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Governance

How do conservation districts work?

Who’s in charge of what?

How does the public get involved?

How do districts decide what to do when?

Conservation districts across the state and around 
the nation involve dedicated local citizens in the 
protection of our most precious natural resources.  
For more than half a century, districts have saved 
wildlife, stopped soil erosion, restored habitats, 
improved water quality, reversed pollution, enriched 
the environment, all the while increasing productivity 
and ensuring sustainable viability of our lands, 
forests, waters and coastal ecosystems.  So ….



Conservation Districts
… are local subdivisions that work 
with people to conserve soil, water, 
wildlife and all natural resources

… understand local natural resources 
& needs; educate & assist people; 
link people with local, state, federal 
and other public and private partners; 
and, advocate for natural resource 
conservation.

… are led by boards composed of 
five-to-seven elected (or appointed) 
volunteer supervisors who are land 
occupiers residing on or owning land 
within their district.



What Do Districts Do?
Review

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.



How Do They Do It?
Cooperate with other districts

Set operational policies and procedures
o Policy making means not only deciding what will be done, but also 
when (priorities), how (methods) and to what extent (resources)

Establish permanent and ad hoc committees
o Nominating, Long Range Planning, Annual Work Plan, Annual    
Report, Education, Legislative, Resource Conservation & Development

Enter into memos of understanding with public agencies
o Review programs, assess needs, determine sources of assistance,                     
sign MOUs with local, state & federal entities; re-examine every 4 years

Continued



Assess land occupier requests to become cooperators

Sponsor educational & training opportunities for students
o Work programs, college/university interns, district Envirothon, offer 
conservation camps and school contests

Expend funds
o Board has sole responsibility, but all funds are public monies

Acquire real and personal property
o Obtain options, acquire, rent or lease real & personal property or 
interests therein; administer, improve & insure property; receive & expend 
income from property; sell, lease, loan or dispose of property

Continued

How Do They Do It?



Join conservation associations & organizations
o MACD, NACD and others

Attend meetings and conferences on conservation

Provide annual training program for supervisors

Keep legislators informed, sponsor state legislation
o Fully inform state & federal legislators on district programs, challenges 
and opportunities for constituents

Request legal assistance as required from EEA GC

Award conservation grants

How Do They Do It?



What Are the Rules?
Districts operate under Robert’s Rules of Order

o Universally accepted, effective, business-like procedures

Districts can delegate powers
o To one or more supervisors as appropriate to distribute work load

Districts keep State Commission informed
o Furnish copies of rules, regulations, orders, contracts, forms

Districts obtain tax exemption status and number
o As state subdivision, districts are exempt from paying certain taxes

Districts are encouraged to adopt by-laws
o Specifically written for operations of that particular district
o Outline operating policies and procedures



Public Involvement?
The general public has an important stake in the work of conservation 
districts and plays a critical role in their governance.  Through the 
annual meeting, any land occupier in the district may vote for the 
election of new supervisors, and at regular monthly meetings, the 
public is encouraged to express its view on key conservation issues.

District Annual Meeting Each fall for cooperators, partners
and  general public

Election of supervisors, annual & 
financial reports, awards, field trips

Regular Monthly Meetings For the conduct of official district 
business, open and accessible to 
the public



District Meetings
 Each District Must Hold an Annual Meeting

 Date set at discretion of district board, but a fall meeting at same general 
time is suggested

 District cooperators, other agencies and general public are invited

 Purposes of Annual Meeting

 Election of new supervisors
 Inform public of district activities (Annual Report) and finances
 Recognize individuals and cooperators
 Field trip to see conservation work within or special features of the district
 Generate publicity & media coverage and involve general public

 Regular Monthly Meeting

 District boards meet regularly on a monthly 
basis in a public building or other place which is 
open to the public.  



Who’s in Charge of What?

Mass General Laws Chapter 21 Section 23 states, “[Supervisors] shall 
designate from their membership a chairman and may from time to time 
change such designation.  They may delegate to one or more of their 
members such powers and duties as they shall deem proper.”

MACD strongly recommends that in addition to a chairperson, each district 
designate a vice chairperson, a secretary and a treasurer … or a combined 
secretary-treasurer.

The conservation district board is 
composed of 5 to 7 volunteer 
supervisors, who are land occupiers 
within the local district elected at 
annual meeting for three year terms 
or appointed to fill vacancies. At the 
first regular meeting after election at 
the Annual Meeting, supervisors 
choose officers for the year.



District Officers
Chairperson Supervisor who leads all district activities, 

conducts regular/special meetings, 
represents the district

Vice-Chairperson Supervisor who leads in the absence of the 
Chairperson

Secretary* Supervisor, associate supervisor or district 
staff who distributes agenda, notifies 
members of meetings, prepares 
correspondence, takes minutes, and keeps 
necessary district records

Treasurer* Supervisor, associate supervisor or district 
staff who keeps all financial records, pays 
obligations, prepares financial reports and 
annual audit, and advises board on budget.

*Secretary-Treasurer may be combined.



Lead board to fulfill all district duties, goals, objectives and obligations

Model good stewardship of natural resources

Develop agendas, plans and strategies

Conduct fair, open and productive meetings

Manage effective programs and projects

Ensure appropriate expenditure of public funds

Guide ethical behavior by board and district staff

Assure accountability for district compliance with state and federal law

Chairperson Special Role



Who Helps the Board?
The board of supervisors has a lot to do in order to conserve the critical natural 
resources of a district.  To help them tackle this challenge, supervisors may 
enlist volunteers and hire professional & administrative staff.

Associate Supervisor Appointed by board to assist in duties and to develop
as future supervisor.  Non-voting member of board.
May speak at meetings, serve on committees, serve
as secretary or treasurer, and represent district.

Junior Supervisor Appointed by board to learn, to help and to develop
as potential future supervisor.  Usually high school
or college student interested in conservation.  Non-
voting member.  May participate in district activities
and undertake special projects at discretion of board.

District Staff Hired to conduct day-to-day business of the district
under the guidance and direction of board.  Maintain
office, perform projects, help residents with technical
assistance, advise board on issues, projects, budget.



Terms of Office
Supervisor elected for 3 year term at the district annual 

meeting.   A supervisor may be re-elected for 
as many terms as the person agrees to serve.
If a supervisor resigns before the term ends, 
the State Commission fills the vacancy for the 
unexpired term.

Associate Supervisor appointed for term of 2 years and may be re-
appointed for as many terms as the person 
agrees to serve.

Junior Supervisor appointed for a term of 1 year and may be re-
appointed at the discretion of the board.

District staff serve indeterminate terms based on mission 
needs, funding availability and performance.



Removal from Office
A supervisor may be removed from office for cause by the land 
occupiers of the district.  Such cause could be neglect of duty, 
absence from three or more consecutive regular meetings without 
legitimate reasons, failure to perform accepted assignments, or 
malfeasance in office.

Before formal removal, the board should ask the supervisor in 
writing to resign.  If the supervisor does not resign, the board may 
hold a special district-wide meeting of land occupiers to remove 
the supervisor.  The resulting vacancy would be filled by the State 
Commission.

Removal could be an agenda item at the annual meeting; then, an 
election could be held to fill the unexpired term.



Supervisor Training

Each year every supervisor should attend a formal training session or take on-
line courses sponsored by the district, the State Commission or MACD.  These 
training opportunities are designed to help supervisors become more effective 
advocates by informing them about key professional and leadership elements 
of conservation districts and keeping supervisors up-to-date on new laws, new 
policies, new programs, and new procedures.  Permanent training records for 
supervisors, volunteers and staff will be maintained by the MACD.



Reports & Plans
 District Long Range Plan

 USDA requires that a district have a Long Range Plan in effect before 
assistance is provided by an agency of the department.  
 Provides guidance and outlines broad objectives to follow for years ahead
 Looks three to five years ahead, is open ended and updated annually.

 District Annual Work Plan
 Records the district’s goals, objectives and activities planned for the coming 
year, helping supervisors and cooperating agencies to schedule and to coordinate 
activities so that the conservation mission is efficiently and effectively executed.

 District Annual Report
 Informs cooperators, cooperating agencies, partners and the public of many 
and varied projects the board has undertaken and lists key accomplishments 
achieved during the previous year.

 Special Project/Needs Annual Status or Completion Report
 A status report must be prepared by April 1st of each year and a completion 
report must be issued at the end of the project.

A district must prepare or update several reports and plans each year.  



Reports & Plans
1) Review the state’s natural resource plan and select those items that the district 

should undertake.

2) Solicit suggestions from cooperating agencies, private groups and organizations, 
and other public agencies and entities for items to include.

3) Review current Long Range Plan; collect information on current amounts and 
condition of natural resources; review data collected for and about the district; 
determine major problems, as well as kinds and amounts of assistance needed; 
review district policies and long range objectives; and, collect any other data the 
board wishes to consider.

4) Update all items to make the plan current, adding, deleting or revising as necessary.  
Pen and ink changes are adequate.

5) Complete by February each year to be ready for Annual Work Plan.

6) Plan should be completely revised every five years or as needed.

District Long Range Plan – Annual Updating



Reports & Plans
1) At April board meeting, review the District Long Range Plan to select those 

objectives to carry out during the coming year.  Special projects are included.

o For each objective, select tentative goals & actions needed to achieve objective.
o Next, determine what will be done, when it will be done, who will have leadership 
and who will help.

2) At May board meeting, determine from cooperating agencies the extent of their 
participation in carrying out objectives and actions

o Obtain suggestions from agencies for possible district goals for the coming year.
o Request from district conservationist amount and types of assistance available to 
the district, special NRCS programs that would affect district operations, and NRCS 
objectives for the coming year.
o Contact county commissioners, town boards, regional planning agencies, and 
other organizations and groups interested in conservation to obtain their problems, 
needs, and possible assistance to the district program.

3) At June meeting, board officially adopts Annual Work Plan for coming fiscal year.

Annual Work Plan – Preparation



Reports & Plans

 Every three months, board reviews Annual Work Plan.  

 See how goals and objectives are being met and what 
corrective actions may be needed.

 If an objective is lagging, determine what needs to be done to 
bring it back on schedule.

 Pay particular attention to Special Project/Special Needs to 
make sure they are completed on time and objectives are met.

Annual Work Plan – Review



Reports & Plans

 No later than April 1st, begin collecting material and ideas for the Annual 
Report in order to have the report published by July 1st to cover the entire 
fiscal year ending the next June 30th.

 Request cooperating agencies to provide a list and description of the 
agencies’ accomplishments in assisting the district.

 Review year’s monthly meeting minutes to collect a list of things done 
during the year, grouping like activities and like accomplishments.  

Annual Report – Preparation



Reports & Plans

 By April 1st each year, and at the completion of each Special Project or 
Special Needs, prepare a progress or completion report.

 Determine status of project or need, amount of funds expended to date, 
progress to date, expected results, and anticipated date of completion.

 Include as much detail as necessary to let those concerned with the special 
project or need know the status and/or results.  

Special Project/Special Needs – Preparation



Reports & Plans

 Division Long Range Plan
 Provides guidance and outlines broad objectives to follow for years ahead.
 Looks three to five years ahead, is open ended and updated annually.
 Follows same procedures as districts (see above).

 Division Annual Work Plan
 Records the division’s goals, objectives and activities planned for the coming 
year, and is reviewed at least every three months.
 Follows same procedures as districts (see above).

 Special Project/Needs Annual Status or Completion Report
 A status report must be prepared by April 1st of each year and a completion 
report must be issued at the end of the project.
 Follows same procedures as districts (see above).

Each division must prepare or update several reports 
each year.  These mirror district plans described above.



Governance Summary
Local districts form the core of conservation activities across the state 
and around the nation.  

Districts are governed by an elected board of 5 to 7 supervisors who 
hold considerable authority and have broad responsibilities. Board 
officers include chairperson, vice-chair, secretary and treasurer.

Supervisors appoint associate & junior supervisors, recruit volunteers, 
and hire professional & administrative staff to help carry out their duties.  

While supervisors can assign tasks and share duties, they can never 
delegate responsibility.  Supervisors remain wholly responsible for the 
sound governance of their conservation district.

Districts must prepare or update several reports and plans each year.

Beyond governance, supervisors must also ensure the ethical behavior 
of the district in all its activities, avoid even the appearance of a conflict 
of interest, and honor the confidentiality of proprietary information.
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