
 

 

Housing Choice and Affordability in 
Northwest Vermont - 
Understanding & Reducing Regulatory Barriers at the Local Level 

A project funded by the Agency of Commerce and Community 
Development’s Bylaw Modernization Grant Program, with a 
consortium grant made to St. Albans Town (lead), Enosburgh, 
Highgate, Montgomery, and Sheldon. The Town of St. Albans 
contracted with the Northwest Regional Planning Commission to 
complete the project. 

The Northwest Vermont Housing Choice and Affordability Project worked with the Highgate 
Planning Commission to understand housing challenges and the role that local regulations play, 
and to develop relevant zoning amendments to allow for new housing opportunities. The 
project began with a presentation of the 2022 regional housing needs assessment. Next, NRPC 
completed and presented a housing audit of the town’s zoning regulations to identify potential 
changes that would allow for infill and new housing opportunities. In late 2022, NRPC 
coordinated with the NRPC’s Housing for All campaign to educate the greater community about 
housing challenges and engage in discussions through a Community Conversation on Housing. 
Finally, the bulk of the project consisted of working with the Planning Commission to refine 
zoning amendments and consider next steps in implementation taking into account the local 
context and needs.  
 
The following materials were developed for the Town of Highgate during the bylaw 
modernization project and are enclosed 
1) Project Summary Memo, with link to 

recording of the Community 
Conversation on Housing and NRPC 
Project Website 

2) Housing Needs Assessment Town 
Summary 

3) Housing Bylaw Audit Report  
4) Recommended Zoning Standards  
5) Final Proposed Standards 

6) Draft Proposed Zoning District Map 
7) Draft Neighborhood Development Area 

Map 
8) Local Outreach Press Release  
9) Supplemental Materials 

− Housing Bylaw Audit Matrix 
− Draft Highgate Zoning Bylaws 

(Available by request) 
− Template standards 
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Summary of Project Deliverables 
Housing Needs Assessment 
NRPC analyzed data from the 2022 Northwest Vermont Housing Needs Assessment, which 
includes data from the U.S. Census, U.S. American Community Survey, housingdata.org and 
other sources to develop a housing needs assessment summary for Highgate. The majority of 
homes constructed in Highgate are single unit homes and over 80% of housing units are owner-
occupied. Homeownership is not affordable to households with a regional median income. 
Young residents and senior residents are more likely to be cost-burdened. Additional small 
multi-unit developments could address the housing needs of Highgate residents.  

Community Conversation on Housing 
In late 2022, NRPC coordinated with the NRPC’s Housing for All campaign to put on a 
Community Conversation on Housing event. NRPC presented on the recently completed housing 
needs assessment, bylaw modernization opportunities and helped to facilitate a conversation 
from participants on strategies to create and improve housing for everyone in our region. Food 
and kids’ activities were available to encourage and make attendance possible for more families. 
A recording of the conversation can be accessed here. 

Bylaw Housing Audit 
NRPC reviewed Highgate’s existing bylaws based on the six key topics identified in the Zoning for 
Great Neighborhoods Guide: dimensional standards, parking standards, allowable uses, street 
standards, accessory dwelling units (ADUs), and the development review process. Each district 
was audited, however, the final report focused on the districts intended for higher density 
housing growth: the Village District (VD) and the Medium Density District (MD).  

In the Village District, NRPC identified a 35-foot height maximum the 1-acre minimum lot size as 
major barriers to new housing. Other possible barriers include parking standards, restrictions 
around multiple use/structures per lot and large yard setbacks. In the Medium Density District, 
identified barriers included front setback standards, large lot size and requiring conditional use 
review for all multi-units of three units or more.  

Initial Recommendations  
NRPC made the following initial recommendations on bylaw changes: 

• Increase height to maximum of three stories with story height specifications.  
• Incorporate build-to zone in the village districts, recommends physical assessment to 

determine appropriate zone width and potentially changing measurement of setback 
from center of ROW to edge of traveled way or front property boundary line. 

• Reduce minimum lot size in the Village District to ¼ acre and in the Medium Density 
Residential District to ½ or ¾ acre. 

• Reduce frontage requirement to a minimum of 70 feet in the Village District and a 
minimum of 100 feet in the Medium Density Residential District. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5ruqGMVrfW4
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• Create administrative site plan review for 3–4-unit dwellings. 
• Allow more than one structure/use per lot in Village District. 
• Update dwelling unit definitions. 
• Reduce minimum parking space requirements per dwelling unit to 1 space/unit and 

improve shared parking language. 
• Require parking lots to be located to the side or rear of the principal structure. 
• Update accessory dwelling unit standards to comply with statute. 
• Improve street connectivity standards and include sidewalk design standards. 
• Update road design standards in the future when the State’s update is complete. 

Final Proposed Standards 
In response to discussion and input on the initial recommendations from the Planning 
Commission, Town Administrator and public in attendance at meetings, NRPC developed draft 
bylaw language for further consideration. The largest shift in what was initially recommended 
was the creation of a new Town Center District that encompasses Highgate Town Center. This 
allowed for distinct standards to encourage higher density housing and neighborhood design in 
Highgate Center, with more limiting standards in the other small historic village areas. 

Neighborhood Development Area and Additional Zoning Changes 
In response to a request from a senior housing developer considering a project on the Village 
Core property in Highgate Center, the Planning Commission became interested in a 
Neighborhood Development Area (NDA) designation. The Town was amenable to more 
comprehensive bylaw changes to encourage walkable neighborhoods in the new Town Center 
District in coordination with an NDA designation. NRPC assisted the Planning Commission in 
refining the boundary of the Town Center District to match parcel lines and capture areas 
identified for growth with the intent of proposing the whole district for NDA designation. In the 
end, the Town ended up scaling the proposed NDA boundary back to match the Designated 
Village Center boundary in response to feedback from DHCD and a lack of developed plans for 
pedestrian and bicycle infrastructure. NRPC prepared additional zoning changes in response to 
the pending NDA application that included a minimum lot size of 1/5 of an acre, specific 
accessory structure and garage placement standards, stronger shared parking standards and 
street connectivity and layout standards and stronger bicycle and pedestrian infrastructure 
standards. 

Press Release and Community Outreach; Project Next Steps 
The Town will be working through the adoption process for the proposed bylaw modernization 
changes in the summer of 2024. During the adoption process, the Town will use the press 
release to communicate the project to the community on the municipal website and at public 
hearings. Specific outreach will be made to all residents of the new Town Center District.  

Once the bylaws are adopted or near adopted, the Town will submit an application for a 
Neighborhood Development Area to match the boundary of their existing Village Center 
Designation in Highgate Center. The Town is working to update its bicycle and pedestrian master 
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plan and is looking towards installing new sidewalk infrastructure in coordination with its 
community wastewater project. They will reassess the size of the NDA in the future. 

 



 

 

 
Housing Needs Assessment Town Summary  
 



Highgate Housing Needs Assessment
A project funded by the Agency of Commerce and Community Development’s 

Bylaw Modernization Grant Program

1600 Housing 
Units

While Highgate had high population growth from
2000-2010, since 2010 population has decreased
somewhat, despite continued regional growth.
Despite population loss, the number of households
has grown somewhat due to smaller household sizes.
Both family and non-family households have grown in
Highgate.

Non-family households refers to any household where
members are not related by birth, adoption or
marriage. Roughly 3.3% of Highgate’s population lives
with nonrelatives excluding unmarried partners and
2.4% of those over 21 are living with their parents. It
is likely that some of these residents would prefer to
form their own households. 1% of occupied housing
units are crowded, having more than 1 person per
room in the home.

According to the 2020 Census, there are 1600
housing units in Highgate. The number of housing
units in Highgate has grown mainly through
increase in single unit homes. There also appears to
have been some increase in multi-unit structures in
Highgate, although there is a high margin of error
on this data.

5.8 % Seasonal Units

5.8% of units in Highgate are seasonal, somewhat less
than the regional average. There is no data on the
number of short-term rentals in Highgate.

The number of renters has decreased slightly in
Highgate over the last 10 years. This data is also
reflected in the Grand List, which states that 79%
of residential properties of 1-4 units in Highgate
are home-owner occupied.
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Highgate Housing Needs Assessment

Family households have higher average median
income than non-family households, similar to the
regional trend. New non-family households will need
more affordable options than family households, on
average.

Renter and owner-occupied households in Highgate
have relatively similar median incomes. However,
there are high margins of error that make this data
hard to interpret.

Homeownership is not affordable to median income
households. To afford the median house price of
$259,000, a household would need to earn $74,665 a
year, while regional median household income is only
$67,000. However, this gap is relatively small, so
these households may be able to find some
affordable options.

Rental units are more affordable option in Highgate,
with rental units being affordable to median income
residents, and only slightly unaffordable to low-
income renters. Regionally, low vacancy rates have
made finding rental housing challenging.

Residents under 35 and senior residents are much
more likely to be cost-burdened. Region-wide,
residents identifying as a race other than white-
alone are more likely to be cost-burdened at all
income levels.

Under 35 65+35-64

Conclusions
Household growth has slowed in Highgate
compared to the region overall. The majority of new
homes constructed are single-family homes, and the
number of renters has decreased. Homeownership
is somewhat unaffordable, and cost-burden for
housing is high amongst both young residents and
senior residents. Rental housing is affordable, but
there is limited availability. Additional small multi-
unit development could address the housing needs
of Highgate residents.
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Housing Bylaw Audit Report  
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https://outside.vermont.gov/agency/ACCD/ACCD_Web_Docs/CD/CPR/Planning-Your-Towns-Future/CPR-Z4GN-Guide-Final-web.pdf
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Highgate Bylaw Modernization 
Notes and Proposed Zoning Changes for Review at 10.17.23 Meeting 

 
1) Districts. Rename the village district in Highgate Center as Highgate Town Center 

District. The other village districts remain the same. Commercial uses and density will be 
more permissive in the Town Center as opposed to the villages. I can provide map and 
purpose statement at next meeting. 

 
2) Height of structures:  Increase 35 ft to 40 ft. Townwide or in village districts only? It 

looks like you are ready to make this change townwide. 
 

3) Dimensional Standards:  Reduce minimum lot sizes and as a result potential density in 
Town Center, Villages and Medium Density Residential. See below for proposed 
changes. 
 

Table 2.3 Dimensional Standards by Zoning District 

Districts: Agricultural (AD), Medium Density Residential (MD), Town Center District (TC), Village District (VD), 
Shoreline (SL), Protected Area (PA), Forest Reserve (FR), Industrial/Commercial (I/C) 

  AD MD TC VD SL PA FR I/C 

Lot size, minimum 
 1 

acre 
½ acre 
 acre 

1/4 acre 
 ½ acre 
1 acre 

 1 acre 
 1 

acre 
 1 

acre 
 1 acre 

         

Lot width, minimum 
200 
ft  

100 ft 
  

70 ft 
1/2 ac: 
100 ft 

1 ac: 
150 ft   
1/2 ac: 
125 ft 

200 
ft  

200 
ft  

200 ft  

Minimum Setbacks               

Front 65 ft 65 ft 40 ft 40 ft 
65 
ft 

65 ft 
85ft*         45 

ft** 

Side & Rear               

Principal Structures 
30 ft  30 ft  10 ft  10 ft 

30 
ft  30 ft  30 ft  

Structures 200 square feet 
or less 10 ft  10 ft  5 ft 5 ft 

10 
ft  10 ft  30 ft  

Notes:               

 For the Flood Hazard Overlay district the area and dimensional requirements are as set by the underlying 
zoning district unless superseded by other requirements of these bylaws. 

 For the Airport Overlay district specific lot sizes and width requirements may be established during site 
plan and/or conditional use review.  Setback requirements apply only to the periphery of overlay district. 

Deleted: 1

Deleted: Access to Community or Municipal Water or 
Sewer

 1 acre

Deleted:  1 acre

Deleted:  ¶
1 acre

Deleted:  ¶
1 acre

Deleted: 1/2 acre

Deleted:  1 acre

Deleted: 1/2 acre

Deleted:  1 acre

Commented [GB1]: I recommend reducing lot size in the 
areas planned for residential growth. In the village areas, 
this will allow for infill development that Is consistent with 
historic development patterns and density. State 
wastewater permitting is quite strict and will limit density 
including ensuring safe distances around private wells. The 
new district will allow for a higher density in Highgate 
Center than the other villages. 
 
I also recommend eliminating the difference in lot size for 
access to community or municipal water or sewer. Rather, 
regulate for the density appropriate for the district and the 
wastewater permit limit the ultimate density. 

Deleted: 200 ft

Deleted: 1 ac: 150 ft     

Deleted: 25



 The PC may modify dimensional requirements during review of a PUD, in accordance with Sections 6.10 
(PUD) and 6.1 (Mixed Uses) of these bylaws. 

* Required 85 ft from setback distance from the centerline of state highways. 

**Required 45 ft Front setback distance from the centerline of Town roads and private roads.  

4) Allowed Uses. Add Town Center District. Without the addition of administrative review 
for 3–4-unit dwellings, no additional changes recommended. From our meeting last 
time, I understood that this may not be the best option for Highgate. Feel free to discuss 
more. 

Table 2.2  Land Uses 

Districts: Agricultural (AD), Medium Density Residential (MD), Village District (VD), 
Shoreline (SL), Protected Area (PA), Forest Reserve (FR), Industrial/Commercial (I/C) 

P (Permitted Use), C (Conditional Use), E (Exempt from Permits), S (Site Plan Review) 

  AD MD TC VD SL PA FR I/C 

Primary Residential Uses               

Dwelling, Single Family P P P P P P P C 

Dwelling, Two Family P P P P P C  P C 

Dwelling, Multi-Family   C/S C/S P/S P/S         

Dwelling, Seasonal P P P P P P P   

Conversion of a Seasonal 
Dwelling to a Single Family 
Dwelling  

 C C C C C C C   

 
        

 
5) Uses and Structures Per Lot. No changes needed here. Under site plan review, more 

than one use can be located on a lot most districts so long as it is a permitted or 
conditional use per Section 6.1. 
 

6) Definitions for dwellings. Update to match statute. 
 

7) Accessory Dwellings. Update as shown below. 

Section 6.3   Accessory Dwellings 

A. In accordance with 24 VSA Section 4412, one accessory dwelling unit within or appurtenant 
to a single-unit dwelling shall be a permitted use except in the flood hazard district. An 
accessory dwelling unit shall be defined as a distinct unit that that is clearly subordinate to a 
single-unit dwelling on an owner-occupied lot, which has facilities and provisions for 
independent living including sleeping, food preparation and sanitation, provided there is 
compliance with all the following: 

 
1. the property has sufficient wastewater capacity;  
2. the unit does not exceed 30 percent of the total habitable floor area of the single-family 

dwelling or 900 square feet, whichever is greater; and 

Deleted: an

Deleted: means an efficiency or one-bedroom apartment

Deleted: family 

Deleted: .  An accessory dwelling unit, located within or 
appurtenant to a single-family dwelling and where the 
owner occupies either the primary dwelling or the 
accessory dwelling, shall be considered to constitute a 
single-family residential use of property, 

Deleted: 6



3. applicable setback, coverage and parking requirements specified in the bylaws are met. 
4. The owner occupies either the primary dwelling or accessory dwelling.  

 
B. At time of sale or transfer of title the accessory residential use shall continue provided that one 

of the dwelling units is and remains owner-occupied.   
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Draft Proposed Zoning District Map  
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Draft Neighborhood Development Area Map  
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Local Outreach Press Release  



Press Release 

May 31, 2024 

Highgate Center, Vermont.  Highgate planners have finished a multi-year effort 
exploring how to reduce regulatory barriers in their zoning bylaws to better meet their 
housing goals. The project, Housing Choice and Affordability in Northwest Vermont”, was 
funded by the Department of Housing and Community Development as a consortium 
bylaw modernization grant to the Town of St. Albans and the participating communities of 
Highgate, Sheldon, Enosburgh and Montgomery. As a result, Highgate has prepared a draft 
bylaw that intends to make housing easier to develop in Highgate Center, where the town 
is working to create a bustling town center.  
 

Housing serves as a foundation for individuals to lead full and healthy lives, 
communities to be vibrant and inclusive, and the local and regional economy to grow and 
prosper. The region’s 2020 housing needs assessment; however, points to our challenges. 
There is a limited supply of homes on the market and sale prices are at an all-time high. 
Rental housing is in even more short supply. Meanwhile, cost-burden for housing is felt 
most for both young and senior residents, the former which our communities seek to 
recruit and retain and the latter of which is increasing in number and has special needs.  

 
Highgate is bucking the trend and taking action on housing with the goal of seeing 

results sooner than later. Planners are working on multiple fronts to promote housing 
options in a new Town Center zoning district, which encompasses Highgate Center. The 
bylaw updates are in tandem with an effort to provide community wastewater, increase 
pedestrian accessibility and develop senior housing and a new library. The town is also 
preparing an application to the Department of Housing and Community Development for a 
Neighborhood Development Area, which can extend tax credits and permit relief to 
housing developers and landowners. 
 

“We understand the need to have good zoning alongside wastewater and 
pedestrian infrastructure to achieve economic development in our village. These elements 
are key to providing opportunities for our seniors to age in place and workforce to live 
locally, adjacent to a new library and other civic amenities.,” says Highgate Town 
Administrator Sharon Bousquet. 
 

More information on the project can be found at the project website: 
https://www.nrpcvt.com/housing/housing-choice-affordability-project/ and on the Town’s 
website [insert link]. Please contact Sharon Bousquet, Town Administrator with any 
questions.   

https://www.nrpcvt.com/housing/housing-choice-affordability-project/
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