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An Endangered State

[image: image2.png]


omehow, it's hard to imagine the lush, green state of Vermont overrun by a legion of yellow smiley faces. Yet that's the concern of the National Trust for Historic Preservation in Washington. The trust, which monitors the degradation of the nation's most historic sites, is alarmed about the possibility that Wal-Mart may create more than one million square feet of commercial blight in Vermont by building seven monster stores around the state. Thus, the trust has wisely declared Vermont — the entire state of Vermont — among the nation's most endangered historic sites.

Nobody really wants to deny Vermonters everything that Wal-Mart offers, like $10 jeans or the latest labor-saving gizmo, as seen on TV. And despite its reputation, Vermont's population has not been overtaken by wealthy refugees from Boston or New York City who come there to ski and knit and manage their stock portfolios. There are plenty of people who need low-budget goods. And in three areas of the state, the company has already shown that it can build more modest stores of around 80,000 square feet, instead of its usual 150,000.

Vermont's residents need to think carefully about whether these supersize Wal-Mart stores are a real bargain over the long term. When big stores move in, small businesses often go belly up in the nearest towns. Wal-Mart does generate sales taxes, of course, but the jobs it creates in some areas have kept wages so low that some workers are eligible for food stamps. Moreover, researchers paid by the food workers' union also tracked at least $1 billion in state and local government subsidies or tax breaks given to Wal-Mart stores around the country in the last few years. 

In pursuit of cheaper stuff, Vermonters need to be especially careful not to overload their winding roads and covered bridges, not to ruin their green, rolling landscapes and not to empty out their small, historic downtowns. More than a quarter of the state's income now comes from tourism, and nobody's going to mail home a postcard of a Wal-Mart.
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