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by Doug McClure
A decade ago, the State of Ver-

mont launched an ambitious plan 
to get broadband internet to all 
corners of Vermont by the end of 
2010. In 2015, the state scaled 
back the agency responsible for 
this project and moved it to the 
Department of Public Service 
(DPS) as the Division for Telecom-
munications and Connectivity. 

The Division’s goal is to get high-
speed internet to under-served ar-
eas of the state using a combination 
of grants and leasing their own fi-
ber network to private companies.

Fiber vs Copper

Fiber networks are critical to 
providing fast internet services 
to homes and businesses. Much of 
the internet service in the NEK 
runs over copper instead of fiber, 
relying on decades-old wires that 
can’t move data nearly as fast as 
fiber. Essentially, a large percent-
age of the wired internet service 
in the NEK runs over wires de-
signed to handle telephone calls.

Much of the copper-based in-
ternet uses Digital Subscriber 
Line (DSL) technology. With 
DSL, the actual speed you get de-
pends on how far someone is from 
their provider’s network station.

Why Access is Important

With the increasing use of “cloud” 
or internet-based services such as 
Gmail, much of a business’ opera-
tions take place over the internet. 
In addition, more and more com-
panies are having employees work 
from home to save expense. This 
is highly relevant in Vermont, 
where a major snowstorm can 
make working remotely the best or 
only way to maintain productivity.

MATTOON, IL — Consolidated 
Communications announced it has 
completed a $1.3bn merger with 
North Carolina-based Fairpoint 
Communications in all-stock trans-
action. Fairpoint serves many ar-
eas in Vermont.

The shareholders approved the 
transaction on March 28, and all 
state regulators approved the 
merger.

Consolidated Communications 
stated that it will introduce more 
internet options, better customer 
service, and more reliable service 
as it expands the use of fiber net-
work-wide.

This deal makes Consolidated 
the ninth-largest fiber-based inter-
net service provider in the U.S.

NEK Lags
Behind Rest
of Vermont
in Broadband

For schools, many of the same rea-
sons apply. In addition, schools rely 
on their internet connection to ex-
pose students to other cultures and 
live events in ways that would not 
have been possible two decades ago.

And for the home user, more and 
more of the content we consume — 
videos, music, news — is internet-
based.

Society has become more and 
more dependent on the internet. 
The United Nations has declared in-
ternet access a “basic human right.”

Fairpoint
Merges with 
Consolidated 
Communications
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All Tied Up
Emily Molleur, 10, daughter of Melanie and Ryan Molleur, of Hardwick, practices per-
forming on the Ariel Sling as coach Tanner Keal carefully watches and guides her. Eighty 
campers, ages 8-16, attended Session II for one week at Circus Smirkus Camp, in Greens-
boro.
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Marley, age 3, attended Hardwick’s First Friday Festi-
val with family members Hillary Seel and Matt Renaud. 
Asked what he loved most about Hardwick, Marley did 
not hesitate: “The Hardwick Trails!”

by Doug McClure
GREENSBORO — The roll-

ing hills of Greensboro stretch out 
bright green and seemingly end-
less, tinged with the sort of surreal 
sylvan environment only Vermont 
offers.

This particular pasture is dotted 
with an unusual group of Big Top 
Circus tents, an old farmhouse, 
joined by a few newer buildings.

This is the Smirkus Camp, one of 

Smirkus Camp Invites 
Young and Not-So-Young 

by Will Walters
CABOT — With the failure 

of the June 20 vote on merging 
Cabot, Danville and Twinfield 
School districts, the Cabot School 
Board and Twinfield Union School 
Board are regrouping to see what 
alternate structure is available 
that will allow the districts to 
comply with Act 46.

The two boards met Monday 
night at the Cabot School library to 
discuss common interests they can 
work on to develop an alternate 
structure agreement.

At its June 26 meeting, the 
Cabot board reviewed the options 
originally considered by the Act 
46 study committee. School direc-
tor Jackie Folsom handed out an 
outline of what the study commit-
tee addressed. They drew the out-
line from their own discussion, the 
response from the public at public 
forums, and input from students - 
the group having the most at stake 
in the Act 46 process.

Folsom’s handout detailed the 
three options that were selected 
from the five options in the original 
proposal. Option 1 keeps pre-K-8 in 

School Board
Sets Out Timeline
to Develop Act 46
Alternate Plan

by Doug McClure
GREENSBORO — In a 7-0 deci-

sion, the Greensboro Development 
Review Board (DRB) rejected Nao-
mi Ranz-Schleifer’s appeal over 
the use of the Old Firehouse at 83 
Breezy Avenue.

The DRB’s decision reads that 
“while Ms. Ranz-Schleifer cor-
rectly concluded that ownership 
by a governmental or public body 
is not a requirement for a ‘public 
building,’ the contextual utiliza-
tion of the definition as ‘condi-
tional uses’ within zoning dis-
tricts of the Town of Greensboro, 
and the definition containing uses 
rather than designations, leads 
the DRB to concluded [sic] that 
the property at 83 Breezy Avenue 
no longer meets the requirements 
as both ‘of an institutional nature 
and serving a public need.’” 

by Will Walters
MARSHFIELD — The Twinfield 

Union School Board is considering 
its next steps going forward under 
Act 46. They met with the Cabot 
School Board Monday night to 
take a new look at options for both 
boards.

Act 49 changed Act 46 to expand 
the acceptable types of school dis-
trict mergers under state guide-
lines.

For example, the Act provides 
for a “side-by-side regional educa-
tional district structure, where one 
side does not operate all elementa-
ry and secondary grades,” or allows 
“three or more school districts (to) 
merge and the newly merged dis-
trict, together with a preexisting 
district, are members of the same 
supervisory union at the comple-
tion of the process.” 

While the details are complex, 
the underlying principle is to give 
school districts more flexibility in 
designing mergers than Act 46.

The board set June 26 to July 
30 as the window for developing 
a plan. The aim is to have a draft 
plan ready by September 30. Un-
der this revised schedule, the 
board would submit the plan to the 
Agency of Education (AOE) and the 
state Board of Education (BOE) for 
review by October 15. The town 
would vote 30 days or more later, 
but no later than November 30.

One alternative is working with 
Danville and Cabot for a revised 
merger agreement. Members felt 
that the Danville vote showed a 

Greensboro DRB 
Rejects Old
Firehouse Appeal

The appeal had garnered over a 
dozen letters of support and over 
fifty petition signatures.

Ranz-Schleifer responded to The 
Gazette’s follow-up queries via e-
mail, saying “The building desig-
nation is something that is grand-
fathered in for non-conforming 
buildings and non-conforming lots 
that pre-date restrictions placed by 
zoning and their continued use as 
such is permitted.

“If the Town had stripped the 
property of its public building sta-
tus at the time of the sale, as the 
DRB asserts, they did so without 
communicating this to me, and in 
so doing the Town of Greensboro 
would have sold me an unpermitted 
building. I would like to think bet-
ter of the Town of Greensboro than 
that they would sell me an unper-
mitted building.”

by Michael Bielawski
HARDWICK — The Federal 

Water Pollution Control Act (33 
USC 1251), or “Clean Water Act,” 
regulates sediment pollution from 
stormwater runoff. The Environ-
mental Protection Agency (EPA) 
requires the Vermont Agency 
of Agriculture, VTrans, and the 
Agency of Natural Resources 
(ANR) to report their progress in 
meeting the federal standards the 
Clean Water Act sets.

Act 64 (the 2015 Water Quality 
Bill) is a path to meeting the EPA’s 
regulations. It focuses in part on 

New Options Under 
Acts 46 And 49

lack of interest in merging. How-
ever, the board met with the Cabot 
board on Monday to begin discus-
sions on areas of common interest.

An alternate structure with just 
Cabot would have both high schools 
continue to operate. This structure 
involves a project-based learning 
academy at Cabot and a standard 
high school at Twinfield. 

This structure is not “preferred” 
under current law, so there are nei-
ther tax nor financial incentives 
and it would mean losing the small-
schools grant.

The board discussed other op-
tions.

One is forming a unified dis-
trict with Barre, creating two high 
school and three elementary school 
districts. The new district would in-
clude Spaulding and Twinfield for 
the high schools and Barre City, 
Barre Town, and Twinfield for the 
elementary and middle schools.

The board also discussed joining 
the newly merged Williamstown-
Northfield district. Geography is 
the challenge to this alternative, 
but as a preferred structure Act 
46’s financial incentives would be 
available.

Reaching out to other communi-
ties was a possibility the board left 
open.

The board authorized new super-
intendent Mark Tucker to fill open 
positions over the summer. It ap-
proved hiring Anna Stapleton and 
Rebecca Bohannan for the grade 
5/6 positions. The also approved a 
wellness policy.

the three “legs” of Circus Smirkus. 
The other two are Circus Smirkus 
and a recent community outreach 
to schools, where trainers from the 
camp go to schools. 

With near as many years under 
its belt as the Circus, the Camp is 
an important part of the mission of 
Circus Smirkus — passing its tra-
ditions on to the young, and now, 
not-so-young.

It is the “Smirkus style,” which 
according to Camp Directory Bill 
Merrylees is “giving out love, teach-
ing confidence, pride, and instilling 
perseverance.”

Kids ages five to eighteen can en-
roll in the camp. And now, adults 
can, too, with Smirkus Camp’s Big 
Kid Camp.

“You’d be surprised,” says Mer-
rylees. “We just started this in the 
past year, and we’ve got adults now 
who tell us they always thought 
they were clumsy and now they’re 
walking tightropes and juggling.”

For the skeptics out there, he 
points out that the circus arts have 
practical applications. They are 
athletic and teach discipline and 
commitment. Some of the Camp’s 
graduates go on to Circus Smirkus 
itself, facing its competitive audi-
tion process. There is no automatic 
“in” for Smirkus Camp kids. Others 
go on to become stuntpersons, or 
performers.

Some graduates seem not to want 
to leave, having grown up in the 
positive environment of Smirkus 
Camp.

Elsa Lonegren, whose family sold 
the farm to Smirkus Camp years 
ago, says “It was always my dream 
as a little girl to come to the circus. 
Smirkus bought our house, so I 
don’t need to run away to the circus 
for my dreams to come true.”

She is a Counselor In Training 
and was camper for years. Today, 
she is clearing weeds around the 
blueberry bushes.

Other kids have found some-
thing more specific in Circus 
Camp. Merrylees points out the 
common refrain of campers that 
“this is a place they can just be 

themselves and not be judged.” 
He has his own story. As a for-

mer teacher, he finds the Circus 
to be a “very demanding, yet a 
very gratifying place to work.”

The spaces that the campers and 
counselors sleep in appear very 
much like a nice dorm room. The 
construction is basic, with concrete 
floors and rough-hewn walls, but 
the rooms are generously sized 
and comfortable. Each door has a 
chalkboard on it with the names of 
the campers who are staying there 
written in brightly colored chalk.

What is conspicuously absent is 
a television, or any electronic de-
vice. The common areas are for 
community. At night, campers hold 
dress-up events, a sort of informal 
theatre performance. Each bath-
room is gender-neutral, to reinforce 
Smirkus’ inclusive environment.

There are two dormitory build-
ings which bear the names of promi-
nent entertainers: Marcel Marceau, 
the famous mime, and Charlie 
Chaplin, the “Great Entertainer.” 

This is an inside reference. 
Rob Merman, founder of Circus 
Smirkus, did what many kids 
wanted to do and ran away to 
join a circus in Europe as a teen-
ager in the 1970s. In his trav-
els, he met both Marceau and 
Chaplin, according to Merrylees.

A smaller tent designated for 
teaching the clowns stands on its 
own. That tent needs its privacy 
because the training is very intense 
and can’t have any distractions.

And that is the experience in 
sum: Smirkus Camp is fun and 
serious at the same time. Despite 
eighty kids being on the premises, 
none had the time to be interviewed 
because today was their last chance 
to prepare for a presentation to 
their parents. After that perfor-
mance, the camp session is over.

The campers’ schedule is exhaust-
ing. The kitchen keeps them fueled 
with a very diverse range of food, 
always offering gluten-free or veg-
an as options. The converted barn 
where the kids eat is big and friend-
ly. Its chairs are a rainbow of colors.

Water Quality Bill Keeps Crews Busy

all schools, Option 2 keeps Cabot 
High School open and expands it 
as a project-based learning magnet 
school, and Option 3 maintains the 
status quo while other options are 
explored.

The board developed an alter-
nate path to the Act 46 merger 
schedule. They will present to the 
public and the Agency of Education 
(AOE) between June 26 and July 
30. Between August 1 and Septem-
ber 30, they will develop a draft al-
ternate structure plan.  

On October 1, this plan will 
be sent to the AOE for feedback. 
Between October 15 and Novem-
ber 15, the plan will be present-
ed to the state Board of Educa-
tion, which will decide whether 
or not to approve the plan by 
December 26.

The board scheduled another Act 
46 meeting for July 17, from 6-8 
p.m., in the school library.

The board decided that it will 
assign school directors email ad-
dresses through the school and 
will no longer use personal email 
addresses for official communica-
tions.

preventing runoff into Vermont’s 
waterways (10 V.S.A. § 1264). This 
section of law calls for “the man-
agement of stormwater runoff... to 
reduce stream channel instability, 
pollution, siltation, sedimentation, 
and flooding, all of which have 
adverse impacts on the water and 
land resources of the State.”

Local road crews are busier than 
usual because of the legislation.

Town manager Jon Jewett said 
“it’s going to take a lot more plan-
ning and require efforts to elimi-
nate major runoffs from roads into 
streams.”

Road crews must attempt to di-
vert water away from streams, or 
install erosion-prevention mea-
sures to comply with Act 64.

Jewett explained the damaging 
effects of extra dirt in a waterway.

Road runoff “adds nutrients to 
a stream that foster the growth of 
plants and algae. It also can block 
up the natural habitats where fish 
lay their eggs... the gravel base of 
a stream can become full of sedi-
ment.”

As a result, fish eggs might have 
nothing to adhere to during a rain 
and wash away. Other issues in-
clude algae blooms, undesirable 
plant growth and high levels of 
phosphorous in Lake Champlain. 
Runoff can also find its way into lo-
cal ponds. 

The impact is not just environ-
mental; it produces real financial 

impacts for Vermont residents. 
In 2015, the town of Georgia, in 
Franklin County, devalued lake-
side property on its grand list by 
$1.8 million due to declining water 
quality.

Erosion is another side effect of 
storm water runoff.

“Looking at the Lamoille River 
[there are] areas where it’s just dirt, 
no stones... it keeps washing away,” 
Jewett said. “There are quite a few 
areas along the river where you can 
see that.”

He said streams running through 
private properties contribute to ero-
sion and pollution.

Putting in preventative mea-
sures will make more work for road 
crews, according to Jewett. He said 
that the state offers grants through 
the Department of Environmental 
Conservation (DEC) to offset the 
expense. Jewett added there were 
not just environmental benefits to 
making the changes. For example, 
too much runoff can undermine a 
road’s integrity.

Jewett said that contractors 
would perform some of the work, 
but the town workers must first 
prioritize problem areas.

“In general, it’s going to be a lot 
more work, but I think - in the long 
run - it will be a good opportunity 
for towns to improve their road con-
ditions,” he said. “If the roads wash 
out every year, we are losing vital 
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