
 

  

Overview 

Historically, a much larger percentage 
of the six-town region of Athol, Barre, 
Hardwick, Orange, Petersham, and 
Warwick was open and in active 
production, with farmers serving local 
and regional markets for dairy, beef, 
and diversified products. Fewer farms 
exist today and many face numerous 
challenges to stay viable. Many larger 
farms have been divided into smaller 
parcels and different ownerships, and 
are kept open by a small number of 
farmers, primarily in hay production. 
There is more prime agricultural soil 
in the six towns than is currently being 
used for food production (over 32,000 acres), due in large part to the trend of 
reforestation in New England during the 20th century. Many of the active farms that 
remain are similar to those of 200 years ago; most are relatively small but diverse, 
with a focus on beef and dairy production and limited fruit and vegetable production. 
Many farmers do not own the land they farm or have not identified successors, and 
the future of those farms is therefore uncertain. At the same time, new and beginning 
farmers struggle to find and afford farmland and housing. Two-thirds of the open 
farmland (approximately 5,300 acres of farm fields) in our region is still unprotected 
and threatened by development. 

 

Major findings 

1. There is potential for increased food and fodder production in our region. 

2. Farmland access is a challenge for both beginning farmers and established 

farmers interested in expanding their production. 

3. The farmland that exists in our region is threatened by development. 
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Dairy cows graze at Chase Hill Farm in Warwick. 
Photo credit: Chase Hill Farm 
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Assets 

Potential for increased food and fodder 
production 

Most farms in our region are not completely 
open, but have a large area of land that is 
forested. In fact, as shown in Figure 2.1, only a 
little more than 20 percent of the total area of 
farmland in our region consists of open fields; the 
rest is wooded. This reflects the general historical 
land use pattern of the north and east Quabbin 
region, which is largely wooded and hilly. Many 
farmers cut timber on their backland in addition 
to farming the fields.  Maple sugaring is also an 
important industry in our region. 

Although our region is not known for having 
great agricultural soils, there are more prime and 
statewide important farmland soils than are 
being utilized for food production. As shown in 
Figure 2.2, only about 16 percent of prime and 

statewide important farmland soils are currently 
being utilized for crop production and pasture. 
This reflects a historic trend of reforestation of 
much formerly-cleared farmland, development of 
many flat (and fertile) areas, and the difficulty 
that small farmers have historically had within 
larger-scale produce and grain markets.  

While it is important to take these factors into 
consideration, it does seem that there is a 
potential for increased food and fodder 
production in our region. Of course, some of 
these soils have been built upon, have been 
covered by water, or are under permanently 
protected forestland and therefore will likely not 
be utilized for agriculture in the future. However, 
many acres of good agricultural soils exist at the 
edges of fields or in abandoned farm fields; with 
selective clearing of trees at the edges of fields or 
in abandoned farm fields, some of these soils 
could be reclaimed for farming as they were in 
the past. 

Old farmland hiding 
under the trees 

As shown in Figures 2.3 and 
2.4, the amount of forested 
land in our region has been 
on the rise over the past 200 
years, while the amount of 
agricultural land has 
declined. Today’s heavily 
forested landscape in the six-
town region is the result of a 
long effort to restore forests 
that were cut in the rush to 
sell lumber or keep farms 
competitive in expanding 

Chapter 2: Production 

Sweetwater Farm in Petersham grows certified organic hay as feed for its beef herd. 
Photo credit: Sweetwater Farm  
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markets. Forest cover declined sharply 
throughout the 19th century in New England, and 
was at its lowest (20%, according to spatial data 
from Harvard Forest researchers) in our region 
by 1830. It has rebounded strikingly (back to 83% 
by 2005), leaving the well-known signs of old and 
abandoned farms in the form of stone walls and 
cellar holes dotted throughout the woods. 

However, the too-simple story of decline and 
abandonment masks some of the contradictions 
within New England’s economy over the 19th 
century. Despite the steady loss in open farmland 
and numbers of farms and farmers, intensified 
methods actually increased agricultural 
production overall until its peak in 1910. 
Industrial towns and cities gobbled up land but 
also provided new markets for farmers’ goods. 
Competition from Midwestern farms undercut 
area prices on grains and vegetables but also 
provided cheap feed that let many area farmers 
shift to livestock and specialty products. Today, 
farmland continues to be lost to development 
and other causes (a loss of 3,000 acres in our 
region, or 27%, between 1971 and 2005), making 
it more urgent to understand both the reasons 

Town

Total land 

area (acres)

Acres of prime 

farmland soil

% land area 

covered by 

prime soil

Acres of prime soil 

used for cropland or 

pasture

% of prime soil NOT 

utilized for agriculture

Athol 21,354            4,463                    21% 231                                   95%

Barre 28,555            5,113                    18% 1,562                                69%

Hardwick 26,154            2,845                    11% 1,187                                58%

Orange 23,043            9,343                    41% 1,022                                89%

Petersham 43,657            3,012                    7% 670                                   78%

Warwick 24,103            7,575                    31% 475                                   94%

Six-town region 166,866          32,351                  19% 5,147                                84%

Figure 2.2: Prime and statewide important farmland soils by town 

Over 32,000 acres of land in our region are covered by prime and statewide important farmland soils; however, only 5,000 acres are 
being utilized for crop production or pasture. This leaves 84% of all the agricultural soils in our region being used for non-farming 
purposes, indicating a potential for increased food production in the six-town region. 
 
Sources: MassGIS datalayers for land use (2005) and prime and statewide important farmland soils 

Figure 2.1: Farm parcels and open farm fields by town 

Over 36,600 acres of land in the six-town region are located on 
farm parcels, but as is typical for diversified farms in our region, 
most of those acres are forested, leaving only about 8,300 acres of 
open fields, or a little more than 20 percent of total farm area.  
 
Sources: Mount Grace Land Conservation Trust farmland 
inventory, 2014-2015; MassGIS datalayers for land use (2005) 
and open space 
Note: “Farm parcels” are all tax parcels being utilized in whole 
or in part for agriculture, as captured in the Mount Grace Land 
Conservation Trust farmland inventory. “Farm fields” are open 
fields and pastures on those parcels being actively utilized for 
agriculture. 

Town

Total 

land area 

(acres)

Acres of 

farm 

parcels

Acres of 

farm 

fields

Percent of 

farm parcel 

area in open 

fields

Athol 21,354     1,744       452       26%

Barre 28,555     9,520       2,548    27%

Hardwick 26,154     9,702       2,440    25%

Orange 23,043     4,827       1,257    26%

Petersham 43,657     6,318       1,013    16%

Warwick 24,103     4,504       619       14%
Six-town region 166,866   36,615     8,329    23%
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A trend of reforestation... 

In 1830, 80% of land in the five-town region 
was cleared for farming and settlement, leaving 
only 20% of land area forested. No data 
available for Hardwick. 

By the mid-20th century, nearly all the forest 
had grown back, with about 83% of the land area 
of the six towns covered by forest (accounting 
for land lost due to the creation of the Quabbin). 

The early 21st century saw a slight decline in 
forest cover in the six towns; however, forest 
still accounts for 82% of land area in our region. 

Warwick and Petersham experienced the highest rate of 
reforestation in the six-town region; Orange and Barre 
experienced the lowest (after accounting for land lost due 
to the creation of the Quabbin Reservoir). 

Sources: MassGIS datalayers for land use, 1971 and 2005; 
Harvard Forest datalayer for Land Cover and Cultural Features 
of Massachusetts in 1830. 

Figure 2.3: Forest cover from 1830 to present 

1830 1971 2005

Athol 21% 78% 78%

Barre 11% 77% 76%

Hardwick - 78% 78%

Orange 24% 78% 75%

Petersham 23% 91% 89%

Warwick 18% 91% 90%

Six-town region 20% 83% 82%

% land area covered by forest

Town
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...and the decline of farmland 

By 2005, the amount of cropland and pasture in the 
six-town region had declined to 8,300 acres, or about 
5% of total land area. This represents a decline of 
27% from 1971. 

In 1971, cropland and pasture accounted for 11,400 
acres of land in the six-town region, or about 7% of 
total land area. 

Sources: MassGIS datalayers 
for land use, 1971 and 2005. 

The towns experiencing the highest rate of 
farmland loss between 1971 and 2005 were 
Hardwick, Barre, and Athol. 

Figure 2.4: Cropland from 1971 to present 

1971 2005

Athol 4% 2%

Barre 12% 9%

Hardwick 14% 9%

Orange 7% 5%

Petersham 2% 2%

Warwick 3% 3%

Six-town region 7% 5%

% land area used for ag

Town
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why farmland grew back into forest and the 
potential for selectively putting some of that land 
back into food production. 

Diversity of farm products  

Farms in our region produce a great diversity of 
products. As shown in Figure 2.5, according to 
farmer surveys conducted by Franklin Regional 
Council of Governments (FRCOG) and Central 
Mass Regional Planning Commission (CMRPC), 
more than half of the 21 farmers surveyed in our 
region reported growing hay. The next most 
commonly grown products according to this 
survey were beef (48%), poultry and dairy (both 
43%), and pork (38%). Another analysis based on 
an inventory of almost 1,000 farm parcels 
conducted by Mount Grace Land Conservation 

Trust in 2014 shows an even more dramatic 
picture. Over 80 percent of farm parcels for 
which data were available were being used (in 
whole or in part) for growing hay. For more 
information about the farmer surveys and the 
Mount Grace farmland inventory, see Appendix 
B. 

Although hay is far and away the most 
commonly produced product in our region, there 
is a surprising diversity of crops produced at the 
level of the individual farm. According to the 
FRCOG and CMRPC farmer surveys, almost all 
responding farms in the north and east Quabbin 
region produce a variety of products; the average 
farm reported about 4 or 5 different types of 
products, with some farms producing over a 
dozen types of products, as shown in Figure 2.6.  

Of 21 farms surveyed in Barre, Hardwick, Orange, Petersham, and Warwick, over half reported growing hay. The next most 
commonly produced products were beef, dairy, poultry, and pork. Only one-third of the farmers surveyed reported growing 
vegetables, and less than 20 percent reported growing fruits and berries.  
 
Sources: FRCOG and CMRPC farmer surveys 
*No data available for Athol 

Figure 2.5: Most commonly produced products in the 5-town region* according to farmer surveys 
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With a strengthened local market for locally-
produced fruits and vegetables in stores and at 
farmers markets, farms in our region might be 
able to expand their production in these areas. 
There is already some demand for increased 
production of fruits and vegetables in the area; 
markets such as Quabbin Harvest co-op and 
Hannaford struggle to source these products 
locally, especially berries and fruits (except for 
apples). Winter vegetables, such as root 
vegetables and leafy greens, would also be 
welcome at markets that often struggle to offer 
local produce during the off-season.  

Opportunities for pasture and hay 

The New England Food Vision describes a future 
where the six states of New England produce 50 
percent of their food by the year 2060. In order to 

accomplish this goal, the Vision calls for a 
tripling of the total farmland area in New 
England, from 5 percent of total land area for all 
six states to 15 percent. In Massachusetts, this 
would mean increasing the amount of farmland 
in the state from about 235,000 acres to about 
800,000 acres, or nearly quadrupling the area of 
farmland in the state.  

Pasture and hay have an important part to play 
in achieving this increased level of production. 
According to the Vision, over half of New 
England’s farmland acres, or 3.5 million acres out 
of the 6 million total that the Vision calls for, 
should be devoted to hay and pasture as a crucial 
foundation for meat and dairy production. The 
north and east Quabbin region is well-suited to 
grow hay and graze livestock and could serve an 
important role in fulfilling the “50-by-60” vision 
outlined in the New England Food Vision. It is 
more important now than ever to preserve the 

As shown in this scatterplot, for the 21 farms surveyed in the 
five-town* region, the average (mean) number of products 
produced per farm was 4.5. Just one farmer reported producing 
only one product; on the other end of the spectrum, one farmer 
reported producing 13 different products. The mode, or the most 
frequently reported number of products, was 3 products per 
farm.  
 
Sources: FRCOG and CMRPC farmer surveys 
*No data available for Athol 

Figure 2.6: Number of products produced per farm 

To meet the vision of producing 50 
percent of New England’s food within 

New England, the amount of farmland in 
Massachusetts alone would have to 

nearly quadruple by 2060. 

Many Hands Organic Farm in Barre produces certified organic 
vegetables, fruits, and berries, while also raising beef cattle, pigs, 
chickens, and hay. 
Photo credit: Many Hands Organic Farm 
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farmland that remains and increase production 
where possible to improve our regional self-
reliance.  

Barriers and Opportunities 

Rocky soil 

Although 32,000 acres of the six-town region are 
covered by prime and statewide important 
farmland soils (out of about 167,000 acres total), 
anyone who has farmed in this region knows the 
soil in some areas is extremely rocky. Many areas 
are hilly as well, which presents additional 
challenges for farming. This is one reason why 
many farmers in our region, historically and 
today, grow such a diversity of products; they 
may hay their largest fields, graze cattle on the 
slopes, grow a few vegetables in the areas with 
the best soil, and cut timber on the backland. As 
mentioned previously, these traditional 
diversified farms provide valuable hay and 
pasture, which are both important to the larger 
regional food system, as well as forest products, 
which are important to the economy and rural 
character of the north and east Quabbin.  

In spite of the challenges presented by the rocky, 
hilly terrain, some small-scale farmers are 
shifting away from this traditional production 
method and towards more intensified techniques 
drawn from less-mechanized, more ‘artisanal’ 
modes of farming (for example, no-till cultivation 
and permaculture).  Many Hands Organic Farm 
in Barre produces certified organic vegetables, 
fruits, and berries, while also raising beef cattle, 
pigs, chickens, and hay. Jane’s Heirloom 
Tomatoes in Petersham is a smaller operation 
specializing in small-scale, intensive tomato 
production. These innovative new farms should 
be celebrated as a valuable addition to the older, 
more traditional diversified farms in our region. 

Keeping farms in the hands of farmers 

The question of how a farm will transition from 
one generation to the next, or from one farmer to 
another, is an important challenge faced by all 
farm owners. According to farmer surveys 
conducted by FRCOG and CMRPC, about two-
thirds of farmers surveyed in the north and east 
Quabbin towns are between 45 and 64 years of 
age. Less than 30 percent of farmers surveyed in 
our region reported having either a transition 
plan or an identified successor for their farm. 
There is a need to link these aging farmland 
owners with resources to help them find a 
successor for their land to keep it in farming. 
Often, that successor will be a family member; 
however, there are many beginning and 
established farmers seeking farmland in our 
region who may be able to take over for a farmer 
exiting the business, or even start a new farm on 
land that is not currently being utilized.  

Less than 30 percent of farmers surveyed 
in our region reported having either a 

transition plan or an identified successor 
for their farm. 

The next generation of farmers learn to plant garlic at the 
Farm School in Orange. 
Photo credit: The Farm School 
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Unprotected farmland in our region 

WARWICK 

ORANGE 
ATHOL 

PETERSHAM 

BARRE 

HARDWICK 

Sources: Mount Grace Land Conservation Trust farmland inventory, 2014-2015; MassGIS datalayers for open space and land use 
Note: Since many farm parcels in our region have forested areas as well as open fields, farm fields are identified on the map as an 
important resource that needs protecting. 

Figure 2.7: Unprotected farm fields and farm parcels in our region 
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Access to farmland is a challenge affecting 
farmers across the country. Some farmers in the 
north and east Quabbin region who participated 
in the FRCOG and CMRPC farmer surveys 
reported that farmland is expensive and hard to 
find, with one farmer noting that the “big farms 
in town use it all up.” Farmers surveyed in the 
north and east Quabbin also identified a need for 
more farmland for hay, pasture, and cropland. 
Mount Grace’s 2014 farmland inventory found 
that many fields in the six-town region are not 
actively farmed, and that many more have been 
allowed to start returning to forest, indicating 
that opportunities exist for beginning farmers as 
well as established farmers looking to expand 
their farm operations in our region.  

Protecting farms for future generations 

Farmland is particularly vulnerable to 
development, especially in a heavily wooded 
area like the north and east Quabbin, because it is 
often the most flat and open land available. 
While towns, state agencies, and land trusts like 

Mount Grace Land Conservation Trust and East 
Quabbin Land Trust have permanently protected 
many farms from development, many more 
farms are still at risk of being sold for non-
farming purposes. According to Mount Grace’s 
farmland inventory, nearly 5,400 acres of farm 
fields in the six-town region, or about 65 percent 
of farm fields in our region, are not permanently 
protected, as shown in Figures 2.7 and 2.8.  

Various mechanisms exist for farmland 
protection. Conservation Restrictions (CRs) or 
Agricultural Preservation Restrictions (APRs) 
provide permanent protection by preventing the 
land from being developed in perpetuity while 
keeping the land in private ownership and 
allowing for farming and other uses. Enrollment 
in a current use program (Chapter 61A) provides 
temporary protection by providing the town or 
other conservation organization an opportunity 
to purchase or protect the land if there is a 
proposal to develop it. This “right of first refusal” 
persists for a year after the land is unenrolled in 
the Chapter 61 program, providing temporary 
protection from development. 

According to farmer surveys by FRCOG and 
CMRPC, 57 percent of farms surveyed in the 
north and east Quabbin region are protected by a 
CR or an APR, while 81 percent are enrolled in 

Town

Acres of 

unprotected 

farm fields

Percent of farm 

fields not 

protected

Athol 228 50%

Barre 1,817 71%

Hardwick 1,655 68%

Orange 705 56%

Petersham 579 57%

Warwick 365 59%

Six-town region 5,349                64%

Hardwick and Barre have the largest area of farm fields in the 
six-town region and also have the highest percentage of 
unprotected farm fields. Overall in our region, nearly 65% of 
farm fields are unprotected. 
 
Sources: MassGIS datalayers for land use (2005) and open 
space 

Figure 2.8: Unprotected farm fields 

In Barre and Hardwick, more than half of 
responding farms did not have any form 

of protection on their land, including 
Chapter 61 enrollment. This indicates 

that these towns could serve as a starting 
place for conservation organizations 
working to conserve the 65 percent of 
farm fields not currently protected. 
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Chapter 61. It is important to note that these 
responses were not spread evenly across the five 
towns captured in the surveys; in Barre and 
Hardwick, more than half of responding farmers 
did not have any form of protection on their land, 
including Chapter 61 enrollment. This indicates 
that these towns could serve as a starting place 
for conservation organizations working to 
preserve the 65 percent of existing open farmland 
that is not currently protected. 

Recommendations 

Conserve the most important and 
threatened farms in the six-town region.  

Towns, land trusts, and other conservation 
organizations can work together to identify farms 
that should be highest priority for conservation. 
Mount Grace Land Conservation Trust in Athol 
has engaged with farmers, community members, 
town boards and committees, and other land 
trusts in the six-town region to identify priority 
farms for conservation based on a set of criteria. 
This process is ongoing and involved ranking 
over 100 farms in our region based on acreage, 
prime soils, diversity of products, historical and 
community significance, proximity to other 

protected land, and several other factors. A full 
outline of all the criteria as well as their rationale 
and the weight they were given in the ranking 
process is included in Appendix C. Towns and 
other conservation organizations can collaborate 
to identify their own conservation priorities and 
take steps to protect the most important and 
threatened farms first.  

Towns can also take steps to increase their 
capacity for conservation. For example, every 
town should have an active agricultural 
commission to serve as an advocate for farmers 
and make farmland conservation a priority at the 
town level. Petersham, Warwick, and Orange 
could make it a priority to start or reactivate their 
agricultural commissions as a first step towards 
accelerating the pace of farmland conservation in 
those towns. Athol and Petersham can also take 
steps to pass a Right-to-Farm bylaw to protect 
farmers from future liability in case of conflicts 
with future development patterns. Towns can 
also increase the pace of conservation by 
adopting the Community Preservation Act 
(CPA), which is a state program that allows 
towns to add a surcharge to property taxes to 
fund open space projects as well as projects 
relating to affordable housing, historic 
preservation, and outdoor recreation. None of 
the six towns have passed the CPA to date. 

Support farmland owners with transition 
planning and help connect the next 
generation of farmers with “exiting” 
farmers or non-farming landowners.  

Towns and conservation organizations can help 
farmland owners plan for the future of their 
farms by hosting workshops on transition 
planning and conservation options. Workshops 
like these can also serve as a place for beginning 

Jamie Pottern leads a group of farmers in Orange in a 
discussion about the future of their farms. 
Photo credit: Bradley Kennedy, MassLIFT 2014-2015 
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Resources: 

 Farmer survey from Franklin Regional 
Council of Governments (FRCOG): 
http://frcog.org/publication/franklin-
county-farmer-survey-results/ 

 Farmer survey from Central 
Massachusetts Regional Planning 
Commission (CMRPC): 
www.cmrpc.org/farm-survey-open  

 Land for Good: http://
landforgood.org/  

 Mount Grace Land Conservation Trust: 
www.mountgrace.org  

 East Quabbin Land Trust: www.eqlt.org 

farmers to connect with exiting farmers or non-
farming landowners interested in selling or 
leasing their land. An online portal that 
centralizes existing web-based resources for 
finding farmland could also serve to connect 
buyers and sellers of farmland, especially as a 
tool for conservation organizations who work 
directly with landowners and could serve as a 
liaison to farmland seekers. Towns, private 
landowners, and institutional landowners could 
also consider selling or leasing underutilized 
land to farm seekers to be used for agricultural 
purposes. 

Connect farmers with resources for 
business, financial, and marketing 
support and foster connections to 
untapped markets. 

The best way to encourage increased food 
production in our region is to support local 
farmers and facilitate their success. Farmers need 
access to business planning resources, marketing 
support, and other resources to succeed. As 
discussed in Chapter 4, branding campaigns such 
as “Buy Local” campaigns can help farmers in 
this respect. Untapped markets that could be 
explored in our region include schools, hospitals, 
and other large institutional buyers; see Chapter 
4 for more details.  

Consider restoring former crop fields and 
pasture, where appropriate. 

In order to reach the ambitious goal set out in the 
New England Food Vision, the amount of land 
farmed in Massachusetts will have to nearly 
quadruple in the next forty years. The large 
number of fields and pastures that have recently 
started returning to forest present a great 
opportunity to increase production in the north 
and east Quabbin region. Twenty-seven percent 

of the farmland that existed in 1971 has been lost 
in the past 45 years, either to development or to 
forest succession. A significant amount of prime 
and statewide important farmland soil is 
currently covered by trees; in fact, 84 percent of 
agricultural soil in our region is not being 
cultivated for crops or pasture. Although some of 
this land is already developed or is permanently 
protected forest and so could not be used for 
agriculture, this does point to a significant 
opportunity to increase food production in our 
region by selectively restoring former farm fields. 
Decisions about which fields to clear must be left 
to the individual landowner and should be taken 
with other considerations, such wildlife habitat 
and watershed protection, in mind.  

 

http://frcog.org/publication/franklin-county-farmer-survey-results/
http://frcog.org/publication/franklin-county-farmer-survey-results/
http://www.cmrpc.org/farm-survey-open
http://landforgood.org/
http://landforgood.org/
http://www.mountgrace.org
http://www.eqlt.org

