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Executive Summary 

Introduction 

In February of 2012 the Middlesex 

Conservation District re-embarked on the 

federally funded Local Working Group 

process to assist the State Technical 

Committee in making informed funding 

recommendations to the United States 

Department of Agriculture.  This 2012 

Conservation Needs Assessment is the 

product of the Local Working Group’s 

efforts, bringing together natural resource 

professionals, agricultural producers and 

citizens of Middlesex County in an effort to 

document the various conservation issues 

and opportunities present in the county.  

The Massachusetts State Technical 

Committee, which is made up of local, state 

and federal agricultural and natural 

resource professionals, will use the  local 

knowledge of issues, geographic facts, 

resources and  solutions (outlined in this 

report) to direct funding from the 2008 

Farm Bill to Middlesex County priority 

needs.    

Methods 

The Methods section describes the process 

behind three public meetings and a county 

wide survey, which were the main vehicles 

for data collection.  Both the meetings and 

the survey utilized the five priority natural 

resource concerns identified in the 2011 

Local Working Group process for guidance. 

2011 Natural Resource Priorities  

1. Preserving Agricultural Land 

2. Increasing Beginning Farmer Access to 

Agricultural Land 

3. Supporting Local Food Production 

4. Preserving Open and Recreational 

Space 

5. Conserving Soil and Water Quality 

Results 

By asking questions targeted toward the 

most useful data for the State Technical 

Committee, the results of the meetings and 

survey provided comparable datasets.  

Participants were asked to state the issues 

and challenges facing natural resources in 

Middlesex County; to chart the geographic 

locations pertaining to those issues; list any 

resources currently being utilized or 

potentially available; and to offer 

suggestions on actions to be taken, 

including possible solutions and 

collaborations across interests, agencies or 

organizations.  Beginning on page 22, the 

results section of this report provides a 

detailed look into the data that was 

categorized and coded for accurate review.  

The following matrix is a summary of 

results. A more detailed look begins on 

page 28. 
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Agricultural Issues 

 Conflict with Non-agricultural Interests 

 Lack of Education and Outreach 

 Difficult to Obtain Farmland 

 Regulatory / Policy Issues 

 Farm Viability 

Open Space Preservation Issues 

 Lacking Knowledge of Resources 

 Competition Between Land Uses 

 Difficulty Communicating Open Space 

Issues 

Soil and Water Quality Issues 

 Farmland Conversion 

 Expensive to Undertake 

 Soil/Water Quality is Given Low Priority  

Facts 

Agricultural Facts 

 Producers are close to the market 

 Small acreage can create profits 

 Educational resources are dwindling 

 Towns are leasing agricultural land 

 Beekeepers are losing hives 

Open Space Facts  

 Communities and organizations are                 

Resources 

Agricultural Resources 

 Conflict with Non-agricultural Interests 

 Lack of Education and Outreach 

 Difficult to Obtain Farmland 

 Regulatory / Policy Issues 

 Farm Viability 

Issues 

Public Meeting Data 

Actions/Collaborations/

Solutions 

Agricultural  Actions 

 Support educational partnerships 

 Provide more knowledge of diversification and 

viability measures 

 Increase opportunities for beginning farmers 

 Address policy constraints 

Open Space Actions 

 Support municipal plans  

 Support regional initiatives 

 Diversifying property uses could lead to 

increased funding 
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Survey Data 

Issues 

Categorized Challenges  

To  Priority Concerns 

Question # 5:   

What significant barriers to achieving the 

stated priorities can you identify?  
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Survey Data 

Geographic Facts 

Question #6: 

In your experience, are there specific geo-

graphical areas where the above priori-

ties are threatened? 

Two maps of geographic facts depict re-

sponses ranging from agricultural parcels 

in need of protection to specific watershed 

regions that are under threat.  Shaded and 

numbered municipalities correspond to 

specific responses.  Details are shown on 

pages _____ 

Fig. k pg. 38 

Fig. l pg. 39 
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Survey Question # 7:  

Describe any projects, resources or programs 

available to Middlesex County that can assist 

in addressing the identified natural resource 

concerns. 

Survey Data 

Resources 

Fig. 

#
 C

o
m

m
en

ts
 

) 

) 

Regional Collaborations 
43%

Educational 
Collaborations

24%

Support for
Farmer's Market

start-up

7%

Promote 
agriculturally

compatible 

regulations
7%

Municipal Collaboration, 
3%

Technical Assistance to 
Municipalities, 10%

Tie Healthy Eating
to Local Agriculture

3%

Fund Invasive Specie 
Control

3%

Question #8: 

Describe any collaborative 

arrangements, either existing or possible, 

which could address the 5 listed 

priorities.  

Fig. n -   

Number of Resource Related 
Responses 

Number of Solution Related  

Responses by Theme 

Actions/Collaborations/Solutions Actions/Collaborations/Solutions 
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Discussion 

Lack of Preservation Funding 

Municipal officials and organizational board 

members cited the need for more 
preservation funding and increased staff 

resources to better respond to preservation 
opportunities.  Increased collaboration with 

regional projects and organizations was 
often cited as a resource that could help fill 

the gaps and share the workload.  

NRCS Opportunities 

In response to the needs expressed, the 
Environmental Quality Incentive Program’s 

(EQIP) Cooperative Conservation 
Partnership Initiative may be able to support 

the efforts of collaborative networks that are 
focused on the preservation of open space 

and working lands.  

In addition to offering recommendations for 

specific localities identified in the 
Geographic Facts section of this report, NRCS 

staff can continue to express the LWG 

preservation interests through the Farm and 

Ranchland Protection Program’s  

partnership with the Massachusetts 

Agricultural Preservation Restriction 

Program. 

Education and Outreach 

A common thread during data analysis was the 

need for better education and outreach for the 

public, area growers, as well as municipalities 

and organizations.   Additionally, growers noted 

that the general public is still  largely unaware 

of the role farms play in the local food system 

and how their behavioral habits, including 

shopping, affect local farmers.   

To fill the gap, respondents suggested better 

networks of agricultural producers that can 
share information locally. Another strong 

recommendation was for focused collaboration 

between organizations that are providing 

similar resources.  

NRCS Opportunities 

With many comments centered on educational 
opportunities at UMASS Waltham’s Field 

Station and operations such as New Entry 
Sustainable Farming Project’s incubator farm in 

Dracut, the Conservation Innovation Grant 

program may be worth some increased 
attention as further collaborations are 

recommended. Funding from the Agricultural 
Management Assistance Program may also be 

able to provide resources to the organizations 
with the staff and mission to undertake 

improved educational partnerships. 

Tension Between Interests 

Respondents largely cited high property 

values as a causal factor in the various 

tensions that exist between land use 

interests.  The competition between 

wildlife, recreation and agricultural uses 

not only limits available land, but as many 

participants noted, can bring about local 

regulations that affect the ability of farmers 

to diversify and remain viable.  

Solutions from participants often centered 

on better regional, as well as intra-

municipal collaboration to improve the 

education of  various boards on agricultural 

and natural resource issues.  Others noted 
that local land trusts and conservation 

organizations can support programs and 
initiatives that increase cooperation and 

provide an education and awareness 

component. 

NRCS Opportunities 

Increased visibility of the Wildlife Habitat 

Improvement Program may be able to 

bridge gaps between agriculture and 
wildlife interests.  Middlesex Conservation 

District may also find that case studies and 
success stories on bridging interests may be 

helpful to struggling municipalities. 
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Farm Viability 

Comments on farm viability tapped into 

every corner of the LWG conversation.  

Participants identified issues at the federal, 

state and local levels.  Some noted that the 

Massachusetts Agricultural Preservation 

Restriction Program, among other 

restrictions in general, strips farmers of 

essential borrowing power.  Access to 

capital was a common refrain, with many 

citing the high cost of operational 
improvements, such as gaining organic 

certification. Others looked to the high 

inheritance and gifting taxes as barriers to 

transitioning working farms to the next 

generation.  Similar to discussions of 

tension between interests, growers 
reported that local regulations, such as 

those of municipal board’s of health, can 
inhibit their ability to diversify and grow.  

NRCS Opportunities  

Issues of farm viability often turned to 

diversification.  The Agricultural 

Management Assistance Program could 
provide resources to area farmers for 

activities such as organic production. 
EQIP’s High Tunnel Initiative may be 

another wedge for providing operational 
assistance.   

Additionally, EQIP funds could help some 

farmers diversify through taking advantage of 

silvicultural opportunities or renewable energy 

initiatives that have been growing in the region. 
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Improving the Local 

Working Group Process 

Outreach 

A large portion of the Local Working Group 

(LWG) effort involved outreach to county 

stakeholders. In the future, more focused 

efforts to work the LWG process into other 

local and regional initiatives could broaden 

the scope of participants. The process could 

essentially become an action item for 

certain organizations or worked into 

broader programming.  

Data Collection 

Natural resource issues will always evolve, 

and so should the process of addressing 

them.  While gathering information on the 

current issues will provide further insight, a 
more targeted, geographically specific data 

collection effort may provide the State 

Technical Committee and the Middlesex 

Conservation District that can be 
specifically cited and available for follow 

up.  Additionally, further collaboration 

between the coordinator and Middlesex 

Conservation District staff may provide 

insight into stakeholders that have 

benefitted from NRCS programs and able to 
offer further insight during the survey and 

public meeting process. 

Conclusion 

Due to its history, landscape and development 

trends Middlesex County faces a unique set of 

natural resource needs.  But the Natural 

Resource Conservation Service’s programs also 

offer a variety of opportunities that can be 

adapted to address the issues outlined in this 

report.  Participants have voiced their opinions, 

and a call for further funding, collaboration, 

innovation between the public, organizations 

and municipalities has been heard. As season’s 

turn into years, processes such as this will 

continue to shuttle ideas toward progress. 
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The Middlesex Conservation District assists 

local people working to solve local natural 

resource problems.2 One of 14 such 

districts designated by Massachusetts Law, 

and one of over 3000 nationwide, the 

Middlesex Conservation District (MCD) 

works to preserve soil, water, air quality 

and wildlife habitat through conservation 

practices on farm, ranch and forested 

lands.3 

Led by a locally elected board of volunteers, 

MCD supports and assists county 

landowners, agricultural producers and 

municipalities by coordinating with a 

variety of public and private, local, state 

and federal sources to develop grassroots 

solutions to local concerns.4 This 

Conservation Needs Assessment is one 

product of the District’s commitment to 

voluntary conservation, community 

education and the long-term stewardship of 

Middlesex County’s natural resources.  

Introduction 

The 2012 Conservation 

Needs Assessment 

The following report is the culmination of 

the Middlesex Conservation District’s Local 

Working Group Conservation Needs 

Assessment.   By gathering local knowledge 

through workshops and a survey, the 

Conservation Needs Assessment identified 

both  barriers and solutions to the effective 

stewardship of Middlesex County’s priority 

natural resource concerns as identified by 

the 2011 Local Working Group process.  

The information presented will be used to 

guide: 

 State and federal funding decisions 
administered by the Natural Resource 
Conservation Service and USDA  

 Coordinate cross-jurisdictional 
solutions to natural resource issues 

 Identify educational and training needs 
of producers and natural resource 
professionals 

 Recommend state and national program 
policy 

 Identify resource concerns that can be 
addressed through USDA programs1 

The Middlesex Conservation   

District 
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Through a partnership with the USDA’s 

Natural Resources Conservation 

Service, the Middlesex Conservation 

District is spearheading the Local 

Working Group effort.  In response to 

the  2008 Farm Bill’s increased reliance 

on community input to drive 

conservation recommendations, Local 

Working Group’s (LWG’s) have emerged 

across the nation as an effective vehicle 

for gathering local knowledge.   

LWG’s are made up of a variety of 

stakeholders, including but not limited 

to: agricultural producers, natural 

resources professionals, concerned 

citizens, and local, county, state, federal 

and tribal officials.  One of the primary 

responsibilities of the LWG is to deliver 

input on natural resource issues to the 

State Technical Committee in the form 

of a Conservation Needs Assessment.5 

The State Technical Committee relies  

on the Needs Assessment to make 

meaningful funding and  programmatic 

recommendations to the State 

Conservationist, who is able to direct 

federal funding from the USDA Farm Bill 

toward local priorities.6 

The Local Working Group 

The following pages contain data unique to 

Middlesex County and vital to informed 

decision making.  The State Technical 

Committee will be reviewing, analyzing and 

transforming the following report into 

recommendations that  both affect and 

direct funding to Middlesex County natural 

resource issues.   As the Local Working 

Group process strengthens each year, so 

too will the data it delivers.  
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Middlesex County Overview 

A Landscape in Flux  

A patchwork of farms and forests. A landscape 

defined by its history and pressured by urban 

expansion.  A county both intensely settled and 

surprisingly rural.  It is a region of inner and 

outer ring suburbs, revitalizing mill cities, 

technology hubs and town greens.  At over 817 

square miles Massachusetts’s Middlesex County 

covers each of these descriptions and more.  

Situated roughly north and west of Boston, 

Middlesex County’s 54 municipalities house a 

population of nearly 1.5 million people 

according to the 2010 census.1  And with the 

tremendous variation in development intensity, 

the county’s natural resources face a raft of 

threats and opportunities.  

Since its incorporation in 1643, the landscape 

of America’s oldest county has offered its 

resources to the needs of the prevailing age.  

From above, the seventeenth century landscape 

must have looked like a rash of stumps; a land 

stubbled with fresh pasture and patches of 

remnant forest, reaching out of the valleys and 

consuming all but the hardest to tame ridges 

and ravines.  Mixed husbandry farming ruled 

the day before a turn toward commercial 

enterprises, cattle raising in particular, took 

hold in the years leading up to the 

revolutionary period.3   

As the county matured, the landscape 

eventually began to provide for more than just 

farming.  By the 1830’s textile manufacturers 

lined the Merrimack river in Lowell.4  Both the 

agricultural and non-agricultural economy 

improved as railroad tracks were laid across  

Middlesex County consists of three  

physiographic divisions, the easternmost being 

the Boston Basin; a broad level plain extending 

from the escarpment that runs through 

Waltham, Arlington and Malden, and down  to 

the sea.  Northwest of the densely urban Boston 

Basin are the Coastal Lowlands, an area 

covering a large swath of the county, from the 

drumlins and river basins of the Sudbury,  

Assabet and Concord Rivers, northeast to the  

city of Lowell on the Merrimack River.  Higher 

still are the far northwest’s Central Uplands, 

marked by the deep cuts of valleys and flanked 

by hills that rise several hundred feet higher 

than those in the lowlands.2  
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Woburn 

Middlesex County  

Communities 

the landscape.  Not only could farmers now 

get their products to new markets, but 

public transportation fed the newly minted 

tourism industry too, with country 

destinations such as Stow’s Lake Boon, 28 

miles from Boston, becoming a popular 

second home destination.5,6  

Increased mobility teamed with a shifting 

economy to further transform the county’s 

landscape.  While 48% of the county was in 

agriculture in 1920, by 2002 the Ag Census 

found that number stooped to 6%.7,8 

Population growth in the region, partly 

fueled by a growing technological economy 

and close proximity to Boston, has brought 

tremendous residential expansion, with 

homes moving into the same pine stands 

that took root as mid-twentieth century 

farming subsided.9,10  

Today the landscape continues to shape the 

lifestyles of its inhabitants.  Despite new 

challenges, a diversity of small and large 

growers are experiencing a renaissance as 

they produce for local consumers.  A variety 

of organizations have also taken shape in  

 

response to natural resource pressures.  Coalitions 

of state and federal agencies are collaborating with 

non-profits to combat invasive species. Local and 

regional land trusts are designing new tools for 

land preservation and agricultural organizations 

are navigating the crossroads of the social, 

environmental and economic aspects of twenty-

first century farming.   

Perhaps no one understands the intersections 

better than the citizens, farmers and municipal 

officials that engage natural resource issues of 

their county every day.  Organized responses are 

sprouting everywhere, with growers forming 

Agricultural Commissions and farmer’s markets, 

citizens  joining working groups alongside those 

municipal officials who are always working 

toward new ways to lessen the impact of a 

growing region.   

This Conservation Needs Assessment is only a 

snapshot of Middlesex County—of the issues 

carried through history and of the responses that 

lead to progress.  While this report only captures a 

fraction of the hard work taking place across 

Middlesex County,  thanks go to the many people 

and organizations who donated their time to this 

Local Working Group effort.    
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Methods 
Overview 

Digging down to the details of Middlesex 

County’s natural resource issues required a 

conceptual foundation.   Middlesex 

Conservation District’s 2011 Conservation 

Needs Assessment identified broad natural 

resource concerns, which provided a 

baseline for gathering the  specific data that 

could be useful for the State Technical 

Committee in 2012.  Figure a shows the 

prioritized ranking of natural resource 

issues derived from last year’s public 

meetings and survey data.   

The priorities in figure a jump-started 

discussion during this year’s public 

meetings, and served as foundational issues 

for survey respondents.  Although these 

priorities were identified at meetings, they 

were meant as a guide.  Public meeting 

participants were not constrained by the 

priorities and survey respondents were 

given the option to list other priority 

concerns. 

Natural Resource  Concerns as Identified in 2011 Conservation Needs Assessment 

Fig. a  

Engaging a broad range of community 

stakeholders is fundamental to the Local 

Working Group process.  The coordinator 

used a variety of outreach methods to 

advertise Local Working Group events and 

opportunities that arose in the process.  A 

thorough contact list of relevant municipal 

commissions and boards, including 

conservation, agricultural, open space and  

Outreach 

planning was assembled.  Natural Resource 

agencies, organizations, community groups 

and regional planning bodies with jurisdiction 

in Middlesex County were outlined and 

contacted.  A variety of community groups 

were also asked to provide input.  Despite the 

varied list of stakeholders there were 

inevitably some groups that slipped by.  They 

have been recognized and noted for future 

efforts. 
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Methods 

 

 

A flyer, stating the purpose of the 

process and the workshop dates was 

distributed to media outlets across the 

county.  The coordinator prepared a 

lengthy list of media websites and in-

print outlets, sending press releases to 

at least one outlet in each of the 54 

municipalities.  Press releases were 

used to update communities on the 

public process and steer residents 

toward the survey. 

Earned Media 

Three public meetings were scheduled for 

early spring in response to the 2011 LWG 

recommendation - to avoid busy 

agricultural seasons of late spring and 

summer.  Attended by natural resource 

professionals, members of non-profit 

organizations, municipal officials and 

agricultural producers, the three public 

meetings provided a healthy data set. 

Data Collection 

Website Creation 

Date Location Participants 

Feb. 29, 2012 
Littleton Town Hall 

Littleton, Massachusetts 
6 

April 4, 2012 
Nashua River Watershed Association 

Groton, Massachusetts 
13 

April 11, 2012 
The Pond House at Mass Audubon’s Drumlin Farm 

Lincoln, Massachusetts 
13 

Public Meetings at a Glance 

Fig. b 

Public Meetings 
A simple website (www.middlesexwork 

group.posterous.com) was created us-

ing the free posterous platform.  The 

website included an overview of the 

process, a workshop flyer, a link to the 

survey, and a contact page.  The main 

page was used to collect further com-

ments. 
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Methods 

Jack Ricchiuto’s Group Smart 

Collaboration Model guided the meeting 

facilitation style.1 Participants were 

asked to provide input that would move 

toward the goals outlined in the LWG 

directives, including geographic 

specificity, barriers to the outlined 

natural resource priorities, resources 

available to address those priorities and 

any solutions, either current or 

proposed.  Figure c illustrates the model 

used to facilitate discussion of each of 

the five identified priorities. 

Facilitation Method 

Issues / What? Facts / Where? 

Resources / Who Actions / How 

Concerns 
Barriers 
Challenges 

Data 
Evidence 
Location 

Organizations 
Programs  

Collaborations 

Solutions 
Proposals 
Recommendations 

Group Smart Collaboration Model 

Fig. c 

Survey 

Using priority conservation concern 

data from the 2011 working group 

findings, this year’s survey was 

amended to steer collected data toward 

identifying barriers to the stated 

priorities, current resources to address 

them, and local geographic examples to  

support any claims. In addition to being 

sent to MCD board members for approval, 

the survey was tested by several Tufts 

graduate students, who provided feedback 

on question clarification and ease of use.  

The survey, created through the website 

surveymonkey.com, is designed to be taken 

in less than ten minutes. 
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Methods 
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Public Meeting & Survey Results 

Both the public meetings and survey 

questions were designed to gather the most 

useful data for the State Technical 

Committee.  Meeting participants worked 

within the four-square framework outlined in 

figure c, framing issues, geographic facts, 

resources, and potential solutions.  Survey 
respondents were directed toward similar 

themes.  Figure d reveals the relationship 

between survey questions and the modified 

collaboration model used in the public 

meetings.  

 

Public Meeting  

Issues (What?) 

What significant barriers to achieving the (2o11) priorities can you identify? 

Facts  (Where?) 

In your experience, are there specific geographic areas where the identified priorities are 

threatened? 

Resources (Who?) 

Describe any programs, projects or resources available to address the above priorities. 

Action (How?) 

Describe any collaborative arrangements, either existing or possible which could address the 5 

listed priorities. 

The 2012 Local Working Group meetings 

garnered a wealth of in-depth information 

from Middlesex County residents, many of  

whom confront natural resource issues in 

their professional and personal lives.  

Participants moved freely between topics, 

discussing various issues and opportunities 

within the framework of the five identified 

priorities.   Overlap of the issues became a 

topic of conversation in each meeting as 

Public meeting discussion point 

Corresponding Survey Question 

participants recognized the various 

relationships between issues, policies and 

solutions.   Each meeting was unique, 

dwelling on some priorities more than 

others, often with discussion focusing on 

the entire set as an inter-related system.   

The following analysis attempts to 

condense, categorize and quantify the 

public’s input.  With over 30 large sheets of 

data recorded by the coordinator during 

each meeting, categorizing the information 

was the first step in the analysis process.  

Each comment written on a flipchart sheet 

represented a statement at a public 

meeting.  After compiling each meeting’s 

comments in a spreadsheet, the 

information was categorized and given a 

code.  Coding the data allowed the 

coordinator to determine the number of 

times a certain comment was raised in each 

meeting.  

Fig. d:  Similarities between meeting and survey questions 
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An eight question survey complemented 

the public meetings.  Open to 

respondents from March to July, the 

survey  attracted a variety of county 

stakeholders. Similar to the public 

meetings, the survey used the five 2011 

priorities (pg. 6) to focus responses. 

Open ended questions were  analyzed, 

coded and categorized for use in 

summary tables.  Due to the amount of 

data collected, graphs were used to 

show the number of  responses by 

question and response theme.   

Survey: n = 43 

Fig. e Geographic Distribution of Survey Respondents 

Survey at a Glance 

Respondents 43 

Municipalities 

Represented  
27 
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Survey Results Cont. 

Page 

Question 2: What is your occupation? 

Municipal/Org. 
Board Member

Student Farmer Nat. Resource 
Professional

Landowner

21

0

5

13

7

Number of 

Comments

Respondent Occupation

Fig. f 

Respondent Occupation 

n = 43 

Question 3:  What is your age? 

Conservation Needs Assessment 2012 

Fig. g 
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Question 4:  Which of the 2011 priority concerns are most important to you? 

Preserve Agricultural Land
22%

Increase Beginning Farmer Land 
Access
13%

Support Local Food Production
18%

Preserve Open and Recreational 
Space
28%

Preserve Soil and Water Quality
19%

Percentage of Priority Concerns
Respondents’ Priority Natural Resource Concerns 

Fig. h 

n = 43 

68% 
Respondents listing two or 

more concerns as “most 

important” 

24% Respondents listing all three 

agricultural priorities 

“...Soil and water quality are key to the rest”   
Farmer’s Market Director 

“Supporting local food production is the most important.  

The market needs to be expanded.  Without the  market 

there is no need for the farmland.” 

Farmer in Dracut 
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Data Themes 

The Issues  

Although discussions of all five of the identified priorities showed 

considerable overlap, preserving agricultural land, supporting local 

food production and increasing access to land for beginning 

farmers were impossible to silo.  At meetings, participants spoke of 

the agricultural issues as a system, recognizing that each issue is 

tied to another.  Although overlap was consistent throughout the 

process, the coding process allowed different themes to be 

uncovered  The following tables and charts represent data 

collected through both public forums and the survey. 

Reading  the Data Tables 

Formatting for each of the public meeting data tables is structured 

according to theme, category and specific comments that 

summarize the range of comments for a particular category. 

Major Theme 

Sub-Category  

 Summarizing Comment  

 

Tables, figures  and comments relating to public meetings 

Tables, figures and comments relating to survey 

 

“One of the  biggest barriers to preservation is 

the unwillingness of individuals to do estate 

planning.” 

 
Survey Respondent 

Hayfield in Wayland, Massachusetts 
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Agricultural Themed Issues  

Lack of Education and 

Outreach 

Conflict with Non 

Agricultural Interests 

Difficult to Obtain 

Farmland 

Regulatory/Policy 

Issues 

Farm Viability 

Theme Category 

Fig. i Categorized Public Meeting Comments of 

Agricultural Issues  

* Graph represents issue comments regarding listed priorities 1-3 [1. Preserving agricultural land, 2. Increasing beginning farmer access to 

agricultural land, 3. Supporting local food production] 

Public Meeting Data 
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Agricultural Issues 

Conflict with Non-Agricultural Interests 

Tension Between Agricultural and Conservation 
Interests 

 Not enough assistance in addressing crop damage by wildlife 

 Fences are often too expensive to install 

 Delays in haying for wildlife issues can increase the spread of 
invasives and decrease yields. 

 There is opposition to harvesting forests even when there are 
good harvesting practices 

 Conservation commissions need assistance with dealing with 
irrigation,  access issues, and compensation questions regarding 
agricultural leases 

 

Leasing is Hindered by Issues with Neighbors and 
Lessors 
 Disconnect between the realities of farming and neighbor 

expectations 

 Lack of education regarding the needs of farmers 

Trouble Locating Accessible Lease Valuation 
Information 

 Landowners tend to overvalue their land 

 Lessors are not educated about the true cost of farming their land 

Lack of Agricultural Education and Outreach Resources 

Not Enough Educational Resources 

 Regarding the benefits of local food and the efforts to support 
the industry 

 Regarding beginning farmer issues 

 Regarding livestock production and processing 

 Need for more funding of educational programs 

Need for Better Outreach / Knowledge of 
Educational Resources 

 Not enough outreach to property owners 

 Contact with landowners is difficult to initiate 

 Towns are too small for educational programs.  Need more 
regional efforts 

 Websites alone are not enough to engage Middlesex County 
residents 

Not Enough Outreach to Aging Farmers 

 Need for education regarding estate planning, farm 
transitioning, and planning for retirement 

Public Meeting Data 
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Regulatory/Policy Issues 

Inadequate Policies In Place 

 Signage in municipalities is either too restrictive or too expensive 

 Right-to-farm bylaws do not preclude conflicts 

 Funding / APR program is only focusing on row crops 

Estate Planning Needs Support 

 Current farmers have trouble gifting or transitioning their land 
because of inheritance taxes 

 Insufficient estate planning knowledge 

Conflict Between State and Local Regulations 
Prohibit Opportunities 

 Agriculture needs to be addressed when local regulations are 
created 

 Small scale farmers face different challenges than large scale 
producers 

 Deed restrictions often have the unintended consequences of 
restricting  agriculture or decreasing options for investments by 
farmers  

Agricultural Issues Cont. 

Difficult to Obtain Farmland for Expansion/Beginning 
Farmers 

Farmland in Middlesex County is Too Expensive for 
Beginning Farmers 

 New farmers lack the capital to buy land 

Leasing Land Presents Challenges 

 Municipalities have difficulty addressing various lease options 
and understanding the effect of certain terms 

 Competition with wildlife interests and conservation 
commissions 

Young / New Farmers Have Difficulty Locating Land 

 Need local, continuously updated land linking forum 

 It is difficult to identify smaller parcels for agricultural use 

Farmers Have Difficulty Accessing Effective Loans 

 Loans need to be large enough to purchase land 

 Longer term loan options are necessary for farmers to justify 
improvements to the land 

Public Meeting Data 
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Farm Viability 

Need for Diversification 

 CSA’s are only one option for farms 

 Farmers do not have enough access to creative diversification 
tools and resources 

 Producers need diversified crops to remain viable 

 Haying Land does not always pay 

Viability is Weakened Through Preservation 

 APR lands lose borrowing power that can lead to decreased 
viability 

Agricultural Issues Cont. 

“There does not seem to be any assistance for 

addressing wildlife issues on crops.” 

 

Farmer in Groton  

Public Meeting Data 

Middlesex County from the Summit of Mt. Watatic in Ashby, Massachusetts 
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Preservation of Open Space Issues/Concerns 

Lacking Knowledge of Technical Assistance / 
Educational Resources 

 Environmental Education is not part of the public curricula 

 Need more knowledge of ecosystem services 

 Lack of estate planning 

Competition Between Land Uses 

 Difficulty prioritizing the right land for the right use 

 Competition for Community Preservation Act Funding 

 Tax credits for agriculture are not applicable to the variety of 
agricultural practices 

 Residential/Commercial development pressure 

 Competition with recreational uses 

Communicating Open Space Issues is Increasingly 
Difficult 

 There is shrinking interest in volunteering for open space 
monitoring 

 Communication with local landowners is difficult 

Preservation of Open Space Issues Soil and Water Quality Issues 

Soil and Water Quality Issues and Concerns 

Farmland Conversion 

 Conversion from agriculture takes well draining farmland out 
of production 

 Development pressure on prime farmland 

Preserving Soil and Water Quality is Expensive 

 Lack of funding for expensive restoration of degraded 
farmlands and streams 

 Soil preservation / restoration is expensive in urban areas 

 Cost of going organic is prohibitive 

Factors Affecting Soil and Water Conservation Are 
Not a High Priority 

 Need for climate change adaptation knowledge 

 Protection of aquifers and sustainable forestry practices not a 
public priority 

 
Small Parcels and Expensive Land Make 
Preservation a Challenge 

Public Meeting Data 

Not Enough Sawmills and Local Timber Processing 
Facilities 
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Priority Issues 

Survey Data 

Fig. j 

Categorized Challenges  

To  Priority Concerns 

Question # 5:   

What significant barriers to achieving 

the stated priorities can you identify?  

Few survey responses to the above 

question could be captured in a word.  In 

fact, many of the responses covered  

multiple categories, casting  light on  the 

tangle of  issues  that confront natural 

resource management in Middlesex County.   

Unlike the public meetings, which stressed 

issues felt by growers, as well as land use 

professionals, the survey data tended 

toward an organizational and municipal 

tone, with respondents citing specific 

funding needs, such as  money for  specific 

staff that can handle conservation 

restrictions or comments regarding better 

regional planning practices.   
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Insufficient Funding 

 Many public/private landowners have difficulty funding ongoing 
brush removal to maintain agricultural lands . 

 Towns do not have enough money to buy land in fee. 

 We would like to support local food production but do not have 
the staff or resources to pursue it. 

 There is no good alternative to state or government funds to 
supplement local CPA for the purchase of land. The recreational 
trails grant program has limited money each year. 

 Some non-profits have expertise around agricultural issues but 
are stretched thin with current workloads. 

 Farmers are selling their land to developers because they cannot 
afford to keep farming. 

 Need funding for a staff member to track, implement and 
process conservation/agricultural lands. 

Priority Challenges  

Competing Interests 

 Chapter 40B is an example of competing state and municipal 
interests. 

 Public/non-profit landowners are reluctant to commit protected 
land to agriculture or forestry. 

 Tension with recreational interests 

Lack of Knowledge/Support for Regional Planning 

 Lack of state involvement and regional planning 

 “Our borders with Cambridge and Somerville sometimes present 
conflicting land use decision-making. The Belmont Uplands 
development project, for example, would severely affect Arlington 
Residents because they have so little capacity to absorb storm 
water during flood conditions.” 

High Property Values 

 Too much protected conservation land takes land off the tax 
roles and increases values. 

 Inflated land values are an issue. 

Maintaining Farm Viability 

 Communities are reluctant to support higher priced local foods. 

 It is difficult for small growers to compete with large growers’ 
pricing. 

 Small farmers are selling their land to developers because they 
cannot afford to keep farming. 

 Tax debt is a chief barrier. 

Survey Data 



Conservation Needs Assessment 2012 

Middlesex Conservation District 

34  

 

“We only have  one family  run farm left in 

town...We’re not sure how to support it—or how to 

help make sure the farm stays in farming.” 

Conservation Commission Member 

“Town regulating agencies sometimes limit what can be 

done with farmland to the point that it is no longer 

viable for a farmer to grow food on the land.”  

Dunstable Farmer 

●     ●     ● 

Not Enough Outreach and Education 

 “We only have one family farm left in operation. He’s not 
interested in help at the moment so we are not sure how to 
support him.” 

 “With a wide range of residents to target it is difficult to reach 
people.  Most board members involved are older.  There are no 
young people getting involved with local issues.” 

 More people need to understand the economic benefits of open 
space. 

 Owners of open space often do not know what to do with it.  
“How do you connect them with people who want to farm?” 

 Few groups campaign for soil and water quality 

Regulation/Policy 

 The approval not required process fragments farmland. 

Lack of Estate Planning 

 No effective means to sustain farms and provide succession to 
new farmers. 

Priority Challenges Cont. 

Survey Data 
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Local Facts 
Overview 

Middlesex County’s municipalities represent 

a checkerboard of natural resource issues 

and opportunities.  An emphasis on local facts 

is therefore crucial to address concerns and 

focus NRCS funding.  Each public meeting was 

oriented to pick out the local facts that could 

help the State Technical Committee make 

informed decisions.  

 

Due to its geographic focus, the Facts  

presented an opportunity for respondents 

and participants to relate personal stories, 

explain situations that are unique to 

Middlesex County and identify specific 

aspects of potential solutions. The following 

pages aim to illustrate the data set, linking it 

geographically, both according to 

jurisdictional lines as well as watershed 

boundaries.  Assabet River in Stow, Massachusetts 
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Agricultural Facts  

County Producers are Close to/ at the Market 

 Middlesex County farmers are able to produce and sell locally. 

 Administered through the Housing and Community Development 
office, the City of Lowell is creating “farm committee networks” to 
build capacity for farming small scale city parcels. 

Small Acreage can Create Profits 

 Some farmers in Westford can document $1000 part time 
incomes on ¾ acre. 

 Small organic farmers can be profitable. 

Dwindling Education Resources 

 Grange use to be a source of education, but is no longer a focus. 

 The UMASS Waltham Field Station is still only operating with one 
year leases. 

Towns are Leasing Agricultural Land 

 Sudbury; Lincoln; Stow; Concord; Groton.  

Beekeepers are Losing Hives 

 Dunstable Beekeepers are having trouble with colony collapse. 

Communities and Organizations are Acting 
Regionally 

 The Littleton Conservation Trust is collaborating with the 
Sudbury Valley Trustees and surrounding land trusts to 
increase preservation success. 

 Belmont and Lexington are working on Greenbelt Plans. 

Open Space Facts 

Public Meeting Data 
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Geographic Facts 

Survey Data 

Question #6: 

In your experience, are there specific 

geographical areas where the above 

priorities are threatened? 

1. Ashby is a private well/septic town so 

the resulting zoning consumes open 

space and fragments wildlife habitat. 

2. The last dairy farm in Townsend closed 

last year. Most agriculture now is tree 

farms and haying pasture.  49% of land 

is listed under Chapter 61.   

3. Prime farmland in Littleton, Acton and 

Groton along Route 2 and 119 is 

actively being threatened.   

- A group looking to establish a -

community farm at Couper Farm has 

formed. 

- Nashobaside farmland is under 

pressure from a potential zoning 

change. 

- Farmers along route 119 are of 

substantial age and without Chapter 

61 protection 

Townsend 

Marlborough 

Ashby 

Waltham 

Sherborn 

Holliston 

Ashland 

1 2 

3

5 

4 

6 

7 

8 

9 

Acton 

Middlesex County , MA 

Towns referenced 

in survey responses 

Fig. k 

4. Fernald Land off Beaver St. 

and Waverly Oaks are in need 

of preservation, as well as the 

UMASS Waltham Field Station.   

5. Alewife area and uplands 

section of the area at Belmont, 

Arlington, Cambridge borders 

are in need of preservation 

support.  

6. The Marlborough Farm is the 

last working farm—farming is 

important to the community 

as outlined in the draft Open 

Space and Recreation plan.  

7. Ashland has no farms left.  

8. Sherborn has large tracts of 

open land threatened by 

dependence on wells and 

septic systems.  

9.     Holliston has lost 10,000 

acres of land to residential 

development in the past 20 

years. The Town has been 

proactive in purchasing some 

lands with CPC funds. 

*Relevant Responses Correspond to the Map 
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Geographic Facts Cont. 

1. There are many invasive plants in the 

SuAsCo watershed of which Acton, is a 

part. Water chestnuts are covering a lot 

of open water and depriving aquatic 

organisms of necessary oxygen and 

open water. 

2. “Littleton was an agrarian town when I 

moved here 37 years ago. The cows are 

gone from my front yard.  Farmland is 

always under threat of house lot 

developments and owners looking to 

change the zoning to allow development.” 

3. Lake Wasakum in Ashland has lost 5 

feet of depth in the past 10-12 years 

due to silting from stormwater drains 

and erosion from developments in both 

Ashland and Framingham. 

4. In Dracut the development pressure is 

huge but the farming culture is strong. 

5. Agricultural areas adjacent to streams 

and rivers in the Merrimack and 

Concord River watersheds—there are 

only 4-5 farms over 20 acres left and 

they are without protection. 

6. In Townsend—headwaters of the 

Squannacook River, including Ash 

Swamp are without protections.  Land 

on Ball Road that has not been added to 

the Townsend Hill Wildlife Mgmt. Area. 

7. Winchester—within the Aberjona River 

watershed.  The cost of land is rising 

there. 

8. Lexington, Bedford, Hudson, and 

Sudbury open space is in need of 

further protections. 

9. Busa Farm in Lexington/Arlington 

became economically unfeasible and 

may be on its way to becoming a 

community farm. 

Survey Data 

Fig. l 
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There are Organizations Positioned to Support 
Agricultural Issues 
 Land trusts may have the capacity to expand educational  

opportunities 

 Parcels belonging to land trusts could be used for agriculture 

 Organizations with potential for supporting agricultural issues: 

 Massachusetts Association of Agricultural Commissions 
 Conservation Trusts 
 Natural Resources Conservation Service 
 Local Agricultural Commissions 

Existing Practices, Grants and Programs 

 Land Leasing 

 Farm viability grants and programs 

 Farm to School program 

Resources 

Public meeting participants and survey respondents alike were asked 

to identify existing resources that could help move the county toward 

solutions to natural resource concerns.  Resources spanned existing 

organizations to current and potential practices.  Public meeting 

participants often spoke of resources as underutilized or showing 

potential.  For instance, several participants noted that existing land 

trusts could increase their focus on agricultural issues, using their 

resources to provide educational benefits.   The resources identified 

are not exhaustive.  In fact, the potential resources not listed may also 

provide clues to closing gaps in outreach and service.   

Public Meeting—Agricultural Resources 

Existing Organizations 

 Natural Resources Conservation Service 

 Land Trusts 

 Watershed Associations 

Municipal Boards/Commissions 

 Agricultural Commissions 

 Community Preservation Act Committees 

Existing Practices/Planning/Assistance 

 Agricultural Preservation Restrictions 

 Community Preservation Act Funding 

 State Research Assistance 

 Landscape Partnership Grants 

 Forestry Management Plans 

Educational/Outreach Resources 

 Stow, Carlisle, Groton have local newspapers 

 Facebook has outreach potential 

 UMASS Waltham Field Station is undergoing a planning process 
regarding   retention of it as an educational resource 

 Organizations providing educational resources 

 Landsake 
 Codman Farm 
 The Food Project 
 UMASS Waltham Field Station 
 New Entry Sustainable Farming Project 
 Hampshire College 

Open Space Resources 

Resources 
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Survey Data 

Survey Resources 

Survey Question # 7:  

Describe any projects, resources or programs 

available to Middlesex County that can assist 

in addressing the identified natural resource 

concerns. 

Fig. m Number of Resource Related 
Responses 

#
 C

o
m

m
en

ts
 

Watershed Groups 

 The Mystic River Watershed Association has secured a 
grant for rain garden construction. 

 Nashua River Watershed Association convenes a 
Conservation Commissioners Regional Working Group 

 SUASCO CISMA (Sudbury, Assabet, and Concord River  
Cooperative Invasive Specie Management Area) provides 
educational materials and funding to municipalities 

University Partnerships 

 New Entry Sustainable Farming Project, a partnership 
with Tufts University, helps educate new farmers and link 
them to land. 

 New Entry Sustainable Farming project is working with 
Ag Commissions to reach out to landowners identified 
through GIS analysis and educating them regarding land 
leasing issues and opportunities. 

 UMASS Keystone Cooperator Training in forest and 
wildlife conservation 

) 

) 
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Land Stewardship Organizations 

 Land for Good assists people with estate planning. 

 Trustees of Reservations are supporting the formation of 
CSA’s. 

 Friends of Alewife Reservation Programs 

Resources Cont. 

State Programs 

 Community Preservation Act 

 Massachusetts Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs 
Smartgrowth Toolkit for conservation zoning 

 “Exploring Your Farming Dream” course from Massachusetts 
Department of Agricultural Resources 

 State open space and Agricultural Preservation Restriction 
Program funding 

 Community Transformation Grant through Massachusetts 
Department of Public Health 

Regional Planning Initiatives 

 Metropolitan Area Planning Council’s (MAPC) Minuteman 

Advisory Group for Inter-local Coordination (MAGIC) is 

sponsoring a Sustainable Communities Grant funded agricultural 

planning project. 

 MetroWest’s Regional Open Space Connectivity Plan for the nine 

member municipalities of MetroWest Regional Council are 

helping communities identify priorities for open space 

preservation and to connect them across jurisdictions. 

New England Grassroots Environmental Fund 
provided a grant for a rain garden installation. 

Federal Programs 

 Wildlife Habitat Incentive Program from NRCS 

 USDA High Tunnel Pilot Project in Massachusetts 

 Stormwater management plans mandated by the EPA when mu-
nicipalities have a wastewater treatment plant. 

 Forest Legacy Program 

Survey Data 
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Actions / Solutions /Collaborations 

Agricultural Actions/Collaborations/Solutions — Public Meeting 

Focus on Educational Opportunities 

Support More Educational Partnerships 

 Create better support network for livestock owners. 

 Partnerships between UMASS extension and municipalities could 
provide more opportunities. 

 Land Trusts can engage with Agricultural Commissions to support 
educational initiatives. 

More Knowledge of  Diversification and Viability 

 Education regarding impacts of deed restrictions 

 Landowner education regarding the expectations of farming activ-
ities on their land. 

 “we need a system where available landowners can talk to people 

looking for land; a way that we can talk about the pitfalls and edu-

cate people about the paperwork and other issues involved.” 

Increase Opportunities for Beginning Farmers 

Support Beginning Farmer Land Access 

 Utilize New Entry Sustainable Farming Project to link urban 
populations with beginning farmer resources. 

 Support an “Apprentice Farmer Program.” 

 Enhance the Land Link programs. 

 Increase Assistance for Farm/Estate Planning. 

 Middlesex Conservation District and other planning assistance 
providers need to  be better marketed. 

 Provide for farm planning even when obtaining funding is not the 
priority. 

Increase Access to Loans and Funding 

 Micro loan funding may be available through the Carrot Project. 

 Tie Preservation funds to proximity to population centers. 

Create Opportunities for Effective Lease 
Arrangements 

 Fund support for small scale leases. 

 Short term leases could include a clause to allow for review and 
rollover to a long term agreement. 

 Integrate habitat goals with agricultural goals to maintain early 
successional habitat. 
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Address Policy Constraints 

Create Opportunities for Signage in Municipalities 

 Towns/State of MA/Landowners can work together to address 
sign issues. 

 Farmers could pool resources for joint sign use. 

 Non-Profits could assist with locally updated signs for agriculture. 

Agricultural Commissions Need More Regulatory 
Power 

 Should be able to review local regulations and bylaws and provide 
input 

Support Statewide Policy Solutions 

 Reform Chapter 61A to allow for smaller acreages to be 
considered. 

 Reform APR Program to provide farmers with enough borrowing 
power to maintain viability. 

 Create better connections between restaurants, food stores and 
farmers. 

Increase Housing Opportunities on or Near 
Agricultural Properties 

 In-Law apartments should be less stringently regulated. 

  Reach out to community Preservation coalition/committees 
regarding onsite farmer housing. 

Agricultural Actions Cont. 

Support Municipal Plans 

 Open Space Plans 

 Town Master Plans 

 Watershed Management Plans 

 Trail Studies 

 Greenway plans and projects 

Support Regional Collaborations 

 Support the creation of landscape partnerships to educate 
landowners on preservation options. 

 Increased cooperation across interests and jurisdictions 

Diversifying Property Uses Could lead to Increased 
Funding Opportunities 

 Many farms also have forestlands which could increase funding 
options. 

 There is a growing discussion and opportunity for renewable 
energy projects on municipal and open space lands. 

Open Space Actions 

Public Meeting Data 
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Regional Collaborations 
43%

Educational 
Collaborations

24%

Support for
Farmer's Market

start-up

7%

Promote 
agriculturally

compatible 

regulations
7%

Municipal Collaboration, 
3%

Technical Assistance to 
Municipalities, 10%

Tie Healthy Eating
to Local Agriculture

3%

Fund Invasive Specie 
Control

3%

Regional Collaborations 

 Work with land use planners and statewide environmental 
groups to assist municipalities in promoting land use 
regulations that support farming. 

 The "West Suburban Conservation Council" (hosted by SVT) 
is a network attempting to promote regional cooperation 
around active stewardship of conservation lands. 

 The Forest Legacy Program 

 Organize across community boundaries. 

 The SUASCO CISMA group is a collaborative effort to help 
members remove invasive plant species. 

 Regional Conservation Commission breakfast get-togethers 

Survey Data 

Actions/Collaborations/Solutions 

Question #8: 

Describe any collaborative 

arrangements, either existing or 

possible, which could address the 5 

listed priorities.  

Collaborate to promote farming compatible  
Regulations 

 Work with land use planners and statewide environmental 
groups to assist municipalities in promoting land use regu-
lations that support farming. 

 A mandate on state of origin labeling would help market 
farm goods. 

Fig. n 
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Educational Collaborations 

 Eastern Massachusetts needs a local food distribution hub. 

 Inter-municipal collaboration on educational newsletter for 
preservation issues. 

 UMASS Field Station Users Group: comprised of Waltham Land 
Trust, Waltham Fields Community Farm, GROW 4H, Farmers 
Market Federation of Massachusetts, others. 

 Water quality and water conservation education between 
municipalities and the state 

Support Farmer’s Market Expansions 

Municipal Collaboration 

 Support collaborations between town boards, including conser-
vation and agricultural commissions, boards of health, selectmen 
and planners. 

 Agricultural Commissions need the ability to provide more input 

Tie Community Health to Local Agriculture 

 Use funds from the Community Transformation Grant recently 
awarded to Middlesex County to fund improvements to 
infrastructure, policies and long range planning. 

Fund Invasive Species Control 

 Raise awareness among homeowners about the threat of 
invasive plants on the ecosystem and sponsor invasive species 
control projects. 

Technical Assistance to Municipalities 

 Assistance to towns with securing funds for open space 
preservation 

 Help with funding, support, and/or contribution to the 
establishment of a “locavore” store that would serve at least a 
part of Middlesex County. 

 Funding for the conversion of municipal buildings to higher 
energy and water conservation standards. 

Survey Data 

Actions/Collaborations/Solutions Cont. 
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Discussion 

The 2012 Local Work Group process is 

testament to the hard work and management it 
takes to keep working lands working and to 

preserve the landscape residents have come to 
know and love.  Although limited, the data 

collected reveals the complex system of issues 
and responses that are at once social, ecological 

and economic.  The following summary works 
to unravel the data collected, tying it back into 

the NRCS programs that may provide relief to 
Middlesex County needs. 

Although NRCS programs did receive mention 

as possible funding resources, the various 

federal programs were not a focal point in 
many discussions and surveys.  This may have 

been due to the perceived mismatch between 

the issues and applicability of NRCS programs. 

Or perhaps not enough producers were 
involved in the process, specifically those that 

have received funding or heard about the 

opportunities through avenues such as the 
Farm Bureau.  Another possibility could be that 

the education and outreach gap, described by 
so many participants, is contributing to the lack 

of knowledge.  Despite any real or perceived 

knowledge gap of NRCS funding opportunities, 

the data collected points to many issues that 
NRCS programs can address. 

When asked what were the main barriers to the 

various natural resource concerns, one 
participant replied bluntly – “well money of 

course.”  Although the need for funding is 
hardly subtle, the participant’s comment 

underscores the varying needs of different 
stakeholder groups. Municipal officials and 

conservation organizations often cited the need 
for more funding to preserve properties against 

Middlesex County’s high property costs.  Many 
also mentioned the lack of municipal staff time 

to monitor conservation restrictions, and 
follow up on preservation opportunities. 

The connection between a lack of coordination 
and staff resources, to gaps in funding, cannot 

be directly addressed by NRCS programming. 

However, the number of action/collaboration/

solution comments trending toward inter-
municipal collaboration suggest that land 

preservation and stewardship is often too time 

consuming for stressed municipal and non-
profit budgets. One conservation commission 

expressed disappointment that although they 
are in charge of managing working landscapes 

and wildlife habitat, often on the same parcel, 

they are unable to apply for funding through 

the Wildlife Habitat Incentive Program.  Perhaps 

other actions can fill the void. Future Local 

Working Group efforts may be able to dial into 
the action steps of identified resources, such as 

MAPC’s Agricultural Planning Project or the 
Metro West Regional Council Open Space 

planning project, which could weave the LWG 
process into their own scope to help farmers 

and conservation staff.  Regional bodies, such 
as MAPC, could help develop a natural resource 

position similar to the shared housing services 
coordinator that works to monitor affordable 

housing units in multiple Middlesex County 
towns.  

Participants from municipal and conservation 
based organizations cited various avenues that 

may be helpful in broadening funding potential 

for preservation.  Among them included the 

Community Transformation Grant process 
funded through the Massachusetts Department 

of Public Health, the Forest Legacy Program, 

and opportunities offered to municipalities 
through collaborative ventures such as the 

Sudbury, Assabet, Concord River Collaborative 
Invasive Species Management Area (SUASCO 

CISMA). 

 

 

Lack of Funding for Land 
Preservation Overview 
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Discussions of open space and agricultural 

land preservation was often the dominant 
theme at the public meetings.  Participants 

noted that the high cost of land in the 
county is driving preservation dollars to 

other areas of the state despite the fact that 
Middlesex County has productive land often 

existing among complexes of working 
farmland in towns such as Littleton, Groton, 

Sherborn and Concord, among others noted 
in the “Facts” section of this report. 

The Farm and Ranch Lands Protection 
(FRPP) program may be well suited to 
Middlesex County due to the program’s 
working relationship with the  
Massachusetts Agricultural Preservation 
Restriction Program (APR).  Although final 
action on specific sites is a charge of the 
APR Committee, the NRCS, through the  
Farm and Ranchland Protection Program, 
can express the county’s desire for more 
funding despite high land costs.  

The Cooperative Conservation Partnership 
Initiative managed through the 
Environmental Quality Incentives Program 
(EQIP) may find opportunities to combine 
with a variety of organizations cited here as 
working on the protection of working lands, 
from various local conservation trusts to  

NRCS Opportunities 

Photo by Jesse Steadman 

regional entities such as the Sudbury Valley 

Trustees and the newly formed West 
Suburban Conservation Council, modeled 

after similar Regional Conservation 
Partnerships and Woodland Councils as  

outlined in the 2010 Wildland and 
Woodlands Report.1  

The FRPP and EQIP programs, may also 
play more of a role in Middlesex County 

than other regions due to the large wetland 
complexes and concentrated farming 

operations in the SUASCO basin and other 

watersheds.  In addition to agricultural 

enterprises in the SUASCO watershed, both 
Ash Swamp and the headwaters of the 

Squannacook River adjacent to the 

Townsend Hill Wildlife Management Area 

were reported as significant areas for 
protection.  In Winchester, along the 

Aberjona River, one respondent noted the 

rising cost of land is putting pressure on 
remaining parcels.  With such heavy 

development pressure reported, and a 
variety of support organizations in place, 

the programs geared toward preservation 
of working lands seem well suited to 

Middlesex County needs. 
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Woven into nearly every conversation at 

public meetings and alluded to in many of 
the surveys was the persistent call for more 

education of the natural resource and 
agricultural issues that affect preservation 

and environmental quality.  With the need 
for education and outreach creeping into 

every discussion, it could be argued that the 
mere exercise of the Local Working Group 

is one piece to a larger response. 

Education and Outreach 

The amount of knowledge sharing that took 

place at the public meetings pairs well with 

the strong call for more education and 

outreach.  Although participants identified 

a variety of resources to draw from, the lack 

of an information clearinghouse for 
professional staff, producers and 

landowners was evident.  From the data 
collected, expertise seems to be diffuse, 

rather than centralized.  New Entry 
Sustainable Farming Project and Land For 

Good, with their information and research 

on land leasing and linking, are poised to be 

functional resources to municipalities, 

beginning farmers and established growers. 

However, despite a focus on issues that 

intersect with municipal interests, their  

 

Nashua River Conservation Trust’s may be 

well situated to advance partnerships and 
build bridges between specific needs and 

articulated responses. 

Particular programmatic ideas emerged from 

the process as well, from support of a 
regional “Apprentice Farmer Program” to 

support  new growers, to an inter-municipal 
newsletter as an outreach framework for 

open space preservation.  The Metropolitan 
Area Planning Council’s Agricultural Planning 

project was cited as having potential to bring 

together various interests and provide 

resources for collaboration.  

information still needs to better reach 

municipal and regional avenues for local 
dispersal. 

On the other end of the disconnect are some 
municipalities struggling to reach a variety of 

property owners with relevant conservation 
and preservation knowledge.  Growers too are 

looking for educational opportunities, some 
citing classes and certifications offered by 

various entities, such as the Farm Bureau as 
potential resources. 

While the data contains a wide cross section of 

particular education and outreach issues, 

focused collaboration between service 
providers, educational outlets and 

municipalities has the potential to alert both 

producers and natural resource minded 

professionals to the benefits of NRCS programs.  
Among the solutions gathered were the 

initiation of localized support networks for 

producers of specific crops or livestock, 

partnerships between agencies and 

organizations, and collaboration between 
groups whose conservation and advocacy 

issues overlap, such as land trusts and 
agricultural commissions.  The Nashua River 

Watershed Association, and the Littleton and 

NRCS Opportunities 

The UMASS Waltham Field Station, at 240 

Beaver Street in Waltham was cited in both 
meetings and surveys as a potential source 

for agricultural and conservation education.  
The farm provides pesticide trainings and 

other agricultural education programming, 
in addition to providing leases to area 

farmers.2  It is one of several organizations 

that educate, preserve land, and offer 

opportunities for beginning farmers.  
Lincoln’s Drumlin Farm, Weston’s Landsake 

and New Entry Sustainable Farming 
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  Project’s incubator farm in Dracut were 

also identified as educational resource 
outlets.  Between these and other 

educational ventures, including the 
potential creation of a community farm at 

Busa Farm in Lexington and a newly 
initiated effort to create a  community farm 

at Couper Farm in Littleton, EQIP’s 
Conservation Innovation Grants  (CIG) may 

be applicable to the growing agricultural 
education focus in Middlesex County.   

Waltham Fields, Drumlin Farm and New 
Entry’s incubator farm in Dracut each show 

a commitment to sustainable farming 
techniques and practices.  The various 

projects may be well suited to the 

Agricultural Management Assistance 

Program as well, since educational/
production focused operations may have 

the resources and mission  to undertake 

innovative approaches.   

The City of Lowell is educating residents 

through “Farm Committee Networks”  that 
aim to build the capacity of people looking 

to farm small scale city parcels. The efforts 

may have a soil conservation and 

remediation component that could be 
attractive to CIG funding in the future. 

Rising land costs coupled with a static amount 

of available  may be at the root of tensions 
between growers, neighbors, municipal 

governments and those looking to make their 
farming debut in Middlesex County.   Each of 

these stakeholder groups cited the competition 
between interests as a barrier to their 

respective work.  Some growers believed 
conservation regulations were too limiting, 

while municipal officials understood the need 
for agricultural preservation, but were also 

under pressure from recreation and wildlife 
habitat interests.  Other farmers consistently 

pointed to residents’ lack of understanding of 
farmers’ issues as the cause of neighborly 

disputes and subsequent adoption of local 

policies that limit farmers ability to diversify 

their operations and/or care for their crops.  
 

Solutions to the issue of competing land uses 

trended toward collaboration between 
municipal officials and statewide groups to 

promote regulations that were not damaging to 
farm viability.  Intra-municipal collaboration 

between boards, as well as across jurisdictional 

boundaries was a popular response.  One 

respondent called for the re-initiation of 
Nashua River Watershed Association’s 

conservation commission breakfast events 

as a way to spur information sharing.  
Others suggested more input from 

agricultural commissions regarding 
regulatory bylaws, such as those regarding 

limitations on agricultural signs. 
 

Tension between different land use 

interests in Middlesex County may provide 
a window for NRCS programs to educate 

different stakeholders on the multiple 

benefits of their programs, and an 

opportunity to support traditionally 
disadvantaged populations.  For instance, 

better education regarding the Wildlife 

Habitat Improvement Program may allow 

conservation and agricultural interests to 
visualize common ground.  Identifying 

liaisons between municipalities and NRCS 

programs, such as agricultural and 
conservation commissions or regional land 

trusts, may afford groups access to best 
practices information.   

 
Participants at one meeting explained that 

wildlife priorities and regulations which 
result in haying delays can also lead to 

Tension Between Land Use 

Interests 

NRCS Opportunities 
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decreased yields and the spread of 

invasives.  To address this, NRCS or 
Middlesex Conservation District staff may 

have access to examples and programmatic 
success stories that can be shared with local 

commissions to not only boost participation 
in NRCS programs, but decrease areas of 

tension as well.   
 

Much of the data collected in the LWG effort can 

be connected in some way to the issue of farm 

viability.  Farm viability was wrapped up in 

responses regarding state policy for instance, 

with several farmers claiming that farmland 

preservation, especially through the 

Agricultural Preservation Restriction Program, 

strips landowners of their borrowing power 

when development rights are sold and the land 

is devalued.  Inheritance taxes, which  hinder 

farmers from gifting their land, difficulty 

competing with retail grocers and a gap in 

education about where food comes from are 

some of the issues expressed that bridge local, 

state and federal policy.     

During the data gathering, growers stated 

concerns over strict sign regulations, as well as 

health conservation commissions that make it 

difficult to expand or diversify.  Growers cited 

the increasing need to rely on accessory uses, 

such as selling ice cream and creating hedge 

mazes to offset the costs of doing business.  

Despite the web of issues that affect farm 

viability, there is ample room for NRCS 

programming.  

Farm Viability NRCS Opportunities 

The Agricultural Management Assistance 

Program may find a good audience in 
Middlesex County due to the pressures on 

current farmers to maintain viability.  
However from a different angle, some 

participants noted that farmers can make a 
good sum of money farming on small 

acreage.  A fitting response to both claims is 
for attention to be directed at the cost of  

transitioning to organic production.  
Farmers along the route 2 corridor in 

particular claimed that the cost of going 
organic can be prohibitive.  While many 

participating growers believe that organic 
production is not necessary for success, 

some did point to “natural” practices that fit 

somewhere between the USDA definition.   

With one participant noting that soil and 

water quality do not receive the same 

amount of attention from organizations and 

activists as preservation, projects such as 

EQIP’s Seasonal High Tunnel Initiative may 

be worth looking into in Middlesex County 

for a variety of conservation and viability 

based reasons.  Offering support with high 

tunnels may allow growers on small 

acreages to improve yields and provide  
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local foods beyond the traditional season.  

One grower claimed that Middlesex County 

residents “are at the market,” making the 

use of high tunnels that much more 

attractive.  Also, tension with residential 

areas that often closely abut farms could be 

eased by the use of tunnels that decrease 

runoff and pesticide movement.  

The Environmental Quality Incentive 

Program as a whole, seems situated to 

make progress in Middlesex County.  Many 

of the growers were interested in finding 

new resources for operation and 

diversification, while also understanding 

the significance of the health of their land.  

Participating growers claimed that 

Community Supported Agriculture models, 

a popular diversification tool, are only one 

option.  Landowners also cited the need to 

sustain quality hay fields.  With the right 

blend of outreach, EQIP could attract 

increased applications as grower networks 

are supported by more municipal and 

organizational interests.   

EQIP programs may also assist with farmer’s 

looking to diversify through the addition of 

silvicultural operations or  even on farm 

renewable energy production.  Participants 

noted recent research on biogas facilities, as 

well increased conversations regarding wind 

and solar power on farms.  Many Middlesex 

County municipalities now have Solar 

photovoltaic bylaws that allow large operations 

by special permit. 

 

Verrill Farm, Concord 

Photo: Jesse Steadman 

As more groups collaborate and focus on 

outreach, the NRCS programs that can be 

widely adapted to a variety of conditions 

may find a footing in Middlesex County.  

From the standpoint of the data collected, 

viability pulls at preservation, while 

education can bind the issues together. 
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Improving the Local Working Group Process 

A great amount of data was collected to 

facilitate the outreach to municipalities, 
organizations and growers in Middlesex 

County.  In the process, efficiencies were found 
for use in following LWG processes.  The 

mention of small, local newspapers by some 
participants opened possibilities to expanding 

advertisement of the process.  New planning 
initiatives and organizations were involved that 

may prove vital to moving the process forward 
in future years. Attention should be given to 

communicating the Local Work Group process 
to various groups that may be able to weave it 

into their programming, making the process 
part of a group’s agenda, and a valuable, 

functional exercise to be involved in. 

The website will stay online.  A copy of this 

report will be kept there for reference to 
interested parties and as a way to garner 

attention and support for future efforts.   In the 

future, online comments may play more of a 
role in the data gathering process, although 

access to producers and conservation 
professionals through municipal email 

listserves may also be beneficial to spreading 

the word.  

 

Outreach Data Collection 

Future Local Working Groups may find that 

further needs assessments will provide some 
duplicate information.  Although the process 

should allow for discovering new and evolving 
issues and solutions, the 2012 process could 

have benefitted from more targeted 
geographical data to complement the issues 

found.  Directing NRCS funding to the issues 
facing Middlesex County can be strengthened 

through amending the survey to ask for 
particular geographic locations where the 

issues stand out, or perhaps holding forums 
that explain the different programs available 

and discussing with growers how their current 
needs may be served by NRCS programs.  

Beyond more targeted surveys and data 

collection, a core group of producers and 

professionals from a variety of organizations, 
staying involved on a recurring basis, may 

benefit the Local Working Group process most.  

Due to the relatively unknown process among 
many groups, it was difficult to involve every 

stakeholder that may have been interested.  
There are simply many working groups in the 

area and always another meeting to attend.  

However, if MCD or the NRCS has any data on 

the effectiveness of the local working group 
process, it may be beneficial to help define the  

importance of the process and back it up with 

hard numbers.  While improved outreach may 
fill in some of the knowledge gaps, a 

commitment from partners to gather targeted 
information and relay it back to a recurring 

group may allow for priorities to be set and 
various constituencies to have a heightened 

voice.    
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Conclusion 

The job is half done if the process of 

identifying issues focuses narrowly on 
gaps in knowledge; if it only charts the 

challenges and barriers; if it dwells only on 
the nature of deficiencies and drawbacks.  

While there are no doubt needs to be met 
and issues to address, the people who took 

part in the 2012 Local Working Group 

prove that this process represents 

abundant opportunity, a chance to share 

what does work, what can and could work 

to stem natural resource degradation in 

Middlesex County.  Whether it is present or 

potential collaborations, or innovative and 
ambitious organizations and people, this 

process is another step in understanding 
the possibilities before the region.  The 

Natural Resources Conservation Service is 

well positioned to build on the ideas 

expressed here, to shuttle the issues and 

opportunities to the state and federal level 
for directed local action.  This Conservation 

Needs Assessment is therefore an evolving 

process—just one more step toward better 

living with our landscape. 



Conservation Needs Assessment 2012 

56  

 

Endnotes 

Section 1: Introduction 

1 Barbara Miller, Local Work Groups, Presentation slides dated Jan. 31, 2011. 
 

2 “Welcome to the Middlesex Conservation District,” Middlesex Conservation District, http://
middlesexconservation.org.  

 

3  Ibid. 
 

4 “About NACD,” National Association of Conservation Districts,  http://www.nacdnet.org/
about/index/phtml. 

 

5  Miller, Local Work Groups, 2011. 
 

5 Donahue, Reclaiming the Commons, 131. 
 

6  Fuller, Ralph N., Stow Things: A New England Town Primer, 2009: Stow Historical Society 
Publishing Co. 

 
7   “State Technical Committees,” Natural Resources Conservation Service, http://
www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/national/programs/technical/stc. 
 



Conservation Needs Assessment 2012 

Middlesex Conservation District 

57  

 

1 “Middlesex County Quickfacts,” US Census Bureau, 2010, http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/
states/25/25017.html 

 

2  Peragallo, Thomas A., “Soil Survey of Middlesex County Massachusetts,” Natural Resources 
Conservation Service, page 4-5. 

 

3 Brian Donahue, Reclaiming the Commons: Community Farms and Forests in a New England 
Town (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999, 117. 

 

4  Peragallo, Soil Survey of Middlesex County Massachusetts, 3. 
 
5  Donahue, Reclaiming the Commons, 131. 
 

6   Ralph H. Fuller, “Stow Things: A New England Town Primer, Stow Historical Society. 
 
7   Peragallo, Soil Survey of Middlesex County, 3. 
 

8   “Middlesex County Profile,” 2007 Census of Agriculture, http//: www.agcensus.usda.gov/
Publications/2007/Online_Highlights/County_Profiles/Massachusetts/cp25017.pdf. 

 
9    Peragallo, Soil Survey of Middlesex County, 3. 
 
10  Donahue, Reclaiming the Commons, 130. 

Section 2: Overview 


