
 

 

 

Looking Back at 2015 

 

High Meadows Fund is extraordinarily grateful for the work of our partners – grantees, funders, 

private sector colleagues, elected leaders, agency staff, and friends. Your work inspires us. 

Thank you. While we can’t list all the accomplishments and lessons of our partners, we would 

like to highlight a few as the year closes. 

 

The changing climate is already impacting Vermont's communities and working landscape, and 

we feel a growing sense of urgency that Vermonters adapt to those changes while also lowering 

their contribution to climate change. Over the two years that followed Tropical Storm Irene, the 

Institute for Sustainable Communities facilitated a thoughtful and inclusive process to articulate 

what was needed to create a more resilient Vermont. Drawing lessons from that work, High 

Meadows issued a Request for Proposals resulting in six 2015 grant awards to support 

watershed level initiatives that foster more resilient land use.  

 

While these projects are only just getting underway, we are impressed by the work of these 

mostly volunteer teams, guided by Regional Planning Commissions, Natural Resource 

Conservation Districts, nonprofit organizations, and state agency staff. It’s fascinating to see 

the different teams explore what it means to plan and act as a watershed, not just individual 

jurisdictions located along a common body of water.  

 

This watershed-level planning and action has reinforced several lessons and observations 

that we also see in other work High Meadows supported this year. For example: 

 

 Strong public policy is critical to support (and fund) local collaboration and action. The 

Vermont Clean Water Act was a necessary precursor to the work of these watershed 

resilience teams and advocacy is still needed to fully implement the law. 

 Integrating economic, ecological and community resilience requires active involvement 

of diverse partners, including businesses, environmental advocates, health care, human 

services, and public safety workers, municipal leaders, regional planners, farmers, and 

federal and state partners. We are struck by how common it is that these individuals 

don’t even know each other, much less have experience working together. 

 The health, safety and economic security of low income Vermonters are especially at risk 

in the face of extreme weather events, and if these Vermonters are not part of resilience 

planning, the result is a less prepared, more vulnerable community. 

 Language matters. Too often the words environmental advocates use to describe a 

challenge or proposed solutions mean little to, or worse, antagonize others. It has been 

heartening to see the increased attention to the messages and messengers articulating 

climate change issues. 

 

We see how effectively word spreads when something works well. 

 

 CarShare was surprised at the level of membership growth that resulted when Millennial 

members posted pictures of their CarShare experiences on Facebook and Instagram. 

 A community solar array in Mount Holly inspired “solar farms” in Warren and Randolph.   

 Elmore adjusted its zoning to protect intact forests and the Lamoille Regional Planning 

Commission helped Eden follow suit. 



 

 

 Near the mouth of the Winooski, the Pine Island Farm and farms in the Intervale are 

testing new agricultural practices and crops on flood-prone land and find their 

neighbors in Colchester and around the state want to hear what they’ve learned. 

 

We appreciate when our partners make the effort to assess their work and make 

adjustments. 

 

 Rutland Area Farm and Food Link adjusted their New Farmer program to accommodate 

what they heard after surveying farmers. 

 COVER Home Repair returned to homes their volunteers had weatherized in previous 

years to determine whether the improvements were still effective and whether their 

estimates of fuel reductions were accurate. 

 In the face of fossil fuel prices, several partners are emphasizing the health and jobs 

benefits of efficiency measures and cleaner, more local fuels. 

 With the implementation of Act 148, The Universal Recycling Law, the Foodbank had 

anticipated it would need to move, store and process more food. However, with careful 

study, they determined they are instead needed as a facilitator, helping connect 

cafeterias and markets with local food shelves and helping inform them about the law. 

 

And, finally, we are often reminded that the challenges our partners are addressing are 

not easy or quick to solve. 

 

 Efforts to promote transportation options other than single occupancy cars in 

Burlington, the Upper Valley, and Addison County, all have required more time and 

tenacity than our partners initially expected. 

 The low price of fossil fuels has been one factor in slowing the pace of energy efficiency 

retrofits, non SOV transportation options, greenhouse biomass heating systems, and 

central pellet heating systems. 

 The pace of improving the energy efficiency of Vermont homes is painfully slow. 

 

Along with supporting and learning from these initiatives, we are grateful for the chance to 

learn from other funders who are working for stronger, more resilient communities in the face 

of climate change, both in Vermont and in other regions. 

 

And finally, in 2015 we have taken steps to reduce our own organization’s impact on the 

environment. After moving the High Meadows Fund office to Burlington, we are becoming more 

fluent in using telecommunications tools for meetings and I am retraining myself to make use 

of the CCTA bus and CarShare Vermont instead of commuting by car. And finally during 2015 

our investment managers executed the board’s decision to eliminate oil and gas companies, 

producers of coal, and utility companies that burn coal as their primary source of fuel (when 

they can be identified) from our portfolio. 

 

After looking back at 2015, the High Meadows Board has been turning its attention to what 

success looks like for the coming year and beyond. We expect to complete and post our 2016 

work plan by the end of January.  

 

In closing, I’ll return to where I began. We are grateful for and inspired by the work of our 

partners and we look forward to continuing to learn and grow from your work in the year 

ahead. Thank you. 

 

Gaye Symington 

The High Meadows Fund 


