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1. Executive Summary 
  

Vermont stands at a critical point in its energy future. The state has set the ambitious 
goal of achieving 90% renewable energy across all sectors by 2050. According to current 
projections, Vermont is likely to fall short of those goals. The thermal energy sector, and 
specifically the building thermal energy sector, still relies heavily on fossil fuels to meet 
Vermont’s current energy needs. Fuel and energy service providers comprise the backbone of 
the industry, providing Vermonters with energy products such as home heating oil and propane, 
as well as the systems and services needed to utilize those products. Many fuel and energy 
service providers have diversified into providing renewable products and services such as cold-
climate heat pumps and bioenergy products, but there still remains a significant gap between 
the renewable outlook of the industry today and Vermont’s vision for a low-emissions thermal 
energy future. Fuel and energy service providers are both a vital part of Vermont’s thermal 
energy sector and valued community members. This report aims to highlight the issues they are 
already talking about it and bring their voices to the conversation surrounding Vermont’s 
thermal energy future.  

Over the course of the fall of 2018, we interviewed thirteen professionals working in 
Vermont’s fuel and energy services sector to understand the current state of the industry as it 
relates to Vermont’s thermal energy goals laid out in the Comprehensive Energy Plan. Our 
interviewees spanned owners of small, independent fuel distribution businesses to lead figures 
in transnational corporations. The specific topics discussed in each interview were as diverse as 
the interviewees themselves spanning the history of the interviewee’s businesses, their 
perspectives on various energy policies, and their outlooks on the future of the fuel and energy 
services industry as a whole. We offer the following key findings and recommendations 
regarding how to advance the conversation surrounding the role of fuel and energy service 
providers in Vermont’s thermal energy future.  

 
Labor Supply and Technical Hurdles: Vermont faces a labor shortage in its skilled trades 
sector. This will impact the ability of fuel and energy service providers to provide customers 
with more renewable products and their related services. Furthermore, fuel and energy service 
providers do not see technologies such as cold-climate heat pumps or advanced wood heat as 
being able to fulfill the role they are slated to in the Comprehensive Energy Plan.  
 

Recommendation One: Invest in Vermont’s skilled-trades education system and 
reframe the conversations surrounding developing technologies to better reflect how 
they fit into strategic electrification and energy efficiency environments. These issues 
will help to both bring fuel and energy service providers to the table and help the energy 
sector as a whole address issues that will impact the sector beyond the building thermal 
sector.  
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Communication Gaps: Across our interviews we noted a distinct lack of communication 
amongst fuel and energy service providers and various other energy entities in the state 
regarding Vermont’s thermal energy future. There is currently no forum that directly seeks to 
engage fuel and energy service providers who are already making strides towards offering 
renewable products and related services.  
 

Recommendation Two: Create a working group outside both the Vermont Fuel 
Dealers Association and Energy Action Network whose aim is to bring together fuel and 
energy service providers with professionals in other spaces in the energy sector. 

 
Central Role of Customers: Across our interviews, fuel and energy service providers cited 
customer demand as the driving force in their business decisions. Furthermore, fuel and energy 
service providers also relayed various instances of helping customers make decisions regarding 
their heating and cooling systems.  
 

Recommendation Three: Target customers with information regarding the various 
options they have to utilize renewable energy resources and make their homes more 
energy efficient. Transform these possibilities into realities by targeting them with 
incentives to utilize developing technologies such as cold-climate heat pumps and 
advanced wood heat.  

 
Weatherization: All of our interviewees understood that weatherization efforts will reduce 
sales in most if not all of their offerings. They were also fully aware that the state finances the 
Weatherization Fund with a tax on their distillate fuel sales. Yet, in spite of potential financial 
loss and the tax, many believe that weatherization efforts should be increased because it has a 
tangible benefit to Vermonters.  
 

Recommendation Four: Retooling the fuel tax to better weatherize more Vermont 
homes may be the most accessible, productive avenue to reduce carbon emissions in 
the thermal energy sector. Instead of pushing another iteration of the carbon tax, 
advocates and policy-makers would do well to consult with fuel distributors who already 
support the state’s Weatherization Fund and work to expand the existing program. 
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2. Introduction 
 
2.1 Project Context 

 
 “I think going forward, I mean, let's face it, everything's changing, the world's changing, we 

got to do a lot.” — Interviewee #9  
 

 For many years, anthropogenic global climate change has been widely recognized as a 
complex, critical, and imminent issue. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5°C, released on October 8th, 2018, states that avoiding 
the worst effects of climate change “Would require rapid, far-reaching and unprecedented 
changes in all aspects of society”.1 Increasingly, the pressing need for change has become 
recognized even by people who acknowledge that their industry has been a contributor to 
climate change.  This apparent contradiction is part of what made our work so complex: we 
were talking to people whose industry is vital to Vermont yet in need of rapid change.  The 
quote preceding this passage comes from one of Vermont’s many fuel and energy service 
providers working in the state’s thermal energy and delivered fuels sectors. Energy service 
providers play a critical role in Vermont, providing Vermonters with the products and services 
used every day to heat homes and businesses across the state.  
 

 
Figure 1: Breakdown of the energy consumption of Vermont and shares that come from 
renewable (green) from each category.2 
 

In this report, we explore the role of fuel and energy service providers in the building 
thermal sector, the energy sector concerned with the heating, cooling, and energy efficiency of 
buildings. As of 2017, the building thermal sector comprises 28% of Vermont’s total carbon 
emissions, and only 20% of the sector’s current energy portfolio comes from renewable 
                                                 
1 International Panel on Climate Change. 2018. “Summary for Policymakers of IPCC Special Report on 
Global Warming of 1.5°C approved by governments” Accessed 12/16/2018. 
https://www.ipcc.ch/2018/10/08/summary-for-policymakers-of-ipcc-special-report-on-global-warming-of-
1-5c-approved-by-governments/ 
2 Energy Action Network. “Energy Action Network Annual Report 2017”. Pp 13.  
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resources.3 Vermont’s fuel and energy service providers recognize the need for more forms of 
renewable energy in the state, but have grave and varied concerns over what this transition will 
mean for both their businesses and the Vermonters who currently rely on fossil fuel products to 
heat their homes.  
 This project came out of the need to address how the fuel and energy services industry 
can fit into the context of Vermont’s Comprehensive Energy Plan (CEP).  The CEP expresses the 
intention to regulate the thermal, transportation, and electric sectors with the ultimate goal of 
meeting 90% of the state’s energy needs using renewable resources by 2050.4 It also 
established an end-use target of 30% renewable specifically for the thermal sector by 2025.5 
The Renewable Energy Standard has already contributed to reaching the goals of the CEP in the 
electric sector, but there are currently no binding policies working towards making the thermal 
energy sector more sustainable. The home heating industry is a complex and diverse sector, 
and therefore an important part of understanding how businesses can best be a part of 
Vermont’s energy future. This involves identifying changes and trends within the industry, 
future prospects for the industry, as well as potential for collaboration across sectors.  
 Energy service providers are both valued community members and vital components of 
Vermonters’ daily livelihoods. However, the thermal energy sector’s current reliance on fossil 
fuel products is incompatible with the state’s energy goals. Therefore, achieving Vermont’s 
renewable energy goals while retaining Vermont’s status as a leader in equitable environmental 
policy will necessitate action that both reduces carbon emissions and allows energy service 
providers to adjust their business models accordingly. An equitable path to a low carbon future 
includes energy service providers earning a living and playing a critical role in the state’s energy 
sector. Through holding discussions with a diverse array of both professionals with knowledge 
of Vermont’s thermal energy sector at-large, and fuel and energy service providers themselves, 
we, the authors, recognize a need to both diversify the products and services available to 
customers, as well as to address the systemic issues facing the fuel and energy service provider 
industry that hinder their potential to provide more renewable products and services.  
  
 
2.2 Project Actors 
 

We, the creators of this report, are senior students at Middlebury College and are 
coming from different disciplinary backgrounds under the umbrella of environmental studies. 
Ben Michel has a background in Religion and Philosophy, John Rusbarsky in Economics, 
Matthew Cloutier in Political Science and Alyne Goncalves in Geography. This work formed the 
core of our capstone environmental studies class, which is dedicated to community-engaged 
research projects. 

 In addition to our core interaction with fuel distributors, our primary collaborator was 
Johanna Miller, Energy & Climate Program Director at the Vermont Natural Resources Council 
                                                 
3 Energy Action Network. “Energy Action Network Annual Report.” 2017. p 13.  
4 Vermont Department of Public Service. “Comprehensive Energy Plan.” 2016 p. 2 
5 Ibid. 
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(VNRC).6 Miller and our team shared a common interest in understanding how fuel distributors 
fit within the broader implications of the state’s statutory energy goals. The fuel dealing 
industry is a central part of Vermont’s thermal energy sector and forms a significant component 
of the state’s economy more broadly. They are key actors in the purview of this report as this 
entire project relies on talking to them and listening to what they have to say about their 
experience of the industry, their challenges as well as opportunities, at all the different levels at 
which they operate and participate in it. The report’s findings are just as much for Vermont fuel 
distributors as they are for any outside interest seeking a porthole into the industry’s transition. 

 
2.3 Policy and Research Landscape 

2.3.1 The Comprehensive Energy Plan and Renewable Energy Standard  
 
 The Renewable Energy Standard (RES) is a statutory energy goal establishing criteria 
that Vermont electric distribution utilities are required to meet. Under the RES, electric 
distribution utilities must attain a fixed percentage of their total sales from renewable energy. 
The RES requirements are organized into three tiers:  
 

Tier I Requires that 55% of electricity sold come from renewable sources in 2017, 
increasing by 4% every three years and reaching 75% in 2032.7  

Tier II  Requires a fixed percentage (1% of annual retail sales in 2017 increasing by three-
fifths of a percent each year) to come specifically from new distributed renewable 
generation, which the PUC defines as: “electric generation facilities that have a 
plant capacity of 5 MW or less and are directly connected to a DUs sub-
transmission or distribution system, or have been identified in an approved plant to 
defer transmission upgrades, or net-metering systems, provided the DU owns the 
environmental attributes associated with the system.”8  

Tier III Requires that electric utilities acquire either additional Tier II sales or implement 
energy transformation projects that reduce consumer fossil fuel consumption—in 
either case, this amount must equal 2% of annual retail sales in 2017, increasing 
by two-thirds of a percent each year until reaching 12% in 2032.9 Notably, Tier III 
allows utilities to work on electrification and efficiency projects in the thermal and 
transportation sectors—one of the only statutory avenues through which 
electrification projects can be carried out in these sectors.     

 
                                                 
6  VNRC is a Vermont-based non-profit organization that, in part, works on state energy policy. 
7 "Renewable Energy Standard." Natural Gas | Public Utility Commission. 2016. Accessed November 09, 
2018.  
8 "Renewable Energy Standard." Natural Gas | Public Utility Commission. 2016. Accessed November 09, 
2018. https://puc.vermont.gov/electric/renewable-energy-standard. 
9Ibid. 

https://puc.vermont.gov/electric/renewable-energy-standard
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 The VT Department of Public Service coordinated with other state agencies to publish 
the latest 2016 CEP, whose guiding goals include improving the cost of living, business and 
labor opportunities, and both ecological and human health.  The CEP aims to reduce emissions 
in all these sectors such that the state’s 2028 GHG emissions levels are reduced 50% from 
1990-levels.  Towards these ends, the CEP works towards meeting 25% of the state’s energy 
needs with renewables by 2025, and 50% by 2050.10  The CEP also plans to improve energy-
efficiency of its residential and commercial buildings, reduce single-occupancy vehicle 
commutes, increase public transportation, pedestrian, and cycling transport, and increase VT’s 
EV fleet. The RES contributes binding regulations to the non-binding energy goals of the CEP.  
While the RES regulates electric utilities, the CEP encompasses a broader scope of fossil fuel 
reduction goals—electric, transportation, and thermal.11 While the electric sector is regulated by 
the RES, the thermal sector by contrast is much less regulated, with no legal pressure or 
incentives for businesses within this industry to move towards renewables. The CEP does, 
however, state the need to switch from fuel-powered heating to renewably-sourced electric 
heating, and there is potential for policy towards these ends.12 Of course, the fact that most of 
Vermont’s heating comes from fuel distributors means that a large transition is necessary—a 
transition about which fuel and energy service providers were concerned about. 
 
 

2.3.2 High Meadows Report 
 

In 2012, the High Meadows Fund financed a report that examined Vermont’s fuel 
dealing and HVAC industries. The report aimed to identify barriers and partnership opportunities 
for these groups in the context of the state’s energy efficiency goals. It uncovered some of the 
ways fuel dealing business models are changing in response to an increasingly uncertain oil 
market, greater efficiency, and the rise of newer home heating technology. Most of these 
changes were diversified product and service offerings, particularly the latter. These findings 
offer a useful baseline for this report. We seek to characterize fuel distributor diversification and 
better extrapolate future business models. Likewise, barriers first identified in the High 
Meadows report are examined here in greater depth. While our analysis focuses specifically on 
fuel distributors and relies on a different set industry members and experts, the High Meadows 
report’s findings offered essential context.13 

 
 

                                                 
10 Recchia, Christopher." 2016 Vermont Comprehensive Energy Plan." Vermont Department of Public 
Services. 2016. Accessed November 09, 2018.  
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
13 “Interviews with Vermont Home Performance Contractors and Fuel Dealers,” 2012. High Meadows 
Fund. 
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3. A Primer on Vermont’s Fuel Distribution and Energy Services 
Industry 

 
3.1 Introduction 
 
 The most fundamental role of the fuel delivery business is more or less in the name—to 
access large quantities of fuel and then regularly distribute it to customers as they need it and 
in allotments they can reasonably store. The basic service, however, complicates quickly and is 
often now one of many. While those fuels may have been cord wood or coal for distributors 
working a century ago, current product offerings have greatly diversified. Even a small-scale 
fuel distributor may work with five or six different fuels, many with differing regulation and 
means of transport. Currently, most available fuels stem from crude oil distillation; these are 
termed distillate fuels (Figure 2). 

The greatest business model changes over the past two decades have been 
incorporations of non-fuel products and services. Many fuel distributors have come to position 
themselves more broadly as “energy companies”14 or “energy alternatives,”15 not merely 
businesses delivering fuels to a client’s tank. What follows is a brief overview of the primary 
products and services Vermont fuel distributors offer. 

 
Figure 2: Simplified version of the crude oil distillation process. The temperatures on the right 
side of the distillation column correspond to the point at which each distillate on the far right is 
captured. Differing capture temperature indicates the vertical separation that occurs. 
 
 

                                                 
14 Interviewee #12. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. In-person Interview. 11/13/18. 
15 Interviewee #13. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. In-person Interview. 11/13/18. 
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3.2 Types of Products: 
 

I. Delivered Fuels: 
A. No. 2 and No. 1 Fuel Oil (Dyed Diesels) are two oils captured in the 

fuel oil to diesel range depicted in Figure 2. They differ slightly in density 
and hydrocarbon composition. They may be blended together and are 
commonly known as heating oil or dyed diesel, although No. 2. Fuel Oil is 
the principal form used in household furnaces and boilers.16 As of 2017, 
41.8% of Vermont home heating systems use fuel oil—making it the 
state’s most commonly used thermal energy source.17  

B. No. 2 and No. 1 Diesel Fuel are both captured in the fuel oil to diesel 
range, and differ in the same way as the fuel oils because they are 
essentially the same fuels. There is no meaningful chemical difference 
since the industry transitioned all fuels to ultra-low sulfur grade.18,19 All 
fuel oil and diesel (or blends) may be sold as either “off-road” or “on-
road” diesel. Under both federal and Vermont law, diesel used in road 
vehicles incurs a higher combined per gallon tax than diesel used in off-
road vehicles (and fuel oil used in homes). Fuel distributors dye red the 
off-road diesel and fuel oil they supply to differentiate the two fuels. 

C. Biodiesel is diesel fuel made from non-petroleum sources, which are 
often agricultural. Vegetable oil, animal tallow, recycled grease, and 
cellulose are all potential sources. Under the biodiesel rating system these 
are B100 fuels, meaning 100% biodiesel.20 Almost all biodiesel distributed 
in Vermont is considered a biodiesel blend because it contains some 
percentage of biofuel. Right now, the most commonly sold blend is B5 
(5% biodiesel). It has been as high as B20.21 

D. Biofuel (BioHeat®) is a blend of ultra-low sulfur heating oil and 
biodiesel, which replaces some pure heating oil.22 Again because fuel oil 

                                                 
16 “Glossary” U.S. Energy Information Administration. 
https://www.eia.gov/tools/glossary/index.php?id=Distillate%20fuel%20oil 
17 “Vermont State Energy Profile.” U.S. Energy Information Administration. 
https://www.eia.gov/state/print.php?sid=VT 
18 “Low Sulfur Oilheat Fact Sheet.” 2014. Vermont Legislature. 
19 Heating oil and diesel are very similar fuels—both can power the same engines. Their separation is 
actually more of a legal holdover than anything chemical. Federal and state laws formerly mandated a 
much lower legal threshold for sulfur content in diesel than heating oil, and thus the two fuels had to be 
distributed separately. In Vermont, as of July 2018, the standard for both fuel types became 15 ppm 
(ultra low sulfur). Consequently there is no need to seperate the fuels in delivery. A truck may deliver the 
same fuel to both a farm for tractors and a house for its furnace. The fuel in that delivery would still be 
dyed to differentiate it from road diesel for tax purposes. 
20 Interviewee #14. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. In-person Interview. 10/26/18. 
21 Interviewee #1. Interview by John Rusbarsky. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 10/30/18 
22 Interviewee #14. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. In-person Interview. 10/26/18. 
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and diesel are essentially the same, current biofuel offerings in Vermont 
range from B2 to B20, with B5 being the most common.23 

E. Kerosene is heavier than gasoline but lighter than diesel. While this 
distillate was historically an innovation in lighting, it is now used primarily 
for space heaters, as well as some cook stoves and water heaters.24 

F. Gasoline is the lightest of the liquid (at room temperature) distillates 
(Figure 2). In Vermont it is almost exclusively used in the transportation 
sector.25 

G. Propane is a specific compound (C3H8) that can be further separated 
from refinery gas (more commonly known as natural gas) in Figure 2. 
16.9% of Vermont homes rely on propane for some or all of their 
heating.26 While some homes may be heated entirely by propane, many 
use the fuel as a supplemental heat source, in a gas fireplace for 
example.  Because propane is a gas above -42.2 oC it requires different 
distribution equipment and is also regulated differently at both the state 
and federal level.27 

H. Advanced Wood Heat is a category of fuels that typically includes wood 
pellets and chips and is considered advanced compared to conventional  
cord wood, which is essentially split and dried logs. Wood pellets can be 
made from many sources, including scrap and recycled lumber. From a 
process that primarily involves compression, the pellets have lower 
moisture content and increased BTU (British Thermal Unit) per unit 
volume compared to cord word28,29 Wood pellets and chips are produced 
in Vermont (Figure 3).30 They require specific equipment (typically pellet 
stoves) to heat homes. Advanced wood heat is the only non-distillate fuel 
that distributors sell in any notable quantity.31 
 

                                                 
23  Interviewee #1. Interview by John Rusbarsky. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 10/30/18 
24 “Glossary” U.S. Energy Information Administration. 
25 “The 2017 Vermont Transportation Energy Profile.” Vermont Agency of Transportation.  
26 “Vermont State Energy Profile.” U.S. Energy Information Administration.  
27  Interviewee #14. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. In-person Interview. 10/26/18. 
28 “Wood Pellet Prices” New Hampshire Office of Strategic Initiatives. 
https://www.nh.gov/osi/energy/energy-nh/fuel-prices/wood-pellet-prices.htm 
29 “Wood Pellets.” Vermont Dept. of Forests, Parks and Recreation. https://fpr.vermont.gov/woodpellets 
30 “Wood Heating in Vermont.” 2016. Vermont Dept. of Public Service Clean Energy Development Fund. 
pp.3-4 
31 Interviewee #13. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. In-person Interview. 11/13/18. 
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Figure 3: Wood pellet manufacturing in Vermont. At this point in the process they have been 
fully compressed into the typical cylindrical shape and have been screened to remove extraneous 
wood dust.32 
 

II. Installed Products and Equipment: 
A. Boilers use fuel or electricity to heat water, which can then be 

distributed through a home to heat the air. Boilers can also act as water 
heaters.33  

B. Furnaces use fuel or electricity to heat air directly and then distribute 
that air through a home.34 

C. Space Heaters heat the air directly like a furnace but only for a specific 
portion of the home, often a single room. The energy source can also be 
any aforementioned fuel or electricity. 

D. Pellet Stoves are a specific type of furnace that use wood pellets as the 
fuel source.35 

E. Wood Stoves are a common type of space heating furnace in Vermont. 
They burn cord wood, which the vast majority of fuel distributors no 
longer offer as a product.36 

F. Heat Pumps are electrically powered units that take heat from the 
outside air and move it inside during cold weather and take heat from the 

                                                 
32 Vermont Wood Pellets Col. Wood Pellets. https://vermontwoodpellet.com/our-pellets/.  
33 “Furnaces and Boilers” U.S. Dept. of Energy. https://www.energy.gov/energysaver/home-heating-
systems/furnaces-and-boilers 
34 Ibid. 
35 “Wood Heating in Vermont.” 2016. Vermont Dept. of Public Service Clean Energy Development Fund. 
p.9  
36 Interviewee #14. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. In-person Interview. 10/26/18. 



13 

inside and move it outside during warm weather. The most important 
difference between heat pumps and other heating equipment is that they 
move heat rather than generate it. Heat can be collected from outside 
air, water, or ground. Some models also heat water for household use.37 
In Vermont, heat pumps are the technology that has made electricity a 
significant source of thermal energy. The CEP vision calls for 
electrification of ⅔ of the thermal energy sector by 2050, primarily 
achieved through heat pumps.38 

G. Oil and Gas Tanks are the storage units for oil and propane burning 
furnaces, boilers, and space heaters. These are what fuel distributors 
refill, and many distributors also install or replace them. Some businesses 
also do the excavation.39 Since 1985, the state of Vermont has passed 
and amended tank regulations multiple times, which has both created a 
market for tank replacement and required many fuel distributors to 
replace their own storage tanks. 

H. Water Heaters heat water for household use (e.g. washing machine 
and shower). Homes that have boilers often do not require them, as the 
boiler can provide both hot water for household use and steam for home 
heating. Water heaters are typically needed in homes with furnaces. 
There have also been innovations in water heating over the past decade, 
including continuous flow heaters and solar options. In Vermont, electric 
water heaters are the most commonly used and installed.40 

I. Air Conditioning Systems can be thought of as a unidirectional heat 
pump that pulls out warm air and, typically using a compressor cycle, 
dumps it outside, thereby cooling the home. Full systems require 
extensive ductwork.41 

J. Gas Fireplaces function as a type of space heater, using propane to 
mimic a fireplace and heat a room via convection. Depending on the size, 
they can be comparable to wood and pellet stoves in BTU output.42 

K. Generators: are engines, typically distillate fuel powered, that create 
electricity to power homes that have temporarily lost their main electrical 
source (e.g. during a blackout).43 

                                                 
37 “Heat Pump Systems” U.S. Dept. of Energy. https://www.energy.gov/energysaver/heat-and-cool/heat-
pump-systemshttps://www.energy.gov/energysaver/heat-and-cool/heat-pump-systems 
38  Energy Action Network. “Energy Action Network Annual Report.” 2017. p 17. 
39Interviewee #12. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. In-person Interview. 11/13/18. 
40 “Water Heating” U.S. Dept. of Energy. https://www.energy.gov/energysaver/heat-and-cool/water-
heating 
41 “Air Conditioning” U.S. Dept. of Energy. https://www.energy.gov/energysaver/home-cooling-
systems/air-conditioning 
42  Interviewee #13. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. In-person Interview. 11/13/18. 
43 “Using Backup Generators: Choosing the Right Backup Generator - Homeowners” U.S. Dept. of Energy. 
https://www.energy.gov/ceser/using-backup-generators-choosing-right-backup-generator-homeowners 
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3.3 Types of Services: 
 
 In order to understand diversification of service offerings, an examination of the services 
themselves is necessary. Services A-E represent the industry’s standard offerings. Services F-H 
are common, but not universal. There was a push for businesses to move into this space 
starting in the 1970s, and the few that have not already are unlikely to in the future. 
Additionally, these services have changed as the types of installed products have changed. For 
example, any equipment that uses electricity is typically a more recent space; few businesses 
employ their own electrician, and most contract the work out.44 Services I and J are recent 
offerings for Vermont fuel distributors. While growing, they are still largely uncommon.45 
Service K emerged with the first tank regulations and is now compulsory.46 What follows are the 
working definitions for services referenced in the report. 
 

A. Fuel Delivery is the delivery of fuels to the location of use (e.g. a home). 
B. Fuel Dealing is the establishment and maintenance of distribution centers 

where customers can refuel themselves. 
C. Fuel Distribution is the umbrella term we use for the two aforementioned 

services. 
D. Emergency Repair is a service many fuel distributors provide to their clients 

who are experiencing home heating equipment failure. There is typically an 
emergency phone line customers can use to have a technician examine the 
failure during and outside typical business hours. 

E. Emergency Fuel Delivery or Energy Provision is often the immediate 
delivery of fuel to a home that has used it stores more quickly than expected. 
Sometimes in a blackout or other emergency fuel distributors may also provide 
temporary use (i.e. lease) of generators. 

F. Heating Equipment Installation is the sale and set up of equipment 
discussed in the prior section. 

G. Plumbing and Ductwork are two related services to boiler and furnace 
installation. The technical skills required for this work are the same for other 
plumbing and pipework in the rest of a home. Some fuel distributors thus offer 
general plumbing services. 

H. Scheduled Maintenance and Repairs are the technical services that fall 
under routine upkeep of installed systems. These vary depending on the type of 
heat generation. 

I. Energy Efficiency Audits are a service where a technician with knowledge of 
the efficiency of older and newer systems examines a client’s existing system 

                                                 
44 Interviewee #5. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, Middlebury, VT, 
11/6/18. 
45 Interviewee #2. Interview by Ben Michel. Middlebury College, 10/28/18. 
46 Interviewee #14. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. In-person Interview. 10/26/18. 
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and presents them with potential cost-savings from the increased efficiency that 
would come with installing a newer system.47 

J. Energy Audits are much more comprehensive than energy efficiency audits and 
require greater technical training. It involves analyzing the house as a whole, 
including the building envelope, and presenting energy solutions that may 
include new equipment installation often in conjunction with weatherization that 
shores up the house’s temperature leakages.48 

K. Tank Inspection is a service where a fuel distributor may examine a customer’s 
tank to determine it meets federal and state standards. As of 2011, fuel and gas 
tanks must be inspected every three years or when delivering to a new 
customer.49 

 
 
 
3.4 Primary Regulations, Programs, and Taxes 
 

Both federal policy and, in particular, state policy have been a primary driver of business 
changes in Vermont. Compared to other entities in the energy sector, such as electric utilities, 
fuel distribution is a less regulated space in that there is no direct government oversight. 
However, most business owners that we spoke to feel that there are plenty of statutory 
regulations already in place that affect their decisions, available capital and even affordability to 
the consumer. What follows is a brief overview of these policies. 

 
A. Sales Tax: 

Most commercial (i.e. non-domestic) fuel purchases are subject to general sales tax, 
which in Vermont is typically 6%. Some municipalities also have their own sales tax, 
which adds an additional 1%. All fuels used for commercial heating are subject to 
these taxes, as well as fuel for commercial stationary equipment (e.g. a generator). 
The primary exceptions are commercial propulsion equipment (e.g. a tractor).50 
Sales tax also comes into play for purchasing the equipment needed for fuel 
distribution, even if bought used and sales tax has already been paid on that item by 
the original purchaser.51 

  

                                                 
47 Interviewee #5. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, Middlebury, VT, 
11/6/18. 
48 Interviewee #2. Interview by Ben Michel. Middlebury College, 10/28/18. 
49 “Aboveground Tank Regulations.” 2017. Vermont Fuel Dealers Association. 
http://vermontfuel.com/tank/regs.html?fbclid=IwAR1bHmkMfYNJ1uHRG-
2XSWbsaY4HmDQ4MHwozzbcRTPbP2WrUGk6HkmiM3M 
50 “Taxation of Fuels,” Vermont Department of Taxes, 2018, 
https://tax.vermont.gov/sites/tax/files/documents/TaxationofFuelsFS.pdf  
51 Interviewee #13. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. In-person Interview. 11/13/18. 

https://tax.vermont.gov/sites/tax/files/documents/TaxationofFuelsFS.pdf
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B. Fuel Tax: 
Fuel distillates used in residences, commercial propulsion equipment, or agricultural 
equipment are subject to the Fuel Tax.52 The tax rate was formerly 0.5% when it 
was known as the Fuel Gross Receipts Tax.53 A 2016 bill changed the tax structure 
to $0.02 a gallon, which is generally an increase.54 The tax is levied specifically to 
fund Vermont’s “Home Weatherization Assistance Program,” which annually funds 
weatherization in homes of low-income Vermonters. 

C. Motor Fuel Taxes: 
Some fuel distributors have diesel pumps for unattended fueling. Under both federal 
and Vermont law, diesel used in road vehicles incurs a combined $0.564 per gallon 
tax. 

D. LIHEAP and the Seasonal Fuel Assistance Program: 
The federal Department of Health and Human Services runs the Low Income Home 
Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP), which funds state programs that underwrite 
some heating fuel costs for low-income families. Vermont’s Department of Children 
and Families administers the funds in the Seasonal Fuel Assistance Program. LIHEAP 
relies on annual congressional appropriations.55 Vermont received $16 to 17 million 
in each of the past three fiscal years.56 The average benefit for those in the state’s 
program is $700 a year.57  

E. Storage Tank Program 
In 1985 Vermont passed legislation that set new standards for underground storage 
tanks, both those owned by distributors and users. The standards aimed to replace 
old fuel storage tanks that posed a leak hazard.58 In 2011 and then amended in 
2017, Vermont passed aboveground tank standards as well. All standards are very 
well-defined, and non-compliance has often required expensive retrofitting or full 
tank replacements.59 

F. Licenses: 
The energy service provider business model involves many more state and federal 
licenses than traditional fuel dealing. The two standard licenses in either model are 
the general Fuel Distribution License and a Commercial Driver's License (CDL) with 

                                                 
52 “Taxation of Fuels” 
53 “Vermont Weatherization Legislation,” Vermont Administration for Children and Families. 
https://liheapch.acf.hhs.gov/legislation/vtwx.htm  
54 “33 V.S.A. § 2503.” Justia. 2018. https://law.justia.com/codes/vermont/2016/title-33/chapter-
25/section-2503   
55 “LIHEAP and WAP funding,” Vermont Administration for Children and Families. 2018. 
https://liheapch.acf.hhs.gov/Funding/funding.htm  
56 “State of Vermont Budget Book,” Vermont Department of Finance and Management. 2018. 
https://finance.vermont.gov/sites/finance/files/FIN-FY2018_Budget_Book_2018_v9.pdf 
57 “Most VT Households See Higher LIHEAP Benefit this Year,” Department for Children and Families, 
2016. https://dcf.vermont.gov/press-releases/11/03/2016 
58 “Storage Tanks,” Vermont Agency of Natural Resources Department of Environmental Conservation. 
2018. https://dec.vermont.gov/waste-management/storage-tanks  
59 Interviewee #5. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/6/18. 

https://liheapch.acf.hhs.gov/legislation/vtwx.htm
https://law.justia.com/codes/vermont/2016/title-33/chapter-25/section-2503
https://law.justia.com/codes/vermont/2016/title-33/chapter-25/section-2503
https://liheapch.acf.hhs.gov/Funding/funding.htm
https://dcf.vermont.gov/press-releases/11/03/2016
https://dec.vermont.gov/waste-management/storage-tanks
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HazMat Endorsement for the fuel truck drivers. Beyond that, there are multiple 
licenses and certifications required for plumbing and heating servicers. Most 
businesses who now offer services like energy audits or heat pump installation 
contract out the work as they do not have the proper certifications and licensure 
internally.  

 
 
 

3.5 Industry Groups 
 

Historically, there were multiple industry groups that each represented a particular fuel 
distillate business. The first among these was the Vermont Oilheat Institute. Founded in 1963, it 
represented heating oil distributors. The Vermont Petroleum Association, representing gasoline 
filling station owners, came some time later. And the Vermont Propane Gas Association 
emerged in the 1980s.60 

Today the primary industry group is the Vermont Fuel Dealers Association (VFDA), a 
descendant of the Vermont Oilheat Institute. It changed its name when it merged with the 
propane group in 2001. The Petroleum Association still exists as a subsidiary of a different trade 
organization; talks are currently underway for it to fold into the VFDA as well and it seems likely 
that they will.61 

The VFDA serves three primary functions: technician training and certification, advocacy 
and lobbying, and the preferred regulation reference source for its members. It currently offers 
eighteen training programs for certifications and recertifications across all relevant fields 
(excluding electrical work).62 The executive director, Matt Cota, lobbies and advocates for 
policies favorable to members at all scales—D.C. to Vermont town offices.63 Lastly, but perhaps 
most importantly in the day to day operations, the association is a repository for all regulations 
and regulatory changes affecting the industry. Technicians and business owners also call to 
access the standards they must follow when they are uncertain. The inquiry may be as minor as 
the minimum acceptable diameter for a specific valve or as broad as how to go about fuel tank 
inspections in light of the new aboveground tank rules.64  
 
 
 
  

                                                 
60 Interviewee #14. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 10/24/18. 
61 Interviewee #5. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/6/18. 
62 “Vermont Fuel Training Seminars,” Vermont Fuel Dealers Association, 2018, 
http://www.vermontfuel.com/training/ewExternalFiles/VFDA%20Training%20Seminars%20List.pdf  
63 Interviewee #6. Interview by Alyne Goncalves. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/6/18. 
64 ibid. 

http://www.vermontfuel.com/training/ewExternalFiles/VFDA%20Training%20Seminars%20List.pdf
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4. Methodology 
 
4.1 Overview 
 
This project combined reviews of industry level-research on the energy services industry in 
Vermont and semi-structured interviews with a diverse range of actors involved with the 
industry. The two-pronged approach allowed project partners to place the sentiments and 
insights of interviewees in the broader context of the Vermont energy sector and the delivered 
fuels industry at large. Though they are described in two different sections here, each phase 
bled into each other and we made sure to further investigate any new information that came to 
light during interviews.  
 
4.2 Literature Review 
 
We began with intensive and extensive reviews of recent publications related to the state’s 
thermal energy sector in the context of the Comprehensive Energy Plan. From there, we divided 
up research into specific areas of the energy sector and delivered fuels industry. It was during 
this phase that we began to get a sense of what technologies are most relevant to the industry 
today, and what technologies and issues might become increasingly relevant in the future. 
Through this process we developed a shared understanding of the issues at hand and began to 
identify interviewees with more nuanced understandings of the industry.  
 
4.3 Interview Phase 
 
We began the interview phase by reviewing documents on interview techniques employed by 
social scientists, ultimately identifying semi-structured interviews as the best way to gather 
information on topics we deemed important while still allowing for interviewees to introduce 
new issues we had not previously encountered. A semi-structured interview consists of a set of 
pre-selected questions and key topics the interviewers wish to gather more information on but 
differs from a questionnaire in that it encourages interviewees to introduce new topics of 
conversation based on their specific expertise and experiences. Interviews were conducted both 
over the phone and in-person and were recorded if the interviewee gave consent.  
 
 

4.3.1 Broad Perspective Interviews 
 
The first round of interviews consisted of conversations with a wide swath of energy sector 
professionals identified over the course of the literature review phase and meetings with our 
project partner, Johanna Miller. We termed the people engaged during this first phase as ‘Broad 
perspective interviewees’ as they were not all directly involved in the delivered fuels industry 
but could still offer us valuable insight into the industry through their long careers in the 
Vermont energy sector. We initiated contact with interviewees via email using a pre-prepared 
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description of our project combined with an explanation as to why we thought the interviewee 
could help us with the project. In total, seven interviews were performed during this phase. 
These interviews were helpful in formulating what questions we would ask fuel and energy 
service providers, but do not constitute part of our findings as this project intends to capture 
the sentiments of fuel energy service providers themselves. It should be noted that interviewee 
number fourteen is an industry expert that we choose to cite in Section 3: “A Primer on 
Vermont’s Fuel Distribution and Energy Services Industry.” 
 
 

4.3.2 Fuel Distributor Interviews 
 

  
Figure 4: Geographic distribution of the fuel deliverers/ energy service providers that we 
interview across the state.  
 
After completing the broad perspective interviews, we then turned our attention to fuel-
distributors themselves. We created another interview guide for this phase based on 
information gathered during the literature review and broad perspective interviews. The 
interviews performed during this stage were notably more structured than those performed 
during the broad perspective interviews as all interviewees were directly involved with the 
delivered fuels industry. The interviews sought to gather information on a wide range of topics 
related deemed relevant to our study including, but limited to, the interviewee’s personal 
history in the industry, current and historical characteristics of their business, the current 
industry issues they see as most pertinent, and their sentiments regarding certain policy 
scenario. The complete interview guide is available in Appendix 1. In total, thirteen interviews 
were performed during this phase.  
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5. Findings 
 

“We actually changed our slogan, it said ‘[Redacted]…’ and then—six or seven 
years ago—we put ‘Energy Alternatives’ because we said we want to look at other 
things and that might be the way we're going. We got laughed at six years ago, 
when we put solar panels for domestic hot water on our office, somebody said, 
‘why would you guys do that?’ I said, ‘It's the sun. It’s free.’ And I said, ‘I want 
people to know that I'm open-minded. I will look at this stuff and if it makes sense, 
we'll do it. If it doesn't, we won't… at the end of the day, that might be how people 
go back to heating.’”  

—Interviewee #13 
 
5.1 Overview    

 
Our interviews produced more questions, industry concerns, and apparent contradictions 

than we could hope to elaborate on in this report.  Therefore, this findings section will include 
those topics we found most relevant to the inclusion of energy service providers in Vermont’s 
energy future.  We note the important difference between fuel distributors and energy service 
providers, a relevant distinction in thinking about whether some businesses are better 
positioned to transition than others. We discovered a variety of relevant industry issues—
including fuel price volatility and competition and important customer trends, including issues of 
affordability. Competition with natural gas came up as a challenge to business, as did 
developing technologies as a way to stay on the competitive edge. In addition to the various 
issues facing the industry we identified important relationships within the industry, including 
those between energy service providers and customers, with other energy service providers, 
with the state, and with the VFDA. Throughout conversations we developed a sense of some of 
the guiding philosophies and rhetoric behind some of the policy perspectives held by the people 
we talked to—including perspectives on the CEP, carbon tax, and weatherization.  In asking 
whether these businesses had or were planning to diversify, we discovered a wide variety of 
business models, as well as various barriers to diversification. Finally, we identified opportunities 
for cross-sector collaboration in the form of a working group.  

 
 

5.2 Fuel Distributors and Energy Service Providers 
 

“Essentially, we try to set ourselves apart from other fuel dealers, just by virtue of 
our model by virtue of our ownership. And essentially we are not for profit.”  

— Interviewee #2  
 
In the following paragraphs, we make a key distinction between fuel distributors and 

energy service providers in order to discuss the types of companies that seem better positioned 
to expand more rapidly into providing renewable technologies and services. We must stress that 
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this distinction is based off of conversations in a sample size of thirteen, and therefore is not 
necessarily representative of the entire industry. Furthermore, the categories are not mutually 
exclusive, as certain characteristics such as geographic spread and specific services offered blur 
across categories.  

 Broadly, fuel distributors are those companies that primarily deliver fuel and perform 
servicing of distillate fuel equipment, whereas energy service providers are those companies 
that provide more robust plumbing and HVAC services in addition to delivering distillate fuels 
and servicing related equipment. In both cases, distillate fuels comprise a large portion of their 
business, but energy service providers are more likely to already provide a substantial amount 
of renewable technologies and related services. 

 In our sample, fuel distributors comprised smaller companies operating in parts of a 
single or multiple counties, and energy service providers generally serviced an entire county or 
multiple counties. We include large transnational or multi-state companies such as Suburban 
Propane or Irving Energy in the category of fuel distributors as they either offer primarily fuel 
delivery or are investing heavily in new distillate fuels facilities.65  

As will be explored in Section 5.7 “Diversification,” one of the key distinguishing factors 
between what we term energy service providers and fuel distributors is their attitude towards 
diversification into providing more renewable technologies and services. Energy service 
providers generally see diversification as vital to maintaining business, whereas fuel distributors 
see significant risk in expanding services currently provided.  
 
 
 
5.3 Industry Issues: 

5.3.1 Labor 
 
“An issue in every one of our business lines is finding quality employees. And that's 
really difficult in Vermont… almost all of our positions are blue-collar type positions 
and as a society, we've kind of turned away from having folks go to trade schools.” 

 — Interviewee #2 
 

 Labor shortage is a prominent issue faced by almost all fuel distributors we talked to.  
Specifically, trained and qualified drivers, office personnel, and service technicians for HVAC and 
other system installation are lacking.  This lack is seen to be in large part due to an overall 
trend in the labor market towards white-collar jobs and movement away from trade schools and 
blue-collar jobs. Qualified employees are retiring and the younger generation in Vermont does 
not have as much propensity towards trade professions. In response to the lack of trained 
employees, some businesses have started to provide in-house trainings for employees to 
become drivers and service technicians.   

                                                 
65 Interviewee #8. Interview by John Rusbarsky. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/8/18.    
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For businesses that only provide fuel and delivery, labor shortage is an obstacle to 
expanding into other lines such as installation and efficiency services. The uncertainty of finding 
quality servicers and installers is seen as a risk to companies’ reputations: “If you’ve got bad 
service people, and it’s tough to get them, your reputation can go just because of that…. None 
of us here want to do service nor do we want to start a service department because the cost 
alone is pretty tremendous… and the expectations are big and we’re not that good at that so 
we’ll stick to what we’re good at.”66 In addition to workforce, the initial investment and effort of 
expansion has been a barrier, a sentiment echoed by others: “The biggest barrier is finding 
people to do it [service]… It certainly takes effort [and investment, previously mentioned] to 
expand your business and to add business lines."67 While general desire to “stick with what 
[they’re] good at” has prevented fuel distributor diversification, that barrier is compounded by 
labor difficulties and the effort and investment it would take to expand business lines. 
 Further still, labor competition has run distributors out of business and led to 
acquisitions by larger distributors: “We continue to grow only because other distributors have 
trouble with employment, getting drivers and they’re losing customers.”68 Not all distributors 
have experienced this difficulty: “I’ve been reading the articles that we’re short on drivers. But 
again, it hasn’t been an issue for us to find drivers.”69 Larger distributors especially have tended 
to have less labor trouble, and consequently have been able to absorb and compensate for 
distributors who do.  Overall, the labor shortage has been a challenge to businesses maintaining 
their reputations and customer bases, the cause of acquisition of small businesses by larger 
ones, and an impediment to expansion of businesses into new lines of service.   
 
 
 

5.3.2 Industry Issues: Fuel Pricing and Price Volatility 
 

“It all depends on fuel prices.” — Interviewee #10 
 
 An important factor in business health is the price of fuel, which of course heating 
service providers have no control over. Business, as one fuel distributor puts it, “All depends on 
fuel prices, when they start to go up, and they have been going up… we don't control the 
price.”70 Price volatility is something all businesses have to think about and plan for, especially if 
they provide price protection plans with price caps: “If we're locking people into prices, we have 
a requirement of pre-buying that amount… so we speculate [on when to buy] and we have to 
pre-buy.”71 Price volatility has made it hard for some businesses to meet their bottom line: “It 
became more and more difficult as price objections [from customers], and we're talking about 

                                                 
66 Interviewee #10. Interview by Ben Michel. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/7/18. 
67 Interviewee #2. Interview by Ben Michel. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/7/18. 
68 Interviewee #10. Interview by Ben Michel. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/7/18. 
69 Interviewee #1. Interview by John Rusbarsky. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 10/30/18.  
70 Interviewee #10. Interview by Ben Michel. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/7/18. 
71 Interviewee #10. Interview by Ben Michel. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/7/18. 
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prices that went from 89 cents a gallon for heating oil up to about $1.50.”72 Given the difficulty 
price volatility poses to some of these businesses, one of the central roles the VFDA plays is in 
assisting businesses with predicting and dealing with price volatility.  The majority of people we 
talked to expressed the helpfulness of the VFDA: “Matt Cota came and talked to our members 
about fluctuating oil prices and locking mechanisms and those types of things. Very helpful to 
our members in regard to the oil side of the business.”73 Prices of oil should also be seen in the 
context of businesses who are trying to expand to renewables and new business lines, because 
it is off of the financial base of oil sales that businesses commonly support their expansions.   

In the context of expansion, the price of efficiency of renewables is commonly seen as a 
barrier.  Renewables are seen as more expensive to customers, but also the provision of 
renewables has been seen as not economically feasible to some businesses: “We all want to be 
environmentally responsible. But at the end of the day, we have to pay our bills and put food 
on the table.”74 Fossil fuel sales continue to play a central role in even the most diversified 
business models:  

 
“The oil and kerosene sales really support all the other things that we're doing. 
That's the essence of our model is being able to provide these other services... 
But the financial model doesn't necessarily work right now without bringing in 
new fossil fuel users. Many years we've lost money, but it's based on trying to 
give the best price to the customer, as well as adding on all these other business 
lines, like energy efficiency and such, all those things require capital investment 
to be able to get off the ground.”75 

 
 
 

5.3.3 Consolidation 
 

“I think that anybody who's in the fuel business today has been in it for some 
time and will continue to be.” 

— Interviewee #5 
 
The fuel distribution industry in Vermont has experienced consolidation since at least the 

1980s. As one industry expert discussed, there are fewer companies selling less fuel to each 
customer.76 Few operating companies exist in their original form, most have either merged or 
acquired other fuel businesses. The causes extend back to Post-War Vermont. It was at that 
time when the fuel oil industry boomed; before then home heating was either from coal or cord 

                                                 
72 Interviewee #5. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/6/18. 
73 Interviewee #10. Interview by Ben Michel. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/7/18. 
74 Interviewee #7. Interview by Alyne Goncalves. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/6/18 
75 Interviewee #2. Interview by Ben Michel. Middlebury College, 10/28/18. 
76 Interviewee #14. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. In-person Interview. 10/26/18. 
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wood. The people that started those business in the late 40, 50s, and 60s did not require a 
business background to be successful:  

 
“It's the same thing with whatever industry is expanding at the time, whether it 
be microelectronics—it doesn't matter. But what happens is because you're 
expanding so fast, and you may have some cash flow issues or whatever from 
expansion, but the point is, it's coming in fast, you can cover a lot of mistakes.”77 

 
As price volatility, futures trading, and accounting services began changing the market, good 
business practices became essential. 
 These practices were primary financial. One fuel distributor who “built [their] business 
with acquisitions” mentioned how his business acquired five companies in the 1980s because 
they failed to switch to an accounts receivable model, where customers were billed and paid at 
a later date.78 As price volatility became the norm, many companies who were used to stability 
also misjudged future prices and were ill-equipped to handle price objections from their 
customers.79 Business were thus getting pinched at both sides: their financiers and their 
customers. Thus, consolidation occurred, “basically because of the sea change in the pricing of 
the product.”80 
 While for the largest companies the acquisition period continued into the 1990s and 
through today, most Vermont-based companies have not made a major acquisition in decades. 
These companies transitioned to growing by expanding product lines and services, which is why 
the 1990s saw a growing number of businesses offering multiple distillate fuels, including both 
fuel oil and propane, which had long been distributed by separate businesses. All the remaining 
businesses have found a market they can rely on through the foreseeable future and having 
either thrived in or diversified through the main acquisition period, these businesses are 
hardened and run efficiently. 
 
 
 

5.3.4 Industry Issues: Natural Gas 
 

“When everyone switches over to natural gas, what's going to happen, it's going 
to be a strong demand on it, and then prices go up” — Interviewee #4 

 
 Although electrification has been a significant threat to fuel distributors with prospects of 
only increasing in the near future, the same can be said about natural gas. We noticed that 
there are parallel critiques on the part of the fuel distributors with regards to these two sources 
                                                 
77 Interviewee #5. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/6/18. 
78 Interviewee #5. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/6/18. 
79 Interviewee #5. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/6/18, & 
Interviewee #9. Interview by John Rusbarsky. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/7/18. 
80 Interviewee #5. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/6/18. 
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of energy. One of the fuel distributors that we interviewed noted that the biggest impact on the 
fuel oil industry has been the introduction of natural gas in Vermont.  
The reliability of oil is set against the fact that, according to some interviewees, neither 
electricity nor natural gas perform well during the worst parts of the winter in Vermont: “natural 
gas just doesn't, it is not the same thing, it doesn't seem to be able to keep up once the 
weather conditions get really severe.”81 That is in line with their perception of themselves as the 
providers of warmth for the state, that is, even when the conditions are at their worse, even 
when other heat sources fail.  
  One of the interviewees denounced that natural gas, as a sector, has less regards for 
individuals, be it customers or employees, and how electric utilities do not offer the same level 
of customer service as the fuel distributors. In fact, the relationship to the customer is one of 
the fuel distributor’s major assets, a point of leverage in thinking about solutions to reduce the 
carbon footprint of the thermal sector. Natural gas is a more impersonal business: “when they 
do transition and natural gas, you're not going to have nearly the employees that we, you 
know, employ”.82 Another critique voiced out by one of our interviewees denounces the gas 
business as a monopoly, as a contrast to the fuel oil industry that is constituted of a large pool 
of businesses of varying sizes: “I think people [must] begin to understand in the state of 
Vermont gas, natural gas is controlled by one company”.83 
 
 
 

5.3.5 Industry Issues: Developing Technologies 
 

“We’re really close if not the same as natural gas for footprint… in efficiency terms, if you're 
running propane or natural gas, you have to run 30% more of that to equal the efficiency of oil” 

— Interviewee #10 
 
 Heating technologies have evolved drastically over the past few decades, and fuel 
distributors have tried their best to keep up with the progress with an apparatus that is more 
efficient and more reliable. This is an echo to sentiments such as this one from one of our 
respondents: “The boilers that we sell, you know, are on the cutting edge of efficiency as a 
whole. In the state of Vermont and early 1970s fuel usage trading on was around 140 million 
gallons.Today in the state of Vermont. You're probably somewhere around 65 to 79 million 
gallons of heating oil.”84  

The fuel distributors that we have talked to were particularly concerned with always 
having the best product and the best technology for the customer. As the state of Vermont 
moves towards its energy goals, the nature of that technology is changing drastically from fuel-

                                                 
81 Interviewee #3. Interview by Alyne Goncalves. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 10/23/18. 
82 Interviewee #4. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/01/18.  
83 Interviewee #3. Interview by Alyne Goncalves. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 10/23/18. 
84 Interviewee #6. Interview by Alyne Goncalves. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/6/18. 
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based heating units to electricity-based ones, a change in technology that poses a lot more 
friction to adopt than previously had been the case and including it in their business model is 
not necessarily a choice that all our interviewees have made. That sends us back to the 
distinction between an energy service provider and that of a fuel deliverer, a distinction that 
grows increasingly relevant now that fuel distributors are faced with technological advances that 
will lead them further and further from a delivery model and which also introduces a technology 
intimately tied up with diversification, further explained in a later section of this report. Most of 
our respondents felt strongly about the electrification of the heating sector as one that is not 
necessarily ready to become the new norm. On talking about heat pumps, one of our 
respondents affirmed that “those are good for certain times and they've got their place, but 
they're not central heating systems and [he hasn’t] seen an electric utility [technology] that 
is.”85 Quotes such as this one denounce the lack of faith in electricity achieving as big of a share 
of the energy as the CEP plan envisions it to be. They question not only the suitability of heat 
pumps as a way to heat the entire home, as seen above, but also the reliability of the pumps in 
the coldest parts of the winter in the State: “Burlington Electric was doing a program, where 
they were subsidizing these (electric pumps) and they got out of the program because they 
found out these were not as efficient as they thought they were, and I have heat pumps in my 
house, but is it for my air conditioning, I can use it for heat as well, but I found, and I think 
Burlington Electric has also found, that when it dips below 0, the efficiency goes way down.”86 
Some of our respondents, rather than questioning the technology itself, question its economic 
viability, denouncing it as too expensive for the customers to be able to afford. Another 
mentioned a feeling of frustration “with the hypocrisy and people not understanding the way 
electricity works and generated here”87 in Vermont. That is related to reliability, as the 
respondent denounced the use of an inordinate amount of fossil fuels to power generators 
through the cold snaps in the State. They see this fact as a corroboration that there is no way 
fossil fuels can be taken out of the picture of energy in Vermont as the CEP envisions it.  

 
 
 

5.4 Relationships 
 
 In attempting to understand the history, the present, and the future of the fuel 
distributors in Vermont, especially looking forward to the future and looking at possible avenues 
for cooperation, we wanted to understand what relationships animated their professional lives. 
Our goals were to not only potentially inform us about spaces where the fuel distributors can 
voice their concerns and feel heard, but to also inform thinking about strategies to move 
towards the CEP goals. We looked at the relationship between the fuel dealers and their 
customers, the state, the VFDA and the relationships that exist among themselves in order to 
get at these goals.  
                                                 
85 Interviewee #13. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. In-person Interview. 11/13/18. 
86 Interviewee #7. Interview by Alyne Goncalves. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/6/18 
87 Interviewee #6. Interview by Alyne Goncalves. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/6/18. 
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In general, the relationship with the State is the one that is the most fraught. The fuel 
distributors generally do not feel represented by the State or by environmental organizations 
even though their interests aren’t necessarily at odds. As we found out, there is space for 
further collaboration that would be beneficial for all parties, especially towards the CEP goals. 
This collaboration is all the more possible and necessary because some energy service providers 
seem to find that the side of their business that is not tied to distillate fuels distribution is not 
represented by the VFDA.  
 
 

5.4.1 With the Customers 
 

“Get off route 100… and start realizing how far these people drive, and how they 
live.”                     

 —  Interviewee #7 
 

Fuel distributors reported a major difference between the younger and older generations 
of consumers. Many speculated that younger generations tend to shop around for the lowest 
price and have less loyalty to a single provider, while older generations favor a relationship with 
a single provider and are willing to pay above bottom line for a service they trust: “Millennials 
seem to be more focused on price, whereas baby boomers, you know, they’ve been with 
[redacted] forever. They pay 30 cents more a gallon, and never even think about changing.”88 
Since one of the most valuable assets that fuel distributors have is their customer base, the 
diminishing loyalty of customers as they on average get younger has potential to produce more 
volatility in demand and thus make business more difficult. This trend away from service loyalty 
and towards taking the lowest price has pushed distributors towards even more price 
competition: “The older people like the service because we have thousands of customers, and a 
lot of them are automatic… The younger people haven’t quite experienced the service thing, 
they're looking more at the bottom line, so we do watch our pricing to try to stay at least 
competitive.”89 From this fuel distributor it is apparent that the diminishing number of automatic 
customers puts additional demands on businesses.  

Focus on short-term cheapness can impede long-term savings in efficiency that come 
from investments in weatherization, more efficient systems, or heat pumps. As one fuel 
distributor points out:  

 
“I think the barrier for us is... a lot of folks are looking for the cheapest. So, getting 
customers to understand the value of the [redacted] versus the instantaneous 
daily price of the oil… trying to educate folks on what [redacted] can offer. In the 
long run, you're going to save money… because we're going to help you reduce 
that fossil fuel usage.”90 

                                                 
88 Interviewee #1. Interview by John Rusbarsky. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 10/30/18.  
89 Interviewee #10. Interview by Ben Michel. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/7/18. 
90 Interviewee #2. Interview by Ben Michel. Middlebury College, 10/28/18. 
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This type of customer loyalty, in which the energy service provider really guides the 

customer through optimizing their heating system, is difficult to achieve as more customers 
start to “shop around” for the lowest price.   

Some fuel distributors have successfully marketed to younger generations while others 
have had more difficulty adjusting to the new market.  Those who have adjusted have 
recognized the importance not only of price competition but also of convenience—connected 
home technology, apps that allow tracking of tank levels, efficiency and usage, and prices, have 
become more prominent.  Marketing to customers’ environmental ethos has also been a way in 
which some distributors have set themselves apart, satisfying interest in efficiency and 
renewable technology such as heat pumps and wood pellets.  Businesses who provide wood 
pellets say that a barrier to home installation is the initial investment, which would require more 
rebates in order to be feasible.  Although the initial investment is seen as a barrier by some, 
there is support to get around that barrier coming from some businesses: “The folks that we're 
really trying to get at, you know, if it's the bottom line, they don’t really care, they may care 
about the environment, but they just don't have the funds.”91 However, state funds can assist 
customers who cannot afford the initial investment: “Those that don't have the money, that's 
where this NeighborWorks92 stuff comes in, if somebody wants a heat pump, but they can't fully 
pay for it.”93  Unfortunately, the current assistance and rebate landscape leaves some 
customers stuck in the middle, unable to afford the initial investment but also not eligible for 
financial assistance. Barriers to investment are variable, and financial assistance is mostly an 
option for people at a certain level of poverty.  
 
 
 

5.4.2 With other Fuel Distributors/Energy Service Providers 
 
“It became much much more competitive to get customers and retain those 
customers and I have a hard time going to a banquet sitting around and having 
dinner and having the guy that tries to steal my account sitting across the table 
from me and smiling and having a drink with them.” — Interviewee #3 
 
While the quote does not necessarily capture the full breadth of relationships among fuel 

distributors, it does evidence commonly felt tension between industry competitors and that the 
energy service industry does not escape those dynamics. More specifically, this fuel distributor 
was referring to banquets that are organized as social events by the VFDA, an organization that 
has a relationship with all fuel distributors to varying degrees. Some fuel distributors felt neutral 
towards their peers and did not necessarily engage with them. Since the Vermont market 
                                                 
91 Interviewee #2. Interview by Ben Michel. Middlebury College, 10/28/18. 
92 The NeighborWorks Alliance of Vermont is an organization that focuses on extending loans, education, 
energy audits, and other homeowner assistance for those financially qualified for aid. 
93 Interviewee #11. Interview by John Rusbarsky. In-person Interview. Middlebury, VT, 11/13/18.  
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seems to be saturated and relationships with customers are very strong (at least for the older 
generation of customers), the only way to expand in this older business model is through 
acquisitions and that can certainly make for less than friendly relationships. That is not to say 
that the situation is or will be the same for energy service providers as there is a lot of potential 
for expansion under this new business model of providing a broad array of energy services. In 
fact, getting energy service providers to sit at the same table might be beneficial in constructing 
a more integrated effort towards the expansion of the sector. 

 
 
5.4.3 With the State 

 
Most of our respondents felt their interests to be at odds with those of the state which 

translated into hostile sentiments and several made it very clear that the direction that it is 
taking in order to achieve its statutory goals is at odds with their business model, which makes 
them feel alienated from the state agenda, especially when it comes to the CEP. What is most 
striking, though, is that not only do they feel like the state does not work in their interest, but 
also that it does not work in the interest of people outside of Chittenden County (some of our 
interviewees also mentioned Addison County as they were talking about economically strong 
counties): “there is VT and there is Chittenden County, and one has no clue about the other”.94 
One fuel distributor confessed that he does not think that a lot of people that are “coming to 
legislation, live it, they don’t understand what is happening on both sides of the aisle. They are 
one sided over decision making rather than compromise.”95 These quotes are only some of 
many that denounce the disconnect that the fuel distributors feel between the legislators that 
tend to live in those counties and that tend to cater to what the fuel distributors understand as 
the needs of people in those counties, and their constituencies outside of those said counties. 
For the more involved fuel distributors that have been present at state committee meetings, the 
sentiment is one of not being heard or being cared for:  

 
“You look at some of the leadership in the state house and in committees, and you 
have to look at it, and say… I have been to some of those committees and, you 
know, I feel like a token, like ‘let them speak and say what the heck they say, we 
are going to do what the heck we want’ Nothing to do with how Vermonters that 
are living out there are treated and how they are going to be affected. The 
preconceived notion that we are all a bunch of knuckleheads out here that don’t 
care. I am overplaying it, but it does come up. For such a small state, it is amazing 
the lack of comprehension”.96   
 
There is unanimity regarding the idea that the state of Vermont is excessively intrusive 

in the fuel distributor industry, and that the legislature isn’t being cognizant that measures 
                                                 
94 Interviewee #7. Interview by Alyne Goncalves. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/6/18. 
95 Interviewee #6. Interview by Alyne Goncalves. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/6/18. 
96 Interviewee #7. Interview by Alyne Goncalves. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/6/18 
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imparted upon the fuel distributors affect the consumer too, although some claimed to 
understand the reason for some of the regulations given that the fuel distributors handle 
hazardous material. For a pair of interviews, the sentiments regarding the state of this 
relationship fell out of this trend as our interviewees revealed to us that they had a good 
relationship with their local government and felt represented by them. 
 
 
 

5.4.4 With the VFDA 
 

“The VFDA could be of great assistance to the state. Instead of fighting each other 
it’d be nice to work together. I think there’s opportunities, I can’t put my finger on 
anything but if they’re looking at taxes, they should definitely be looking at the 
VFDA because that’s who communicates with us and gets feedback from us. And 
put their proposals out through them and get feedback rather than trying to force 
through some sort of policy that seems to be a detriment to at least the fuel 
dealers.” 

 — Interviewee #10 
 

All of the fuel distributors that we spoke to were members of the VFDA and some of 
them were part of its board. Generally, the opinions that the fuel distributors have of the VFDA 
are very positive and they appreciate the service that the organization provides. Most felt like 
the VFDA defended their interests well and was an entity they could count on when needed: 
“the VFDA is our trade ally. They do a lot of advocacy [...], very helpful  [...] in regards to the 
oil side of the business.”97 This latter quote was particularly useful in helping us understand this 
relationship, as it shows that the VFDA is at once a resource that is useful but limited, especially 
for this particular fuel distributor (which it would be more fit to refer to as an energy service 
provider). For fuel distributors that diversified their business beyond distillate fuels, the VFDA 
seems to be less of a resource for that segment of their operation. 

There are several implications to these two takes on the relationship between the fuel 
distributors and the VFDA. On one side, and this was echoed by a fuel distributor, the VFDA is 
an important point of leverage for improved communication with the fuel distributors: “the 
VFDA could be of great assistance to the state. Instead of fighting each other it’d be nice to 
work together. I think there’s opportunities, [...] they should definitely be looking at the VFDA 
because that’s who communicates with us and gets feedback from us”. On the other side, 
however, if the VFDA seems to insufficiently represent business that have moved away from 
purely selling and servicing distillate fuel-based systems (and a good number of our 
interviewees had diversified) perhaps the previous implication is obsolete and both 
environmental organizations and the state need to find a different avenue to connect with this 
new generation of fuel distributors that can perhaps more appropriately be referred to as 

                                                 
97 Interviewee #2. Interview by Ben Michel. Middlebury College, 10/28/18. 
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energy providers. It is in the interest of the state and of the VNRC to create that avenue for 
dialogue, now rather than later.  This also means that there is a space for the VFDA to expand 
their services and the scope of the representation that they give to energy services providers.  

 
 
 
5.5 Philosophies, Politics, and Rhetoric 
 Aside from questions meant to understand the life and work of the fuel distributors and 
the more practical side of their businesses, we also tried to get at the underlying beliefs that 
might animate their decisions and their perceptions of the different actors in the industry and 
the different moving parts of what it would take to reach the CEP goals. An important part of 
this comes from understanding how the fuel distributors feel about state policies and the way 
the rationale behind those are articulated. 
  

“The way they [the state] talk about the oil industry, they don’t put a positive spin 
on it. They don’t give us credit for what we do.”  

— Interviewee #10 
 
The predominant sentiment among fuel distributors concerning state energy policy and 

intervention in the thermal sector is negative.  Many distributors feel the state vilifies and 
misrepresents fuel oil, its carbon footprint, and does not recognize the service fuel distributors 
provide.  Fuel distributors take pride in keeping Vermonters warm in the winter, a pride that 
stems from good intention and the desire to bring comfort to Vermonters: “Affordability of 
comfort is a huge, huge deal for me.”98 It is from this footing that most fuel distributors object 
to the carbon tax and other regulations, arguing that the state would impede distributors’ ability 
to provide affordable heating to Vermonters. Customers, as well as fuel distributors, have been 
positioned as victims of state policy: “They’re penalizing us. Even the consumer.”99  Most 
arguments against carbon taxes worry that a tax would leave Vermonters cold in the winter 
because of affordability: “You come back to are customers able to afford it.”100  Nonetheless, 
with predominant acknowledgement of state programs such as the fuel assistance program, it is 
hard to see how fuel distributors see real potential for Vermonters to be left without heat.   
 Aside from customer concerns, general skepticism regarding state intervention tends to 
fall along party lines. The view that government should not interfere in business is echoed in 
the fuel industry, as well as general opposition to taxes.  When asked what the state could do 
to support his business, one fuel distributor answered: “By staying out of it. Government 
doesn’t do well with private businesses…  And I burn oil at home. So as a consumer, I'm not 

                                                 
98 Interviewee #2. Interview by Ben Michel. Middlebury College, 10/28/18. 
99 Interviewee #10. Interview by Ben Michel. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/7/18. 
100 Interviewee #2. Interview by Ben Michel. Middlebury College, 10/28/18. 
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looking to fund everybody else's project.”101 In addition to government skepticism here is a 
personal opposition to taxes, also arguably along party lines.   

Philosophies on environmental policy also fall along party lines, and there is recognition 
of Phil Scott as a sympathetic Republican: “I don't think he [Phil Scott] is trying to undermine us 
in any way. Matt Cota probably does more, you know, from his end with lobbying and writing 
policies. The governor obviously is limited considering the house and the senate is 
Democratically controlled.”102  So while fuel distributors are not necessarily against sustainability 
and environmentalism in its own respect, they tend to oppose environmental regulation 
associated with the democratic party. Although the thermal sector is one of the relatively less 
regulated sectors in the CEP, arguments against existing regulation abound: “Our industry is 
probably the most highly regulated industry in the whole state of Vermont.”103 So while we have 
been looking at the thermal sector as less regulated energy compared to electric utilities for 
example, perspectives within the industry are divergent. Finally, it seems that fuel distributor 
concerns about misrepresentation of their carbon footprint by the state stem primarily from 
carbon misinformation, misrepresentation of emissions, and confusion regarding what 
constitutes a greenhouse gas: “The industry has gone to low sulfur, so we’re not leaving much 
of a carbon footprint… we’ve already cut carbon emissions by 97% and sulfur by 99%.”  
Arguments about the carbon footprint of renewable energy manufacture, and skepticism 
regarding the viability of heat pumps also abound. These misconceptions regarding what 
contributes to carbon footprint, as well as the relative merits of renewable power, heat pumps, 
etc. work their way into fuel distributors’ environmental rhetoric.  More strongly reflected, 
however, are the desires to provide affordable heating to customers and to avoid state 
regulation. 

 
 
 

5.6 Policy Perspectives 
5.6.1 Comprehensive Energy Plan  
 

“Totally unrealistic in my eyes.” — Interviewee #4 
 

 Energy service providers tend to agree that renewables and fossil fuels have a place in 
the state’s thermal energy portfolio yet disagree about the proportions and timeline of the 
transition to renewables. Fossil fuels will always have a role, they argue, at least as a 
supplement or backup for when power fails and other heating sources such as heat pumps 
cannot provide all the heating needed.  Whether as backup heating to large, crucial structures 
such as hospitals, or to remote areas, distributors believe heating oil will always have a place in 
Vermont: “There’s just too many outlying areas that you know, are going to need oil or 

                                                 
101 Interviewee #10. Interview by Ben Michel. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/7/18. 
102 Interviewee #10. Interview by Ben Michel. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/7/18. 
103 Interviewee #6. Interview by Alyne Goncalves. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/6/18. 
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propane.” Some fuel distributors see fossil fuels as maintaining a relatively larger role: “The 
state’s goal of being 90% renewable is...I think there’s no way in hell they’ll ever achieve that. I 
think it’s crazy to even think that they could… If we were south of Pennsylvania and stuff like 
that where we don’t have the same winter severity, then I would say it may be possible.”104 
While this fuel distributor thought something more like 50% renewable was reasonable, other 
distributors saw fuel oil filling a smaller niche for remote areas and emergency heating in a 
portfolio of mostly renewables. 
 Energy service providers are skeptical as to the feasibility of the CEP’s goals and 
timeline: “The 2025 goal is probably not going to be met, unless there are huge technology 
changes.”105  There is sentiment that because of its lack of statutory obligation, the thermal 
aspect of the CEP is “not a real focused or defined plan.”106 Curiously, even fuel distributors 
who initially opposed state regulation admitted that if the CEP were to achieve its goals, it 
would probably “need solid ground of what they expect from them and what the regulations 
should be… I think they would need something like that [referring to the RES].”107 Even those 
fuel distributors supportive of the CEP’s thermal goals were skeptical, but still had considered 
potential pathways for attaining goals:  
 

I think education, I think providing these pathways where folks know what their options are, and 
understand how to implement some of these things… I think on the electric side, we're doing 
really well, on thermal side, we're doing some stuff, but we've got a long way to go.108  
 
Cost and affordability are concerns when it comes to adopting efficiency initiatives and 

investing in more sustainable technology: “They can build it [the electric grid] to be able to 
carry it [the load], but that is gonna cost a pretty brutal amount, and then again, the ratepayers 
will bear that expense in their electric bills.”109  Perceptions on how the CEP would affect 
business vary greatly. Some distributors worry that the CEP spells doom for their companies. 
Others believe the CEP will make business marginally more difficult while not being a threat for 
a long time to come: “I don't foresee fossil fuels going out in the next year, but they are looking 
at trying to wean the state off from fossil fuels. However, that’s kind of a detriment to us.”110 
Still others are not even very worried about the CEP in the long term: “Of all my worries about 
the longevity of our business in the marketplace, that [the CEP] is probably the least of my 
concerns.”111 The costs to business, to the state for initial investment, and to ratepayers are all 
concerns for electrification, but to varying degrees among interviewees.   
 Levels of understanding and support of the CEP also varied among the fuel distributors 
we interviewed, as did perspectives as to the measures, initiatives, and policy it would take to 
                                                 
104  Interviewee #1. Interview by John Rusbarsky. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 10/30/18.  
105  Interviewee #7. Interview by Alyne Goncalves. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/6/18. 
106 Interviewee #10. Interview by Ben Michel. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/7/18. 
107 Interviewee #10. Interview by Ben Michel. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/7/18. 
108 Interviewee #2. Interview by Ben Michel. Middlebury College, 10/28/18. 
109 Interviewee #7. Interview by Alyne Goncalves. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/6/18. 
110 Interviewee #10. Interview by Ben Michel. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/7/18. 
111 Interviewee #3. Interview by Alyne Goncalves. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 10/23/18. 
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get the state to its goals, their costs, and what those measures would mean for their own 
businesses.  
 
 

5.6.2 Carbon Tax 
 

“They’re penalizing us. Even the consumer. And it’s going to push more consumers to 
different types of products because they don’t want to pay a higher fee for the carbon 

tax.” — Interviewee #10 
 
 Energy service providers were almost universally opposed to any notion of a Vermont 
State carbon tax as they understand it, citing concerns over impacts to their businesses and 
customers. The most telling quote comes from the owner of a smaller fossil fuel business who 
claims, “The day they pass the carbon tax is the day I sell.”112  Fuel and energy services 
perceive the carbon tax as an existential threat to their businesses, regardless of scale. 
However, interviewees varied in the intensity with which they discussed the state tax, and their 
perspectives regarding carbon pricing as a general concept. Two interviewees believe a federal 
carbon tax could potentially work, but still thought of a state carbon tax as impracticable. 

 However, as explored earlier, there seems to be a significant disconnect between the 
specific provisions of the proposed bill and many of the interviewees’ framing of the carbon tax. 
The one interviewee who expressed a degree of support for the Vermont carbon tax sees the 
bill’s current framing as a major barrier to its popular support: “Don’t call it a tax. And show 
exactly how it's going to help customers make that transition”.113 To this energy service 
provider, the proponents of the bill have not yet effectively framed it as part of a larger 
transition. While resistance to Carbon tax was nearly universal, perspectives as to a fund 
managed by fuel distributors and the VFDA towards efficiency incentives were more openly 
considered: “What they would be projecting the cost to be, how that would reflect on whether 
or not we would have to increase fuel price, I’d want to weight the benefits and costs.”  

The carbon tax is clearly a loaded political topic in Vermont amongst energy service 
providers. While most fuel distributors, including many of those who have taken steps towards 
diversifying their business model, view the state carbon tax as impracticable, there does seem 
to be a small opportunity to more explicitly reframe the tax as part of a transition. However, 
given the intensity with which some energy service providers discussed the issue, and larger 
philosophies surrounding state intervention in the fossil fuels market, a rebranding might be 
difficult to achieve. 
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5.6.3 The Fuel Tax and Weatherization Fund 
 

 
“I still would like to see more weatherization… I don't care what your heat it with, like I said 

before, I would like to see blown-in insulation in people's attics or air sealing, stuff like that … 
We have a product that people don't love, it goes up the chimney or whatever, they don't love 
it. It's a necessity in this state. And it always will be somewhat, but if they can't pay for it, and 

they're grumpy about it, it does me no good.” — Interviewee #13 
 

The interview guide did not make the fuel tax and weatherization fund a specific focus; 
however, when the broad topic of weatherization was brought up many fuel distributors were 
quick to discuss both the fund and the tax. 

All fuel distributors interviewed believed increased weatherization a worthy aspiration 
and most believe that it is right for the state to incentivize and, in part, finance it. The latter 
group also gave either explicit or tacit approval for Vermont’s Home Weatherization Assistance 
Program. The program is financed through a tax on the fuel they sell, which is not dissimilar to 
how the proposed carbon tax would operate—a link we explore in the following section. One 
fuel distributor put it like this: 

 
It doesn't matter what you heat with—if it's that heat pump, that wood stove, gas stove, 
pellet stove, oil boiler, propane boiler—keep the heat. You can heat it with a freakin' 
candle if you want, but if it just races out of your house it does you no good. It's a 
waste. I don't care if it’s wood you took off your own land. You’re still wasting 
something. So I think the insulation—those types of programs are great. We don't want 
to see anybody throw it away... Let’s put the money into insulation and weatherization 
programs.114 

 
 
 
5.7 Diversification 
 

“Pretty basic, what do we do to set ourselves apart from our competitors?”              
-- Interviewee #7  

 
In our interviews, we explored the issue of diversification by asking both about the 

interviewee’s previous efforts to diversify, their current diversification efforts, as well as what 
they would hypothetically need to provide and service renewable products and technologies. 
We observed a wide variance in both current efforts to diversify the products and services 
offered, as well as their views on the potential for businesses to provide renewable technologies 
and services that intersect with both characteristics of the interviewees and their businesses.   
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5.7.1 Past Diversification 

  
 The histories of the businesses we talked to varied both in terms of how they got 
into fuel delivery as well as in terms of the timescale of diversification.  Some had switched 
over from selling coal, others from owning gas stations.  Many older businesses have longer 
histories of diversification, including one business owner who told us he had been selling 
biofuels since the 1980s.  Most of the businesses we would characterize as energy service 
providers have the most recent histories of diversification and are simply doing this 
diversification at a faster rate than other businesses. More often than not, this 
diversification has been a product of the ownership and overall goals of these businesses. 
The VT Energy Co-op, for instance, started when Efficiency Vermont bought an oil company 
in Colchester, with the vision of making a cooperative in which the fuel distributor business 
model would become more energy service oriented.  
 Our impression from the diversification histories of these businesses is that they are 
not static: all have made some at least minor changes in their business models over the last 
few decades. What these changes have consisted of is what varies: some businesses have 
expanded into entirely new business lines of energy service, others have adopted 
alternative heat sources such as wood pellets, biofuels, and heat pumps.   
 
 
 

5.7.2 Current Diversification  
 

As discussed previously, businesses in the thermal energy sector have previously 
diversified by providing a broader array of fossil-fuel products and incorporating more robust 
heating and plumbing service divisions. This notion of diversification as the provisioning of 
more, cleaner fossil fuels is evident in how some discuss future diversification: 
 

“My brother in law in the plumbing business says it all the time... fuel oil delivery 
is a dying business. And I agree with that, because I think that given the choice, 
nine people out of ten people, if they had to put a new heating system in today 
would probably put liquid propane as opposed to oil.”115  
 
Though fuel distributors see heating oil as a declining product, its decline is not 

necessarily a motivation to seek alternatives: “It hasn't killed us or anything. It's just, you know, 
we work a little harder to sell a little less fuel”.116  

Smaller businesses that provide primarily fossil fuel delivery and equipment services 
generally do not have immediate plans to begin expanding into providing renewable 
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technologies such as heat pumps or advanced wood heating products such as this proprietor in 
Rutland County: “So, on the service side of things. Yes. Like, installing heat pumps, that sort of 
thing? Yes, there are, there are ways to diversify, like selling pellets. You know, that's 
something I've been toying around with, selling wood pellets”.117 The sentiment expressed here 
that diversification is possible, but not necessarily a critical part of the business’ future was 
common amongst smaller businesses focused primarily on fuel delivery and fossil-fuel 
equipment service and installation. For others, the lack of desire to diversify was expressed 
more as a testament to the perceived strength of their current business model: “We have stuck 
with what we're good at: fuel and delivery”.118  

When asked directly about expanding into providing more comprehensive services such 
as plumbing and electricity, all scales of businesses expressed concerns over the logistics 
associated with that transition. For some, this was tied in to business reputation: “Well you’re at 
the mercy of whoever you have for service. If you’ve got bad service people, and it’s tough to 
get them, Vermont is a tough market. Your reputation can go just because of that”.119 Many 
cite the uncertainty of the labor market for service technicians of any kind as a primary concern 
in considering expanding services provided. A business with existing robust service divisions and 
a desire to do more energy-efficiency work sees the lack of a strong, young class of service 
technicians as a major barrier to a widespread trend towards more businesses providing robust 
service divisions and performing more energy efficiency work.  

The businesses with concrete plans to provide more services such as cold-climate heat 
pumps, weatherization, and even solar packages tend to be the ones that already do significant 
work in that arena. One interviewee who works with NeighborWorks in Rutland to provide 
energy audits for his clients in the Addison County area sees the future of his business in the 
home remodeling and retrofitting market.120, 121 The idea to enter the retrofitting market came 
out of a recognition of the looming need for many older homes to be remodeled, and a desire 
to be able to provide maximum energy efficiency for his customers due to the wider scope of 
work performed.122 Thus, diversification here is an opportunity to continue meeting customer 
demand, while expanding his business to capture a burgeoning market. An energy service 
provider who operates multiple locations echoes this sentiment of diversification as good 
business practice:   

 
“And so, I decided that that was the thing to do, because it was important for my 
customers to be to reduce their use … And so right now our service and installation 

                                                 
117 Ibid.  
118 Interviewee #10. Interview by Ben Michel. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/7/18. 
119 Ibid.  
120 Interviewee #11. Interview by John Rusbarsky. In-person Interview. Middlebury, VT, 11/13/18. 
121 The NeighborWorks Alliance of Vermont is an organization that focuses on extending loans, education, 
energy audits, and other homeowner assistance for those financially qualified for aid. 
122 Ibid.  



38 

department are going to do almost $2 million worth of work, which is a lot for 
us”.123  
 
Similarly, another energy service provider sees his increasing focus on renewable 

technologies as a way to differentiate his business from other energy service providers.124 One 
energy service provider maintains the explicit goal of eventually providing 100% renewable 
energy to Co-op members, citing both environmental and business concerns as the primary 
motivations.  

The common, and perhaps most important, thread across all interviewees is that a 
business’ ability to diversify, regardless of the product or service, has stemmed and will stem 
from customer demand for the product. In the past, energy service providers have both 
diversified and simply stayed in business through matching consumer demand for a product. 
However, the energy services providers interviewed did not cite consumer demand for delivered 
fossil fuels as a pressing motivation to begin diversifying. Those who are undertaking significant 
steps towards providing services like weatherization, and installation of cold-climate heat pumps 
see this as an opportunity to expand their business rather than a means of immediately saving 
their business. Furthermore, the decision to diversify also came mostly out of recognition of 
pent-up consumer demand for the renewable products and services.  

 
 

5.8 Opportunities for Cross-Sector Collaboration 
 
We asked about the potential for fuel distributors to collaborate with the state, utilities, and 
environmental organizations to reduce carbon emissions. All but one first relayed that they 
believe in keeping an open dialog, in one form or another, on emission reductions between 
those parties. However, none were optimistic about the parties finding common ground. One 
fuel distributor put it, “there are such polarized concepts that that people don't listen to each 
other.” Another agreed that the ideological gaps between many of those parties are simply not 
negotiable. Even the most optimistic response still retained skepticism on potential regulatory 
compromise: 
 

But guys like Matt Cota, who are in the Vermont Fuel Dealers, they're smart 
enough to know that we’ll come to the table and talk. What it'll relate to I don't 
know. You know, they've tried to have pilot programs and originally when heat 
pumps we're getting big big big or starting to, you know, ‘guys get on board be 
installers’ and a lot of guys did you know because they saw it as an avenue of—
I'm gonna lose here, I'll take here. And that's what my thinking is, is like, I'm 

                                                 
123 Interviewee #5. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, Middlebury, VT, 
11/6/18. 
124 Interviewee #7. Interview by Alyne Goncalves. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 11/6/18. 



39 

gonna lose some product here. Well, but at least I can sell and service it (heat 
pumps). I don't know if I'm right. But that's what I'm going to run with.125 

 

Despite being skeptical of carbon regulation that all stakeholders can agree to, the latter 
response indicates a willingness to diversify business practices in association with firms in other 
sectors. The pilot program they referred to was a collaboration with Efficiency Vermont, the 
state’s electric efficiency utility. Future programs that incentivize the installation of more 
advanced heat pumps would have a much greater chance of success if business owners with 
this outlook are identified.  
 
 
 

6.  Synthesis and Recommendations 
 

Vermont’s thermal energy sector is comprised of a diverse array of business models, 
each with a unique history and guiding philosophy.  In discussing these businesses generally 
and the future of the industry, we recognized the importance of avoiding generalization when it 
comes to business trends and characteristics.  Our findings thus do not reflect generalized 
truths about the industry as a whole, but interview-specific opinions we formed through 
conversations. In framing the thermal energy transformation the CEP envisions, we recognize 
the essential service that these businesses have provided and continue to provide Vermonters 
and try to highlight ways to ensure that this transition is as equitable and mutually beneficial as 
possible for all actors.  

In this section, we aim to elucidate what all of the above means for energy service 
providers, their customers, environmental advocacy organizations such as the VNRC, and 
Vermont state government entities. 
 
6.1 Labor Shortages, Developing Technologies, and the Framing of a Transition 
 
 The CEP sees the proliferation of cold-climate heat pumps and various technologies that 
use bioenergy as essential to achieving the state’s thermal energy goals.126 This goal faces 
three primary issues: a current and future shortage of service technicians with the skills 
necessary to service developing technologies, a widespread belief amongst fuel distributors that 
heat pumps are unable to meet Vermonters’ needs at a quick enough pace due to infrastructure 
constraints, and the perceived lack of profitability in developing technologies, particularly 
advanced wood heat. Together, these are issues that impact both the ability and desire of fuel 
and energy service providers to expand into providing more renewable technologies and 
services, and therefore the ability of Vermont to reach its thermal energy goals. However, 

                                                 
125 Interviewee #13. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. In-person Interview. 11/13/18. 
126 Recchia, Christopher. "2016 Vermont Comprehensive Energy Plan." Pp 8.  
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engaging fuel and energy service providers on these issues will also help bring them to the 
table on the energy transition and allow them to provide critical input on the state’s thermal 
energy future.   
 

6.1.1 Labor 
 

As seen in section 5.3.1, the looming labor shortage affects the entirety of the Vermont 
distillate fuels and energy services industry from drivers to service technicians to office 
personnel. For energy service providers, transitioning from primarily providing fossil fuels to 
primarily installing and servicing developing technologies such as cold-climate heat pumps and 
advanced wood heating, or providing weatherization services would mean hiring more 
Vermonters with plumbing, electrical, and general contracting skills.  

As seen in Section 5.7 “Diversification”, there are energy service providers who are 
already making significant strides towards providing Vermonters with more renewable products 
and technologies, but they too face the same critical labor constraint. Any policy or forum that 
seeks to help fuel and energy service providers transition to providing more renewable 
technologies and services must address the current and future labor shortage in Vermont’s 
skilled trades sector.  

 
6.1.2 Perspectives on Developing Technologies 
 

As seen in Section 5.3.5, fuel and energy service providers broadly see heat pumps as 
limited to being supplemental heat sources due to the weatherization status of many Vermont 
homes, their limited function in severe-weather scenarios, and a broader concern regarding the 
Vermont electrical grid’s ability to handle an influx of electric heat systems. Fuel and energy 
service providers fear heat pumps would simply not meet their customers’ needs or standards if 
they were to become the primary heat source for most Vermont homes.  

 Furthermore, the portions of interviews regarding advanced wood heat, wood pellets, 
and biodiesels were generally short as the fuel and energy services providers interviewed simply 
did not see a significant future for themselves in those particular products and the related 
services due to stagnating customer demand and a lack of profitability.  

The disconnect between the CEP and fuel and energy service providers’ perceptions of 
the futures of various technologies indicates that policy advocates have not been able to 
communicate the exact mechanics of the slated transition to fuel and energy service providers. 
The proliferation of cold-climate heat pumps and advanced wood heat currently stand in 
isolation from the larger goals of strategic electrification and energy efficiency. Fuel and energy 
service providers will be able to bring critical knowledge regarding how these systems fit in the 
energy future of Vermont homes.  
 
Recommendation One: Invest in Vermont’s skilled-trades education system and reframe the 
conversations surrounding developing technologies to better reflect how they fit into strategic 
electrification and energy efficiency environments. These issues will help to both bring fuel and 
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energy service providers to the table and help the energy sector as a whole address issues that 
will impact the sector beyond the building thermal sector.  
 
6.2 Relationships and Customers 
 Thinking about the relationships that the fuel distributors have with different actors in 
the industry is a crucial consideration when thinking about ways to move forward towards the 
CEP goals. Because the deadline is nearing and the goal is ambitious, there is a pressing need 
to coordinate efforts on all fronts. Understanding how fuel distributors will contribute to this 
collective effort is related to understanding what their current relationships within the industry 
and the energy sector at large are and in what spaces they feel heard and represented. In 
order to reach that understanding, we asked our interviewees about their relationships with 
their customers, with the State, with other fuel distributors and with the VFDA. According to our 
findings (5.4) we have come to understand that there is a significant communication gap 
between the fuel distributors and those actors (except for the customers). The fuel distributors 
unanimously feel that legislators in the state of VT do not represent their interests and the 
interest of their business and that sentiment is echoed in the fact that several of our 
interviewees made a point to distinguish between Chittenden County and the rest of Vermont 
(what one fuel distributor referred to as the “heartland of Vermont”). 

That represents a gap that could be filled by the VFDA, but only partially. In fact, our 
interviews have helped us understand that the VFDA is perceived by the fuel distributors to do a 
great job at the services they provide (training, information and advocacy) but also that those 
services are limited to the side of their business that delivers distillate fuels and services 
distillate fuel systems. More so than the members, the VFDA works to support distillate fuels. 
The implications of this distinction are that the energy service providers have entire sections of 
their business (the one that moves away from distillate fuel delivery and servicing) that do not 
benefit from the same support and representation and therefore, around which no productive 
policies are being generated. Far from being a problem, this can be seen as an opportunity. 
Given the communication gap that exists between the State, a gap that also extends to 
environmental organizations, and the importance that the side of the business of the energy 
service providers that is not represented by the VFDA plays in the future of Vermont in regard 
to the CEP goals, this is something that cannot go unaddressed.  

 
Recommendation Two: creation of a working group outside EAN and VFDA that brings 
together all actors, with an emphasis on energy service provider/fuel distributor representation. 
The goal of this working group would be to open conversations around policies so that they 
move away from restrictions to energy service providers and they become instead focused more 
on making policy support diversification. It is important to emphasize that this group must be 
created anew and exist outside of the aforementioned platforms, especially the EAN. In fact, it 
is not strategically sound, in the context of different actors figuring out how to work together, 
to make having to sign on to CEP goals a sine qua non to actively participate and receive 
support towards those goals.  
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The relationship with the customers is one that strongly motivates the decisions that the 
fuel distributors and energy service providers make in regard to their business. This relationship 
is so close and is one of the greatest assets that the fuel distributors have and oftentimes tends 
to bleed outside of the strict purview of the services provided by the business, to be one of 
general assistance to the customer in question. As mentioned in section 5.4.1, fuel distributors 
care a great deal about their customers and think deeply about the way different pressures to 
their business will affect their customers, especially in regard to affordability. Some fuel 
distributors started diversifying because their customer base was interested in new forms of 
heating their homes. That goes to show that this customer base in an important point of 
leverage in creating change in the energy landscape of the State of Vermont that will have an 
effect in how fuel distributors operate and participate in meeting the CEP goals. A first 
consideration in this arena has to do with understanding that new heating systems, whether 
they are renewable or not, are a substantial investment and that not all Vermonters, no matter 
how aware they are of environmental concerns, are able to make. In that sense, efforts to 
expand towards cleaner forms of heating has a lot to do with tackling the problem of 
affordability, as straightforward as this may seem, as much as it has to do with creating 
awareness about the environmental impact of certain forms of heating versus others.  

 
Recommendation Three: Provide customers with information that they might need to 
understand how they can participate in the cleaner energy future envisioned by the State, but 
also provide them with the financial incentives that will cushion the impact that a transition to a 
new heating system might create or altogether determine whether that transition is possible for 
the consumer. With increased access to this new technology, the consumers will be in a better 
position to influence the fuel distributors in a way that might support diversification.  
 
 
6.3 Comparing Perspectives on the Carbon Tax and Fuel Tax 

As discussed in Section 5.6.2, fuel distributors tend to view the carbon tax as an 
existential threat to their business. Their reasons are myriad: not affordable to the customer, 
cannot adjust to the additional taxation, an attack on their long-established Vermonter-owned 
business to name a few. 

What was surprising is that some of the same conversations where the carbon tax was 
criticized, weatherization efforts were lauded (Section 5.6.3). It is worth reiterating that the 
interview guide did not make explicit mention of the fuel tax, but rather referenced 
weatherization and how the state finances it more broadly. Support for weatherization is 
surprising because it has many of the same effects as a carbon tax. The purpose of 
weatherization is to reduce energy expenditures, which translates to less fuel oil and propane 
sold. Weatherization in Vermont is also specifically funded by a tax on delivered distillate fuel. 
In fact, it would not be inaccurate to call the fuel tax a partial carbon tax. 

Comparing the vastly different perspectives on two reasonably similar taxes suggests 
the carbon tax suffers from a partisan framing and that increasing the fuel tax and expanding 
the Weatherization Fund may be an effective way to reduce carbon emissions from fuel 
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distributors in a way they might accept. The observed difference between the two taxes in the 
eyes of many fuel distributors, is that the fuel tax tangibly benefits their neighbors and the 
carbon tax is a progressive policy forwarded by wealthy residents trying to change Vermont for 
the worse. While efforts could be made to reframe carbon tax to show its similarities to the fuel 
tax, effort might be better spent working within the paradigm that is already accepted. 

 
Recommendation Four: Retooling the fuel tax to better weatherize more Vermont homes 
may be the most accessible, productive avenue to reduce carbon emissions in the thermal 
energy sector. Instead of pushing another iteration of the carbon tax, advocates and policy-
makers would do well to consult with fuel distributors who support the state’s Weatherization 
Fund and work to amend the existing law. 
 
6.4 Realities of the Renewable Transition 

Regardless of how equitable state policy attempts to make the transition, there are 
several operations that will leave the market when it begins to increasingly favor low carbon 
offerings. As laid out in Section 5.2.1, the two different business models we observe in the 
industry are fuel distribution and energy service provision. It should be reiterated that these are 
not mutually exclusive; multiple of our interviewees operate business that combine both 
models. Sections 5.7.1 and 5.7.2 discussed the diversification within these business models, 
both past and present. 

Taking these findings together, it became clear that there are businesses who are 
comfortable with what they already know and how to sell those products and services. These 
businesses predominantly rely on the fuel distribution model. They have diversified into other 
distillate fuels in the recent past but are not likely to diversify into the offerings that come with 
the energy service provider model. This reality also emerged in many of the most negative 
reactions to the carbon tax, such as the business owner who said they would leave the business 
if it passed. 

Conversely, many businesses have already made strides towards diversifying their 
services and product portfolios to include more low-emissions technology. These businesses are 
predominantly energy service providers, who are based in Vermont, tend to operate in several 
counties, and taught themselves how to make low-carbon offerings profitable. These businesses 
will continue to transition in accordance with their existing strategies as well as state policy and 
incentives. 

As Vermont moves away from carbon-based thermal energy, some businesses will 
thrive, and others will not. There are limits to how equitable the transition can be. If a 
business’s assets are mostly within the realm of fuel distribution, the reality is that it will be 
much harder for them to transition and in many cases will not make economic sense. Biofuels 
and advanced wood heat can conceivably be a bridge for these businesses, as they can use 
many of their existing assets. The CEP also calls for a fourth of thermal energy to come from 
wood biomass by 2050.127 However, our findings suggest that, under current trends, usage for 

                                                 
127 Vermont Department of Public Service. “Comprehensive Energy Plan.” 2016 p. 91 
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their fuel sources will peak in the near future if they have not already—certainly not enough to 
ease the transition to energy service provision. As it stands, those businesses which are either 
entirely or predominantly fuel distributors will find it difficult to operate as the transition to 
renewable heat progresses.  

There is no recommendation in this section, only an acknowledgement that the 
transition is also a market disruption. If distributable renewable heat sources do not expand, 
that disruption may prove too acute for some Vermont fuel distributors to overcome.  
 
 
 

7. Conclusion 
 

Through interviews with industry members, we sought to understand how Vermont fuel 
distributors operate and how they are responding to the state’s statutory energy goals as well 
as the transition to renewable heat more broadly.  We captured some of the beliefs and 
philosophies that inform perspectives industry members have on several forms of policy, most 
notably the CEP, proposed carbon tax, and weatherization programs. We presented the two 
main business models in the industry—fuel distribution and energy service provision—and 
identified what types of businesses are more likely to rely on one or the other. We uncovered 
industry issues that affect multiple aspects of business and discussed how solutions to those 
issues can and should be placed within the context of renewable energy goals. We strung 
together and characterized the relationships that fuel distributors have with other entities. In so 
doing, we revealed significant communication gaps that hinder businessess’ ability to adopt or 
bolster renewable service and product offerings. We identified several areas for collaboration 
towards mutual benefit. And lastly, we discussed broad and specific implications for new and 
existing legislation aimed towards a renewable thermal sector. 

Throughout our process, it was readily apparent that fuel and energy service providers 
feel inadequately heard. And from the outside, it might be easy to essentialize the industry and 
its work. We hope that, among our stated findings, it became clear that there is no standard 
business model. Fuel and energy service providers are innovative Vermonters who are 
accustomed to changing their business to meet the demands of a shifting market. However, 
while their business may be different, many of their guiding principles are the same. The 
Vermont-based businesses take pride in the service they provide and work hard to keep homes 
heated. 

At the same time, the primary products many of these businesses provide are significant 
contributors to the state’s carbon emissions. We can envision a future when that is not the 
case, where fuel and energy service providers fill an essential role in the construction and 
maintenance of a renewable thermal sector. The Vermont thermal energy sector has a unique 
opportunity to showcase the power of cross-sector collaboration towards opportunities for 
sustainable growth. Vermont fuel and energy service providers have always been committed to 
providing their customers with the best-available thermal energy options. While some industry 
members will depart as the transition occurs, many businesses that have already established 



45 

their innovative outlooks will be quick to fill the void. It is no simple task. Yet, the common 
thread for all Vermonters—be they fuel distributors, environmental organizations, state officials, 
or industry representatives—is a desire to do right by their neighbors, who deserve homes that 
keep their heat and produce it renewably.  
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Bordeleau, Mike. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 

Middlebury, VT. 
Keyser, Chris. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 

Middlebury, VT. 
Cota, Casey. Interview by Alyne Goncalves. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 

Middlebury, VT. 
Cota, Matt. Interviewed by Matthew Cloutier. In-person Interview. South Burlington, VT 
Bourne, Peter. Interview by Alyne Goncalves. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 

Middlebury, VT. 
Cyr, Mark. Interview by John Rusbarsky. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 
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Sullivan, Scott. Interview by John Rusbarsky. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 

Middlebury, VT. 
Taylor, Mike. Interview by Ben Michel. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 

Middlebury, VT. 
MacIntyre, John. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. Phone Interview. Middlebury College, 

Middlebury, VT. 
Korrow, Karen. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. In-person Interview. Gillespie Fuels and 

Propane, Northfield, VT. 
Bouvier, Tim. Interview by Matthew Cloutier. In-person Interview. Jackman’s Inc., 

Bristol, VT. 
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Appendix: Interview Questions 
 
1. Basic information (biographical, business, personal perspectives) 

 
1A.  Could you tell us about yourself and your business/job?       
What is the history of the company and what services do you provide?  
 

points to cover:  
- Entry in business 
- Business name and history and role in business 
- Vermonter/ not a vermonter 
- Company size and worker demographic 

 
1B. How do you feel about what you do? Why do you think your business is 
important? What is your customer base like (how many, residential or commercial, 
range of service geographically)?  
 

Do they take pride in their work?  
Is being a fuel dealer a big part of who they are, or is it just another job?  
 
These questions can be asked explicitly but the conversation in general will help us answer 
this.  

 
2. Relationship with associations/groups and representation 
 
2A. Do you work closely with 

- the VFDA (Vermont Fuel Dealers Association)?  
- any other associations or businesses?  

 
2B. In general, how have those partnerships worked for you? Is there anything you 
need at the moment that you are unsure where to find support for?   
 
2C. Who, at this moment represents your interests as a fuel dealer?  
 

points to cover:  
-trade organizations 
-local government 
-state government 
-other 
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2D. To what extent do you find yourself interacting with other fuel dealers? What 
are the most significant or common issues you find yourselves talking about?  
 
2E. To what extent do you find yourself involved in discussions surrounding the 
industry’s future?  
 
 
3. Business Trends 
 
3A. How has your business been faring over the last decade? (growth? contraction?) 
Why? What have been the biggest opportunities and the biggest challenges for you 
in this industry?  
 

follow up for more details on: 
- What do you attribute these highs/lows to? 
- Difficulty attracting new employees?  

 
3B. What do you think your biggest strength as a business is?  
 
3C. Have you recently made any changes to your business in terms of services 
provided and products sold (within the last 5 years)?  What is the rationale behind 
those?  
 

If not → ask if diversification is at all part of the plan. Why/why not?  
If yes → ask for details: what new services and products?  

 
3D. What portion of your business is service-based versus product based? 
 
3E. What trends have you seen in customer opinion/consumption patterns recently? 
What are your customers asking for now that they didn’t 10 years ago?   
 
3F.  What are some persistent challenges/problems you have faced in your 
business? 
 
 
4. Looking to the future 
 
4A. What do you think the state could do to better support your business?     
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4B. Would you support the state making incentive funds available for homeowners 
to purchase renewably powered heat generators (e.g. wood pellet boilers and heat 
pumps) 

■ Why or why not 
■ How do you think this affect your business model? 
■ How might you change your business model? 

 
4C. Would you support the creation of a fund managed collectively by fuel dealers to 
incentivise purchase of renewably powered heat generators (e.g. wood pellet 
boilers and heat pumps)? If yes, how do you think these funds could best be raised?  
 
4D. What would you consider to be the main barriers to providing advanced wood 
heating services?   
 
4E. There have been efforts in the statehouse to establish carbon tax or carbon cap 
policies. What is your take on these kind of policies? Both personally and as a 
business-owner with a stake 
 
4F. Where do you see the future of your industry headed? In 5 years, 10 years, 20 
years? 
 
4G. What role do you see fuel dealers playing in Vermont's future energy picture? 
 
 
5. Sentiment about and reactions/adaptations to CEP and Statutory Climate Goals 
 
5A→ Do you follow political happenings in the statehouse that might affect your business? 
 
5B→ How familiar are you with the state’s Comprehensive Energy Plan? What do you know about it?  
   
5C→ What concerns do you have about the way the CEP might affect 

- your business?  
- the VT economy in general?  
- Vermonters, your customer base? 

 
5D→ Where do you think the CEP and VT’s energy policy overall are missing the 
mark? 
 
5E→ What is your take on the proposed carbon tax, from both a personal and business standpoint? 
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6. About VNRC/environmental orgs/reaching out 
 
6A.→ Do you think there is potential for the state, environmental groups, and fuel dealers to work 
together to reduce emissions? If so how?  Have you considered collaboration?  
 
6B.→ How best could you be supported in the transition that the state of Vermont is 
ongoing?  
 
7. Send-off 
 
7A. → We’re still trying to understand this situation, what went well? What could be improved? Are 
there any questions you wish we’d asked? 
 
7B. → Snowball: Who else should we talk to? 
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