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SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
 
Prior to the arrival of the first white settlers, the area now occupied by the Town of Sandgate 
was part of the hunting and fishing grounds of several Indian tribes.  An important Indian trail 
traversed the town and a campground was located at a spring near Chunks Brook. 
 
The Town of Sandgate was chartered on August 11, 1761 by Benning Wentworth, Governor of 
New Hampshire.  The town was laid out as a square with each side approximately six miles 
long.  Sandgate actually covers 27,072 acres of extremely rugged land in the middle of the 
Taconic Mountain Range.  The east side of the town, which includes the valley of the Green 
River, is separated from the Camden Valley and West Sandgate by a high mountain ridge that 
is crossed by just one road that snakes through "The Notch" in that ridge. 
 
Despite the relatively harsh physical environment and climate, settlers began arriving in 
Sandgate not long after its founding.  Many of these original settlers migrated from Connecticut, 
including Reuben Thomas who, in 1769, was the first to arrive.  The town's first inhabitants 
cleared the land, grew a variety of crops, and raised livestock; sheep husbandry became 
particularly important in the early part of the 19th century.  The population of Sandgate steadily 
grew until 1810 when 1,187 people resided in the town.  A variety of businesses sprang up to 
support this burgeoning population.  By 1801 the town supported four inns, a sawmill, a grist 
mill, a fulling mill, a still house, a tannery, three blacksmith shops, a lime kiln, a shoemaker's 
shop, a clothing shop, and a trip hammer works.  A number of neighborhood schools were also 
established to educate the town's children; there were ten schools operating in Sandgate by the 
mid-19th century. 
 
Much of the town was settled in these early years, but the greatest concentrations of population 
were located in the valley areas in West Sandgate, along the Green River, and in "Beartown."  
Roads were soon constructed to connect these areas and to establish links with other 
communities.  The roads leading from Salem, N.Y., through West Sandgate and The Notch to 
the Green River, then northeast to Manchester and Dorset via Beartown, had become an 
important travel route by the middle of the 19th century.  Roads also connected Sandgate with 
Rupert to the north and Arlington to the south. 
 
An interesting early settlement in Sandgate was established by Daniel Shays and his followers.  
Soon after the Revolutionary War, Shays led an unsuccessful rebellion in Massachusetts to 
protest exorbitant taxes and foreclosures.  When the rebellion failed, Shays was charged with 
treason and fled to Sandgate where he started a settlement in the northwestern part of the town.  
This settlement consisted of a tavern, a store, a fort and block house, a mill, a schoolhouse, and 
15 to 18 houses clustered around a village green.  A dysentery epidemic in 1798 ravaged the 
town and may have caused the dissolution of Shays' settlement. 
 
While disease claimed the lives of many early settlers, the principal reason for the steady 
decline in Sandgate's population during the 19th century was the emigration of residents to 
more fertile farmland in the Midwest.  Even so, numerous farms and businesses continued to 
operate in Sandgate through the 19th and into the 20th century.  Several events in the 20th 
century have had a significant impact on the town:  the arrival of the automobile led to the 
improvement of some roads and contributed to the abandonment of others; a disastrous flood in 
1927 damaged or destroyed many roads, bridges, and much private property; and electricity 
arrived in Sandgate in 1938.  The town's last general store was torn down in 1944, and the last 
local school was discontinued in 1956. 
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Sandgate's population continued to decline until 1960, when only 93 persons resided in the 
town.  Since that time, however, a steady increase in the town's population has occurred.  
According to the 2000 U.S. Census, 353 persons lived in Sandgate.  The Center for Rural 
Studies estimates indicate that 351 persons were residing in Sandgate as of 2007.    Many of 
today's residents, because of improved transportation and telecommunication systems, either 
commute to work outside of town or work out of their homes.  A number of people have also 
chosen to live in Sandgate following retirement.  Many vacation or seasonal homes also are 
located in the town; these structures range from modest camps to expensive contemporary 
residences.  2000 Census data reveals that 40.3% of the total housing units in Sandgate are 
classified as vacation/seasonal units.  Current economic activities in Sandgate include one inn, 
several small home-based businesses, a limited amount of farming, and logging.  In addition, a 
Carthusian monastery is located high on the slopes of Mt. Equinox in the eastern part of the 
town. 
 
Sandgate is best known today as a quiet rural community surrounded by the expansive forests 
of the Taconic Range.  This outstanding natural environment, with its vast backcountry, 
cascading mountain streams, abundant wildlife, and spectacular vistas, contributes much to the 
quality of life for both residents of Sandgate and visitors to the town.  Townspeople have long 
expressed a desire to maintain Sandgate's special rural character.  Another long-standing 
interest has been the need to provide essential services without unduly burdening the taxpayers 
of the town. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                         
 

      Figure 1: Residents enjoy Sandgate's rural character. 
 
In one effort to achieve these general objectives, the Town of Sandgate formed a municipal 
planning commission and, in 1970, adopted the first plan for the town.  Updated and revised 
plans were subsequently prepared in 1975, 1982, 1987, 1992, 1994, and 2002.  The Town has 
also put into effect zoning, subdivision, and health regulations.  The Vermont Planning and 
Development Act was amended in 1988 to include a set of common planning goals that 
municipalities, regions, and state agencies should strive to achieve.  The Act now also strongly 
urges regional cooperation and coordination among the various levels of government.  
Fortunately, Sandgate has historically espoused many of the same goals as those contained in 
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the state planning law, and has for many years participated in regional planning through the 
Bennington County Regional Commission. 
 
This Town Plan is the most recent manifestation of Sandgate's ongoing planning process.  The 
plan has been updated to reflect current conditions, issues, and objectives, and should serve as 
a tool to be used by residents in their efforts to guide development and ensure that Sandgate 
will continue to be an outstanding community in which to live.  In 2008, the planning commission 
conducted a survey of Sandgate property owners, and the results of that survey clearly 
indicated that rural character, scenic beauty and natural resources are the attributes highly 
valued by the majority of respondents. Specifically, the Town Plan should be consulted when 
making public policy decisions, evaluating public investments, reviewing development 
proposals, and when considering new or amended bylaws and ordinances.  The Plan should 
also provide clear guidelines to individuals who propose new developments in Sandgate.  
Essentially, this Town Plan will serve as the basic planning document for the town for the next 
five years. 
 
 
SECTION 2: GOALS 
 
This section enumerates a number of goals which are deemed important for the Town of 
Sandgate.  Some of the goals may be realized by continuing to pursue current policies and 
directions; others may only be attained with new policies, regulations, investments, or other 
strategies.  Each goal, however, will remain important and relevant for the town over the next 
several years.  Subsequent sections will detail specific policies and actions which will facilitate 
the attainment of these goals. 
 
2.1 Maintain an effective planning process 
 
Effective and responsible decision-making should be promoted through reliance on a 
coordinated, comprehensive planning process and policy framework.  The planning process 
should be premised on the notion that residents of Sandgate should have the primary 
responsibility for shaping the town's future direction.  Citizens should be encouraged to serve on 
town boards or commissions, attend public meetings and hearings, and otherwise actively 
participate in the local planning process. 

 
 Although the town is geographically rather isolated, activities and developments in nearby areas 

can affect Sandgate, and because few products or services are available locally, residents of 
Sandgate continually interact with other nearby communities.  Moreover, many people who do 
not live in Sandgate enjoy the plentiful resources of our town.  Cooperation with neighboring 
towns and the Bennington County Regional Commission is important to ensure that any 
intermunicipal and regional issues are effectively addressed. 

 
2.2 Effectively manage future growth and development 
 
Relatively few areas in Sandgate are well-suited to most land development activities.  The town 
should regulate and direct new development to achieve the following objectives: 

 
¶ discourage sprawl and development that would result in excessive costs to the town; 

 
¶ provide opportunities for a reasonable level of continued growth in both primary and 

seasonal housing units; 
 
¶ preserve the town's rural character and valuable open spaces; 

 
¶ limit and discourage fragmentation of parcels in the F2 zone; 
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¶ avoid soil erosion, ground water contamination, air pollution, and damage to other important 

natural resources. 
 
To maintain the quality of Sandgateôs unique rural character, the town must recognize the 
importance of aesthetic values.  New developments and any public facilities should be sited and 
designed to be harmonious with the surrounding rural landscape and existing neighborhoods. 
 
2.3 Identify and protect important natural resources and historic features 
 
Sandgate derives much of its appeal from the high quality of its abundant natural resources.  
Protection of these resources will contribute to maintaining a high quality of life for residents.  
Special areas, including significant natural and fragile ecological areas, important features of the 
landscape, scenic roads, waterways, views, and historical, educational, cultural, and scientific 
sites should be identified and measures taken to preserve them for the enjoyment of current and 
future residents of the town. 
 
A variety of streams, wetlands, ponds, forests, agricultural soils, and important wildlife habitats 
are present in Sandgate.  These areas should be protected from incompatible development or 
use because they provide valuable recreational and economic opportunities, and help maintain 
the quality of the environment.  Existing measures that are designed to ensure their protection 
should be evaluated and modified if necessary. 
 
Sandgate relies on safe and clean ground water for much of its domestic water supply.  Ground 
water recharge areas must, therefore, be protected from incompatible development and 
contamination. 
 
Air quality is a natural asset of great value to Sandgate.  Activities, whether local or beyond the 
town's boundaries, that would degrade air quality should be discouraged. 
 
2.4 Maintain and enhance recreational opportunities 
 
Many outdoor, natural resource based recreational activities are available in Sandgate. 
Cooperation with other communities may help to provide access to organized recreational 
facilities and activities that are not available in Sandgate. 
 
2.5 Support appropriate economic activities 
 
Because of its remote location and environmental constraints, the type of economic 
development that is appropriate in Sandgate is quite limited.  Forestry, agriculture, outdoor 
recreation, and closely related businesses have historically been important in Sandgate and 
should be encouraged in the future.  Opportunities for customary home occupations should also 
be supported; improved telecommunications and information services may contribute to the 
success of some such enterprises. 
 
2.6 Encourage efficient energy use 
 
The town's land use pattern, individual developments, and infrastructure should promote energy 
efficiency and conservation.  In addition, sound proposals to develop renewable energy 
resources should be pursued. 
 
2.7 Plan for, finance, and provide an efficient system of public facilities and services 
 
Public facilities and services are critical to the well-being of Sandgate, and are necessary to 
support future growth and development.  The local road system is of particular importance to the 
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town.  Emphasis should be placed on the maintenance and improvement of existing roads 
although certain portions of town roads that are in poor condition and are not maintained in the 
winter may need to be reclassified (to Class 4) so that the town is not confronted with excessive 
maintenance costs in the future.  
 
The adequacy of other public facilities and services should be assessed to determine whether 
any improvements are needed.  Consideration should be given to schools, communication 
systems, health care services, fire and police protection, solid waste disposal, and other public 
and quasi-public services.  Cooperation with other towns should be pursued when appropriate. 
 
Public capital investments should be planned to meet significant needs and coordinated so that 
excessive tax burdens are avoided. 
 
2.8 Ensure access to good educational opportunities for all residents 
 
Because Sandgate has not operated a local school since 1956, access to educational facilities 
for townspeople involves coordination with other towns and provides school choice.  Children 
have been able to receive a good education by attending schools in nearby towns.  A quality 
education should continue to be available to residents at costs not excessive to the town's 
taxpayers. 
 
2.9 Actively encourage a high quality of life for residents of the town 
 
The underlying goal of Sandgate's planning effort is to ensure a high quality of life for all 
residents through economic, environmental, and community planning.  Particular emphasis 
should be placed on the availability of safe and affordable housing for all residents, the provision 
of necessary services, and the maintenance of a clean, healthy, and aesthetically pleasing 
environment. 
 
 
SECTION 3:  POPULATION, HOUSING, AND ECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS 
 
3.1 Population 
 
After decades of decline, Sandgate's population began to increase in the 1960s.  The town's 
population grew very rapidly in the 1970s, and continued to grow, although at a more moderate 
pace, during the 1980s and 1990s (Table 3.1).  According to the 2000 U.S. Census, there were 
353 year-round residents in Sandgate.  The rate of population growth in Sandgate has been 
consistently higher than the regional growth rate over the past 30 years.  Population is projected 
to continue to grow at a fairly constant rate over the next several years, although the rate of 
growth is projected to be lower than in previous decades.   

Table 3.1 
 

Population Growth ï Sandgate, Vermont (2000 U.S. Census) 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Year Sandgate Population 

% Change 

Bennington 

Region 

% Change 

1960 93 -- 23,987 -- 

1970 127 36.6 28,279 17.9 

1980 234 84.3 32,380 14.3 

1990 278 18.8 34,516 6.8 

2000 353 27.0 35,387 2.5 
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The median age of Sandgate residents increased from 40.8 years to 46.1 years between 1990 
and 2000.  A profile of the town's population age structure reveals a relatively high proportion of 
people in older age categories when compared to Bennington County or Vermont as a whole 
(Table 3.2).  This data suggests that Sandgate is home to a relatively large number of senior 
citizens and retirees, and fewer young families with children than an "average" town in the 
county or state. 
 

Table 3.2 
 

Population Age Characteristics 
Percent of Population in Age Class 

 
 0-17 18-44 45-64 65+ Median Age 

Sandgate 21.5 26.9 34.3 17.3 46.1 

Bennington  County 23.7 34.0 25.7 16.7 40.3 

Vermont 24.2 38.3 24.8 12.7 37.7 

 
   Source: 2000 U.S. Census 
 
Many of Sandgateôs residents have moved into the town from outside of Vermont.  Much of the 
townôs population growth in recent years has been due to this pattern of migration into the 
community. 
 
3.2 Housing 
 
As would be expected from the town's population growth over the past 30 years, Sandgate has 
seen a significant increase in the number of housing units during this same time.  As of the 2000 
census, there were 149 occupied year-round housing units in the town, an increase of 35 since 
1990 (Table 3.3).  Of particular interest is the fact that there are a large number (40.3%) of 
seasonal and recreational housing units in Sandgate.  There has been some conversion of 
seasonal dwellings to year-round housing units over the past decade.  Clearly then, planning in 
Sandgate must give due consideration to both year-round and seasonal residential 
development. 
 

Table 3.3 
 

Year-Round and Seasonal Housing Units ï Sandgate, Vermont 
 

Year Occupied 

Year-Round 

Housing Units 

Seasonal/ 

Recreational 

Housing Units 

Vacant Units Total 

Housing Units 

1980 102 119 20 241 

1990 114 128 20 262 

2000 149 108 11 268 

 
   Source:  2000 U.S. Census 
 
Several other interesting facts about housing in Sandgate can be discerned from the most 
recent U.S. Census data.  Of the 268 total housing units in town, nearly all are single-family 
dwellings or camps, and only 32 units are renter-occupied.   Housing costs are relatively low in 
Sandgate.  The median value of owner-occupied single-family in Sandgate in 2000 was 
$89,700.  At the same time, the county median home value was $115,700, close to the state 
median value of $111,500.  The median monthly mortgage payment in Sandgate ($933) is also 
lower than the county median ($1,022).  On the other hand, median monthly rental payments in 
Sandgate have increased in recent years to $617, about $80 more than the county-wide 
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median.  As a percentage of household income, housing costs in Sandgate are relatively high, 
with 20 percent of owners and 50 percent of renters paying at least 35% of their income toward 
housing costs. 
 
In 2008, the Planning Commission performed a build-out analysisðwhich identifies all potential 
lots in the town, based on current zoning lawsðto assist in the community planning process.  
According to this study, there is an adequate amount of land zoned for residential use that is 
physically capable of sustaining current levels of growth over the next several years. 
 
3.3 Economic Characteristics 
 
Economic activities in Sandgate are quite limited due to the town's small size and remote 
location.  The town's extensive forests sustain ongoing logging activities.  Other than logging 
and a small amount of farming, however, the only economic enterprises in Sandgate are several 
home occupations, an inn, and a garage.  Most Sandgate residents who are in the labor force 
commute to work in another town. 
 
The town's total work force (2000 Census data) consists of 192 persons.  The unemployment 
rate in 2000 was 4.7%, only slightly higher than the county or state rates.  Of the 178 employed 
workers over 16 years of age, 172 reported that they commute to work and 6 reported that they 
work from home.  The average commute time is approximately 30 minutes, reflecting, no doubt, 
the average commute times to the regional economic centers in Manchester and Bennington. 
 
Data on the occupations of Sandgate residents reveals that a significant majority (37.3%) work 
in management, professional, and related occupations (Table 3.4).  Service businesses, 
manufacturing, and retail trade are the leading employers by industrial classification.   
 
The median income of a Sandgate household ($41,250) is just slightly higher than the county 
and statewide medians (2000 Census data).  The town's per capita income ($22,096) also is 
higher than the county or statewide figures. 
 
All of these economic and demographic statistics suggest that Sandgate is and will remain a 
very rural community with only limited economic activity within its borders.  The town should 
support those industries that are most appropriate in this setting:  principally forestry, 
agriculture, and home occupations.  Improvements and technical advances in 
telecommunications could also be beneficial to Sandgate residents by enabling them to work 
out of their homes while exchanging information with offices or business clients in distant 
locations.  Because many residents work in other towns in the area, local officials should also 
remain aware of important regional economic development issues. 

 
Table 3.4 

 
Occupation and Industry of Employed Residents of Sandgate, Vermont 

 
Occupation Number Employed 

Management, professional and related  68 

Service  22 

Sales and office  43 

Farming, fishing and forestry 8 

Construction, extraction and maintenance 15 

Production, transportation and material moving 27 

Industry Number Employed 

Agriculture, forestry, fishing, hunting, mining 14 

Construction 10 

Manufacturing 32 
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Wholesale trade -- 

Retail trade 23 

Transportation and warehousing,  and utilities -- 

Information 6 

Finance, insurance, real estate, and rental and leasing 8 

Professional, scientific, management, administrative services 14 

Education, health and social services 43 

Arts, entertainment, recreation, accommodation and food services 8 

Other services 6 

Public administration 19 

 
Source:  2000 U.S. Census 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SECTION 4: NATURAL RESOURCES 
 
4.1 Physiography 
 
The Town of Sandgate is located entirely within the structurally complex Taconic Mountain 
physiographic province.  The bedrock in this area consists largely of metamorphosed 
sedimentary rocks:  slate, shale, and phyllite, as well as some limestone, dolomite, marble, 
quartzite, and schist.  The subsurface caves and enlarged bedrock fractures that occur in the 
area have resulted from naturally acidic water dissolving carbonate bedrock.  Evidence of the 
Pleistocene glaciations can be seen in the till deposits -- unsorted mixtures of glacial sediments 
ranging in size from clays to large boulders -- that cover much of the town. 
 
The town's topography is characterized by an irregular pattern of steeply sloping mountains and 
ridges separated by numerous stream valleys and hollows (Map 1).  Over 19,000 of the town's 
27,039 acres lie at slopes in excess of 20 percent; the only substantial areas of moderately level 
ground occur in the valleys of the Green River and Terry Brook.  Overall topographic relief is 
considerable, ranging from an elevation of about 670 feet above sea level along the Green 
River near Arlington to over 3,300 feet on Bear Mountain in the northeastern part of town.  Other 
prominent summits in Sandgate include Moffit Mountain, Egg Mountain, Swearing Hill, and 
Minister Hill. 
 
 

Figure 2:  The working landscape is an essential part of 

Sandgate's rural landscape. 
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A particularly significant geological feature in Sandgate is the rugged ridge that traverses the 
town from the southwest to the northeast and divides the drainage basin of the Green River 
from those of Terry Brook and Chunks Brook.  This ridge is crossed by only one road, thus 
forming a very real physical barrier between east and west Sandgate.  The one road that does 
connect the two sides of town passes through "The Notch," a spectacular switchback passage 
that winds through steep rock walls. 
 
Physical characteristics of the land are important in determining locations that are best suited for 
development.  Because development on steep slopes or on soils that are too shallow, wet, or 
unstable can cause severe problemsðroads will be difficult and costly to maintain, emergency 
services may not be able to access the site, septic systems can fail and contaminate water 
supplies, erosion will result in soil loss and degrade aquatic environments, and so onðsiting in 
these areas is discouraged.  Conversely, when development is directed to appropriate locations, 
communities can grow and prosper while minimizing environmental damage and the need for 
inordinate expenditures of public funds.  In Sandgate, areas well-suited to development are 
largely confined to valley areas along the Green River and some of its tributaries and in West 
Sandgate.  These areas are characterized by moderate slopes and relatively deep soils that can 
supply adequate quantities of clean ground water while supporting sanitary wastewater disposal 
systems. 
 
The U.S.D.A. Natural Resource Conservation Service has completed a comprehensive soil 
survey that covers the Town of Sandgate.  This survey allows planners and landowners to 
determine whether soils in a particular area are best suited for residential development, 
agriculture, forestry, sand and gravel extraction, or some other activity.  This information should 
be a basic element in future land use planning activities in Sandgate and is available at the 
Bennington County Regional Commissionôs GIS facility, allowing for rapid interpretations of soil 
data in conjunction with other geographic attributes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: Swearing Hill in Spring. 
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4.2 Water Resources 
 
Rivers and Streams 
 
Sandgate contains a variety of surface water features (Map 3).  The most prominent of these 
are the numerous streams that cascade down the town's hollows and valleys.  The Green River 
and its tributaries drain the east side of town, while Terry Brook and Chunks Brook drain most of 
the west side of town.  These three streams, in turn, all flow into the Batten Kill.  A small area in 
the northwestern part of Sandgate drains toward White Creek in Rupert and New York State.  
Because White Creek, like the Batten Kill, is a tributary of the Hudson River, the entire Town of 
Sandgate lies within the Hudson River drainage basin. 
 
These streams serve a number of important functions.  In addition to supplying clean water to 
larger waterways, they serve as important fisheries (the Green River supports populations of 
native brook and brown trout), provide a critical habitat component for many wildlife species, 
afford opportunities for swimming and other recreational activities, and are critical to the area's 
aesthetic appeal.  These functions will be preserved if the streams, stream banks, and riparian 
vegetation are maintained in a free-flowing and unpolluted state.  The Town of Sandgate has 
recognized the need to protect these resources, and has passed specific regulations as part of 
the municipal Zoning Bylaws that place restrictions on certain activities that occur within 100 
feet of a stream.  The town should also encourage development planning that maintains green 
space along streams, and should seek opportunitiesðsuch as conservation easementsðfor 
ensuring public access to streams in appropriate locations. 
                                                                    

                                 
                                              Figure 4: A favorite swimming hole on the Green River. 
 
 
Ponds 
 
Because of its rugged topography, Sandgate is not home to any large lakes.  There are a 
number of small ponds, however, and one impoundment known as Lake Madeleine which, at 20 
acres, is the largest body of water in town.  Three of the town's larger ponds -- Lake Madeleine, 
Barbos Lake, and Hopper Pond -- are relatively inaccessible to the public, being located in a 
remote area on the private lands of the Carthusian Monastery on Mt. Equinox.  Some ponds do 
offer such recreational benefits as fishing (especially in private, stocked ponds) and swimming.  
Moreover, all of the ponds serve as important wildlife habitat and scenic resources. 
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                                             Figure 5: One of Sandgate's many small ponds.  
 
Planning for the protection of water resources must consider not only activities that occur on or 
immediately adjacent to the waterbody, but also activities that occur within the watershed.  For 
example, building construction or logging activities can add sediments and other contaminants 
to streams or drainage ways that flow into a pond.  These materials can degrade water quality 
and accelerate excessive weed growth (eutrophication) in the pond.  The Vermont Agency of 
Natural Resources has published a manual, Planning for Lake Water Quality Protection, which 
is intended to assist communities in planning for lakes and ponds.  Persons undertaking 
activities that could affect pond water quality should consider the recommendations contained in 
that manual in addition to any local zoning regulations.  Special attention should be given to 
ponds that lie at high elevations (above 1,800 feet) because these waterbodies support 
especially fragile ecosystems that thrive only in a relatively narrow range of water quality 
conditions. 
 
Wetlands 
 
Additional important water features, found principally along stream valleys in Sandgate, are 
wetlands.  Wetlands are lands transitional between aquatic and terrestrial systems where the 
water table is usually at or near the surface or the land is covered by shallow water.  The State 
of Vermont defines wetlands as ñthose areas of the state that are inundated by surface or 
ground water with a frequency sufficient to support significant vegetation or aquatic life that 
depend on saturated or seasonally saturated soil conditions for growth and reproductionò.  A 
wetland has one or more of the following attributes: (1) at least periodically, the land supports 
predominantly hydrophytic vegetation; (2) the substrate is predominantly undrained hydric soil; 
and (3) the substrate is nonsoil and is saturated with water or covered by shallow water at some 
time during the growing season each year.   Benefits provided by wetlands include:  flood and 
storm water control, maintenance of surface and ground water quality, open space and 
aesthetic appreciation, fish and wildlife habitat including a large number of threatened and 
endangered species, ecological research and educational opportunities, and sources of 
nutrients for freshwater food chains.   
 
Wetlands include, but are not limited to, marshes, swamps, sloughs, potholes, fens, river and 
lake overflows, bogs and ponds.  Since many of the townôs wetlands lie in the same lowlands 
where most of the future growth will occur, special attention must be given to the protection of 
these natural areas. 
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Vernal Pools 
 

Vernal pools are temporary bodies of water that usually occur in woodland depressions.  Most 
vernal pools are filled by spring rains and snowmelt and are typically dry during the summer 
months.  Some pools are filled again in the fall and contain water during the winter.  During wet 
years, many vernal pools contain water year-round.  Typically vernal pools are less than 3 feet 
deep and vary in size from just a few feet across to over 100 feet in width.  Vernal pools provide 
important breeding habitat for many amphibians including the tree frog and salamanders as well 
as many species of insects.  These habitats are safe breeding grounds because they do not 
support fish populations.  Since many amphibians return to the same vernal pool each year to 
breed, destruction or alteration of vernal pools may result in the loss of local populations of 
some species.  However, because of their small size and temporary nature, vernal pools are not 
protected under the Vermont Wetland Rules.  They are a unique and very vulnerable habitat 
area that should be identified and protected under municipal regulations. 

 

Floodplains 
 
Development in floodplain areas is inherently dangerous, due both to the immediate hazards 
associated with flood water inundation, and to the increased flooding that may occur 
downstream when developed floodplains are no longer capable of retaining flood waters.  Such 
development can also interfere with the function and quality of floodplain wetlands.  Flood 
hazard regulations are therefore necessary to reduce the risk that construction in floodplain 
areas will result in property damage, personal injury, or unnecessary costs to the public. 

 
Fluvial Erosion Hazards  
 
Areas subject to fluvial erosion hazards, from gradual stream bank erosion to catastrophic 
channel enlargement, bank failure, and change in course, due to naturally occurring stream 
channel adjustments, have been identified and mapped on the Green River in accordance with 
accepted state fluvial geomorphic assessment and mapping protocols.    
 
Development and other encroachments ï including fill, dredging, new structures, parking areas, 
infrastructure and utilities, and unnecessary public investments, within mapped fluvial erosion 
hazard areas should be prohibited.  Only forestry, agriculture, and passive recreational uses 
should be allowed within fluvial erosion hazard areas.  Limited improvements to existing 
structures and facilities, and state-recommended channel management activities within these 
areas, shall be subject to municipal review and approval. 
 
Shoreline Buffer Strips 
 
The maintenance and enhancement of shoreline vegetation is perhaps the easiest and most 
effective means of protecting the many benefits and values associated with surface waters.  
Setting aside strips of naturally growing vegetation is essential to the health of all streams, lakes 
and ponds.  Vegetated shorelines contribute to water quality and shoreline protection in the 
following ways: 
 

¶ Provide bank support, 

¶ Provide food and shelter for fish and wildlife, 

¶ Intercept and filter out pollutants, 

¶ Keep water temperatures cool during the summer months when fish are susceptible to heat 
stress, 

¶ Reduce surface runoff, 
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¶ Increase wildlife diversity, 

¶ Reduce the impacts of flood and ice damage to stream channels, adjacent lands, and 
structures, and 

¶ Preserve the natural characteristics of water. 
 
Where onsite evaluations have not been conducted by the Department of Fish and Wildlife staff, 
the agency recommends riparian buffer zones not less than 50 feet and up to 100 feet for the 
protection of water quality, fish habitat, and wildlife habitat for regulated projects on streams.  A 
greater or lesser setback may be recommended when an onsite investigation has been 
conducted.   Wider buffer zones are recommended for sites having the following characteristics:  
steeper slopes, specific natural resource values of concern (e.g. threatened or endangered 
species), and projects or activities posing great risks to the environment.  Details regarding the 
calculation of buffer strip widths are available from the Department of Fish and Wildlife and the 
Vermont River Management Program. 
 
Groundwater 
 
Groundwater provides the primary supply of potable water for most of the town residents.  
Groundwater moves beneath the ground through aquifers.  An aquifer is an underground area 
of water-saturated sand, gravel or fractured bedrock that is permeable enough to yield water 
through wells or springs.  The surface area that drains into an aquifer is called an aquifer 
recharge area.  Groundwater occurs in the unconsolidated sediment of streams and buried 
valleys and in bedrock fractures.  While the potential for groundwater in areas of unconsolidated 
sediment is generally favorable, wells producing water from rock fractures usually have lower 
yields.  The townôs mountains and uplands are composed of exposed bedrock or bedrock which 
is covered by a thin layer of glacial till with low permeability.  Bedrock fractures are the primary 
source of groundwater in these upland areas.  Protection of groundwater requires the protection 
of surface waters, wetlands, watersheds, and recharge areas in a coordinated and ecologically 
sound fashion. 
 
When an aquifer becomes polluted, simply removing the source of contamination does not 
clean up the groundwater.  A contaminated aquifer may remain polluted for many years or, in 
some cases, forever.  Groundwater occurring in rock fractures is highly susceptible to 
contamination.  While unconsolidated sediment can usually filter out organic pollution contained 
in groundwater, the same water can travel for miles through rock fractures without any 
appreciable purification.  Once contamination occurs, control and abatement are extremely 
difficult.  Contamination sources include improperly designed or malfunctioning septic systems, 
industrial floor drains, poor agricultural practices, road salt, leaking underground storage tanks, 
and old solid waste disposal sites.  
 
Policies and Actions 
 
1.   The surface waters in the Town of Sandgate are extraordinarily valuable natural resources 

that must be protected from incompatible development and land uses.  The natural 
characteristics and values of these resources should be preserved.  An undisturbed buffer 
should be considered, wherever possible, between any developed area and a river, stream, 
lake, or state-defined wetland to ensure that water resources are protected.  Buffer 
distances will depend on the nature of the land and affected waterway. 

 
2.  Recreational uses such as fishing, canoeing and swimming are appropriate in natural 

settings in and along rivers, streams, lakes, ponds, and wetlands.  Development planning 
should include provisions for public access to these resources. 
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3.   Development in floodplains must be carefully controlled in accordance with flood hazard 

regulations.  Development is strongly discouraged in flood hazard and fluvial erosion 
hazard areas. 

 
4.   Aquifers and ground water recharge areas must be protected from activities or development 

that would adversely affect the quantity or quality of available ground water.  Municipal 
zoning and health ordinances and the regulations of the Vermont Agency of Natural 
Resources must be strictly enforced to protect individual water supplies. 

 
5.  Silvicultural practices that minimize soil erosion and impact on roads, streams, wildlife habitat 

and the natural appearance of mountain and ridge tops should be employed. 
 
6.  The Town should participate in cooperative planning for regional water resources.  Such 

projects may consider issues related to environmental quality, public health, recreational 
use and public access, fish and wildlife habitat, and aesthetic values, and should involve 
representatives of town governments, special interest groups and interested persons. 

 
7.   In-stream ponds are discouraged on all streams that support fish life.  In cases where 

feasible alternatives do not exist, in-stream ponds on seasonal streams, or off-stream 
ponds that discharge directly into a stream may be acceptable provided that the pond 
waters do not violate Vermont Water Quality Standards. 

 
4.3 Forest Lands 
 
The vast majority of land in Sandgate is covered by forests.  This was not always the case, 
however, as early settlers cleared large areas for agriculture and settlement.  With time, the 
economic viability of farming on Sandgate's marginal lands declined, as did the demand for 
wood products.  Consequently, the town's population dwindled and the forests began reclaiming 
the once cleared landscape.  Today, forests of mixed hardwoods (principally maple, beech, and 
yellow birch) cover most of the town.  Oak stands occur on some south-facing slopes and on hill 
tops with shallow soils.  Coniferous and mixed forests are found at higher elevations and on  
poor soils.  The town also contains a large number of white birch trees, found mainly in areas 
that are in transition from open field to mature mixed hardwood forest. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      

           Figure 6:  Much of Sandgate is a forested landscape. 

 

While Sandgate does contain some high quality timber stands, there are extensive areas 
covered by forests of relatively poor quality.  This situation is largely attributable to past logging 
practices that removed only the best trees and left the poorer ones.  New logging practices are 
designed to improve the quality of timber stands.  Effective logging can encourage the growth of 
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a variety of economically valuable tree species and also provide improved habitat for many 
wildlife species.  Economic factors play a strong role in promoting particular forest management 
practices.  Any energy crisis, for example, encourages people to remove poor quality trees for 
use as firewood.  
 
Forests help to prevent soil erosion and flooding, contribute to air and water quality, and provide 
valuable timber, wildlife, recreational, and aesthetic resources.  Timber harvesting is a 
particularly important economic activity in Sandgate.  Proper management will ensure a 
continuing yield of valuable forest products well into the future as well as improved wildlife 
habitat.  Several lumber companies own and manage large parcels of timber land in Sandgate.  
In addition, numerous individuals and foundations own land that is enrolled in Vermont's Current 
Use (Use Value Appraisal) program (some of the lumber company lands are also enrolled in this 
program); a current forest management plan is required for all of these parcels.  As of 2008 
there are 52 parcels in Sandgate, containing 17,410 acres of managed agricultural and forest 
land, enrolled in this important program.   
 
A number of other uses are also of great importance in Sandgate's forests.  The townôs forests 
contains some of the most popular deer hunting land in the region, important black bear habitat, 
hunting camps, and support other recreational pursuits.  Obviously, the extensive network of 
trails and logging roads that exist in the forests are critical to many of these activities.  
The greatest threat to Sandgate's forests is the fragmentation of large parcels of forest land.  
Such land subdivision is caused by factors ranging from a landowner's inability to pay property 
taxes to speculative real estate development.  Fragmentation replaces large contiguous tracts of 
forest land with multiple small parcels which are far more difficult to effectively manage for 
timber production, wildlife habitat, or recreational use.   
 
There are several possible ways to preserve Sandgate's forest lands and the values that they 
serve.  The Current Use program, mentioned earlier, provides property tax relief to landowners 
who keep their forest lands undeveloped and well managed.  The foregone municipal tax 
revenues are replaced by payments from the state.  The level of state funding for this program 
in future years is uncertain, however, particularly during recessionary times.  Local zoning 
regulations are another tool that can be used to protect forest lands, for example, specifying 
parcel shape.  Much of Sandgate is zoned ñForest 2,ò permitting only forestry, recreational uses 
and facilities, agriculture, and dwellings on large lots.  Dwellings are not permitted on land lying 
above the 1,600 foot elevation contour.  Land may also be preserved through the acquisition of 
development rights or conservation easements by organizations such as the Vermont Land 
Trust.   
 
One tool that can help towns evaluate the value of parcels of forest land is the Forest Land 
Evaluation and Site Assessment (FLESA) process.  This process allows towns to assess the 
value of discrete units of forest land for timber productivity, wildlife habitat, recreation, and other 
uses.  The Bennington County Regional Commission has developed a regional resource 
inventory and FLESA of lands in the Taconic Range.  This information will aid towns in long-
range forest planning.  
 
4.4 Agricultural Lands 
 
At one time, there were numerous farms in Sandgate, and much of the land was cleared for 
pasture and cropland.  Agricultural activity rapidly declined as growth in the fertile lands of the 
Midwestern United States and improved transportation made farming in areas like Sandgate a 
losing proposition.  Some of the better soils in town still are farmed, however, and these 
operations help maintain the rural character of the town.  In addition to serving as a livelihood 
for some residents, the open fields provide valuable wildlife habitat and scenic vistas.  The town 
should also strive to preserve its most productive agricultural soils (Map 4), even if they are not 
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currently being farmed, for some future time when local farming may once again become 
economically important or necessary. 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                        
 
                                           
 
                     
As in the case of forests, a number of techniques are available to help towns preserve 
agricultural lands.  Zoning regulations that permit only compatible types and densities of 
development and "clustering" provisions that allow subdivisions to be concentrated on one 
section of a parcel while the best agricultural soils are left undeveloped are effective regulatory 
measures.  Vermont's Current Use program provides property tax relief to agricultural 
landowners as well as to forest landowners.  
 
4.5 Wildlife Habitat 
 
The importance of Sandgateôs waters, forests, and fields to populations of fish and wildlife has 
already been noted.  Particular mention should be made of the Green River as an important 
fishery and of the numerous winter deer yards (Map 5) that provide crucial shelter and browse 
for deer during the winter months.  The Vermont Department of Fish and Wildlife has 
determined that important seasonal black bear habitat exists east of the Green River in 
Sandgate.  Many other wildlife species, both game and nongame animals, thrive in the town and 
contribute to the rural character and quality of life that residents enjoy. 
 
The most important factor in maintaining viable populations of these animals is the protection of 
their habitats.  Information on the nature and location of important habitats should be maintained 
and should be readily accessible to the public.  The presence of such areas should be 
considered when determining the appropriateness of public land ownership.  Development and 
logging activities should be planned so as to avoid damage to deer yards, aquatic 
environments, and other important wildlife habitats.  Specific measures that can be taken to 
minimize adverse impacts on wildlife include:  the maintenance or provision of natural buffers 
between developed areas and wildlife habitat, the maintenance of vegetated corridors along 
streams, shorelines, and between similar but separate habitat areas, and utilization of 
construction practices that minimize environmental disturbances. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 7: Productive agricultural land in 

Sandgate is a valuable natural resource. 
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4.6 Air Quality 
 
The quality of the air in Sandgate is generally excellent, and efforts should be made to ensure 
that it remains clear and clean.  There are a number of things that could impact air quality in the 
area.  The increasing cost of disposing of solid waste may have the undesired effect of 
encouraging the burning of refuse, an activity that can produce unpleasant local air pollution.  
Such "backyard burning" is, in fact, illegal under state law and should be discouraged.  Although 
Sandgate is not home to any industrial facilities that pollute the air, airborne contaminants 
emanating from distant sources can affect air quality locally.  Sulfur dioxide emissions from coal-
burning power plants and resulting air quality degradation and acid deposition in downwind 
mountainous areas is a well documented example of such a situation that could pose a very real 
threat to Sandgate.  The town should work with the Bennington County Regional Commission 
and other interested parties to present air quality concerns at state and interstate environmental 
reviews. 
 
4.7 Earth Resources 
 
There have never been extensive earth resource extraction activities in Sandgate.  There are, 
however, a number of small sand and gravel deposits that provide materials for construction 
projects in the area (Map 6).  These deposits are important and should remain available for use 
in years to come.  The town should identify important deposits and ensure that new 
developments do not render these resources inaccessible. 
 
Consideration must also be given to the fact that extraction operations can be damaging to the 
environment if carried out improperly.  Extraction methods must consider both immediate 
environmental concerns and the use of the site after completion of the sand and gravel mining.  
The zoning bylaws contain specific regulations designed to minimize the environmental impacts 
of earth products removal, and to assure restoration of sites once work is completed.  These 
regulations should be strictly enforced. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 8:  Many Sandgate residents enjoy 

fishing, hunting and viewing wildlife. 
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4.8 Policies and Recommendations 
 
1.  Growth should be directed to areas where physical conditions are most capable of 

supporting such development.  Growth should be restricted in areas of high elevation, steep 
slopes, or poor soils where environmental damage is likely to occur as a result of 
development.  Special attention must be given to the need to prevent soil erosion, 
contamination of surface and ground water, and damage to natural ecological communities. 

 
2.  The town should use soil data and other geographic information in land use planning. 
 
3.  The natural characteristics and values of Sandgate's rivers, streams, natural ponds, and 

state-defined wetlands should be preserved.  The municipal zoning bylaws regulate uses 
within designated buffer areas adjacent to these resources. 

 
4.  The municipal subdivision and health ordinances, and the regulations of the Vermont Agency 

of Natural Resources, must be strictly enforced to protect individual water supplies.   
 
5.   An effort should be made to encourage public access to streams, forests, trails, and other 

important natural resources and recreation areas. 
 
6.   Development in important forest, agricultural, or wildlife habitat areas should consider the 

preservation of those resources. 
 

7. The town should pursue and support policies and programs that encourage the preservation 
of important forest areas. 

   
8. Silvicultural practices should promote growth of high quality timber stands and the 

establishment or protection of important wildlife habitat.  Such practices should also 
minimize soil erosion and impacts on roads, streams, and the natural appearance of 
mountain and ridge tops.    

 
9.  The town should consider use of a forest land and site assessment (FLESA) program and 

the BCRC's Taconic Range forest study and resource inventory to aid in long-range forest 
planning and decision-making. 

 
10. A land evaluation and site assessment (LESA) should be considered to serve as an 

inventory of Sandgate's agricultural lands. 
 

11. The town should remain aware of potential threats to local air quality, and work with 
appropriate organizations to ensure that Sandgate's air remains clear and clean. 

 
12.  Important sand and gravel resources should remain available for economic extraction and 

use.  Local regulations should be designed to ensure that extraction operations are 
environmentally sound and that sites are properly restored. 
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