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4 NATURAL RESOURCES

4.1 Policv

Promote conservation of onen space for recreational and/or agricultural uses. Promote conservation.
and orotection where anorooriate. of Westford’s natural resources using the best information
available. Examples of these resources include: forests. critical wildlife habitat. rare and endangered
species habitat. bioloeical diversitv. wetlands. eroundwater. surface waters. flood nlains. air qualitv.
and the best examples of ecological and geological features in Westford.

4.2 Inventorv and Discussion

4.2.1 Introduction

Westford contains manv significant natural features. Streams drain the higher hills and ridees to the
west and east of the Brown's River which bisects the town. Most of Westford is heavilv forested. The
forest lands are interspersed with wooded swamps. small ponds. marshes and beaver flowages. This
wide arrav of habitats. alone with open meadows and aericultural land makes Westford home to manv
of the species of plants and animals native to the northern hardwood forest. In ranidlv urbanizing
Chittenden Countv. Westford remains an important natural communitv which serves as a habitat
bridee to more remote areas to the north and east. Westford is fortunate to have an abundance of
oven land and natural resources. While some of these resources. such as drinking water and soils for
prover waste disposal. are necessarv for the well being and health of Westford's citizens. others. such
as timber and farmlands. are important because thev help define the rural character for which
Westford is known. Other elements of the natural environment. such as steep slones and poor soils
must be recognized as limitations to develobment.

4.2.2 Acgricultural and Forest Lands

There are several agricultural businesses in Westford. including dairv farms. and beef. horse and
poultrv onerations. Manv Westford residents have small hobbv farms. made possible bv Westford’s
rural settine and agricultural landscapne. Mano 2 (Forest & Aegricultural Soils) shows the location of
agricultural soils in Westford.

Northern hardwoods forest. containing some oak. cover the hills in Westford. This is second (or third)
ogrowth forest. much of it cleared for pasture or at least grazed bv domestic animals while still
forested. The rockiest and steepest slones were probablv disturbed the least since thev were the most
difficult to log and erew the poorest aualitv timber. Primarv forest soils are shown on Mab 2 (Forest
& Agricultural Soils).

4.2.3 Floodnlains

Floodplains are those areas adiacent to rivers that are likelv to experience flooding durine heavv
rainfall. For this reason. and the fact that nrooertv and life are at risk. building and development in the
floodnlain is undesired and discouraged in identified floodnlain areas. Floodnlains are maoped bv the
Federal Emergencv Management Agencv (FEMA). which administers the National Flood Insurance
Program (NFIP). a proeram that Westford ioined in August 2003. Thanks to enrollment in NFIP.
residents with existing homes are able to purchase flood insurance at substantiallv lower rates up to
the limits of the federal proeram. This can be especiallv important to some new homeowners because
lenders must reauire borrowers whose provertv is located in a designated flood hazard area to
purchase flood insurance as a condition of receiving a federallv backed mortgage loan. This
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availabilitv follows Westford’s adontion and enforcement of ordinances (Zoning Regulations 2001
revision. Flood Hazard Overlav District) to reduce flood losses.

4.2.4 Geological Features

Westford shares similar bedrock geologv with manv other Vermont towns. especiallv those located in
the northern Green Mountains and adiacent foothills. Non-calcareous schists and eravwackes are the
dominant bedrock tvpes. A small arm of the Champlain Vallev's limestone belt reaches into Westford
iust east of Bowman corners. Underlain bv auartzites and dolomite bedrock. this limev area
encompasses Bald Hill and the hill immediatelv south.

4.2.5 Groundwater

Adeauate and pure eroundwater supnlies are essential to most communities in Vermont. This is
particularlv true in Westford where virtuallv all water is taken from groundwater sources. The areas
where water most easilv percolates through the soils are called recharee areas. because thev help to
recharge the sroundwater sunolv. These areas are characterized bv exposed bedrock and soils with
large varticles (loamv soils). Recharge areas are suscentible to eroundwater contamination and uses in
these areas should be carefullv considered. For instance. undereround storage tanks and landfills
should be prohibited from these areas. In Westford. some gravel recharge areas are located generallv
in the north-central area. between the Huntlev and Cambridee Roads. and along the lower section of
the Browns River. With that said. recharee areas for individual wells can onlv be determined on a
case-bv-case basis.

Vermont has designated water sources which serve 10 or more connections or 25 or more vear round
residents as source water or well head orotection areas (WHPA's). Incompatible uses should be
prohibited within the boundaries of source water brotection areas.

Care must be taken to ensure that erowth and develonment does not cause groundwater contamination
of both individual private wells and public water sunnlies. which could endaneger the health and safetv
of nresent and future Westford residents. The prooer siting of development. with particular regard to
the aualitv and location of waste disposal svstems will help ensure that the qualitv of Westford's
groundwater remains high.

4.2.6 Uniaue Natural Areas

Some natural areas in Westford are or contain uniaue resources that should be conserved in the face
of increasing erowth and develonment. which threatens their existence. Such areas are irreplaceable
sites with their own special character. permanence. vulnerabilitv and management considerations.
Examnoles of outstanding natural areas that should be conserved are listed below.

Mountainview Bog. Hidden Swamp and Westford Swamp (partlv in Essex) have bogs or peatlands as
part of their wetland mosaic. All three of these peatlands are of state significance. each with unusuallv
good examples of different wetland natural communities. Westford Swamn is also of special
botanical significance because of its laree popoulation of the rare Massachusetts fern (thelvoteris
simulata). Brookside Shrub Swambp is the onlv site in Westford with a local level of sienificance.
While onlv a few acres in extent. this swamp contains an unusual examole of a tamarack-alder
swamp.
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A significant unland natural area in Westford. Stewart Hill. occunies onlv a few acres of the much
larger Stewart Hill area. The natural area is a rockv slobe with an excellent example of a rich northern
hardwoods forest. (from Biological Natural Areas of Chittenden Countv. Vermont Non-Game Natural
Heritage Proeram. December 1991.) These natural areas are shown on Map 3 (Natural Features).

4.2.7 Sand and Gravel Deposits

Sand and eravel deposits are valuable natural resources because thev nrovide material used for local
road maintenance. sandine and for commercial construction uses. A surficial material mao (not
included in the Plan) nrevared bv the Chittenden Countv Regional Planning Commission shows that
Westford has an abundance of sand and eravel devosits. some of which are between Pettineill Road
and Rt. 128 corridor. The north-central section of the Town alone Plains Road also has significant
deposits and other significant auantities exist in the western half of Westford. A 1973 revort bv John
Mullen concluded that almost 7% of the Town is underlain with sand and eravel.

Gravel pits should be considered as conditional uses in the nermit nrocess. Conditions should be
attached which consider neighbors and natural resources. and a plan should be agreed upon for the re-
vegetation of the site.

4.2.8 Soils

The soils of Westford are tvnical of Vermont hill countrv. Glacial till covers most of the hills in town.
separated onlv bv the river corridor in approximate eeoeranhic middle of Town. The soils produced
from the till are loamv in texture. often rockv and moderatelv well-drained to excessivelv well-
drained. Except for the limev area west of Bowman Corners. these till soils tend to be acidic. The
vallevs. narticularlv those with elevations of 500 feet or less. have heavv soils derived from lake
bottom sediments laid down bv elacial Lake Champlain.

Soil characteristics are important considerations when undertaking anv activitv or construction.
Before construction is contemplated. the Farm Service Agencv soil survevs should be checked to
determine the general soil tvpes present and site specific conditions should be investigated.

4.2.9 Surface Waters

Surface waters include anv bodv of water that exists throughout the vear on the land surface: these
tvoicallv include rivers. streams. ponds and lakes. Thev are important as a source of drinking water
for humans and wildlife. recreation. flood control. and for aesthetic value. The Browns River is the
water feature that dominates Westford. traversing the Town from south to north. There are manv
smaller streams in Town. most of which emptv into the Browns River or one of the manv wetlands in
Westford. There are several small nonds in Westford. but there is no official public access to anv of
these ponds. However there is public access to the Browns River near the Town Common for fire
devartment use.

Potential threats to surface waters include: vollution from failed sentic svstems: siltation and erosion
from construction. logeing. sand and eravel operations. agricultural lands. gravel/dirt roads: and
pollution from aericultural and residential run-off.

4.2.10 Tonographv
Westford's landscape can best be described as Vermont hill countrv. Rounded hills. eenerallv ranging
from 1000-1200 feet in elevation. are scattered throughout the town. Stewart Hill. elevation 1600
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feet. is the highest hill in Westford. The north-flowing Browns River is the maior water feature in
town. The river and its tributaries drain almost the entire town. Unlike other areas of Vermont. the
stream vallevs in Westford and adiacent Essex are relativelv broad with gentle eradients.

The following soil slone summarv illustrates Westford's tonogranhv.

Table 8
Soil Slone Summarv
% slope Acres % of Town area
0-5 3904 15.6
5-15 6897 27.5
15-25 9913 39.6
25+ 4324 17.3
TOTAL 25.038 100

(Source: CCRPC Geogranhic Information Svstem.)

Westford's tonographv poses some constraints on development with regard to waste disposal. On-site
waste disposal svstems reauire relativelv flat or rolling areas to function prooerlv and slones greater
than 15% can be unsuitable. In addition. manv of the soils found in steeper areas are unsuitable for
waste disposal. See Man 3 (Natural Features) and Map 4 (Soil On-Site Sentic Canabilitv).

4.2.11 Visual Resources

While a detailed inventorv of Westford's scenic resources has not been conducted it is obvious that
there are manv excentional views. Soectacular views of Mt. Mansfield are visible on the east side of
Woods Hollow Road. Aloneg Rt. 128 there are views of the Browns River vallev floor and the onen
lands which characterize this area. Sweeping views of open spaces apvear along the north side of the
Cambridee Road which have not been affected bv develonment at this time. The excellent scenerv in
Westford contributes to the aualitv of life that residents value. Whenever nossible. develooment
should be sited in such a wav as to preserve those views which are impoortant to Westford residents.
This can usuallv be easilv accomnlished if the plannine commission and the landowner coonerate to
devise an accetable site plan.

4.2.12 Wetlands

Wetlands. manv of them forested and/or marshv. are scattered throughout town. The National
Wetlands Inventorv Maps for Westford are nroduced bv the United States Fish and Wildlife Service
and are also used bv the State of Vermont in connection with the Vermont Wetland Rules. Copies of
the NWI mans are on file at the Westford Town offices and at the Chittenden Countv Regional
Planning Commission. These wetlands have been included on Man 5 (Wetlands & Floodplains).

Wetlands are important elements of the landscape because of the functions thev nerform. and are
defined bv State statute. Most wetlands in Westford are shown on the National Wetland Inventorv
maps. but other smaller wetlands mav not annear on these mans. and are also considered wetlands. To
protect wetlands and other critical natural resources. Westford has established a Water Resources
Overlav district in the zoning ordinance. This techniaue is used to protect special features of the
landscape that are not located within an easilv definable geogranhical area. Development is allowed
to occur as snecified in the underlvine zone. excent that when a wetland is located on a narcel
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pronosed for develobment. certain conditions would anolv. the most common being the establishment
of a buffer zone around the wetland. within which most activities that entail construction are
prohibited. On most sites. develonment can simplv be moved awav or unland from the wetland. It is
verv rare that proiects are unable to be built because of a wetland protection provision in the zoning
ordinance. The overlav zone establishes nermitted and conditional uses iust like other zones in the
ordinance.

The determination of whether or not a wetland exists and delineatine its boundaries are tasks which
must be performed bv specialists: the Wetlands Office at the Agencv of Natural Resources has a small
staff to assist Towns in this regard. To determine the presence of wetlands initiallv. the zoning
ordinance should reauire that all anolications for develooment contain information reeardine hvdric
soils. vegetation and hvdrologv and to reference the NWI manos if apborooriate. This will allow the
planning commission to determine if wetlands are present or not. Depending on the size of the
wetland affected and the nature of the pronosed activitv. State and Federal agencies mav become
involved in the permitting process.

4.2.13 Wildlife Habitat

Wildlife habitat contributes to the rural character of Westford and reflects the diversitv of the Town's
natural landscane. This landscane provides abundant forest. field. riparian (streams & rivers). and
wetland habitat for a varietv of eame and non-game fish and wildlife species. Large contieuous tracts
of forest habitat dominate throughout the eastern half of Town. In the western half of Town. fields
and field/forest edee habitat exist alone the maior streams/rivers and roads. with forest habitat
throughout the remainine area. All of these areas (includine develoned land) nrovide habitat of some
sort: however. the relative value to wildlife varies depending on the species or eroun of species in
auestion.

Man 3 (Natural Features) shows significant natural communities as well as rare. threatened.
endaneered (RTE) species locations as determined bv the VT Fish and Wildlife Department’s Non-
game and Natural Heritage proeram. Land cover/use trends in Westford over the last 100 vears
mirror statewide and regional (e.g.. New England) trends. with laree increases in forest cover as
unused agricultural lands and oven fields revert to woodland. As a result. certain species are
declinine or imperiled (e.2.. Bobolink). makine remaining onen field habitat sienificant. Wetland.
floodnlain. and riparian areas shown on Mapo 5 (Wetlands & Floodnlains) are also important. both
locallv and for adioining towns. as discrete habitat for aquatic and rinarian species and as corridors
for general wildlife movement.

The Vermont Fish and Wildlife Devartment in 1989 identified the eastern half of Westford. west of
Rt. 128 and Cambridee Road as being seasonal bear habitat. meaning that it is of secondarv
importance to bears. This means that bears. including cub-producing females. freauentlv use the area.
These lands often contain critical seasonal feedine areas and important travel corridors which are
used bv the bears to traverse from one habitat area to another through develoned or aericultural lands.
No areas of Westford are identified as being of primarv importance to bears.

Several areas in Westford have been identified as deer wintering habitat. includine. 1.) the Stewart
Hill area in the southeast corner of Town. 2.) the eastern side of the Browns River and Route 128 half
a mile north of the Essex border. and 3.) six smaller deer vards which ring the northern and eastern
borders of Town. east of Huntlev Road. across to Beaver Brook and south to Sevmour Road. See
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Mapb 3 (Natural Features) for the annroximate locations of these and other manoned deer wintering
areas.

4.2.14 Open Space Conservation

Open spnace is undeveloned land. Critical opben spaces are those that enhance the rural character of
Westford. Westford residents consistentlv rank open space conservation as a verv important
component of the Town’s future. This attitude was reflected in both the 2003 and 1990 communitv
survevs. The 2003 survev showed that preservation of working farms and conservation of
agricultural and forest lands were of particular importance. At the 2004 Town Meeting. voters
apporoved the creation of a Town Conservation Fund to nrovide a local mechanism to assist
landowners seeking to conserve land. The Conservation Commission administers the fund (with the
help of the Town Treasurer). and final spending decisions are made bv the Selectboard. Working
together. the Conservation Commission. Plannine Commission. and Selectboard develoned a set of
criteria to help prioritize future conservation proiects. These criteria are detailed in Table 9. The
more criteria that anolv to a parcel of land. the higher prioritv it will be for conservation. The list is
meant to be somewhat flexible to accommodate chaneine situations. Furthermore. these criteria will
continue to be refined even after the Town Plan is adonted.

Page 19



Westford Town Plan — Adonted October 26. 2004

Table 9
Land Conservation Criteria

The following criteria are meant to help orioritize land that landowners want to conserve in the Town of Westford. The
more criteria that abolv to a parcel of land. the higher prioritv it will be for conservation. including expenditures from the
Town’s Conservation Fund. This is an evolving list. and anv changes must be anobroved bv the Selectboard.

*Note — Specific examples (e.2.. Sugarbushes under Existine Farming Operations) are given for some criteria. These are
examples onlv. and are NOT meant to be an exclusive or exhaustive list.

Conservation of Parcel Conforms with the Town Plan (Reauired)

Conservation of Parcel Contributes to the Town’s Rural Character (Reauired)

Parcel Used for Existina Farmina Operations
- Dairv. Beef. Horse. Poultrv or other Farms
- Small Hobbv Farmina
- Suaarbushes

At least 20% of parcel is Prime Aaricultural Soil AND parcel has potential for future aaricultural operations

At least 20% of parcel is Prime Forest Soil AND parcel has potential for future forestrv operations

Parcel is in Water Resources Overlav District
- Rivers. Streams & Ponds
- NWI Wetlands

Parcel is Adiacent to Existina Town Land or other Conserved Areas

Parcel is Adiacent to or Enhances Greenwavs or Trail Svstems
Current Trail Proiects Include:
- White Church to Post Office.
- Town Common to School.
- Osaood Hill Rd (near Beaver Pond Road) to Route 128 and Brookside Road.
- Machia Hill Trail to Old #11.
- Sevmour Rd Trail to Old #11.

Conservation of Parcel has Recreational Value to Town and includes public access
- Current Trails / Greenwavs

Conservation of Parcel has Scenic Value to the Town. such as:
- Unobstructed Views of Mount Mansfield
- Views of Browns River Vallev and Open Areas alona the Route 128 corridor

Conservation of Parcel has Historic Value to the Town

Parcel Contains Uniaue Natural Areas or Sianificant Bioloaical Diversitv. such as:
- Mountainview Boa

Hidden Swamp

Westford Swambp

Brookside Shrub Swamp

Stewart Hill

Parcel Contains Critical Wildlife Habitat. such as:

- Known Endanaered Species

- Deer Winterina Areas
o Stewart Hill Area
o Eastern side of Browns River and Route 128 near Essex
o 6 Small Deer Yards which rina the northern and eastern borders of Westford. east of

Huntlev Road. across to Beaver Brook and south to Sevmour Road

- Black Bear Winterina Areas

o Eastern half of Westford. west of Route 128 and Cambridae Roads?
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4.3 Obiectives & Recommendations

1. To ensure a balanced level of develonment and conservation in Westford with policies that
incornorates the nreservation of existing oben spaces and natural resources and the value of
conservation.

a.

Explore wavs to auantifv the natural resource value of land based on its phvsical and
contextual attributes. Seek wavs to appolv these values to development cost-benefit
analvsis decisions. Policv assistance in this proiect will be sought from the State of
Vermont. non-profit organizations. and other policv institutions.

2. Acauire information on geologv. soils. hvdrologv. biological diversitv and other natural resources.
and integrate this information into the nlannine and develobment review process.

Cooperate with and sunport efforts bv state and federal agencies. such as the Natural
Resources Conservation Service. to improve the accuracv of mans of geologv. soils.
hvdroloev and biological diversitv of the Town.

Initiate efforts with the Chittenden Countv Reeional Planning Commission and state
and federal agencies to develon Geogranhic Information Svstem (GIS) mans that show
the status storm water management. soil erosion. changes in wetlands and agricultural
land uses. and toxic sites.

Utilize the best available GIS mans and technoloev durine zonine and subdivision
regulation revisions and in the develobpment review process. As determined bv the
Planning Commission. reauire professional on-site evaluation for develooment
propnosals to achieve the Town's goals of adeauate clean water through ground water
protection. wetlands protection. anprooriate sewage disposal. protection of agricultural
lands. and prover siting of development. Consider seekine advisorv environmental
evaluations of maior and minor develonment pronosals.

Refine Westford’s scenic resources mans to more clearlv define the scenicallv
sensitive areas.

Consider special review standards for development on rideelines.

3. Protect Westford’s water sunnlies and other water resources (rivers. streams. ponds. wetlands).

Provide information about source water areas and how to protect public and private
water supplies and aquifer recharee areas bv nreventing and managing anv hazardous
or toxic snills. Also develoo wavs to educate Town residents about (a) the roles rivers
and streams plav in flood control and in maintainine the Town's natural and aesthetic
characteristics: (b) wavs to minimize water pollution: and (¢) the status of rivers and
streams.

Develop regulations to nrovide for compatible recreation. forestrv and other limited
uses of the land and resources in these areas that will not result in the pollution of the
water supplv.
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c. Investigate esround water protection overlav zones in the Zoning Regulations. and
undate these with the best available information and criteria for source water
protection and aquifer protection areas.

d. Work toward ensuring Westford’s Water Resources Overlav District adeauatelv
protects water aualitv in all town rivers. streams. and tributaries.

e. Seek technical and financial sunvort for Browns River monitoring and watershed
assessment proiects.

f. Cooperate with and support the work of eroups that seek to nreserve and nrovide
public access to rivers and streams and to preserve the undeveloned character of the
Browns River bv establishment of a Browns River Green Belt. Work with state and
federal agencies and landowners to rectifv the Browns River’s impaired status due to
sedimentation and severe bank erosion. Explore additional means to protect rinarian
vegetation. maintain habitat for fish and wildlife. orotect water aualitv. preserve scenic
beautv and recreational potential. and prevent erosion.

4. Identifv open space and natural resource areas that should be a prioritv for conservation to
preserve Westford’s rural character and sunvort the forest and aericultural resources vital to this
area. Utilize the criteria shown in Table 9 to prioritize conservation pronosals from landowners
interested in conserving their land. Continue to refine these criteria. and use information
develoned in Obiective 2 to help this process.

a. To respect landowner rights. a strong effort will be made to solicit landowners who
want to conserve their provertv with conservation easements or donating/selling
development rights. This opportunitv-based conservation will be followed with
targeted conservation efforts to make conserved areas as contiguous as possible.

b. Conservation efforts should be coordinated with efforts to create trails or ereenwavs
throughout Westford and connecting to neighboring communities.

c. Westford should maintain its Conservation Fund to assist conservation efforts and
potentiallv buv pronertv or development rights in areas vital for conservation.

d. The Town should coordinate with the Vermont Land Trust. the Winooski Vallev Park
District and other conservation groups to seek protection of significant onen space and
natural resources through private. voluntarv techniaues including the establishment of
conservation easements. ereenwavs and recreational trails. If current non-orofit or
public organizations cannot meet the uniaue needs of Westford. the Town mav want to
explore sponsoring a new non-profit organization or land trust.

e. Support the State Use Value Tax Program. Encourage new developments be located

and designed to conserve agricultural and forestrv notential. especiallv with regard to
access to remaining lands.

Page 22



Westford Town Plan — Adonted October 26. 2004

5. To allow the extraction of earth resources in such a wav that valuable gravel & sand assets are
retained or realized. environmental damage is minimized. truck traffic is scheduled with
consideration to adiacent uses. sroundwater is nrotected and revegetation occurs.

a. Add orovisions to the Zoning and Subdivision Regulations to ensure important eravel
& sand resources are available for future extraction and use.

b. Use site nlan anonroval and conditional use review process to control aspects of earth
resource extraction. such as truck routes. blasting. dust. stockniling. and noise. etc. to
minimize negative impacts.

c. Maintain other controls in the zoning to insure that new and extended extraction
overations do not adverselv affect existing or nlanned residential areas or the general

scenic beautv of Westford.

d. Reauire the reclamation of all extraction areas to ensure a safe. attractive and useful
condition.

e. Address the nroblems of dumping in old. inactive pits bv reauiring gates on access
roads. and the nosting of lands to nrohibit dumpine.
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