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SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 
Burke Focus Groups 
Summary prepared September 9, 2008 

 

Background  
In 2005, Burke Mountain and surrounding lands – over 1000 acres altogether – were purchased 
by the Ginn Corporation, a national developer of high-end resorts.  The Town of Burke was 
suddenly faced with the opportunities and the challenges of managing large-scale development, 
with the possibility of 1000 new homes and a golf course to be constructed over the next decade 
or so.   

The Select Board and Planning Commission have begun a process of updating the town plan and 
bylaws so they protect Burke’s rural heritage, scenic beauty, and ecological value.  Burke’s 
residents have an important role to play in this effort, and broad community involvement is 
essential to creating a strategy for managing growth that is fair to everyone.  To this end, the 
Planning Commission contracted with Smart Growth Vermont and the Northeastern Vermont 
Development Association to assist with a variety of tasks designed to ensure that everyone has a 
voice in shaping the town’s future.   

One of the first tasks was to conduct a short series of focus groups with town residents.  The 
purpose of these focus groups was to help the Planning Commission better understand how 
residents define “rural character,” to solicit opinions on various planning options for protecting 
rural character, and to develop an understanding of what residents anticipate to be significant 
secondary impacts of the Ginn Development.  In combination with a town-wide survey, these 
focus groups will help the town develop thoughtful and forward-thinking strategies that are fair 
for everyone to guide the growth that is expected over the coming decade. 

 

Methodology 
A focus group is a guided conversation that enables people to come together in one place to 
share their opinions on a specific topic or set of topics.  The Burke focus groups each consisted 
of between six and eighteen people, and were centered around the topics listed above.  
Participants were selected and recruited by the Planning Commission, with the goal of ensuring 
representation of a broad range of perspectives in each group.   

The groups met in the late afternoon or evening on August 20 and 21, 2008.  Two groups met in 
the Burke Mountain Club House; one met in the East Burke School; and one met in a private 
home.  Each group was facilitated by a staff person from Smart Growth Vermont or NVDA.  
Participants were asked a short series of questions (as reprinted in the summary of responses 
below), and were invited to share their personal opinions in response to the questions.  They 
were asked to be as open and honest as possible, as no answers would be attributed to 
individuals.    

Participants were assigned by the Planning Commission to one of four groups – village residents, 
recreation and conservation enthusiasts, long-time residents, and business owners – based on 
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each participant’s primary interest or affiliation.  However, each focus group was asked the same 
set of questions regarding issues facing Burke in order to evaluate whether there might be 
variation among people of different backgrounds about specific issues.  However, it is important 
to note that groups were not mutually exclusive in that any individual could have fit in any of 
several groups.  (That is, a person who lived in one of the villages but was also a local business 
owner could just have easily been assigned to either group.)  Therefore, there was a significant 
amount of overlap of opinion across the groups, and statements regarding the perspective of one 
group versus that of another are tentative at best.    

This report follows the same overall structure as the focus groups themselves, addressing each of 
the questions asked of participants in the order they were covered in the focus groups.  The 
questions were: 

1. What are the one or two most important things that make Burke a special place to live for 
you? 

2. In past surveys and meetings, residents have expressed their appreciation for the “rural 
character” of Burke.  What does rural character mean to you?  Given your definition, 
what features of the landscape or areas of town exemplify rural character for you?   

3. There are various options for protecting landscapes that are important in a community.  
We are going to show you some of these options.  For each one, we are going to ask you 
the following: 

a) What you like about this option?  What about it do you think might work well for 
Burke? 

b) What concerns do you have?  What about this option might be problematic if it 
were applied in Burke? 

c) What would this option have to look like – how would it have to work –for you to 
feel comfortable with it?   

4. The Ginn project will bring about many changes within the community.  What do you 
think will be the most significant secondary impacts resulting from new development on 
Burke Mountain?   

In our summary and analysis of the responses to each question, we draw out major themes that 
emerged from the process and summarize comments from participants that are illustrative of 
those themes.  Throughout the report, we highlight areas of both commonality and difference 
across the four groups.   

We thank all of the participants for their time, and hope that you have found this process as 
illuminating as we did.  Your thoughts will help to guide the options and strategies that we 
present to the town for consideration in upcoming meetings.  It is our hope that, having spent two 
days listening to Burke residents about what you love about your town and what you think its 
future should look like, we will be in a better position to provide the community with the tools 
you will need to protect Burke’s rural character as the town continues to grow. 
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QUESTION 1:  What Makes Burke Special? 
Four main themes emerged from this first question:   

1. A sense of community 
2. A sense of history 
3. Quietness, wildness, and undeveloped land 
4. Outdoor recreation opportunities and access to private land 

Woven throughout the discussion was a clear concern that the things that make Burke special 
are all threatened by the prospect of significant new development, both on the mountain and 
throughout the town.  As one person put it, “Burke has always grown and changed.  The 
difference now is that the town will grow faster than we can absorb it.”  The participant’s 
fundamental concern was that “new people will change Burke more than Burke will change the 
new people.”  The common element across all four of these themes, then, was a sense of the 
fragility of Burke’s specialness in the face of rapid change.   

A sense of community.  Participants across all groups overwhelmingly expressed appreciation 
for how much people in the community support each other.  Several emphasized how they know 
their neighbors and everyone looks out for each other.  “If you need help, it’s there,” one of them 
said.  This is in part because people choose to be here, whether they grew up here or are from 
away.  There was a clear consensus that people do not end up in Burke by accident – and that 
this makes community ties significantly stronger. 

A sense of history.  This theme was expressed in several different ways.  First, several people 
cited the agricultural history of the town and stressed the importance of holding on to the farms 
that remain.  Second, a number of people (especially in the village residents group) felt the 
villages and their historic structures are an essential part of what makes Burke special.  Finally, 
several people (particularly in the business owners group) expressed appreciation for the living 
history embodied by the town’s older residents who have lived here all their lives.   

Quietness, wildness, and undeveloped land.  This theme was common across all groups, but 
the relative emphasis varied from one group to the next.  Long-time residents focused on the 
importance of open agricultural land, while business owners emphasized in general terms the 
quiet, laid-back nature of the community.  By contrast, village residents and recreation and 
conservation enthusiasts tended to focus more on the importance of wild places, not only for 
wildlife habitat, but also simply for the “feel” that lots of undeveloped space gives to the 
community. 

Outdoor recreation opportunities and access to private land.  Interestingly, only one person 
across all four groups mentioned downhill skiing.  The emphasis was much more on biking, 
cross-country skiing, hunting and trapping, and just generally getting out in the woods.  A major 
theme in all four groups was strong appreciation for private landowners who allow public access 
on their land, either for formal trails or for general hiking and hunting access or both.  This kind 
of access was seen as central to what makes Burke a great place, and it was also seen as seriously 
threatened.   
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QUESTION 2:  What Does “Rural Character” Mean in Burke? 
The conception of what constitutes “rural character” in Burke is remarkably diverse.  Six major 
themes emerged from this question, and while each group touched on each theme, the emphasis 
varied from one group to another.  The themes are as follows: 

1. Scenic views and open agricultural lands 
2. Historic structures and traditional architecture 
3. The absence of suburbia 
4. The freedom to do what you want 
5. Dirt roads and the kind of people who live on them 
6. Compact villages surrounded by rural countryside 
7. Large blocks of forest land and an ethic of public access 

People in every group valued both the views that come with open farmland as well as the 
extensive forest that blankets much of the town, but only the long-time residents group explicitly 
recognized the fact that forest has come at the expense of farms as agricultural land has been 
abandoned over the years.  By contrast, the village residents group and the recreation and 
conservation enthusiasts group focused less on history and more on the here and now: good  
neighbors, wild land, and a sense of peace.  In a different vein, the business owners’ group 
tended to emphasize the “grittier” side of rural character, with an emphasis on the things that 
aren’t so picturesque – like junked cars and the smell of manure – but that are an important part 
of Burke even so.   

While there was significant variation from one group to the next, we came away with a clear 
sense that differences were more about varying priorities than about fundamental disagreements.  
Every one of the themes listed below would likely resonate with any one of the participants, 
regardless of background.   

Scenic views and open agricultural lands.  This theme was consistently among the first to be 
mentioned in each focus group.  Participants listed many, many specific places and vistas in 
town that are part of its rural character, including Darling Hill Road, Pinkham Hill Road, and 
Burke Mountain itself, to name just a few.  “If you go one way, you see one view.  If you go 
another way, you see another view,” said one participant in the long-time residents group.  While 
all participants felt that open land and the views that it afforded were important to the town’s 
character, there was some disagreement as to whether Burke still had any land in farming.  The 
long-time residents group felt that agriculture was essentially gone from Burke, as agriculture in 
its traditional form – that is, dairying – no longer was part of the landscape. The other groups, 
however, frequently cited other agricultural uses (such as haying fields) as something that 
continues to be a vital part of Burke’s rural character. 

Historic structures and traditional architecture.  Participants cited a great variety of specific 
structures as central to Burke’s rural character, ranging from the Burke Mountain Club House 
and the Burke Meeting House to the old dam in East Burke.  Other features of the built landscape 
were mentioned in more general terms, including particularly the importance of old barns to the 
town.  There was a strong consensus across all groups that historic structures are just as 
important to rural character as the natural landscape itself.   
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The absence of suburbia.  Since this theme is defined by what is not in Burke – as one 
participant put it, “It’s more what you don’t see that I like” – it was not always among the first 
mentioned, but most groups touched on it.  Several participants cited the lack of strip malls, high 
rises, billboards, and highways as one of the things they most like about Burke.  Others cited 
more tangible indicators of the absence of suburbia, such as the smell of woodsmoke and 
manure.  Another person mentioned their appreciation for the fact that the mountain is “not lit up 
with a bunch of houses.”   

The freedom to do what you want.  This theme featured most prominently in the business 
owners group.  One person in the recreation and conservation enthusiasts group brought it up as 
well, saying that part of freedom is trusting that people will mostly do the right thing.  “If you 
want to build your house a little different, that’s okay,” the participant said.  However, 
participants in every group were open to planning strategies and options that would help to 
protect the character of the town – and interestingly, the strongest interest in such options came 
from the business owners group. 

Dirt roads and the kind of people who live on them.  Multiple participants mentioned dirt 
roads as a crucial element of Burke’s rural character.  The focus was not so much on the roads 
themselves as on the kind of people who live on dirt roads.  “Slows you down a little,” one 
participant said.  The general sentiment seemed to be that, if you live on a dirt road, you have to 
be self-reliant, but you also have to know your neighbors.  This was a particularly prominent 
theme in the village residents group.  Life in the country is “inconvenient,” on participant said 
appreciatively, and it is doubly so on a dirt road.  

Compact villages surrounded by rural countryside.  Burke’s villages were universally cited 
as the collective heart of the community.  “Three stores, the post office, the church, and ten 
houses – that’s the villages,” said one participant.  Others emphasized not only their smallness, 
but also the ease with which one can leave the village and get out into the open land.  “You’re 
out of the village, and that’s it,” said another.  Finally, at least one person in each group brought 
up the uniqueness of each village, often in the context of how each requires a different approach 
to protect it.   

Large blocks of forest land and an ethic of public access.  This theme is closely connected to 
the previous one.  Participants cited as key to Burke’s rural character the ability not only to “get 
out of town,” but to stay there for a while.  Numerous participants expressed their appreciation 
for the fact that there are large unbroken blocks of forest in Burke, as well as for the landowners 
who allow trails to cross their land and residents to hunt and trap on their property.  Given this 
level of access, forest contributes to Burke’s character in several ways:  as a place to get away 
from it all, as habitat for wildlife, as somewhere to let kids run around where they are safe.  
Though extensive forest is relatively new to Burke given the town’s agricultural history, the 
woods have already taken on an important role in the community’s sense of itself given the ethic 
of allowing access that exists in the town.  (Several participants noted, however, that this ethic is 
eroding as new people move to town who do not share it.) 
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QUESTION 3:  What Strategies Might Work Best for Preserving 
Rural Character in Burke? 
Each of the strategies listed below was presented to participants in each of the focus groups 
largely in the order listed here.  (The only exception is the long-time residents group, which did 
not have time to address the strategy of using building envelopes.)  With each strategy, 
participants were asked three questions:  What do you like about this strategy?  What concerns 
do you have?  And what would this strategy have to look like for you to be comfortable with 
using it in Burke?  What follows is a brief analysis of the discussion across all groups relative to 
each strategy, along with a summary of issues raised in those groups.   

 

Strategy 1:  Rural Clustering 
Most focus group participants felt that some 
version of clustering would be useful.  There 
was a tension between a generally held 
conviction that clustering made good sense – 
“five to ten acre lots is a waste of land,” as one 
participant put it – and a reluctance to impose a 
mechanism that might have unintended 
consequences for people who would do the right 
thing anyway.  Concerns centered mainly on 
how to make clustering work in the real world, 
given the variation in site conditions.  The 
consensus seemed to be that, if it were carefully 
crafted, clustering would work well as an 
option, but it should not be mandatory (though, 
interestingly, the business owners group 
expressed the highest degree of openness to 
requiring clustering). 

What people liked about this strategy 

• Clustering is useful for keeping lots small 
without blanketing everywhere with houses. 

• Clustering will protect more land for 
wildlife.   

• Clustering would lend itself well to shared heating systems.   

Concerns people had about this strategy 

• Some parcels have only a few good sites on them, and clustering wouldn’t work there.   

• What are the tax implications of smaller lots, and who pays the taxes on the conserved land? 

• “Lots of current residents have 10 acres and love it.  What do you say to them?” 

UNDEVELOPED 
PARCEL 

CLUSTERING 
WITH 5 ACRE 

LOTS 

CLUSTERING 
WITH 1 ACRE 

LOTS 

CONVENTIONAL 
SUBDIVISION 
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Making this strategy work in Burke 
1. Site houses either up against the road or way back in the trees – not right in the middle of 

big lots. 

2. Take topography and soils into account – you can’t cluster just anywhere.   

3. Make clustering an option with incentives rather than mandatory. 

  

Strategy 2:  Village Development 
Almost all focus group participants were 
strongly in favor of village development that 
used a traditional street grid.  The most 
commonly raised concern was that of 
wastewater management, as both East Burke 
and West Burke are located on rivers.  Other 
participants voiced concerns about traffic 
impacts, while still others emphasized the 
importance of keeping the villages small.  There 
was no group – and really not even any 
individual participants – who came out strongly 
against expanding the villages as a means of 
accommodating growth.  People really want this 
to work; they just have their doubts about 
whether it can happen in Burke.   

What people liked about this strategy 

• Expanding the street grid makes sense and 
is the most attractive option, as it is how 
villages were years ago. 

• “If you’re looking for affordable housing, 
[expanding the village street networks is] 
the only one that works.”   

• Village greens are great for kids and bring the village together.   

• “I’ve lived on 40 acres as well as in the village.  Living downtown is much more fun.” 

Concerns people had about this strategy 

• What are you going to do about wastewater?  East Burke and West Burke are right on rivers, 
and septic is hard to do.  You’ll need sewer to make it work.   

• Most growth is not in the villages.  How do you fight this trend? 

• It is important to keep villages small.  “At what point do you say, that’s enough expansion of 
the village?” 

EXISTING 
VILLAGE 

SUBDIVISION 
WITH LARGE-
LOT LAYOUT 

SUBDIVISION WITH 
CONSERVATION 

DEVELOPMENT 

SUBDIVISION WITH 
STREET-ORIENTED 

LAYOUT 
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• In East Burke, traffic is a major concern that will only get worse as the mountain is 
developed.  How do you develop strategies for managing traffic? 

Making this strategy work in Burke 
1. Each village is unique, and it will be important to develop an individualized strategy for 

each. 

2. Expanding the village street network might be more appropriate in West Burke and Burke 
Hollow than in East Burke. 

3. Target small village lots to young families of modest means so they can stay in Burke. 

 

Strategy 3:  Building Envelopes 
Opinions about this strategy were mixed.  
Some people liked it, but others did not, and 
differences in opinion did not correspond with 
specific groups.  Concerns about fairness and 
practicality were nearly universal.  If building 
envelopes are used in Burke, they clearly need 
to be targeted to specific areas. 

What people liked about this strategy 

• A reduction in the number of driveways 
would be great.   

• There is a lot of ridgeline development 
happening, and this might be good for 
addressing it. 

Concerns people had about this strategy 

• What about impacts on solar access for 
gardening and passive heating (if building 
envelopes tuck homes into the treeline)? 

• This strategy could pose difficulties with 
septic due to rocks and ledges. 

Making this strategy work in Burke 
1. It should be used sparingly – only in the 

most scenic areas.   

2. It should also focus on areas that are likely to be developed as part of the resort. 
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Strategy 4:  Screening 
There was no clear consensus on this option 
either.  Some participants felt that screening 
could be useful for limiting lot clearing 
between a house and the road.  Others felt 
that its best use was in preventing ridgetop 
homes from cutting down the trees all around 
them and being silhouetted against the sky.  
But there were strong misgivings about 
exerting this degree of control over what 
individual landowners can do on their 
property.   

What people liked about this strategy 

• This strategy could be useful for 
preventing gaps in tree cover along 
ridgelines. 

• Screening isn’t the only issue – paint 
color, outdoor lighting, and non-glare 
windows are also very important.   

Concerns people had about this strategy 

• What would this do to the price of 
building a home?  “I think we’re all 
leaning towards the preservation of this 
community, but without being priced out of it.” 

• This strategy seems a bit self-contradicting.  “Aren’t views there because someone cut 
trees?” 

Making this strategy work in Burke 
1. A moderate version of a screening ordinance might be okay – some limits on cutting, but 

not a requirement for total enclosure. 

2. Perhaps focus just on the mountain and other high-elevation areas.   
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QUESTION 4:  What secondary impacts of the Ginn development 
are you most concerned about? 
Focus group participants mentioned many more negative secondary impacts of Ginn than 
positive ones, and there was a widespread feeling that Ginn’s plans were not receiving enough 
scrutiny.  One participant commented, “It’s interesting that Ginn’s plans have barely been 
challenged, but there’s so much attention to regulating existing landowners.”   

However, there were a few participants who felt that Ginn’s arrival was a good thing for the 
town.  “I am all for Ginn at this point,” one participant in the long-time residents group said.  
“They’re the first ones who’ve come to town and didn’t leave owing anybody.”  Another 
expressed worries about the town’s economic future, saying, “If Ginn left tomorrow, the bottom 
would drop out of the grand list.”   

This perspective did appear to be a minority one, though.  What follows is a summary of some of 
the major concerns that were raised about the potential secondary impacts of Ginn’s 
development plans. 

Strip development.  Several participants noted that, when you drive through Stowe or 
Killington, all the roads are lined with stores.  Two locations in Burke that were noted as being 
particularly vulnerable to strip development are Mountain Road  and 114 in Lyndonville just 
south of East Burke.  There was a strong consensus that both will be transformed by sprawl if 
nothing is done to prevent it.  The Stowe mountain road was specifically mentioned as an 
example of what people don’t want to happen to Burke’s mountain road. 

Affordability and taxes.  Several people emphasized how increasing disparity of wealth can 
have huge impacts on community character.  If a lot of high-end homes are built, one participant 
worried, everyone’s taxes will go up and young families will not be able to stay in Burke.  There 
was significant concern that school enrollment would then decline, leading to closing of the 
schools.  In addition, several participants worried that growth would lead to increased demand 
for fire and police protection, thus requiring an increase in taxes to cover services.   

Loss of rural peace and quiet.  There were a number of comments that touched on this general 
issue.  Several participants mentioned how much they valued the dark night sky in Burke, and 
expressed a fear that resort development would lead to major light pollution.  Traffic was also a 
nearly universal concern, with a focus on both the speed and volume of cars on the road – 
especially on 114 in and around East Burke Village (both mountain traffic and through truck 
traffic).   

Loss of access to open land.  This was expressed as a specific Ginn-related concern only by the 
recreation and conservation enthusiasts group, but numerous other comments in other groups and 
in response to other questions made it clear that most participants would agree with this concern.  
For example, several groups mentioned the importance of the Kingdom Trails and other trails to 
the town’s residents (economically as well as personally), and it is obvious that the network 
would be severely disrupted if key tracts of land were subdivided and sold off.   

Deterioration of the villages.  There were two distinct concerns that both related to the villages.  
One was architectural, and focused on preservation of traditional village character and layout.  
This came up most strongly in the village residents focus group.  The other was less tangible, and 
had more to do with the role of the villages in the community.  Several participants in the 
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business owners group expressed concern that the villages – particularly East Burke – will 
become pricey boutique gateways that are out of the reach of most locals.  They emphasized the 
importance of keeping the villages at the heart of the community, not just in a symbolic way, but 
in terms of day-to-day needs and functions.  There was strong and nearly universal support for 
keeping businesses locally owned and locally focused.   

Impacts on surrounding towns.  This was an issue raised primarily by the business owners and 
long-time residents groups.  Workforce housing was a major concern.  Participants felt that, as 
land prices went up in Burke, housing hundreds of lower-income workers (and educating their 
children) would fall mostly to surrounding towns.  This would increase traffic problems across 
the region. 

Economic stability.  While a number of focus group participants expressed hope that the Ginn 
development could be an asset for the community, several participants felt that the town would 
actually be better off without Ginn.  “It wouldn’t be the end of the world if Ginn pulled out,” a 
member of the business owners group said.  They cited other ways to build the economy, and felt 
that homegrown strategies like the Kingdom Trails are much more stable in the long run.  “Even 
if the mountain goes belly up, we’ll all still be here,” said one participant.  “And we’ll all be 
fine.” 

 

For more information, contact: 
 

Noelle MacKay, Smart Growth Vermont 
802-864-6310 ext. 201 

noelle@smartgrowthvermont.org 
 

Alison Meaders, Northeastern Vermont Development Association 
(802) 748-5181 
alison@nvda.net  


