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L etter from the Executive Director

Dear Friends,

f you look around right now, I bet you can easily spot a dozen
plastic products — from electronics to clothing, rugs, toys,
food containers, and on and on it goes.

I didn’t pay that much attention to how much plastic I was
using until I was pregnant with my first child. I was carefully
watching what I ate (even cutting out my beloved morning
coffee), and actively trying to avoid toxic chemicals where I
could, like mercury in tuna and parabens in my lotion. But even knowing that plastic
contains a range of harmful chemicals, I just couldn’t avoid plastic food and drink
containers, and so many other products I was using every day. When my first child was
born, between bottles, pacifiers, and toys, it seemed like he constantly had something
plastic in his mouth.

I know I’'m not alone in my relationship with plastics. They are omnipresent both
here in Vermont and throughout the US. That’s why for this issue of the Vermont
Environmental Report, we dig into the plastics crisis. We know the fossil fuel industry
is betting big on plastics and petrochemicals as the future of their industry, especially
as people transition to cleaner and cheaper renewable energy sources. We know the
industry has used manipulative marketing campaigns for decades to put the blame for
plastic pollution on all of us, as they racked up the profits and we paid the costs.

In the following pages, we lay out the scope of the problem, and the many
ramifications of a single-use economy drowning in plastic waste — from litter
and microplastic contamination, to overflowing landfills, to the toxic impacts of
manufacturing and using plastic products. We also share a conversation with our
colleague Julie Silverman, the Lake Champlain Lakekeeper from Conservation
Law Foundation, who describes how plastic pollution is showing up in our waters,
Vermont’s lifeblood.

We lay out a variety of ways that Vermont can take action to reduce plastics,
including policy solutions that can help us transition to more reusable and less toxic
products. A recent UVM study found that Vermont’s plastic bag ban that went into
effect in 2020 has resulted in a whopping 91% decrease in plastic bag use — we can
build on this law’s success!

We also include program updates so you can learn more about what we’re doing
on clean energy and climate action, clean water and resilience, healthy forests and
wildlife, and sustainable communities. We will be sending out our annual Legislative
Bulletin once the legislature wraps up to share highlights of what happened on key
environmental policy issues.

In these challenging times, we also know that we must come together to demand
a better future. We have a wide range of events planned for the coming months so we
can connect with people across the state, and work collaboratively to map out steps we
can take together to build a healthier and more resilient Vermont. Look out for how
you can stay involved — we hope to see you out therc!/@

Warmly,
Lauren

SUBUN,

Lauren Hierl
Executive Director, VNRC



Beyond Recycling: The Real
Solution to Plastic Pollution

By Johnathan Berard

lastics are now ubiquitous in the
environment, from the soil used to grow
food and the waters of our treasured Lake
Champlain to the very air we breathe. Small
shards of plastic known as microplastics and
nanoplastics are finding their way into our
bodies, to the extent where scientists have found these plastic
particles in human brains, lungs, liver, and blood.

The Rise of Plastics

When scientists first derived plastics from fossil fuels a
little over 100 years ago, it was billed as a wonder material.
Companies saw cheap, lightweight, synthetic materials that could
replace more traditional materials like wood, metal, and glass
in durable consumer goods. Plastics became incorporated into
radios, furniture, and other long-lasting products, especially
when the economy went into overdrive after World War II.

By the 1950s, people started noticing plastic trash in
their neighborhoods, streams, parks, and beaches, and
began clamoring for a solution. As concerns grew, plastics
manufacturers realized policymakers would attempt to regulate
plastics production. As a result, rather than rethinking the
ubiquity of plastics, plastics manufacturers came up with public
relations strategies to shift the narrative and deflect blame away
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from their products.

This new narrative identified the consumer as the perpetrators
of plastic pollution and laid out a solution that was based on an
individual’s responsibility to control littering.

The 1970s saw the rise of the environmental movement in
the U.S., including a focus on the ever-growing plastic problem.
Once again, the plastics industry redirected blame to the
American people and explained that individuals were responsible
for reducing their own plastic pollution via recycling.

The Power of Manipulative Marketing

The truth hidden between the lines of recycling rhetoric,
however, is that not all recycling is created equal. A glass bottle
or aluminum can become another glass bottle or aluminum can
over and over again, and paper can be recycled several times
into new paper products. Plastic’s composition makes it an
inherently unrecyclable material. That’s because roughly 16,000
chemicals are found in plastic. There are countless combinations
of these chemicals in different types of plastic across many
different colors. Mixing different types of plastics and melting
them together compromises the whole batch. In order to be
commercially viable, recycled plastics must be carefully sorted,
which is a painstaking, laborious, and expensive process that
requires large-scale infrastructure. It’s cheaper to just make virgin
plastic, which is why only 5-6% of plastics in the United States
are effectively recycled today — the rest ends up in landfills,
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incinerators, and the
environment.

Despite knowing
that plastic recycling
was not a solution,
the plastics industry
placed a massive
bet that its public
relations campaign
would provide
cover to continue
making cheap,
disposable plastics
while taxpayers
and consumers
were stuck with
the repercussions.
As a result, the
myth of plastics
recycling turned out to be one of the most successtul — and
environmentally destructive — marketing ploys in history.

To make matters worse, as companies faced increasing
pressure to curb their environmental damage, the plastics and
chemical industries concocted another false solution. Enter
“chemical recycling,” a.k.a. advanced recycling, pyrolysis,
gasification, solvolysis, methanolysis, and more.

Much like traditional plastic recycling, advanced recycling
doesn’t actually work. It’s marketed as a high-heat or chemical
treatment where plastic waste can be turned into new plastic
products, thereby creating what the industry likes to call a
“circular economy.” These technologies, however, are not able
to handle plastic waste at scale. Even if they could, many of these
facilities don’t actually create new plastic for use in products;
instead, the output is plastics-derived fossil fuels, as well as toxic
emissions and hazardous waste.

In spite of these toxic emissions, petrochemical and plastics
lobbyists promote chemical recycling as an environmental

Watchdog on the Water

finds its way into the envivonment.”

Julie Silverman, Lakekeeper for the
Conservation Law Foundation on Lake

interview on page 5.

Good Reads

Released in December 2025, “The Problem
With Plastic: How We Can Save Ourselves
and Our Planet Before It’s Too Late,” is a
powerful investigation into plastic’s impact on
human health and the environment, and how
we can fight back. Authors Judith Enck —
president of Beyond Plastics and former EPA
regional administrator under the Obama
administration — and journalist Adam
Mahoney debunk common plastic myths
and emphasize the urgent need for action.
This is a handbook for people looking
to make a difference, providing practical,
actionable solutions, including a “household waste audit”
track and reduce individuals’ plastic consumption.

To learn more, visit: bit.ly /problem-with-plastic-book

“Whatever you touch in your life, most of it
— especially the single-use stuff — eventually

Champlain, patrols its waters as a watchdog for
pollution — including the plastics that never

go away. VNRC sat down with Julie to discuss
common plastics pollutants she sees, and the ones
that are less visible but still insidious. We also talk
about why legislation works, what gives her hope,
and ways to get engaged in the fight to reduce
plastics in Vermont’s waterways. Read the full

JUDHTH EMNCK

solution. Millions of dollars have been pumped into chemical
recycling facilities, many of which are subsidized with taxpayer
money. Even more alarming: industry-backed legislation
reclassifying chemical recycling facilities as manufacturing —
as opposed to waste management — has passed in 26 states.
This shift allows the developers of these proposed facilities

to circumvent many environmental permitting requirements,
including those found in the Clean Air Act. To make

matters worse, the plastics industry is currently working to
pass legislation in Congress that would loosen permitting
requirements for these facilities, making it easier to build them
across the country.

The Human Cost

Beyond the catastrophic environmental damage caused by
the plastics industry, there is also a very real human cost. Most
of the operating chemical recycling facilities in the United

States are located in low-income communities
and communities of color. The same is true for
— incinerators. A 2019 study found that 79% of
o these facilities — which pollute the surrounding
neighborhood with toxic substances and
chemicals like particulates, mercury, lead,
and dioxins — are found in disadvantaged
communities.

In addition to the harm caused by chemical
recycling, plastic is predominantly produced in
facilities in Texas, Louisiana, and Appalachia. These
facilities generate enormous amounts of toxic
pollution, which severely impacts the surrounding
communities. It is no coincidence that the epicenter
of these activities in the U.S. — a majority-Black
stretch of communities between New Orleans
and Baton Rouge, Louisiana — is referred to as
“Cancer Alley.” The cancer rate of these areas is
seven times higher than the rest of the country.

Fourteen states, five U.S. territories, the District
of Columbia, and hundreds of municipalities and
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counties across the country have enacted bans on various single-
use plastics like polystyrene (aka plastic foam), plastic shopping
bags, and hotel toiletries. Earlier this year, New Jersey became
the third state to pass a Skip the Stuff law, which prohibits single-
use disposable food service products from being provided to
restaurant customers unless they specifically ask for them. And
many states are looking to pass bans on other problematic plastic
products like plastic turf and foam docks and coolers.

Changes in individual behavior — like switching to reusable
bags instead of single-use bags — may benefit our collective
health and environment, but these efforts alone are not
sufficient. The true solution to the plastic problem is a reduction
in overall plastic production.

Where Do We Go From Here?

Working to pass strong, comprehensive laws to reduce the
production, use, and disposal of single-use plastics and plastic
packaging is critical. It will require the companies that make
these products to have a financial stake in the reuse, recycling,

Where Does Vermont’'s Waste Go?

Thankfully, Vermont does not have any municipal
solid waste incinerators. Still, any plastics that do not get
recycled will either find their way into the environment
or, ultimately, to landfills like Coventry. There has been
a lot of talk about what will happen when this landfill
— Vermont’s only remaining landfill — reaches capacity,
including a proposal to build a brand-new one in the
Northeast Kingdom, a shortsighted idea that has received
well-deserved pushback. But if we could instead reduce the
amount of waste we produce, including single-use plastics
and packaging, through smart public policy, we could
significantly reduce the use of landfilling and aim toward
zero waste. This would not only protect groundwater
resources and health, but also save tax dollars.

and disposal of their packaging. Currently, this
cost is borne by taxpayers, who have little say in
what types of packaging materials are put onto the
market.

Effective examples of laws currently proposed
include a requirement to reduce single-use plastic
packaging by 50% over 10 years, a prohibition
on the worst toxic chemicals that are found in
plastic packaging, and include both commercial
and residential waste. These laws also include
strong transparency and enforcement provisions.
New York state is on the cusp of passing such a
strong bill — it passed the Senate last year and is
being seriously considered for passage this year.
If enacted, the Plastic Reduction and Recycling
Infrastructure Act (PRRIA) will be a model for
states across the country.

It is also important to ensure that so-called
“chemical recycling” never counts as actual
recycling, and, where possible, is prohibited
altogether through statewide and local chemical recycling bans
and moratoriums. There needs to be a strong definition of
recycling that explicitly excludes any sort of chemical recycling

Policy Change Starts Here in
Vermont

In 1972, Vermont enacted a beverage container deposit
program (known as “the bottle bill”), which has proven
to be effective — the state reports an annual recycling rate
of about 75% for beverage containers that have mandatory
refundable deposits. Newer drinks like iced teas and sports
drinks have come onto the market over the past five
decades, however, so it is time to change the law to require
deposits on these containers. Environmental advocates
have pushed hard to modernize the existing program to
improve on the recycling rate for non-covered containers
for beverages like bottled water, sports drinks, wine, and
cider. The legislature passed a bottle bill expansion in 2023,
but it was unfortunately vetoed by Governor Scott. VNRC
will continue advocating to update the Bottle Bill.

In 2019, Vermont enacted a broad single-use plastic
law that banned plastic bags, plastic-foam takeout
containers, and plastic stirrers, and required that straws
are only provided upon request. Vermont also banned
unencapsulated dock foam in 2024.

Today, the state is once again considering legislation to
protect Vermonters from the harmful effects of plastics.
S.247, sponsored by Senator Anne Watson, would ban
microplastics from cleaning and personal care products and
prohibit toxic chemicals from being used in certain plastic
medical devices. Critically, it will also enact a statewide
ban on chemical recycling and other so-called “advanced”
recycling technologies. VNRC is committed to seeing
these and other policies enacted to reduce the amount and
toxicity of plastics in Vermont.
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technology. Other priorities include enacting bans on
problematic single-use plastic products, modernizing
bottle bills, and passing policies that invest in reuse
and refill infrastructure like drinking-water fountain
networks and regional commercial bottle-washing
facilities for local businesses like dairies and breweries.

Currently, fossil fuel and plastics companies are
working at the federal level to undo critical public
health protections and preempt states from being
able to pass laws to protect consumers, public health,
and the environment from the harmful effects of
plastics. That’s why it’s critical for states to not
only push back, but to also adopt strong, state-level
protections from the harms of plastics to our bodies
and our natural resources.

The momentum is swinging in favor of supporting
healthy communities, healthy bodies, and a healthy
environment, but saving ourselves from this plastic
mess will require people to use their voices to
demand new laws and new public policies. When the
people lead, the leaders will follow. /s

Johnathan Berard is the policy divector at Beyond
Plastics, o Bennington College-based group fighting
plastic pollution through advocacy, education, and
JPASST00Ls organizing.

gl

The view from the shoves of Lake Champlain, where work is being done to help keep these natural assets plastic-free and healthy.
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Take Action with VNRC

Vermont has already made real progress in the fight to reduce
plastics — including banning single-use plastic bags, plastic foam
takeout containers, and unencapsulated dock foam. But there’s more
work to do. Here’s how you can help:

Stay tuned for calls to action.

Support a ban on so-called “chemical recycling.” This toxic,
ineffective practice is growing across the country. VNRC is pushing
Vermont to ban it outright.

Address PFAS and microplastics. The best way to prevent
microplastics and harmful chemicals like PFAS from ending up in the
environment (and our bodies) is by passing laws that require significant
reductions in plastic packaging and prohibitions on harmful chemicals
being used in the plastic that is produced.

Get plugged in.

Visit the Lake Champlain Basin Program website to see volunteer
opportunities, from invasive species monitoring to river cleanup.

Sign up for VNRC’s legislative updates. Stay informed when key
plastic-related bills come up for a vote and get action alerts so you
know exactly when to reach out to your legislators.

Spread the word. Share what you’ve learned about plastic pollution
with neighbors, friends, and your community. Public awareness is the
foundation of policy change.

=
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Interview with Julie Silverman

Lake Champlain Lakekeeper, Conservation Law Foundation — Vermont

Conservation Law Foundation, has spent her caveer at the

intersection of environmental advocacy, education, and the
water she loves. Before ber vole as Lakekeeper, she spent nearly two
decades building programs and exhibits at ECHO, Leakhy Center
for Lake Champlain, leading corporate envivonmental trainings
for EarthWatch, and working for Vermont’s Aquatic Invasive
Species Program. As an educator, sailor, shier, and naturalist by
passion, Julie brings both deep expertise and genuine love for the
region to everything she does. We canght up with her to hear more
about what her job entails and what she sees for the future of Lake
Champlain.

'ulitz Silverman, Lake Champlain Lakekeeper for

Louise Lintilhac: Tell me about your vole as Lakekeeper —
what attracted you to the position, and what does an exciting day
look like?

Julie Silverman: Lakekeeper is a position within the
Vermont office of Conservation Law Foundation. As Lake
Champlain Lakekeeper, I’'m also part of a global network called
the Waterkeeper Alliance. As a collective, Waterkeeper groups
focus on being watchdogs for the health of clean water in our
communities. My community, writ large, is the Lake Champlain
Basin Watershed area: primarily Vermont, but my
jurisdiction also covers parts of New York.

During field season — the “liquid water
phase” of our year — I’'m out in the
environment a lot: on the landscape, in boats.
I have a Lakekeeper boat that I use as a
patrol vessel to go out on Lake Champlain
and look for issues related to the lake’s
health. It’s a big lake with a lot of issues
impacting its health. I also have a smaller
boat I take into rivers and tributaries feeding
Lake Champlain, because the health of the
entire watershed is central to the watchdog role.
We often call it being the Lorax for the lake — the
water can’t speak for itself, so I have the responsibility
of making sure its health is protected and that communities
relying on clean water have a voice. Clean water should be
fishable, drinkable, and swimmable, and it should support all of
the wildlife that depends on it.

LL: Explain the pollutant testing and collection you do on a
regulav basis.

JS: As part of being on patrol as a watchdog for water quality,
1 do a variety of testing, though I should say I really collaborate
with ongoing research projects rather than running my own.
My role as Lakekeeper gives me the leeway to provide access to

Image courtesy CLF

Top: CLF Lakekeeper Julie Silverman wades
into the task of keeping Lake Champlain
clean and clear. Left: Nuvdles ave small pieces
of plastic and ave especially dangerous because
they can mimic food that wildlife eat.

areas that other researchers can’t easily reach, or
where they don’t have the staffing. One project I'm
deeply involved with is cyanobacteria monitoring, led
by the Lake Champlain Committee. Because I’ve sailed on Lake
Champlain since I was a kid and have a wide network of friends
and stakeholders, I have easier access to places like Law Island.
I kayak to the island weekly to monitor the public beach for
cyanobacteria so people know if the beach is safe for swimming.
As part of the Lay Monitoring Program, I collect Malletts
Bay surface and deep water samples to test for phosphorus
and Chlorophyll A — the pigment inside algae that helps us
understand what’s growing in the water, whether it’s plant life,
algae, or cyanobacteria. We also take water samples for caffeine
testing, which is a really interesting parameter the state started
testing for just a couple of years ago. If you’re finding caffeine
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in your lake, pond, stream, or river, you probably have a failing
wastewater system, a failing septic system, or possibly a failing
municipal system. There’s nothing natural about cafteine in the
water. We don’t have beavers drinking coffee or ducks drinking
tea.

LL: What ave the main plastic pollutants you’ve seeing, and
what ave their impacts on the environment?

JS: Over the years, I’ve seen the proliferation of plastic in
everyday life. Whatever we’re using will end up in our waterways.
The hard part is that so many things don’t actually need to be
made out of plastic, but the petroleum and fossil fuel industries
have created another avenue for making money. Things we used
to use were made out of paper or metal — lunch bags, wax
paper — have turned into plastic. Whatever you touch in your
life, most of it — especially the single-use stuff like bags, straws,
wrap, foam coffee cups, foam takeout containers, the bags your
lettuce comes in — eventually finds its way into the environment.

If that stuft isn’t managed, it ends up on the land and
eventually blows into the water. The list of what we pick up
during cleanups is long. And the critical thing people need to
realize is that plastic never goes away. We’re manufacturing more
plastic than ever, and it sticks around forever. A paper bag in the
environment will biodegrade. But when I’m cleaning up beaches
I’m finding plastic that could have been out there for decades.

I found a Speedy Gonzales cartoon character bubble bath
container — they stopped producing that product sometime in
the mid-sixties — and I still have it. These things never go away.

Not only is this plastic forever and looks horrible on a
beach, but it’s breaking down and leaching chemicals. There
are chemicals put into plastics to change their color, make them
harder, more flexible, more durable. Those chemicals don’t stay
in the product; they leach out into the water. The sun, wind,

b
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and waves bash these plastics apart, animals eat them, and it’s
horrific. The tiny polystyrene balls look exactly like fish eggs, so
fish go after them. Birds eat them. Ducks eat them. Not only are
the toxins getting into their bodies, but the animals also starve
because their bellies are full with plastic that has no nutritional
value.

LL: Do you see progress on the amount of plastic pollution
and if yes, is it happening fast enough?

JS: Plastic production is a big global issue. In our watershed,
they’re not making a lot of plastic per se, but it comes in as
raw material — tiny lentil-sized pellets called nurdles that we’re
finding along beaches, particularly on the New York side near
Plattsburgh, where there are a few plastic manufacturers. Those
pellets come in by rail from places like Texas, near the Gulf,
where the petroleum extraction and refining into plastic happens.
They’re being lost throughout the entire transportation system.
Waterkeepers around the world are working to hold plastic
manufactures accountable for polluting our waterways and
communities with these plastic pellets.

The Lakekeeper program isn’t the only one working on
tracking and combating the plastics issue in our local waterways.
The Rozalia Project has been collecting marine debris all over
New England and on Lake Champlain for over 10 to 15 years.
We’ve partnered with them, Lake Champlain Sea Grant, the
Lake Champlain Committee, and with the Vermont Boat and
Marina Association and the Lake George Waterkeeper program
— creating a coalition of six organizations to work on education
and outreach about the legislation that was passed in 2024
requiring full encapsulation of Styrofoam (polystyrene) material
in docks, moorings, and floating structures.

That coalition has been key to getting the word out to
marinas, shoreland property owners and waterfront stores.

; g We’re working to better understand where plastic
pollution and other marine debris (trash in the
water) collects, creating pollution hotspots in the
watershed. We have an app that anyone can use —
any family, any individual walking their dog — to
log the trash or debris they’re collecting, so we
can build a better research picture of the problem
and start thinking about where it’s coming from
and how to stop it.

That data can then inform what kind of
policy and legislation we need — whether it’s
prohibiting certain products, exploring extended
producer responsibility, or pushing better
awareness campaigns. The classic example is
the single-use bag ban, which passed in 2019
and went into effect in 2020. The data is clear:
banning or prohibiting the sale and manufacturing
of plastic single use items like bags and plastic
straws is the most effective way to stop pollution.
We’re seeing less and less Styrofoam takeout
containers in our cleanups because those were also
banned. It works. Legislation based on science
and data can really make a huge difference.-#



~ An aerial view of Lake Champlain’s bine
waters showcases why it’s so critical that we —

— veduce plastic pollution in our Vermont ——
waters. These spaces and habitats ave essen-
tial and we must continue to fight for their
health now and into the future.

Image Courtesy Julie Silverman and CLF
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Program Updates

Clean Water &

Dam Removal 7@

This program works to
protect and enhance the
quality of Vermont’s streams, vivers, lakes
and ponds, wetlands, and groundwater.

Dam Removal: Vermont removed
nine dams in summer 2025, which
is the most planned dam removals
ever completed in Vermont. VNRC
convenes the Vermont Dam Task
Force, which plays an important role in
helping to facilitate, fundraise, provide
technical expertise, and celebrate this
important work.

2025 Vermont Dam Removal
Highlights included:

e More than 125 miles of river
reconnected

e 6,100 linear feet of stream
channels reconnected and
restored

¢ 1 Significant Hazard dam
removed

* 9 dams in poor condition
removed

* $4 million in economic activity
to remove the dams

e Increased access and recreational
opportunities on rivers

* Improved health of rivers,
including water quality and
wildlife habitat

* Improved flood resilience and
public safety for communities

Of the nine dam removals, VNRC
oversaw the direct management of
two dam removals — Breadloaf Dam
in Ripton and Youngs Brook Dam in
West Rutland. Both dam removals were

Johanna Miller

| jmiller@vnrc.org
W

Kati Gallagher

Energy and Sustainable Policy and

Climate Action Communities Water Program

Program Program Director

Directgr/ VECAN Director jgroveman@

Coordinator kgallagher@ vnre.org
vnre.org

completed on-time and on budget and
reconnected a combined total of 19 river
miles. VNRC has more dam removals in
the queue for 2026 and beyond. We are
hopeful this year that we can remove the
Cross Brothers Dam in Northfield and a
couple dams on the Brewster River. Learn
more at: freevermontrivers.org.

Chloride Bill: The Vermont legislature
passed the Chloride Reduction bill,
$.218, which creates a voluntary
certification program for commercial
and municipal salt applicators,
addresses liability issues, increases
education and outreach, and requires
a study of salt storage facilities.
Excessive road salt can contaminate
drinking water, corrode pipes, and
leach lead and heavy metals into our
water supplies. Salt runoff damages
our roads, bridges, and municipal
infrastructure at enormous cost
to taxpayers, while harming fish,
amphibians, and aquatic plants in our
streams and lakes. Communities in
New York have already proven we can
reduce salt use by 70% using smart
practices, saving taxpayers money
while keeping roads safe. This bill was
disappointingly vetoed by Governor
Scott. We will continue pushing for
this important policy.

Morrisville Water & Light Agreement:
Significant progress has been made
on the Morrisville Water & Light
(MWL) relicensing dispute in the
beginning of 2026. In May 2025,
the DC Circuit Court rejected
MWDL’s attempt to use Clean Water
Act procedural arguments to stall
the process, a key win VNRC helped
secure. Building on that momentum,
a settlement was reached in February
2026 in which MWL agreed to
withdraw its request to decommission
the Green River Reservoir and to
jointly support issuance of a new

Jon Groveman
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Toxics Prevention
Pesticide Roadmap:

' Director

40-year FERC license consistent with
Vermont’s Section 401 Water Quality
Certification. VNRC is a signatory

to the agreement, alongside the
Vermont Agency of Natural Resources,
American Whitewater, and the
Vermont Council of Trout Unlimited.
Improvements are expected to begin as
early as summer 2026.

s
—,

Vermont families, . ‘
communities and our ‘O
environment deserve

better protection from harmful
pesticides, and now there’s a roadmap
to get there. VNRC’s new report,

A Roadmap for Reducing Pesticide

Use in Vermont, finds that pesticide
contamination in some Vermont
waterways already exceeds federal
safety benchmarks, while oversight
remains limited. The report calls

for phasing out the most dangerous
chemicals, expanding water quality
monitoring, promoting integrated pest
management, and reducing pesticide
use in schools and public spaces.

Paraquat Restrictions: As

recommended in our Roadmap,
banning paraquat is an immediate step
the legislature can take to reduce our
use of the most harmful economic
poisons. Paraquat is an acutely toxic
herbicide. Multiple National Institutes
of Health (NIH) studies have linked
paraquat exposure to Parkinson’s
disease, non-Hodgkin lymphoma, and
childhood leukemia. While there is
paraquat usage across Vermont, due to
a reporting loophole from applicators,
data outlining precisely when and
where the herbicide has been applied
is significantly lacking. More than

70 other countries, including China
and the entire European Union,

§ Tara Miller
Forest and
Wildlife
Program
Director

tmiller@
| vnrc.org

Karina Dailey
Science and
Restoration

kdailey@
vnre.org




have already banned this chemical,
and that is what H.739 strives to do
for Vermont, via an eventual phase-
out. Alternatives exist, and because
of this chemical’s extreme toxicity,
banning its use in Vermont before
it becomes widely applied is the safe
course of action for Vermonters. The
bill passed the House and Senate
and we anticipate it will head to the
Governor’s desk soon.

Banning Toxic Heavy Metals in Baby
Food: Vermont’s H.536 would ban
the sale of baby food containing toxic
heavy metals, including lead, arsenic,
cadmium, and mercury, and require
labeling with QR codes linking to
product testing data. This legislation
is especially critical because these
metals are known neurotoxins that can
cause irreversible developmental harm,
particularly in infants whose brains
and nervous systems are still forming.
Studies have found alarming levels in
widely sold commercial baby foods, yet
federal standards remain inadequate.
Four other states have passed similar
laws. Vermont’s bill would be the
strongest yet due to its inclusion of
infant formula. VNRC supports H.536
as part of its Toxic-Free Environment
work. The bill passed the House and
Senate and we anticipate it will head to
the Governor’s desk soon.

Chemical Recycling: VNRC supports
banning so-called “chemical recycling”
as part of our broader commitment
to protecting Vermonters from
toxic chemical exposure and plastic
pollution. Chemical recycling was
created by the industry and promoted
as a solution to plastic pollution.
However, in actuality, it is a polluting
practice that poses serious risks to
public health and the environment.
Rather than offering a genuine
solution to the plastics crisis, it shifts
the burden of harm onto communities
while generating toxic byproducts.
Vermont has established itself as a
national leader in addressing PFAS
and plastic pollution, and banning
chemical recycling is a natural next
step in defending public health and
holding polluters accountable. This

was included in a bill that stalled in the
Senate, so we plan to take it up again
next year.
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Sfuel use and save Vermonters money.

The Vermont Energy and Climate
Action Network (VECAN): In
December, more than 200 Vermonters
gathered at the Lake Morey Resort to
share ideas and strategies for making
continued, essential climate progress
at the state and local level. Keynote
speaker Bill McKibben gave us hope
about the future of clean energy
— particularly with solar being the
cheapest and quickest energy source to
bring online. More recently, a dozen
energy committee leaders came to
the State House to provide testimony
and meet with legislative leaders
to push for climate action, offering
their informed insights, sharing their
priorities and urging Vermont’s
ongoing commitment to progress.

Supporting Solar: In a meaningful step
forward for accessible clean energy,
the Vermont Legislature is working
on VNRC-supported legislation that
allows Vermonters to install portable
solar panels, which are small, plug-in
systems up to 1,200 watts, without
the burdensome permitting and fees
currently required. These affordable
devices, which cost $1,500-$2,000
and can save around $20 monthly on
electric bills, are especially important
for renters, condo dwellers, and
moderate-income houscholds often
shut out of traditional rooftop solar.
With the federal government’s
assault on renewables, including
climinating valuable solar tax credits,
it is becoming far more difficult and
expensive for Vermonters to access and
benefit from renewable energy — now
the cheapest power on the planet.
Thankfully, Vermont policymakers are
taking steps to fill in the gaps, including

advancing legislation to allow more
solar arrays to be installed on sites with
existing solar — making it cheaper and
more efficient for new solar projects.

Greenhouse Gas (GHG) Reporting
Program: One of the top 10
recommendations of the 2025 Climate
Action Plan is to create a greenhouse
gas reporting program; requiring the
state to collect more comprehensive
data about the types and amounts
of heating and transportation fossil
fuels sold in Vermont. Lawmakers
are considering a bill to require the
state Agency of Natural Resources to
establish this important new program,
which will help support better local
and regional planning and future
policies aimed at helping Vermonters
transition to cleaner, more affordable
energy solutions.

Data Centers: Across the nation, data
centers are gobbling up land, driving
up electric rates and threatening to
erase climate progress. Thankfully,
the Legislature is looking to put
parameters around potential data
center deployment in Vermont to help
safeguard electric ratepayers, protect
water supplies, mitigate toxic chemicals
and avoid driving up climate pollution.

This program works to 4
maintain and enhance the ’ ‘
. : R
forests, including
promoting healthy wildlife popuintions.
Woodlands Association (VWA),
Vermont Coverts, the Vermont
Resources to develop and publish a
landowner guide designed to inform
options that exist to promote healthy
forests and sound stewardship. With

Healthy Forests & Wildlife

ecological and economic

vitality of Vermont’s

Landowner Guide: VNRC worked
with Vermont Woodlands Vermont
Housing & Conservation Board,
and the Vermont Agency of Natural
new landowners about the suite
of management and conservation
our partners, VNRC is launching an
educational webinar series, continuing
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direct outreach and technical assistance
to landowners, and making plans to
get the guide into the hands of new
forest landowners.

Act 181 Wood Products

Manufacturers Report: One of the
directives from Act 181 was for the
Land Use Review Board to assess

ways to improve Act 250 permitting
for wood products manufacturers.

Last year, VNRC participated in a
stakeholder process, which contributed
to a report with ten recommendations.
This legislative session, the House
took up and passed a bill with two
recommendations for statutory
changes. VNRC gave input on the bill,
which is now being considered in the
Senate.

Act 59 implementation: VNRC is

participating in the ongoing planning
process to implement the biodiversity
conservation bill, Act 59, which
establishes a state target of 30% land
conservation by 2030, and 50% by
2050. VNRC hosted a public listening
session in March to provide input

on the Vermont Conservation Plan,
thanks to support from the Vermont
Housing & Conservation Board. We
piggybacked on a Forest Roundtable
meeting, to make it easy for those

key stakeholders - ranging from forest
products industry representatives,
state and federal staff, Congressional
delegation representatives,
conservation organizations, and others
- to provide their perspectives on this
important planning process.

Forest Roundtable: In March, VNRC

convened a meeting of the Forest
Roundtable, which is a venue for the
exchange of information relating to
forest policy and keeping Vermont’s
forests as forests. The meeting focused
on state and federal policy updates and
a presentation and discussion with the
Land Use Review Board on the status
of Act 181 implementation.

Rodenticide restrictions: The Vermont

legislature considered a bill to ban
the use and sale of rodenticides

in Vermont. Rodenticides poison
children, pets, and wildlife. Every
year in the U.S., there are thousands
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of children and tens of thousands of
domestic animals that suffer from
rodenticide poisoning. From 2018-
2025, the Vermont Agency of Natural
Resources found anticoagulant
rodenticides in 94% of tested fishers
and 70% of tested bobcats, on average.
Wildlife rehabilitation centers in New
England treat hundreds of rodenticide-
poisoned wildlife every year, and these
wildlife cases are likely only a small
fraction of the total wildlife impacted
by rodenticides. We plan to advocate
for this policy next year.

Vermont Wildlife Action Plan: Every
ten years, Vermont updates its Wildlife
Action Plan, which is a blueprint for
wildlife and habitat conservation and
can be a conservation guide for anyone
interested in the future of wildlife. The
updated plan introduces an emphasis
on habitat and landscape scale
conservation, and using the Vermont
Conservation Design framework to
inform conservation priorities. In
February, Tara participated in a public
meeting hosted by Vermont Fish &
Wildlife and shared feedback on the
draft Wildlife Action Plan.

Sustainable Communities
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options for transportation, housing, and
employment — surrounded by farms, forests,
and natural aveas.

This program works to
promote and protect
Vermont’s smart growth

Smarter Growth Summit: In
December, we co-hosted an event
with AARP-VT, Preservation Trust of
Vermont, and other allies to continue
our work developing modern smart
growth principles, and strengthening
the network of professionals
working on housing development,
conservation, and other land use
fields. We plan to continue fostering
this network with ongoing events and
initiatives.

Act 181 - Next Steps: Coming into this
legislative session, VNRC called for
a delay in implementation of certain
aspects of Act 181 to give more
time for public engagement and to

address important concerns that were
being raised about early drafts of the
regulations - including from our staff,
who had envisioned these policies
being implemented in more narrow
and targeted ways. We’ve spent much
of the past year engaging in the Act
181 stakeholder process and having
conversations with a wide range of
Vermonters about these issues. As a
result, we have explored a variety of
ways to proactively narrow the scope
of the regulations, and address other
important concerns.

However, this session it became clear
that the rollout of several Act 181
provisions (notably the road rule and
Tier 3) had fundamentally broken trust
with too many Vermonters. Lawmakers
are putting aside the road rule and
Tier 3, and instead launching a new
public process to gather feedback on
critical resources that need protection,
and tools to conserve them. VNRC
supports this approach and will remain
engaged in the next phase of this work.

Transportation: VNRC is very

concerned about the state of
Vermont’s Transportation Fund

- traditional funding sources are in
decline as the need for infrastructure
improvements and critical services,
like public transit, are only growing.
Transportation policy functions a bit
differently than other issues, as most
policy gets brought into the “T-Bill.”
This year, we are focused on how

the General Assembly can maximize
existing resources, avoid added harm,
and lay the groundwork for future
investments in effective, inclusive, and
resilient mobility solutions. We are
supporting policies that establish new
funding streams to replace declining
revenue, fund transit to stave off
further service cuts, expand where
municipalities can set lower speed
limits, re-align the Transportation
Alternatives Program (TAP) grants to
prioritize biking, walking, and Safe
Routes to Schools projects, ensure that
critical electric mobility programs like
DriveElectric Vermont continue to
be funded, and work to make public
electric vehicle charging more reliable
and accessible by requiring publicly




available electric vehicle chargers to
accept credit card payment and to
make real-time status information
available to third parties.

Transportation for Vermonters

(T4VT) Coalition: VNRC
coordinates the T4VT Coalition,
which focuses on advocating for a
well-funded, accessible, and equitable
transportation system for the good of
Vermonters, our communities, and
our climate. This year, we are focused
on ensuring Vermont’s policies,
programs, and staffing support
affordable, sustainable mobility, and
preventing further erosion of the
essential services Vermonters rely

on. T4VT’s 2026 policy agenda
included supporting Act 181,
increasing funding for transit service
and bike/ped projects, restoring

EV incentives, and establishing a
target to reduce driving. In early
February, T4VT coalition members
and partners gathered at the Vermont
State House for the coalition’s 2026
Advocacy Day, meeting directly with
legislators and providing testimony
about our 2026 policy priorities to
elevate transportation issues affecting
communities across the state and

the critical role transportation plays
in meeting Vermont’s climate,
housing, workforce, and public
health goals. -~

or this issue of the VER,

we want to highlight

one of our members
dedicated to supporting the
health of Vermont’s waters.
Zapata Courage is a Wetland
Ecologist with the Vermont
Department of Environmental
Conservation, where she works
with landowners and consultants
reviewing wetland delineations
and providing technical
assistance, including feedback
on proposed dam removal,
floodplain reconnection, and
wetland restoration projects.
Before joining DEC, she worked
as a private consultant, field
biologist, and environmental
outdoor educator, with field
experience spanning Kenya,
California, and Minnesota.
Zapata currently serves as
President of the Vermont
Association for Wetland Science
and is an active community
educator, leading guided nature

walks that explore beaver-influenced ecosystems, wetland
plant identification, and the role floodplain wetlands play
in protecting Vermont communities. We’re proud to count

her among VNRC’s members.

Image courtesy Zapata Courage

“As a lifelong biologist/ecologist working in a variety of

positions over the years with a
wide range of employers, I have
been a sustaining member of
VNRC because the organization
approaches the protection

and communication of the
environment in a multi-faceted
way. VNRC recognizes that work
in and around environmental
issues needs to incorporate all
the sciences; environmental /
biological sciences, social science,
political science, economics,
adaptive management
techniques, and even cultural
traditions in order to be
effective. This work is further
supported by the research,
education, collaboration and
advocacy that VNRC undertakes
and more importantly is
communicated with the public
that makes understanding the
complex questions easier. I love
receiving the VNRC newsletter
and email announcements,
keeping me better informed on

a broad range of topics, distilling down a huge amount of
information into the important highlights. I appreciate the
comprehensive way in which VNRC is present.”

— Zapata Courage
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News & Notes

Staff Acknowledgements

This winter, we welcomed new staff
member Tara Miller, Forest and Wildlife
Program Director. Tara brings a strong
background in ecology, conservation
science, and environmental policy to
VNRC. They hold a Ph.D. in Ecology
& Evolutionary Biology from Boston
University, where their research focused on
how climate change and human activities
affect plant and wildlife communities.
Throughout their career, Tara has worked
at the intersection of science, advocacy,
and public policy, helping turn research
into real-world conservation outcomes.
Tara said of their excitement in joining
the VNRC staff, “I’m thrilled to join a
wonderful team here at VNRC and work
on collaboratively developing solutions for
the many challenges that our forests and
wildlife face.”

This Spring we say goodbye to our
incredible Climate Action Coordinator,
Jack Pitblado, whose dedication and
commitment to helping Vermont’s
communities and environment through
tirelessly working on climate action will
be deeply missed. VNRC has been lucky
to have you over the course of this past
year and we look forward to hearing
about the next step in your journey
working for State Treasurer Mike Pieciak.

“It’s been such a privilege to learn
from and work with the incredible team
at VNRC. From helping Vermonters
submit public comments and testimony,
to our Big Beautiful Tour, the 2026
Vermont Changemakers Summit, and

beyond, VNRC’s continued commitment
toward thoughtful community
engagement is inspiring.” —Jack Pitblado

We also welcome our new Climate
Action Coordinator, Ford Young,
who has returned to his home state of
Vermont from his previous work as an
Environmental Organizer for Green Corps.
Thank you to our winter interns!
This winter we were grateful to have
three amazing interns join us for help
during the 2026 legislative session.
Sereena Knight joined us as our
legislative intern and said of her work,
“In the State House, I’ve participated
in policy meetings and shared legislative
summaries that monitor the progress
of these bills in order to support our
staff in accomplishing VNRC’s policy
agenda.” Addison Davis joined us
as a legal intern and says of her time
at VNRC, “I am so grateful for my
internship experience with VNRC, and
have enjoyed the opportunity to work on
a diverse range of issues, from municipal
zoning to clean water initiatives.” Masters
Student Steve Schlauch assisted Program
Director Kati Gallagher and noted of
his time, “Working with the Sustainable
Communities Program at VNRC has
allowed for me to interconnect my
background with new opportunities that
entwine land use planning and housing
policy all for the betterment of Vermont
and similar locations on a national level.”
Your energy and hard work was deeply
appreciated by the entire VNRC team.
We wish you all the best of luck on your
next ventures!
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Jack Pitblado kicks off the 2026 Changemakers Summit

Karina Dailey on the ved carpet at the
ENR awards reception.

Finally, we want to congratulate
Karina Dailey, our Science and
Restoration Director, on receiving
Engineering News-Record’s (ENR)

Top 25 Newsmakers award. ENR is a
publication that is over 150 years old and
is the leading source of news and data
for the engineering and construction
industry. This award is given to
individuals who “help redefine what the
[construction] industry is and who it can
help...It is about the grit in getting the
job done, perseverance and ingenuity.”

Dailey received this award this past
March, and says of being an award
recipient, “I am honored to receive this
award not for me but for the Vermont
Dam Task Force and the incredible work
we are able to achieve as a collaborative,
and it showcases Vermont’s dam removals
and flood resilience work for the
Nation’s leading source of construction
and engineering news, that’s kinda

O
big time!” &
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Program Spotlight

Certified Wildlife Habitat

teeming with singing birds, colorful butterflies, and

beautiful plants, and knowing you helped make it
happen. Through VNRC’s partnership with the National
Wildlife Federation, that’s exactly what the Certified Wildlife
Habitat® program makes possible.

Any outdoor space can qualify — your backyard, balcony
garden, schoolyard, community garden, or roadside green
space. Certifying is as simple as providing four essential
habitat components and practicing sustainable gardening, like
climinating pesticides and planting native species.

All wildlife need four things to survive: food sources, clean

I magine looking out your window into a landscape

water, protective cover, and places to raise young. Native
plants are especially valuable — they provide seeds, berries,
nuts, and nectar, and support insects that other wildlife
depend on.

Once certified, you’ll receive a personalized certificate,
a one-year NWF membership, access to expert gardening
resources, and the option to display an exclusive yard sign.
Plus, $5 from every Vermont certification comes back to
VNRC to protect wildlife habitat statewide.

Every certified habitat is a step toward restoring the
corridors Vermont’s birds, pollinators, and wildlife depend on
— right where you live.

Certify your habitat at vnrc.org/backyard-habitat — $25 application fee.

Tim Newcomb

Erica Herzog

Erica Herzog
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Support VNRC

Become a sustaining member
Share our work with friends by
giving a gift membership

For more information on giving to VNRC,
or to make an online donation, visit
VNRC.org/Donagte or scan the QR code.
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