
 
 

Small Business Roundtable Discussion 
Mad River Valley - Chamber of Commerce 

October 2, 2018  
 

Present: 
 
Perry Bigelow, Community Member 
Spencer Kirk-Jackson, Salt & Sand Studios 
Jack Garvin, Warren Store 
Brad Long, Efficiency VT 
 
Chamber Staff: Jasmine Bigelow & Ginger Berkelhamer 
 
Main Street Alliance of Vermont Staff: 
Molly Gleason, Business Outreach Coordinator 
 
Challenges for Business Owners in the Mad River Valley: 
 

➢ Workforce:  
○ Finding and retaining employees (seasonal and part-time work and the service 

industry mentioned specifically)  
○ There is a lack of qualified workers for certain jobs and many people leave the area 

to work in Burlington and Montpelier. 
○ Sugarbush has made skiing more affordable and younger people don’t seem to be 

working as much as in the past; work ethic, professionalism and sense of 
responsibility have changed. 

○ Challenging for people telecommuting to be recognized as telecommuters to receive 
the 10K incentive from the state.  

○ Offering staff more benefits and liveable wages and opportunities for growth and 
advancement. Keeping employees engaged. 

○ Business owners have to adjust business hours or never take a day off to address the 
workforce issue. 

 
➢ Customer base:  

○ Lack of customers, particularly in the off-season. People living in the area are not 
shopping locally.  They get excited about a new business but the support isn’t there.  

○ Vendors and customers sell and buy where it’s convenient and quick. Families are 
working long hours and are stopping at the most convenient locations for purchases 
rather than coming downtown to a local store.  

○ MRV is a bedroom community and people are traveling to Burlington and 
Montpelier and spending less time in town at local businesses. 

○ Tourists coming to ski don’t drive through downtown.  They can easily get to the 
mountain and other destinations without passing through town.  

 



 
○ Larger stores can buy in large quantities/bulk and offer cheaper prices to customers. 
○ People are working multiple jobs with no disposable income. Families are busy and 

incomes are low. 
○ Correlation between business and weather 
○ The population is aging and hasn’t been replaced by younger people and families. 

and cost of living is high (see below). 
 

➢ Cost of living: 
○ Affordable, quality housing: There are many second home owners and people living 

out-of-state. Costs are high and people can’t afford to live in the MRV.  There are 
challenges for residents living in the floodplain and home repairs are costly. The 
values of these homes drop dramatically after purchase and they are hard to maintain 
and safety is an issue. The programs available to help seem are reactive.  Utility 
costs can be high, such as the costs to keep lights on. Wastewater/septic systems 
need updating. 

○ Healthcare and childcare costs are high 
○ Transportation:  With people traveling more to and from the MRV, they are paying 

more in gas and in wear and tear on their cars and spending time leaving the area.  
○ Livable wages and minimum wage: Employees are struggling to make ends meet 

and need liveable wages to afford all of the above.  Some businesses might have a 
hard time with a $15 minimum wage. (ex: in the UK, the wage doubled overnight 
and the businesses with one or two employees could make it work but the businesses 
with more struggled). 

 
➢ Marketing/Branding and State Recognition: Businesses don’t have resources (time, money) 

for marketing and they could use more resources from the state. The MRV isn’t on any state 
maps. People don’t know about the area and don’t recognize “Mad River Valley” as a 
location. 
 

➢ Access to capital: No start up money for businesses. It is challenging to keep up with 
building needs and infrastructure. It’s expensive to operate a business in an old building.  
 

➢ Permitting, zoning and taxes:  
○ It is challenging to navigate state requirements as a start-up business. Small 

businesses can’t afford to hire lawyers and accountants to do this for them. Specific 
example: A $50 fee applied for missing a quarterly payment by two days even 
though there was no income during that time period.  

○ No person to walk businesses through it 
 

➢ Other: 
○ Craft beer boom 
○ MRV is an incubator for businesses and then they leave the area. 

 
Ideas to Address Challenges: 

➢ Tap into the local market 
➢ Branding and marketing resources from the state, state co-op advertising 
➢ Increase telecommuting jobs from other states 
➢ Create a state portal to connect people to housing options 

 



 
➢ Look at creative ways to find customers 
➢ Get MRV on the map! 
➢ Partner with bigger businesses to offer reciprocal discounts and benefits to employees. 
➢ Talk to business owners who are able to provide high wages and benefits to attract 

employees (ex: Sean and Karen) 
 

What’s Working Well: 
➢ MRV is the geographic center of Vermont 
➢ The MRV is a great incubator 
➢ Quality of life 
➢ There are social hubs (Warren Store) 
➢ “Buy local” messaging 
➢ Locals want businesses to do well 
➢ Welcoming to businesses and outsiders 
➢ People are engaged and willing to help one another. There is a culture of altruism and 

energy in the MRV. 
 

From Molly:  
➢ MSA-VT helped to pass a bill (S.85) last year that will direct the state to create a small 

business portal to make it easier for small businesses to interact with the state (permitting, 
registration, payments, licenses, etc). 
 

➢ Minimum wage: House and Senate leadership have expressed their commitment to 
increasing the state’s minimum wage. Last year, Main Street Alliance of Vermont hosted 
meetings with business owners from across the state to discuss recommendations for the 
legislature to consider as they move forward with a proposal. As our State Board continues 
to work on developing MSA-VT’s position for the coming year, we are encouraging small 
business owners to join us in a private discussion on Monday, October 22nd from 3:30pm - 
5:00pm.  The meeting will be held at the MSA-VT office in Montpelier, and video 
conferencing will be available. RSVPs are required. To RSVP or for more information, 
please contact Molly at molly@mainstreetalliance.org. 
 

➢ If you’d like to join MSA-VT as a member (as a business owner or community member), 
you can do so here. I didn’t mention our online survey in our discussion, but it would be 
helpful to hear your thoughts on other other policy issues. You can take the survey here. 

 

http://vermont.mainstreetalliance.org/board?e=ef530e2dda0337c151956a0a04a93320&utm_source=mainstreetalliancevermont&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=917_news&n=1&test_email=1
mailto:molly@mainstreetalliance.org
http://vermont.mainstreetalliance.org/become_a_member
https://www.surveygizmo.com/s3/4428377/MSA-VT-2018-Field-Survey

