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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Wheeler Nature Park (the Park) is an important community asset in South Burlington, 

Vermont. It was purchased by the City of South Burlington in 1992 and is approximately 119 

acres in size. The Park contains two distinct areas: the Natural Area and the Wheeler 

Homestead Area, the latter of which contains community garden plots, the children’s garden, 

and the Wheeler/Calkins House. 

In 2016 the South Burlington City Council expressed its desire to bring together representation 

from the Natural Resource, Recreation and Parks, and Bike/Pedestrian Committees to help 

formulate parameters for consideration in establishing a permanent conservation easement 

for Wheeler Nature Park to assure that the long-term use/benefit of the park remains true to 

the original purpose of its acquisition and meets the needs of the residents of South 

Burlington. Early in the process, the Task Force and City Council also recognized the need for 

the South Burlington Land Trust to have representation on the Task Force.  

This Strategic Conservation Framework report is the final product of this Task Force and is 

intended to inform City Council on important conservation issues identified by the Task Force 

and South Burlington public to guide the City in the formalization of a conservation easement. 

The report identifies features of four primary elements of a conservation easement: 1) 

Baseline Elements; 2) Purpose of the Conservation Easement; 3) Conservation Values; and 

4) Ongoing Use of the Property. In addition to the findings for these four primary elements, the 

following recommendations summarize other ideas the Task Force has discussed that may 

help define the City’s conservation interest in Wheeler Nature Park. These recommendations 

should be considered throughout the conservation easement process and as the City moves 

forward with ongoing management of the Park.  

1. Recognize that the diverse areas of Wheeler Nature Park—the Natural Area and 

the Homestead Area—have distinct characteristics and uses and should be 

managed and protected accordingly. There was consensus among the Task Force 

that the distinction between the two areas of the park should be recognized and 

reflected in both the conservation easement and the future management of the park. 

Further to this point, a distinct delineation between these two zones should be pursued 

and approved by City Council.   

2. The natural qualities of the park and the nature-based passive recreation it 

provides should be paramount for Wheeler Nature Park moving forward. While 

the Task Force recognizes the need for public access and meeting community needs 

within the Park, there was also strong consensus for the idea that Wheeler Nature 

Park should remain just that—a Nature Park—into the future. The Task Force believes 

that the Park should be managed and protected to ensure it remains a natural area 

and not a developed recreation site like nearby Veteran’s Memorial Park.  
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3. An open, transparent, and thorough public process is needed to effectively 

manage Wheeler Nature Park for the benefit of all City residents. The Task Force 

feels the existing management plan for the Park, which was done through an open and 

public process, is an important City document and should carry significant weight in 

the generation of the conservation easement. The Task Force also understands that 

the management plan will likely need to be updated following the implementation of the 

easement and that the work done in this process should be recognized and 

incorporated into any future management for the Park.  

4. Incorporate the new acreage to be acquired as part of an anticipated land swap 

into the conservation easement and management plan for the remainder of the 

Park. There was consensus within the Task Force that this leg is important from both a 

natural resource and public access standpoint and should be managed and 

considered in the conservation easement as a cohesive and connected natural area 

within the City.   

5. A local conservation partner is preferred to a more national organization. There 

was consensus among the Task Force that a local partner would be a better fit for the 

City and the Vermont Land Trust would likely make a great conservation partner for 

Wheeler Nature Park. 

 

  

The principal objectives of this grant are to: 1) preserve a diverse and 

natural ecosystem within the Protected Property; 2) support the long-term 

professional management of the natural, educational and cultural resources; 

3) facilitate public access that minimizes negative impact on natural 

communities, surface waters, wildlife habitats, and other conservation 

values; and 4) sustain harmony within the property which consists of both 

the natural area and the multi-use Homestead area. 

Draft Conservation Easement Purpose Statement Prepared by the Task Force 
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2. INTRODUCTION AND PROJECT OVERVIEW 

Wheeler Nature Park is located southeast of the intersection of Dorset and Swift streets in 

South Burlington, Vermont. It was purchased by the City of South Burlington in 1992 and is 

approximately 119 acres in size. The Park contains two distinct areas: the Natural Area and 

the Wheeler Homestead Area. The Natural Area consists of mixed forest, grasslands, 

shrublands, wetlands, and approximately 2 miles of pedestrian trails for hiking, snowshoeing 

and cross-country skiing. The Natural Area provides benefits to the flora, fauna and residents 

of South Burlington on many levels. The Wheeler Homestead Area contains community 

garden plots, the children’s garden, a tree nursery and the Wheeler/Calkins House, which is 

currently host to two non-profit organizations: Common Roots and The Friends of the Library. 

In addition to its high natural resource value, the overall park also offers potential uses for 

agriculture, education and recreation for the residents of South Burlington. It is important to 

note that Wheeler Nature Park is separate and distinct from nearby Veteran’s Memorial 

Recreational Area, and that the permitted uses of the two properties are subject to their own 

individual guidelines. 

In 2011 the City of South Burlington voted to exchange 7.25 acres of the Park for 21.27 acres 

of adjacent land (“the leg”) then called the “Wheeler Nature Park Connection Parcel”. The net 

result will be City-owned lands of about 119 acres.  This vote called for the City Council to 

place the “new” Wheeler Nature Park into a third-party conservation easement. Between 2011 

and 2015 the City worked to revise the management plan for the Park and completed this 

revision in 2015. 

Following the completion of the management plan, the South Burlington City Council 

expressed its desire to bring together representation from the Natural Resource, Recreation 

and Parks, and Bike/Pedestrian Committees to help formulate parameters for consideration in 

establishing a permanent conservation easement for Wheeler Nature Park to assure that the 

long-term use/benefit of the park remains true to the original purpose of its acquisition and 

meets the needs of the residents of South Burlington. Early in the process, the Task Force 

and City Council also recognized the need for the South Burlington Land Trust to have 

representation on the Task Force.  

In establishing the Task Force and pursuing the development of a conservation easement, the 

City engaged SE Group from Burlington, Vermont to assist in facilitating a process to develop 

a “Strategic Conservation Framework”.  The process for preparing this effort has involved the 

following steps, which have been completed by the Task Force, City Staff (Planning, Public 

Works and Parks/Recreation) and the Consultant Team: 
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1. Review the existing management plan for the 

Park to better understand how the Park 

currently functions, identify issues and needs 

for use and/or maintenance of the Park, and draft 

an initial impression on the underlying factors the 

framework should consider. 

2. Review the original ballot measure and  

associated documents related to the acquisition 

of the property. Secure base mapping of the 

facility showing known or likely environmental, 

cultural and/or historic resources for the property 

from the City and/or State of Vermont sources.  

3. Establish and facilitate an engagement 

process that brings together members of the 

relevant city committees, along with relevant City 

departments (Planning, Recreation, and Public 

Works) to identify important goals and objectives 

that might provide direction on establishing conservation language. 

4. Conduct one public meeting to present draft ideas for conservation of the Park. 

5. Consider long-standing City objectives, plans and regulations for open space management, 

recreational use and need and land capability when framing opportunities for establishing 

conservation measures. 

6. Review and consider potential conservation partners and gauge preliminary interest from 

their respective organizations. 

7. Filter, organize and structure task force and public input into a framework that allows for 

both visual expression of ideas and summarization of broad themes. 

8. Develop a Strategic Conservation Framework for the Park that coalesces the work of the 

project into a series of statements with supporting narrative that defines key conservation 

objectives and strategies for the Park as well as a supporting map/plan that demonstrates 

specific spatial considerations related to conservation objectives within the Park.  

This Strategic Conservation Framework is not a conservation easement.  As described herein, 

the development of a conservation easement with an independent conservation partner is 

both a legal process and a negotiated one.  This document and the information it 

communicates is intended to inform City Council on important conservation issues identified 

by the Task Force and South Burlington public to guide the City in the formalization of a 

conservation easement. 

Natural 
Resources

Recreation and 
Parks

Bike/Pedestrian
South 

Burlington 
Land Trust

TASK FORCE COMPOSITION 
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3. CONSERVATION EASEMENT OVERVIEW 

WHAT IS A CONSERVATION 

EASEMENT? 

A conservation easement is a restriction placed 

on a piece of property to protect its associated 

resources. The easement is either voluntarily 

donated or sold by the landowner and 

constitutes a legally binding agreement that 

limits certain types of uses or prevents 

development from taking place on the land in 

perpetuity.  

Conservation easements protect land for future generations while allowing owners to retain 

many property rights to use their land. In cases where the land is a privately owned, there is 

often the potential for tax benefits for the private entity. In the case of Wheeler Nature Park, 

the landowner is a public entity, and tax benefits do not come into play.  

In a conservation easement, a landowner voluntarily agrees to sell or donate certain rights 

associated with his or her property – often including the right to subdivide or develop – and a 

private organization or public agency (such as a land trust) agrees to bind and enforce the 

landowner's promise not to exercise those rights. In essence, the rights are forfeited and no 

longer exist. 

An easement selectively targets only those rights necessary to protect specific conservation 

values, such as water quality or migration routes, and is individually tailored to meet a 

landowner's needs. A conservation easement is legally binding. 

 

 

 

Conservation easements protect land for future generations 

  

Perpetuity 
pərpəˈt(y)o͞oədē 
noun 

 

1. a thing that lasts forever or for an 

indefinite period, in particular. 

2. the state or quality of lasting 

forever. 
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PROCESS FOR DEVELOPING A CONSERVATION EASEMENT FOR 

WHEELER NATURE PARK 

A conservation easement is a legal agreement that must be negotiated and agreed upon in 

order to be implemented. There are generally at least four parties to every conservation 

easement transaction: 

1. The easement holder (land trust or other conservation partner) 

2. The easement holder’s attorney 

3. The landowner (the City of South Burlington in this case) 

4. The landowner’s attorney 

Each of these parties has a unique role to play in the negotiation and drafting of a 

conservation easement. The easement holder or conservation partner’s interest is generally 

related to their mission and guiding principles regarding land conservation. For example, the 

Vermont Land Trust’s guiding principles are as follows:  

“Vermont Land Trust exists so that current and future generations are deeply connected to the 

land and benefit from its deliberate protection and responsible stewardship. Specifically, 

1. Working farms, forests, community lands, and associated natural systems are 

conserved, and contribute to the cultural, economic, and ecological vitality of local 

communities. 

2. Land is accessible to the public, and working landscapes are affordable and available. 

3. Land conservation and stewardship manifest an understanding of the changing nature 

of environmental, economic, and societal conditions. 

4. Land stewardship reflects responsible and balanced care for the ecological integrity, 

cultural heritage, and economic productivity of conserved properties” 

The easement holder or conservation partner also has an interest in the long-term 

sustainability of their organization and in creating easements that are enforceable in 

perpetuity. The easement holder typically considers the enforceability of the easement in 

terms of resource allocation (cost and staff time required to manage the easement) as well as 

the political will and standing of creating the easement (maintaining positive relationships with 

municipalities, landowners, etc.).   

The landowner’s role in conservation easement negotiations is also of the utmost importance. 

The landowner must provide information about the property and its resources as well as be 

forthright about their goals for the future of the property. As the Wheeler Nature Park is a 

publicly owned property, the landowner in this case is the City and residents of South 

Burlington and the City and residents’ interest in conservation of the property must be well 

understood to craft an effective easement. Understanding and communicating this interest is 

the primary focus of this Strategic Conservation Framework document.  
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The attorneys’ roles are also very important to the development of an enforceable 

conservation easement, as they must understand state and federal laws applicable to 

conservation easements as well as all of the conservation partner’s standards and practices 

and the landowner’s goals for conservation that must apply to the easement drafting. 

The process for developing a conservation easement for Wheeler Nature Park is 

demonstrated in the graphic below.  

CONSERVATION EASEMENT  PROCESS CHART 

•This Strategic Conservation Framework document outlines and 
explains the City's interest in a conservation easement and 
identifies potential conservation partners who could act as an 
easement holder.

Conservation 
Framework

•Using the information contained in the conservation framework 
document, City Council and City Staff will need to select a 
conservation partner to begin development of the conservation 
easement.

Choosing a 
Partner

•Once a conservation partner has been selected, the City may 
enter into negotiations with the conservation partner around the 
specific terms of the easement, the conservation values that need 
to be protected, and the appropriate restrictions and reserved 
rights created in the easement.

Negotiating 
Terms

•Following the negotiation of easement terms and agreement 
around the defined conservation values, purposes, and 
restrictions and reserved rights, the conservation partner's and 
City's attorneys will begin to draft the conservation easement 
language.

Drafting 
Easement

•The conservation partner will document the existing conditions 
and conservation values to be protected by the easement through 
the creation of a baseline documentation report. This work often 
occurs concurrently with the negotiation and drafting of the 
easement. 

Baseline 
Assessment

•The conservation easement is formalized and implemented 
through the closing of the legal agreement, much like the closing 
on other real estate transactions. 

Formalizing 
Agreement

•After the conservation easement is formalized, all restrictions and 
reserved rights are in effect in perpetuity. To ensure the terms of 
the easement are being upheld, a conservation partner will 
monitor the property at least annually (often more frequently). A 
management plan for the property should be updated as 
conditions change and needs arise.

Monitoring 
and 

Enforcement
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ELEMENTS OF A CONSERVATION EASEMENT 

Conservation easements are creations of statutory law. Each state has different laws 

regulating conservation easements, and in order for an easement to be legally recognized 

(and thus enforceable), any conservation easement must contain certain elements to meet the 

statutory requirements.  

Four (4) important elements of conservation were explored throughout this process to help 

consolidate the collective input of the Task Force members and the public into a meaningful 

format that will help communicate the goals and objectives of the City to potential 

conservation partners. These elements are drawn from guidance on drafting conservation 

easements from the Land Trust Alliance, which represents more than 1,100 member land 

trusts nationwide and is the authoritative source on conservation easement best practices. 

These four elements are: 

1. I - Baseline Elements of the 

Property: Documentation of the 

baseline conditions is critical for 

establishing the condition of the 

property at the time the easement is 

granted, and forms the basis of future 

monitoring and enforcement. While a 

conservation partner will typically 

produce a baseline documentation 

report prior to closing and signing a 

conservation easement, it can be 

helpful for the City to understand the 

conservation values to be protected 

by the easement and the relevant 

conditions of the property prior to 

easement negotiations.   

2. II - Purpose(s) of the Conservation Easement: Often in a standard conservation 

easement, the “purpose” of the easement identifies the primary (and/or secondary) 

conservation objectives related to the identified values that will be defined. 

3. III - Conservation Values: The next part of a standard conservation easement 

consists of a series of “recitals” within which the documenting of conservation values 

occurs.  This section should be written with great clarity rather than as broad 

statements.  This section should also indicate the public benefits to be derived. 

4. IV - On-Going Uses of the Property: The next part of a typical conservation easement 

essentially identifies the restrictions placed on the property and the ‘reserved rights” 

II: 

Purpose of the 
Conservation 

Easement

III: 
Conservation 
Values to be 

Preserved

IV:

On-going Use 
of the Property

I:

Baseline 
Elements
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that the landowner (in this case, the City) maintains with respect to the use of the 

property. Because such easements must be perpetual in nature, land trusts must 

assure that the restrictions they craft for their easements are within their capacity to 

monitor and enforce forever. Good easement drafting often means avoiding restrictions 

that are only superficially related to the conservation values. 

4. TASK FORCE DISCUSSIONS AND RECOMMENDED 

CONSERVATION EASEMENT ELEMENTS 

The following represents the results of the Task Force discussions around the primary 

elements of a conservation easement. These findings are the direct products of the Task 

Force meetings, and represent the evolution of thinking in the Task Force throughout the 

process.  

Task Force meetings were held on the following dates with the following topics discussed at 

each meeting: 

1. March 16, 2016: Overview of the project (scope, goals, timeline, history of the 

property), Task Force composition and member introductions, First 

Impressions "Round Table" and discussion of the "Givens" - what factors must 

be addressed in the Strategic Conservation Framework for Wheeler Nature 

Park. 

2. April 25, 2016: Discussion of primary elements of a conservation easement, 

discussion of final product of Task Force and next steps, Task Force member 

identification of baseline elements of the property, discussion of the legal 

purpose of the conservation easement, discussion of Potential Conservation 

Partners.  

3. May 18, 2016: Review of potential Conservation Partners projects, discussion 

of conservation values, discussion of uses within the Property, plan for 

upcoming meetings. 

4. July 21, 2016: Discussion of stormwater management at the park with City of 

South Burlington DPW, discussion with Bob Heiser, Champlain Valley Regional 

Director of the Vermont Land Trust, discussion of the mechanisms for 

addressing various uses (management plan, City Ordinances, or Conservation 

Easement), review outline of final report. 
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An overarching theme to the Task Force discussions was the difference in character, natural 

resource value and community value between the Natural Area and the Wheeler Homestead 

Area in the Park. Although no precise delineation of the two areas currently exists, the areas 

identified in the map below reflect the general areas for these two zones. 

Note: This map depicts the likely 

delineation of Wheeler Nature Park 

following the finalization of the land 

exchange. Although the exchange 

process is underway, Wheeler Nature 

Park does not currently legally include the 

southeast 22 acres (i.e. “the leg”). 



 

WHEELER NATURE PARK STRATEGIC CONSERVATION FRAMEWORK | 11 

 

CONSERVATION ELEMENT #1 - IDENTIFYING BASELINE ELEMENTS 

OF THE PROPERTY 

 

 Man-made Features – elements on the property created by people such as buildings, 

fences or roads 

 Ecological Features – natural elements within the property including the flora and 

fauna or their habitats 

 Scenic Features – elements that define the aesthetics of the property or important 

views from the property 

 Agricultural Features – elements related to the use or practice of farming or forestry 

on the property 

 Recreation Features – elements related to the use or enjoyment of the property for 

recreational or leisure pursuits 

 Historic Features – elements (either natural or man-made) within the property that 

carry either historic or cultural significance  

See Appendix A for those identified by the Task Force during discussions.  

Man-made 
Features

Ecological 
Features

Scenic 
Features

Agricultural 
Features

Recreation 
Features

Historic 
Features
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CONSERVATION ELEMENT #2 -PURPOSE OF THE CONSERVATION 

EASEMENT  

The Task Force evaluated several iterations of potential purpose statements for the 

conservation easement on Wheeler Nature Park. Through these discussions, the Task Force 

recognized the importance of both the protection of natural resources and continued public 

access—considering purpose statements that focused on each—but ultimately preferred a 

purpose statement that blends both concepts, while leading with protection of the natural 

ecosystem.  

   

The principal objectives of this grant are to: 1) preserve a diverse and 

natural ecosystem within the Protected Property; 2) support the long-term 

professional management of the natural, educational and cultural resources; 

3) facilitate public access that minimizes negative impact on natural 

communities, surface waters, wildlife habitats, and other conservation 

values; and 4) sustain harmony within the property which consists of both 

the natural area and the multi-use Homestead area. 

Draft Purpose Statement Prepared by the Task Force 



 

WHEELER NATURE PARK STRATEGIC CONSERVATION FRAMEWORK | 13 

 

CONSERVATION ELEMENT #3- CONSERVATION VALUES 

The Task Force discussed and considered the conservation values of the property at the May 

18th meeting. Wheeler Nature Park contains substantial natural resource and public access 

values and broad consensus was reached among Task Force members around the values 

identified below.  

 Natural Habitat Values 

 Scenic Values 

 Open Space Values 

 Agricultural Values 

 Wildlife Values 

 Historic and Cultural Values 

 Public Access and Recreation 

Values 

 Educational Values 

 Forestry Values 

 Wetland Values 

 Water Quality Values 

 Ecological Process Values 

 Archaeological Values 

 

CONSERVATION ELEMENT #4 - ONGOING USE OF THE PROPERTY 

Following discussions at the July Task Force Meeting (7/21/16), which included suggestions 

and feedback from City Staff and a representative from the Vermont Land Trust (see 

Conservation Partners, below), the Task Force recognized that some of the allowed and 

disallowed uses contemplated in earlier meetings might be better addressed in alternative 

forms of protection—specifically a management plan or City Ordinance. The lists of allowed 

and disallowed uses below reflect the Task Force direct input at the earlier meetings to 

preserve their input and evolution of thinking for future planning efforts, while the parenthesis 

afterwards reflect the conservation tool the Task Force believes is best suited to address and 

manage the use. 

CE=Conservation Easement  MP=Management Plan CO=City Ordinance  
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 ALLOWED USES PROHIBITED USES 
N

A
T

U
R

A
L

 A
R

E
A

 

 Education (MP) 

 Maintenance and upkeep 

(MP) 

 Hiking (MP) 

 Walking (MP) 

 Passive Recreation (CE) 

 Forestry and Habitat 

Management (CE) 

 Dogs in accordance with City 

Ordinances (CO) 

 Bicycles in accordance with 

City Ordinances (CO) 

 Stormwater Features (MP 

requiring approval of 

Conservation Partner) 

 Temporary structures (MP, 

CO) 

 

 Motorized vehicles (CE) 

 Pump track (dirt bicycle park) 

(MP) 

 Designated dog park (MP) 

 Permanent structures (CE) 

 Mineral extraction (CE) 

 Water extraction (CE) 

 Wind and solar facilities (MP) 

 Alteration of landforms (with 

restriction of amount) (CE) 

 Commercial signs, billboards, 

outdoor advertising (MP) 

 Residential and commercial 

development (CE) 

 Subdivision or transfer (CE) 

 No new utility right-of-ways (CE) 

 Overnight camping or fires (CO) 

 

H
O

M
E

S
T

E
A

D
 

 Community, municipal and 

non-profit uses (MP) 

 Community garden (MP) 

 Burlington Garden Club (or 

subsequent organizations) 

(MP) 

 Events permitted by the City 

(MP) 

 Structures related to existing 

uses (MP) 

 

 Permanent commercial uses 

(MP) 

 New roads, driveways, vehicle 

travelways, and additional 

designated parking areas (MP) 
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5. PUBLIC MEETING SUMMARY 

A public meeting for the Wheeler Nature Park Conservation Strategy was held on the evening 

of June 16, 2016. The intent of the meeting was to provide an overview of the project, the 

process and most importantly, provide and receive comment on the draft findings of the Task 

Force around the four primary elements of a conservation easement: 1) Baseline Elements; 2) 

Purpose of the Easement; 3) Conservation Values; and 4) Uses on the Property.   

A total 16 residents signed in. About half of the attendees were members of the Task Force, 

and many have been attending the Task Force meetings as members of the pubic. A few 

neighbors of Wheeler Nature Park were in attendance, primarily interested in preserving the 

park as a natural area and maintaining the high value they place on being adjacent to the 

park.  

In general, the public felt what the Task Force had generated thus far was reasonable. 

Baseline elements identified by the Task Force were deemed fairly comprehensive. 

Wordsmithing aside, the attendees agreed with the direction of the easement purpose, noting 

that a focus on maintaining the natural condition was important. Conservation values were 

also thought to be quite comprehensive, with archaeological resources suggested as a 

possible addition (accepted by the Task Force and reflected in this report).  

A number of discussions centered on uses within the park, including allowing/disallowing 

dogs, limiting the kinds of changes in the Homestead area, and prohibiting commercial 

activity. Some uses (like dogs and bicycles) were considered to be more appropriately 

handled by City Ordinances. Other uses were considered to be appropriate to include in the 

conservation easement. Below is a list of key themes identified during the public meeting: 

 Maintaining natural conditions: The conservation easement should be aimed at 

maintaining the natural conditions within the property. This idea was expressed 

throughout the discussions from baseline elements, purposes, and recreation, to 

allowed and disallowed uses. For example, people commented on the baseline 

elements, and strongly asserted the importance of keeping the trails natural and 

maintaining their natural appearance. 

 “What if” scenarios: A number of questions were raised around “what if” scenarios 

and what would happen after the easement is in place. Topics included: What if the 

intentions of the easement are unclear with respect to a proposed use; how would the 

conservation partner enforce provisions; what would the City’s and partner’s 

responsibilities be under the easement; what if the conservation partner were to go out 

of business? The specifics of these scenarios were discussed and it was decided that 

the final document should paint the picture of how the conservation easement 

mechanisms would play out under these scenarios.   
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 Stormwater: Stormwater management was also a theme of discussion. While many 

noted an interest in preventing Wheeler Nature Park from becoming a stormwater 

repository for the City, it was acknowledged that this is an ongoing issue of 

conversation, and that the next Task Force meeting would delve into the topic with a 

representative from DPW. It was noted that the role the park would have, if any, should 

be well defined in terms of stormwater. 

 Ecology: A high value was placed on ecological processes at the park and 

maintaining natural conditions. The issue of invasive species and how to manage them 

was also discussed.  

 Recreation: Participants commented that passive recreation uses should be allowed, 

as well as uses that conform to Wheeler’s designation as a Nature Park.   

 Agriculture: With respect to agriculture, the scale of agriculture operations was 

important. The community wanted to ensure that these uses were “community-scale” 

or “small-scale” in nature. Specifically recognizing the role of the Burlington Garden 

Club at the park was an important consideration.  

 Historic Resources: The Wheeler House was also noted as being an important 

historic resource that needs to be preserved, and the consideration of archeological 

resources as a conservation value was also suggested.   

 Additional Leg: There was also conversation about the soon-to-be acquired parcel 

(“additional leg”), but at this time mapping for this parcel was not available. The City 

committed to pulling together a map to identify the additional property and there was 

agreement that it should also be covered within the conservation easement.  

 New Roads: A number of residents shared the idea that no new roads should be built 

on the property (particularly on the eastern side of the property where a “stub” and 

potentially a public ROW exists). 

 Mechanisms for Protection: Attendees were interested in ensuring the report 

provides clarity in mechanisms by which the easement and other Task Force 

considerations can be enforced. People noted that a conservation easement is a legal 

process with give and take, negotiations and legal protections built into it.    

 Management Plan: Participants discussed the role of the management plan in the 

proposed conservation easement agreement.  The existing management plan may 

need to be updated to reflect the conservation values in the easement and to capture 

changes that happen naturally (i.e. beaver activity, etc.). There was also interest in 

ensuring that the management plan is current and updated through the process of 

regular conservation easement review.  
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6. CONSERVATION PARTNERS 

POTENTIAL CONSERVATION PARTNERS 

Initially, two national organizations—the Trust for Public Land and the Open Space Institute—

and two state/local organizations—the Vermont Land Trust (VLT) and the Winooski Valley 

Park District (WVPD)—were discussed by the Task Force as potential conservation partners. 

There was consensus among the Task Force that a local or state agency would be a better fit 

for the City and the Wheeler Nature Park given the park’s local and regional significance. It 

was also thought that interactions with a local partner might be more efficient.    

The Consulting Team reached out to both the VLT and WVPD to attend the July Task Force 

meeting to provide feedback on the findings of the Task Force from the perspective of a 

potential conservation partner. While the WVPD is not structured to hold conservation 

easements and thus cannot be a conservation partner on the conservation easement side, the 

WVPD did express interest in discussing the possibility of the WVPD being a land 

management partner for Wheeler Nature Park or other South Burlington City Parks.  

Ultimately, two potential local conservation partners were identified: Vermont Land Trust and 

the Vermont Housing Conservation Board. Both of these organizations hold conservation 

easements in the region on public lands similar to Wheeler Nature Park.  

The Vermont Housing and Conservation Board did not respond to invitations to attend the 

Task Force meeting. Bob Heiser, the Champlain Valley Regional Director of the Vermont Land 

Trust, was able to engage with the Task Force. He conducted a site walk with the City Staff 

and Task Force Members, provided feedback on the draft Task Force findings and provided a 

background on VLT and their work in South Burlington, the Champlain Valley and throughout 

the state.  

While the Housing and Conservation Board might still be considered as a potential 

conservation partner, following these interactions there was consensus within the Task Force 

that the VLT would likely make an excellent conservation partner for the Wheeler Nature Park 

Conservation Easement.  
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VERMONT LAND TRUST INPUT AND FEEDBACK 

At the July Task Force Meeting Bob 

Heiser of the Vermont Land Trust (VLT) 

provided input and feedback to the 

process. He first provided a history of the 

VLT and an overview of the work the 

organization does, explaining that the 

organization holds over 2,000 individual 

conservation easements and has a staff of 

46 spread over seven offices throughout 

Vermont. Mr. Heiser explained the 

organization’s easement costs, typical 

management endowments, and 

mechanisms in place to ensure 

easements are upheld in perpetuity.  

Mr. Heiser also discussed conservation easements held on other municipally-owned lands in 

the region and in the state, highlighting similarities and experiences working with communities 

and the public. Mr. Heiser explained that the VLT cannot take on restrictions the organization 

cannot enforce such as dog or bicycle use. Mr. Heiser also explained the importance of the 

conservation values in the restrictions placed on the land; the VLT would not feel comfortable 

preventing public uses that are not in direct conflict with the conservation values as that could 

place them in a difficult political position 50 or 100 years down the road if the community wanted 

to do something that wasn’t allowed under an easement.  

Mr. Heiser explained that management plans are typically in place on VLT conserved parcels. 

He stressed the importance of the management plan and how it works in concert with the 

conservation easement to protect the conservation values of the parcel. Task Force members 

asked if the easements typically require approval of the management plan by VLT, and Mr. 

Heiser explained that they either explicitly require VLT approval or require that management 

plans must be consistent with the protection of conservation values, which comes to the same. 

Mr. Heiser also explained that most VLT conservation easements are broad in their 

restrictions and allowances, typically explicitly restricting only subdivision and conveyance, 

development, mining, and the stripping of topsoil. Other uses are often allowed, provided they 

are consistent with the approved management plan and do not significantly degrade the 

conservation values. Mr. Heiser also explained that VLT conservation easements typically 

require public process and updates to the management plan for similarly conserved public 

lands. 

Task Force members then asked how oversight and compliance is undertaken by the VLT. 

Mr. Heiser explained that their stewardship specialists are in charge of ensuring the terms of 
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the easements are upheld and conservation values are adequately protected. Betty Milizia 

asked Mr. Heiser if they would have access to the contact information for the stewardship 

specialist, and how reporting of issues would be handled. Mr. Heiser indicated VLT typically 

likes to have a single point of contact for any given easement, but that anyone could report 

violations of the conservation easement to the organization.  

Mr. Heiser also indicated that having two zones for the conservation easement (homestead 

and natural area) is not typically common in a VLT conservation easement and that the VLT 

would not be as comfortable with that as a single easement that could apply evenly across the 

entire park. He suggested perhaps the easement could be broad enough in its protections and 

restrictions to cover both areas, and that certain zones could be excluded from the easement 

altogether. Mr. Heiser did, however, suggest that the management plan could and probably 

should deal with the two zones differently in their management and allowed uses.  

Donna Leban asked Mr. Heiser if VLT would willing to provide a conservation easement draft 

as a starting point for the drafting of this easement, and he agreed. 

7. SUMMARY RECOMMENDATIONS AND NEXT STEPS 

TASK FORCE RECOMMENDATIONS 

In addition to the findings for the four primary elements of a conservation easement, the 

following recommendations summarize other ideas the Task Force has discussed that may 

help define the City’s conservation interest in Wheeler Nature Park. These recommendations 

should be considered throughout the conservation easement process and as the City moves 

forward with ongoing management of the Park.  

1. Recognize that the diverse areas of Wheeler Nature Park—the Natural Area and 

the Homestead Area—have distinct characteristics and uses and should be 

managed and protected accordingly. There was consensus among the Task Force 

that the distinction between the two areas of the park should be recognized and 

reflected in both the conservation easement and the future management of the park. 

Further to this point, a distinct delineation between these two zones should be pursued 

and approved by City Council.   

2. The natural qualities of the park and the nature-based passive recreation it 

provides should be paramount for Wheeler Nature Park moving forward. While 

the Task Force recognizes the need for public access and meeting community needs 

within the Park, there was also strong consensus for the idea that Wheeler Nature 

Park should remain just that—a Nature Park—into the future. The Task Force believes 

that the Park should be managed and protected to ensure it remains a natural area 

and not a developed recreation site like nearby Veteran’s Memorial Park.  
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3. An open, transparent, and thorough 

public process is needed to 

effectively manage Wheeler Nature 

Park for the benefit of all City 

residents. The Task Force feels the 

existing management plan for the 

Park, which was done through an open 

and public process, is an important 

City document and should carry 

significant weight in the generation of 

the conservation easement. The Task 

Force also understands that the 

management plan will likely need to be 

updated following the implementation 

of the easement and that the work 

done in this process should be 

recognized and incorporated into any 

future management for the Park.  

4. Incorporate the “leg” of Wheeler 

Nature Park-which is anticipated to 

be acquired- into the conservation 

easement and management plan for 

the remainder of the Park. There was 

consensus within the Task Force that 

this leg is important from both a natural 

resource and public access standpoint 

and should be managed and 

considered in the conservation 

easement as a cohesive and 

connected natural area within the City.   

5. A local conservation partner is 

preferred to a more national 

organization. There was consensus 

among the Task Force that a local 

partner would be a better fit for the City 

and the Vermont Land Trust would 

likely make a great conservation 

partner for Wheeler Nature Park.  

  

Next Steps 

The following actions outline 

recommended next steps for City Council 

to continue pursuing a conservation 

easement for Wheeler Nature Park: 

1. Review, debate and finalize the City’s 

conservation interests around the four 

primary elements of a conservation 

easement presented in this report. 

2. Meet with and choose a conservation 

partner to engage in the conservation 

easement. 

 Bob Heiser 
Champlain Valley Regional Director 
Vermont Land Trust  
(802) 861-6404 
bheiser@vlt.org  
 

 Karen Freeman 
Conservation Director 
Vermont Housing and Conservation 
Board  
(802) 828-5067 
Karen@vhcb.org  
 

3. Engage a City Attorney and move into 

negotiations with the Conservation 

Partner. 

4. Review final conservation easement 

terms with Task Force and collect 

comment. 

5. Formalize conservation easement and 

close transaction. 

6. Update Wheeler Nature Park 

Management Plan. 

7. Consider developing a Historic and 

Cultural Resource Task Force, with 

the first directive being a 

consideration of protections for the 

historic Wheeler building.  

 

mailto:bheiser@vlt.org
mailto:Karen@vhcb.org
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APPENDIX A. TASK FORCE BASELINE ELEMENTS  

 

TASK FORCE BASELINE ELEMENTS WORD CLOUD 

 

These features were identified by members of the Task Force during a brainstorming 

session. They are not intended to represent a comprehensive or ecological study of the 

property.  

Man-Made Features:  

 Homestead 

 Treehouse 

 Pavilion 

 Toolshed 

 Parking areas (Swift/house) 

 Fence – barbed wire on Swift 

 Stone walls – E/W side, north and 

south boundary 

 Trails paved/unpaved 

 Homestead signage 

 Stormwater infrastructure 

 Stone steps in stream bank 

 Winding path 

 Teaching gardens 

 Water garden 

 Water utility – at house 

 Power 

 CWD Right of way 

 Community garden  

 Tree nursery 

 Club gardens 
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 Some fencing 

 Benches 

 Signage corner/homestead 

 Markers (not complete) 

 Culverts 

 Puncheons/Bridges 

Ecological Features:  

 Wetlands- meadow and marsh 

 Grasslands – rare species 

 Mixed forest 

 Successional forest 

 Deciduous forest 

 Non-deciduous forest 

 Beaver pond 

 Animals 

 Birds (heron) 

 Ducks 

 Coyotes 

 Sugarbush 

 Amphibians 

 Hawk (red tail) 

 Ground-nesting birds 

 Bobcats 

 Bats 

 Deer 

 Turkey 

 Bees 

 Moose 

 Woodpecker 

 Small mammals 

 Vernal pools 

 Internal stream 

 Off-site streams 

 Gullies/drainage 

 Ridgeline and outcrops 

 Juniper 

 Big oak 

 Shagbark hickory 

 Clay Plain Forest 

 Milkweed/butterflies 
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Scenic Features:  

 View behind homestead looking 

east 

 East side of the homestead 

 High point on grassland 

 View corridor on Rec Path 

 “The Cathedral” canopy 

 Stone step stream 

 Community gardens 

 From Hinesburg Road looking west 

 Looking south from Dorset Street: 

structure 

 Unbroken trail views 

 Evolving views 

 View from the bench: Lake 

Champlain 

 Beaver pond 

 Wetlands

 

Agricultural Features:  

 Homestead encompasses ag use 

 A portion of the homestead 

 Community gardens 

 Educational gardens 

 Tree nursery 

 Sugaring 

 Root veggies 

 Wildflowers 

 Livestock 

 Invasive Species 
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Recreational Features:  

 Trails 

 Nordic skiing 

 Snowshoeing 

 Bird watching 

 Photography 

 Astronomy 

 Painting 

 Educational 

 STEM Walks 

 Trail running 

 Recreation path 

 Sugaring 

 Gardening 

 Concerts/events 

 Picnicking 

 Yoga 

 Dog walking (on-leash) 

 

 

 

 

Historic Features: 

 

 Was a farm – As heritage 

 Historic character 

 Productive well – remnant well 

 Long-time town clerk’s home which served as town clerk’s office  

 State register of historic structures 

 Wheeler Homestead 
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APPENDIX B. HISTORY OF WHEELER NATURE PARK




