
 

 

In Golden Circles, Simon Sinek encour-
ages us to be clear about “Why” before 
choosing How and What to work on. 

Looking Back & Leaning Forward 
 
It is with a renewed sense of urgency that High Meadows reviews our collective progress of last year and 
leans into new opportunities in 2017.  As the national dialogue on climate becomes more removed from 
science, even as the very real impacts of climate change threaten vulnerable communities, Vermont’s 
investment in climate resilience and the vitality of our working landscape is critical.  
 
Over the past year High Meadows put over $1.1 million to work in service of our mission to promote 
more vibrant communities and a healthy natural environment, while encouraging long term economic 
vitality in Vermont.  Of the $1.1M total, $942,156 was deployed through grants; $154,626 through 
mission impact investments. A full list of our grants and investments can be found on our website.  
 
We take seriously the need to understand the impact of our investments and the 
need to be strategic in our choices. At the start of 2016 the High Meadows board 
revisited “Why?” we make the choices that guide our investments.   
 
We believe policy and investment choices should make communities stronger, 
more vibrant and equitable, as well as more resilient to the changing climate. For 
HMF, resilience means the capacity not just to bounce back from stresses and 
disruptive events, but also to plan and act in the face of risks, challenges, and 
opportunities.  
 
High Meadows believes strengthening a community’s vitality and resilience requires: 

 Building markets that retain wealth, rather than extracting it from the region; 
 Fostering land use planning at a watershed level, not just as individual municipalities; 
 Reducing the greenhouse gas emissions that drive climate change; 
 Preparing for more frequent, severe storms and other consequences of climate change; 
 Collaborating across areas of expertise, such as housing, energy, and public health;  
 Ensuring low-income Vermonters share in the benefits of efficient and clean energy use, green 

infrastructure and other responses to climate change. 
 
Looking Back 
 

The board began 2016 by describing what success would look like to us: land use that supports 
resilience, healthy soil and clean water; lower fossil fuel use in buildings and transportation; and viable 
and sustainable farm and forest-based enterprises.  
 
We observed these trends among the initiatives we supported: 
 

 We are heartened by the all-hands-on-deck attitude of diverse stakeholders in reducing risk and 
degradation caused by inappropriate land use along waterways and the collaboration underway 
among farm support services, clean water organizations and communities in a watershed; 

 Utilities, contractors, lenders, and efficiency incentive programs are better aligned to provide a 
user-friendly approach to energy efficiency home improvements, though the results are not on 
pace with state goals and low-income Vermonters are not being adequately served; 

 We are pleased to see creative approaches to working with forest landowners to improve forest 
health, minimize fragmentation, and explore opportunities to return greater value to those who 
work in the woods; 

 We see incremental progress in connecting farm producers with wholesale markets offering 
adequate financial returns and support practices that build soil health and protect water quality. 

http://www.highmeadowsfund.org/grantmaking/
http://www.highmeadowsfund.org/mission-investments/


 

 

 

Some of our key lessons from 2016, many of which sound familiar from previous years: 
 

 Getting beyond the choir. The work of watershed teams reinforced how important it is that planning 
efforts bring diverse voices to the table. HMF-funded watershed team participants emphasized this 
on many occasions. (See the video at www.highmeadowsfund.org/watershed-resilience).     

 Low income Vermonters, and those who work with them, need to be involved in efforts to build a 
clean energy future and more resilient communities. This has been clear in the High Performance 
Home Working Group where those who work most closely with low income Vermonters have 
provided important insights about barriers to acceptance of these homes in mobile home parks.  

 Message matters.  Two forest-based initiatives, Cold Hollow to Canada (CHC) and the American 
Forest Foundation (AFF), are reaching out to forest landowners by focusing on bird and wildlife 
habitat. Their ultimate goal is to inspire these private landowners to undertake forest management 
plans, but they start by talking about birds because that’s of highest value to most landowners. 

 Messengers matter too.  By providing opportunities for farmers to learn from each other about how 
they can reduce soil loss and nutrient runoff, the Champlain Valley Farmer Coalition finds more 
receptivity to changing crop and soil management practices than when “experts” or 
“environmentalists” show up with lectures and slides and handouts.  

 Change takes time and High Meadows needs to reassess its role over time. Our work to make 
energy efficiency improvements easier for consumers began with convenings and research. From 
that, priorities emerged and ideas were piloted. Now, we envision a more modest role for HMF. 

 
Leaning Forward 
 
As we look ahead to 2017 and beyond, we are adjusting strategies within our key issue areas.  
 

1. A clean energy future 
 

a. We want to give greater focus to clean energy opportunities for low income Vermonters 
in collaboration with affordable housing developers, energy service providers, and others; 

b. HMF no longer intends to be a driver of the “seamless path” to make it easier to reduce 
home energy consumption; 

c. Similarly, we are not actively seeking proposals to lower transportation GHG emissions, 
but may consider innovative proposals that could benefit low income Vermonters. 

 
2. Forests 
 

Recognizing the importance of long term forest health, the forest economy and wood products 
industry (and the risks they face), we anticipate increasing focus on Vermont’s forests. The forest 
work is present in all three areas of our focus, and this overlap enhances our progress for each.  
 

3. Farm and Food Opportunity Gaps 
 

The Vermont Community Foundation’s Farm and Food Initiative issued its final round of grants in late 
2016. A key regional food system funder is spending down its assets. Yet, as these funders reduce 
farm and food funding, we see funding gaps for regional food system connectors and for supporting 
small farms as they grow or try out new market opportunities. HMF has initiated conversations with 
the Working Lands Enterprise Board and other funders to explore options to address these gaps, 
while minimizing awards which may work at cross purposes. 
 

4. Opportunities to directly catalyze change and make connections 
 

An important aspect of HMF’s work is to directly engage with grant partners, make connections 
among stakeholders with different expertise, convene partners for shared learning, and initiate 

http://www.highmeadowsfund.org/watershed-resilience


 

 

conversations when we see gaps or opportunities. We are considering how to do this more 
effectively.  
 
For example, in previous years we have distributed a year-end message, with a link to an overview of 
our work. This year, we have scheduled several meetings where we hope to elicit more feedback and 
discussion than typically occurs when we simply invite comments to an end-of-year email message. 
 

Another possibility would be for High Meadows to more often issue a Request for Proposals to 
address a clearly articulated challenge, such as strategies to build demand for local food and connect 
producers and consumers in creative ways. This could help build partnership opportunities among 
funders with similar goals and create more clarity for grantseekers.  
 

Partnership 
 

Partnerships have been critical to our impact in 2016. We partnered with public policy leaders to build 
resilience in watersheds. HMF’s grants enabled multi-town watershed teams to reach out to their 
communities in creative ways to draw attention to the impact of land use decisions on upstream and 
downstream communities and to prioritize projects that matter most to them. But those lessons and 
priorities would not be much help without implementation funds from the VT Clean Water Fund, Lake 
Champlain Basin Program and other public funds to replace culverts, plant riparian buffers, improve back 
roads, and conserve critical uplands and wetlands, investments beyond the scale of High Meadows. 
 
Another example of project-specific partnership is when our Vermont-based support helps attract larger 
investment by national funders, as occurred when Cold Hollow to Canada secured $640k from the 
Natural Resources Conservation Service’s (NRCS) Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP) to 
support forest landowner networking and conservation strategies in northern Vermont. 
 
Taproot Capital Fund was created in 2016 as a partnership between HMF and the Castanea Foundation, 
to make mission impact investments in publicly supported organizations and private enterprises to 
stimulate the vibrancy and ecological stewardship of Vermont’s working landscape and rural 
communities. Castanea has developed unique experience in mission investments to strengthen the 
working landscape. Our partnership enables our joint resources to increase that impact. 
 
High Meadows has partnered with the Vermont Community Foundation (VCF), either on initiatives VCF 
leads, such as the Vermont Food and Farm Initiative, or initiatives High Meadows sparks such as our 
work to improve the quality and energy efficiency of mobile homes in Vermont. Both VCF and High 
Meadows agree we could each have greater impact if we use our natural partnership more strategically. 
 
High Meadows has also benefited from a key partnership that will be changing in the next four years. 
The change is sparking new thinking about our future. The High Meadows Foundation, a private 
foundation based in Boston, has provided $500,000 annually to the Fund. This High Meadows Foundation 
annual contribution will end by 2022. The High Meadows board plans to continue to spend $1 million a 
year on grants in order to have the level of impact it feels is warranted. Therefore, we are exploring new 
opportunities for partnership, either by adding to the endowment of the fund or by more intentionally 
seeking partners for specific projects. 
 
I remain inspired by working with our partners, staff and Board, investing in organizations and activities 
that promote vibrant communities and a healthy natural environment. We are fortunate to be working in 
a state with the vision, leaders and citizens committed to addressing climate change head-on, supporting 
energy transformation and community resilience, and growing the food, farm and forest economy. 
 



 

 

Overview of How High Meadows Resources Were Deployed in 2016 

 

The table and graphs below demonstrate the cash outlays of HMF mission spending.  
 

 

Mission Impact 
Spending and Investments 

2012 2013 2014   2015 2016 
2017 

Budget 

Grants    ($’s distributed in the time period)   $608,793   $975,030   $739,005 $1,207,327 $ 942,156 $1,150,000 

Convenings, Research, Consulting   $160,793    $52,299     $68,304    $28,370 $  32,762  

Mission investments  ($’s disbursed)   $329,446   $353,912   $300,000   $140,501 $ 154,626  

Total $1,099,032 $1,381,241 $1,107,309 $1,376,198 $1,129,544  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The cash distributed in grants and investments declined by $250,000 relative to 2015, mainly 

due to lower grantmaking. A few notes on larger moving pieces: 

 In 2015 HMF distributed 18-month grants for watershed resilience (totaling $249,000). 

In 2016 there were more modest follow-up watershed grants; 

 In 2016 HMF committed funds to two mission impact investments through the new 

Taproot Capital Fund and our investment in VSJF’s Flexible Capital Fund was fully called.  

 Energy grantmaking declined mainly due to fewer transportation grants and a smaller 

allocation to the high performance modular home initiative than in 2015; 

 Forest-related initiatives now appear in all three areas of focus: Energy (wood heat), 

Land Use (forest health and carbon market research) and Farm/Food/Forest Enterprises 

(forest products value-chain coordination). 

High Meadows’ Land Use work is primarily through grantmaking. Energy and Farm/Food/Forest 

Enterprises typically includes mission impact investing. Most grants are listed on our website. 

http://www.highmeadowsfund.org/grantmaking/

