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The Basics

There are a few key concepts 
that every elected supervisor 
and district staff member must 
understand in order to serve 
the conservation interests of 
their districts, communities 
and constituents.  These are 
the ABCs of conservation 
districts, the building blocks 
upon which all else depends.



The Basics

The Conservation District 
Supervisor’s Guide serves as 
the fundamental primer for 
conservation district activities 
within Massachusetts.  Your 
first step should be to obtain a 
copy of the guide from your 
conservation district office. 

Where to Start?



The Basics

Conservation districts are charged with protecting the full range of 
natural resources within their community in the broadest sense as 
defined in Chapter 21, Section 18 of Massachusetts General Laws.  

What do Conservation Districts conserve?

Natural resources include:

 ocean, shellfish and inland fisheries
 wild birds, wild mammals and wildlife
 sea and fresh water fish
 forests and all cultivated flora
 public shade & ornamental trees & shrubs
 land, soil and soil resources
 lakes, ponds, and streams
 coastal, underground and surface waters
 minerals and natural deposits 
 and more



Conservation Districts

Conservation districts protect soil, water 
quality, wildlife and natural resources of 
the state by serving as a one-stop gateway 
for district residents to obtain conservation 
assistance and access to conservation 
programs.  Each of the 14 conservation 
districts cover a county or part of a county 
and were duly established under Mass 
General Laws Chapter 21, Section 21.



Conservation Districts
Conservation Districts are legal political subdivisions
As such, a district has certain basic 
statutory duties, governance rules and 
financial accounting responsibilities.

A district is state entity and is NOT a non-
profit organization.

A district can own property, accept gifts, 
sue and be sued, and raise reasonable 
sums from services and products.

A district CANNOT levy taxes and does 
NOT have the right of eminent domain.

A district CANNOT mandate conservation 
practices.



Conservation Districts
Conservation Districts work with people to

Conserve soil, water, wildlife and all 
natural resources

Increase productivity & sustainability

Conservation Districts work by

Learning local conservation needs

Educating and assisting people

Linking people with local, state, federal 
and other public & private partners

Advocating for natural resource 
conservation



Conservation Districts
Governance: The Board

The governing body, 
the Board, of a 
conservation district is 
composed of five-to-
seven elected 
supervisors who are 
land occupiers residing 
on or owning land 
within the district.

District Board



Conservation Districts
Governance: The Supervisor 

A supervisor is a volunteer 
member of the governing 
body of a conservation district 
who has been duly elected or 
appointed in accordance with 
the provisions of M.G.L. 
Chapter 21, Section 22.  
Beyond a passion for 
conservation, the principal 
legal requirement for 
supervisors is to be 
“individual land occupiers 
residing on or owning land 
within the district.”  



District Supervisors

Supervisors are elected by residents to 
assume responsibility for addressing the 
conservation needs of the district’s 
natural resources.  

Supervisors:

 know the district’s natural resource needs

 serve as examples of sound conservation

 advocate an ethic of good stewardship

 know the laws, policies and programs

 manage district staff, finances and property

 make conservation a community priority

Expectations and Roles



Supervisors recruit district staff, including  
volunteers, to conduct much of the day-
to-day business operations of the district.

Staff members:
 maintain district office and records

 perform conservation projects

 help residents with information, technical 
assistance and access to resources

 implement board approved policies, plans 
and activities

 advise board on issues, projects, budgets

 report activities and results regularly to  the 
board, residents, partners, and state agencies 

Expectations and Roles
District Staff



Key Terms
Land Occupier:  Owner, lessee or 
tenant in possession who resides 
within the area of the District.

Cooperator:  A land occupier, 
public body or governmental unit 
who has signed a Cooperator 
Agreement with a district.

Cooperator Agreement:  An agreement 
executed between the cooperator and the 
district which spells out what each party 
agrees to do to further conservation on 
land owned or operated by the Cooperator.



The State Commission for Conservation of 
Soil, Water and Related Resources, 
established by M.G.L. Chapter 21, Section 
19, is a legislatively mandated board that 
serves as the main governing body for 
conservation districts.

The 14 conservation districts are grouped 
into six conservation district divisions, each 
of which has one voting member on the 
commission.  Four ex officio members 
represent the key conservation agencies of 
the state: agricultural resources, fish & 
wildlife, conservation & recreation, and 
environmental protection.  Three advisory 
members include the state conservationist 
and Farm Services Agency of USDA.

State Commission



Conservation District Division

One of six groupings of one or more conservation districts 
into a Division as established by the State Commission 
and as provided by M.G.L. Chapter 21, Section 25A.



The Act

Massachusetts General Laws 
(M.G.L.) Chapter 21, Sections 18-
25A, last amended by Chapter 354 
of the Acts of 1984, is the enabling 
legislation that establishes 
conservation districts, divisions, the 
State Commission for Conservation 
of Soil, Water and Related 
Resources, and defines the roles 
and responsibilities of these 
entities as well as elected 
supervisors.

Conservation District Enabling Legislation



Division of Conservation Services

The Massachusetts Division of 
Conservation Services, under its 
Director, in the Executive Office of 
Energy and Environmental Affairs is 
responsible for administering the 
provisions of M.G.L. Chapter 21 
relating to the State Commission, 
Conservation Districts and 
Conservation Districts Divisions.

Governor’s Office
Governor & Lt Governor

Executive Office of  Energy & 
Environmental Affairs

Secretary & Under Secretary

Forest & Land Policy/Division 
of  Conservation Services

Director

Administers State Law on Conservation Districts



Executive Secretary

The Director of the Division of 
Conservation Services appoints an 
Executive Secretary who provides 
staff assistance to the State 
Commission for Conservation of 
Soil, Water and Related Resources 
and to the conservation districts and 
conservation divisions.  This 
individual resides within the EOEEA 
Division of Conservation Services.

Governor’s Office
Governor & Lt Governor

Executive Office of  Energy & 
Environmental Affairs

Secretary & Under Secretary

Forest & Land Policy/Division 
of  Conservation Services

Director

Provides Staff Support to Conservation Districts



Partners

The supervisors and staff of a district understand both local 
conservation needs and the full range of technical assistance and 
conservation services that are available from a robust set of 
partnerships at the local, state and federal levels, including 
government, non-profit organizations and private businesses.

Districts Are the Gateway to Conservation Solutions

Some of these partners 
include state and federal 
agencies, as well as state 
and national associations of 
conservation districts.  Each 
of these entities can help the 
district achieve its goals.



State Partners

The Department of Agricultural Resources ensures the 
long-term viability of local agricultural resources in the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts. 

The Department of Conservation and Recreation
protects the natural, the cultural and the recreational 
resources for all the citizens of the Commonwealth.

The Department of Fish and Game exercises 
responsibility over marine and freshwater fisheries, 
wildlife species, plants and natural communities, as 
well as the habitats that support them.

The Department of Environmental Protection ensures 
clean air and water, safe management of toxics and 
hazards, and preservation of wetlands and coastal 
resources.

Commission Members:



NRCS (MA)

The National Resources Conservation Service is a federal 
agency of the US Department of Agriculture that works 
hand-in-hand with the people of Massachusetts to improve 
and protect their soil, water and other natural resources.  
Private landowners work voluntarily with NRCS specialists 
to prevent erosion, improve water quality and promote 
sustainable agriculture.  NRCS provides technical 
assistance to conservation districts in soil, water and 
natural resources conservation.



MACD

The Massachusetts Association of 
Conservation Districts is a private, 
non-profit, non-governmental 
association of all districts within the 
Commonwealth formed to 
strengthen individual districts and to 
address regional and state issues.



NACD

The National Association of Conservation Districts is a 
private, non-profit, non-governmental association of all 
districts and state associations within the United States 
and its territories.
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