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“… So the Dust Bowl had taught us another lesson, namely
that bare ground exposed to the sun will transform warm
breezes into fiery blasts. The hot wind seemed to rob all
vegetation of its vitality.” Library of Congress



Dust Bowl Tragedy
The early 1930s deliver a devastating one, two punch

The Great Depression deepens its grip on the 
country with paralyzing unemployment and gut-
wrenching  poverty to mark the worst economic 
disaster in the United States history.

The Dust Bowl marks an unparalleled 
ecological disaster, stripping top soil 
from America’s rich farmland and 
stirring massive dust clouds that peak 
on Black Sunday 1935 with storms so 
large and dark they swallow America.

BLACK SUNDAY



A Hero Emerges
Hugh Hammond Bennett, Father of Soil Conservation  

A soil scientist with USDA Bureau of Soils, Bennett 
surveyed, studied and documented soils throughout 
America.  He became increasingly convinced of the 
threat of soil erosion, publishing “Soil Erosion A 
National Menace” in 1928.

In 1933, he leads Soil Erosion 
Service in Department of Interior

In 1935, he heads USDA Soil Conservation Service, 
the predecessor of today’s USDA/NRCS

In 1937, Bennett helps create conservation districts 
nationwide through the “Standard State Soil 
Conservation Districts Law.”



The Beginning 
Dust Bowl sparks beginning of organized soil conservation

Dust Bowl takes hold of the country, driving 
millions of Americans from their farms and 
homes into hopeless wanderings.

1933: FDR summons Bennett to White 
House for solutions. Bennett says 100 million 
acres lost topsoil, nearly ½ destroyed, never 
to be farmed again. FDR gives Bennett $5M 
in relief funds to start the Soil Erosion 
Service as a temporary relief agency.



Permanency
Enormous Dust Clouds Engulf America

1935: Bennett urges Congress to fund a permanent 
agency to heal the land.  While testifying, he opens 
the window drapes to reveal a huge black cloud of 
dust coming from Black Sunday on the Great Plains. 

Congress unanimously passes legislation making 
soil and water conservation a national priority, and 
creating the Soil Conservation Service under USDA.



Conservation
From the Ground Up
3,000 Conservation Districts Sprout Across the Nation 

Progress slowed by lack of local involvement.  Bennett conceived idea 
of the soil conservation districts movement.  He wanted local control 
with every farm community setting up a local soil conservation district.

1937:  FDR wrote every governor recommending state legislation 
enabling the formation of local conservation districts throughout country.  
He attached “A Standard State Soil Conservation Districts Law” to 
persuade farmers and landowners to use soil conservation methods.

First conservation district in Bennett’s home county in North Carolina in 
August 1937.  Today, there are nearly 3,000 conservation districts.



NACD
Districts Create National and State Associations  

1946: Thirty-two soil conservation districts meet 
in DC to form the National Association of Soil 
Conservation Districts (NASCD); today, NACD.

By then, over 1600 local districts had already 
been formed throughout the nation.

Early district leaders recognized the power of a 
unified voice to policy makers at the national and 
state levels.  As true today as it was in 1946!



MACD

1945: the Massachusetts legislature passed 
an act to enable the creation of conservation 
districts as local units of state government.  

Today, there are 14 conservation districts
(organized into six divisions) and the State 
Commission for Conservation of Soil, Water 
and Related Resources under the Executive 
Office of Energy & Environmental Affairs.



Changing Role of Districts
Conservation Districts Evolve to Meet New Needs

In the early days of the conservation 
movement, Conservation Districts 
focused exclusively on rural lands, 
assisting farmers, ranchers and 
foresters in conservation measures 
to prevent soil from blowing and 
washing away.

Today, land use patterns have 
changed dramatically.  The land is 
continuously being divided and 
developed, creating new landowners 
who have little or no knowledge of 
the land and natural resources 
management.



Changing Role of Districts
Natural Resources Encompass More Than Farmlands

Forests and wetlands comprise key 
elements of our natural ecosystem, 
buffering flood waters, preventing 
erosion, capturing excess CO2, 
filtering runoff, recharging ground 
water, and providing rich habitat for 
wildlife, including rare species. 

At the same time, forests and 
wetlands are important sources 
for renewable and sustainable 
crops, offering locally grown 
products at substantial energy 
and environmental savings in 
long-haul transportation. 



Changing Role of Districts
Modern Global Transportation Invites Invasive Species
Whether catching a ride in ballast 
water of transoceanic tankers, or 
hitchhiking in someone’s carryon 
bag on an international jet, invasive 
species have wrought devastating 
effects on farms, forests, fishing 
grounds, wetlands and backyards.

They strip native trees of leaves, 
smother scallop beds, displace 
valuable local species, choke ponds 
and destroy crops. Without natural 
predators, they multiply rapidly.   
Invasive species can cause serious 
ecological and economic disasters.



Conservation Trends
The World Around Us Is Changing Quickly

Pressures on natural resources 
continue to mount with erosion and 
pollution due to developing sensitive 
areas without proper thought and 
conservation measures in place.

The threat of climate change, no 
matter its source, demands smart, 
pro-active conservation planning to 
create adaptive strategies that will 
conserve natural resources and 
preserve sustainable productivity.



Conservation Trends
New Clients, New Challenges
A conservation district’s role must 
evolve to address these pressures 
on local natural resources.  They 
must serve a new, less aware, yet 
expanding client base, while still 
meeting the critical needs of its 
traditional agricultural customers.

Today, these two groups increasingly 
overlap, as development presses 
into rural areas, while suburban and 
even urban communities seek local 
agricultural production.  Natural 
resource challenges lie everywhere.



Conservation’s Future
Districts Are the Gateway to Successful Conservation

Conservation districts through supervisors and staff know and understand
the land 
the community 
its natural resources

Conservation districts through robust partnerships provide access to
conservation services
technical assistance
planning and consultation
financial support
educational resources

Conservation districts drive local planning and priority setting; they mobilize 
the community to action.

Conservation districts reach out to a new generation of landowners without 
historic ties to the land.



Conservation District
Overview of Functions

Survey & Assess The district’s natural resources and local
conservation challenges.

Identify Any and all available conservation services,
technical assistance, financial aid and
educational resources, as well as gaps

Educate & Advocate The critical role of conservation.

Coordinate Appropriate assets to meet the needs of
local land users and the community for the 
conservation of soil, water, wildlife and 
related natural resources

Develop & Implement Plans to meet future needs.



Conservation District
Governance & Operations

The five-to-seven supervisors within a conservation district form its 
governing body.  They designate a chairperson and may elect other 
officers as they deem appropriate.

Supervisors establish procedures and implement programs that 
protect and conserve soil, water and natural resources.

Supervisors:

Develop, implement and evaluate programs and plans

Articulate and advocate the conservation vision and mission

Establish priorities and set measureable goals

Recruit staff, volunteers and partners for programs and plans



State Commission
Overview of Functions

Advise The state about policies on the operations of 
conservation districts and setting program priorities.

Prepare Annual budgets for conservation districts, allotting 
appropriated monies for establishing/maintaining 
conservation districts and for operation of their
projects and programs.

Secure Co-operation and assistance of agencies of the U.S. 
federal government, the Commonwealth and 
political subdivisions in promoting the organization 
and operations of conservation districts.

Encourage Educational activities that promote conservation and 
development of renewable natural resources.

Develop A natural resource plan for the commonwealth every 
five years (2010).



Governance & Operations
The State Commission for Conservation of Soil, Water and Related 
Resources is a legislatively mandated board that serves as the main 
governing body for conservation districts.

Commission meetings bring together state and federal conservation 
agencies and related organizations with representatives of districts to 
address issues of concern to districts, their constituents and partners.

The State Commission has 13 voting members, including four ex officio 
members of key state environmental and natural resources departments 
and six representatives of conservation divisions.  Three advisory 
members include the State Conservationist (USDA NRCS), the 
Executive Director of the USDA Farm Services Agency, and the Dean of 
the UMass College of Natural Resources and the Environment.

State Commission



Districts & Commission

Conservation Districts and Massachusetts General Laws

Chapter 21: Sections 19 through 25A

[For background reading only]http://www.mass.gov/legis/laws/mgl/gl-21-toc.htm



Functions & Powers
Massachusetts General Laws

Chapter 21: Section 23. Governing body of districts; advisors

The supervisors shall provide for the execution of surety bonds for all employees and officers who 
shall be entrusted with funds or property, for the keeping of records of all proceedings and orders 
issued or adopted, and for an annual audit of the accounts of receipts and disbursements.

The supervisors may invite the governing body of any political subdivision of the commonwealth, or 
any department, board or commission thereof, to designate a representative to advise and consult with 
them on questions of programs and policies which may affect the property, water supply, natural 
resources conservation or other interests of such political subdivision or agency thereof.

Chapter 21: Section 24. Powers and duties of supervisors

(1) To conduct surveys, investigations and research relating to the conservation and development of 
natural resources, the control and prevention of soil erosion, the prevention of erosion, floodwater and 
sediment damages, and the conservation, development utilization and disposal of water, and the 
preventive and control measures needed, to publish the results of such surveys, investigations or 
research, and to disseminate information concerning such preventive and control measures; provided, 
that in order to avoid duplication of research activities, no district shall initiate any research program 
except in co-operation with the proper authorities of the commonwealth or its departments, boards or 
commissions, or with the United States or any of its agencies.

[Continued]http://www.mass.gov/legis/laws/mgl/gl-21-toc.htm



Massachusetts General Laws Chapter 21, Section 24
(2) To carry out preventive and control measures within the district including, but not limited to, 
engineering operations, methods of cultivation, the growing of vegetation, changes in use of land, and 
measures for the purposes mentioned in paragraph (1), on lands owned or controlled by the 
commonwealth or any of its departments, boards or commission, with the co-operation of the 
department, board or commission administering and having jurisdiction thereof, and on any other lands 
within the district at the request or with the consent of the occupier of such land or upon obtaining the 
necessary rights or interests therein.

(3) To co-operate or enter into agreements with, and within the limits of funds available to the district, 
including appropriations duly made by law, to furnish financial or other aid to any agency, 
governmental or otherwise, or any occupier of lands within the district in the carrying on of measures 
for any of the purposes mentioned in paragraphs (1) and (2), subject to such conditions as the 
supervisors may deem necessary.

(4) To acquire and to make available, on such terms as they shall prescribe to land occupiers within 
the district, necessary machinery, equipment and materials to assist such land occupiers to carry on 
operations upon their lands for any of the purposes mentioned in paragraphs (1) and (2).

(5) To construct, improve, operate and maintain such structures as may be necessary or convenient 
for the performance of any of the operations authorized by sections eighteen to twenty-five, inclusive.

[Continued]http://www.mass.gov/legis/laws/mgl/gl-21-toc.htm
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Massachusetts General Laws Chapter 21, Section 24
(6) To develop comprehensive plans for any of the purposes mentioned in paragraphs (1) and (2) 
which shall specify in such detail as may be practicable the acts, procedures, performances and 
avoidances which are necessary or desirable for accomplishing such plans, including the specification 
of engineering operations, methods of cultivation, growing of vegetation, cropping programs, tillage 
practices, and changes in use of land; and to publish plans and information and bring them to the 
attention of occupiers of lands within the conservation district.

(7) To accept contributions or appropriations in money, services, materials, or otherwise, for carrying 
on their operations, from federal agencies, or from the commonwealth, or any political subdivision 
thereof, or from any person, firm or corporation.

(8) To sue and be sued in the name of the conservation district; to have a common seal which shall be 
judicially noticed; to have perpetual succession unless terminated as herein provided; to make and 
execute contracts and other instruments, necessary or convenient to the exercise of their powers; to 
make, and from time to time amend or repeal, rules and regulations to carry into effect the purposes 
and powers of the district.

[Continued]http://www.mass.gov/legis/laws/mgl/gl-21-toc.htm

Functions & Powers



Massachusetts General Laws Chapter 21, Section 24
(9) As a condition to extending any benefits under sections eighteen to twenty-five, inclusive, to, or 
performing work upon, any lands not owned or controlled by the commonwealth or any of its 
departments, boards or commissions, the supervisors may establish reasonable fees with the approval 
of the commission, and may ask for contributions in money, services, materials or otherwise to any 
operations conferring such benefits, and may ask land occupiers to enter into and perform such 
agreements or covenants as to the permanent use of such land as the supervisors deem appropriate.

(10) To periodically review the natural resources management and management policies of state 
owned land within their respective districts and to advise the state commission from time to time as to 
their findings, if any.

(11) To adopt by-laws following a public hearing governing the operation of their districts, subject to the 
approval of the state commission.

(12) To elect by majority vote, a representative to the conservation district division in which the district 
is located.

[Continued]http://www.mass.gov/legis/laws/mgl/gl-21-toc.htm
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[Continued]

Massachusetts General Laws

Chapter 21: Section 25. Inter-district co-operation

The supervisors of any two or more districts may co-operate and enter into agreements with one 
another in the exercise of any or all powers conferred by sections eighteen to twenty-five, inclusive.

Chapter 21: Section 25A. Powers of conservation district divisions

Conservation district divisions established pursuant to section twenty may exercise any and all powers 
set forth in sections twenty-one to twenty-five, inclusive.

http://www.mass.gov/legis/laws/mgl/gl-21-toc.htm

Functions & Powers



State Commission
Chapter 21: Section 19. State commission for conservation of soil, water and related resources; 
establishment 

There shall be in the division a commission for conservation of soil, water and related resources, 
hereinafter called the state commission. Said commission shall consist of thirteen voting members. 
The thirteen voting members shall include four ex-officio and nine appointed members. The ex-officio 
members shall be the commissioners of the departments of food and agriculture, environmental 
protection, environmental management, and fish and game or their designees. The nine appointed 
members shall be appointed by said ex-officio members as follows:— the chairman or his designee of 
each of the six divisions of conservation districts, established by section twenty, one from a list of two 
names submitted by the executive committee of the State Grange, one from a list of two names 
submitted by the executive committee of the Massachusetts Farm Bureau Federation, and one from a 
list of two names submitted by the executive committee of the Massachusetts Association of 
Conservation Commissions. The state conservationist of the United States Soil Conservation Service, 
the state executive director of Agriculture Stabilization for Conservation Service and the dean of the 
college of food and natural resources at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst shall offer their 
technical expertise to the commission from time to time as advisory members … The state commission 
shall hold regular meetings on the second Thursday in the months of January, April, July, October, and 
in addition shall hold meetings at the call of the chairman or on the request of any seven members. 
The state commission shall annually elect a chairman who is not an ex-officio member and a secretary 
from among the voting members of the commission. A majority of the voting members of the state 
commission shall constitute a quorum, and the concurrence of a majority in a matter within their duties 
shall be required for its determination. 

Massachusetts General Laws

http://www.mass.gov/legis/laws/mgl/gl-21-toc.htm



Chapter 21: Section 20. Powers and duties of state commission

(1) To encourage and assist educational work in the conservation and development of renewable 
resources, including soil, water, plant life, woodland, fish and wildlife, and recreation resources, the 
control and prevention of erosion, floodwater and sediment damages, and the conservation, 
development, utilization and disposal of water, through co-operation with all federal, state, county, 
local, public and private resource agencies.

(2) To advise the director in developing policies of the division of conservation services relating to the 
operation of conservation districts and to carry out policies and program affecting conservation 
districts.

(3) To perform the functions hereinafter provided for, relating to the establishment, change of 
boundaries, or dissolution of conservation districts.

(4) To secure the co-operation and assistance of agencies of the United States, the commonwealth 
and its political subdivisions in promoting the organization and operation of conservation districts.

(5) To disseminate information concerning the activities and programs of conservation districts.

[Continued]http://www.mass.gov/legis/laws/mgl/gl-21-toc.htm
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(6) To allot money appropriated for establishing and maintaining conservation districts and 
conservation district divisions and for the operation of their projects and programs.

(7) To develop annual budgets for the operation and maintenance of conservation districts, 
conservation district divisions, and the state commission for submission to the director.

(8) To establish program priorities and advise conservation districts and divisions on those programs 
which contribute to the conservation and best use of the natural resources of the commonwealth.

(9) To develop a natural resource plan for the commonwealth every five years commencing in January, 
nineteen hundred and eighty-five.

(10) To accept contributions, gifts or grants of money or property, whether real or personal, from any 
source, private or public, including but not limited to, the United States or its agencies, in order to 
promote the purpose of this chapter.

(11) To establish, with the approval of the majority of the chairmen of the conservation districts, six 
conservation district divisions.  In establishing said divisions, the state commission may include one or 
more conservation districts.

[Continued]

Massachusetts General Laws Chapter 21, Section 20

http://www.mass.gov/legis/laws/mgl/gl-21-toc.htm
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(12) To encourage educational activities which promote the conservation and development of 
renewable natural resources, including soil, water, plant life, woodland, fish, wildlife, recreation 
resources, prevention of soil erosion, floodwater and sediment damages and the conservation, 
development, utilization and disposal of water through co-operation with appropriate federal, state, 
county, public and private agencies.

(13) To set fees for pamphlets, publications or services which shall not exceed the cost of providing 
such pamphlets, publications or services and to promote uniform fees set by district supervisors.

(14) To disseminate information regarding amendments to the general and special laws of the 
commonwealth, proposed changes in laws and rules and regulations which affect or shall affect 
businesses in the commonwealth; and, to establish educational outreach programs for the purpose of 
assisting small business to implement required changes in legislation.

Massachusetts General Laws Chapter 21, Section 20

http://www.mass.gov/legis/laws/mgl/gl-21-toc.htm
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