being built where, at what 
price point. That’s the goal of Counting New Homes, 
a data project by Vital Communities and the Upper 
Valley Lake Sunapee Regional Planning Commission. 

The project so far has collected and crunched 
housing data from 32 Upper Valley municipalities—
the 12 largest in population plus 20 smaller, more 
rural communities—from 2010 through 2023. In 2026, 
they’ll collect from several additional towns and 
include the years 2024 and 2025. 

What New Homes? Where?

Promoting Belonging

To keep its economy vibrant, the Upper Valley needs to attract and retain workers and 
year-round residents. Many new arrivals or those researching the region are discouraged 
by the difficulty of finding a home and building a community.

The good news is that, in the sampled municipalities, 
in years 2020 to 2023, we added more homes per 
year than in the 2010s. However, 90 percent of the 
units added since 2010 were single-family homes or 
were in large, multi-family buildings—whereas we 
need more of the more affordable “missing middle” 
homes for low- and middle-income buyers and older 
people seeking to downsize. These include accessory 
dwelling units, manufactured homes, “cottage 
clusters” of small homes, and duplex or triplex 
conversions of single-family homes.
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As for location, most new housing was built 
in Lebanon—1,560 units, compared to 336 in 
Hartford and 283 in Claremont, the next highest 
communities. While it makes sense to build in 
locations like these that are served by water and 
sewer lines, all towns need additional housing to 
accommodate the diversity of ages and income 
levels that makes for a resilient community. Vital 
Communities works with a variety of partners in the region to promote such housing, including through our 
Home Creators Expo and through Corporate Council connections with innovative builders.

The exhibit’s unique farm portraits and quotes 
from farmers helped paint a realistic yet hopeful 
picture of what’s possible. “We loved having 
the exhibit up in our cafe,” said Megan Lafaso-
Hercher of the Monadnock Food Co-op in Keene, 
one of the exhibit’s hosts. “We received great 
feedback from staff and shoppers about the 
exhibit. They all seemed to learn something new, 
which was really exciting.”

Now, these stories will reach even more people 
through our upcoming book, Climate Farmers: 
Growing A Resilient Future. This coffee table 
book will include 25 original farm portraits, 
stories of Upper Valley climate farmers, insights 
from the region’s climate and agricultural 
leaders, and ways for community members to 
get involved. It will compile all the work created 
through the Climate Farmer Stories project 
over the last few years—designed to live on in 
perpetuity. The book will be distributed free of 
charge to public spaces like libraries, schools, 
and waiting rooms.

Climate Farmer Stories Exhibit at the 2024 Tunbridge World’s Fair.

Read the Counting New Homes report at vitalcommunities.org/housing/counting-new-homes

Affordable housing development in Springfield, VT. Photo by 
Braxton Freeman for Keys to the Valley.

Climate Farmers Book

In 2024, the Climate Farmer Stories exhibit reached more than 100,000 people across the Upper Valley. 
The educational art exhibit brought viewers closer to regional farmers who are digging in on the climate 
crisis, using their farms to draw down carbon and build food security and community resilience. 

Learn more and request a book for a public space at vitalcommunities.org/climate-farmer-stories
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A collaboration between Vital Communities and 
the Upper Valley Lake Sunapee Regional Planning 
Commission, the Community Transportation 
Transitions project heard from 120 people who 
either responded to surveys or attended listening 
sessions. The listening sessions focused on people 
facing financial challenges who are often left out of 
transportation planning and investment.

Getting where they need to go reliably, 
conveniently, and affordably is a major challenge, 
said people who took part. “I lost my job because 
I lost my car.” said one. “I couldn’t keep relying on 
friends and family. I don’t want to be a burden.” 
Another spoke about how they relied on ambulance 
services to reach routine doctors’ appointments 
because they lacked transportation. 

Overall, participants want more options including 
expanded mass transit, microtransit (like MOOver’s 
“MicroMOO” in Windsor, VT), ridesharing, and e-bikes, 
and expressed appreciation for the transit that does 
exist. One participant wanted communities to know 
that “for all of you who live in the Upper Valley and 
have Advanced Transit, you’re really blessed!” They 
cited affordability and not having to worry about 
parking as benefits of transit and particularly wanted 
to see transit options on Rt 4 between White River 
Junction and Woodstock. 

While participants supported electric buses, they 
had mixed views about the future of personal 
electric vehicles due to their cost, the availability 
of chargers, and maintenance. “I’m all in favor of 
electrification but I think it’s still for people with 
deep pockets,” said one respondent. They also 

expressed worry about 
the overall state of our 
roads, bridges, and 
other transportation 
infrastructure.

Next, the project team 
will choose priorities. 
These could include 
municipal and workplace 
charging stations 
and electrified fleets, 
bringing microtransit to 
additional communities, 
improving bike lanes, 
and offering trainings 
for prospective EV auto 
mechanics and bus 
and truck drivers. The 
team hopes to conclude 
its work next spring 
with clear plans for 
implementation of the 
prioritized projects.

Micro-Moo bus that serves Windsor. Courtesy of MOOver.

Community Mobility

A process to plan and build clean energy transportation infrastructure that communities want 
and need has wrapped up a crucial information-gathering phase and is now starting to choose 
projects to prioritize.

Learn more at vitalcommunities.org/community-transportation-transitions
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Hats off to Chuck Wooster! Along with co-owning and operating Hartford’s 
Sunrise Farm, a 400-member CSA now in its 25th year of operation, he 
lends his time to town governance and numerous area nonprofits, including 
Willing Hands, the Upper Valley Land Trust, and Vital Communities—
currently as an advisor and presenter for Leadership Upper Valley (LUV), 
a 10-session program for people who want to gain the knowledge and 
connections to make a difference in our region.

Each year’s opening session features Chuck’s overview of the particular 
environmental and human factors that have shaped the Upper Valley. 
“It’s such a fun morning, with a mix of newbies and lifelong Upper Valley 
residents, teasing out what exactly makes the Upper Valley so special,” he 
said. “The participants in Leadership Upper Valley bring lots of interesting 
angles to the conversation, and I always appreciate how engaged everyone 
is in our region and sense of place.”

A portrait of Chuck by Danielle Festa 
for the Climate Farmer Stories project.

Applications are open for next year’s LUV class!  
Learn more at vitalcommunities.org/leadership-upper-valley

Mini-grants and emergency funds will 
help ECE programs purchase equipment 
like this refrigerator bought by Tammie’s 
Early Care & Education through a related 
program. Courtesy photo.

Learn more at vitalcommunities.org/farm-to-ece

Now, we’re offering special support to early childhood education (ECE) 
programs seeking to do the same.

Through surveys and focus groups, Upper Valley early educators told us 
they believe in the importance of nourishing, local food but struggle to 
provide it. Obstacles include the time needed to shop, store, and prep 
the ingredients and apply for federal reimbursements, plus the cost of 
expanding their food storage and preparation facilities. All this when ECE 
program budgets and staff are already at the breaking point. 

To help, Vital Communities now offers such resources as:

•	 Information about where to buy groceries, how to get food 
delivered, and what farms to work with;

•	 Mini-grants for food-processing and storage equipment, such as a 
freezer for produce bought in bulk in season; 

•	 An emergency fund for sudden needs like replacing a busted 
freezer; and

•	 Twice monthly virtual drop-in sessions for connection and help.

More Food, Less Stress 

Vital Communities has long supported farm to school programs that help schools serve local 
ingredients, connect them to local farms, and help them maintain their own gardens and 
composting.

Giving Time: Chuck Wooster
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Valley Quests are self-guided tours that engage you in some of the Upper Valley’s special places. 
It’s a collaborative experience that relies on you, the quest taker, to help quests stay current 
and interesting, and to add new quests to the library. This spring, as the Valley Quest season 

reopens for another year, we have new tools to help you contribute:

Quest Collaboration

Wright’s Mountain Quest, Bradford VT.

•	 A QR code in the “treasure boxes” for some 
quests that allows you to immediately share 
your comments with Vital Communities.

•	 A new Guide for Walking a Quest and 
response form you can use if you want to do a 
walking evaluation.

•	 A new Guidelines for Creating a Quest, which 
walks you through the steps of writing a Quest 
and submitting it to the Vital Communities 
Quest Library so others can enjoy it.

Learn more at vitalcommunities.org/valley-quest.

A Call to Action 

Vital Communities’ projects are community-driven and focused on some of 
the most urgent issues in our region: healthy local farms and businesses, 
nourishing food for kids in daycare and schools, good rural transportation 
options, clean energy, climate change resilience, and housing for all. 

In normal times, we are supported in this work by an array of local, state, 
and federal grants and donations. But these are not normal times: federal 
funding, which makes up one-fourth of our budget, is currently halted or 
in danger. The resulting financial uncertainty makes it hard to plan and carry 
out projects informed by and directly benefiting our Upper Valley community. 

Please help! Make a donation today to Vital Communities, and help us continue 
work that contributes to a thriving Upper Valley for all. 

Give at vitalcommunities.org/donate or by mail, using the enclosed envelope.

195 North Main Street 
White River Junction, VT 05001

802-291-9100 
vitalcommunities.org

To correct your contact information or duplicate mailings,  
please email info@vitalcommunities.org or call 802-291-9100.

vitalcommunities.org/valley-quest.
vitalcommunities.org/donate
http://VitalCommunities.org
mailto: info@vitalcommunities.org

