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Welcome
 
On behalf of the State Commission for Conservation of Soil, 
Water and Related Resources, I thank you for volunteering as 
a conservation district supervisor. Massachusetts faces many 
challenges - from climate change to loss of critical habitat 
to invasive species - that threaten the health of our natural 
environment and our quality of life. As a supervisor, you play 
an important role in addressing these issues.

You and your fellow supervisors, through your district, 
can provide valuable educational, technical and financial 
assistance to communities and landowners to protect vital 
natural resources and implement responsible conservation 
practices.  

The roles and responsibilities of Massachusetts conservation 
districts, and the relationships between districts and 
cooperating state and federal agencies, are detailed in 
Massachusetts General Law (Ch. 21) and the Massachusetts 
Conservation District Supervisor Technical Reference Manual.  

The intent of this guide is to complement those sources 
by providing supervisors with a basic understanding of 
the purpose and function of districts and their roles and 
responsibilities as supervisors.  

A copy of the full Reference Manual is maintained in 
each district office and is also available through the State 
Commission for Conservation of Soil, Water and Related 
Resources. 

Joseph Smith
Chairman
State Commission for Conservation of Soil, Water and Related Resources 
August, 2010
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What is a Conservation District Supervisor?
A conservation district supervisor is a volunteer who 
serves the people, landowners and communities within 
his or her district by observing, reporting on, advocating 
for and directing efforts to address natural resource 
issues within the community.

A supervisor is knowledgeable about natural resource 
issues. They know the people, businesses, agencies and 
organizations in their community who are affected by 
these issues, particularly those involved in agriculture. 
They also know which issues have the potential to 
affect the health and well-being of human and natural 
communities within their district.
 
Supervisors are elected by the landholders of the county 
to serve on a seven person board of supervisors that 
guides the actions and efforts of the county conservation 
district. These boards hold open public meetings, usually 
monthly, where any landholder in the county can bring 
forth conservation concerns or request assistance from 
the district on matters related to soil, water and natural 
resources; and district supervisors can discuss, debate 
and resolve to take action. 

Supervisors work cooperatively with landowners, 
concerned citizens, local governments, community 
organizations, state and federal agencies and their 
fellow supervisors to address these matters by seeking 
out common ground and sensible solutions. They apply 
available resources in a cost-effective manner.

A supervisor’s roles and responsibilities are defined by 
state law, but are not limited by that definition. These 
pages will provide you with the history, law and other 
information about conservation districts and district 
supervisors. This book is intended to be a guide; how you 
apply the information is up to you.
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Introduction to Conservation Districts

Conservation districts play an important role in the 
delivery and implementation of conservation practices 
that conserve soil, maintain water quality and protect 
natural resources. They are legislatively-created 
bodies whose form and function are defined by state 
law. Districts are part of a nation wide structure that 
is closely tied to the United States Department of 
Agriculture (USDA).  

Today, across the United States, nearly 3,000 conservation 
districts - almost one in every county - are helping local 
communities and landowners to conserve land, water, 
forests, wildlife and related natural resources. Known in 
various parts of the country as “soil and water conservation 
districts,” “resource conservation districts,” “natural 
resource districts,” “land conservation committees” and 
similar names, they share a single mission: to coordinate 
assistance from all available sources - public and private, 
local, state and federal - in an effort to develop locally-
driven solutions to natural resource concerns. 

Districts work directly with millions of cooperating 
landowners and managers nationwide to manage and 
protect natural resources. Their effectiveness is derived 
from their structure as local boards of knowledgeable and 
concerned volunteers. More than 17,000 citizens serve in 
elected or appointed positions on conservation districts’ 
governing boards. These supervisors guide how their 
district uses resources, authority and partnerships to meet 
local resource concerns.  

Among other things, conservation districts: 

implement farm, ranch and forest land conservation  �
practices to protect soil productivity, water quality and 
quantity, air quality and wildlife habitat; 
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conserve and restore wetlands, which purify water  �
and provide habitat for birds, fish and numerous other 
animals; 

protect groundwater resources;  �

help communities and homeowners to plant trees and  �
other land cover to hold soil in place, clean the air, 
provide cover for wildlife and beautify neighborhoods; 

help developers control soil erosion and protect water  �
and air quality during construction; and 

reach out to communities and schools to teach the  �
value of natural resources and encourage conservation 
efforts.
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The History of Conservation Districts

A brief look at the history of the districts will help to 
provide context for their current status. 

Conservation districts have their roots in the great Dust 
Bowl of the 1930’s. The Dust Bowl was a period of 
terrible dust storms caused by severe drought coupled 
with poor agricultural practices. This resulted in major 
ecological and agricultural damage to the American 
Midwest.

Hugh Hammond Bennett, considered today to be the 
father of soil conservation, urged the nation to address 
the “national menace” of soil erosion. Bennett’s speeches 
inspired action. 

When a dust storm from the Great Plains moved over 
Washington DC in the spring of 1935 during the 
height of the Dust Bowl, Bennett was testifying before a 
Congressional committee on the bill that would create 
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the Soil Conservation Service. He knew the dust storm 
was coming and revealed the urgent need for soil 
conservation by pulling back the curtains in the hearing 
room. 

Outside, the typically clear Washington DC sky was dark 
with clouds of dessicated topsoil blown from America’s 
mid-western farmland. The lawmakers in that room were 
duly impressed with this dramatic demonstration and 
voted to approve the Soil Conservation Act of April 27, 
1935 and the creation of the Soil Conservation Service 
(SCS) at USDA. 

Bennett served as the chief of SCS until he retired in 1951.

The agency set up demonstration projects, developed 
many of our modern techniques for surveying soils 
and provided methods for determining what kinds of 
crops the land was capable of sustaining. All types of 
soil conservation practices were studied, experiments 
performed and solutions found. Numerous techniques 
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were devised and perfected to prevent the erosion of the 
soil, such as contour farming, terracing, strip-cropping 
and grassed waterways.

Despite these efforts, the agency was not successful 
in getting farmers to implement the new practices.  
Recognizing that SCS could not force landowners to 
implement soil conservation measures, President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt determined that an organization was 
needed at the local level to carry out and promote soil 
and water conservation programs. This local organization 
would determine local conservation needs, find ways to 
solve local problems and encourage their solution by 
individual landowners within the community.  

On February 27, 1937, President Roosevelt addressed 
a letter to the governors of all states urging the passage 
of state legislation to effect a soil conservation district 
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program. He enclosed a copy of A Standard State Soil 
Conservation Districts Law prepared by USDA at the 
suggestion of several state representatives. The states 
complied with surprising enthusiasm. 

The first state wide soil conservation district law enacted 
in the United States was approved by the Governor of 
Arkansas four days later, on March 3, 1937.

The first soil conservation district in the United States was 
organized on August 4, 1937. This North Carolina district 
embraced parts of Anson and Union counties and was 
named the “Brown Creek Soil Conservation District.” 

Alabama became the first state to have all its farmland 
included within a soil conservation district on April 24, 
1941.
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Massachusetts Conservation Districts
In 1945, the Massachusetts General Court addressed 
the conservation of soil and soil related resources in the 
Commonwealth through the passage of Chapter 531, 
which provided for the formation of soil conservation 
districts.  

With the passage of this act, Massachusetts became the 
47th state to pass enabling legislation making it possible 
for conservation districts to be organized as local units of 
government.

Legislation over the years has altered the structure of 
conservation districts and their relationship to state 
agencies:

In 1947, Chapter 73 amended Chapter 531 to establish  �
district boards of three supervisors who had to be land 
occupiers or owners of agricultural land.  

Chapter 244, Acts of 1954, allowed the number of supervisors  �
to be increased to three or five under the same requirements 
as listed in Chapter 531.  

Chapter 307 of the Acts of 1955 reorganized the State Soil  �
Conservation Committee and placed it in the Massachusetts 
Department of Agriculture under the control of the Board of 
Agriculture.  

Chapter 513 of the Acts of 1956 allowed districts to become  �
involved in flood protection and the prevention of sediment 
damages.

In 1963, Chapter 664 abolished the State Soil Conservation  �
Committee in the Massachusetts Department of Agriculture 
and established a Division of Conservation Services and 
a Committee for Conservation of Soil, Water and Related 
Resources in the Massachusetts Department of Natural 
Resources.
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Chapter 354 of the Acts of 1984, changed the name from  �
“Committee” to “Commission for Conservation of Soil, Water 
and Related Resources,” created the conservation divisions, 
increased the number of supervisors to seven, and put M. G. 
L. Ch. 21 in its present form (see Legislation section).

Due to changes in state agencies, the Division of 
Conservation Services is currently located within the 
Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs.  
Massachusetts currently has 14 conservation districts 
organized into six divisions. They are:

* Cape Cod Conservation District was originally named as 
Barnstable County Conservation District.

** Worcester district was formed through the consolidation of 
three original districts; N.E. Worcester, N. W. Worcester (both 
organized in1945), and So. Worcester (organized in 1946).

DIVISION DISTRICT NAME YEAR ORGANIZED

I Cape Cod* 1947

Dukes 1947

Nantucket 1949

II Bristol 1946

Norfolk 1946

Plymouth 1946

III Essex 1946

Middlesex 1947

Suffolk 1981

IV Worcester 1997**

V Franklin 1947

Hampshire 1946

Hampden 1946

VI Berkshire 1946
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Changing Roles of Conservation Districts
The roles of conservation districts, their legal definition, 
and their relationship with state and federal agencies 
have changed over the years and will continue to change 
to adapt to local conditions and concerns.  

In the early days, assistance offered by districts was 
primarily for land drainage, construction of ponds, and 
land clearing operations, including removal of rocks and 
stone walls. Originally, assistance was farm-oriented, 
but the changing patterns of land use and lifestyles over 
the years have led to new environmental concerns and 
challenges that require a wider focus.

This shift is also reflected in the name of the districts’ 
partner agency, which in the 1990’s changed from the 
Soil Conservation Service (SCS) to the Natural Resources 
Conservation Service (NRCS). Farm Bill programs, which 
provide the focus for NRCS activities, have also changed 
and broadened to include forestry and energy issues.  
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Districts have since become involved in a wide range of 
issues that are no longer primarily soil-based, but are 
related to the conservation of all our natural resources. 
Requests for help have increased, particularly from units 
of government and urban citizens. Districts now may find 
themselves working in a forest, a salt marsh, a stream, or 
along urban streets and parks.  

They have become involved in open space and 
resource planning, subdivision review, wildlife and 
fisheries habitat, renewable energy, urban forestry and 
environmental education.  

Agriculture in Massachusetts has also changed, with new 
ideas and issues such as aquaculture, invasive species, 
community farming, and many new and interesting 
crops, livestock species and technologies. 
 
These changes bring many challenges but also provide 
opportunities for conservation districts to play meaningful 
roles in addressing them. 
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Organizational Structure
Conservation districts are organized within state 
government as semi-autonomous (and currently 
unfunded) units of state government. The organizational 
chart (on facing page) shows the relationship of districts 
to other organizations and units of state and federal 
government, which are briefly described below.

Massachusetts Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs,  �
Division of Conservation Services (EEA): The state commission is 
located within this division, which provides support for the 
state commission and districts.

State Commission for Conservation of Soil, Water, and Related  �
Resources: Coordinates the work of districts, serves in an 
advisory capacity to districts, determines state policies, and 
allocates state funds to individual districts. 

Conservation Divisions: �  In 1985 Massachusetts established six 
conservation divisions and granted them the same power as 
conservation districts.  Each division is composed of one or 
more districts. Although none of the divisions are currently 
functioning as established, they do have the legislated 
authority to appoint a representative to the state commission.

Conservation Districts:  � Guided by volunteer boards of elected 
supervisors, districts develop their own work plans and 
budgets and adopt and implement programs to address the 
resource concerns within the district.

Massachusetts Association of Conservation Districts (MACD):  � MACD 
is a private, non-profit, non-governmental association of the 
14 conservation districts in the state.  

USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS):  � The Natural 
Resources Conservation Service provides districts with 
technical and organizational assistance.
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ORGANIZATIONAL CHART

Massachusetts Executive Office of Energy & Environmental Affairs

NRCS provides technical assistance to conservation districts, divisions 
and MACD. NRCS is also an advisory member of the State Commission.

NOTES:

Conservation 

Districts & Divisions
Massachusetts Association of 

Conservation Districts (MACD)

Massachusetts State Commission for Conservation of Soil, Water & 

Related Resources: Division of Conservation Services

Conservation partners include: DAR, DFW, DCR, USDA, Grange, 
Farm Bureau, MACC and UMass Ext.

Cooperators: Farmers, landowners and governments

Div. I Div. II Div. III Div. IV Div. V Div. VI

Cape Cod Bristol Essex Franklin

Dukes Norfolk Middlesex Worcester Hampshire Berkshire

Nantucket Plymouth Suffolk Hampden

MACD is a private, non-profit, non-governmental 
association of the 14 Massachusetts districts.
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Authorizing Legislation
The roles of conservation districts, the Division of 
Conservation Services, and the State Commission for 
Conservation of Soil, Water, and Related Resources are 
established and defined within Massachusetts General 
Laws (MGL), Chapter 21, sections 18 to 25A.  

There are items within these sections of law which, 
because of changes in state agencies or changing 
economic and budgetary conditions, have not been 
implemented for many years. For instance, section 20 
empowers the State Commission to “develop a natural 
resource plan for the commonwealth every five years.”    
It has been many years since such a plan was written.  

Also, the law provides for compensation for the expenses 
of district supervisors and State Commission members, but 
budget constraints have prevented this for many years.  

Nonetheless, the law provides a legal structure for the 
districts and the state commission and grants certain 
legal authority that enables them to carry out their duties.

The relevant sections of Chapter 21 are summarized 
below. The full text of the law is contained within the 
Massachusetts Conservation District Supervisor Technical 
Reference Manual, and can also be found on-line at 
www.mass.gov/legis/laws/mgl/21-18.htm.

Chapter 21, section 18

Creates the position of Director of Conservation 
Services and charged it with administrative supervision 
of the Division of Conservation Services within the 
office of the Secretary of the Executive Office of Energy 
and Environmental Affairs.
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Chapter 21, section 19
Establishes the State Commission for Conservation of 
Soil, Water and Related Resources within the Division 
of Conservation Services and defines its membership, 
meeting schedule, and officers.

Chapter 21, section 20

Lists the powers and duties of the State Commission 
(see State Commission section of this guide).

Chapter 21, section 21

Sets procedures for the formation, change in 
boundaries, or dissolution of conservation districts.

Chapter 21, section 22

Defines appointment, terms, election of successors, 
vacancies, compensation and expenses for district 
supervisors. 

 
Chapter 21, section 23

Defines supervisors as the governing body of the 
conservation district.

Chapter 21, section 24

Lists the powers and duties of supervisors (see District 
Supervisors section of this guide).

Chapter 21, section 25

Allows the supervisors of any two or more districts 
to cooperate and enter into agreements with one 
another. 
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The State Commission
The State Commission for Conservation of Soil, Water, 
and Related Resources, referred to commonly as “the 
State Commission,” is a legislatively mandated board 
that serves as the main governing body for conservation 
districts.  

State Commission meetings bring district representatives 
together with a number of state and federal agencies 
and organizations and provide the opportunity for raising 
and addressing issues of concern to the districts and their 
partners.

Voting Members of the State Commission

The State Commission has 13 voting members, including 
four ex-officio* and nine appointed members. 

The four ex-officio members are the commissioners (or his/her 
designee) from the following Massachusetts state agencies: 

Department of Agricultural Resources (MDAR)1. 
Department of Environmental Protection (DEP)2. 
Department of Conservation and Recreation (DCR) 3. 
Department of Fish and Game (DFG) 4. 

The above four ex-officio members appoint the other nine 
members from the following organizations:

Massachusetts State Grange5. 
Massachusetts Farm Bureau Federation6. 
Massachusetts Association of Conservation Commissions7. 
Conservation District Divison I8. 
Conservation District Divison II9. 
Conservation District Divison III10. 
Conservation District Divison IV11. 
Conservation District Divison V12. 
Conservation District Divison VI13. 

*Ex-officio means “by virtue of office or position.” 
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Advisory Members to the State Commission 
The following people are welcome to contribute their 
technical expertise to the commission as advisory 
members. These advisory members do not have the 
authority to vote as part of the State Commission.

State Conservationist of the USDA Natural Resources  �
Conservation Service (NRCS)

Executive Director of the USDA Farm Service Agency (FSA)  �

Dean of the College of Natural Resources and the Environment at  �
the University of Massachusetts, Amherst

State Commission Meetings
The State Commission holds regular quarterly meetings 
on the second Thursday in the months of January, April, 
July and October. Additional meetings may be called by 
the chairman or at the request of any seven members.
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Powers and Duties of the State Commission
The powers and duties of the State Commission are 
defined within MGL Ch. 21, Sec. 20 and are summarized 
below. (Please see the original legislation for the full text.)

The State Commission is responsible for advising the 
Director of Conservation Services on policy relating to the 
operation of conservation districts, establishing program 
priorities and advising districts on those programs. 

This group is responsible for developing annual budgets 
for the operation and maintenance of conservation 
districts, allotting money appropriated for establishing 
and maintaining conservation districts and for the 
operation of their projects and programs, and it is 
responsible for securing the cooperation and assistance 
of agencies of the United States, the Commonwealth and 
political subdivisions in promoting the organization and 
operation of conservation districts.

Also, the State Commission is charged with encouraging 
and assisting educational efforts regarding natural 
resource issues, disseminating information concerning 
the activities and programs of conservation districts 
and developing a natural resource plan for the 
Commonwealth every five years.

It is the responsibility of the State Commission to act 
on the formation of new conservation districts, the 
change of boundaries of districts and the dissolution of 
districts. The process for initiating and carrying out these 
responsibilities is described in MGL Ch. 21, Sec. 21.
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MASSACHUSETTS CONSERVATION DISTRICTS
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Conservation Divisions
Conservation divisions have, by statute, the same powers 
as conservation districts. According to state law, divisions 
have the authority to hold meetings, elect officers, 
develop plans and budgets and hire employees.

However, none of the divisions function in this manner, 
and exist mainly “on paper.” Currently, conservation 
divisions exist mainly to identify their representative to 
serve on the State Commission.

As established by the State Commission, the six 
conservation district divisions are: 

 
Division I      Cape Cod Conservation District 
                Dukes Conservation District 
                Nantucket Conservation District 
 
Division II     Bristol Conservation District 
                Norfolk Conservation District 
                Plymouth County Conservation District 
 
Division III    Essex Conservation District 
                Middlesex Conservation District 
                Suffolk Conservation District 
 
Division IV     Worcester County Conservation District  
 
Division V      Franklin Conservation District 
                Hampden Conservation District 
                Hampshire Conservation District 

Division VI     Berkshire Conservation District
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Conservation Districts

Board of Supervisors

In the early years, when the sole emphasis of districts was 
to assist farmers primarily with soil conservation, district 
supervisors were also usually farmers.  

Conservation districts now focus on many different 
natural resource issues, including soil conservation. 
Reflecting this change, districts now need supervisors 
from many disciplines, including farming. Today, a 
supervisor can come from just about any walk of life.

One thing all supervisors must have in common is a 
deep interest in the field of conservation, a belief in their 
obligation to help in this effort and the dedication to 
conscientiously perform their duties.   
 
The only legal requirement for someone to become a 
supervisor is that the person be a land occupier residing 
in or owning land within the district.

Election of Supervisors
Supervisors shall serve for terms of three years.  �

Supervisors shall be elected or removed for cause by  �
the land occupiers in the district.

The State Commission shall give public notice of each  �
such election by publication in a newspaper published 
in the district or having a general circulation therein 
at least ten days prior thereto. 

The State Commission shall prescribe regulations for  �
the conduct of such elections, which elections shall be 
conducted by the chairman of the State Commission 
or his designated representative. 

The person receiving the highest number of votes for  �
any office shall be declared elected. 
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All supervisors shall serve until the qualification of  �
their respective successors. 

Vacancies shall be filled by the State Commission for  �
the unexpired term. 

District supervisors shall be paid at a rate established  �
by the director, with the concurrence of the State 
Commission for each day of actual service rendered 
and their necessary traveling and other expenses, 
subject to appropriation.

Associate Supervisors
To assist the board in the many different duties which 
they must perform, it is recommended that the board 
appoint associate supervisors, also called associates. 
Associates are non-voting members of the board. They 
can speak at any meeting, serve on committees, serve 
as secretary or treasurer and represent the district as 
directed by the chairperson. 
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Meetings

The district board shall meet regularly on a monthly 
basis in a public building or other place which is open to 
the general public. The division board will meet at least 
quarterly and more often if necessary. Anyone wishing to 
attend will be welcome. They will be heard if they desire 
to speak and are recognized by the Chairperson. 
 
Special meetings of the district may be called at any time 
by the chairperson or at the request of the majority of the 
members. 
 
District meetings fall under the statute (M.G.L Ch. 
30A, Section 11A1/2) requiring open meetings. The 
requirements for notice as set forth in the statute must be 
complied with by each district and division.

Each district will hold an Annual Meeting to which district 
cooperators, other agency personnel and the general 
public are invited. This meeting is used to elect one or 
more supervisors and to inform attendees of the activities 
of the district during the past year.
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Governance
At the first regular meeting following the annual election, 
the supervisors will elect officers for the ensuing year. 

These officers shall be Chairperson, Vice Chairperson, 
Secretary, and Treasurer (or Secretary-Treasurer), each to 
serve for one year.

The supervisors of a conservation district shall be the  �
governing body thereof. 

They 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. 

They shall furnish the director and the State  �
Commission, upon request copies of such rules, 
regulations, orders, contracts, forms and other 
documents as they shall adopt or employ, and such 
other information as may be required. 

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. 
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Powers and Duties of Supervisors 
MGL Ch. 21, Sec. 20, defines the powers and duties of 
the supervisors. These powers and duties are summarized 
below. (Please see the original legislation for the full text.)

To conduct surveys, investigations and research 1. 
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. 

To carry out preventive and control measures within the 2. 
district, with the cooperation 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. 

To cooperate or enter into agreements with any agency, 3. 
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). 

To acquire and to make available necessary machinery, 4. 
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). 

To construct, improve, operate and maintain such 5. 
structures as may be necessary or convenient for the 
performance of any of the operations authorized by 
sections 18 to 25, inclusive. 
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To develop comprehensive plans for any of the 6. 
purposes mentioned in paragraphs (1) and (2) which 
shall specify the acts, procedures, performances and 
avoidances which are necessary or desirable for 
accomplishing such plans. 

To accept contributions or appropriations in money, 7. 
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. 

To sue and be sued in the name of the conservation 8. 
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. 

The supervisors may establish reasonable fees with 9. 
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 lands as the supervisors deem appropriate. 

To periodically review the natural resource management 10. 
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. 

To adopt by-laws following a public hearing governing 11. 
the operation of their districts, subject to the approval 
of the State Commission. 

To elect by majority vote, a representative to the 12. 
conservation district division in which the district is 
located. 
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Assistance Available Through Districts
Any land occupier, whether a farmer, a local unit of 
government or a non-farm landowner who resides on or 
owns land within the district is eligible to receive assistance.  

The district, as a public body, cannot discriminate against 
any person requesting assistance on the basis of race, 
creed, color, religion, age, ancestry, marital status, sex, 
language, sexual preference, disability or national origin.

Each district board sets their own criteria for all persons 
to follow in requesting assistance. Before a board 
provides assistance, they should require that the person 
or unit of government become a district cooperator.

In becoming a cooperator, the landowner agrees 
to comply with certain principles of conservation on 
their own land and to operate and properly maintain 
measures installed with district assistance. The district in 
turn agrees to provide the assistance. 

All districts have a  � Cooperators Agreement Form which 
spells out clearly what the landowner agrees to do 
and what the district will do.

To service the most urgent requests and to meet the  �
goals of the district, the board must establish criteria 
for setting priorities and evaluating each request 
against those priorities.  

The district chairperson brings each request before  �
the board of supervisors. The board determines the 
level of priority of the assistance request. Then, based 
on this determination, the request is turned over to a 
supervisor or a cooperating agency to provide service. 

Districts have three major sources from which they  �
can provide assistance: 

SUPERVISORS �

DISTRICT EMPLOYEES �

COOPERATING AGENCIES �
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Types of Assistance Provided by Districts

There are no established limits on the amount or type of 
assistance that a district can provide. The district can only 
provide assistance which relates to the conservation of 
soil, water, and related natural resources. It is up to each 
board to interpret and decide which requests fall within 
their areas of responsibility.  

Some common types of assistance include:

Conservation planning �

Application of planned practices �

Open space planning �

Wildlife habitat management �

Outdoor classrooms �

Forestry management �

Invasive plants and insects �

Wetlands identification �

Soils information �

Subdivision planning and review �

Districts are authorized to charge reasonable fees or ask 
for contributions in exchange for assistance. However, 
districts cannot charge for any services that NRCS or 
other cooperating public agency provides at the request 
of the district.  

Fee schedules must be submitted to and approved by the 
State Commission.
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Conservation District Special Programs
Conservation districts have established many special 
programs that have made significant contributions to the 
health of our natural environment and understanding of 
conservation issues. Below are descriptions of a few of 
these projects.

Tree and Shrub Program
 
The Tree and Shrub Program, initiated in 1952 to 
promote reforestation, has expanded to many districts.  
This program provides a service to the public by which 
an economical source of seedlings and other plants is 
available for forest and Christmas Tree farm plantings, 
landscape beautification and wildlife improvement. 
 
Typically, districts buy large quantities of trees, shrubs, 
ground cover and bushes at wholesale prices and sell 
them at retail prices. Supervisors donate their time to 
manage the sale, re-package and distribute the plants. 

Since the plants must be ordered months ahead of 
delivery date, not all plants are sold. Many districts 
donate these extra plants to schools for planting on the 
grounds by school children, to conservation commissions 

for planting on town lands, 
or other worthwhile projects.

Profits made from the 
program are used to further 
district activities. 

These profits enable a district 
to undertake many worthy 
projects which they could 
not do if they had to depend 
only on state funds.
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Massachusetts Envirothon

The Massachusetts Envirothon is an annual statewide 
environmental competition and educational program for 
high school age students and their advisors. 

The Massachusetts Envirothon was begun by the 
Worcester County Conservation District in 1987. 
Other districts and the Massachusetts Association of 
Conservation Districts soon joined the effort and helped 
the program to grow. 

The Envirothon is now administered by the Massachusetts 
Envirothon Committee, a subcommittee of the State 
Commission, which includes representatives from many 
agencies and organizations.  

Conservation districts continue to support the Envirothon 
through participation on the committee, marketing the 
program to local high schools, volunteering at the annual 
Envirothon event, and providing cash donations.

Many other states also hold their own annual Envirothon 
competitions. The winning team from each state has 
an opportunity to compete against one another in the 
national North American Canon Envirothon.

For more information, visit www.maenvirothon.org.
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Plymouth County Cranberry Farm Planners

In 1992, the Plymouth County Conservation District 
formed a partnership with the Cape Cod Cranberry 
Growers Association (CCCGA) and NRCS to hire a 
planner to develop farm plans for cranberry farmers. At 
the time, there were approximately 500 cranberry farms 
in Plymouth, Barnstable and Bristol counties. 

Construction in the area was booming, creating pressure 
on farmers to develop their land. There were concerns 
that cranberry farmers were having a negative impact on 
water quality. 

Additionally, changes to the state Wetlands Protection 
Act required a farm plan from NRCS to qualify for the 
agricultural exemption. Even though cranberry farmers 
needed farm plans, NRCS did not have the capacity to 
develop them in a timely manner.
   
The cranberry farm planning program directly addressed 
these concerns by providing two full time planners 
dedicated to writing plans for cranberry farms. 

By 2003 over 400 cranberry farms had farm plans, 
and 8,500 acres of cranberry bog and 25,500 acres of 
watershed were being managed under conservation 
plans as a result of the program. 

Not only did the program address water quality concerns 
and provide a means for cranberry farmers to meet 
the requirements for the wetlands act exemption, 
but it also provided the farmers with access to cost 
sharing for conservation practices, assistance with other 
regulatory compliance and inspiration for making other 
improvements to their farm operations. 
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Soil Evaluator Training

Through a contract with the New England Interstate 
Water Pollution Control Commission (NEIWPCC), 
conservation districts participate in the delivery of soil 
evaluator training programs and testing.

These courses prepare and certify town officials and 
private professionals to design, inspect and certify 
septic systems in compliance with Massachusetts Title V 
regulations.   

Districts also independently provide continuing education 
for certified soil evaluators which helps them maintain 
their certification and stay abreast of current technology.
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Relationship with NRCS
The USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service 
(NRCS) is the federal agency that helps farmers and other 
landowners improve and protect their natural resources. 
NRCS provides landowners with technical and financial 
assistance to plan and implement conservation practices 
on our nation’s private farm and forest lands. 

Landowners and NRCS technical specialists work together 
on a voluntary basis to identify and address natural 
resource concerns. The agency’s conservation staff 
includes professional biologists, planners, engineers, soil 
scientists, technicians, agronomists, GIS specialists and 
geologists. 

A brief history of the conservation partnership

The traditional relationship between NRCS and 
conservation districts has been evolving since the 1930’s. 
Historically, a conservation district was a landowner’s 
first contact for addressing conservation concerns and 
the primary means of obtaining technical assistance from 
NRCS. 

Districts identified local natural resource concerns and 
priorities by employing both technical and personal 
knowledge of the land and their communities. Districts 
helped to coordinate and guide federal and state 
resources to put conservation on the ground - exactly 
where their communities needed it the most.

Since then, NRCS and conservation districts have worked 
together to deliver land conservation knowledge and 
practices. 

An evolving conservation partnership

Federal legislation known as the Farm Bill has changed 
the way that NRCS and districts work together. The Farm 
Bill authorizes NRCS to deliver a number of conservation 
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programs that provide financial assistance to landowners. 
NRCS is mandated by law to provide both technical and 
financial assistance directly to citizens who request help 
from the agency.

Districts can play a role in Farm Bill conservation program 
outreach and landowner education.

The 2008 Farm Bill added Local Work Groups as formal 
subcommittees to the State Technical Committee, which 
advises the NRCS State Conservationist on statewide 
program priorities. Local Work Groups mirror the State 
Technical Committee on a local level, advising the local 
NRCS District Conservationist on how best to prioritize 
local needs and the Farm Bill programs that help 
address them.

The partnership between NRCS and conservation 
districts is governed by Mutual Agreements (Tier I 
Agreements) between USDA and the Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts, and Cooperative Working Agreements 
(Tier II Agreements) between NRCS and the individual 
districts.  
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Combining resources to meet conservation 
demand in Massachusetts

In 2004, NRCS, the Massachusetts Department of 
Agricultural Resources (MDAR) and the Massachusetts 
Association of Conservation Districts (MACD) joined 
forces to improve the delivery of federal and state 
conservation programs and services to Massachusetts 
farmers and other landowners by establishing the 
Accelerated Conservation Planning Project (ACPP). 
 
This project is run by the MACD Board of Directors.  
ACPP planning and administrative staff, who are 
MACD employees, help MDAR and NRCS provide more 
comprehensive farmer assistance by being versed in 
the full array of state and federal government services 
available and providing direct assistance to farmers. 

ACPP staff have helped improve communication between 
the agencies and enhance knowledge of all government 
farm conservation programs.
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Massachusetts Association of 
Conservation Districts (MACD)

MACD is a private, non-profit, non-governmental 
association of the 14 Massachusetts districts, operating 
under its own constitution and by-laws. 

Conservation district supervisors found that the efforts of 
all districts, when banded together, were more effective 
than the fragmented exercises of each district acting 
separately.

Working together toward a common goal enables 
districts to achieve greater recognition from, and access 
to, both the legislature and governmental agencies as 
well as from people in the private sector. 

All districts should be an active member of, and strongly 
support, MACD by attending board meetings, serving on 
committees and actively assisting in directing the affairs 
of the association.
 
The objectives of MACD are: 

to exchange information relating to the administration  �
and operation of districts. 

to effect cooperation amongst districts.  �

to coordinate the programs of districts.  �

to disseminate information throughout the state  �
concerning the activities and programs of districts. 

to cooperate with the State Commission and all other  �
agencies assisting districts or divisions. 

to promote the interest and activities of civic, state   �
and local organizations in the conservation of soil, 
water and related natural resources. 
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MACD Board of Directors and Officers
MACD activities are governed by a Board of Directors.  
This board consists of the five elected MACD officers 
and a director from each of the 14 conservation districts 
that are members in good standing.  These directors are 
either the chairperson or a designated representative 
from each district board.  

The duties of the Board of Directors are to: 

provide general supervision to MACD officers. �

designate the time, place and agenda of meetings.  �

fill all vacancies, other than that of President.  �

acquire, hold and manage the fiscal and real property  �
of MACD. 

engage any employees and fix the compensation for  �
such employees. 

appoint an auditing committee of two persons from  �
outside of MACD. 

execute contracts for MACD.  �

perform such other duties as MACD directs. �

appoint an audit committee of two member district  �
supervisors not currently serving on the Board of 
Directors.

MACD officers are elected annually. They are: 

President �

Vice president �

Secretary �

Treasurer �

National Association of Conservation District (NACD)  �
council member. This person is the immediate past 
MACD president.  
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Conservation District Membership in MACD
Any district, upon application to the Secretary of MACD 
and payment of dues, may become a member.
 
The amount of dues is set each year at the MACD annual 
meeting by a vote of the members after a determination 
of the amount of funds needed and a budget developed 
and approved by the members.

MACD Voting Members
All supervisors can vote on issues raised at the annual 
meeting provided their district has paid its dues by the 
time of the meeting.   
  
Nine districts present at any MACD meeting shall 
constitute a quorum for the conduct of business. A 
majority of the membership of the Board of Directors 
or of any committee shall be the quorum for these 
meetings. 

All former supervisors, associate supervisors, consultants 
and district employees can be affiliated members with all 
rights and privileges of a member except the right to hold 
elective office and to vote at the MACD annual meeting.

Contact MACD:

Suite 205
319 Littleton Road, 
Westford, MA 01886
978-692-9395

www.maacd.org
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Contact Information
BERKSHIRE CONSERVATION DISTRICT

78 Center Street, Suite 206
Pittsfield, MA 01201
413-443-1776 Ext. 102
www.berkshireconservation.org

BRISTOL CONSERVATION DISTRICT
P.O. Box 475, 84 Center Street
Dighton, MA 02715
508-669-6612 Ext. 2
www.bristolcd.org

CAPE COD CONSERVATION DISTRICT
P.O. Box 678
Barnstable, MA 02630
508-771-8757 
www.capecodcd.org

DUKES CONSERVATION DISTRICT
P.O. Box 111
West Tisbury, MA 02575
508-645-9734

ESSEX CONSERVATION DISTRICT
60 Herrick Street
Beverly, MA 01915
979-921-8508

FRANKLIN CONSERVATION DISTRICT
55 Federal Street, Room 290
Greenfield, MA 01301
413-772-0384 Ext. 110
www.pioneervalleyconservation.org
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HAMPDEN & HAMPSHIRE CONSERVATION DISTRICTS
195 Russell Street, Suite B6
Hadley, MA 01035
413-585-1000 Ext. 205
www.pioneervalleyconservation.org

MIDDLESEX CONSERVATION DISTRICT
319 Littleton Road, Suite 205
Westford, MA 01886
978-692-9395   
www.middlesexconservation.org

NANTUCKET CONSERVATION DISTRICT
P.O. Box 1146
Nantucket, MA 02554
508-228-9500

NORFOLK CONSERVATION DISTRICT
400 Main Street
Walpole, MA 02018

PLYMOUTH COUNTY CONSERVATION DISTRICT
15 Cranberry Highway
West Wareham, MA 02576
508-295-5151 Ext. 4
www.plymouthcountyconservation.org

SUFFOLK CONSERVATION DISTRICT
P.O. Box 190942
Boston, MA 02119
617-442-2047

WORCESTER COUNTY CONSERVATION DISTRICT 
52 Boyden Road, Room 100
Holden, MA 01520
508-829-4477 Ext. 5
www.worcesterconservation.org
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Related Agencies and Organizations
There are many other agencies which can provide help to 
districts; and to which districts, in turn, can help as well.  

Federal Agencies
United States Department of Agriculture (USDA)          �
www.usda.gov

Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS)  �
www.nrcs.usda.gov

Farm Service Agency (FSA)      �
www.fsa.usda.gov

Rural Development (RD)      �
www.rurdev.usda.gov

Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS)  �
www.aphis.usda.gov

U.S. Geological Survey (USGS)     �
www.usgs.gov

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)    �
www.epa.gov

U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service     �
www.fws.gov

U.S. Forest Service      �
www.fs.fed.us

Resource Conservation and Development Areas (RC&D)
Pilgrim RC&D       �
www.pilgrimrcd.org

Patriot RC&D        �
www.patriotrcd.org

Berkshire-Pioneer RC&D       �
www.berkshirepioneerrcd.org
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State Agencies
Department of Agricultural Resources    �
www.mass.gov/agr

Department of Environmental Protection   �
www.mass.gov/dep

Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs  �
www.mass.gov/envir

Division of Fisheries and Wildlife    �
www.mass.gov/dfwele

Department of Conservation and Recreation (DCR) �
www.mass.gov/dcr

UMASS Extension       �
www.umassextension.org

Conservation District Associations
Massachusetts Association of Conservation Districts:  �
www.maacd.org

National Association of Conservation Districts (NACD) �
www.nacdnet.org

Other Organizations
New England Interstate Water Pollution Control  �
Commission      
www.neiwpcc.org

Massachusetts Envirothon     �
www.maenvirothon.org

Canon Envirothon      �
www.envirothon.org
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Other State Laws Affecting District Activities
Massachusetts General Laws can be found online:  
www.mass.gov/legis/laws/mgl/mgllink.htm

District Enabling Act, as amended    �
M.G.L. Ch. 21

Open Meeting Law    �
MGL Ch. 39, Sec. 23A-C 

Conservation Commission Act    �
MGL Ch. 40, Sec. 8C

Conservation Restriction Act    �
MGL Ch. 184, Sec. 31-33

Agricultural Preservation Restriction Act     �
Acts of 1977, Ch. 788

Wetlands Protection Act    �
MGL Ch. 131, Sec. 40

The Inland Wetlands Restriction Act    �
MGL Ch. 131

The Coastal Wetlands Restriction Act    �
MGL Ch. 130

Private Landowners Liability Act  �
MGL Ch. 21, Sec. 17C.

Forest Assessment Act    �
MGL Ch. 61 

Farm Assessment Act    � MGL Ch. 61A 

Timber Slash Act     � MGL Ch. 48    
Forest Cutting Practices Act    �
MGL Ch. 132, Sec. 40-46 

Scenic and Recreational Rivers Act �
MGL Ch. 21, Sec. 17B

Massachusetts Endangered Species Act (MESA)  �
Ch. 131A

Scenic Mountains Act    � MGL Ch. 131, Sec. 39A 
Conduct of Public Officials and Employees  �
MGL Ch. 268A
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