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Circulation is the movement within a city, village, or neighborhood.  
Just as our own circulatory system flows within the body, this is the 
system by which elements flow in and around our communities feeding, 
fueling, and networking one place to another.

What

Why
Finding a balance between outside forces and inner resources is not 
easy given today’s economic and political realities.  When a circulation 
system works, water, sewer, roads, footpaths, electricity and garbage 
get to the places we want and expect them to go easily, without leaks, 
breaks, outages, congestion, or pollution.  A well designed and elegant 
circulation system also allows for the natural movement of energy ideas 
and people. It allows for closing the loop on the consumption of energy 
and resources while addressing quality of life issues.

Community
Middlesex is a town whose main village is defined by a river, a narrow 
stretch of fertile land along Route 2, railroad, interstate highway, and 
uplands. Perpendicular to this linear flow sits Church Street with the 
town office, fire department, church, and historic town structures.  Until 
recently, Church Street offered critical bridge access across the Winooski 
River.  The 1928 bridge was removed in 2001 and a highway connec-
tor was built to cross the river at a newly created intersection. This new 
crossing disrupted existing village patterns. 

The villagers came together in a community design workshop to bet-
ter understand their new circulation patterns and develop ideas which 
would enhance and promote the village as a whole. Results of the 
workshop highlighted new, and previously unexplored, opportunities of 
improved patterns of circulation for local residents.  

These included: a canoe put-in by the new bridge, a network of trails 
along the river, sidewalks with street trees, reclamation of RR depot 
building as library, the reuse of empty buildings for community-based 
commerce, and finding potential redevelopment neighborhood for 
future village housing.
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Identifying opportunities for improved pedes-
trian sidewalks, nature trails, and canoe access,            
MIddlesex, VT.

Streetscaping and parking plan for historic Main 
Street,  St. Johnsbury, VT

Planning for community circulation linked to river 
views and access, Montpelier, VT

Promote Circulation?

Example

is Circulation?

Linear Elements: Power, gas, sewer, and water utility lines; vehicular and 
rail lines; pedestrian patterns

Organic Patterns: Animal tracks, hiking trails, stream and river networks, 
stormwater runoff, wind directions, sun paths, soil types

Overlapping Networks: Intersection of built and unbuilt elements, layer-
ing of needs and desires, complexity of living systems

UNDERLYING PATTERNS AND ELEMENTS
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Becoming aware of circulatory patterns is useful in understanding 
how the places we live function and how we rely on that function-
ality.  It is helpful to see this circulatory system as a network of veins 
and arteries as we engage in public discussions about topics such as 
district heating from a wood-chip plant, solar power on the roof-
top of a school, raingardens along neighborhood streets to mitigate 
stormwater runoff, and roundabouts to smooth out traffic conges-
tion.

How

Strengthening the Center • Defining the Edges
 Circulation • Connectivity • Restoring Nature 

New pedestrian crosswalk at busy intersection, Burlington, VT. 

do we use Circulation?

•   Implement traffic calming or “slow roads” with interventions, such 
as a street trees, bike lanes, parking bump-outs, narrower road widths, 
roundabouts and road-sharing.

•  Develop an intermodal transportation system that brings the
network of vehicles, trains, light rail, bikes, pedestrians,
boats, and airplanes together in coordinated hubs and lines.

•  Define critical routes and paths for important community
functions and activities—from the daily routes to annual
festivities, and from common market places to famous landmarks.

•  Define visual corridors (historic, aesthetic) and maintain and protect 
them to encourage appropriate-scale development and infrastructure.

•  Define wildlife corridors (along streams, waterways, ridgelines) and
maintain and protect them to encourage the flow of natural systems 
through the community.

•  Provide opportunities for the intersection of natural and human
activities so that events, such as the cleaning-up of a
shoreline and subsequent building of a riverside picnic shelter
and canoe access can occur.
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Five Principles of Community Design

The Vermont Design Institute has developed 
Five Principles of Community Design based on 
spatial forms, patterns, and design concepts ob-
served and used over the course of their work.

Premises:

*  Community design is a collaborative plan-
ning process with the immediate goal of im-
proving the quality of life for all community 
members of the ecosystem—from the small-
est insects to us humans, and from, the water-
ways to the skies above.

* Effective community design creates eco-
nomic opportunities for local residents at 
different scales of interest—from global con-
nections to bioregional needs and immediate 
solutions.

*  Sustainable communities depend on alter-
native forms of energy and transportation. 

*   Sustainable lifestyles include changing our 
daily patterns, consumption habits, and pro-
duction technologies to accommodate “closing 
the loop” and living with a no-waste policy.

*  Sustainable community landscapes allow 
for protection of open space, regeneration of 
native vegetation, stormwater mitigation, in-
creased green space, local food production at 
various scales, and sensitivity to public-private 
zones.

*  Successful community design increases 
community knowledge of local history, cultur-
al landscape, and sacred ground.

Assumptions:

*   We need to be re-constructing our pat-
terns of habitation, transportation, energy, 
water, waste, and food systems.

*  We believe individual empowerment and 
reconnection to place leads to transformation 
and healing for Earth.

*  People do care and have an amazing 
strength of vision if given the chance to be 
heard.

Recommended Ideas and Practices


