
Strafford Energy and Climate Committee (SECC) 
Meeting Minutes  

11/10/20 
7:06 PM 

Online meeting: Zoom  

Meeting called by: Kevin Grady Type of meeting: SEC meeting 

Facilitator: Kevin Grady Note taker: Jim 

Attendees: Kevin Grady, David Lutz, Matt Christie, Susan Hodges, Doc Bagley, Barbara Smith, Gus Speth, and Jim 

Schley; guests (and prospective members Earl Ransom, Robyn and Tom Jacobs, Shannon Varley, Phyl 

Harmon, Cameron Speth, Anita Onofrio, Suzanna Liepmann, Gayle Giovanna, Tom Kinder, Christina 

Robinson, Rocky Fuller,  Tii McLane, Hillary Thomas, Carol Langstaff, Susan Cloke, Pat Kelly, Susan 

Tiholiz 

Next Meeting:  December 8, 2020, 7 pm via ZOOM 

Minutes 
 
Convened at 7:04 pm 
 
Susan Hodges welcomed people and explained the Zoom guidelines, then Gus Speth introduced the 
premise of this meeting that regenerative agriculture can be an important part of climate restoration and 
health. 
 
Shannon Varley spoke first, and explained that earlier this year when the Energy & Climate Committee put 
out a public summary of accomplishments, local farms weren’t represented. Strafford Village Farm received 
assistance from Iroquois Valley Farms, an organization that helps finance new farmers in acquiring land and 
implementing conservation techniques and practices. Iroquois has undertake a working capital initiative to 
provide working capital and farm mortgages and leases for up to 100 farmers. 
 
Iroquois received a Conservation Innovation Grant (CIG) from the US Department of Agriculture, which is 
being used to practices and fund data collection, and Shannon and B. J.’s farm was invited to take part in their 
study. They also created “Soil Restoration Notes” which represent offsets of carbon.  
 
Shannon explained that regenerative agriculture involves more than the practices described as “organic,” to 
include a more holistic approach to growth and scale and a strong emphasis on soil structure: minimizing soil 
disturbance that results from tilling; rotating crops and animals; composting; enhancing the healthy 
microbiology; carefully choosing crops that are well adapted to regional and local conditions. They have been 
trying to collect data on their practices to help analyze the positive impact (including carbon capture). 
Shannon said that it may be difficult to scale these practices up to very large farms. 
 
In their vegetable plots, they are trying to use all of these regenerative practices, but they haven’t yet been 
able to implement their goals for their pastures and paddocks. They have begun planting native and deep-
rooted trees to anchor the river bank alongside their fields, and they haven’t yet begun looking at their 
woodlands. 
 
Barbara asked if there are ways the town and the Energy & Climate Committee could help on the ground 
level to support these innovations. Shannon said that they had to postpone a community event this past 
summer (due to Covid) involving soil health. We could co-sponsor this in 2021. 
 
Gus explained that there is legislation being discussed that could  
 
Earl Ransom described the Rock Bottom Farm / Strafford Creamery operation. His father had farmed 
basically organically, and they have been certified organic since 1996, now with eighty cows and with a . 
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Live plants take sunshine and water and carbon from the air and make food for animals and people. The 
possibilities are phenomenal. The healthier the soil is—the more carbon you put into the soil—the better it 
holds water, grows grass, and so. They’ve tried to do this as efficiently as possible, because fuel and 
machinery. 
 
They have 370 acres. In forty-seven years, they have succeeded in getting the organic matter in their soil up 
to 7%, which is close to the theoretical maximum for pasture land. In tillable land, you can get a higher, stable 
proportion. Tillage speeds the process up and gets manure deeper into the topsoil structure, but this often 
also involves fuel and machinery. 
 
At Rock Bottom, they are now doing well for carbon, which they can get out of the air, but their challenge is to 
maintain mineral content of their soil. They need to purchase crushed limestone, wood ash (from the Ryegate 
power plant), rock phosphate, and other minerals. 
 
Grazing animals are like magic when it comes to adding carbon to soil, so much better than added plant 
material. If you feed hay to cows, sheep, goats, to a lesser extent horses, their digestive process results in 
sub-surface bacteria, worms, etc. down into the soil.  
 
Barbara asked about rotation of their paddocks. They built a rotational grazing system thirty years ago, with 
perimeter fencing: fifty-four individual two–four acres, and the cows graze 14-inch grass (same amount 
underground) down to 4 inches then aren’t put back on that plot until it’s grown back to 14 inches, which 
continually sheds organic matter from the roots as the grass grows back. Their animals are trained to eat 
fresh grass every day. 
 
Hillary and her husband Ben have recently bought the Robinson (round barn) farm. They’ve been assisted by 
the Vermont Land Trust / Farms Across Vermont program, and next year they will be participating in the 
Conservation Innovation Grant. They are grazing sheep, mixed vegetables, sugarbush, and farm-stay guest 
house. They jointly financed with a Department of Agriculture program (FSA) and they’re required to work on 
erosion mitigation measures. Hillary’s focus has been their animals, and since they don’t have perimeter 
fencing she’s been moving fencing every day, which is time-consuming. They are just getting started, in terms 
of data.  
 
Jim Schley asked if there are ways our town can help our farmers be ecologically and economically 
successful through policies and practices. Earl said that when they began there was very little support from 
government and other entities, so they figured out how to finance themselves, and now as a successful 
business they don’t need very much. The state’s water rules and current use documentation are very time-
consuming, but in general the town has been great, keeping the road plowed so the milk truck can get to us, 
and  
 
Robyn Jacobs asked if, even though carbon capture from farming may be low as a percentage, isn’t it better 
than land that isn’t cover-cropped or rotationally grazed? Earl said yes, definitely. The practices of 
regenerative agriculture more than pay for themselves. I don’t understand why everyone doesn’t do them. 
 
Gayle Giovanna asked about bio-char, which involves using wood and other feedstocks to improve soil tilth 
and carbon build-up. Earl responded that in a grass-based system you’d have to open the soil to introduce 
those materials and he doesn’t think it would be better than using the root regeneration, given the present 
health of their pastures. Bio-char could work well in a vegetable growing system. Shannon said she could 
imagine that they would experiment with bio-char but haven’t done so yet. Earl added that they do buy (really 
inexpensively: less than $25 per ton) wood ash from the power plant that burns whole-tree wood chips.  
 
Doc Bagley asked if there are products being developed to replace the plastic materials used on farms. 
Shannon said that they used to use plastic mulch that had to be disposed of annually; now they’ve been 
using a biodegradable product that’s plant-based. It’s not as easy to use, and it doesn’t exactly break down in 
the way you want or need it to. In terms of greenhouse plastic, Shannon said she doesn’t know of any bio-
friendly alternative that would hold up with Vermont winters.  
 



 

3 

3 
Earl said they use plastic over silage, which is a fermented hay (like kimchee or sauerkraut for cows), and 
they have tried to reduce their diesel-fuel use by skipping some steps, but they haven’t found an alternative to 
the 1,800 – 2,500 pounds of plastic waste per year.  
 
Robyn asked about current impacts of climate. Earl said he’d never seen summers as strange as the past 
several: excessive rain, then excessive dry. He doesn’t know if there’s any way to know at the beginning of 
the year what it will be like. In some ways a dry summer is easier, because they can make more dry hay, but 
overall it’s pretty brutal to be so dry. And to be outside today, 60 or 70 degrees in November; it was a nice 
day, but doesn’t feel right. Shannon said that they realized in this very dry summer that they need to be more 
strategic about water. When they first came to Strafford in 2007, they thought this was the wettest place 
they’d ever been. Then this year was a hot, dry Colorado-like summer, and they had to run their well all the 
time, and even so the plants were very stressed, with more bug pressure. She is realizing that she has to 
think carefully about what plants they go. They use raised beds and drip irrigation, which conserve water, but 
they are needing to buy hay for the winter because they’re a third short, since the volume of grass wasn’t 
there. Being smaller means being more nimble, better able to pivot and adjust. Hillary said that they’ve only 
been here for two summers, so they have less comparison. After spending a lot of time hauling around garden 
hoses and really taxing their well, they have now installed a system that draws from their brook.  
 
Barbara asked if these farms could use interns. Earl said they tried this and it involved too much supervision, 
and he’d rather hire someone who knows more. It’s gotten slightly easier to hire people who are genuinely 
interested in production agriculture. When he first came back to Vermont in the early 1990s, he could only find 
teenage boys who wanted to drive tractors, but they drove too fast and broke a lot of stuff. Hillary said that 
she needs help, but doesn’t have time to do really basic training. Shannon said they had more than a dozen 
young people, from 12 to 22, working for them, and she feels that she’s learning how to do the management 
for the “learning and earning” (not just what an eggplant looks like, or a Colorado potato beetle, but also how 
to be a human being, showing up on time and doing the work). For them being a “community farm” means 
kids coming through.  
 
Question: What can be done at the state / legislative level to help farmers? Shannon said that they’re held to 
a million different plans they need to compile and file (grazing, food safety, meat license), which involves a lot 
of paperwork, which most people are probably not aware of. Earl said that he wished they could integrate all 
the five or six inspections/consultations per year that are required (some take six or seven hours of a farmer’s 
time) into one visit. Some of this is just part of being a business, but if the state could figure out a way to more 
efficiently coordinate the information collection, instead of needing to bring the same paperwork to yet another 
building in Montpelier. 
 
Gus asked if anyone has written up the Rock Bottom Farm story. Earl said that Amy has a recurring blog. 
 
With many expressions of gratitude to our guests, this part of the meeting was brought to a close at 
8:25. 
_____ 
 
Continuation of the meeting after the others have departed: 
 
1. Report from Kevin: He has written a letter to the Selectboard about Priorities identified Regional 
Energy Coordinator (IREC) Geoff Martin: 

* Geoff clarified a misunderstanding about an Energy Savings Performance Contract (ESPC) for the 
Newton School. The Newton School (any school) has separate State of Vermont protocols for entering into an 
Energy Savings Performance Contract than those that pertain to towns. Kevin still hasn’t received a response 
to his question about who actually owns the school buildings. 

* Geoff is investigating other potential sources of grant funding for the Town Office project, including 
potentially the Energy Services Company (ESCO), the USDA Rural Development’s Community Facilities 
Grant Program and the Vermont Agency of Commerce and Community Development’s Historic Preservation 
Grant Program as well as potential funds through Efficiency Vermont’s Deep Energy Retrofit Program. He is 
also considering the benefits of including that building in the Energy Savings Performance Contract RFP he 
is preparing for several of the towns in our compact,  



 

4 

4 
* Safer travel and better adherence to posed speed limits on our roadways is another area that 

would benefit from action to address the Town’s interest in energy efficiency and reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions, especially as more people than ever are walking and cycling on our town roads, including the 
dangerous Morrill Highway, where cars drive very fast. The VTRANS Mobility and Transportation Grant 
Program can be solicited for funds to improve safety with Share-the-Road signs and painted stencils. 
Consideration might be given to implementing these road markings from the South Strafford baseball field to 
the Strafford Village Green or Old City Falls Road. Kevin asked the Selectboard if they approve of 
implementing such road markings? Installing more speed-detecting radar signs could also help slow traffic to 
posted speed limits. Prices for these signs are being sought by the IREC. Is this potential program of interest 
to the Selectboard? 

* Kevin also asked in his letter to the Selectboard about savings that could be gained by shutting off the 
electric supply to the Recycling center and the Common, near where the concerts used to be held. The 
Town is billed over $230/year in fixed charges to keep each of these accounts open, and is also using solar 
net-metering credits to offset these charges—credits that could be used to offset other Town electric 
accounts. Would the Selectboard consider having service ended until needed for a specific purpose? 

* The installation of motion sensors at the Town Garage to control the lighting would lower the use of 
electricity. The IREC found all lights on when he visited the Town Garage, though the structure was 
unoccupied. Kevin asked the Selectboard to approve obtaining an estimate for the cost of implementing this 
suggestion. 

* Geoff Martin has noted that GMP has a program to lease Level 2 electric vehicle chargers, but Kevin 
expressed doubt that this is appropriate presently in our town, since s we do not have sufficient tourism and 
Strafford owners of electric vehicles will be charging their cars at home. 

* Kevin concluded by saying that a future topic of importance will be conversation and planning around 
encouraging that the energy efficiency of new residential construction and home renovation projects 
meet new State of Vermont energy standards. This will likely involve the Zoning Administrator, the 
Selectboard, the Planning Commission, and the Energy and Climate Committee. 

 
2. Second report from Kevin: There will be a video-conference meeting tomorrow (11-11-20) with four 
prospects for community solar sites, and  the Vermont Law School Energy Clinic will aid with the application 
for permits. We discussed what happens to the Renewable Energy Credits (RECs) from sites in Strafford and 
Doc asked if only one developer (Norwich Technologies) is involved in this site-evaluation process; Kevin said 
that others could also bid on projects. Landowners could anticipate a $3,000/year lease for an acre; up to 
$10,000/year for four acres. 
 
3. Kevin ended the meeting by asking what people thought of the Idea of inviting Michael Scanlan to a 
meeting to talk with us about Recycling in our town. This idea was enthusiastically endorsed. 
 
December 8 is our next meeting. 
 
Adjourned: 8:40 pm.  /  Respectfully submitted by Jim Schley 


