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Preservationists Call Vermont Endangered, by Wal-Mart

By PAM BELLUCK


ILLISTON, Vt., May 24 - The Wal-Mart here, like thousands of others across the country, sells everything at a steal: jeans for $10.77, gold earrings for $9.97, a three-piece set of luggage for $29.64.

But to some Vermonters, the cavernous store in this Burlington suburb symbolizes something else: the big-box-ification of a largely unspoiled part of the country.

With that in mind, a national historic preservation group said Monday that it was placing on its annual list of endangered sites an unusual entry: the state of Vermont.

The National Trust for Historic Preservation said it was calling Vermont endangered because of the threat of "behemoth stores," specifically Wal-Mart's. The trust believes Wal-Mart, the nation's largest company, plans a big expansion in the state with Williston-size stores. Trust officials contend that big-box stores threaten Vermont's picturesque villages, lush countryside and closeknit communities. 

"We know the effects that these superstores have," said Richard Moe, president of the trust. "They tend to suck the economic and social life out of these downtowns, many of which wither and die as a result. I think it will drastically affect the character of Vermont, which I think is unique."

Vermont is the only state to have ever made the endangered list; indeed, the trust is invoking a strategy it believes worked before. Vermont was also listed in 1993, when it was the only state without a Wal-Mart.

Mr. Moe and other preservationists believe that the 1993 listing helped persuade communities in Vermont and elsewhere to take a tougher stance in negotiating with Wal-Mart and other big chains. After that listing, Vermont communities rejected at least one proposed Wal-Mart and steered three others - in Bennington, Berlin and Rutland - toward the kinds of sites preservationists like: moderate-sized existing buildings of 75,000 to 80,000 square feet in the heart of a downtown.

Williston broke that pattern, following the model of most Wal-Marts, with an outsized building of 150,000 square feet. Soon, other box stores, including Home Depot, Toys "R" Us and Bed Bath and Beyond, opened in the suburb.

"Vermont could be a poster child for how to do it right," with the three smaller stores, said Peter Brink, a senior vice president at the trust. But, Mr. Brink added, the Williston store, twice the size of the others, is "an example of how to do it wrong." 

Mr. Moe said, "Wal-Mart should change to accommodate Vermont, not the other way around," and he added that he hoped to stimulate awareness of the issue across the country.

Mia Masten, community affairs manager for Wal-Mart's eastern region, said the company would take the trust's listing "into consideration, but this is only one side of the story."

Wal-Mart, with more than 2,900 stores and 91 distribution centers, tries to work with communities, Ms. Masten said, and is not "just coming in and bulldozing our way in."

Vermont's four outlets are the fewest that Wal-Mart Stores, based in Bentonville, Ark., has in any state, she said. Trust officials say Wal-Mart is looking in seven Vermont towns for more locations, but Ms. Masten said only one formal proposal had been made, in St. Albans.

But, she said, "we are always looking for opportunities to expand in existing markets," and most new stores are 150,000 square feet or bigger.

"We've also heard from a lot of Vermonters who want a Wal-Mart closer to their communities," Ms. Masten said. "And customers have told us they like a larger store. It enhances their shopping experience that there's a wider selection and the aisles are larger."

The trust's listing comes as Wal-Mart has become an increasingly polarizing symbol. Some economists and shoppers embrace it for its low prices and efficiencies, and some religious-right groups cheers its refusal to carry music and magazines they find morally offensive.

But the company has also been criticized by union leaders, who believe Wal-Mart pushes down wages, and by academics, town planners and others who worry that Wal-Mart fosters suburban sprawl. Wal-Mart is even an issue on the national political scene this year, with Senator John Kerry calling the company's health care benefits "disgraceful," and Vice President Dick Cheney praising Wal-Mart at a visit to its headquarters this month.

James Hoopes, a professor of business and ethics at Babson College in Wellesley, Mass., called the trust's listing "one more statement that Wal-Mart is perceived as not only a very well-performing business, but also as a threat to a sort of quintessential Americana.''

The split is clear as St. Albans considers a proposal by Wal-Mart to build a 146,000-square-foot store two miles north of town. The project was announced in December by Gov. Jim Douglas, a Republican, who said then that he had urged Wal-Mart to come.

The St. Albans city manager, Brian Searles, said, "We'd like to have a store that serves the needs of our community and doesn't have a negative impact on our downtown businesses." He added that the entire county only had 47,000 people, and that a 146,000-square-foot store was "really big for that demographic."

Paul Bruhn, executive director of the Preservation Trust of Vermont, said his group was seeking a site in downtown St. Albans to offer as an alternative. "We're not against Wal-Mart," Mr. Bruhn said. "We feel we've been very reasonable in trying to find compromises.'' 

Some in St. Albans consider the Williston Wal-Mart a lesson. It drew most retail business away from downtown Burlington, said Mayor Peter Clavelle, who said his city was able to compensate with restaurants, cultural activities and boutiques.

"I appreciate that people want a place to shop,'' said Mr. Clavelle, a Democrat challenging Mr. Douglas for governor. "But I also think that Wal-Mart would not be the big bogeyman if they were a bit more sensitive to issues of scale and location."

In Williston, shoppers also split.

"Some people that move to Vermont, they just want to leave it just the way it is," said Irene Johnson, who with her husband, Jere, travels 30 miles once a week from St. Albans to buy a large variety of items. "I hate to be the one to go against the grain but I think we need more Wal-Marts in Vermont."

But Diane Longley, who was buying a fan, said she would prefer smaller downtown Wal-Marts. "I do feel that the big stores are detrimental to the community," she said.
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