
SECTION TWO
A Snapshot: The Partnership Region in Focus

HILE MANY RURAL AREAS across the U.S. have been lost to suburban devel-
opment, the 21-town Partnership region of western Franklin and northern Berkshire 

Counties remains largely intact, and its forested backdrop is relatively un-fragmented. From 
an ecological perspective, the region is a convergence of several different types of forests, 
with remarkably high biodiversity for an area its size. The region also has a rich history of 
human interaction with the land—homeland for millennia to Indigenous Peoples, supplying 
them with food, water, and natural resources, and additionally, in recent centuries, home to 
colonists, farmers, foresters, tradespeople, and hosts to outdoor enthusiasts and tourists. This 
natural diversity and human history, coupled with the educational resources that are available 
in the region, provide an opportunity for research and innovation that can be instructive for 
many other rural areas. At the same time, the region’s resources and sense of place provide 
a backbone for what can be a sustainable, vital rural economy into the future.

W

Farm fields, Shelburne. Photo: Hunter Gibson.
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History
The region’s history is closely tied to its nat-
ural resources. Indigenous Peoples first oc-
cupied the area following the retreat of the 
glaciers approximately 12,000 years ago, cul-
tivating the valleys and fishing and hunting 
in the forested highlands.1 European settlers 
arrived in the 17th century and commenced 
clearing forests for farming, pasturing, and 
timber and established sawmills and other 
mills along the region’s waterways. As more 
land opened up in the West, especially follow-
ing the opening of the Erie Canal in 1825, re-
gional agriculture started to decline after its 
peak in the 1830s. Forests slowly reclaimed 
much of the farmland, and today the 21-town 
region is approximately 83% forested. 

Working farms, however, remain a vital part of the region’s iden-
tity and economy. The acreage being farmed has continued its de-
cline in both Berkshire and Franklin Counties in recent years, but 
while Berkshire County lost farms, the number of farms in Frank-
lin County actually increased by 50 (from 780 to 830) in the five 
years ending 2017 (see Tables 2.1 and 2.2).2 

The construction of the Hoosac Tunnel through the Hoosac 
Range between 1850 and 1875 created a railroad link between 
Boston and Albany, spurring large-scale industrial development 
in several communities within the region. Manufacturing contin-

Table 2.1: Acres of Operated Farmland

region 2012 2017 percent change

Berkshire County 61,656 58,647 –4.9
Franklin County 89,772 88,247 –1.7
Massachusetts 523,517 491,653 –6.1

Table 2.2: Number of Farm Operations

region 2012 2017 percent change

Berkshire County 525 475 –9.5
Franklin County 780 830 +6.4
Massachusetts 7,755 7,241 –6.6

Source: USDA Census of Agriculture, 2012 and 2017. 
Note: This county-wide data was not available town-by-town.

ues to be an important sector in the regional economy, though a 
declining one. Factory closings in recent decades have prompted 
revitalization and reuse efforts of former industrial buildings. The 
Sprague Electric complex (closed in 1985) in North Adams, for 
instance, now houses the Massachusetts Museum of Contempo-
rary Art (MassMoCA, opened in 1999), one of the largest centers 
for contemporary visual and performance art in the country and 
just one example of the many cultural offerings found throughout 
the region.

In 1914, the opening of the Mohawk Trail as the State’s first 

1. Indigenous Peoples’ residency in the region prior to the arrival of Eu-
ropean settlers represents ~97% of the time span from the retreat of the last 
glaciers to the present day. 

2. USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service. https://
www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Full_Report/
Volume_1,_Chapter_2_County_Level/Massachusetts/



22

section 2: partnership region in focus

scenic tourist route made the region a popular destination during 
the auto-touring days through the 1950s. The 21-town region 
now includes four State-designated scenic byways: Mohawk Trail 
(Route 2; also one of America’s Byways®), Mount Greylock, Route 

Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art, North Adams. Photo: Sophie Argetsinger.

112, and Route 116. These byways provide travelers access to the 
many historical, natural, cultural, and recreational resources of 
the region.

Table 2.3: Demographic Summary Compared with the State

 
21-town 
region

MA

2020 Total Population 49,088 7,029,917

Population Change 2010–2020 –1,848 +482,288

Percent Population Change 2010–2020 –3.6% +7.4%

Population Density 87 884

Median Population Age 39.3–52.6 39.5

Percent of Population 65 and Older 24% 13.5%

Per Capita Income $36,098 $46,121

Sources: 2010, 2020 U.S. Census; Esri.

3. U.S. Census Bureau, 2020 Decennial Census.
4. Ibid.
5. William Francis Galvin, Secretary of the Commonwealth of Massachu-

setts. Information and Historical Data on Cities, Towns and Counties in the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts. https://www.sec.state.ma.us/cis/cisctlist/
ctlistidx.htm

Demographics
Population
As of 2020, the Partnership region is home to just under 50,000 
residents, with a population density of 87 people per square mile, 
far lower than the state population density of 884.3 The median 
town population is 1,185, ranging from 118 residents in Monroe, 
to 12,961 residents in North Adams,⁴ the only city in the Partner-
ship region, and the smallest city in Massachusetts⁵ (town-by-town  
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demographic information can be found in Appendix A). The popu-
lation of North Adams is more than 100 times larger than the pop-
ulation of Monroe. Overall, the population in the Partnership re-
gion is declining: total population declined by 3.6% between 2010 
and 2020, following a decline of 4.9% between 2000 and 2010.⁶ By 
2040, the total population for the region is projected to decline by 
an additional 5%.⁷

Age
The Partnership region has an older population than the state as 
a whole. The median population age for each town ranges from 
39.3 in Williamstown, where Williams College students represent 
about a quarter of the population, to 52.6 in Ashfield and Haw-
ley.⁸ Nineteen of the 21 towns in the region have a median popula-
tion age over 45, which is older than the median age for the State 
(39.5), and 24% of residents in the region were 65 or older as of 
the 2020 U.S. Census.⁹ However, the Partnership region also has 
a high percentage (15%) of residents between the ages of 15 and 
24.1⁰ This is likely due largely to the presence of two colleges in 
the region: Williams College in Williamstown, a private liberal 
arts college founded in 1793 that currently enrolls approximately 
2,200 undergraduates; and the Massachusetts College of Liberal 
Arts (MCLA) in North Adams, a state college enrolling close to 
1,800 undergraduates and over 400 graduate students. Of the res-
idents in the region between the ages of 15 and 24, 61% live in the 
towns of North Adams and Williamstown.11 Residents between the 
ages of 0 and 4 years make up only 4% of the region’s population.12 

 6. U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 and 2020 Decennial Census.
 7. UMass Donahue Institute MassDOT Vintage 2018 Population Projec-

tions. September 2018. (UMDI-DOT V2018).
 8. U.S. Census Bureau, 2020 Decennial Census.
 9. Ibid.  10. Ibid.  11. Ibid.  12. Ibid.  

Farm stand, Shelburne. Photo: Lisa Hayden.
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Race
The majority of residents in the 
Woodlands Partnership region are 
white: 89.1% of the population iden-
tified as white during the 2020 cen-
sus.13 3.6% of residents identified 
as Hispanic, 1.7% as Black, 1.6% as 
Asian, 0.18% as American Indian, 
and 6.2% of the population identi-
fied as two or more races.1⁴

Poverty and Environmental Justice 
Populations 
In the Partnership region, an aver-
age of 9% of households were liv-
ing below the poverty line in 2020.1⁵ 
This rate is slightly lower than the 
Massachusetts average of 9.4%. 
Poverty is not equally distributed 
throughout the region, however, 
but is concentrated in certain towns 
and areas. North Adams currently has the highest household pov-
erty rate (19%) and Conway the lowest (1.9%). 

Nine towns in the Partnership region contain Environmental 
Justice (EJ) populations (see Table 2.4; Map 2.1). EJ populations 

13. U.S. Census Bureau, 2020 Decennial Census.  14. Ibid.  15. Ibid.
16. MassGIS Data: 2020 Environmental Justice Populations. June 2021. 

https://www.mass.gov/info-details/massgis-data-2020-environmental-jus-
tice-populations. (1) Income: the annual median household income is not more 
than 65% of the statewide annual median household income, (2) English Iso-

are identified by census block groups and meet one or more of the 
following criteria: (1) Income, (2) English Isolation (25% or more 
of households lack English language proficiency), or (3) Minority.1⁶

EJ populations are the focus of the Executive Office of Energy 

Table 2.4: 2020 Environmental Justice Populations in the 21-Town Region

municipality
ej  

criteria
total  

population
pop. in ej 

block groups
% of pop. in ej  
block groups

Adams Income 8,125 3,775 46.5

Buckland Income 1,950 1,049 53.8

Charlemont* Income 1,984 1,052 53.0

Cheshire Income 3,159 1,315 41.6

Monroe* Income 1,052 1,052 100.0

North Adams
Income,  
Minority

12,959 11,128 85.9

Rowe* Income 1,052 1,052 100.0

Shelburne Income 1,649 786 47.7

Williamstown
Income,  
Minority

7,514 3,246 43.2

Source: 2020 Environmental Justice Populations Fact Sheet. MA EJ 2020 Municipal Statistics.
*Note: Monroe, Rowe, and a portion of Charlemont are treated as a single Block Group.

lation: 25% or more of households lack English language proficiency, or (3) 
Minority: minorities comprise 40% or more of the population, or minorities 
comprise 25% or more of the population and the annual median household in-
come of the municipality in which the neighborhood is located does not ex-
ceed 150% of the statewide annual median household income.
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and Environmental Affairs’ Environmental Justice Policy, through 
which the EOEEA strives to integrate environmental, energy, 

and climate justice considerations into its policies, programs, and 
strategies.1⁷ 

17. Environmental Justice Policy. June 2021. https://www.mass.gov/service-details/environmental-justice-policy

Map 2.1: Environmental Justice Populations in the 21-Town Region



FLT’s Community Conservation Program Manager Envisions a More 
Equitable Future for the Partnership Region

Emily Boss has lived in Northwestern Massachusetts for over three decades, 
first coming to the area in the 1990s to study Forest Resources at UMass Am-
herst. Her work as the Community Conservation Program Manager at Franklin 
Land Trust (FLT), a non-profit organization in Shelburne Falls that helps land-
owners in western Massachusetts protect their land from unwanted develop-
ment, keeps her closely tied to the forests and farms of the region. “The beau-
ty of the area with its farms, rivers, and forests has kept me here … our region 
has gorgeous, hike-able mountains, spectacular autumn views, homegrown 
food, wood products, and all manner of crafts and goods … When I visit other 
beautiful places, I always return home grateful to live surrounded by such 
beauty every day,” writes Boss. 

Boss’s work at Franklin Land Trust, a member organization of the Woodlands Partnership, has “given me great re-
spect for the challenges facing people, organizations, and families that steward the land. This year’s drought brought 
the vulnerability of crops and fruit trees [to light], as well as the pressures on wild plants and animals.” Boss highlights 
the Woodlands Partnership’s important role in helping to bring together people across the region to support local 
farms and natural landscapes and “help each community find ways to thrive in a constantly changing economy and 
world.” The Franklin Land Trust has played an integral part in the formation and progression of the Woodlands Part-
nership, and, in turn, working with the Partnership has proved valuable to FLT—by providing information from member 
towns about their priorities and by serving as another avenue through which to advocate for responsible land conser-
vation, wildlife habitat enhancement, and visibility for local wood products and businesses in the region. 

In the future, Boss hopes that the Woodlands Partnership will continue to bring grants and investments to the region 
that will “help communities prosper with new businesses and new residents, while retaining the natural character that 
makes it so unique.” She also hopes that the Partnership will center and prioritize building relationships with repre-
sentatives of Indigenous Nations with roots in the region. She hopes the Partnership “will forge strong partnerships to 
help us address present and past inequities and reduce barriers to BIPOC land ownership and universal access to the 
land,” including through more robust public transportation that would allow more equitable access to the beauty of 
the region and would allow people to visit and live in the region more economically. 

Emily Boss is the Community Conservation Program Manager at Franklin Land Trust, the Director of the Massachusetts Woodlands 
Institute, and a licensed forester (MA LF #410).
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Forest in Buckland. Photo: Sophie Argetsinger.

Land Use
The 21-town Woodlands Partnership region comprises approxi-
mately 362,105 acres in total.1⁸ Forests are the predominant land 
use, encompassing around 83% of the region (see Map 2.2). Ag-
ricultural land makes up roughly 8% of the region, and wetlands 
cover about 4%. Residential uses comprise about 4.5% of the re-
gion, while commercial and industrial uses comprise only 0.5%. 

Across Massachusetts, approximately 7,006 acres of forest 
are converted annually to non-forest, while about 2,844 acres of 
non-forest revert back to forest annually.1⁹ Between 2012 and 2017, 
24,699 acres of forest were converted and developed in the state 

(13.5 acres per day), including the conversion of 6,000 acres of for-
estland to solar array fields.2⁰ Although the Partnership region 
has some of the lowest development rates in the state, parceliza-
tion and second home development in the region may still pose a 
threat to forestland and conservation efforts. Many towns in Berk-
shire County have a high percentage of second home ownership 
(the highest: 63% of all homes in Otis),21 and a study by the Mas-
sachusetts Department of Transportation reported that around 
2,500 permanent New York City residents own second homes 
in Berkshire County.22 A 2021 Realtors Research Group report  

18. All data in the Land Use section was gathered from MassGIS (Bureau 
of Geographic Information), Commonwealth of Massachusetts EOTSS. Lay-
ers: Land Cover / Land Use (2016); Protected and Recreational Open Space 
(2021), unless otherwise stated. 

19. USDA Forest Service. 2020. Forests of Massachusetts, 2019. Resource Up-
date FS-239. Madison, WI: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service. 
https://doi.org/10.2737/FS-RU-239

20. Ricci, E.H., J. Collins, J. Clarke, P. Dolci, and L. de la Parra. 2020. Los-

ing Ground: Nature’s Value in a Changing Climate. Massachusetts Audubon So-
ciety, Inc., Lincoln, Massachusetts.

21. Cowgill, Terry. September 6, 2018. Second-class Citizens No Longer: 
Berkshire Second-Home Owners Eye Greater Involvement, Voting Rights. The 
Berkshire Edge. 

22. Massachusetts Department of Transportation Transit and Rail Divi-
sion. 2018. Berkshire Flyer: Pittsfield to New York City Feasibility Study. 
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analyzed how the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted demand for 
vacation homes throughout the country, finding that second home 
sales rose by 16.4% in 2020, as more people began working remote-
ly and sought refuge and recreation away from urban areas.23 In 
Berkshire and Franklin Counties, the number of seasonal, recre-
ational, and occasional-use properties increased by about 800 prop-
erties, or 8%, between 2018 and 2020 (see Table 2.5).2⁴ As larger 
forested properties are subdivided into smaller parcels and house 
lots, the likelihood of conservation or sustainable forest manage-
ment on those properties is reduced.2⁵ Still, between 2012 and 2017 
about 100,000 acres (54.8 acres per day) in Massachusetts were 
newly permanently protected.2⁶ A balance between drawing new 
residents and tourists to the region and ensuring that the unique 
forested landscape and rural character are maintained is of vital 
importance for the region. 

In the Partnership region, approximately 125,273 acres, or 35% 
of the land within the region, is classed as protected open space, 
spread out over 1,366 properties. These properties include state 
forests and wildlife management areas, land owned by conserva-
tion organizations, town-owned land under the jurisdiction of the 
local Conservation Commissions, and privately owned forestland 
and farms protected through Conservation Restrictions or the 
Agricultural Preservation Program (see more about state-owned 
lands in Chapter 5). The vast majority of these properties (1,213) 
are permanently protected; 149 are protected under temporary or 

23. National Association of Realtors Research Group. 2021. Vacation Home 
Counties Report.  

24. U.S. Census Bureau. 2015-2019. American Community Survey 5-Year 
Estimates.

25. Hayden, Elizabeth G., Frank Lowenstein, and Robert T. Perschel. 2019. 
From Engagement to Action: Supporting Woodland Owners in Decisions About 
Their Land. New England Forestry Foundation.

Table 2.5: Seasonal, Recreational, and Occasional-use Properties

county 2018 2019 2020

Berkshire 8,050 8,551 8,945

Franklin 1,458 1,348 1,345

total 9,508 9,899 10,290

Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates.

limited agreements (see Map 2.3). The majority of protected open 
space properties in the 21-town region are privately owned, but 
the State of Massachusetts owns the most acreage (about 80,240 
acres, or 64%, of the protected acreage in the region) (see Map 2.4; 
Table 2.6).

In addition, approximately 93,530 acres, or 26%, of land in the 
region is enrolled in one of three Chapter 61 programs for for-
estry, agriculture, or open space/recreation.2⁷ Each program pro-
vides a means to assess and tax land at its current use as opposed 
to its development value. Land can be removed from the Chapter 
61 programs at any time, and therefore the land is not considered  
permanently protected from development. Municipalities have a 
right of first refusal to purchase a property being removed from 
the program if it is to be sold or converted to another use.

26. Ricci, E. H., J. Collins, J. Clarke, P. Dolci, and L. de la Parra. 2020. Los-
ing Ground: Nature’s Value in a Changing Climate. Massachusetts Audubon So-
ciety, Inc., Lincoln, Massachusetts.

27. Department of Conservation and Recreation Chapter 61 data, 2022. 



Map 2.3: Protected Open Space by Level of Protection in the 21-Town Region



Map 2.4: Protected Open Space by Ownership Type in the 21-Town Region
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Table 2.6: Protected Open Space Ownership Types  
in the Partnership Region*

owner type no. of properties acres

Federal a 18 382
State b 403 80,240
Municipal c 267 9,557
Private Nonprofit d 25 635
Private for-Profit e 556 25,353
Land Trust f 95 9,018
Other g 2 86
total 1,366 125,273

* All data in Table 2.6 gathered from MassGIS (Bureau of Geographic In-
formation), Commonwealth of Massachusetts EOTSS. Layers: Land Cover 
/ Land Use (2016); Protected and Recreational Open Space (2021). 

a. Portions of the Appalachian Trial Corridor are the only Federally-owned 
land parcels in the region; these parcels are owned by the U.S. Department 
of the Interior.

b. State Land is owned by the Department of Fish and Game, the Department 
of Conservation and Recreation, and the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.

c. Municipal land is owned both by towns in the 21-town region and by towns 
outside of the region, i.e., Greenfield, Dalton, Deerfield, and Northampton. 
See Appendix C for more information.

d. The largest Private Nonprofit landowners include the American Chestnut 
Nominee Trust (210 acres in Williamstown), World Species List—Natural 
Features Registry Institute (85 acres in Conway), Spirit Fire Meditative 
Retreat, Inc. (62 acres in Leyden), Girl Scouts of America (57 acres in Wil-
liamstown and Leyden), and the Holyoke Boys Club (44 acres in Hawley).

e. The largest Private for-Profit landowners include USGen New England, 
Inc. (908 acres at Monroe State Forest and Bear Swamp in Rowe and Flori-
da), Roy Schaefer (833 acres at Berkshire East Ski Area in Charlemont and 
Hawley), Singing Brook Farm Trust (560 acres at Singing Brook Farm in 
Hawley), FO Ski Resorts, LLC (499 acres at Brodie Mountain Resorts in 
New Ashford), as well as several private individuals or families. 

f. Land Trust owners include Berkshire Natural Resources Council, Frank-
lin Land Trust, Kestrel Land Trust, Massachusetts Audubon Society, Mas-
sachusetts Forest Landowners Association, New England Forestry Foun-
dation, The Nature Conservancy, Rowe Land Trust, The Trustees of 
Reservations, and Williamstown Rural Lands Foundation. The Trustees 
of Reservations own the most acreage (4,188 acres), followed by the New 
England Forestry Foundation (1,123 acres), and Berkshire Natural Resourc-
es Council (1,068 acres).

g. The ‘Other’ category includes 2 properties: the Mohawk Trail Region-
al School Athletic Fields (50 acres in Buckland), and the Hoosic Valley Re-
gional High School Athletic Fields (36 acres in Cheshire).

Chapel Brook Falls, a property owned by The Trustees of Reservations in Ashfield.  
Photo: Emily Johnson.
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Natural Resources
A wealth of important natural resources lies within the Partner-
ship region, as it is the meeting place for five different ecological 
subregions (ecological zones with distinct geography, ecosystems, 
climate, and landforms).2⁸ The Partnership’s large, forested land 
area also lies in a critical location between the Green Mountains 
to the north and the Highlands Conservation region stretching 
from Connecticut to Pennsylvania to the south. The Partnership 
region supports biodiversity and wildlife habitat, and includes the 
headwaters for the Deerfield, Hoosic, and Westfield Rivers. Geo-
logic features such as the Glacial Potholes in Shelburne Falls and 
the Natural Bridge in North Adams add to the uniqueness of the 
area. Table 2.7 provides a summary of the natural resources in the 
region.

Much of the remaining old growth forest in Massachusetts, 
about 72%, is located in the 21-town region, with key areas of 
old growth located within or adjacent to the Mohawk Trail State 
Forest, Savoy Mountain State Forest, Monroe State Forest, and 
Mount Greylock State Reservation.2⁹ A 2006 study found trees 
between 325 and 488 years old in these areas, much older than 
the typical surrounding forest age of 60 to 150 years.3⁰ The study 
calls for these old growth stands to be carefully protected to form 
the core of reserve areas, set aside from logging or other human 
disturbance.31 The Partnership region is also the area of greatest 
forest diversity in the state, with forest types ranging from spruce-
fir and northern hardwoods to transitional forest and oak-hick-
ory forest. Spruce-fir forests, coniferous forests dominated by  

28. Subregions include Taconic Mountains, Western New England Mar-
ble Valleys, Green Mountains/Berkshire Highlands, Berkshire Transi-
tion, and Vermont Piedmont. Mass Audubon. 2022. Massachusetts Ecore-
gions: A Landscape Approach to Delineating Bird Distribution. https://www.
massaudubon.org/our-conservation-work/wildlife-research-conservation/
bird-conservation-monitoring/breeding-bird-atlases/bba2/full-ecoregions

29. D’Amato, A.W., D.A. Orwig, and D.R. Foster. 2006. New Estimates of 
Massachusetts Old-growth Forests: Useful Data for Regional Conservation and 
Forest Reserve Planning. Northeastern Naturalist. 13(4): 495-506.

30. Ibid.
31. Ibid.

Ramps and red trillium in Rowe. Photo: Sophie Agetsinger.



Table 2.7: Natural Resource Values within the Partnership Region

resource category acres % of total area

Total Area of Region 362,105 100%
Forest a 300,547 83%
Prime Forest Land b 299,097 82%

BioMap2 Core Habitat or Critical Natural Landscape c 209,117 58%

NHESP Species of Conservation Concern Habitat d 115,170 32%

MassWildlife Key Sites e 27,426 8%

Surface Water Supply Protection Areas f 50,991 14%
MA Department of Environmental Protection Zone II 
Approved Wellhead Protection Areas g

3,986 1%

Prime Farmland Soils h 69,708 19%
Wetlands 13,920 4%
Number of Certified Vernal Pools i 185 N/A
Old Growth Forest  j 807 0.2%

a. Includes deciduous forest, evergreen forest, and scrub/shrub. MassGIS 
Land Cover / Land Use data, 2016. 

b. Prime Forest Land is identified by analyzing average timber productiv-
ity for white pine and red oak in all potentially forested areas using soil 
data, wetland information, aspect, slope position, current land cover, and 
hydrologic soil association. MassGIS data from NRCS/MassGIS soils in-
formation, 2013.

c. The MA Natural Heritage & Endangered Species Program (NHESP) 
developed BioMap2 to guide strategic biodiversity conservation. BioMap2 
defines Core Habitat as “critical to the long-term persistence of rare spe-
cies … as well as a wide diversity of natural communities and intact eco-
systems.” Critical Natural Landscape is defined as including “large natu-
ral Landscape Blocks that provide habitat for wide-ranging native species, 
support intact ecological processes, maintain connectivity among habitats, 
and enhance ecological resilience.” MassGIS data, 2011.

d. NHESP Species of Conservation Con-
cern Habitat includes the footprint of all 
species listed under the Massachusetts 
Endangered Species Act and all non-list-
ed, mapped species in the State Wildlife 
Action Plan. MassGIS data, 2011.

e. The MassWildlife Key Sites analysis 
is a follow-on project for BioMap2 that 
identifies areas with especially high clus-
ters of habitats for rare species.

f. Areas included in Massachusetts 
Drinking Water Regulations (310 CMR 
22.00) as Surface Water Supply Protec-
tion Zones. MassGIS data, 2017.

g. Areas determined by hydo-geologic 
modeling and approved by the DEP 
Drinking Water Program as important 
for protecting the rechange areas around 
public water supply groundwater sourc-
es. MassGIS data, 2022.

h. Prime Farmland is land that has the best combination of physical and 
chemical properties (soil quality, growing season, moisture supply, pH, 
salt and sodium content, etc.) for use in the production of food, feed, for-
age, fiber, and oilseed crops and is available for these uses. Natural Re-
sources Conservation Service Web Soil Survey data. 

i. All vernal pools that have been certified by the NHESP according to 
the Guidelines for the Certification of Vernal Pool Habitat (MA Division 
of Fisheries & Wildlife, 2009). MassGIS data, 2022.

j. Massachusetts has a total of ~1118 acres of old-growth forest through-
out the state. 807 (72%) of these acres are in the 21-town region. Source: 
D’Amato, Anthony W., David A. Orwig, and David R. Foster. 2006. New 
Estimates of Massachusetts Old-Growth Forests: Useful Data for Regional 
Conservation and Forest Reserve Planning. Northeastern Naturalist, 13 (4): 
495–506.
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balsam fir with associated red spruce and low numbers of birches, 
are very uncommon in Massachusetts, found only at the highest 
elevations in the state on the Berkshire plateau and at Mt. Grey-
lock. Trees of this forest type growing at the highest elevations 
tend to be stunted and sculpted by ice-laden winds, thin soils, and 
harsh weather conditions.32 Northern hardwood forests are a wide-
spread forest type in the Partnership region, dominated by sugar 
maple, American beech, and yellow birch. This mature deciduous 
forest type may also contain a variety of other hardwood species 
such as white ash, basswood, red maple, American elm, and black 
cherry, as well as scattered hemlock and white pine.33 Transitional 
hardwood forests have a more southerly distribution in the region 
and tend to be found on sunnier, warmer south- and west-facing 
slopes. These forests are dominated by oak and hickory species, 
mixed with white pine and hemlock.3⁴ The mix of forest types and 
high tree species diversity in the region means that the region has 
more diverse resources to draw upon, which may lead to higher re-
siliency in the face of climate change. 

Approximately 206,790 acres, or 60%, of the Partnership region 
is designated as BioMap2 Core Habitat and /or Critical Natural 
Landscape, representing 10% of these areas in the state. BioMap2: 
Conserving the Biodiversity of Massachusetts in a Changing World 3⁵ 
is a statewide plan designed to guide strategic biodiversity con-

servation in Massachusetts over the next decade by focusing land 
protection and stewardship on the areas that are most critical for 
ensuring the long-term persistence of rare and other native spe-
cies and their habitats, exemplary natural communities, and a di-
versity of ecosystems.

Building on BioMap2, MassWildlife’s (Massachusetts Division 
of Fisheries and Wildlife) Key Sites Initiative identifies a unique 
sub-set of BioMap2 lands that represent the Commonwealth’s most 
significant natural areas. In the Partnership region, 27,426 acres, 
or 8% of the total area, have been identified as Key Sites. These 
areas are a combination of rare species hotspots and the best oc-
currences of highest priority species and natural communities, and 
include the most diverse forest cores in the state. 

The Massachusetts Executive Office of Energy and Environ-
mental Affairs has targeted ten large, un-fragmented ecosystems 
across the state as a focus for conservation funding in order to pro-
tect the state’s most unique large habitats. These Habitat Reserves 
include a mix of private and public lands consisting of mountain-
tops, wilderness areas, sustainably managed forests and forest re-
serves, and wild rivers. The Partnership region hosts four of the 
ten reserves—the Northern Taconics, Mohawk/Savoy/Dubuque, 
Mount Greylock, and Chalet—which encompass 46% of the  
region.

32. Natural Heritage and Endangered Species Program. 2016. Clas-
sification of Natural Communities of Massachusetts. High Eleva-
tion Spruce-Fir Forest/Woodland. https://www.mass.gov/orgs/
masswildlifes-natural-heritage-endangered-species-program

33. Natural Heritage and Endangered Species Program. 2016. Clas-
sification of Natural Communities of Massachusetts. Northern Hard-
woods-Hemlock-White Pine Forest. https://www.mass.gov/orgs/
masswildlifes-natural-heritage-endangered-species-program

34. Natural Heritage and Endangered Species Program. 2016. Clas-
sification of Natural Communities of Massachusetts. Oak-Hemlock-
White Pine Forest; Oak-Hickory Forest. https://www.mass.gov/orgs/
masswildlifes-natural-heritage-endangered-species-program

35. Natural Heritage and Endangered Species Program. 2010. BioMap2:  
Conserving the Biodiversity of Massachusetts in a Changing World.  
https://www.mass.gov/service-details/biomap2-conserving-biodiversity- 
in-a-changing-world 
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Forests play an integral role in supporting the water resourc-
es of the region. The Deerfield River is generally considered to be 
one of the most pristine rivers in Massachusetts, and is home to a 
large variety of aquatic and wildlife species. Many of the streams 
and rivers in the Deerfield River and Hoosic River Watersheds 
are known for their excellent trout fishing opportunities.3⁶ Hoosic 
River is the highest elevation watershed in Massachusetts, arising 
in part on Mt. Greylock. Surface waters, including ponds, lakes, 
and underground aquifers provide residents and businesses in the 
region with clean drinking water. 

The majority of the region is made up of prime forest soils, which 
is land that has been rated as being very productive for growing 
timber based on a high site index for red oak or white pine.3⁷ In 
addition, 20% of the region is identified as prime farmland, most-
ly in the river valleys where rich alluvial soils have been deposit-
ed for thousands of years. Prime farmland, as defined by the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, is land that has the best combination 
of physical and chemical characteristics for economically produc-
ing sustained high yields of crops when proper management and 
acceptable farming methods are applied.

The region contains ancient marble and limestone bedrock, 
which once supported several quarries, including an abandoned 
marble mine at the Natural Bridge State Park in North Adams (and 
still supports the quarry at Specialty Minerals, Inc., in Adams). 
Natural Bridge State Park features a geological formation that is 
the only natural white marble arch in North America. The bridge 
was carved from 550-million-year-old marble bedrock by the ero-
sive forces of glacial meltwater over 13,000 years ago.3⁸ It is one 
of the best places in New England to observe the effects of glacia-
tion, the entire region having been under a 1.5-mile-thick sheet of 
ice 15,000 years ago.

The melting of the glaciers also formed another unique geolog-
ical feature in the region. The Glacial Potholes in Shelburne Falls 
are one of the largest known concentrations of glacial potholes in 
the country. Ranging in size from six inches to 39 feet, more than 
50 potholes here were formed by the whirlpool action of water and 
gyrating stones during the glacial age. They were created begin-
ning 14,000 years ago, when flooding and receding waters of the 
Deerfield River eroded the underlying gneiss rocks, and have con-
tinued to form and change ever since.3⁹

36. Berkshire Regional Planning Commission and Franklin Regional Coun-
cil of Governments. June 2002. Mohawk Trail Scenic Byway Corridor Man-
agement Plan.

37. See Mass GIS for more information on the definition of Prime Forest 
Soils: http://www.mass.gov/anf/research-and-tech/it-serv-and-support/ap-
plication-serv/office-of-geographic-information-massgis/datalayers/prime-
forest.html.

38. Mass.gov. 2022. Natural Bridge State Park. https://www.mass.gov/
locations/natural-bridge-state-park

39. Berkshire Regional Planning Commission and Franklin Regional Coun-
cil of Governments. June 2002. Mohawk Trail Scenic Byway Corridor Man-
agement Plan.
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Pelham Lake in Rowe. Photo: Hunter Gibson.
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Glacial Potholes, Shelburne Falls. Photo: Sophie Argetsinger.
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Summary and Key Findings
•  The Partnership region has an older and less ethnically diverse 
population than the state as a whole. An average of 9% of house-
holds were living below the poverty line in 2020 and nine towns 
in the 21-town region contain Environmental Justice (EJ) popula-
tions. As of 2020, the region is home to just under 50,000 residents, 
with a population density of 87 people per square mile. 

•  Massachusetts’ most rural area, the Partnership region contains 
diverse historic, scenic, and natural beauty and a rich history of 
working landscapes. While the region’s economy has struggled 
in recent decades, the area’s resources and rural quality provide a 
strong backbone for building a sustainable rural economy.

•  The Partnership region is approximately 83% forested. The var-
ied topography of the region creates a convergence of different for-
est types within a small geographic area, providing a unique op-
portunity for research and demonstration forestry that could be 
instructive to many other areas of the eastern United States. 

•  Bordered by the Green Mountain National Forest to the north, 
the region’s forests are part of an even larger forest block that sup-
ports biodiversity and wildlife habitat, and includes the headwaters 
for the Deerfield, Hoosic, and Westfield Rivers. The majority of 
the remaining old growth forest in Massachusetts is located in the 
Partnership region, and geologic features such as the Glacial Pot-
holes in Shelburne Falls and the Natural Bridge in North Adams 
add to the uniqueness of the area.

•  The intact forested ecosystems of the Partnership region are pro-
viding essential ecosystem services of high purity water, clean, oxy-
gen-rich air, carbon dioxide storage and sequestration, habitat pro-
tection, flood mitigation, and biodiversity that benefit not only the 
immediate region, but the rest of the Commonwealth and beyond.


