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Executive Summary
The purpose of this document is to convey the results of the Hampden and Hampshire
Conservation District’s Local Working Group Initiative. During this nine‐month project, the
Local Working Group sought to understand the Districts’ highest perceived conservation needs
as articulated by local residents and people that work within the District.
The Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) will use this grassroots and professional
opinion to develop local ranking questions that will highlight the determined local priorities.
This ranking process will help to determine which applications will receive financial assistance
from Farm Bill Conservation Programs.
Of those surveyed, water quality and loss of agricultural lands were the top two most
important issues mentioned. Food security, energy conservation, and conserving fish and
wildlife habitat were close behind.
The NRCS State Technical Committee is interested in responses that are as scientifically based
as possible (and ideally backed up by formal studies), while still fielding perceptions from the
widest range of interested parties. The task of the Districts was to balance sampling
respondents more likely to have access to scientific information with more informal
perceptions from the non‐expert public.
Using the resources available it seems the NRCS is in general alignment and responding to the
under‐addressed issues via their current system of conservation practices. For example, the
NRCS has traditionally worked to conserve agricultural land by helping farmers and forest
owners adopt conservation practices and protect water quality with manure pits, fencing,
etc. The NRCS also has a wide range of conservation practices meant to address and conserve
fish and wildlife habitat. Some issues that garnered high survey activity, such as food security
and energy conservation, might result in amended ranking questions to better address these
issues.
The initiative might prove more statistically significant with professional survey designers, a
larger labor force for disseminating the survey, and statisticians to help interpret the meaning
of the survey.
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History of Conservation Districts
Conservation Districts began in 1936 by the federal government to work with the newly created
federal agency, the Soil Conservation Service as local partners to mitigate soil erosion and
related environmental problems during the Dust Bowl. Today over 3000 Districts across the
United States assist this federal agency, now called the Natural Resources Conservation Service,
to support landowners, particularly agricultural producers, with conservation planning. Efforts
are focused across a wide range of natural resource concerns beyond soil including water, air,
plants, energy, and animal management.
The Districts cooperate with the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), a federal
agency addressing the conservation and wise management of natural resources (soil, water, air,
plants, animals, human, and energy). Examples of assistance from NRCS include:








creating or enhancing wildlife habitat for at‐risk species
improving irrigation efficiencies and drought mitigation
controlling invasive/exotic plant species
reducing soil erosion, managing manure and nutrient runoff into streams and rivers
implementing forest management practices to increase forest health and productivity
promoting renewable energy on farms by funding Farm Energy Audits and the
implementation of certain energy‐saving practices.
encouraging the adoption of agronomic practices (e.g. Nutrient management planning,
Integrated Pest Management (IPM) planning, cover cropping and reduced tillage, etc.)

Each Conservation District is governed by a volunteer board of supervisors. Historically boards
were made up of farmers. Today Districts reflect a wider range of people and professions and
yet retain a large percent of farmers and environmentally conscious landowners.
Conservation Districts in the state carry out programs and workshops to improve the health and
productivity of all private lands, sponsor the Massachusetts Envirothon competition for high
school students, hold conservation tours of local farms, and organize an annual plant sale to
raise money for these initiatives. Any member of the public is welcome to attend a monthly
Conservation District meeting or volunteer as a local District supervisor.
Conservation Districts in Massachusetts are non‐profit, tax‐exempt state entities designated by
the Massachusetts General Laws to address natural resources issues at the local level
throughout the Commonwealth. There are fourteen (14) Districts in the state.
Long‐time farmers, recent farmers, landscapers, landowners, business owners, and students
supervise the Hampshire and Hampden conservation Districts. They serve landowners and
communities in the Pioneer Valley in the preservation, conservation and management of
farmland, woodland, and wildlife.
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Local Working Group
In accordance with provisions of Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008 (the Farm Bill), the
Massachusetts Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS/MA) formed a partnership with
the Massachusetts Association of Conservation Districts (MACD) to establish a temporary and
informal umbrella affiliation, called the Local Working Group (LWG). Starting from the state’s
conservation district boards, the definition of the group would extend out as people
participated in any manner to deliver needed information on high priority conservation needs
to the NRCS State Technical Committee.
The Local Working Group model is a type of organizing method used by other conservation
Districts nationally to obtain by broad public outreach the highest priority conservation needs.
The idea can be seen as part of a national trend, within federal agencies and in society as a
whole towards greater valuing of public input to improve government services within
communities.
The goal of the Local Working Group initiative is to create stronger grassroots support for
planning, designing, and implementing sound conservation practices that enhance a full range
of natural resources. The Districts aim to identify and prioritize the needs expressed by all
interested local parties to direct the NRCS’ technical expertise and funds towards the public’s
highest priority conservation issues, activities, and programs.
The Massachusetts Association of Conservation Districts contracted with the Hampshire and
Hampden Conservation Districts to work on this project and funded with $6,000 worth of “seed
money.” The seed money was also encouraged by the MACD to be used to support the work of
the District (primarily contracting for administrative support, research into the LWG process,
and website creation and development). The administrator and board members averaged
between 100 and 150 hours on the Local Working Group project.
The new contracted administrator of the Conservation District works for both counties and
operates out of the NRCS field office in Hampshire County. Together the administrator and the
board supervisors developed and implemented the survey project over approximately 100‐150
hours on the project over 9 months (averaging about 16 hours a month).
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Participants
The survey targeted Hampshire county, population 158,000, 545 square miles, and
Hampden county, population 463,000 people, 634 square miles. From this potential pool of
respondents, the following is a list of participants in the project. It is not meant to be an
exhaustive list.









The 212 survey respondents online, at farmers markets, and at focus groups
Conservation District supervisors John Omasta, Leon Ripley, Eileen Gates, Jennifer
Poirier, Khalid Elkalai, Robert Wichroski, Roberta Ducomb, Stan Tenerowicz, and
administrator Julie Meyer for organizing and managing the initiative and editing and
disseminating the survey and report.
Conservation District supervisors Antonio Laudati, for hand‐entering surveys into
spreadsheets, and Mary Keohane and Earth Team volunteer Hannah Chastain, for
helping to create lists of places and organization and individuals for outreach.
Website designer Marita Carroll, for creating the website platform to launch the survey.
NRCS District Conservationist Vince Snyder, for helping to develop survey questions and
giving slide‐show presentations of the NRCS work during the focus group breakfasts.
NRCS Diane Petit , Public Affairs Officer, and Catherine Ulitsky, Visual Information
Specialist, for contributing ideas and images for visual representations of LWG efforts.

Attendees at the two LWG focus group breakfasts included:
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Ted C. Smiarowski Jr., Farm Service Agency County Executive Director and Beverly Rice,
FSA Farm Loan Manager
David Entin, retired academic, Holyoke Community College
Michael Rendulic, Rural Development Director
Russell Cohen, Rivers Advocate and Cindy Delpapa, Stream Ecologist, Division of
Ecological Restoration
Anne Capra, Pioneer Valley Planning Commission
Russell Powell, New England Apple Association
LeeAnne Connolly, Conservation Administrator
Richard LeBlanc, Massachusetts Department of Agricultural Resources
Kelly Erwin, Farm to School Project
Brent Powers, Natural Heritage Endangered Species Program
Madeleine Charney, Reference Librarian, UMASS sustainability coordinator
Hilda Colon and staff, Nuestras Raices
Andrew Fisk, Connecticut River Watershed Council
Carrie Banks, Westfield River Wild and Scenic Advisory Committee
John Howell, New England Vegetable and Berry Growers Association
John Omasta and Leon Ripley, Hampshire and Hampden Conservation Districts

Goals
The Districts prioritized the following five goals for the duration of the 2012 project:

6



Assess local conservation Districts by convening public forums to engage the broadest
range of district and community stakeholders, including:
a) government entities such as towns, counties, commissions and committees
b) interested public and private parties, such as profit and non‐profit organizations,
alliances and associations
c) landholders and property owners
d) federal, state, local, and private partners
e) all interested individuals, groups or bodies within the district



Hold a series of open working meetings with these community participants to obtain
input on conservation needs within the district, critical natural resource issues, and
geographic areas of concern.



Prepare a natural resources inventory for the Districts.



Identify and prioritize conservation needs within the Districts.



Articulate the inventory and prioritized needs to the NRCS State Technical Committee
via publication of this report, and share the report with the wider community.

Limitations and Learning
This portion of the report is focused on the strengths and weaknesses of the LWG survey effort.
Surveying is inexpensive to conduct as compared to hosting a public meeting (food, childcare,
and space rental). It was easy to do remotely with limited human resources online. And yet,
there were issues in the development and implementation of the surveying process that can be
pointed out for evaluation and improvement for future efforts.
Survey Design
The breakdown of issues into arbitrary divisions and general questions may have led to general
answers and may have made the survey hard to interpret. A white‐collar natural resource
manager may use different language than an agricultural producer, business owner, or
gardener. A respondent may be familiar with the phase “agricultural land” but not with open
space. Biodiversity is not exactly “endangered species.” Soil erosion is not the same as soil
quality (that is, soil erosion might have a lot to do with water quantity issues and soil quality
could infer fertility, compaction, amount of organic matter, or even contamination concerns.)
Which phrasing to use on a 2‐page survey?
Secondly, there are more issues that were not offered for voting. People did add comments and
clarifications to the survey but in general, people went along with the choices offered. Forced
choices may have led to people feeling like they must chose between clean air or clean water,
floods or droughts, food security or endangered species.
Thirdly, once the survey was published, it could not be changed if consistency across
submission was desired. This presented a couple of problems. It was hard to remove a choice
selected by mistake by respondents in the online version. And, once an issue was published as a
choice on either the hard copy or the online version, it could not be edited. For example, some
issues that were phrased as more social or economic problems were presented alongside issues
phrased as natural resource problems (i.e. food security or barriers to livestock production) but
could not be changed
Finally, the graphic layout errors may have influenced the ease of comprehension. For example,
some of the paper surveys had the request for TOP 3 on page one, and the respondent needed
to turn the paper over to the other side of the page before ranking, thus losing visual
connection to this part of the instructions.
Survey Dissemination
How to collect results broadly with limited resources? If the survey was able to garner results
more widely across demographics, the results would be more reliable; 212 respondents may
not be a representative sample of the population of Hampshire and Hampden counties.
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Distribution issues were also influencing the results; only those with access to a computer, to a
farmers market, or who were invited to a focus group were able to find out about the survey
and take it. To achieve statistical significance, future dissemination would seek proportionally
equal numbers from each town, rural to urban. In addition, the outreach would do a better job
seeking a balance from conservation professionals (which were never explicitly identified as a
group), and the identified non‐professionals. It would seek answers in languages other than
English. And so on.
Survey Interpretation
The goal of the survey was to get the opinion of residents' most important under‐addressed
issues and locations in the that can be tackled by the NRCS’s current scope of conservation
practices. Respondents not familiar with the work of the NRCS and the Conservation Districts
may have answered to what they felt were important issues‐ regardless of the NRCS scope of
practice. This may not have been fully explained in the survey introduction. Also, people
understood or followed the instructions differently. About 30% of respondents, for example,
chose more than three priorities, and some data was conveyed more emotionally than had
been requested.
Sharing Results
All of the comments written on the survey may be made available online after publication of
this document, for public access, at www.pioneervalleyconservation.org.
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Methods
The Hampshire and Hampden Districts focused their efforts on creating an online
questionnaire, holding meetings, and surveying the community face‐to face. The Districts
compiled a list of stakeholder contacts and invited them to two focus groups. The main tool was
a five‐question survey asking respondents some basic demographics, then to identify and
explain their top natural resource concerns. Sixteen issues were presented for the survey in a
forced choice matrix. There was a box at the bottom encouraging respondents to articulate
reasons for their forced prioritization.
The survey initiative and methods of dissemination were chosen based partly on hearing from
other Districts that in 2011, when the Hampshire and Hampden Districts had not yet begun
surveying, other Districts found that the public meeting format, even when widely publicized,
was not getting large turn outs to their events. Thus, the Hampshire and Hampden Districts
decided to focus on the online methods and to place the survey at public venues. Due to limited
personnel and under‐developed distribution channels, farmers markets and online surveying
became the primary means of dissemination.

TABLING

ONLINE

FOCUS GROUPS

DATES

April 28th, June‐July

April‐September

REQUEST
METHOD

Direct interaction with Facebook, email
passerby
link

August 16th,
September 7th
Email invitations

QUANTITY
LOCATION

96
~April Plant Sale 1x
Big E, West
Springfield, and Three
County Fair,
Northampton
~Farmers Markets
Easthampton 2x,
Northampton 3x,
Blandford 2x +
Springfield 1x
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91
25
www.pioneervalley USDA Service
conservation.org
Center, 195 Russell
Street, Hadley, MA

PUBLIC
MEETING
April 30th
PSA in
newspaper,
NRCS e‐
blast,
Facebook
0
Agawam
Public
Library

Face‐to‐Face Survey
The majority of live surveying took place during eight visits to farmers markets, each for an
average duration of two hours. The remainder took place during the spring plant sale on April
28th. On average, people spent five minutes filling out the survey. People asked questions about
the conservation district work on occasion, thus serving the unintended purpose of raising
visibility of the organizations. One person was interested in joining the board and offered to
disseminate surveys. She attended a board meeting and took surveys home; she may continue
as a new board member.
Online Survey
91 people took the survey over the longest period, starting in mid‐March. Some people took
the paper survey home from the farmers’ markets and then entered their answers online.

Image of early Facebook Request

Graph of online activity only
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Roundtable/Focus Group
Respondents raised the question of what the NRCS could do about the coal‐fired power plant in
Holyoke. Conversation centered on clarifying that the NRCS is not a regulatory agency (instead,
NRCS assists landowners who voluntarily want to apply conservation to private lands.) Though
not an explicit intention of the LWG project, surveying helped the public learn about the work
the NRCS and the CDs do.
The name of this part of the survey changed to focus group when it seemed that it was less a
conversation than a one‐way solicitation for information we wanted from stakeholders.
Public Meeting
No one attended the public meeting at the Agawam public library, probably due to too little
advertising and follow‐up in marketing efforts. If this was done again, a lot more work is needed
to prepare.

Surveying for the Local Working Group Initiative, Easthampton Farmers Market, July, 2012
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Survey Interpretations
The survey results can be compared at least three different ways and are presented below. The
more the voted results are aggregated, the more the differences between them disappear.
(Many respondents chose more freely than was requested).
Many people did not stick to the instructions and chose more than three priorities, thus the y‐
axis on each graph changes with respect to the number of responses for readability. (The same
length of bar on one issue may not be equivalent to the next issue.) Others expressed their
frustration with the survey by posting or writing in general comments that linked multiple
issues.
“Hampden and Hampshire counties are being converted by urban and suburban sprawl
from areas rich in resources to human‐centered areas with habitat fragmentation, loss
of productive land, degradation of all natural systems. It was hard to limit myself to 3
issues.”

Comparing only Top Priority answers, Water Quality (84), Loss of Agricultural Land (83) get the
highest votes; Food Security (75), Energy Conservation (63), and Air Quality (62) get the next
highest. Water Quantity (too Much) (33) and Barriers to Livestock Production (19) get
significantly lower results.

Results by Top Priority
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The graph below is formed by adding Top Priorities together with Second and Third Priorities.
Here, Water Quality (133) still ranks highest along with Loss of Agricultural Land (123), and Fish
and Wildlife Habitat (106) rises in prominence.

Top, Second, and Third Priorities Totaled Together
In the final interpretation presented below, Top Priorities are added to the Second Priorities,
for similar results as the spread of results seen above.

Top and Second Priorities Totaled Together
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Timeline
Planning for the initiative took place from December 1st, 2011 through April 14th, 2012. Most
survey responses came in from April 15th through September 30th, 2012.
Most responses came after requests online (Facebook Page) and through requests to take the
survey on the plant sale catalog. The second burst of activity took place June through July
during visits to the Farmers Markets. The final burst of action centered on the focus group
breakfasts.
December/
January

February/ March April/ May

June/ July

August/
September

Created lists of
invitees.

Developed survey
and website to host
survey.

Submitted
preliminary findings
to MACD.

Surveyed at farmers
markets.

Made slideshow for
and facilitated first
breakfast focus
group (roundtable).

Scheduled and
advertised for public
meeting for April
30th in Agawam.

Hosted public
meeting for April
30th in Agawam.

Began posting
requests to
Facebook.

Developed a fact
sheet to help
educate survey
users.
Made a list of
farmers markets to
survey and reached
out to market
managers.
Further expanded
stakeholder contact
list.

14

Outreached via e‐
mail to non‐profits
and agricultural
trade associations
requesting studies
and reports on their
priorities.
Printed posters with
main points of
initiative.

Sorted and
interpreted surveys
and wrote report.

Demographic Results
Live‐Work
The question: Where do you live? Please check all that apply.
Targeted LWG survey areas for this initiative were two counties: Hampshire county, where
158,000 people live in over 545 square miles, and Hampden county, with almost three times
the population ‐ over 463,000 people ‐ spread over about the same size geography ‐ 634 square
miles. There were more answers from rural (24) and suburban (23) locations than urban (10),
and more respondents from Hampshire County (124) than Hampden County (68).

Graph of demographic results: Where do you live/work?

Demographic survey range: Hampshire (above) and Hampden counties
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Affiliation
The question: What group(S) do you identify with/represent? Please choose all that apply.
Many people if not most chose more than one answer.

Age
The question: Which category below includes your age? The answers total more than 212 due
to survey design error. Early paper surveys had two options for choosing age when it fell on a
decade, i.e., 20 years old could choose Under 20 or 20‐30.
Totals were as followed: 10 under 20 years old, 28 respondents were 20‐30, 29 said they were
30‐40. 37 people were between 40 and 50, 85 were 50‐60, 36 were 60‐70, and 12 people were
70‐80 years old.
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Results by Issue
The question: Understanding that NRCS can develop specific ranking questions that influence
which projects receive funding through conservation programs, please tell us what you feel are
the TOP 3 most important local resource issues in Hampshire or Hampden county.
There were 16 choices offered, plus an option to check “other.” Remembering that many
people chose more than one Top, Second, and Third Priorities, the votes will always add up to
more than 212 when comparing quantities between categories.
The following 16 pages in this section will summarize the most relevant and potentially useful
messages from the list of respondents’ direct quotes listed below the summary. Spelling was
corrected when necessary for readability.
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Loss of Agricultural Land

42 %

Loss of agricultural land was most frequently chosen as the next to top priority issue, with 42 %
of respondents choosing it as primary. Additionally, when totaling votes cast for top, second,
and third priorities, this issue garnered more votes than any other issue offered in the survey,
totaling 123, or, over half of respondents. Here are some locations mentioned in particular that
respondents felt should receive higher priority:
‐Hilltown farms‐ help maintain their rural character
‐Organic farms in the Hilltowns (mentioned 3x)
‐Floodplain organic farms need more support
‐Holyoke, Springfield, Chicopee
‐Family owned farms
‐Farms in the Connecticut River valley
‐Community gardens
‐Designated essential habitat or areas designated by … the Eastern Brook Trout Joint Venture
‐Farming in the Hilltowns of Hampden Co.
‐Small‐scale farming, community gardens in urban areas such as Holyoke, Springfield, West
Springfield, and Chicopee
‐Focus on APR land purchases from farmers going out of business, forest areas
‐Urban areas with high population density‐‐… underserved poorer and continually oppressed
populations
‐The river valleys and lands where conservation restrictions or agricultural protection program
could be helpful
‐High quality farmland, especially the CT River floodplain …include economically depressed
urban areas where it may be hard for people to access fresh produce
‐Organic farms in all towns, for all people, for all pollinators!
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Water Quality

40%

Water Quality concerns more people that took the LWG survey than any other issue. 40%, or 84
out of 212, chose it as their Top Priority. 133 respondents decided to vote for it as one of their
priorities, or about 63%. Locations important to consider by respondents include:
‐Connecticut River wastewater treatment plants
‐CT River Watershed ‐ Elevated E. coli levels in two tributaries and one source on the main
stem: by the Connecticut Bacteria Monitoring Project observed at or near the following testing
sites: Bassett Marina/North End Bridge in Springfield (failing septic system), Fort River, Hadley
(probable dairy farm on Bay Road), Mill River, Florence (illicit connection).
‐Fort River‐ Harts Brook ‐ high E.coli bacteria (Hadley)
‐Lake Warner/Mill River Watershed (Hadley/Amherst)
‐Springfield, MA and the headwaters of the Mill River in Wilbraham
‐Northampton
‐Deerfield River
‐Quabbin
‐The urban core (Springfield, Chicopee, Holyoke)
‐Areas with proximity to water sources or aquifers
‐Headwaters of watersheds
‐Coldwater‐fisheries
‐Riparian areas, watershed zones
CT river floodplain (mentioned 3x)
‐Confluence of tributary streams and the CT River, public water supply aquifers and the
watersheds surrounding reservoirs (e.g. Between Quabbin and Holyoke Range)
‐Hannum Brook (mentioned 2x)
‐Barnes aquifer
‐Rubber Thread Pond
‐Perfume Pond (Lower Mill Pond ‐ Easthampton)
‐Any land that abuts the Connecticut River
‐Rich bottom‐land needs to be preserved ‐the ribbon that runs on both sides of the CT
‐Westfield River watershed (4x) (East branch 1x)
19

Soil Erosion or Quality

40%

40% of respondents, that is, 84 people, told the conservation Districts that Soil Erosion or Soil
Quality was their Top Priority under ‐ addressed natural resource concern in the Hampshire and
Hampden county geography. 35 voted it as Top Priority, 28 as Second Priority, and 21 as their
Third Priority. Here are some thoughts about particular soil types or geographical areas
respondents thought should get high priority:
‐Prime farmland soils
‐Areas with medium to high quality soils
‐USDA has a historic link to soil ‐ use that for the new thoughts on micronutrients in our food‐
producing soil
‐Where there are farms, I do notice a loss of topsoil, esp. in winter and early spring, through
wind. I wonder why cover‐cropping is not practiced more often
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Food Security

35%

75 people, or 35%, picked Food Security as their Top Priority in the survey. This issue garnered
108 votes total; about 50% of people taking the survey chose it as one of their priorities. This
issue showed a larger gap between the Top Priority and the lesser rankings; only 25 people took
it as a Second Priority and only 8 as a Third. This may mean that some people did not think it
was a natural resource issue primarily. It may mean that those surveyed were not clear on the
term. The report presents the voices speaking to the issue by relating specific geographical
areas or land use types:
‐The Hilltowns, Holyoke, Springfield
‐Vacant land (particularly in cities) where there is a local constituency interested in bringing it
into agricultural production
‐Urban agriculture (mentioned 2x)

21

Water Quantity (too much)

35%

35%, that is, 74 survey respondents, chose this issue as a Priority under‐addressed natural
resource concern. There were no comments related to this issue pointing towards land use
types or geographical areas that were specific to this issue, so the same water comments heard
in Water Quality and Water Quantity (too Little) are repeated below:
‐Springfield, MA and the headwaters of the Mill River in Wilbraham
‐Northampton
‐Deerfield River
‐Quabbin
‐The urban core (Springfield, Chicopee, Holyoke)
‐Areas with proximity to water sources or aquifers
‐Headwaters of watersheds
‐Coldwater‐fisheries
‐Riparian areas, watershed zones
‐CT river floodplain (mentioned 3x)
‐Confluence of tributary streams and the CT River, public water supply aquifers and the
watersheds surrounding reservoirs (e.g. Between Quabbin and Holyoke Range)
‐Hannum Brook (mentioned 2x)
‐Any land that abuts the Connecticut River
‐Rich bottom‐land needs to be preserved ‐the ribbon that runs on both sides of the CT
‐Westfield River watershed (4x) (East branch 1x)

22

Energy Conservation

30%

Energy Conservation ranked forth highest. 63 people ranked it as Top Priority (30%), 27 as a
Second Priority, and 14 as a Third Priority, totaling 104 votes for this issue. Not many people
pointed to a specific land use type or geographical area deserving of particular priority when
addressing this issue.
‐(Residential) energy conservation

Air Quality

29%

Air Quality is an important natural resource issue in Hampshire and Hampden counties for 62
people (29%) who voted it as a Top Priority in the LWG survey. Overall, 97 chose it as a priority.

‐coal burning plant near South Hadley
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Fish and Wildlife Habitat

25%

52 respondents, or 25%, chose Fish and Wildlife Habitat as their Top Priority, and 37 chose it as
a Second Priority. Overall, 106 people chose this issue. Read below for the comments relevant
to Fish and Wildlife Habitat issues in the Hampshire and Hampden Counties.
‐Stream corridors ‐ assessing and removing (or at least modifying to mitigate the adverse
impact of) barriers to fish and wildlife movement in and along river and stream corridors
‐Freshwater habitat for cold‐water species
‐Those identified as highest priority in Biomap 2 (Natural Heritage program) (mentioned 2x)
‐Areas with listed species
‐Young forest, grassland, shrub, and freshwater wetland ecosystems
‐Wetlands within the Conn River watershed
‐Large tracts of unfragmented forest and open space; wildlife corridors; riparian areas
Climate Change

25%

Global warming, or climate change, came in mid‐way in the survey responses at 54 votes or
25% of Top Priority votes. 96 votes were cast for it overall. Comments pertaining to specific
land use types or geographical areas related to global warming are presented below:
‐All communities
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Loss of Open or Recreational Space

21%

This issue was represented in two ways on surveys, sometimes as Loss of Open Space and at
other times as Loss of Open or Recreational Space. 92 people out of 212 chose this issue as one
of their top three priorities, with 44 choosing it as their Top Priority (21%).
‐Those identified as highest priority in Biomap 2
‐Areas with listed species
‐Young forest, grassland, shrub, and freshwater wetland ecosystems
‐The Natural Heritage program's priority habitat
‐Wetlands within the Conn River watershed
‐Large tracts of unfragmented forest and open space; wildlife corridors; riparian areas
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Forest Productivity or Health

19%

19%, or 40 respondents, chose this issue as their Top Priority in the survey, and 79 people total
ranked it as a Priority of some significance. Below are areas listed that should receive higher
priority according to respondents:
‐Old growth forest
‐Mount Tom / Mount Holyoke
‐The Holyoke Range
‐Connecticut River floodplain forests
‐Forests in areas with relatively high proportions of contiguous open space
‐Areas abutting conservation areas
‐Sand/gravel pit management (good wildlife value), pitch‐pine/scrub‐oak
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Habitat Fragmentation

19%

The issue of habitat fragmentation came in almost as high as loss of agricultural land. 41
people, or 19%, chose it as their top priority. Total votes for this issue total 93. The locations
below were presented as geographical areas or land use types that should receive highest
priority (these locations are repeated in Loss of Open Space, Endangered Species, and Fish and
Wildlife Habitat pages that follow).
‐Tolland and Blandford (for) New England cottontail projects and rare species issues.
‐Those identified as highest priority in Biomap 2
‐Areas with listed species
‐Young forest, grassland, shrub, and freshwater wetland ecosystems
‐The Natural Heritage program's priority habitat
‐Wetlands within the Conn River watershed
‐Large tracts of unfragmented forest and open space; wildlife corridors; riparian areas
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Water Quantity (too little)

16%

16%, that is, 74 people, voted for Water Quantity – (too Little). The issues related to water
quality that point to locations or land use types were often connected to Water Quality and so
are largely repeated below (when relevant), with the addition of Cummington streams.
–Cummington streams
‐Springfield, MA and the headwaters of the Mill River in Wilbraham
‐Northampton
‐Deerfield River
‐Quabbin
‐The urban core (Springfield, Chicopee, Holyoke)
‐Areas with proximity to water sources or aquifers
‐Headwaters of watersheds
‐Coldwater‐fisheries
‐Riparian areas, watershed zones
‐CT river floodplain (mentioned 3x)
‐Confluence of tributary streams and the CT River, public water supply aquifers and the
watersheds surrounding reservoirs (e.g. Between Quabbin and Holyoke Range)
‐Hannum Brook (mentioned 2x)
‐Barnes aquifer
‐Any land that abuts the Connecticut River
‐Rich bottom‐land needs to be preserved ‐the ribbon that runs on both sides of the CT
‐Westfield River watershed (4x) (East branch 1x)

28

Endangered Species

15%

Endangered Species issues was chosen by 66 out of 212 as a priority. But 31 individuals did
choose it as the Top Priority (15%). Not many places were pointed out as requiring higher
priority attention for this issue.
‐Tolland and Blandford (for) New England cottontail projects and rare species issues

Invasives / Exotic Plant Species

14%

14% chose this issue as a Top Priority, and 37% of respondents (78 out of 212) chose this issue
as either a Top, Second, or Third Priority. Here is what they said about this broadly defined
subject in the comments section:
‐must be approached STATEGICALLY (i.e. concentrating resources where there is hope of
substantial success), which NRCS has not been good at.
‐Backyard invasive species
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Barriers to Livestock Production and Other/General

8%

This issue was the least popular choice, with only 63 people (8%) voting for it at all. The only
location listed specifically to receive higher priority is Easthampton (see below).

‐Easthampton(dairy)

Other/General

‐Within the CT River floodplain/watershed, support any small scale local or organic farms in the
area, blocks of forest or land that can be conserved to create larger tracts of land for wildlife
habitat, wildlife corridors
‐Connecticut River floodplain, riparian corridors
‐Westfield, Southwick, the Hilltowns
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Conclusion and Next Steps
It will be some time before the usefulness of the project becomes clear. The survey LWG efforts
represent a scratching of the surface of public opinion. If the Districts continue with the LWG
initiative beyond 2012, they may take a path similar to Districts in neighboring counties that
have taken their surveying efforts into implementing new conservation ideas.
Next steps might also include seeking out similar projects that have taken place in the last few
years by other organizations, and finding out what issues and locations are rising to the top of
their lists. This could be useful not only to help the NRCS improve ranking questions, but also in
initiating and implementing cross‐organizational activities.
Finally, taking these results and using them for more dialogue, as the Berkshire Conservation
District has done with their last year’s data could help the NRCS meet their goals by raising
visibility of the agency’s work. As one respondent ended the comments section of the survey
said, “achieving a balance between conservation and people's needs is challenging however
very important for the environment now and in the future. Therefore, the more interaction the
NRCS has with the public, the easier it may be to achieve the goals of conservation and
preservation of wildlife and environment.”
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Appendix ‐ Public Service Announcement to Public Meeting
United States Department of Agriculture
Natural Resources Conservation Service
Massachusetts State Office
In cooperation with the Hampden County Conservation District

CONTACT: Julie Meyer, Hampshire and Hampden Conservation Districts
Administrator, 413-230-7722, jmeyer@gardensofdelight.net

Hampden County Conservation District to hold public meeting
Local citizens invited to make a difference in federal conservation programs
The Hampden County Conservation District invites area residents interested in natural
resource conservation, including gardeners and farmers, to attend a Local Working Group
meeting to be held Monday, April 30, 7:00 pm at the Agawam Public Library, 750
Cooper Street Agawam, MA. The district is looking for public input about conservation
concerns and environmental resources in Hampden County.
Vince Snyder, District Conservationist for the United States Department of Agriculture’s
Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) in Hampden and Hampshire counties
will be present to explain the relationship between the conservation resources identified
by the Local Working Group and the direction of federally-funded conservation
programs. NRCS currently works with farmers and landowners to implement
conservation practices that benefit such resources as soil health, water quality, forestry,
wildlife habitat, and on farm energy efficiency.
A short discussion will follow the presentation The public is invited to participate. For
more information, visit www.pioneervalleyconservation.org.
###
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Appendix ‐ Sample Poster Used at Farmers Markets, May‐July, 2012

Where should Farm Bill
money go? Tell us.
Conservation Districts and the Natural Resources Conservation
Service want to know.
We serve landowners and communities in the conservation and
management of natural resources. We cooperate with the Natural
Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) to improve the health and
productivity of all landscapes, urban to rural.
The NRCS will use this information this fall to direct and focus
technical and financial assistance towards conservation activities
and programs that you have identified. Watch the website for
results in September 2012.
www.pioneervalleyconservation.org/#survey.
For more information or to get involved, contact us ! Thank you!
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Appendix ‐ Handout Used at Farmers Markets

The Hampshire and Hampden Conservation Districts Local
Working Group Project invites you to participate in a survey!
What are Conservation Districts?
Conservation Districts (CDs) serve landowners and communities in the conservation and
management of natural resources; farmland, woodland, and wildlife management; and farmland
preservation. Conservation Districts are state entities designated by the Massachusetts General
Laws to address natural resources issues at the local level throughout the Commonwealth, led
by volunteer elected supervisors.
The Districts cooperate with the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), a federal
agency assisting agricultural producers and landowners with conservation planning and applying
for financial assistance to correct resource concerns. The District programs improve the health
and productivity of all landscapes, urban to rural, including




improving irrigation efficiencies
creating or enhancing wildlife habitat for at‐risk species
implementing forest management practices to increase health and productivity

What are Local Working Groups?
Local Working Groups are a temporary subgroup organized by the Conservation Districts (CDs)
and in partnership with the NRCS to identify local resource needs.
Why do you want my opinion?
The NRCS and the CDs are taking advantage of a national trend towards greater valuing of public
input and grassroots knowledge to improve the delivery of conservation services to
communities and landholders. With concerns identified by local residents and interested parties,
the CDs will compile your answers and the NRCS will use this information to direct and focus
technical and financial assistance towards conservation activities and programs.
How does this work?
Watch the website for results in September 2012. The survey can also be taken at public venues
such as clubs and associations, and municipal meetings, and this site:
http://www.pioneervalleyconservation.org/#survey.
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Where do you live? Please choose all that apply.


Hampshire County



Hampden County



Rural



Suburban



Urban



Other:

What group(s) do you identify with/represent? Please choose all that apply.


Agricultural producer



Forest owner/manager



Conservation‐minded



Outdoor enthusiast



Business owner



Public/municipal/government worker or volunteer



Wildlife lover



Landowner



Student



Other:

Which category below includes your age?
o Under 20
o 20‐30
o 30‐40
o 40‐50
o 50‐60
o 60‐70
o 70‐80
o 80‐90
o 90‐100
Understanding that NRCS can develop specific ranking questions that influence which projects
receive funding through conservation programs, please tell us what you feel are the TOP 3 most
important local resource issues in Hampshire or Hampden county. Please include reasons,
details, and references if available, to clarify your answers. (next page ‐‐‐‐)
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Top Priority

2nd Priority

3rd Priority

Air quality
Barriers to livestock
production
Forest productivity or health
Food security
Fish / wildlife habitat
Energy conservation
Loss of agricultural land
Loss of open or recreational
space
Soil erosion or soil quality
Water quality
Water quantity (too little)
Water quantity (too much)
Invasive / exotic plant species
Endangered species
Habitat fragmentation
Climate change
Other
Reasons for your choices above, or local data references for further information:

Which specific geographic areas or land use types should receive a higher priority when
addressing the resource concerns you listed above? Examples might include: "within CT
floodplain", "Westfield River watershed", "organic farms in the Hilltowns", "areas known to be
populated by State‐listed rare or endangered species", etc.
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Appendix ‐ Sample Email Invite to LWG Focus Group
I am writing on behalf of the Hampshire and Hampden Conservation Districts
to invite you to a short, informative gathering on Thursday morning, August 16th, from
8:00‐9:00 am, in Hadley. We're inviting producers and representatives from relevant non‐
profits and government agencies to meet at the USDA Service Center, 195 Russell St (Rt
9), 2nd floor. The purpose of the meeting is to:
1) Eat breakfast together
2) Get up to date, via a mini‐presentation and maps, where the NRCS folks
are working and what they're working on
3) View the results from our survey project
4) Fill out the survey yourself, and thus help us to strengthen the quality
of the data resulting by offering organizational knowledge to what
non‐expert/professional people are saying
Would you be able to represent an organizational perspective on our survey
questions? Alternatively, I would be happy to come to your office and ask
you/another staff person these questions.
*Background*
Since this spring the Conservation Districts have been organizing a survey
of people's local natural resource concerns. We're specifically asking what
people see as under‐addressed geographic areas or land types and the
environmental issues there. Many hundreds of Conservation Districts
nationally are or have been doing similar work.
The Natural Resources Conservation Service will use this data to help make
better ranking questions. When people come into the office seeking funding
and technical assistance, their requests are considered based on
pre‐determined criteria of what the office should be doing. In essence,
these surveys are helping to direct and prioritize where Farm Bill money is
going, geographically, and towards which types of problems.
So far, we've gotten over 150 responses and we're shooting for 300 before August 31st.
(View the survey and pass it on, bottom of http://pioneervalleyconservation.org/)
Thank‐you Sam, for considering this request and let me know if a breakfast ‐‐ or a visit ‐‐
would be possible on Thursday, the 16th.
If you can think of some producers I could extend this invitation on to‐ that are likely to
come during the growing season, please do let me know; I will contact them if you send
me their phone number or email address.
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Appendix ‐ Agenda for Focus Group Breakfasts

Agenda – September 7, 2012
Conservation District Local Working Group
Breakfast

8:00‐8:15

Arrival
Get some breakfast and pick up a survey

8:15‐8:30

Introductions
Conservation District supervisors and Julie Meyer, Hampden and
Hampshire Conservation Districts Administrator: Local
Working Group project ‐ survey background and goals
Invitees: who you are and what you are working on

8:30‐8:50

Presentation
Vince Snyder, USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service
District Conservationist, presents NRCS work in Hampshire and
Hampden counties, and answers your questions

8:50‐9:00

Survey
Fill out surveys – Thank you!

9:00‐9:30

Departure
Stay after you finish the survey and breakfast to learn more
about each other’s work.
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Appendix ‐ Data Tables
Top Priority
84
83
75
63
52
62
54
41
44
40
35
30
33
31
19
13
7

Water Quality
Loss of Agricultural Land
Food Security
Energy Conservation
Fish Wildlife and Habitat
Air Quality
Global Warming
Habitat Fragmentation
Loss of Open Space
Forest Productivity / Health
Soil Erosion / Soil Quality
Invasive/ Exotic Plant Species
Water Quantity (too Little)
Endangered Species
Barriers to Livestock
Water Quantity (too Much)
Other

Second Priority
33
26
25
27
37
23
24
27
27
30
28
31
25
23
22
25
0

Third Priority
16
14
8
14
17
12
18
25
21
9
21
17
16
12
22
14
2

Top Priorities

Water Quality
Loss of Agricultural Land
Food Security
Energy Conservation
Fish and Wildlife Habitat
Air Quality
Global Warming
Habitat Fragmentation
Loss of Open Space
Forest Productivity / Health
Soil Erosion/Soil Quality
Invasive/ Exotic Plant
Species
Water Quantity (too Little)
Endangered Species
Barriers to Livestock
Water Quantity (too Much)
Other

Top
Priority
84
83
75
63
52
62
54
41
44
40
35

Second Priority
33
26
25
27
37
23
24
27
27
30
28

Third Priority
16
14
8
14
17
12
18
25
21
9
21

30
33
31
19
13
7

31
25
23
22
25
0

17
16
12
22
14
2

Top Priorities plus Totals of Top, Second, and Third Priorities
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General Total
133
123
108
104
106
97
96
93
92
79
84
78
74
66
63
52
5

Air Quality
Barriers to Livestock
Forest Productivity /
Health
Food Security
Fish and Wildlife Habitat
Energy Conservation
Loss of Agricultural Land
Loss of Open Space
Soil Erosion / Soil Quality
Water Quality
Water Quantity (too
Little)
Water Quantity (too
Much)
Invasive/ Exotic Plant
Species
Endangered Species
Habitat Fragmentation
Global Warming
Other

Top
Priority
62
19

Second
Priority
23
22

Third
Priority
12
22

Total of Top, Second
and Third Priority
97
63

40
75
52
63
83
44
35
84

30
25
37
27
26
27
28
33

9
8
17
14
14
21
21
16

79
108
106
104
123
92
84
133

70
100
89
90
109
71
63
117

33

25

16

74

58

13

25

14

52

38

30
31
41
54
7

31
23
27
24
0

17
12
25
18
2

78
66
93
96
5

61
54
68
78
5

Top Priorities plus Totals of Top, Second, and Third Priorities
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Top and Second
Priorities Only
85
41

