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Comments on Proposed ANR Lands Management Planning Rule (Rule 26P010)

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the proposed ANR Lands Management Planning
Rule. This comment was formally approved and submitted by the Supervisors of the White River
Natural Resources Conservation District on June 18, 2026".

The development of a statewide framework for managing Vermont's public lands will shape
stewardship decisions for decades to come. While the proposed rule is primarily procedural in
nature, it establishes the framework that will guide future Statewide Plans, Long Range
Management Plans, management standards, and stewardship decisions. As such, these
comments address both the rule itself and considerations that should inform the planning
processes that follow.

Our comments focus on six areas:

1. Incorporating Vermont's existing locally led conservation infrastructure into Statewide
Plan and Long Range Management Plan development.

Strengthening Environmental Justice and community engagement requirements.
Establishing chemical reduction and non-toxic stewardship goals for state lands.
Addressing carbon market participation on state lands.

Recognizing forest foods, non-timber forest products, Indigenous stewardship, and
responsible public harvest as public benefits of state lands.

6. Clarifying environmental review and cumulative impact evaluation.
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While some of these recommendations extend beyond the specific procedural provisions of the
rule, they are offered to help inform the planning framework, management standards, and
stewardship objectives that will ultimately be developed pursuant to this rulemaking. Together,
these recommendations would help ensure that Vermont's public lands are managed in a
manner that is locally informed, ecologically resilient, and responsive to the needs and values of
Vermont communities.

1. Incorporate Vermont's Existing Locally Led Conservation Infrastructure

The proposed rule establishes public scoping, public comment periods, and informational
meetings, but it does not meaningfully incorporate Vermont's existing locally led conservation
framework. Sections 5.1 and 5.2 rely primarily on press releases, website postings, town
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notifications, public meetings, and comment periods. While these tools are important, they
create a separate engagement process rather than building upon the statewide conservation
infrastructure that already exists.

For nearly 90 years, Vermont's Conservation Districts have served as the primary local
mechanism for identifying conservation priorities, gathering community input, and
communicating local needs to state and federal decision-makers. Through Conservation Action
Plans, Conservation Needs Assessments, Local Working Groups, Local Funding Pool
development, watershed planning efforts, municipal partnerships, and ongoing technical
assistance programs, Conservation Districts engage hundreds of landowners, municipalities,
conservation organizations, and community members each year. These locally led processes
were established not only to identify resource concerns, but also to elevate local knowledge and
community priorities into state and federal conservation policy and program delivery.

The proposed rule should recognize and utilize this existing infrastructure. Rather than creating
a parallel public engagement process, ANR should coordinate with Conservation Districts and
the Vermont Natural Resources Conservation Council (NRCC)? to incorporate state land
management questions into annual locally led conservation engagement efforts. Statewide Plan
development, Long Range Management Plan development, and future plan amendments could
be informed through Local Working Groups, Conservation Needs Assessments, Conservation
Action Plans, and related District-led processes, building on a recurring and place-based source
of public input while reducing duplication and engagement fatigue.

This recommendation is consistent with approaches adopted in other states. For example,
Massachusetts law explicitly authorizes Conservation Districts to “periodically review the natural
resource management and management policies of state owned land within their respective
districts and to advise the state commission from time to time as to their findings, if any.”
Vermont's Conservation Districts already conduct annual conservation planning and public
engagement processes that identify local resource concerns, management priorities, and
emerging issues. The proposed rule should similarly recognize Conservation Districts as a
source of recurring input on the stewardship and management of state lands.

Doing so would:

Reduce the burden of repeated and overlapping state engagement processes.
Improve participation by reaching people through established local networks and trusted
organizations.

e Create an ongoing and adaptive feedback mechanism rather than relying primarily on
one-time hearings and comment periods.

e Better align state land management priorities with locally identified conservation
concerns, watershed priorities, and community needs.

e Strengthen coordination between management of public lands and the broader
conservation goals identified through Vermont's locally led conservation system.
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The Agency should make greater use of the Vermont Natural Resources Conservation Council
as an existing venue for statewide conservation coordination. Under 10 V.S.A. § 703, the
Secretary of Natural Resources serves as a voting member of the Council, while the
Chair of the State Forests and Parks Board and the Chair of the State Fish and Wildlife
Board serve as advisory members. As ANR implements this rule, it should strengthen
coordination through these existing statutory relationships and support modernization of § 703
to reflect current agency names and structures, including replacing outdated references to the
former boards with the Commissioners of the Departments of Forests, Parks and Recreation
and Fish and Wildlife, respectively, and evaluating an appropriate replacement for the former
State Planning Office representation.?

The proposed engagement framework should specifically recognize Indigenous communities as
ongoing partners in state land stewardship. As ANR develops the Statewide Plan and future
Long Range Management Plans, consultation with Abenaki Nations and other Indigenous
communities should occur early and throughout the planning process and extend beyond
cultural resource review to include Traditional Ecological Knowledge, stewardship practices,
food systems, restoration priorities, access to culturally significant species and landscapes, and
long-term land management goals. ANR should also explore opportunities for ongoing
consultation, co-stewardship, and collaborative management where possible.

2. Strengthen Environmental Justice and Community Engagement
Requirements

The proposed rule was developed after passage of Vermont's Environmental Justice Law and
after publication of the Environmental Justice Advisory Council's Core Principles of Community
Engagement. However, the public engagement framework outlined in the proposed rule does
not appear to meaningfully incorporate those principles.

Under 3 V.S.A. § 6002, "meaningful participation" means that: "(A) people have an opportunity
to participate in decisions about activities that may affect their environment or health; (B) the
public's contribution can influence the regulatory agency's decision; (C) the concerns of all
participants involved will be considered in the decision-making process; and (D) decision
makers seek out and facilitate the involvement of those potentially affected." The statute further
provides that participants must receive the information necessary to participate in a meaningful
manner.

The Environmental Justice Advisory Council and Interagency Committee have spent several
years developing guidance and institutional structures intended to help agencies move beyond
minimum legal notice requirements and toward engagement processes that are accessible,
inclusive, community-centered, and capable of influencing decision-making. Because ANR has
played a central role in supporting and implementing Vermont's Environmental Justice
framework, it is particularly important that these principles be reflected within ANR's own
rulemaking and public engagement processes.
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The public meetings conducted for this rulemaking highlight several areas for improvement:

Meetings were scheduled during evening hours without childcare support.

No food, water, or refreshments were provided.

Notice was not widely circulated through existing community networks and
organizations.

Presentations relied heavily on technical, legal, and agency-specific terminology.
Plain-language materials and summaries were limited.

Opportunities for questions, dialogue, and collaborative discussion were constrained.
The process did not adequately account for the cumulative burden created by multiple
simultaneous ANR, climate, forestry, biodiversity, land-use, and environmental justice
engagement efforts occurring across state government.

Meaningful participation requires more than notice and comment opportunities. It requires
reducing barriers to participation, meeting people where they are, providing information in
accessible formats, creating opportunities for genuine, iterative dialogue, and recognizing the
time, transportation, childcare, language, and accessibility constraints that often prevent
participation. It also requires integrating engagement into existing community networks and
processes rather than relying primarily on one-time hearings and formal comment periods.

The Environmental Justice Law is also concerned with the distribution of environmental benefits
and burdens. State land management decisions influence access to recreation, clean water,
biodiversity, climate resilience, forest resources, food-producing landscapes, and other public
benefits. As ANR develops Statewide and Long Range Management Plans, it should consider
not only how management decisions may affect environmental burdens, but also how the
benefits generated by public lands are distributed and made accessible to Vermont
communities.

Similarly, state land management decisions can contribute to or alleviate cumulative
environmental burdens over time. Consideration should be given to how management actions
affect water quality, chemical exposure, ecosystem health, climate resilience, public access, and
other environmental conditions, particularly for communities already facing disproportionate
environmental or public health challenges.

We recommend revising Section 5 to require engagement practices that are consistent with
Vermont's Environmental Justice Law, the Environmental Justice Advisory Council's Core
Principles of Community Engagement, and any future statewide community engagement
guidance adopted pursuant to the Environmental Justice framework. The rule should further
require that Statewide Plans and Long Range Management Plans be developed in a manner
that is cognizant of and consistent with the goals of the Environmental Justice Law, including
meaningful participation, consideration of cumulative environmental burdens and benefits, and
equitable access to the public benefits generated by state lands. Doing so would better align
this rule with both the letter and spirit of Vermont's Environmental Justice framework and help
ensure that public land management decisions are informed by the communities they affect.



3. Establish Chemical Reduction and Non-Toxic Stewardship Goals for
State Lands

The proposed rule authorizes the development of statewide management goals and standards
and identifies invasive species management and “eradication”, vegetation management, forest
health treatments, habitat management, and related activities as Universal Management Actions
that may occur across ANR lands. However, the rule contains no policy direction regarding the
use of herbicides, pesticides, or other chemical management tools on state-owned lands.

This omission is significant. Through our District's locally led conservation processes,
community members consistently raise concerns about chemical contamination of drinking
water, impacts to biodiversity, pollinators and aquatic ecosystems, chemical residues in food
systems, and the cumulative human health effects associated with repeated exposure to
herbicides, pesticides, fungicides, insecticides, and other synthetic chemicals. Vermonters are
increasingly asking state agencies to reduce reliance on chemical management approaches
and invest in biological, cultural, ecological, and mechanical alternatives.

These concerns are particularly relevant given Vermont's commitment to conserving biodiversity
and improving ecosystem resilience. Herbicides, pesticides, and other chemical
management tools do not operate solely on target species. They can affect native plants,
pollinators, beneficial insects, soil organisms, fungi, aquatic life, and the ecological relationships
that support healthy and diverse ecosystems. If Vermont intends to meet its biodiversity goals,
state lands should be managed in a manner that minimizes unnecessary chemical disturbance
and prioritizes ecological restoration, native species recovery, and long-term ecosystem health.

The Legislature has already taken significant action in response to concerns regarding pesticide
exposure, ecological impacts, and public health risks. Vermont has enacted restrictions on
neonicotinoid-treated seeds and prohibited the use of paraquat, one of the most acutely toxic
herbicides still used elsewhere in the United States. These actions reflect a clear policy
direction toward reducing reliance on hazardous chemical tools where safer alternatives
exist. At the same time, Vermonters continue to confront widespread PFAS contamination in
drinking water, agricultural soils, food systems, and consumer products, with growing evidence
that PFAS compounds may also be associated with certain pesticide formulations, adjuvants,
and fluorinated pesticide containers. Given these realities, it would be inconsistent for the
State to advance precautionary policies in agriculture and consumer products while
failing to establish similar stewardship principles for the management of state-owned
lands.

The issue is particularly relevant because herbicides, pesticides, and other chemical
management tools are commonly used to support activities such as invasive species
management, vegetation management, forest health treatments, habitat management,
rights-of-way maintenance, and ecological restoration. Yet the proposed rule provides no
guidance regarding the role of chemical management tools, the evaluation of non-chemical
alternatives, the reduction of chemical dependence, or the stewardship principles that should
guide these decisions. Nor does it establish expectations regarding transparency, public health



considerations, biodiversity impacts, or the cumulative effects of chemical use across Vermont's
system of state-owned lands.

The inclusion of invasive species "eradication" is particularly concerning because eradication
campaigns often become justification for repeated herbicide applications over long periods of
time despite low probability of success. For many invasive species now widespread across
Vermont, the more important question is not whether they can be eradicated, but whether
ecological function can be restored and native species supported through long-term stewardship
approaches that minimize chemical inputs.

For these reasons, the Statewide Plan should establish a clear goal of reducing reliance on
herbicides, pesticides, and other chemical management tools on ANR lands wherever practical
and replacing them with biological, cultural, ecological, and mechanical approaches whenever
feasible.

Specifically, the rule should direct ANR to:

e Adopt an Integrated Pest Management (IPM) framework that prioritizes prevention,
monitoring, biological controls, cultural practices, ecological restoration, and mechanical
management before chemical treatment is considered.

e Recognize that eradication is not a realistic or appropriate management objective for
many established invasive species and prioritize prevention, early detection,
containment, suppression, ecosystem resilience, and ecological restoration as primary
management goals.

e Require evaluation and documentation of non-chemical alternatives prior to chemical
treatment for invasive species management, vegetation management, habitat
management, and other stewardship activities.

e Develop and publicly report annual information regarding pesticide, herbicide, and other
chemical use on ANR lands, including active ingredients, locations, acreage treated,
management objectives, and justification for chemical treatment.

e Prioritize ecological restoration, native species recovery, prescribed grazing, manual
removal, targeted forestry practices, and biological controls as preferred approaches for
invasive species management.

e Expand demonstration projects and workforce development opportunities that showcase
effective non-chemical invasive species management, ecological restoration, and
long-term ecosystem stewardship techniques.

e Incorporate public health, drinking water protection, pollinator habitat, biodiversity,
climate resilience, and PFAS contamination risks into management decisions involving
chemical use.

e Review and revise references to "invasive species eradication" within management
policies and guidance to ensure management objectives are grounded in ecological
feasibility, long-term stewardship outcomes, and minimization of chemical dependence.

Many Indigenous stewardship traditions emphasize long-term ecological relationships,
observation, cultural burning, selective harvest, ecological restoration, and other land



management approaches that rely on ecological processes rather than chemical intervention.
ANR should actively seek opportunities to learn from and partner with Indigenous communities
as it develops non-toxic stewardship approaches for state lands.

At a minimum, chemical controls should be treated as a last resort rather than a default
management tool. State lands should serve as demonstration sites for innovative stewardship
practices that reduce chemical dependence while protecting biodiversity, water quality, public
health, and long-term ecosystem resilience.

4. Carbon Markets and State Lands

The proposed rule requires consideration of climate change, forest resources, ecological
resources, and other factors relevant to carbon storage and sequestration, but it does not
address whether ANR lands may be enrolled in carbon credit or carbon offset programs.

We recommend that ANR establish a policy prohibiting enroliment of state-owned lands in
carbon offset or carbon credit programs that generate tradable credits for sale on voluntary or
compliance carbon markets.

New Hampshire recently enacted legislation prohibiting state and county lands from being
enrolled in carbon sequestration projects that generate carbon credits for sale on private
markets®. Vermont should consider adopting a similar approach.

State lands are public assets held in trust for multiple public purposes, including biodiversity
conservation, wildlife habitat, water quality protection, recreation, ecological resilience, forest
health, cultural resources, sustainable forestry, perennial food production, and public access.
Carbon markets risk reducing this broad public mission to a single monetized ecosystem service
and can create long-term contractual obligations that constrain future management decisions.

While carbon storage is an important benefit of healthy forests and ecosystems, carbon markets
often function as a mechanism that allows continued emissions elsewhere in exchange for the
purchase of offset credits. As a result, carbon offsets may shift attention away from direct
emissions reductions while creating financial incentives that prioritize carbon accounting over
other ecological and community objectives. In this sense, carbon markets can operate as a false
climate solution: one that commodifies ecosystem functions without necessarily addressing the
underlying drivers of climate change.

Carbon market participation can also invite speculative investment interests and outside
influence over the management of public lands. Long-term carbon contracts may restrict future
stewardship options, limit adaptive management, discourage active restoration or habitat
management activities, and transfer influence over public land decisions to private registries,
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project developers, investors, or third-party verification systems that are not accountable to
Vermont communities.

The climate benefits generated by state lands should accrue directly to the people of Vermont
through clean water, biodiversity, wildlife habitat, recreation, climate resilience, ecological
integrity, and public ownership rather than through the creation and sale of offset credits.
Carbon sequestration on public lands should be recognized as a public benefit, not a financial
asset to be monetized.

The Statewide Plan should explicitly state that carbon storage and sequestration benefits
generated on ANR lands are public benefits held in trust for current and future generations and
should not be commaodified through participation in carbon offset or carbon credit markets.

5. Recognize Perennial Food Systems, Non-Timber Forest Products, and
Responsible Public Harvest as Public Benefits of State Lands

The proposed rule recognizes numerous public benefits provided by state lands, including
wildlife habitat, recreation, water quality, forest health, climate resilience, and ecological
integrity. However, it does not recognize the value of perennial forest foods, non-timber forest
products, or responsible public harvest as potential benefits of state land stewardship.

Many ANR lands already contain food-producing and culturally significant landscapes, including
native and naturalized fruit trees, nut-bearing species, berry-producing shrubs, edible fungi,
medicinal plants, basketry materials, maple resources, mast-producing forests, and other
non-timber forest products. These resources have historically provided food, medicine,
materials, and cultural value for Indigenous communities and Vermont residents alike and
remain an under-recognized public benefit of Vermont's forests and natural areas.

Food-producing landscapes and non-timber forest products have long been stewarded by
Indigenous peoples. Many of Vermont's forests contain culturally significant species and
landscapes that continue to hold importance for Abenaki Nations and other Indigenous
communities. State land management planning should recognize these relationships and
provide opportunities for Indigenous participation in stewardship planning, cultural harvest
policies, food system restoration, traditional ecological management practices, and the
management of culturally significant species and landscapes.

As ANR develops the Statewide Plan and future Long Range Management Plans, it should
recognize that forests produce a wide range of public benefits beyond timber, recreation, and
carbon storage. Management plans should evaluate opportunities to protect, restore, and
enhance food-producing landscapes and other non-timber forest resources while maintaining
ecological integrity, biodiversity, and long-term ecosystem health.

In addition to recognizing these resources, ANR should explicitly consider public access to
them. State lands should remain places where Vermonters can responsibly gather berries, nuts,
mushrooms, maple products, fruits, medicinal plants, and other non-timber forest products



consistent with sustainable harvest practices and resource protection goals. Where appropriate,
management plans could identify opportunities to support community gleaning efforts, restore
historic orchards, enhance mast-producing forests, expand educational opportunities related to
forest foods and traditional uses, and encourage responsible stewardship of these resources.

Such an approach would advance multiple public objectives simultaneously, including food
security, climate resilience, biodiversity, cultural heritage, environmental education, recreation,
and community stewardship. It would also help ensure that the benefits generated by public
lands accrue directly to Vermonters rather than being viewed primarily through the lens of timber
production, recreation, or carbon storage.

The Statewide Plan should encourage ANR to evaluate and, where appropriate, enhance
opportunities for forest foods, non-timber forest products, responsible public harvest, Indigenous
access, cultural harvest, and collaborative stewardship as part of long-term state land
management planning.

6. Clarify Environmental Review and Cumulative Impact Evaluation

The proposed rule establishes a framework for Statewide Plans, Long Range Management
Plans, management classifications, and Universal Management Actions that will ultimately guide
management decisions across Vermont's system of state-owned lands. While ANR has
concluded that this procedural rulemaking itself may not require a detailed environmental impact
analysis, the rule is unclear regarding when and how the environmental impacts of future plans,
management programs, and recurring management activities will be evaluated.

This question is particularly important because the rule identifies a number of Universal
Management Actions that may occur across multiple properties and management
classifications, including invasive species management, forest health treatments, habitat
management, vegetation management, restoration activities, and other stewardship actions.
While individual projects may undergo separate review, the rule does not clearly identify when
ANR will evaluate the cumulative environmental effects of these management approaches
across the state land system as a whole.

The absence of a clear framework for cumulative impact evaluation is also relevant to Vermont's
Environmental Justice Law. Environmental Justice is not solely concerned with individual
actions in isolation, but with the cumulative environmental burdens and benefits experienced by
communities over time. State land management decisions can influence water quality,
biodiversity, climate resilience, chemical exposure, recreation access, cultural resources, and
other environmental conditions that directly affect Vermonters. Evaluating these impacts only on
a project-by-project basis may fail to capture broader cumulative effects or the distribution of
environmental benefits and burdens across communities.

This concern is particularly relevant to the use of herbicides, pesticides, and other chemical
management tools. While a single treatment may have limited impacts, repeated applications
across multiple properties and management programs may have cumulative effects on



biodiversity, pollinators, aquatic ecosystems, soil biology, water quality, public health, and
ecosystem resilience. Similar concerns may arise with other recurring management activities
authorized through Statewide Plans, Long Range Management Plans, or Universal
Management Actions.

We recommend that the rule clarify when and how environmental impact analyses will be
conducted for Statewide Plans, Long Range Management Plans, and significant management
programs implemented pursuant to those plans. At a minimum, ANR should evaluate whether
future planning documents warrant environmental review that considers cumulative impacts,
environmental justice considerations, and long-term effects on biodiversity, water quality, climate
resilience, public health, and ecosystem integrity. Such evaluations would help ensure that the
planning framework established by this rule remains consistent with Vermont's environmental
stewardship and environmental justice goals while providing greater transparency regarding the
long-term consequences of management decisions on state-owned lands.

Conclusion

The proposed rule represents an important opportunity to establish a long-term framework for
the stewardship of Vermont's state lands. While it is primarily procedural in nature, the decisions
made through this rule will shape future Statewide Plans, Long Range Management Plans,
management standards, public engagement processes, and stewardship priorities across
Vermont's public land system.

As ANR moves from rulemaking into plan development, it should fully utilize Vermont's existing
locally led conservation infrastructure, incorporate the requirements and principles of Vermont's
Environmental Justice framework, ensure meaningful consideration of cumulative environmental
impacts, reduce reliance on chemical management tools, recognize Indigenous stewardship
and Traditional Ecological Knowledge, protect public lands from carbon market commaodification,
and expand consideration of forest foods, non-timber forest products, and responsible public
harvest as legitimate public benefits.

State lands should be managed not only for recreation, timber production, or carbon storage,
but also for biodiversity conservation, clean water, climate resilience, ecological restoration,
cultural heritage, food systems, public access, and community well-being. Management
decisions should be informed by local knowledge, sound science, Indigenous stewardship
traditions, and meaningful public participation, while remaining responsive to Vermont's
biodiversity, environmental justice, and long-term conservation goals.

The Statewide Plan and future Long Range Management Plans present an opportunity to
ensure that the benefits generated by public lands accrue directly to the people of Vermont and
future generations. By incorporating the recommendations outlined above, ANR can create a
planning framework that is more transparent, locally informed, ecologically resilient, and
reflective of the diverse values Vermonters associate with the stewardship of public lands.
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