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SECTION 1 8 PLAN SUMMARY

Ashby is located in the far northwest corner of Middlesex County, 49 miles west of
Boston and 32 miles north of Worcester. Once an outpost of Lunenburg, Ashby was
incorporated on March 5, 1767. The town is characterized by rugged, hilly terrain
interspersed with gently rolling open fields, woodlands, stream corridors, and wetlands.
Most of the town is in the Nashua River watershed with a small portion of the northwest
corner in the Souhegan River watershed. The town was originally agrarian, but in the
mid -19th century began to harness its fast flowing streams for water powered
manufacturing. Although agriculture has declined over the years as it has throughout
New England, the residents of Ashby still look to their agricultural roots as part of the ir
definition of the town.

This Open Space and Recreation Plan seeks to lay out a comprehensive description of the
town as it stands today, still securely attached to arural past with a natural desire to
protect itself from the impacts of sprawl and suburbanization. The Open Space and
Recreation Committee hopes this plan, developed with input from town boards and
residents, will help guide the direction and pace of development for Ashby though the
next seven years.

Sections 3and 4 provide background information on the physical, bi otic, and cultural
aspects of the Town of Ashby. Section 3 describes the community in its regional and
historical context; demographics, population, population density, and historic and
modern development patterns. Section 4 provides an environmental analysis of the
characteristics of the town, including its geology, topography, landscape character and
scenic resources, water resources, vegetation, fish and wildlife.

Section 5 includes a detailed inventory of lands of conservation and recreation interest.
The inventory documents lands under public control, lands whether private or public
protected in perpetuity, lands under non -profit organization ownership, and lands under
special taxation programs (Chapter 61 and the like). The properties in each ofthese
categories are listed in Section 5.

Section 6 summarizes the broad goals of the Plan as they have been defined based on
community input and the committee's research. The overall open space vision for Ashby
i's to I mprove and e nspaesgseem in bréer td preservé giralo p e n
character, protect natural resources, and expand recreational opportunities. The goals

put forth by this plan are as follows:

6 Preserve rural characterd Ashby is fortunate to have large tracts of as yet
undeveloped fields and forests. Along with the historic Town center and other
heritage landscapes, these large fields and forests give Ashby the quaint, rural
feeling and scenic views desired by its citizens.




o Protect natural resourcesd Ashby has tremendous natural resources including
hills, mountains, rivers, water bodies, wetlands, wildlife corridors, and wind.
These resources are important to the community and the region.

6 Expand recreational opportunities d As desired by its citizens, Ashby has great
potential to expand, locally and regionally, its passive recreational system while
maintaining safe active recreational opportunities.

These goals were reviewed in depth at a public meeting held on June 18, 2018While they

were modified somewhat based on the response of those who attended, the underlying

concepts continue to be strongly supported. There is consensus thatthe revised goals

of fer valuabl e guidance f omandl etrdatyo®@mogrampse n s pac
and should be included in the 2018 Update of the Plan.

Sections 7 through 9 describe in detail theT o w nréssurce protection, community

interests, management needs, the specific objectives to achievé 0 me et tbrbad Pl an o
goals, and provide a seven year action plan. These sectionsutline the specifics that will

serve as the active portion of the plan over the coming years and provide a point of

reference for communication on open space and recreationby town officials, board

members, and citizens.

We would like to note that this plan was done in the way things are done in Ashby - by a
group of mostly volunteers who decided that putting the open space and recreation
needs of the community into a Plan was important to them and to their town. We are
proud of our effort and its result, and offer it to our community in hopes that it will serve
us all well.



SECTION 2 8 INTRODUCTION

Statement of Purpose

This document is intended to serve as a guide to thefuture direction, cons ervation, and
expansion of the open space andrecreational assets of Ashby. Ths Plan provides a set of
tangible goals and objectives as well as an action plan for the next seven years.t is the
most recent update to the original p lan approved in 1999,

Ashby citizens set great store by thedesirable qualities of small town living. We value
open spaces, privacy, stargazing in the center of town, the moose walking down South
Road, informality, socializing at the Post Office and the new restaurant in the center of
town, quirky town politics, clean air and water, band concerts on the Common, and the
July 3d bonfire. Ashby wishes to protect our rural character and our natural resources,
and expand our recreational opportunities.

Since the first update of the Open Space and Recreation Plan in 2005, Ashby has been
extremely active in the preservation of land, enacting bylaws and policies that preserve
rural character and protect farms and forests, while educating and encouraging citizens
to be involved in open space efforts. In the past ten years, suburban sprawl stalled in
response to the recession, but weexpect the development pressure toreturn, as
evidenced by a recent spate of Form A and small subdivision projects. It is important to
bring forward a new update to address the changing needs of the community and to
continue our efforts to preserve the sense of place that we value.

Planning Process and Public Participation

Ashbyds town official s an dtridesamthe acianelaidsoutbya v e ma
the 1999 Plan andupdates to that plan. We wanted to update the Plan to establish new

goals and objectives andlisten to whether the community wished to change direction or

maintain the T o w nopen space and recreationa planning efforts.

In late 2017, the Plannhg Board met with members of the Conservation Commission,
Board of Health, and Ashby Land Trust to form a working group committed to

producing an update to the Open Space and Recreation Plan. Themembers of the Open
Space and Recreation working committee were Alan Pease, Roberta Flashman, Michael
McCallum and Cathy Kristofferson . Land Use Agent Laura Harbottle assisted with
writing, editing and formatting . The maps were created by Andrew Leonard and
updated by Andrew Desrosiers, both residents of Ashby.

Interested citizens were invited to three public forums. Attendees included members of
the Conservation Commission, Board of Selectmen and other residents with a strong
desire to be involved with the plan. Their names are noted on the copies of Sign-In Sheets
in the Appendix.



Over the next five months, the core group began work on updating the database of lands
in the Town, researching topics of discussion, communicating with interested citizens,
and preliminary planning. The public participation process consisted of a series of
meetings with interested residents and asurvey.

The first public forum was held on January 18, 2018 The notice of the meeting was
included in the Town census mailing to reach as many townspeople aspossible. The
second public forum was on March 10, 2018 This was a Saturday meeting intended to
attract those who might not be able to attend on a weeknight. This was followed by a
third forum on June 18, 2018A draft update will be presented to the Selectmen in the fall
of 2018.

A final draft was prepared and submitted to the Selectmen, Planning Board and the
regional planning agency for review. Sections 1through 5 in draft form and Sections 6
through 9 in final draft form were submitted to the Division of Conservation Service with
a LAND Grant app lication on July 12, 2018.



SECTION 3 d COMMUNITY SETTING

Regional Context

Ashby covers 23.66 square miles of land along the border between Massachusetts and
New Hampshire. T h e T ommedae neighbors in Massachusetts are Townsend,
Ashburnham, Lunenburg and the city of Fitchburg. Ashby is bounded on the north by
the towns of New Ipswich and Mason, New Hampshire.

The topography is hilly with rock outcroppings on some of the steeper slopes and
relatively little flat land. The soils are primarily glacial tills with pockets of sand and
gravel and small amounts of floodplain alluvium. Mount Watatic rises to a height of 1600
feet along the western border of town; its summit of 1832 feet is in Ashburnham. Most of
the land in the town is flourishing with second growth forest of mixed decid uous and
coniferous species. A number of hay fields and miles of stone walls provide a pastoral
landscape reminiscent of our agricultural past.

Most of Ashby is in the Nashua River watershed. A small portion of the northwest

corner is in the Souhegan Rive watershed. A number of brooks and streams originate in
Ashby. There are several large bodies of water in Ashby: Upper Wrights Pond, Lower
Wrights Pond, the Ashby Co mpensating Reservoir and the Fitchburg Reservoir. Another
large body of water, Little Wa tatic Pond, is shared with Ashburnham. Ashby contains a
number of wetland and vernal pools, including the important habitat of Great Meadow
along Trap Falls Brook. With the exception of the Souhegan River, all of the waters

flowing out of Ashby are classified as Outsta nding Resource Waters by the Massachusetts
Department of Environmental Protection (DEP).

Townspeople in Ashby rel y on private wells for their water needs. The forests on our
undeveloped land help maintain our clean water. The Nashua River Watershed

Association produced a guide in December 1995 called the2020 Vision for the Nashua River
WatershedThe authors describe the value of these lands to water quality this way :

"Runoff and infiltration from forested land produce the best quality water. A watershed
whose open spaces become less than its developed lands can no longer supply itself with
drinking water."

Portions of the water supply of two neighboring towns, Fitchburg and Townsend , are

based in Ashby. The City of Fitchburg owns one reservoir in Ashby, and owns and
manages the dam forthe Compensati ng Reservoir. Townsendds
Townsend are supplied in part by the aquifer under eastern Ashby. To date, no research

has been done to locate other potential aquifers within the borders of Ashby.

Two state highways traverse the town. Route 31 runs north-south providing access to
Route 2, 20 minutes tothe south, and Route 495, 30 minutes to the southeast. Route 119
runs eastwest giving access to Route 495, 40 minutes to the eastBoth carry commuters
and commercial traffic. The heaviest growth in Ashby occurred near the intersection of



these two routes in the southeast part of town, with the building of a rather large housing
development in the mid -to late 198 0 6 s .only pUllictransportation is MART, a dial-a-
ride service available to the disabled and those over 60 years old. Ashby is a member of
the Montachusett Regional Transit Authority (MRTA) which operates this service.
Commuter r ail service to Boston is accessible in Fitchburg about ten miles away.

Ashby is primarily a residential community with a very small commercial base of mostly
home based businesses. A series of family farms still operate but serveprimarily as
secondary income to the farmers. At the time of the 2010 Census, Ashby had one of the
lowest population densities in Massachusetts at 129 residents per square mile. A map of
Ashby and the surrounding towns is found on the following page.
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History of Ashby

Prior to European contact, Ashby was an upland hunting and gathering area for Native
Americans. It is believed that there were no permanent native settlements in the town.
However, at least one location, Indian Caves, is believed to have been a seasonalimting
camp. Indian Caves is a natural rock shelter overlooking the surrounding forest in the
area of Caton Hill and Jones Hill. Pre-contact occupation of the site is indicated by soot
deposits on the roof of the shelter and by an occasional arrowhead found in the area. Fort
Hill and Rattlesnake Hill have also produced native artifacts but no shelters are known.

It is very likely that Native Americans regularly inhabited this area until they were
pushed out in the late eighteenth century.

Originally par t of Lunenburg, Ashby was incorporated on March 5, 1767. In 1768, forty-

three families wer e | Codtrection was startéden thedimstrplace r o s t
of worship in 1769 and the church was ready to occupy in 1774. Moneys were set aside
forf our district schools in the 17800s. As hbyd

one of three garrisons in town. He and his family were captured by Indians, taken on
foot to Canada, and later ransomed by friends.

Ashby was originally agrarian li ke most New England towns. By the mid -eighteenth
century the town began to harness its fast flowing streams for water -powered
manufacturing. There were twenty -three water powered mill sites here in Ashby. The
first grist mill was built in 1750. Other m anufacturing included sawmills, a wood turning
mill, wool carding, and several food -processing mills. In
1831, the Lawrence brothers and Martin Allen made the
first wooden tubs and pails in Massachusetts which were
turned on a lathe driven by a water whee .

Three noted clock makers, Abraham Edwards and the

Willard brothers, Alexander and Philander, worked in

Ashby. They made large-standing, wooden works clocks.

Jonas Prescott Whitney, a former carpenter, became very

adept at fashioning church organs. He made every part

from the bellows to the keys with power from a windmill
mounted on the roof of his house.

AR v 5|
ba V8 4 N

Figurel - Pond withMillstone

A unique cottage industry was the braided palm-leaf hats made by women in Ashby.
Approximately 60,000 of these hats were made in 1837 and sold south of the Masonr
Dixon Line. Milk and butter were first retailed in Fitchburg and later in Boston. Apples
were a cash crop. Fruit not fit for market was turned into cider .

But by the turn of the twentieth century, most of the mills were gone. Ashby discouraged
industrialization by voting against a railroad in town. Although agriculture has declined
over the years, Ashby maintained two large dairy far ms until the federal dairy herd
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buyout ended full -time farming in the town . The residents of Ashby see farming as
essential to defining the town. Some residents feel that siburbanization is encroaching on

this definition .

A historic district centered around the Town Common was approved by Town Meeting
in 1997. Ths district includes the Wyman Tavern built in 1780 (now reconstructed as
offices and the Town post office), the First Parish Church (built on the site
of the first meeting house), the Grange Hall, the Congregational Church,
the Ashby Free Public Library, Engine House #1 (currently home to the
Ashby Historical Society), Ashby Ma rket, the First Parish Cemetery and
several private residences. Much of the turn-of-the-century look remains
today in this area.

Another area of historical significance is South Village. The ruins of
water-powered mills are still to be found along the banks of Willard
Brook. South Village has no historic protection at this time but is
somewhat protected by a degree of isolation and a zoning district that
does not allow commercial use. South Village may be an area for a future
extension of the historic district.

Figure2 - First Parish Churc

Population Characteristics

According to U.S. Census statistics, Ashbyoos
2,845 in 2000, and 3,074 in 201,0as illustrated below. The population grew at a rate of 11%
from 1980 to 1990, 5% from 1990 to 2000, and 8% from 20@06 2010.

Population of Ashby,
U.S. Bureau of the Census
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Ashby saw | arge increases in population in th

automobile provided greater access to employment outside of cities like Fitchburg that
had active economies at the time. Most new residents at the time were employed in its
mills or in the plastic industry of Leominster. In the 1970s, industry declined in the reg ion
and the population growth slowed.
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The Town also conducts acensus This indicated that A s h b goputation was 2,973 in

2000and 3,178 in 2010 The higher numbers than the federal Censusmay result from

r e s i dseamgesiritlination to respond to a local request. The Montachusett Regional

Planning Commission (MRPC) projects that the population of Ashby will reach 3350 by
2020Based on the Townodés figures, t Heesershomtheer c ou
Townd s tpapulaidn for 2018at 3,201, reflectingessentially no increase in residents

over the past eight years.

As the population of Ashby rose over the years,sodid the density of persons per square
mile. A comparison of population density from 1900 to 2010 is shown below:

Population Density of Ashby
Persons Per Square Mile

140

120
120 114

100

129
96 97
79
8
62
6
37 37 35 41 43
A
0

1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010

o O O O

Population Trends

The last 20 years have seen a reduction in the number of young families andin the

children per household in Ashby. This reflects national figures showing a reduced birth

rate over this period . According to the U.S. Censusforl 9 9 0 , 26% of Ashbyos
was under 15 years of age while 41% was between the ages of 20 and 44. By 2000, 23% of

the population was under age 15 and 35% was between the ages of 20 and 44. During the

same period the number of people aged 45to 55 increased from 9% to 17% of theotal

population. The 2010 Census showed 19% of the population was under 15, 27% was

bet ween 20 and 44 and the age group from 45 t
is 97% white with a small number of persons identifying themselves as other races or

mixed -race.
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Populati on Growth

Based on estimates of population by the U.S.
2010 to 2016 was 4%. This was in the migtange with respect to surrounding towns, but

slightly more than in the State of Massachusetts or the country. A comparison of

population growth in Ashby and surrounding towns, based on U.S. Census statistics,

shows the Town growing faster than towns to the west, but somewhat slower than towns

to the east.

Population Growth in Ashby and Surrounding
Towns, Massachusetts and US

2010- 2016
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Trends in Housing and Residential Development

From 1970 to 1980he numberof As hby s housing uni t.$heppteefw at :
new construction declined to 20% between 1980 and 1990and from 2000to 2010 housing

units increased from 1,011 to 1,191, a growth rate of 18%The downturn most likely of
20062009appears to have been followed by a resurgence in new building.

The Townds b ustatistics indicatethsrtrenid mmay have been temporary. From

2008 through 2015, less than five new homes per year received building permits. The pace

of new building has recently picked up somewhat, with eight units approved in each year

in 2016 and 2017. A four unit development was approved in 2018 and a fev other lots are
currently in the permitting process. It is hard to know whether this modest increase
represents a return to the early 20006s when
permitted according to Building Department totals for 2000 -2007.
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When the trend of housing growth was near 20%per decade, population growth has

been between 8% and 11% per decader even lower. One cause of the disparity appears
to be areduction in the number of persons per household. In 1970, Ashby averaged 3.5
persons per household. In 1990 the average wasnly 2.8 persons per household. By 2010,
the household size had grown very slightly to 2.9 persons.

A second contributing factor has beenthe change in vacancy rates. In 2000, with an
extremely active housing market, the rate of housing occupancy was 97%.Most vacant
homes could be rented, or were quickly sold. In 2010,the occupancy rate had declined to
92%, indicating a softer housing market.

This information indicates that both the persons per household and the quantity of new
housing units tend to follow the economic cycle. Thus, Ashby should expect
development and population density pressures to increase as long as the economy is
improving .

According to a Buildout and Development Impact Study conducted by MRPC in 2013,

once protected land and land already built on were removed, Ashby had 10,446 acres of
land remaining. Land wi t hin 1008 buffers of rivers
than 26% and open space subject to permanent development restrictions wasonsidered
unbuildable. When these were eliminated , the actual developable land left was 8,893

acres, about 58% of the total land area.

The majority of this was in the residential zoning districts. Based on a two acre minimum
lot size for most of that area, the study found an additional 4,177 new homes could be
built in Ashby. The study noted that the pace of new home building was slow, and that it
would take many years to reach build out.

Even with relatively slow growth, i t does seem that over time, Ashby is becoming more
of a suburban bedroom community. This represents a gradual, but real change in the
character and feel of the Town and a compelling reason to continue to preserve the
remaining open spaces. Ashbyd sadition of connection to the land and natu re is reflected
in the results of the survey conducted for this plan. The seresults showed a majority of
residents supporting the preservation of open space for a wide variety of reasons from
maintaining agriculture to protecting water quality, to providing opportunities for more
active and passive recreation. Theresponses echo da987 Future Growth Committee
survey that found residents strongly wished to maintain a low residentia | density in
Ashby. At that time residents considered below 4,000 (a density of 169 persons per square
mile) to be the "ideal" population for the Town.

13
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Economic Overview

Employment Trends

The 2012 survey of business owners for the U.S. Census American Community Survey

indicated there were 206 businesses in Ashby. As of the end of 2016, Ashby had 78

private businesses and industries with empl oy
This doesnot include smallhome-based, family businesses where
compensation is paid. The largest number of these were in the category of construction

(21). 13 businesses were considered Education and Health Services, while 11 were in

Professional and Business Services. These included waste management and

environmental remediation, as well as other, office -based professional services. In 2006,

there were 77 businesses in total, while in 2011, there were 82.

American FactFinder was developed by the U.S.Census as a source of information on a
variety of local population characteristics. Their figures are estimates based on sampling.
Their numbers indicate there was a total labor force of 1,680 in Ashby in 2012. The
workforce increased by about three percent from 2011 to 2016. The mean number of
hours worked increased from 36 to 39 hours per week during this time.

With the closing of the only large manufacturing facility in town in 1998, the town and
schools combined became the largest employer. The Town of Ashby employs about 27
persons; the Ashby Elementary School employs between 50 and 100 persons. The Sprg
Hill Addiction Center employ s between 20 and 50 persons. An elderly home care
business, a janitorial service and a pest control service are amongpther large private
employers, with from 20 to 100 employees.

According to American FactFinder, 6.8%of the labor force worked at home or walked to
work. 90% drove to work alone. Approximately 2% carpooled, and less than 1% took
public transportation. These travel patterns include residents working in Ashby and
those working out of town.

The lack of public transportation, limited availability of commercial sites, and the
increasing age of the population of Ashby all affect the employment status of its
residents. The lack of highway access, a public water supply, or wastewater treatment
adds to the disincentive for businesses to locate in Ashby. At this time there are no
known plans to improve the public transportation system in the area, for example by a
shuttle bus to commuter rail. Fitchburg, Leominster, and Gardner will probably conti nue
to be the main commercial centers while businesses in Ashby cater to local or niche
markets.

A major and apparently successful component of A s h b juiress community is home
based businessesTheseinclude specialty agriculture such as elite horse farms, raising
alpacas,producing goat milk based soaps and cosmeticsand rearing pigs for artisanal
meats. The2013plan reported that these constituted 69% of the businesses in the town

14



and they are likely to occupy a similar dominant role today . The legalization of
recreational and medicinal marijuana is expected to add a new crop in Ashby.

The natural beauty of Ashby and its historic churches and special sites like the Town
Common could make it an attractive wedding destination. Hiking trails, state parks and
unigue scenic sites like Mount Watatic could stimulate additional bed and breakfasts and
other businesses that support outdoor tourism. Promotion of low -impact recreation like
nature walks, snow-shoeing and similar activities could help this be successful

Family Income

With regard to household income, Ashby is towards the upper end of the towns in the
surrounding area. I n 2016, the US Census esti
income at $89,934, wup from $82nc6émedora0b6wasdo 11. A
estimated at $86,219; Townsendds, $82,519; th
New Ipswich, NH $90,228 and Mason, NH $88,942. All but Fitchburg exceededtheSt at e 0 s
median household income of $70,654. However, according tothe Census data for 2016,

Ashby has a median home value of $ 247,00 versus the state average of $41,000. The

Town is a community where hardworking families can still afford a home, although there

may be a long commute to work.

Environmental Equity

The dgate of Massachusettshas begun to address how open spacecan be located so it

servesall residents, including the low-income, those vulnerable to discrimination, and

those isolated through a non-English language. Neighborhoods with significant

popul ations in these groups are considered o0e
Although Ashby has no neighborhoods that qualify, an Environmental Justice Map is

provided on the following page as a component of this Open Space and Recreation Plan.

The Inventory of Lands Map in this plan shows that open space is widely distributed
throughout al most all parts of Ashby. The Pl a
establishing trails along the Northern tier of the Town willfil one smal |l gap. The
largest area for active recreation is Allen Field, which serves as location of baseball and

soccer fields, the annual Fourth of July Bonfire and the annual Antique Car Show.

Resi dents have asked f or caednmotedenteallydMore pctivay ar e a
recreation close to the center of Townis included as Goal 5 Task Kin the Action Plan.
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Growth and Development Patterns

Patterns and Trends

Growth and development in Ashby follow two distinct  patterns. In the first, growth
occurs around a village center which dependson nearby natural elements, such as a river
for a mill, or outlying farms that supply local markets . In this plan, th e term resource-
based development is used for this pattern, which allow s preservation of open land
outside a central core. The secondpattern is the suburban zoning model, sometimes
called sprawl, where new homes are built along existing roads, often in far-flung
locations. This tends to break up expansive views and use up open land.

From its incorporation until tthedirstfonbod 6s and 1
resource-baseddevelopment. The growth occurred where the appropriate natural or

cultural resource was available, i.e. mills along rivers, town center near the church,

market and main roads, farm on best agricultural soils, etc. The result of this model is

still visible today with the historic town center, village -like clusters of higher density

housing, and outlying larger parcels around the villages. The cultural significance of this

form of growth cannot be overestimated.

I n the 196006s, Ashby adopt edndshbowsortteegdning zoni ng
map. The zoning combined with the most simple process for division of land, the

Approval Not Required or ANRupbadevehopmeaged
houses along existing roads with a suburban appearance. This is particularly noticeable

along the two State numbered highways, where homes have been built in an apparently
arbitrary pattern that has no r elbpdaserethgséi p t o
aspects of Ashby which residents find most distinctive and appealing will require

continued resolve to preserve open space while trying to maintain local property values

and mitigate the impacts of the ANR and the suburban zoning model.

Infrastructure

Ashby has limited public infrastructure beyond its roads. All water and sewer systems
are private. All util ities are provided by private companies.

The road infrastructure servesthree levels of traffic: the main route s (Route 119 and

Route 31), the collector roads (i.e. New Ipswich Road, West Road, and South Road), and

country road s (all other tertiary roads ). Thenumbered routes are maintained by the

Commonwealth and are generally in good condition. They provide important access for
Ashbyds daily commuters. The collector roads
good to passable and will require improvements in paving and drainage work within the

next five to ten years. The tertiary, country roads receive less use. Someare paved, while

others are not or have pavementin poor condition with little or no drainage. Ashby has a

limited budget for road paving, reconstruction or repair.

Ashby has sidewalks in the center of Town. However, there areno bike paths. The Town
may want to consider whether more facilities for pedestrians, and some provision for
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bike riders, would benefit residents. On the east side of Route 119, utility poles in the
middle of the concrete surface limit sidewalk accessibility. There is no sidewalk on either
side of Main Street in front of the Elementary School. The Town may want to address
whether there are ways to improve the comfort and safety of pedestrians crossing Route
119.

There may be value in some basic services for bile riders. Depending on the volume of
bike traffic,th ese coul d i ncl udoer 00SBh akresgnBoshzetd &de rackso
at the Town Hall and other high traffic locations. In previous years, grants for bike racks
have been readily available.

Zoning and Long Term Development Patterns

All of Ashby, with the exception of two small Residential/Commercial and one small
Industrial zone, is zoned for residential use. Most of the residentially zon ed land has a
minimum lot size of 80,000 square feet.The Residential Zoning District in the center of
Town and two Residential/Commercial zones, one in the town center and one on Route
31 leading to Fitchburg, allow residential development on 40,000 square foot lots.

All of Ashby - both homes and businesses uses private wells and private septic systems.
Recent science has shown that private septic systems on properties less than two acres
can degrade water quality when private wells are in use. The 40,000 square foot
minimum lot size is likely to be too smal | for adequate separation between private wells
and septic systemsin many cases The Town should review whether science supports the
current requirement for separation to prevent degradation of groundwater, and evaluate
the need for increasing the distance. This may mean increasing lot sizes throughout
Ashby to a minimum of two acres. The most prevalent 80,000 square foot minimum
residential lot size and smaller grandfathered lots may not provide adequate distance
between wells and septic. The minimum lot size of the residential zoning areas needs to
be reviewed in light of these findings.

With no public sewer available, it is difficult to develop new multi -family housing in
Ashby. Dwellings are permitted above commercial uses in the Village Overlay District by
special permit, but must be in a condominium form of ownership. Each requires the same
land area as a single family house, so there is litte economic incentive to construct them.
Accessory apartments are also permitted in all residential zoning districts. An average of
two per year have been approved. Single family, one- and two -acre lot development is
the way the town has developed. Until the current zoning or the State Subdivision

Control Law aut hor i zthesegrenddaRdikely ta comtinua.l t er e d

Most development in Ashby has taken place along existing roads through the ANR

process because this is the least expensive and qulest approach for developers. Since
1988, when the first actual subdivision was approved, there have been six subdivisions
developed, with one more recently approved. Only one is larger than ten lots. In

addition to the limits of acreage, developers are limited by frontage and a maximum
lengthfordead-e nd street s. I n the case of ANROS,
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that dwellings are spaced 2 0The ubecobdll roafrantage al on
for new houses will tend to give Ashby more and more of a suburban look. State law and
existing zoning by -laws encourage this type of development.

Ashby has passed an Open Space Residential Development bylaw to provide an avenue
for developers to create subdivisions with open space and proper land use in mind. Also,
Ashby has incorporated a 20 acre minimum reduced frontage lot bylaw to reduce the
impact of ANR and conventional subdivisions. However, with the ANR process being

far less expensivefor developers, the Planning Board has seen onlyone subdivision plan
in the past seven years. A further review of zoning bylaws would give the residents an
opportunity to impact the suburbanization of Ashby.

Ashbyds Zoning contains a Rate of Development
residential buil ding permits issued per year to no more than twenty. While this number is
significantly more permits than are currently issued, it will insure the Town is not

subjected to a sharp acceleration of growthat any one time.

Unt i | now As hby 0lsdeagriculturaVlands hawme avaded/development.
Development has taken place on farms that have ceased operation raising concerns for
the future of farms across the Town. Ashbyds

the scenic beauty as well as to he biodiversity of the town. Hay does not require large
amounts of fertilizer or pesticides and does not have the adverse impact on the
environment that more intensive farming does. The increasing resources of some of the
residents have brought more horseback riding to the town. Horses and the Department
of Environmental Protection (DEP) requirements for silt barriers at construction sites
across the state have created a ready market for the hay crop.

Farmers indicate that hay would not support a farm if the land had to be purchased at
todayds prices. The decline in farming in the
2018, Ashby Town Meeting approved bylaws allowing limited cultivation of marijuana

for medical and recreational use. Under Mass Law, one grower of hemp has purchased

property in Ashby and is moving ahead with a planting of more than 10 acres of this

crop. This development has increased the value of that farm significantly. Under the new

zoning bylaw, up to four growers of recrea tional marijuana could also locate in town.

Developers are frequently in the market for large pieces of land. They are likely to look to
farms more and more as a source of buildable land as existing road frontage becomes
increasingly scarce. With someforethought, like the Open Space Residential
Development bylaw, and support for farming, Ashby might be able to allow some
development on land owned by farmers while encouraging continued agricultural use of
the prime farmland.

With more than 50% ofthe Town 6 s t ot all | and area avail abl e f
development will have the largest impact on the character of thetown and the amount of

remaining open space. Since the economy has largely recovere@tom the downturn of

the previous decade, Ashby is likely to see a reneval of suburban sprawl development. If
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state law continues to allow development with minimal review under the ANR process,
more rapid development may occur in the near future with less regulation by the Town,
and a negative impact on agricultural lands, open space, and the rural character of the
community. If we assume an average lot size of two to three acres (including wetlands)
and a return to a housing market approaching that of previous years, then the town could
lose as much as 300 to 500 acres of open space over the next ten years.

With its off the beaten path location and limited infrastructure, Ashby is unlikely to

provide commercial or industrial opportunities beyond the home -based business, small
retail service, or small office level.

Planning for the Future

Ongoing residential development puts pressure on Ashby to address open space needs
before it is too late. A two -part approach will help to preserve the quality of life and the
rural character of the town for the next generation.

First, Ashby should keep encouraging uses of open spacehat make economic sense for
the owner. Farming, forestry, and special products must continue to be supported
through tax incentives. Bylaws should allow new activities t hat invite the public and
make private open space productive, whether for wedding venues, corn mazes, pick your
own fruits and veggies, as well as the currently popular horse farms. These can help
reduce the amount of land released for development while pr oviding keeping ownership
viable. This approach requires a long-term commitment . It can produce a high level of
cooperation between the community and private landowners.

Ashby should also continue its strong public and private commitment to preserving open

space through purchase, donation, conservation restrictions and agricultural preservation
restrictions. Commitments like these have the advantage of insuring open space

protection in perpetuity. Results are measurable as seen with the more than 1100 aaes
preserved or protected over the past fifteen years. The financial burden can be shared by
obtaining state grants and having town agencies work with state organizations and land

trusts. Joint efforts have the benefit of allowing large projects to be considered as well as
increasing coordination and cooperation between various groups. As hbyds zoning
requires 80,000 of lot area for new homes in the Residential/Agricultural (R/A) district,

which occupies most of the Town. This is a relatively large lot siz e, and while it protects

the homeownersd privacy it may result in cons
each house built. The Town may want to consider whether any reduction in this size

could mean preservation of open space for all to enjoy. A copy of the Zoning Map is

found on the following page.
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SECTION 4 0 ENVIRONMENTAL INVENTORY  and
ANALYSIS

Geoloqgy, Soils and Topography

Ashby is characterized by rugged, hilly terrain interspersed with gently rolling open
fields, woodlands, stream corridors, and wetlands. The topography and resulting
landscape of the town is controlled by the underlying bedrock and surficial
(unconsolidated) geologic units.

Bedrock geology

The bedrock in Ashby is comprised of members of three major geologic units, the
metamorphic Littleton and Paxton Formations, and the Fitchburg Plutonic (igneous)
Complex. The metamorphic bedrock types are gray-weathering feldspathic and sulfidic
schists. The sulfidic schist is responsible for the "rotten egg" sulfur smell emanating from
the water from many bedrock wells in town. The metamorphic bedrock was intruded by
granites and tonalite, an igneous rock, which was also deformed somewhat by later
metamorphism. The more resistant of these rock types are responsible for the bedrock
hills and outcrops in the town.

Steep slopes, shallow water tables and hilly terrain used to be impediments to building.

However, with the changes to Title 5 septic regulations, many parcels that were

considered undevelopable in the past are now being developed by the introduction of

new technologies and/or large amounts of fill to provide offset to groundwater. Septic

outbreaks on these slopes may become more prevalent as buding continues. These

previously undevelopable areas are becoming increasingly threatened as the demand for
undevel oped | and increases and the desire for
override the increase in costs of this development.

Surfic ial Geology

The last glacial episode in this region, the Wisconsin Ice Age, ended approximately 15,000
years ago. The resulting glacial deposits determine, in large part, whether land is well
drained and easily developable or is poorly drained, wet, and difficult to develop.

There are three main classes of unconsolidated deposits in Ashby: glacial till, stratified
drift and alluvium. Most of the town is covered by glacial till. Stratified drift deposits,
where present in pockets, are abundant which has resulted in the numerous gravel
excavation/extraction sites throughout town.

Glacial till is a dense, heterogeneous, poorly sorted mixture of sand, silt, clay and angular
rocks and boulders that was plastered down beneath the glacier in a thin veneer over the
bedrock. Glacial till transmits water very slowly (technically, has a low hydraulic
conductivity or permeability) and tends to be poorly drained. Seasonal high water tables
and wetland areas are common in soils formed over till.
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Stratified drift deposi ts are sorted, layered material deposited by glacial meltwater
streams. Finegrained deposits are deposited by low energy, slow-moving streams, and
are generally carried farther from the glacier. Coarse gravels and sands are deposited by
higher energy, fast-flowing water. Most of the gravel pits in town were formed as kames
or kame terraces or plains, having been deposited between the melting glacier and a
stagnant ice lobe or icedammed stream. A kame is a mound of sand and gravel
deposited by the action of a glacier.

Sand and gravel depositsallow unobstructed flow of water and groundwater and have

great aquifer-bearing and aquifer-recharge potential. Typically, bedrock valleys covered

by large deposits of sand and gravel (known as buried valleys) provide the greatest

potential drinking water resource. No studies have been completed to determine if such a

resource existsin Ashby . A need for this kind of studywoul d ar i se i f Ashbyods
widespread groundwater contamination necessitated a munic ipal drinking water supply.

It is evident from the surficial geology map that sand -and-gravel areas are limited in

town. Development of potentially precious aquifer -bearing land prior to such a study

woul d be a great | oss of the townds resources

Soils

Soils reflect the underlying unconsolidated deposits. The most common soil type in
Ashby is probably the Woodbridge Sandy Loam, consisting of deep soils formed on
compact glacial till with a seasonal high water table at 18 to 24 inches. Other common soil
types that share these characteristics (wetness, low permeability) are the Scituate fine
sandy loam, the Ridgebury fine sandy loam, the Whitman loams, and the Birchwood fine
sandy loam. Poorly-drained till soils are also found intermingled with bedrock out crops.

Low -permeability till -based soils without characteristic high water tables are also found
in town, although less frequently. These include the Paxton and Montauk fine sandy
loams. Sandier, more permeable till soils without high water tables are mu ch less
prevalent, and include Canton and Charlton fine sandy loams.

River valleys often contain muck soils or sandy, permeable soils with characteristic high
water tables. Well-drained soils formed on sand and gravel outwash are limited to the
areas of sand and gravel shown on the soils and geologic features map on the following

page.
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Landscape Character

Ashby retains many features of its cultural history. As residents of the town, we are
proud and protective of the natural beauty and heritage passed down to us.

The rural character of the town is characterized by such features as the well hidden but
exquisite two -mile drive along Route 119 in the Willard Brook State Forest. In the spring,
Willard Brook rushes snakelike through boulder -sided mini -chasms
and under manmade arched bridges. Along the two -mile journey, it
drops 500 feet, forms Damon Pond, the popular swimming pond with
its own waterfall, and then merges with Trapfall Brook. The sides of
the hills bloom with flowering rhododendron and mountain laurel.
The retaining walls along this state highway are in a state of disrepair.
Work to correct the situation will likely include removal of the canopy
which will pose a num ber of risks to the scenic nature of the drive. As
a result of the intersection of hills, roads and streams, stone arched
bridges and stone culverts are frequent features of the landscape.

Many of our public ways still have long stretches of woods and fields
outlined by ancient hand built stone walls. It is this rural view from Figure3 - Damon Pond

. . . Willard Brook State Forest
the roadway that helps to distinguish Ashby from its more developed
neighbors. Maintaining this look was one of t he priorities of the townspeople as
demonstrated by the passage of a Scenic Roads BylawJU n i trielcdesnt oOowi nter r e
program of 2017/18 has greatly modified that
mockery of the Bylaw. The rural character that is so important to residents is generally
defined by the following elements:

The Nine Hills

Ashby is a hill town, abutting the New Hampshire border at an average elevation of 1000
feet above sea level. The bold features of the town derive from itsdistinctively named
hills.

Mount Watatic Blood Hill
Jones Hill Spring Hill
Juniper Hill Rattlesnake Hill
Jewdl Hill Fort Hill

Caton Hill
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Granite topped, historic Mount Watatic with its trails and Indian traditions is a regional
treasure, hiked regularly by hundreds of people. Until the mid -1980s, Mount Watatic
supported a popular local ski area whose summit was in
Ashburnham with the majority of ski trails in Ashby. In
2004 Ashby partnered with Ashburnham, the Ashby
Land Trust, Ashburnham Conservation Trust, DCR and
Mass Fish and Wildlife to secure the old ski area from
development by a company proposing a communication
tower on the top and homes at the base. These 6 owners
now manage the area known as the Watatic Reservation.
The State Department of Fisheries and Wildlife has also
acquired significant portions of the Mountain outside
the Reservation in both Ashby and Ashburnham. Ashby
enthusiastically supports their continued efforts to Figure4 - Watatic Trailsn
protect this resource. The result is that Ashby, in Ashby and Ashburnham
partnership with the Commonwealth and the Ashby Land Trust, has protected or gain
ownership of four of the nine hilltops: Mount Watatic, Blood Hill, Jewell Hill, and Fort
Hill.

The Fields and Farms

Although agriculture as an occupation has declined in
Ashby as in many towns in Massachusetts, the fields
and farms that remain speak eloguently about a rural
way of life. The major crop is hay. The South Road
fields (24 acres just south of the center of town) are still
mowed for hay and contribute to the unique openness
in the center of the village. The Ashby Stock Farm
includes 238 acres of forest anl field to the northwest of
the center and a significant portion of the property is
mowed for hay. The Stock Farm and the Crocker farm,

which also mows significant acreage for hay, are the two Figure5 - Stock Farm
largest farms to remain intact.

At one time, Ashby was home to more than six orchards encompassing over 200 acres.

All of these are no longer commercially used. There are three active Christmas tree farms
owned by the Pernaas, the Hansons and the Arn
Road taps the suga maples and fires up their sugarhouse to make syrup. Town residents
appreciate and wish to support the farms so they remain viable and open as shown

through the passage of a Right to Farm bylaw. Evidence of this is the reemergence of

small farms, mostly specializing in niche markets, but includ e at least one CSA. With the

change in zoning which allows marijuana grow facilities in Ashby, and the change in

laws surrounding cultivation of hemp, several new farms are in the startup process.
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The Brooks

In the valleys formed between the flanks of the hillsides are the fast flowing streams that

are so closely |Ilinked to Ashbyds history of w
Locke Brook, all these brooks have their headwaters in Ashby.
Trapfall Brook Wil lard Brook
South Branch of the Souhegan Locke Brook
Pearl Hill Brook Fallulah Brook
The Ponds and Reservoirs
The major bodies of water in Ashby are the Fitchburg Reservoir (owned by the city of
Fitchburg), the Ashby Compensating Reservoir,
Upper Wrightos Pond, Lower Wr
Little Watatic Pond. There are numerous other
small ponds sprinkled through t own and created,
for the most part, by dams constructed by either
humans or beavers. Most of these have no name, or
have acquired a name through local lore, like Dead
Mands Pond on Piper Rd.
Figure6 - Fitchburg Reservoir
Heritage Landscapes
Recently, with the assistance of the Department of Conservation and Recreation, Ashby
identified 52 heritage landscapes and nine priority landscapes as partofthe St at e 0 s
Heritage Landscape Inventory Program. The nine Priority Landscapes (described below
and shown on the Landscape Character Map) are critical to the character of Ashby. These
unique features should be protected and preserved as the base of the cultural fabric of the
community.
i Ashby Stock Farm 0 A large (238 acre), active
farm located along Route 119 provides a visual and
agricultural anchor to the community.
T Cemeteries (First Parish Burial Ground,
Glenwood, West) 8 These historic cemeteries capture
the history of the townspeople .
i Bandstand on Town Common 0 A gazebo
like bandstand serves as a cultural hub for events,
Figure 7¢ Bandstand Town Common vtou“Sts’ and a la‘_ndmark . . )
[ Jewett Hill Caves 0 o0l ndi an caveso
traditional native peoplesd hunting grounds
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