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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

The Transit-Oriented Development (TOD) Planning task originally undertaken as part of the Route 15 
Corridor Implementation Plan, Burlington to Essex Rail Project presented alternative land use options 
(e.g. greater density, building heights, zoning changes) for three planning areas- Winooski, St. Michaels 
College/Fort Ethan Allen, and Essex Junction.1  These proposed changes would support the development 
of transit within the Route 15 corridor, and were presented to the local community for consideration and, 
possibly, action.  This report addresses continuing efforts by the Chittenden County Metropolitan Planning 
Organization (CCMPO) to encourage transit-supportive land use within the Route 15 Corridor 
communities by extending the transit-supportive planning study to the Susie Wilson Road area in Essex.   

The Town of Essex Vermont is also considering amending the zoning regulations in the Susie Wilson 
Road area and convened a study committee to make recommendations about future types of land uses 
and densities for the area.  A February 18, 2004 report by the Susie Wilson Road Committee 
recommended that the zoning be changed to allow higher density, mixed uses, with additional lot 
coverage.  Other recommendations include allowance of some single use buildings, structured parking 
and appropriate design guidelines for development.  The report further stated the importance of safe 
pedestrian access, minimizing curb cuts, and the inclusion of bike paths.  This study responds to the 
Susie Wilson Road Committee report, which seeks to develop a more pedestrian and transit-friendly 
vision for the area and includes the following items for consideration in its vision statement:   

• Create a cohesive mass-transit oriented district 

• Change zoning to accommodate high-density, multi-floor, residential housing  

• Siting of a Regional Technical Academy 

• Siting of a Regional Parking Structure 

• Susie Wilson Road Improvements 

• Limited bus stops and curb cuts 

• Median Island, Enhanced crosswalks 

• Bike paths to connect all areas 

• Multi-use trails and bridge to Fort Ethan Allen 

 
The Town of Essex has embarked on a planning exercise focused on encouraging land use patterns, 
pedestrian circulation, and transportation enhancements that would better support transit-supportive, 
smart growth development.  This study presents the first phase of this effort by providing a summary of 
existing conditions and a discussion of the opportunities and constraints for transit friendly development in 
the Susie Wilson Road Corridor.  The next phase of the work will be undertaken by ORW Landscape 
Architects and Planners, under a contract directly with the Town of Essex, who will perform development 
analysis, public process, and make specific design recommendations supporting smart growth in the 
study area.  

                                                 
1  Transit-Oriented Development Opportunities for the Route 15 Corridor prepared for the Chittenden County Metropolitan Planning 
Organization, Vermont Agency of Transportation, and the Chittenden County Regional Planning Commission by DMJM Harris and 
BBP Associates, November 2003. 
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What is Transit-Oriented Development?  
 
Transit-Oriented Development (TOD) provides a more compact development pattern located within an 
easy walk of a fixed transit stop (bus or rail), with a mix of residential, employment and shopping 
opportunities.  It focuses on pedestrian-oriented design and provides viable transportation alternatives for 
residents and workers via walking, bicycling, and transit.  TOD also supports state and local land use 
policies that seek to limit sprawl by locating new development in areas already served by utility and 
transportation infrastructure.  Communities are beginning to realize that TOD can improve their quality of 
life, is safer, and can promote mobility and housing choices and economic development for a better 
future.  Local governments can play a significant role in promoting TOD through plans, policies, zoning 
provisions, and incentives for a mix of land uses.  The development of such plans provides a meaningful 
opportunity for communities to integrate transportation infrastructure and land use planning in a manner 
that can reduce dependence on the automobile, encourage transit use, and offer the potential for 
attracting economic development within a “smart growth” context.  

Transit-oriented development (TOD) is not a new concept.  It is old as transit itself, and was introduced to the 
American landscape, along with transit, in the 1800s.  TOD is an approach to land use and development that 
relies heavily on development and design practices found in older central cities and suburbs.  The widely used 
term “transit village” conveys the essence of genuine TOD, with the following defining characteristics:  

• Density.  In a transit village, the station and its immediate environs form a cluster of dense 
development in relationship to their larger surroundings.  In absolute terms, these clusters of 
development vary in scale, from high-rise towers in urban downtowns to small village centers in 
suburban and rural communities, but in each setting the transit station is part of a recognizable, 
built-up node.  

 

• Mixed Uses.  Like any traditional village, a transit village is a place where residential, 
commercial, institutional, and civic activities are blended together in a lively day/night mix.  
Ideally, the mix occurs not only in the station area as a whole, but within some of the individual 
blocks and buildings.  Where feasible, the street level contains retail, restaurant, entertainment, 
and other public-type uses, even if the upper floors are used for housing or offices. 

 

• Pedestrian Environment.  A transit village enjoys a rich, safe, and interconnected pedestrian 
environment, in which the public realm consists not only of parks and plazas, but of sidewalks 
with strong “street walls”.  Setbacks are minimal, parking is placed behind active buildings 
rather than in front of them, and buildings have multiple entries.  Strong pedestrian links 
connect the transit station to surrounding uses, and signage is informative and welcoming. 

 

• Parking.  A hallmark of true TOD is that parking requirements are significantly lower for each 
use than they would be in a non-transit setting.  This change is often resisted in the initial 
stages of development, but it is essential if the other TOD principles are to be realized.  
Developers know that parking is expensive, either in land devoted to surface lots or in dollars 
spent on garages.  Over time, if a strong transit mode share is achieved, the market comes to 
recognize that less parking means more development density. 

 

The following illustrates the concept of transit-oriented development compared to a typical highway 
oriented development.  
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Highway-oriented development. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Transit-oriented development for the same corridor. 
Source:  Smart Growth America 
 

Susie Wilson Road is a major arterial and the corridor area is characterized by highway-oriented development 
with minimal transit services, and therefore it poses a challenge for transit-oriented development.  There are 
opportunities however, to enhance development of more compact, mixed-use development patterns that are 
consistent with Smart Growth policies and improve pedestrian access in a manner that can enhance increased 
development of transit service in the future. 

Study Area 
 

The study area for the Susie Wilson Road planning study includes the Susie Wilson Road commercial 
corridor, as well as the industrial/commercial area along Kellogg Road, New England Drive and Gauthier 
Drive and that portion of Fort Ethan Allen within the Town of Essex.  It is bounded by the Colchester town 
line on the west, Route 15 on the south, and extends to (but does not include) the residential 
neighborhoods east of the Susie Wilson road commercial district.  It encompasses approximately 400 
acres.  (See Figures 1, 2 and 3)   
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Figure 1 – Susie Wilson Road Study Area (looking West) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 – Susie Wilson Road Study Area (looking South) 
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Susie Wilson Road is a major arterial providing access to Route 15 from Route 2A and Route 289 (the 
Circumferential Highway) and the growing communities of Essex, Jericho and Underhill, as well as from 
Colchester on the west via Kellogg Road.  Route 15 provides access to some of the largest job centers in 
Chittenden County, including the IBM facility in Essex Junction, and the University of Vermont and the 
Fletcher Allen Health Center in Burlington.  

DEMOGRAPHIC-ECONOMIC PROFILE/MARKET ANALYSIS  

Essex is one of the fastest growing communities in Chittenden County and the state.  Between 1990 and 
2000, the population of Essex (including Essex Junction) increased by almost 13 percent.  This growth is 
expected to continue with the population of Essex (the Village and the Town combined) projected to 
increase by 49 percent to 27,744 in 2020.  Residents of the Town of Essex have higher median 
household incomes than the County and the State. 

A market analysis conducted for the Route 15 corridor communities2 indicated that current market 
conditions favor multi-family residential development due to a strong regional demand, limited supply 
growth in the multi-family residential market, and the high cost of housing.  This is supported by recent 
trends in the Susie Wilson Road corridor such as the conversion of the Wilson Inn to residential 
condominiums and proposals for congregate housing. 

 

Table 1 – Population 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Table 2 – Median Household Income 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

                                                 
2 Transit-Oriented Development Planning: Market Analysis, Development Opportunities Fiscal/Economic Impact prepared for 
Chittenden County Metropolitan Planning Organization, Vermont Agency of Transportation, and the Chittenden County Regional 
Planning Commission by DMJM Harris and BBP Associates, March 2003. 

Area Total 2000 
Population 

Density 
(Persons per sq. mi.)

Essex (Town & Village) 18,626 474 
Chittenden County 146,571 272 

Vermont 608,827 66 

Area 1990 2000 Number Change Percent Change 
Essex $44,372 $58,441 $14,069 32% 
Chittenden 
County 

 
$35,833 

 
$47,673 

 
$11,840 

 
33% 

Vermont $29,792 $40,856 $11,064 37% 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 
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PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS OF THE STUDY AREA

Land Use 
 

Land uses along Susie Wilson Road are 
predominately commercial/retail, with 36% of the 
study area in commercial use.  The Town 
(Ames) Plaza located near the Susan Wilson 
Road/Route 15 intersection, is one of the largest 
commercial properties in the corridor, containing 
a vacant Ames store, a Grand Union 
supermarket and smaller retail stores, and a 
free-standing bank.  North of the Town (Ames) 
Plaza are the mixed commercial developments 
along Ewing Place and Davis Drive, and the 
Wilson Inn, which has been converted to 
residential condominiums.  Commercial/retail 
uses along the east side of Susie Wilson Road 
include a new Rite Aid drugstore, the Handy 
Suites, and the Essex Towne Market Place 
among others.  Pinecrest Drive and Blair Road 
provide access to Susie Wilson Road from 
residential areas to the east 

Commercial/Retail land uses along Susie 
Wilson Road  

The study area also includes the commercial and industrial development along Kellogg Road, and 
Gauthier, New England and Morse Drives.  Although this area is zoned for industrial use, the predominant 
land use in this section of the study area is commercial.  The Lake Champlain Regional Technical 
Academy was proposed for the site of a former factory in this area, but it was rejected by the voters of 
Chittenden, Grand Isle, and Franklin counties in November 2004.  The south west section of the study 
area includes that portion of Fort Ethan Allen within the Town of Essex. Land use within this section of the 
Fort is a mix of industrial land such as such as Gero Brothers Moving and Storage, institutional property 
owned by the University of Vermont (UVM), residential uses along Officers Row, and the open space of 
the Parade Ground.  The historic Fort Ethan Allen Water Tower standing 80-feet high is a prominent 
visual feature and landmark for this area. 

The following provides a summary of land use by category within the study.  See Figure 4 for additional 
information. 

Table 3 – Land Use 
 

Land Use Category Acres Percent 
Commercial 144 36% 
Residential 75 19% 
Vacant 63 16% 
Industrial 16 4% 
Institutional 18 4% 
Transportation 58 15% 
Recreational 24 6% 
Total 398 100% 
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The Town of Essex has identified the following vacant or underutilized parcels as having potential for 
mixed-use, transit-friendly development.  (See Figure 4 for their location). 

Table 4 – Development Parcels 
 
Parcel No. Owner Current Use Acres 

1 Fort Ethan Allen – various 
owners 

Mix of industrial, institutional and residential 
uses. 

 6.4 (industrial) 
 8.8 (institutional) 
 6.1 (residential) 
21.3 total 

2 A&C Realty Vacant 22.4 

3 Town (Ames) Plaza – 
Cobloka Trust 

Underutilized retail plaza, vacant Ames store 19.8 

4 Gero Brothers Movers Commercial - moving and storage company  3.8 
5 LNP Inc. Vacant. Proposed site of 80- unit congregate 

housing facility 
5.6 

6 Handy Hotels and Rentals New extended stay hotel 2.6 
7 The Wilson Inn Extended stay hotel converted to residential 

condominiums. Potential development site 
along Susie Wilson Road frontage 

4.7 

8 Petrie/Essex Realty Corp Car wash, proposed 36 unit condominium 
development 

2.2 

Total  82.4 acres 
 

The parcels with the greatest potential for higher density, mixed-use development include the Town (Ames) 
Plaza (3), the vacant parcel behind it (2), the Gero Brothers site (4), and the parcels within Fort Ethan Allen (1).  
These four parcels contain approximately 67.3 acres in a contiguous block and provide the opportunity to 
integrate the Susie Wilson Road area with the larger area of Fort Ethan Allen.  The remaining parcels are more 
scattered and either have either been wholly or partially developed (Parcels 6, 7, 8), or have a development 
proposal pending (Parcel 5). 

 

Town (Ames) Plaza (Parcel 3) Gero Brothers Site (Parcel 4). The Fort Ethan 
Allen water tower is in the background 
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Land Use Controls 
 
In many jurisdictions, the zoning in place is 
fundamentally incompatible with the TOD 
principles of density, mixed uses, minimal setback, 
and reduced parking.  In addition, zoning in areas 
proposed for TOD development should encourage 
transit supportive uses, and discourage uses that 
are auto-dependent. Land uses such as multi-
family residential, office buildings, and specialty 
retail uses that serve area residents and 
employees are by their nature transit friendly.  
They need to be developed in accordance with 
pedestrian-oriented design and with sufficient 
density to encourage pedestrian activity and transit 
use.  Uses which are low-density and dependent 
on the automobile for access, such as automobile 
sales, service stations and drive-up services, are 
not transit-supportive.  They are inappropriate for 
areas targeted for increased transit and bicycle 
uses and pedestrian activity.   

The following local land use regulations and 
guidelines can encourage more transit-supportive 
development near transit access points. 

• Master Plans – Community Master 
Plans can include background 
information on the benefits of transit-
oriented development, and identify 
potential locations where TOD would 
be most appropriate. 

• Zoning Regulations–Existing zoning 
regulations can be amended to:  

o Establish a TOD district with site 
plan review in order to shape 
development.   

o Allow mixed use and higher 
density. Plan and zone higher 
densities to facilitate vertical 
mixed use (3 stories and above) 
and to achieve pedestrian 
concentrations that create an 
active street. 

o Create enforceable design 
guidelines that support the TOD 
concept. 

 
Fort Ethan Allen (Parcel 1) 
 

 
Wilson Inn (Parcel 7) 
 

 
Petrie/Essex Realty Corporation (Parcel 8) 
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• Coordinated Development Review – Coordinating the review process for any state and local 
boards and commissions can streamline the review process and reduce uncertainty for the 
developer.  

• Transferable Development Rights (TDR) – TDR can increase density in designated areas, 
preserving land and natural resources in others.   

 
The existing zoning within the Susie Wilson study area is predominately Retail Business (B1) and 
Industrial (I1), with an area of Mixed Use (MXD) in the southeast section of the study area, and a Medium 
Density Residential District (R2) in the northeast section of the study area as shown in Figure 5.  
Characteristics of each zoning district are summarized in Table 5.  A summary of TOD compatible land 
uses by district is presented in Table 6.  The Town of Essex is considering changes to the B1 District 
which contains approximately 103 acres, to allow a mix of uses within a transit–friendly design context.  
The Town passed an amendment to the B1 District to allow congregate and 1-2 bedroom multi-family 
housing in the context of mixed-use and neo-traditional development.  Additional study is underway to 
determine if more transit-friendly design is desirable.  The Town should also consider changing the I1 
zoning within Fort Ethan Allen to allow a similar mix of uses.  This area of approximately 24 acres abuts 
the BI area, and is inherently different than the I1 zone in the Kellogg Road area.  Fort Ethan Allen’s mix 
of small scale, densely sited structures is compatible with the design concept inherent in TOD, and a 
similar zoning as the B1 district would allow for a better integration of uses in these abutting areas. 

The Town of Essex has begun to implement measures to allow mixed uses in the Susie Wilson Road 
area through recent zoning amendments that allow congregate and 1-2 bedroom multiple family 
residential development  within the B1 District.  The Mixed Use District allows both the commercial uses 
allowed in the B1 District and the residential uses of the R2 District.  Parking requirements and the 
location of parking lots plays a significant role in whether development is pedestrian and transit-friendly.  
The Essex Zoning Regulations allow for shared parking lots in the B1 and I1 districts and have a reduced 
parking requirement for 1-2 bedroom multiple family dwelling units.  The number of parking spaces may 
also be reduced under Site Plan Review if warranted by specific site conditions.  While this provides 
some flexibility in sizing and locating parking lots, the Town of Essex should further investigate parking 
requirements once a TOD concept plan has been developed for the Susie Wilson Road planning area.  At 
a minimum, parking lots should be located to the rear of the structures, with buildings fronting on 
sidewalks along the street to create a more pedestrian-friendly streetscape.  The front yard minimum 
setbacks will need to be significantly reduced from the current minimum of 50 feet to accomplish this.  
Similarly, side yard setbacks will need to be reduced from the current requirement of 25 feet to 
accomplish a more compact development plan.  The setback requirements should be determined based 
on the planning vision to be developed for the Susie Wilson area.   
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Table 5 – Zoning District Characteristics 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Zoning District % of Land 
Area within 
Study Area 

Acres Maximum 
Residential 

Density 

Minimum Lot Size per Dwelling 
Unit or for Non-Residential Uses 

 

Maximum 
Lot Coverage/Floor 

Area Ratio (FAR) 

Minimum 
Setbacks in 

Feet 

Maximum 
Height in 

Feet 
Industrial District 
(I1) 

  Residential not 
allowed. 

40,000 w/ off-lot water and sewer 
60,000 with off-lot water or sewer 
100,000 With on-lot water and sewer 

70 percent – non 
residential uses 
40 percent – multiple 
dwelling residential 

Front – 50 
Side – 25 
Rear - 25 

40 

Retail Business 
District (B1) 

  Congregate and 1-
2 bedroom multiple 
family residential 
development 
allowed at 
maximum density 
of 25 units/acre 

30,000 w/ off-lot water and sewer 
30,000 with off-lot water or sewer 
40,000 With on-lot water and sewer 

70 percent – non 
residential uses 
40 percent – multiple 
dwelling residential 

Front – 50 
Side – 25 
Rear - 25 

40 

Flood Plain 
District (C2) 

  Residential not 
allowed. 

None 70 percent – non 
residential uses 
40 percent – multiple 
dwelling residential 

Front – 50 
Side – 25 
Rear - 25 

40 

Historic 
Preservation- 
Design Control 
District (HP-DC) 

  2.2 units/acre – No 
single-family 
allowed. 

20,000 w/ off-lot water and sewer 
30,000 with off-lot water or sewer 
40,000 With on-lot water and sewer 

70 percent – non 
residential uses 
40 percent – multiple 
dwelling residential 

Front – 50 
Side – 25 
Rear - 25 

40 

Mixed Use 
Development 
District (MXD) 

Residential uses as in R2; Business uses as in B1 

Open 
Recreation 
District (O1) 

  Residential not 
allowed. 

10 acres 70 percent – non 
residential uses 
40 percent – multiple 
dwelling residential 

Front – 50 
Side – 25 
Rear - 25 

40 

Medium Density  
Residential (R2) 

   2.2 units/acre 20,000 w/ off-lot water and sewer 
30,000 with off-lot water or sewer 
40,000 With on-lot water and sewer 

70 percent – non 
residential uses 
40 percent – multiple 
dwelling residential 

Front – 50 
Side – 25 
Rear - 25 

40 
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Table 6 – Summary of TOD Compatible Land Uses by Zoning District 
 

Zoning District Purpose/ Permitted Uses- 
Pedestrian Friendly 

Permitted Uses- Not 
Pedestrian Friendly 

Industrial District (I1) …to provide a suitable location for industrial uses and 
for those business establishments which…cannot be 
suitably located in other business zones. 

 Auto repair, contractors 
yard, manufacturing, 
equipment sales 

Retail Business District 
(B1) 

…for providing retail, business and personal service 
needs of this community and other nearby 
towns…strip development…must be discouraged in 
favor of consolidated access points…review…must 
insure attractiveness for site design and signage…and 
be compatible with adjacent commercial and 
residential structures… 

Bank, retail, school, 
restaurants offices, multi-
family residential, congregate 
housing 

Parking lot, shopping 
center, major office 
development 
 
Conditional uses  - 
Automobile service station, 
auto repair shop, car wash, 
equipment sales and repair, 
machinery repair, storage 
warehouse, trucking 
terminal. 

Flood Plain District (C2) …to reduce the potential for damage from flooding, 
etc. 

Development not encouraged. 

Historic Preservation- 
Design Control District 
(HP-DC) 

..enhance the rich cultural heritage of  Fort  Ethan 
Allen and to minimize the threat of demolition or 
substantial character alternations of the many historic 
structures… 

Cultural facilities, day care, 
school, professional offices, 
all residential  

 

Mixed Use Development 
District (MXD) 

The areas…are conveniently located relative to major 
arterial roads in the area and proximate to a variety of 
different uses and activities…to facilitate a mix of 
uses.   

Bank, offices, retail,  (two and 
multi-family residential 
conditionally allowed) 

Equipment sales. 

Open Recreation District 
(O1) 

…to protect the natural resource value of lands which 
are essentially undeveloped…limited outdoor 
recreation uses, conservation uses and forestry 

Development not encouraged. 

Medium Density 
Residential (R2) 

…to facilitate residential development in areas in side 
the Sewered Core Area, as defined in the current 
Town of Essex Sewer Allocation Policy.  Connection 
to water service shall be required…. 

Single family residential, Day 
Care, School, Recreation 

Cemetery 
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Natural Systems 
 
The following sections discuss natural features and other environmental considerations for 
development within the Susie Wilson Road study area. 

Wetlands 

The Vermont Wetland Rules were established in 1990 to help identify, evaluate, and 
provide protection for significant wetlands.  Wetlands protection is also governed by Act 
250 which provides protection for all water resources throughout Vermont, including 
streams, lakes, and floodways. 

Vermont GIS records were consulted to identify wetland resources within the study area.  
As shown on Figure 6 there is one Class One wetland and three Class Two wetlands 
within the study area.  No Class 3 wetlands were identified in the GIS records.  All the 
wetlands are either associated with Sunderland Brook and its tributaries, or with Indian 
Brook and which crosses the study area along its northern boundary.  

Class 1 and 2 wetlands and their buffer zones are regulated under the Vermont Wetland 
Rules, while Class 3 wetlands are not.  However, Class 3 wetlands may be regulated 
under other federal, state, or local laws, including Act 250.   

Class 1 wetlands have a 100-foot buffer and Class 2 wetlands have a 50-foot buffer.  Any 
development that would cause direct impacts to a significant wetland or buffer zone 
requires review under the Vermont Wetland Rules.  The Rules provide a list of Allowed 
Uses 3 within the wetland or buffer zone that does not require any formal review/approval 
process.   

If the proposed action is not considered an allowed use, a Conditional Use Determination 
(CUD) request must be submitted to the Secretary of the Agency of Natural Resources.  
The Secretary will issue a CUD only when the proposed conditional use will not have 
undue adverse effects on the functions of a significant wetland.  Impacts to wetlands will 
also be reviewed by District Environmental Commissions and the Vermont Environmental 
Board through the Act 250 review process. 

It is unlikely that any proposed development within the study area would be considered 
an allowed use.  Furthermore, any proposed actions within the study area should avoid 
impacts to wetlands to maximum extent feasible.  If impacts are unavoidable or other 
alternatives are not feasible, the proposed actions should minimize the impacts to 
wetlands and provide mitigation for those impacts.  Section Eight of the Vermont 
Wetlands Rules provides review standards for wetland mitigation or compensation plans.  
The proposed mitigation should be thoroughly developed, in coordination with the 
Wetlands Office and the Army Corps of Engineers. 

 

                                                 
3 Allowed uses are presented in Section 6.2 of the Wetland Rules and include silvicultural activities, limited road 
repairs/construction within the buffer zone to support silvicultural activities, limited beaver dam removal, growing of food 
crops, outdoor recreational activities (hunting, fishing, hiking, and snowmobiling), routine repairs of utilities, vegetation 
maintenance, and several other uses. 



#

#

#

#

##

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

LITTLE GAP WOODS

OVERLOOK PARK

68 ACREStu1
5

PEARL ST

SUSIE
 W

ILS
ON R

D

PINECREST DR

KELLOGG RD SU
SI

E 
W

IL
SO

N
 B

YP

EWING PL

BLAIR RD

MARKET PL

DAVID DR

#

#

#

#

##

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

LITTLE GAP WOODS

OVERLOOK PARK

68 ACREStu1
5

PEARL ST

SUSIE
 W

ILS
ON R

D

PINECREST DR

KELLOGG RD SU
SI

E 
W

IL
SO

N
 B

YP

EWING PL

BLAIR RD

MARKET PL

DAVID DR

Indian Brook

Sunderland Brook

COLCHESTER ESSEX

Route 15 Corridor Improvement Plan
Susie Wilson Road - Wetlands/Natural Resources/Hazardous Sites

Figure 6
.

Source: www.vcgi.org/dataware

0 400 800 1,200 1,600200 Feet

ESSEX
JUNCTION

Winooski River

Legend

SC 3

SC 5

Plant Species

Study Area

50 ft Buffer

100 ft Buffer

Streams

# S2 - Rare Plant Species

# S3 - Uncommon Plan Species

Class 2 Wetlands

Class 1 Wetlands

Biological Inventory of
Natural Resources

# Hazardous Sites



 

June 2005  17

Topographic Constraints 

The study area contains essentially flat terrain that is bisected by deep channels of the 
Sunderland Brook system (see Figure 7).  The channels are approximately 40 feet wide 
and at least ten to fifteen feet below surrounding land, forested, steeply sloped, and 
exhibit erosion in some areas.  The channels, running roughly east-west, remain as 
natural areas within the more developed landscape because they are difficult and 
expensive to bridge over and filling is not possible due to regulatory constraints.  
Sunderland Brook separates Fort Ethan Allen from the rest of the Susie Wilson Road 
area, while the northern tributary to Sunderland Brook provides a natural buffer between 
the Morse Road area and the development along Ewing Place.  While these channel 
areas pose a challenge for connecting development areas, they also provide an 
opportunity for greenways within the context of a larger development scheme for the 
area.  

Sunderland Brook channel north of Gero Brothers Moving and Storage. 
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Figure 7 – Topographic constraints represented by vegetated steeply sloped channels of 
the Sunderland Brook system. 

 

Stormwater 

The 2004 303(d) list of impaired waters within Vermont includes both the Indian Brook 
and Sunderland Brook watersheds.  The list indicates that these waters are impaired due 
to untreated or illicit discharges of stormwater which, over time, has reduced the quality 
and function of the watersheds, and therefore any future development within the area will 
need to take this permitting requirement into consideration.  There are several authorized 
stormwater dischargers within the study area that discharge to the brooks or streams 
connected to them.  The Vermont Water Quality Division (WQD) is in the process of 
finalizing a new draft rule for managing stormwater discharges (from sites with greater 
than 1 acre of impervious area) to stormwater-impaired watersheds.  This new Rule could 
affect the treatment standards for existing dischargers and will govern all new discharges 
within the study area.  Once the new rule is finalized, existing and future dischargers will 
be able to determine what type of permit or approval is required prior to continuing or 
starting discharges to the watersheds. 

In general, all stormwater discharges must comply with the 2002 Vermont Stormwater 
Management Manual which specifies water quality standards, treatment options, and 
best management practices (BMPs).  The Stormwater Management Manual indicates 
that stormwater discharges must treat 90% of an annual storm and remove 80% total 
suspended solids (TSS) and 40% total phosphorous (TP).  
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A variety of products readily available in today’s marketplace can be implemented to 
address stormwater management by implementing Best Management Practices (BMPs), 
including infiltration, stormwater wetlands and detention ponds.  Stormwater wetlands 
and detention ponds can be designed as a landscape feature within a development.  
Many of the products used to treat stormwater through infiltration could be installed 
underground (for example under a parking lot) and out of sight in order to maintain 
available open space and real estate.  The stormwater could then be discharged to the 
Indian or Sunderland Brooks (provided permits are granted) or to groundwater. 

Development within the study area may also require coverage under a NPDES general 
permit for construction which is administered by Vermont Department of Environmental 
Conservation if one or more acres are disturbed for a single project.  

Endangered Species 

According to Vermont GIS data, there are several locations within the study area with 
rare or uncommon plant species, but no threatened or endangered species.  See Figure 
6 for these locations.  One area to be aware of is a site known as the Little Gap Woods, 
located just north of Sunderland Brook and west of the Town Fair Plaza.  Little Gap 
Woods is on private property (Parcel 2) and delineates the former boundaries of 
threatened or endangered plant species associated with delta deposits.  According to 
Steve Parren of the Nongame Program, not many of these species are still in existence 
today4.  Any development that has the potential to disturb the rare plant species should 
be coordinated with the Vermont Nongame and Natural Heritage Program, in accordance 
with the Vermont Endangered Species Law (10 VSA Chap. 123).  Proposed actions may 
require the submission of an Application for Endangered and Threatened Species with 
the Fish & Wildlife Department, if the rare plant species are present.  

Contaminated Properties 

GIS records were also consulted for locations of releases of oil or hazardous materials 
(OHM) within the Study Area.  There are five locations within the study area that have 
had a release of OHM as shown on Figure 6.  The details of contamination at these sites 
are currently unknown.  However, none of these sites are located on the key parcels 
identified for potential development by the Town of Essex.  (See Figure 4).   

Infrastructure 
 
The Town of Essex Department of Public Works was consulted for information on existing and 
future uses and needs of town services – notably water and sewer. 

Domestic water service is provided throughout the study area as shown on Figure 8.  Water flow 
and pressure in the area is good for domestic and light commercial use, but is low with respect to 
fire flows for industrial or heavy commercial use.  An Insurance Services Organization (ISO) study 
conducted in 1999 indicated an actual fire flow of 2,225 gallons per minute (gpm) @ 20 pounds 
per square inch (psi) at the Susie Wilson Road/Market Place location.  The fire flow needed for 
property insurance calculations based on the types of buildings in the area should be 3,500 gpm.  

                                                 
4   Phone call from Kyle Davis, DMJM Harris to Steve Parren, Vermont Nongame and Natural Heritage Program, May 12, 
2005.   
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For comparison, a single-family residential dwelling has a fire flow demand of approximately 
500gpm @ 20 psi.  The Town recently participated with neighboring communities in sharing costs 
for the expansion of water storage tanks in Colchester by the Champlain Water District.  This 
added storage provides for the overall capability of the water system to accommodate more 
demand but does not have an impact on the flow or pressure in the Susie Wilson Road area.  A 
focus on residential and smaller scale retail uses within the study area appears to be consistent 
with the available water service in the area.  However, each project would have to be evaluated 
on the basis of fire protection and some types of buildings may require sprinkler systems. 

Sewer is provided in most of the study area (along Susie Wilson Road, Kellogg Road, and 
Gauthier Drive) as shown on Figure 8.  Wastewater collected from the study area is sent to the 
Village of Essex Junction Wastewater Treatment Plant.  The Susie Wilson Road Pump Station 
was reconstructed in 2002 to provide additional capacity to collect and transfer the sewerage to 
the wastewater treatment plant.  The pump station provides an additional flow of approximately 
96,000 gallons per day (gpd), as calculated in 2002, which represents approximately 384 single 
family homes.  

The Town has indicated that an extension of the sewer core would require approval of the 
Selectboard which is unlikely over the short term.  However, the TOD study area generally lies 
entirely within the approved sewer core.  Existing sewers are deep enough that new sewer lines 
could be connected and fed by gravity.  This extension would not require a new pump station.  
The Town has developed a preliminary sewer layout with manhole locations, pipe grades and 
elevations for the area which can be used as a definitive plan for laying out sewers within the 
TOD study area.   

The most limiting factor in sewer management is the capacity at the wastewater treatment plant.  
The Town of Essex has purchased 1.1 million gallons per day (mgd) from the Village of Essex 
Junction.  The average daily wastewater usage for 2004 was 589,000.  The remaining unused 
capacity is allocated within the Town’s Sewer Core boundary per the Town’s sewer allocation 
ordinance.  All parcels within the sewer core in the Town of Essex were allocated sewer capacity 
based on the zoning of the property in 2002/2003.  The allocation is for planning purposes; it 
does not guarantee that the property owner has the right to discharge sewer. Capacity and 
allocation studies are completed every five years so that zoning and the sewer core 
capacity/allocation issues track with each other.  If a TOD plan were developed that advocated 
higher density in the Susie Wilson Road Corridor, a concurrent sewer study should be done to 
identify how much added capacity would be needed in the area and where the capacity would be 
found. 

Another issue relating to wastewater in the TOD study area concerns Fort Ethan Allen.  If the 
area is developed at higher densities, capacity in the sewer core and the wastewater treatment 
plant will likely be a significant issue.  Most of the Fort lies within the Town of Colchester; Essex 
provides the existing sewer service to the area because the sewer and water lines in the Fort 
were deeded to the Town by the federal government.  No future capacity has been allocated for 
the Fort since no capacity was purchased by the Towns of Essex or Colchester.  Minimal use 
changes on specific parcels have not been an issue; large-scale changes in the density within the 
Fort would have to address the issue of sewer capacity before any such density changes were 
made.  Small scale increases in capacity can be achieved through many methods; however, 
implementation of a comprehensive TOD strategy for the Fort would realistically need added 
capacity at the wastewater treatment plant. 
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TRANSPORTATION  

Transit 
 
Public transit is provided by the Chittenden County Transit Authority (CCTA) as bus service 
(Route #2 – Essex Junction) along Route 15 operating on 30-minute headways during the 
weekdays.  Bus routes do not encompass Susie Wilson Road.  A small bus shelter for westbound 
service is located near the intersection of Susie Wilson Road and Route 15.   

 
CCTA Essex Junction Route 
Source:  CCTA 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Existing CCTA Bus Shelter on Route 15 Westbound 
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Transit Center/Parking Facility 

The previous TOD study for the Route 15 corridor had recommended the establishment 
of a regional transit center and parking facility off of Woodside Drive opposite Barnes 
Road that would have provided access to Route 15 as well as the proposed Burlington to 
Essex rail service, as a means of reducing vehicle trips and traffic along Route 15 toward 
major employers in Burlington. 

From a traffic and transit operations viewpoint, land along the north and west side of the 
intersection of Route 15 and Susie Wilson Road presents another opportunity to locate a 
transit facility (although it would not provide access to rail should that service be 
established in the corridor at some point in the future).  A regional transit center/parking 
facility at this location would serve residents of transit-oriented development along Susie 
Wilson Road, and could also provide remote parking for large employers such as the 
University of Vermont and Fletcher Allen Health Center, allowing commuters using Susie 
Wilson Road to transfer from automobile to High Occupancy Vehicle, whether it is car 
pool, bus or a minibus shuttle service.  This location could also serve to collect 
passengers from a local feeder bus route serving the Susie Wilson and Kellogg Road 
areas, or alternately the CCTA Essex Junction bus route could be modified to serve 
Susie Wilson Road.  This location is convenient to the CCTA bus route on Route 15 and 
would allow entering and departing movements to access the site through the existing 
signalized entrance to the Ames Plaza (see Figure 9).   

 

Figure 9 – Potential location of a Transit Center/Intermodal Facility serving the region and 
capable of serving traffic using the Circumferential Highway and Route 15. 
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The location of the facility also 
offers an opportunity to create a 
gateway facility for a new Susie 
Wilson Road mixed-use 
neighborhood.  The facility could 
attractively combine parking and 
transit operations with ground floor 
retail, restaurants and entertainment 
such as a movie theater.  If the 
facility is well conceived and well 
executed, it will become a 
destination both locally and 
regionally.  By presenting a mixed-use 
face to the roadway and the public, 
the facility could anchor the corner of 
the intersection and become a design 
template for future development along 
Susie Wilson Road.  The planning and 
design keys to success for this facility 
hinge on presenting an accessible, 
pedestrian-oriented “front door”, which 
is highly visible and attractive from 
adjoining roads, and an concerted 
effort to deemphasize the presence of 
vehicular traffic. Cars and buses 
should be circulated to the back of the 
facility with frontage reserved for 
sidewalks, landscaping, and public 
spaces.  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Traffic and Roadway Conditions 

Susie Wilson Road 

Susie Wilson Road connects Vermont State Route 15 to Vermont State Routes 2A and 
289 (Circumferential Highway). This roadway has under gone major reconstruction in 
1987 and again in 1993, prior to the opening of the Circumferential Highway.  Currently, 
Susie Wilson Road is divided into two portions, each with distinctly different functional 
classification. The northerly portion of Susie Wilson Road – known as Susie Wilson 
Bypass, connects Kellogg Road to Routes 2A and 289, is a two-lane limited access rural 
highway.  The southerly portion of Susie Wilson Road, between State Route 15 and 
Kellogg Road which is the main focus of this report, is effectively a four-lane urban 
arterial, approximately one half mile long.  (See Figures 10 & 11.)  The existing typical 
roadway cross-section along the arterial consists of two 12-foot lanes in each direction, 1 
to 2-foot shoulders on each side, and five-foot sidewalks on each side of the roadway. 
(See Figure 12.)   

Susie Wilson Road carries approximately 24,000 vehicles per day.  The peak hourly 
directional (southbound in the morning and northbound in the evening) traffic volume is 

Example of a Contextually–Sensitive Parking 
Facility with ground floor retail. 
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between 1,400 and 1,500 vehicles5.  Susie Wilson Road, within the study area includes 
four signalized and three unsignalized intersections.  The approaches widen to three 
lanes to provide for exclusive turn lanes at several intersections, both at signalized and 
unsignalized locations.  There are also several curb-cuts on each side of the roadway 
that serve as driveways for various shops and businesses.  The posted speed limit is 35 
mph; however, speeds in excess of 40 mph have been frequently observed. These high 
speeds are contributing factor to several high accident locations along the corridor as 
discussed in the accident section of this report. 

Prior to 1993, before the opening of the Circumferential Highway, Susie Wilson Road 
served as a collector. However, the opening of the Circumferential Highway, coupled with 
the retail, office, and industrial developments in the area during the recent years have 
caused substantial increases in traffic and pedestrian volumes along Susie Wilson Road.  
Completion of the remaining segments of the Circumferential Highway may, as has been 
forecasted in environmental studies, ultimately reduce traffic volumes on Susie Wilson 
Road and return it to a more locally utilized roadway.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10 – Susie Wilson Road looking south. 

 

 

 

                                                 
5   Peak volume at Susie Wilson Road/Route 15 intersection from the VT Route 15 – Modeling of Existing Conditions and 
Optimized Signal Operations July 29, 2004 report, for the Chittenden County Metropolitan Planning Organization, 
prepared by Dufresne-Henry.  
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Figure 11 – Susie Wilson Road looking north. 

 
 

 
Figure 12 – Typical section of Susie Wilson Road showing that sidewalks are narrow, and 
that there is no space available to create a landscaped median.   
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Susie Wilson Road Intersections 
 
Susie Wilson Road, within the study area, includes the following intersections: 

• Susie Wilson Road and Pearl Street (Route 15); signalized 

• Susie Wilson Road and Town (Ames) Plaza; signalized 

• Susie Wilson Road and Pinecrest Drive; signalized 

• Susie Wilson Road and Ewing Place; unsignalized 

• Susie Wilson Road and David Drive/Market Place; currently unsignalized (signal 
proposed) 

• Susie Wilson Road and Kellogg Road; signalized 

 
The Susie Wilson Road and Kellogg Road intersection operates under semi-actuated conditions 
and is part of a closed loop system, with two other intersections along Kellogg Road.  The Kellogg 
Road eastbound approach at this location includes a channelized right-turn lane, which is yield 
controlled.  This right-turn movement has been the subject of a study in 1998, in which the 
feasibility of signalizing the yield-controlled right-turn has been studied and denied.  Much has 
changed since 1998, including traffic volumes, accident history, and physical characteristics of 
this location and other upstream and downstream intersections along both Susie Wilson Road 
and Kellogg Road.  Whether signalization of this movement is warranted or not today, would 
depend on a new study which utilizes up-to-date traffic volumes, the latest version traffic software 
programs, and the existing physical and operational characteristics of this location.  

A signal warrant study for the unsignalized intersection of Susie Wilson Road and David 
Drive/Market Place was conducted in July of 2000 and signal installation is pending.   

Accidents 
 
An accident report, published in January of 2001, indicates that in an eleven month period from 
January 1 to November 30, 2000 there were a total of 85 accidents on Susie Wilson Road along 
the corridor. Of these accidents, 23 occurred at the intersection with Kellogg Road, 21 occurred at 
or near the intersection with Route 15, 10 occurred at or near the intersection with Pinecrest 
Drive, 9 occurred at the Bagel Bakery driveway, and the rest occurred at other intersections or 
mid-block locations along the corridor.  

Both the overall number of accidents along the corridor and the individual number of accidents at 
several intersections are indicatives of system failure and the need for a detailed traffic accident 
analysis to be performed along the corridor. A detailed examination of a high accident location 
should include the following: 

• Obtaining copies of accident reports for all accidents reported during the last three 
years. 

• Preparing collision diagrams. 

• Obtaining other pertinent traffic data such as intersection peak hour turning movement 
counts, speed checks on approaches, observation of violation studies, if indicated by 
the pattern of accidents. 
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• Conducting a safe approach analysis at unsignalized intersections with a pattern of 
right-angle collisions. 

• Field-Checking the location. An on-site observation is essential to detect hazards not 
apparent on the condition diagram, or not clearly identified from the accident patterns. 

• Utilizing the data to select the most appropriate treatment for the location. 

 
Circulation Connections and Barriers  
 
The majority of the area west of Susie Wilson Road functions as a district, an area that is 
functionally specialized but lacks the full range of services and activities necessary for a complete 
neighborhood.  If this area is to retain its current functions and develop into a neighborhood over 
time, a key factor allowing this will be the development of secondary and tertiary circulation 
systems, some of which may be only for pedestrians and cyclists, but nevertheless offer 
directional circulation complementary to Susie Wilson Road (see Figure 13). 

 

Figure 13 – Circulation Connections and Barriers – Green arrows indicate areas of 
pedestrian and vehicle flows that are made discontinuous by the topography of the 
Sunderland Brook system (red lines).  A proposed bikepath parallels Route 15 east of 
Susie Wilson Road.  Several signalized traffic intersections exist or are under 
construction, allowing pedestrian crossings and traffic calming opportunities. 
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The principal corridors in the study area are Susie Wilson Road and Kellogg Road.  They act at 
once as both the connectors and separators of adjacent areas.  Smart Growth planning principles 
often recommend aggregating density along corridors as they are the most universally used 
public space.  Planning and development along corridors is typically more difficult to implement 
than neighborhood or district development simply because corridors often have regional 
significance and require coordination outside of the immediate community.   

Traditional neighborhoods offer a hierarchy of circulation systems: the main road or main street, 
which often connects at two or more points to an arterial, and side roads that exhibit lower car 
volumes and more walking, bicycling, and playing.  The area south of Kellogg Road has the 
potential to develop a secondary circulation system which is low speed and low volume, and 
offers connectivity through  developed areas to future development potential behind the Ames 
Plaza.   

Circulation in the district today is provided by the three cul-de-sacs of Morse Drive, David Drive, 
and Ewing Place.  Driveways and access roads associated with businesses are linked to the cul-
de-sacs.  At the very least, defining pedestrian and bicycle connections linking these spaces and 
creating a network will over time encourage a change in the perception and function of the 
district.  A secondary circulation system that parallels Susie Wilson Road, if possible, would allow 
a complete neighborhood transformation.  Failing that, the area will remain essentially land-
locked.   

Complicating the development of a circulation system is difficult topography.  Spanning the steep 
stream channels and natural areas of the Sunderland Brook System is difficult and expensive.  
Development has occurred already where it is easy to build, paralleling the stream channels, 
resulting in access that functions as penetrations in to the district from the surrounding major 
roads and lacking any cohesive internal circulation.    

Pedestrian and Bicycle Connections 
 
Sidewalks exist along both sides of Susie Wilson Road and average five feet in width.  A better 
pedestrian environment might include wider sidewalks for increased comfort and separation from 
vehicles.  Signalized pedestrian crossings occur at the Susie Wilson Road/Route 15 intersection, 
at the Ames Plaza driveway and at Kellogg Road.  One is also proposed for the David 
Drive/Market Place intersection with Susie Wilson Road.  Better line painting and textured 
pavements would increase safety and visibility at these crossings, most importantly at Route 15 
where there is a wide pavement section and the possibility that cyclists, coming from Essex 
Junction and the Fort Ethan Allen area, may use the sidewalk and crosswalk. 

A bikepath is proposed east of Susie Wilson Road on the north side of Route 15 and running 
along the Sunderland Brook corridor.  When the path approaches Susie Wilson Road it turns 
north to align with the Ames Plaza crossing (see Figure 14).  Ideally the proposed bikepath, once 
it has crossed Susie Wilson Road, will connect both to the north toward Ewing Place and future 
secondary circulation, and to Fort Ethan Allen.  In order to connect the bikepath to Fort Ethan 
Allen a bridge structure over Sunderland Brook is required.  The length of the span, the skew 
angle of the bridge, and the customary requirement for emergency vehicle access all suggest that 
the bridge material will likely need to be concrete or steel as opposed to timber.  An aesthetically 
appealing hybrid of materials including timber is possible as well.  
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Figure 14 – Potential for a pedestrian and bicycle connection to Fort Ethan Allen area 
exists if the ravine of the Sunderland Brook is bridged.   

 
Susie Wilson Road in the Context of Transit Oriented Development 
 
Susie Wilson Road today serves two constituencies: those who travel regionally to and from jobs 
in the Greater Burlington area, and those who travel to destinations in the emerging Susie Wilson 
neighborhood in southwest Essex.  Lacking an origin-destination study it is not possible to say 
precisely how many of the vehicle trips along the corridor are local or passing through.  But 
through observation and anecdotal evidence it appears that certainly the majority of traffic is 
moving through Susie Wilson Road to other destinations.  The goal for the Susie Wilson Road 
area expressed by the Town of Essex is the creation of a transit-friendly, high density mixed-use 
corridor and neighborhood.  In support of that goal a number of opportunities and challenges 
result from an analysis of the corridor: 

Opportunities: 
• A change in the character and appearance of Susie Wilson Road away from highway 

or major arterial to slower speed parkway or boulevard would help make the roadway 
characteristics enhance the proposed land uses (and vice-versa with respect to land 
uses). 
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• Potential road width in set back area exists since many buildings are located well away 
from their frontage.  If Susie Wilson Road needs to become wider to achieve traffic or 
planning goals there is at least the setback space available. 

Challenges: 
• For the majority of traffic, Susie Wilson Road is treated as a high speed connection, not 

a destination.  Observed speeds outside of peak hours are frequently over the posted 
limit. 

• Several auto-dependent businesses (filling stations, fast food, etc.) front on the 
roadway and the challenge is how to guide the real estate market to move toward 
establishing pedestrian and transit accessible businesses that concentrate parking and 
circulation toward the rear of the buildings and not on Susie Wilson Road.   

• Although sidewalks exist, the feeling is not particularly pedestrian-friendly since the 
sidewalks are narrow and there is little separation from high speed traffic.  Narrow 
shoulders exist for most of the roadway supporting only Class 'A' cyclists.  (See Figure 
15). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15 – Sidewalks along the east side of Susie Wilson Road 
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• The traffic density and volume is not solely attributable to through-traffic.  Local 
businesses enjoy many driveway access points on to Susie Wilson Road which need to 
be minimized and organized to a more efficient system.  Complementing this is a 
strong need for “back door” circulation paralleling Susie Wilson Road and providing 
access between businesses and other destinations for all transportation modes.  Local 
traffic is also generated out of the neighborhood surrounding Pinecrest Dive and 
creates an additional signalized intersection at Susie Wilson Road very close to the 
Ames Plaza intersection.  

• The existing roadway layout is built to the limits of the highway layout line and does not 
allow for space taking enhancements such as larger sidewalks or tree-lined medians.  
Any widening would involve takings of private property. 

 
Roadway Recommendations in Support of TOD 
 
In order to achieve a neighborhood transformation toward higher density, mixed-use 
development, changes to the roadway and access points must be included in the planning 
process along with zoning and other controls.  Several achievable objectives in support of a 
roadway that is compatible with transit oriented development should be considered for the future 
of Susie Wilson Road:   

Control Speed, Calm Traffic, Address Safety Issues 

Change the appearance and characteristics of the roadway to appear less like an arterial 
roadway and more like a boulevard to achieve a transportation system that complements 
future land use changes.  An ideal geometric condition for the creation of a Susie Wilson 
Boulevard probably require approximately an additional 30 feet of right-of-way width, but 
would allow for landscaped median, wider sidewalks with trees, and an overall better 
bicycle and pedestrian environment.  (See Figure 16.)  Recognizing that there are space 
constraints governing any geometric changes to the roadway, it is still possible to 
improve the appearance of the roadway through lighting, landscaping, and locating 
utilities underground.  (See Figure 17.)  Significant visual benefits can accrue from 
changing the highway lighting style from cobra head fixtures to acorn-style luminaries 
mounted on ornamental poles.  Salt-tolerant, drought resistant shade trees with a form 
appropriate for the conditions along the roadway should be densely installed 
(approximately 20 to 30 feet on center depending on tree species).  The combination of 
ornamental lighting and trees will convey to drivers that the roadway environment is less 
'high speed cut through' and more 'neighborhood friendly'.  The utility poles are 
necessary but an eyesore nonetheless.  Some municipalities compel developers to 
contribute to the cost of underground relocation.  At some future point, as the 
neighborhood grows and diversifies, relocating the utilities would yield large visual 
benefits and net increases in property values.  
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Figure 16 – A roadway section of a typical boulevard or parkway where there are wider 
sidewalks, a median capable of supporting lighting and landscaping, and provisions for 
on-road cycling.   

 

 
 
Figure 17 – Section showing possible enhancements of ornamental lighting and 
landscaping to the existing condition of Susie Wilson Road.  Even minimal enhancements 
can change the perception of the roadway from a high speed arterial to a lower speed and 
better looking street.  
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• Post speed to 30 mph.  While this is not a significant reduction over existing posted 
speeds, it can, when combined with enforcement and other traffic calming measures, 
create a friendlier environment for transit, pedestrians and cyclists and reduce or 
eliminate many types of crashes.   

• Interconnect traffic signals in the Susie Wilson Road corridor as proposed to be done 
with the David Drive signalization improvements to allow for a more efficient flow of 
traffic along Susie Wilson Road, which currently carries 1400 to 1500 vehicles in the 
peak hour in the peak travel direction.  With two travel lanes in each direction, Susie 
Wilson can carry up to 3600 vehicles per hour in each direction (1800 per lane per 
hour) before reaching Level of Service E.  Therefore there is sufficient capacity in the 
roadway to handle through-traffic even with traffic calming measures.  Interconnecting 
signals will allow the platoon of traffic to travel efficiently, even with the lower 
recommended traffic speed of 30 mph.  Furthermore, Susie Wilson Road is relatively 
short at ½ mile and a slower speed will not negatively affect through traffic flows 
significantly.  An alternative route, such as traveling through peak-hour conditions at 
Five Corners in Essex Junction, would have longer delays.       

• Several traffic calming methods exist to increase driver awareness in favor of the 
pedestrian and cyclist.  Pavements can be grooved at intersection approaches in a 
similar manner to the approach to a toll collection facility.  Contrasting or grooved 
pavements can be installed at cross walks so that drivers both hear and see when they 
are passing through a pedestrian zone.    

• Lane widths appear generous on Susie Wilson Road and are consistent with the design 
requirements for higher speed travel.  Urban low-speed lane widths are frequently 11.0 
feet.  Somewhere above this number for example 11.5 feet, but less than a highway 
lane width of 12.0, would create the sense of more friction along the roadway and 
consequently decrease speed and the vehicle-to-vehicle distance.  Coupled with this 
strategy of creating friction is locating new buildings close to or at the back of sidewalk 
(i.e., on the property line, with zero setback with 8 to 13 feed sidewalks depending on 
location of street trees).  The driver perceives a higher building density and responds 
as appropriate for driving in a village or town.      

• Create a 'back door' circulation system on both sides of Susie Wilson Road (see Figure 
18).  The cul-de-sacs of Morse Drive, David Drive and Ewing Place need to be 
interconnected and linked to future potential development at the Town (Ames) Plaza.  
Some topography issues would need to be addressed, but some degree of secondary 
circulation is possible.  This concept will allow for internal circulation and increase 
safety by allowing existing traffic to access Susie Wilson Road via a signalized 
intersection, such as that proposed for David Drive.  
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Figure 18 - Aerial photograph shows several options for alternate vehicular or pedestrian 
circulation routes on either side of Susie Wilson Road.  These route options can offer a 
“back door” approach to destinations and remove some traffic from Susie Wilson Road.  
More importantly, they can combine to offer a neighborhood circulation system where it is 
safer and more pleasant to walk or bicycle.    

 
Susie Wilson Road and Route 15 
 

Ideally any changes to Susie Wilson Road need to be considered in the context of Route 15.  Susie Wilson 
Road functions as an integral link in the regional transportation system connecting the Susie Wilson 
Bypass and Route 15.  As Susie Wilson Road evolves in the future to a more transit-friendly link, and as 
land uses change along the roadway, the connection to Route 15 becomes important in a planning context.  
Previous transit oriented development planning efforts in communities along Route 15 have identified goals 
to change the highway appearance and behavior along Route 15 more toward what is seen in a boulevard 
or parkway condition.  Including Susie Wilson Road conceptually as part of the Route 15 experience can 
create many positive environmental and transportation benefits, the most important of which is limiting or 
eradicating sprawl development from a highly aesthetic area of Chittenden County.  (See Figure 19) 
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Figure 19 – Susie Wilson Road is pictured head-on in the upper right of the image 
connecting to the broad curve of the Bypass.  In the lower left is the Fanny Allen Campus 
of Fletcher Allen health Care, with Fort Ethan Allen in the middle left and the oxbow of the 
Winooski River on the right. 

 

Key Issues and Conclusions Summary 
 
Land Use and Physical Considerations 
 

• Of the eight parcels identified by the Town of Essex, the following parcels are the best 
available for TOD development and form a contiguous block of 67 acres. 

o Town (Ames) Plaza   19.8 acres 

o A&C Realty (behind Ames) 22.4 acres 

o Gero Brothers Movers     3.8 acres 

o Fort Ethan Allen    21.3 acres 

• B1 (Retail Business), MXD (Mixed-use Development), and Ft. Ethan Allen I1 
(Industrial) districts are the best location for higher density, mixed-use. 

• Zoning needs to be modified to address the following, with specifics dependent on the 
Transit Oriented Design Master Plan under development : 
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o Create design standards with the ability to implement them through a design –
review process. 

o Require parking at the rear of buildings to create a pedestrian-oriented 
streetscape. 

o Significantly reduce front, and side yard setbacks to be consistent with TOD. 

• Environmental regulations need to be factored in to development proposals. 

o Sunderland Brook is an impaired water, and discharge under VT Stormwater 
Rules requires permit from VT DEC. 

o Development requires Best Management Practices (BMP’s), such as infiltration 
basins or structures, stormwater wetlands, or detention ponds etc. 

o There is a Class One wetland with a 50-foot buffer between David Drive and 
Ewing Place. 

o Little Gap Woods on the A&C Realty parcel may contain threatened/endangered 
plant species.  Requires coordination with the VT Nongame & Natural Heritage 
Program. 

• Topographic features of the land, notably Sunderland Brook and tributary stream 
channels, create barriers to creating pedestrian and bicycle connections internally and 
to Fort Ethan Allen and would require bridges, but provide the opportunity of creating 
greenways within developed areas. 

• Water and sewer available, but sewer allocation issues need to be resolved. 

Transportation 
 

Challenges 

• Susie Wilson Road is treated as a high speed connection, not a destination. 

• Several auto-dependent businesses front on the roadway. 

• The existing layout (approximately 66 feet wide) does not allow for a boulevard with a 
tree-lined median, which requires a layout of approximately 100 feet. 

• Transit service is available on Route 15, but not on Susie Wilson Road itself.  

• Susie Wilson Road is currently not pedestrian or bicycle friendly. 

• There is a need to minimize curb cuts and develop “back door” circulation. 

• There are a significant number of accidents on Susie Wilson Road. 

 

Opportunities and Recommendations 
 

• Ames Plaza parcel can support an Intermodal Center/Parking Structure that could be 
served by CCTA service from Route 15.  

• Create a roadway more compatible with higher density development. Susie Wilson 
Road lacks space for a tree-lined median within the existing layout, but other 
enhancement and traffic calming measures should be implemented including 
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ornamental lighting, landscaping and relocating utilities underground if possible. 
Consider reducing lane widths to 11.5 feet. 

• Post speed to 30 mph. 

• Calm Traffic, Address Safety Issues: 

• Interconnect traffic signals to platoon traffic. 

• The proposed David Road/Susie Wilson Road traffic signal provides a benefit and 
allows for safer pedestrian crossing. 

• Enhance pedestrian crossings. Use a contrasting pavement at crosswalks. Consider 
roughening pavements at intersection approaches and on shoulders to alert drivers. 

• Need to minimize curb cuts by develop “back door” circulation. 

• Integrate the future design of Susie Wilson Road with Route 15. 
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