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Conservation Commission Meeting
DRAFT MINUTES

Tuesday, November 25, 2025 7:00 pm Calais Town Hall

In-Person Members: Neal Maker,  Tracy Sudhalter

Zoom Members: Stephanie Kaplan, Rob Adams, Claire Haskell

In-Person Guests: Clarice Cutler (Vermont Land Trust), Donna Fitch, Nick Emlen

Meeting was called to order at 7:03 pm.

Additions or revisions to agenda. Neal stated the end of year report will be due before meeting again and 
will need to discuss that this evening. 

Update on recent activities. Neal stated the Fall Foliage walk to Chickering Fen was small but was a great 
walk on a beautiful day. Thanks to Rose Paul for leading it.

Neal advised the meetings with Planning Commission have been going well and the next meeting is on 
December 2nd. Stephanie asked Neal to elaborate more on the Planning Commision’s ‘world café’ style 
meeting and Neal explained there were breakouts into smaller groups with several topics of conversation 
per group, and with someone taking notes at each table. The Planning Commission is consolidating the 
notes and then meeting to discuss further. Discussion continued surrounding the meeting topics and 
experience.

Neal advised the draft budget from the Selectboard will be coming out soon.

Approve minutes of October 1,2025.

Unable to approve during the course of the meeting due to lack of quorum at time of voting. 

Fitch Farm Conservation Fund application: possible recommendation to Selectboard. 

Clarice Cutler of Vermont Land Trust (VLT) outlined the conservation easement being prepared for the 
130+ acres of farm and forest on the Fitch Farm on Robinson Cemetery Road, and presented VLT’s request
that Calais support the project by contributing $15,000 from the town Conservation Fund toward the 
$310,000 total project cost. She highlighted the property’s location in a historic district and the importance 
of the property to the community, along with its agricultural and ecological values. 

Clarice confirmed the property is being surveyed now and they hope to close on the easement in the first 
half of 2026. 



Neal asked what happens if farmland in a conservation easement is abandoned and Clarice said there is a 
clause in this easement where if the land goes fallow for a number of years, the Natural Resources 
Conservation Service can work with the landowner to bring it back into production.

Neal asked about recreation and Donna responded that there are trails throughout the property, which are 
widely used by the public. The family has allowed public access for generations and plans to continue 
allowing access, but they will not formally protect public access in the easement because they don’t want to
hinder any future landowners.

Discussion continued surrounding the pricing of the request to the town. 

Stephanie asked about the Fairmount Farm’s management of the open land and if they were growing corn, 
and Nick clarified they were no longer growing corn. There was some discussion about the possible use of 
herbicides on the property (which will be allowed under the easement), surface water buffers, and 
management of the forest. 

Stephanie questioned the language (written by the Conservation Commission in the past) on the application
that mentioned the Conservation Commission being involved after the easement was in place. Clarice said 
that the Commission will be kept updated throughout the easement development process, and that after 
closing it will be VLT’s job to monitor the easement. There was general agreement that there is not an 
ongoing role for the Commission after the easement is in place.

Stephanie asked how the purchase price was derived. Clarice explained that it is determined by an appraisal
of the fair market value of the property (the current value) and a separate appraisal based on the value of 
comparable properties as though conserved with development restrictions (the conserved value). The 
difference of those two values is the development value and easement purchase price. 

Discussion continued between members of the Commission on their thoughts of the project and how well it
meets the existing Conservation Fund Guidelines. 

Claire made a motion that the Conservation Commission recommend to the Selectboard to support the 
project by contributing $15,000 from the town’s Conservation Fund. The motion was seconded, voted on, 
and approved 5-0.

Association of Vermont Conservation Commissions (AVCC): discuss membership.

Neal advised he’s used AVCC resources a number of times. They maintain a ListServ and a handbook to 
support conservation commissions across the state, and they also administer grants for member 
commissions to use on small projects. The Calais Conservation Commission currently has a membership 
with the organization, and annual dues of $50 are due now for continued membership.

Tracey made a motion to renew the membership. The motion was seconded, voted on, and approved 5-0. 

Vice Chair: possible election.

The Commission does not currently have a Vice Chair, and the role is not required in statute, but is 
nonetheless common. Stephanie highlighted that one of the benefits of having a the Vice Chair is that they 
can hold meetings when the Chair is not available. There was some discussion around who could fill the 
role and there was general agreement that the Commission should elect a Vice Chair, but the election was 
tabled until the next meeting when more members can be present.

Proposed changes to VT Wetland Rules. 



Neal provided context surrounding the state’s proposed change to reduce the size of wetland buffers in 
designated development areas, to allow for more housing projects. Currently Class 2 wetlands have a 50-
foot buffer. With the proposed changes it would be reduced to a 25-foot buffer in development areas. 
Unmapped wetlands in development areas would also be disregarded under state law if the changes were 
implemented. In Calais, the development areas that would be affected would include East Calais Village, 
North Calais Village, Maple Corners, and Adamant Village. Comments on the proposed changes are due to 
the state by January 14, 2026.

Tracey stated her concern over the potential impacts to wetlands and plans on attending one of the public 
comment periods in mid-December.

It was decided that Commission members will look into the proposed changes on their own, and that if 
members feel the Commission should make a formal comment to the state a special meeting will be called 
in December to draft it (as there will not be a regularly scheduled meeting before comments are due).

Calais conservation map: discuss potential uses and what should be on it. 

Neal provided context on adding ecological and conservation layers to the existing town web map so that 
users can see how they relate to property lines and zoning districts. This will be especially helpful to the 
Development Review Board (DRB) for evaluating proposed projects, and to the Selectboard and Road 
Commissioner for evaluating curb cut applications.

Tracey stated a lot of those layers are included in the existing map, but acknowledged that revamping the 
way the information is presented on the map and on the Calais website would be helpful. She also 
suggested having a small GIS workshop with members of the DRB once the map is updated, to help them 
use it effectively.

Neal will continue working with other town officials to implement the changes. 

Conservation Fund guidelines: make plan of action for revisions.

Neal stated that while there are existing, approved Conservation Fund Guidelines (which were reviewed in 
advance of the Fitch Conservation Fund application), the Commission previously decided that the 
guidelines should be revised and had started working on revisions. Stephanie provided a draft of those 
changes, with comments from Eric Sorenson. 

Members agreed that fund guidelines should be revisited. Neal will share a copy of the draft and the whole 
Commission will discuss the revisions at the next regularly scheduled meeting in January. The tentative 
plan is to form a subcommittee at that meeting, to keep working on them.

Public comment for items not on the agenda. 

Neal asked about items pending for December and highlighted the Conservation Fund guideline revision, 
the upcoming World Café meeting, and the end of year report coming due. 

Meeting was adjourned at 9:01 pm

Shana DuBois
Recording Secretary


