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1. Plan Summary
Whereas the salmon, shad and alewives, taken in
Merrimack River and streams running into the same,
have been of great service to the inhabitants of this
Commonwealth; and as the ﬁsh in the said rivers and
streams may hereafter be of great service to the people
of this Commonwealth, as well as to those of New
Hampshire, if proper care is taken to prevent the unnecessary destruction thereof; and whereas by constant
ﬁshing with seines, nets and pots, and erecting weirs
and other incumbrances, to prevent the passage and
facilitate the taking of the said ﬁsh, they are greatly
diminished, and there is great danger of their being
totally destroyed. 1

F

or generations, residents living along the banks of
the Merrimack River have recognized their role as
stewards of this source of beauty and sustenance. The
spirit of the protections described in this 1783 law remains relevant today. As the Town of Merrimac plans
for its open space, natural resources and recreation
needs, the protection of the Merrimack River and its
watershed continue to be vitally important.

Watersheds and open space maintain natural ecological
processes, sustain air and water resources, and contribute to the health and quality of life for communities,
people, animals and plants. A plan to meet open space
and recreation needs should guide the protection, use
and stewardship of all the community’s public assets.
It highlights important natural resource issues, identiﬁes areas that need special attention, and suggests ways
for local government to serve as an agent of preservation. Protecting land and water resources takes tremendous eﬀort and diligence on the part of town oﬃcials,
residents and landowners. Merrimac needs to address
its open space goals in ways that make environmental,
economic and ﬁscal sense for a small town.
The 2005-2010 Open Space and Recreation Plan
identiﬁes goals and a supporting action plan that will
lead to an open space and recreation system that meets
the needs of all living things in Merrimac. The goals
and key provisions include:

Late winter at one of Merrimacʼs picturesque farms, this one
located near the Merrimack River.

1. Establish three open space corridors in Merrimac.
•

Merrimack River Riparian Corridor

•

The North-South Corridor, west of the McLaren
Trail, linking the Merrimack River through the
Town Forest and signiﬁcant farmland to Perkins
Conservation Area and into New Hampshire.

•

Cobbler’s Brook Corridor connecting the
Cobbler’s Brook Greenway along the McLaren
Trail through Sargent Farm to the water department land in northern Merrimac.

A. Prioritize land acquisition and stewardship in these
corridors and emphasize environmental protection
and linkages.
B. Identify the ﬁnancial resources and personnel
needed to acquire land, develop regulations and
management practices, and provide maintenance
for the corridor system.
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2. Provide accessible parks and recreation facilities
that foster a sense of community, serve residents of all
ages and increase awareness of Merrimac’s open space
resources.
A. Locate small parks and play spaces and/or trail
access points within walking distance of every Merrimac neighborhood.
B. Develop and manage recreation facilities for a variety of sports for town-wide use.
C. Recognize sidewalks as an important component of
Merrimac’s recreation and transportation infrastructure.

3. Safeguard water resources for drinking water,
habitat and recreation.
A. Develop a comprehensive strategy for protecting
water resources that emphasizes regulation, conservation, and education and outreach about
property management.
B. Identify the resources needed to implement the
water resource protection strategy.

4. Assure the continuity and vitality of agriculture in
Merrimac.
A. Incorporate agriculture into town-wide decision
making about land use, economic development,
taxation, open space and natural resources.

5. Encourage residents to steward Merrimac’s natural
resources, historic architecture and landmarks.
A. Increase the town’s capacity to protect and manage
historic and cultural assets.
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B. Use existing communication tools (public schools,
bulletin boards, town website, email and CATV) to
provide public education and outreach about
resource protection, management practices, grant
alerts, technical assistance, volunteerism etc.
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2. Introduction
2-1. STATEMENT OF PURPOSE

T

he Merrimac Open Space and Recreation Plan
Update: 2005-2010 builds on the 1997 Open
Space and Recreation Plan (draft) developed by the
Merrimac Open Space Committee. Since 1997 draft
plan, the town has worked with Community Opportunities Group, Inc. to develop a Comprehensive
Plan (2002) and to adopt a new zoning ordinance
and a local wetlands bylaw. The Master Plan, the new
zoning ordinance and the wetlands bylaw respond to
many of the goals and priorities in the 1997 Open
Space Plan (draft).
Now, eight years after the last open space and recreation planning eﬀort and three years after the master
planning initiative, the Open Space Committee set out
to review its priorities, evaluate its accomplishments
and setbacks, and to address new resource protection
and recreation needs. The purpose of this update is to
develop a guiding framework for action that prioritizes
the town’s open space and recreation needs and identiﬁes people, partners and funds for implementation and
stewardship.
This plan update presents a Five-Year Action Plan that
the town has the capacity – both human and ﬁscal – to
achieve. The Merrimac Open Space Committee has
successfully realized many of the action items detailed
in its past plans. This plan update tries to build on this
success. It will include recommendations that complement these documents and the skills of volunteer leaders. Eﬀorts will be made to engage new volunteers and
regional partners.
In the next ﬁve years, the Open Space Committee
needs to deﬁne its role in the town and to engage
citizens, other town boards, volunteers, regional
organizations and other partners to undertake projects
in Merrimac, such as ﬁeld and trail development and
management, advocating for land acquisition, planning
for open space conservation, resource protection and
recreation needs.

Merrimac neighborhoods oﬀer safe, informal places to play and
foster a sense of community.

2-2. Planning Process and Public Participation

C

ommunity Opportunities Group, Inc. was hired
by the town to prepare this plan, to facilitate
public participation during their development, and to
assist with assuring that the Open Space and Recreation Plan meets the requirements of the Executive
Oﬃce of Environmental Aﬀairs, Division of Conservation Services (DCS). The following people generously
contributed their time and skills to produce this plan:
Merrimac Open Space Committee
Deborah Woodward, Chair
Michelle Carley
Tom Graziano
Nancy Perkins
Roy Rigordaeva
Donna Tierney
Sandra Venner
Merrimac Parks and Recreation Committee
Don Ackerman
Dave Creesy
Eric Kuchar
Sue Marden
Jay Soucy
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Merrimac Assessor’s Oﬃce
Joyce Clohecy
Merrimac Valley Regional Planning Commission
Ray Gingras, Merrimac Representative
Jerrard Whitten, GIS Coordinator/Senior Environmental Planner
The Merrimac Open Space Committee began convening to work on the Open Space and Recreation Plan
Update in the fall of 2004. Community Opportunities
Group, Inc. prepared a technical paper for the Open
Space Committee and it was presented and discussed
at an open meeting in December 2004. From October
2004- June 2005, the Open Space Committee met to
review past plans, evaluate local capacity, to discuss
speciﬁc resource protection and recreation topics, and
to review the ﬁve year action plan. These meetings were
posted and open to the public. Committee members
communicated regularly via email to comment on
components on the plan and to raise issues and concerns.
The Merrimac Open Space Committee hosted two
forums “Community Conversations about Open Space
and Recreation” on April 14 and 21, 2005. Citizens
gathered at the Merrimac Public Library to talk about
active and passive recreation from 7:00-8:00 pm and
open space and habitat protection from 8:00-9:00 pm
on April 14 and again on April 21 to discuss agricultural preservation and working landscapes from 7:008:00 pm and historic and natural resource protection
from 8:00-9:00 pm. Almost 40 people attended the
session on April 14. About 15 people attended the
session on April 21 and nearly half of the participants
were farmers from Merrimac. Both of these public forums were covered by the local newspaper. After these
public meetings, Community Opportunities Group,
Inc. prepared a summary of public comments in order
to begin to develop goals and objectives.
The draft plan was submitted to the Merrimac Open
Space Committee and the Merrimac Conservation
Commission for public review and comment in September 2005.

Introduction-4-

Merrimac Open Space & Recreation Plan

3. Community Setting
3-1. REGIONAL CONTEXT

M

errimac is a small town in Essex County in
northeastern Massachusetts, bordered by
Haverhill on the southwest, the state of New Hampshire on the northwest and north, Amesbury on the
east, and West Newbury on the south. It is seven
miles east of Haverhill, 37 miles north of Boston, 39
miles south of Manchester, NH and 78 miles south
of Portland, ME. The Merrimack River and two
regional highways, I-495 and Route 110, traverse the
width of the southern part of town.
Merrimac and the surrounding towns are located in
the Southern New England Coastal Plains and Hills
ecoregion (EPA) of Massachusetts. The region’s
topography was shaped by the Wisconsin glacier that
covered New England more than 120,000 years ago.
The result is a diverse landscape and topography with
drumlin hills and ﬂat deposits of outwash. Much
of the region was once cleared for industry along river
corridors and for upland farming, but is vegetated
today by post-agricultural southern New England
hardwood forest. Dominant tree species include
red and white oak, white pine, red maple and birch.
Mountain laurel, sweet pepperbush, highbush blueberry, wintergreen, viburnum and ferns make up the
forest understory.
Shared Resources

T

he communities in Merrimac;s region share many
resources. The most signiﬁcant is the 180-mile
Merrimack River and its watershed. The Merrimack
River Watershed is New England’s fourth largest
watershed, covering 5,010 square miles and including
more than 200 cities and towns. Notably, more than
300,000 people use surface water from the Merrimack
River for their drinking water. Other communities
in the region rely on the Merrimack’s groundwater
resources. There are unconsolidated sand and gravel
aquifers along the Merrimack River and its major
tributaries that can sustain well yields of more than
300 gallons per minute (gpm).2

Merrimacʼs key shared resource, the Merrimack River, which
deﬁnes the boundary between Merrimac and West Newbury.
(MassGIS, 1:5,000 Color Ortho, 2005)

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and
the Merrimack River Watershed Council monitor the
river’s water quality and its ﬂow. They report that the
water quality of the portion of the river south of Manchester, NH that ﬂows through Merrimac is threatened
by development, an increase in impervious surfaces,
toxics, non-point source pollution and combined sewer
overﬂows (CSOs).3 The EPA convened and funded the
Merrimack River Watershed Consortium in 1992 to
organize and coordinate planning eﬀorts and write an
interstate Watershed Management Plan for the Merrimack River.
The Massachusetts Executive Oﬃce of Environmental Aﬀairs (EOEA) recently prepared the Merrimack
River Watershed Action Plan, 2002-2007. The purpose
of this plan is to guide state and local environmental
actions within the Merrimack River Watershed and to
implement the goals of the Massachusetts Watershed
Initiative including: improving water quality; restoring natural ﬂows to rivers; protecting and restoring
biodiversity and habitats; improving public access and
balanced resource use; improving local capacity; and
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promoting a shared responsibility for watershed protection and management.4
The Merrimack Valley Planning Commission (MVPC)
coordinates region-wide planning for Merrimac. One
of the agency’s most signiﬁcant responsibilities is planning for region-wide transportation and transportation
infrastructure needs. The MVPC provides transportation planning expertise and support as a member of the
Merrimack Valley Metropolitan Planning Organization
(MPO), and also develops the Transportation Improvement Plan (TIP), a ﬁve-year capital improvement and
asset management program that is mandated by the
federal government. The most recent TIP (2005-2009)
includes resurfacing the link of Route 110 and reconstructing Route 110 in Merrimac Square in FY08.5
MVPC also coordinates regional economic development planning. Every ﬁve years the MVPC prepares
a Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy
(CEDS), for the region.6 The purpose of a CEDS is
to assesses the state of the regional economy, the opportunities and threats posed by external forces, and
the availability of partners and resources for economic
development; to develop a vision and establish goals
and strategic direction for the region; and to develop
an action plan and performance measures.
There is also a regional plan with open space, recreation and natural resource implications for Merrimac:
the State Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan
(SCORP). EOEA’s Division of Conservation Services’
most recent SCORP is Massachusetts Outdoors! 20002005. For SCORP purposes, Merrimac is located in
the Northeastern Region, which includes large portions of Middlesex and Essex counties and the cities of
Lawrence, Lowell and Salem. The SCORP identiﬁes
water withdrawal, seasonal drought, and loss of historic
wetlands as the most signiﬁcant regional environmental issues for all human uses (e.g., recreation, bird
watching, etc.), and for wildlife and plant ecology.7
The Northeast Region ranks ﬁfth out of six in open
space acreage and percent of regional land area classiﬁed as open space. The region has the second highest
population in the state, which means open space and
Community Setting-6-

recreation sites are heavily used and demand is high.
The plan also deﬁnes the Northeast Region as one of
the three most important ecoregions in the state for
ecosystem protection.
The SCORP concludes that Northeast Region residents are least satisﬁed with recreational opportunities
at lakes, ponds, bikeways, rivers and streams, but they
are largely satisﬁed with the number of golf courses,
neighborhood parks, playgrounds and historic and
cultural sites. There is strong, widespread regional
support for improving recreation access for people with
disabilities, maintaining existing recreational facilities
and acquiring additional open space.
The Essex National Heritage Commission is charged
with preserving the region’s historic, cultural and
natural resources. Merrimac is one of 34 communities
within the Essex National Heritage Area, which is a
signiﬁcant designation made by the National Parks Service. There are only 24 National Heritage Areas in the
country. The Commission manages several technical
assistance and grant programs to assist member communities with inventories and preservation planning.
Socioeconomic Context

M

errimac’s socioeconomic characteristics are very
similar to both regional and statewide medians. In Merrimac and the Merrimack Valley, 30% of
residents over 25 years of age have received a bachelor’s
or master’s degree or higher, compared to 33% of
statewide. The median household income in Merrimac
was $59,000 in 1999. In the 15 communities that
comprise MVPC’s planning region, ﬁve had median
incomes lower than Merrimac and eight had a higher
median income, ranging from Lawrence at $28,000 to
Boxford at $113,000. From 1990-2000, household incomes increased more than 40% in Merrimac. More
than 37% of Merrimac workers and 39.8% of the
region’s workforce have professional and management
positions. Similarly, 14.3% of Merrimac residents
work in the service industry and 25.4% in sales-oﬃce
compared to 13% and 27% of the region’s respective
workers.
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3-2. HISTORY OF THE COMMUNITY

M

errimac, Amesbury, Salisbury and several southern New Hampshire towns once comprised
Merrimack Plantation, a large colonial land grant.
Amesbury incorporated in 1668 and Merrimac was
part of this community. From about 1726, Merrimac
was known as West Amesbury or West Parish, but
Merrimac did not form a separate town for another
150 years in 1876. Merrimac took about 50% of
Amesbury’s land and nearly 70% of its population.
In its early years, Merrimac was an agricultural
settlement based on subsistence farming and cottage
industry. Farming landscapes lined the valleys between
Bear Hill, Brush Hill, Long Hill and Brandy Brow Hill
in Haverhill. Northern Merrimac retains much of its
historic pastoral character today. Working farms are
present in the north part of the town and the character
feels more rural than suburban. The landscape and
vistas along Bear Hill, Birch Meadow, Hadley and
Highland Roads are the best examples of pastoral Merrimac.
In sharp contrast to the northern part of the town,
southern Merrimac was well known as an important
seat of industry during the Industrial Revolution.
There were at least 19 carriage shops in Merrimac
Square and Merrimacport. The town had a national
reputation for producing ﬁne coaches, broughams and
victorias, and the industry employed nearly 50% of
the town. The two villages retain excellent examples of
colonial and Victorian structures that were built during
this era of prosperity. The Boston and Maine Railroad constructed a leg linking Merrimac and Newton
Junction, NH in 1872. Today the old railway is “railtrail,” a popular recreation amenity known as the Jay
McLaren Trail.
When horse drawn carriages were no longer used in
the early 20th century, Merrimac’s carriage-makers
began producing custom automobile bodies for Pierce
Arrow, Lincoln, Cadillac, Marmon, Duesenberg and
Packard. This was an important industry for about
30 years until Henry Ford’s assembly line dramatically
changed automobile manufacturing. The Great De-

Historic United Methodist Church in Merrimacport.

pression of the 1930s then fundamentally changed the
economic activities of the entire region and Merrimac’s
unique industry became part of its heritage.
After the Depression and WWII, the town was no longer an industrial center, but its rural-economic character endured: a Victorian village sitting above a colonial
riverfront in Merrimacport and agricultural lands to
the north. Since 1950, Merrimac’s growth has been
predominantly housing. The town’s workforce commutes to Haverhill, Boston and to job centers along
I-95 and I-495. Merrimac has become a bedroom
community. Today, residents are trying to balance
housing growth and aﬀordability, resource protection,
open space and farmland conservation with its needs
for a stronger tax base and infrastructure maintenance
and improvements.

3-3. Population Characteristics

W

orking-class and upper-middle-income households, life-long residents and newcomers,
young families and seniors all give Merrimac the feel
of a down-to-earth small town that welcomes everyone. Although Merrimac is home to a large number of
Community Setting-7-
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families with children, it
TABLE 1: COMPARISON POPULATION STATISTICS
also has a growing populaCensus 2000
% Change 1990-2000
tion of elderly residents.
Community
Population % Under 18 % Over 65
Persons <18
Persons>65
On both ends of the age
Amesbury
16,450
26.1%
12.0%
8.5%
8.5%
spectrum, Merrimac is
Georgetown
7,377
28.6%
9.4%
24.4%
11.5%
diﬀerent from the state
as a whole. For example,
Groveland
6,038
29.6%
10.3%
30.9%
20.4%
while the Commonwealth’s
Haverhill
58,969
25.7%
12.8%
22.6%
3.3%
under-18 population grew
MERRIMAC
6,138
29.0%
11.0%
30.1%
21.4%
by 10.9% during the past
Newbury
6,717
27.1%
10.7%
26.1%
12.7%
decade, Merrimac’s inNewburyport
17,189
20.7%
14.0%
6.0%
4.5%
creased by 30%. Today, the
Rowley
5,500
28.0%
9.4%
26.1%
24.7%
average number of children
Salisbury
7,827
23.6%
11.9%
9.7%
14.2%
under 18 in Merrimac
West Newbury
4,149
30.0%
8.8%
27.1%
29.9%
families is .97, and nearly
Source: Merrimac Master Plan (2002), Appendix.
40% of the town’s family
homeowners have children.
Similarly, Merrimac’s overalso experienced substantial population increases in the
65 population increased 21.4% compared to 17.2%
past 20 years. Merrimac’s desirability to an expanding
statewide. Merrimac’s elderly population percent lags
market of homebuyers is evident in its regionally high
slightly behind Essex County and state averages, but
rate of population growth, even in an era of declining
it is roughly at the midpoint for communities in the
household size.
immediate region.
Despite an inﬂux of families with school children durMerrimac’s median household income of $58,692
ing the 1990s, Merrimac’s average household size held
is roughly at the middle of the immediate region
to a constant of 2.7 people, in part because the number
and higher than the median for the state as a whole,
of non-family households grew at a somewhat faster
$50,502. According to Census 2000 data, Merrimac
rate than the number of families. Merrimac also has
ranks 138 out of 351 cities and towns for median
more “empty nester” families today than it did 10 years
household income; in contrast, its 1990 state rank was ago.9
161 and its 1980 rank, 196. As Merrimac’s population
has grown, its population wealth has increased. HowAmong the factors that attract families to Merrimac,
ever, a striking aspect of Merrimac’s income proﬁle is
the quality of its K-12 regional school district ranks
its small percentage of very aﬄuent households, i.e.,
very high. Merrimac children attend elementary school
those with annual incomes over $200,000: .7% locally locally, joining their peers from West Newbury and
compared to 3.8% for the state as a whole.
Groveland in grades 7-12. Not surprisingly, all three
communities have regionally high percentages of famiMerrimac’s population has grown 38% since 1980,
ly households, as shown in Table 2. Trends reported by
outpacing both the Merrimack Valley region (22%)
the Massachusetts Department of Education (DOE)
and Essex County (11%).8 Completion of I-495 in
indicate that between the 1992-1993 and 1998-1999
the 1960s facilitated travel between outlying areas and
school years, Merrimac’s share of region-wide K-12
allowed greater housing choice to those commuting
enrollments climbed from 961 students to 1,204, or
to work inside the Metropolitan Boston area. Growth
a 25.29% increase in six years: above-average for the
rates nearby reinforce the role that highway improvestate as a whole.10 Census 2000 data shed light on
ments play in opening small towns to new developwhat happened. During the 1990s, the population
ment, for West Newbury, Newbury and Rowley have
of 10 to 14-year olds in Merrimac jumped by nearly
Community Setting-8-
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TABLE 2: COMPARISON PROFILE OF HOUSEHOLDS
Total
Community

Household Type by % All Households

Households

% Families

% 1-Person

% Non-Family

Amesbury

6,380

66.3%

26.8%

6.9%

Georgetown

2,566

78.9%

16.9%

Groveland

2,058

82.9%

14.0%

Haverhill

22,976

64.7%

28.6%

MERRIMAC

2,233

76.1%

19.8%

Newbury

2,514

72.2%

22.6%

Newburyport

7,519

58.9%

33.1%

Rowley

1,958

75.0%

20.1%

Salisbury

3,082

64.6%

26.6%

West Newbury

1,392

85.0%

11.9%

Source: Merrimac Master Plan (2002), Appendix.

50%. Moreover, while the population percent of children under 5 years of age dropped 3% across the state,
the same age group increased by 15.8% in Merrimac.11
There are noteworthy diﬀerences in the economic
position of Merrimac households by section of town.
Middle- and upper-income couples and families are
concentrated more in neighborhoods around Merrimac Square and south toward the Merrimack River.
The same areas tend to have absorbed a much lower
rate of population change than the rest of Merrimac,
i.e., north of Route 110. Since most of Merrimac’s new
homes are north of Route 110, the presence of many
newcomers there makes sense. While incoming families
most likely have higher incomes than longer-term
residents, they are not quite as aﬄuent as households
living near the center of town. Many of Merrimac’s
homes are fairly aﬀordable to young, middle-income
homebuyers, such as households trading up from a
condominium or a small house.

3-4. GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT PATTERNS
Patterns and Trends

D

uring the past decade, the number of housing
units in Merrimac increased by 12.2% but the
amount of land used for residential purposes increased
by 42.3%.12 From 2000-2004, Merrimac issued
building permits for approximately 115 new dwelling
units. Nearly all were single-family home permits ex-

cept the Cobblers Brook Condominium
development.13

Most of Merrimac’s housing stock is
relatively new. Over half of all hous4.2%
ing units in Merrimac today were built
after 1960. More signiﬁcantly, over
3.0%
half of Merrimac’s single-family homes
6.7%
were built after 1980. The completion
4.1%
of I-495 triggered a wave of residential
5.2%
growth, and each decade since then
8.0%
has seen a relatively high rate of unit
5.0%
production, from a low of 225 units
8.8%
in the 1960s to a high of 351 units in
3.2%
the 1980s. Two decades ago, Merrimac
experienced a surge of condominium
development that produced 92 of the
town’s 128 condominiums. Except for
three Chapter 40B developments, no new multi-family
housing has been built in Merrimac since the 1980s,
but single-family to two-family conversions are not
uncommon.
Infrastructure

Transportation. Merrimac and the surrounding region

are accessed by three main modes of transportation: 1)
major highways located within a few miles of Merrimac including, State Route 110, Interstate 495, and
2) the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority
(MBTA) commuter rail service (Haverhill and Newburyport lines) and; 3) trails, paths and walkways
providing pedestrian and bicycling opportunities. The
Merrimack Valley Regional Transit Authority provides
bus service in the community and within the region.
The closets airports are located in Boston and Manchester, NH.
Locally, several major arterial, collector and local
roadways comprise Merrimac's transportation network.
Sidewalks for pedestrian access are located principally
in the downtown area. Several local trails are used by
pedestrians, cyclists, horses, cross country skiers and
snowmobilers. Many of Merrimack’s roads are winding, rural and lined with mature trees. Their character
may be threatened by new house lots, subdivisions and
road widening or straightening projects.
Community Setting-9-
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Public Water Supply. The Merrimac Water Department
supplies drinking water to about 90% of the town.
Most of its customers are residents. There are two
tubular well ﬁelds in Merrimac: Bear Hill and East
Main Street, which also has a gravel packed well. Each
well ﬁeld produces 175,000-275,000 gpd. A greensand ﬁltration plant removes naturally occurring iron
and manganese from water pumped from the East
Main Street Wellﬁeld. In addition, the Water Department controls 19 miles of distribution mains and two
storage tanks with a combined capacity of 1.65 million
gallons.14

The water withdrawal permit for Merrimac’s operating
wells is 360,000 gpd. Over the past three years, however, the average-day demand in Merrimac has approximated 461,784 gpd. In short, Merrimac consumes
about 1.28 gallons of water for every one gallon of
authorized withdrawal. In 2004, Merrimac asked the
Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) to increase its withdrawal permits from .36
mgd in 2004 to .76 mgd in 2024.
Sewer System. The Merrimac sewer system consists of a

450,000 gpd wastewater treatment plant, 15 miles of
connection mains and nine lift stations.15 The town’s
wastewater treatment plant is located on Federal Way
oﬀ Mill Street. The system was constructed in 1980
and service is available on Route 110 and in Merrimac
Square, most of Merrimacport and Little Pond Road
and areas around Lake Attitash.
In 2003, the 25-year-old sewer system was placed
under a Consent Order by DEP because it had reached
85% capacity.16 In response to the Consent Order,
Merrimac took two signiﬁcant steps. First, the town
approved $1.6 million for sewer system upgrades in
July 2003. Second, the Merrimac Master Plan Implementation Committee worked with consultants in the
summer of 2003 to to draft a Sewer District Bylaw that
would achieve two goals: (1) to preserve the capacity of
the town’s sewer system and (2) to use the sewer system
to help guide growth and development patterns. The
Sewer District Bylaw establishes a Sewer Service Area
and encourages all properties within the district to
connect to the sewer system. The purpose of the Sewer
Community Setting-10-

Service Area is to allocate the sewer system’s capacity to
the areas of Merrimac where the Master Plan recommends that new growth and denser development occur.
Without such a bylaw, the Sewer Commission would
be obligated to continue providing sewer service to applicants on a ﬁrst-come, ﬁrst-served basis anywhere in
the town. Town Meeting adopted the Sewer District
Bylaw in 2004.
Long-Term Development Patterns

M

errimac absorbed a 38% increase in housing
units from 1980-2002, using 65% of the open
space that existed 20 years ago. Much of this development occurred on Approval Not Required or “Form
A” lots on existing streets. One of the most important
recommendations contained in the Master Plan was
the need for a new zoning bylaw to reinforce the town’s
historic rural-village land use pattern in favor of the
suburban patterns of growth that occurred from 19502000.

A build-out study for the new Master Plan estimated
that Merrimac had enough usable land to absorb
622 additional single family homes before the town
is “built out,” and that nearly all of the houses would
be built in northern Merrimac where there are open
ﬁelds and farmland. The study projected that Merrimac would have about 1,711 additional residents and
2.4 million square feet of commercial and industrial
development when all of the remaining land was developed.16 This new growth could demand approximately
330,244 gallons of water per day and would produce
an additional 877 tons of solid waste per year.
A majority of Merrimac’s vacant residential land is in
the Agricultural Residential District, where the minimum lot size is 80,000 sq. ft.. To provide residential
development alternatives, the town’s zoning bylaw
allows multi-family housing and mixed-use developments where sewer service is available along Route 110
and around the Town Center.
Merrimac adopted its new zoning bylaw in 2004 to
provide a blueprint for growth and to institute growth
management practices. The purposes of the bylaw
are to guide development toward areas of the Town
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with adequate public infrastructure and utilities, and
preserve the rural quality of outlying areas; to control
the impacts of future development on the quantity
and quality of the Town’s drinking water resources; to
protect natural and historic resources, farmland and
forests; to encourage housing for households at all
income levels; to provide for a variety of business and
industrial uses; to improve and beautify the Town.
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4. Environmental Inventory & Analysis
4-1. GEOLOGY, SOILS AND TOPOGRAPHY

S

haped by the Wisconsin glacier that covered
New England during the Pleistocene Epoch over
120,000 years ago, Merrimac’s topography is strikingly diverse, with a landscape and soil composition
created by glacial drift. Merrimack’s undulating terrain varies from sea level to 315 feet above sea level.
Red Oak Hill, a smooth, elongate glacial hill called a
drumlin, is the highest point. Cobbler’s Brook, East
Meadow River and the Back River have cut broad
valleys through the town’s glacial outwash plains.
These tributaries ﬂow southeasterly across town to
the main stem of the Merrimack River.18
As the glacier began to recede from the area 18,000
years ago, it deposited alluvium and glacial till. Today,
Merrimac’s landscape and its underlying soil structure
are composed of clays, sands, silts and gravel, all laid
over pre-glacial (Paleozoic Era) bedrock. Three soil
series have been identiﬁed in Merrimac: HinckleyWindsor-Merrimac, Paxton-Woodbridge-Montauk and
Canton-Charlton-Sutton.
Hinckley-Windsor-Merrimac is found in the eastern
part of town in a 0.5-mile band running from the New
Hampshire border to the Merrimack River. Another
deposit is located near Brandy Brow Hill. This deep
soil is excessively drained and is found in gravelly ﬂuvial deposits.19 Hinckley soils have few limitations for
development. They are associated with aquifer recharge
areas and measures should be taken to protect the
aquifer. Their sandy composition with rapid permeability means that groundwater can become contaminated
from septic systems and other pollutants. For this
reason, most of this area of Merrimac is sewered.
Paxton-Woodbridge-Montauk is located along the
western shore of Lake Attitash and extends to the New
Hampshire border in a 0.25-0.5 mile band. A second
deposit extends from approximately Battis Road and
Winter Street to the Merrimack River. It is a very
deep, well drained soil formed in compact glacial till
derived mostly from schist, gneiss and granite. Paxton

Wood stacked for the winter on a farm in northern Merrimac.

and Woodbridge soils are well suited for woodland and
cropland. Septic tanks should not be sited here because
the leaching ﬁelds can not readily absorb the eﬄuent.
Subsurface drainage may be a problem with these soils
because of a perched seasonal high water table.20
Canton-Charlton-Sutton is found in central Merrimac
in a 0.5-1 mile band from the New Hampshire border
to the Merrimack River. It is a deep, well drained
loamy soil laid over sandy till. There are no major limitations for development. Large surface and subsurface
stones and boulders may be present and erosion could
be a problem during disturbance.

4-2. LANDSCAPE CHARACTER

M

errimac’s beauty stems from the juxtaposition
of its diverse natural landscape with the quality
of the built environment. The town’s glacial history
may be seen throughout the town in the form of eight
drumlin hills, ﬂoodplain lowlands and kettle-hole
ponds. Victorian villages and working agricultural
landscapes characterize the beauty of the town’s buildings and land use patterns.
The dominant landscape feature in southern Merrimac
is the Merrimack River. The river corridor is signiﬁcant environmentally and aesthetically and is one of
Environmental Inventory & Analysis-13-
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the town’s most important resources. The tributaries
that feed the Merrimack River have cut valleys through
the town’s steep hills creating dramatic views that
characterize the town’s open space vistas and its visual
identity. Northern Merrimac has a rolling landscape.
There are working landscapes – farms and timber
– bordered by wetlands, hills and forested areas.
The town’s natural environment has inﬂuenced the
built environment. Route 110 and Interstate 495
parallel the Merrimac River, crossing the ﬂat lowlands
north of the river. The town’s north-south roads follow
the contours of the major tributaries and are oriented
northeasterly. Merrimacport is an early 18th-century
village on the Merrimack River. Merrimac Square
is located at the junction of Route 110 and Church
Street and School Street. Merrimacport and Merrimac
Square are the oldest parts of town, with a historical
mix of uses and densely developed neighborhoods.
Past planning eﬀorts have divided the built environment into neighborhood planning units.21 These
neighborhood units include Merrimac Center, East
Main Street, West Main Street, Birch Meadow, North
Merrimac, Bear Hill, Attitash, Merrimacport and the
Terrace. The town no longer uses these planning units,
but they bear mentioning because they are descriptive
of the diversity of the architecture and the landscapes
over the course of the town’s development.

4.3. WATER RESOURCES
Watersheds

M

errimac’s municipal and watershed boundaries
are not the same, for the entire town lies in the
Merrimack River Watershed.22 Even though municipalities usually recognize town boundaries rather than
ecological boundaries, these distinctions are important
to consider within a master plan. Merrimac plays an
important role in environmental permitting, and town
boards and commissions make decisions that aﬀect the
drinking water and habitat of the people and wildlife
other towns. Federal and state agencies, which have
some jurisdiction over water resources, frequently use
watersheds and basins as planning units. The town
does not have the legal authority or tools to regulate
activities for its entire watershed. Therefore, local deciEnvironmental Inventory & Analysis-14-

sions have an impact on other communities and the
town’s water resources are vulnerable to decisions made
in other municipalities.23
Surface Water
Rivers and Brooks
Merrimack River. The Merrimack River runs along the

entire southern edge of town and forms the town
boundary between West Newbury. The River ﬂows
180 miles through central and southern New Hampshire and northeastern Massachusetts and it is a critical
resource for wildlife and people. It is the second
largest surface drinking water source in New England, serving more than 300,000 people.24 The river
becomes tidal below Haverhill for the 22 miles before
it reaches the sea.
The tidal nature of this section of the Merrimack River
is tremendously important to spawning ﬁsh and the
species that prey upon them. Anadromous ﬁsh like
Atlantic salmon spend most of their adult lives in the
Atlantic Ocean and migrate up the Merrimack River
to reproduce. Their hatchlings are born in the Merrimack and its tributaries’ freshwater. Conversely, a
catadromous ﬁsh like the American eel spends most
of its adult life in the Merrimack and migrates to the
ocean to spawn. Juvenile ﬁsh migrate to the Merrimack where they mature and the cycle begins again.
The Massachusetts Division of Water Pollution and
Control classiﬁes Merrimac’s section of the Merrimack
River as “Class B,” or water quality adequate to support ﬁshing and recreation. Here, the river may be
used for recreational boating and swimming (but no
public beaches exist), water skiing and ﬁshing. While
there is very little buildable land left on the riverfront,
incremental development is likely to continue along
with private docks and ﬂoats. In Merrimac, public
access is limited because most of the land is privately
owned, including one private marina. The town owns
several small parcels, including Creek Landing, Carey
Memorial Park, Cottles Landing and the Duck Hole,
but these sites only provide space for passive recreation. The closest boat ramps are in Amesbury and
West Newbury.
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Small streams and brooks can be found throughout
Merrimac. The largest of these are the East Meadow
River, Cobbler’s Brook and the Back River. The East
Meadow River drains into Haverhill and feeds the
Millvale Reservoir. Cobbler’s Brook runs through
central Merrimac into the Merrimack River. The Back
River on the town’s eastern border ﬂows into Lake Attitash.

study was connected to the Merrimac Wastewater
Treatment Facility and later it ceased operations and
closed. Other recommendations include developing
a public trail around Walker’s Pond, establishing ﬁve
water quality monitoring stations, periodic checks on
noted oily sheens and PVC storm pipes. The report
also recommends that Walker Pond be further investigated where unstable, steep banks algae blooms and
rusty scum indicate severe erosion problems.

Cobbler’s Brook. Cobbler’s Brook is a 3.7 mile perennial

stream that originates between Highlands Hill and Red
Oak Hill and runs through the center of Merrimac
to the Merrimack River. The shoreline of Cobbler’s
Brook has been developed extensively with residential
uses, light manufacturing, agricultural uses, road crossings and culverts, the McLaren Trail and the former
municipal landﬁll. The landﬁll was in use from the
early 1960s until it was capped, but not lined in 1997.
The occurrence of contaminates is monitored through
periodic groundwater testing. In a 1990 study, the
Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection concluded that water quality in Cobbler’s Brook
was Class B. However, tests conducted below the Mill
Street Bridge found water quality to be “unknown
toxicity” where a small feeder stream carried discharge
from an adjacent metal ﬁnishing company. The DEP
report also suggested that storm water run-oﬀ may be
a source of non-point source pollution in Cobbler’s
Brook.
Upon completion of the study by DEP, the Massachusetts Department of Environmental Aﬀairs (EOEA)
began to study the conditions of Cobbler’s Brook
and several other tributaries in the Merrimack River
Watershed through its Massachusetts Watershed Initiative Program (MWIP).25 In 1999, MWIP’s “Stream
Team” surveyed the entire length of Cobbler’s Brook
and prepared a Shoreline Survey Report and Action
Plan. It documents physical conditions and identiﬁes
issues such as trash, debris, vegetation, beaver dams,
water clarity and erosion. Shoreline assets like wildlife
habitats and scenic points are included.
The report concludes with a list of recommendations.
The metal ﬁnishing company identiﬁed in the DEP

There are two other un-named, intermittent streams in
the vicinity of Cobbler’s Brook that originate between
Route 10 and Interstate 495 and feed the Merrimack
River. Both have steep gradients where they enter the
river and road run-oﬀ and traﬃc accidents involving
hazardous materials are threats to water quality.26
The Back River. The Back River originates in southern

New Hampshire and feeds Lake Attitash in northeast
Merrimac. It is used for canoeing and ﬁshing. A report prepared by Camp Dresser and McKee indicated
that nutrient loads are particularly high along the Back
River, but concentrations vary between sample monitorings.27 Agricultural run-oﬀ and non-point source
pollution are threats to water quality here and further
downstream at Lake Attitash.
Lakes and Ponds
Lake Attitash. Lake Attitash is a 360-acre kettle hole

pond in northeast Merrimac. Kettle hole ponds were
formed by melting boulders of ice during deglaciation,
and they are fed by fresh water springs. The Back River
empties fresh water into Lake Attitash.
Lake Attitash is in the Powwow River sub-watershed.
Before the Powwow River was dammed, Lake Attitash
drained through present day Market Square in Amesbury.28 The Powwow River dam supplied water for the
mills located near the rapids around Market Square.
After the hydroelectric power stations were no longer
needed to fuel the mills, people began building summer cottages along the banks of Lake Attitash in Merrimac and Amesbury. These homes have subsequently
been converted to year-round homes and vacant sites
have been developed resulting in moderate-high density residential development along the shoreline.
Environmental Inventory & Analysis-15-
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The lake is very scenic and it oﬀers many
recreational opportunities. People enjoy
swimming, boating, water skiing and ﬁshing
in the summer and ice-skating and ice ﬁshing in winter. New England Game and Fish
Magazine ranks Lake Attitash in the top two
places to ﬁsh for Largemouth Bass in Massachusetts.29 Brown Bullhead, Chain Pickerel,
Northern Pike, Pumpkinseed and White
Perch are also found here. The Massachusetts
Department of Environmental Management
(DEM) operates a public boat ramp and a
parking area providing access to the lake.
People may also access Lake Attitash at the
town-owned beach at Indian Head Park on
the southern shore oﬀ Route 110.30
Although Lake Attitash is designated Class A,
the lake is hyper-eutrophic with high nutriLake Attitash, popular for its scenic beauty and recreation opportunities,
ent levels, noxious plants and low levels of
dissolved oxygen.31 Water quality has deterio- has areas of intensively developed shoreline where former summer
cottages have been converted to year-round homes.
rated over the last decade because of excessive
nutrient loading. Non-point source pollutants
water supply and to control the water table, the city
such as lawn and agricultural fertilizers and stormwater controls the height of the water in the Lake. The
run-oﬀ are the likely causes of nutrient loading in the
management plan also includes provisions to control
lake.32 After periods of heavy rain or snow, the threat
run-oﬀ and to kill new plant growth. Amesbury also
of non-point source pollution is greatest. Stormwater
approved a bond issue to install water and sewer lines
drainage pipes in Merrimac and Amesbury discharge
to the Meadowbrook area.
directly into Lake Attitash and there is no water treatment or sedimentation ﬁlters. Vegetation and tree
The Merrimac Board of Health also monitors water
removal along the shoreline as well as extensive imperquality in Lake Attitash to ensure the health and safety
vious surfaces such as roofs, driveways and the DEM
of swimmers. During the summer, water samples are
boat ramp parking lot exacerbate the run-oﬀ problem.
taken and tested for bacteriological quality and the
Grassy lawns surrounding homes are only marginally
presence of E.coli.34 The area with the most swimmers
better than pavement for run-oﬀ. Since there are too
is around Indian Head Park.
few places for stormwater to seep into the ground,
ﬂooding is also a recurring problem around Lake AtThe Massachusetts Department of Public Health has
titash.
issued a ﬁsh consumption advisory for all ﬁsh caught
Pollutants in Lake Attitash are troubling for three additional reasons: public drinking water, bacterial loads
and mercury. The Town of Amesbury relies on Lake
Attitash as a back-up source of drinking water. Amesbury manages Lake Attitash in accordance with a Management Plan prepared by Camp Dresser and McKee
(1999). In order to maintain an adequate drinking
Environmental Inventory & Analysis-16-

in Lake Attitash due to the levels of mercury measured
in ﬁsh tissue.34 Mercury contamination is a public
health threat and environmental issue throughout
the region. The mercury concentration measured in
ﬁsh tissues from 23 of 26 sampled lakes in the region
resulted in consumption advisories.
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In 2004, Merrimac adopted new zoning that established a Lake Attitash Zoning District. The purposes
of the Lake Attitash District are to recognize the
established pattern of single-family homes on small lots
along a portion of Lake Attitash while fostering new
and inﬁll development at a lot size that is appropriate
to modern building standards.

oped comprehensively because Merrimac and the city
of Haverhill rely on Merrimac’s groundwater resources
for their drinking water supplies, and the town of
Amesbury relies on surface water supplies in Merrimac
for its drinking water. The WRPD encompasses about
1,266 acres. Of these, the town only owns 154 acres
and Haverhill owns 77.3 acres around its well ﬁelds.

Merrimac residents treasure the historic farms located
in the town. However, some residents worry that
agricultural practices may threaten the water quality of
Lake Attitash, and others complain that farm operations can be a nuisance.35 There are concerns about
run-oﬀ frrom fertilizers and pesticides and odors created by composting operations. Farm owners, residents,
local oﬃcials and representatives from the Department
of Environmental Protection and the Department of
Agriculture convened a series of meetings in the fall of
2004 to seek solutions.

The purposes of the Water Resource Protection District
are to limit development in watershed boundaries and
recharge areas in order to protect public health by
preventing the degradation or contamination of surface
water and groundwater used for public water supply,
to preserve and protect existing and potential sources
of drinking water supplies and water supply reservoirs,
to ensure an adequate quality and quantity of drinking water for residents, institutions, and businesses, to
allow for aquifer recharge through natural percolation,
to facilitate the adequate provision of water supply; to
reduce the cumulative impact of nutrient loading, to
conserve the value of land and buildings including the
conservation of natural resources and most appropriate
use of land, to preserve resources for future generations, to conserve natural resources, and to prevent
temporary and permanent contamination of the environment.
As a protective overlay district, the WRPD augments
the regulations of underlying zones by prohibiting hazardous materials storage, landﬁlls and other high-risk
land uses. The zoning establishes performance standards or speciﬁc requirements and/or restrictions for
permitted uses, and requires that a special permit be
issued by the zoning board of appeals for projects that
exceed certain thresholds. In addition, the WRPD
does not permit uses that will create impervious cover
on more than 15% or 2,500 square feet of any lot,
whichever is greater, without an approved plan for
artiﬁcial recharge.

Aquifers and Groundwater

M

errimac uses groundwater from underground
aquifers for its drinking water. There are approximately 250 acres of medium and high yield
aquifers in the town located at three sites: on Bear Hill
Road in northeast Merrimac, south of Lake Attitash on
East Main Street, and a very small sliver at Veal’s Pond
on the Haverhill border.36

The Merrimac Water Department operates two public
water supplies (see Community Setting), both located
in the Merrimack River Basin, and it has identiﬁed a
potential new source of groundwater that could double
the town’s production capacity.37 The site is located on
a town-owned parcel oﬀ Bear Hill Road, just over the
New Hampshire border. Securing a water withdrawal
permit will require approval from two states, which
will delay the process and increase development costs.
Nevertheless, the site’s proximity to Merrimac’s existing
well ﬁeld makes it a desirable choice.
Merrimac’s zoning bylaw provides for a water resource
protection district (WRPD) that covers both groundwater resources (the cone of depression, zone of inﬂuence and potential recharge areas) and surface water
resources (zones A and B).38 The district was devel-

Flood Hazard Areas

A

notable amount of land in Merrimac is located in
a ﬂood hazard area. Areas inundated by 100-year
ﬂooding are called “Zone A” on Federal Emergency
Management Agency (FEMA) Q3 Flood Zone Maps.
This means these areas have a one percent chance of
ﬂooding in any particular year. In Merrimac, the Zone
Environmental Inventory & Analysis-17-
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A extends the distance of the Merrimack River riparian
corridor and includes the shoreline of Lake Attitash.
Other large ﬂood hazard areas include the Cobbler’s
Brook riparian corridor and the associated wetlands
located to the east of this corridor.
The town updated its Flood Plain Zoning District
in 2003. The boundaries of this overlay district are
deﬁned by the 100-year surface water elevation shown
on the Flood Insurance Rate Map (FIRM) and by the
Flood Proﬁles contained on the Flood Insurance Study.
The bylaw allows uses with low ﬂood-damage potential
by right and requires a Special Permit for all others allowed in the underlying zoning district.
Wetlands

W

etlands are an important component of the
hydrologic system. They play a critical role in
water storage and ﬂood control and many species of
wildlife depend on wetland habitat. Wetlands also
protect water quality and function as groundwater recharge and discharge areas. Nearly 10% (5,070 acres)
of Merrimac’s total land area is wetlands. Wetland
complexes parallel the town’s rivers and ponds – Merrimack River, Cobbler’s Brook, the Back River and Lake
Attitash. Other signiﬁcant wetland complexes include
the area south of Lake Attitash near the town’s well
ﬁeld and to the west of Bear Hill Road. The large wetland between Red Oak Hill and Long Hill is the source
of a tributary to Cobbler’s Brook and Silver Stream.
The compositions of these wetlands are shrub swamp,
shallow marsh and deciduous wooded swamp.
In 2003, Merrimac adopted a local wetlands bylaw
to augment M.G.L. c.131, § 40, the Massachusetts
Wetlands Protection Act. The purpose of the local
wetlands bylaw is to protect the town’s wetlands and
related water resources and creates a 50’ no disturbance
zone and a 100’ buﬀer zone around these signiﬁcant
resource areas. The Conservation Commission has
jurisdiction to regulate development activity in these
resource areas.

4-4. VEGETATION

M

errimac is part of the southeastern hardwood
(or mixed deciduous) forest. Upland forests
are predominantly hardwood—northern red oak,
shagbark hickory, beech, red maple and birch—with
small stands of softwood hemlock and white pine. Red
and silver maple, speckled alder, white oaks, pin oaks,
hemlock, sweet pepperbush and highbush blueberry
are common in swampy, wet areas.

The appearance of the forest and the makeup of its
vegetation changes with elevation, soils, and moisture
conditions. North-central Merrimac’s forests, farmland
and pastures are particularly important areas of species
diversity. These forests, ﬁelds and roadsides provide
habitat for a range of wild plants including: aster,
black-eyed susan, bluet, bugbane, buttercup, celandine,
chicory, chickweed, clover, columbine, coneﬂower,
cinquefoil, daisy, dandelion, ﬂeabane, goldenrod,
jewel weed, knotweed, mayﬂower, milkweed, mullein,
partridge berry, pearly everlasting, pokeberry, purslane,
Queen Anne’s lace, rue anemone, soapwort, solomon
seal, sorrel, stick-tights, thistle, vetch, wintergreen and
yarrow.39 Rarely seen wildﬂowers include bleeding
heart, gentians, red lobelia, saxifrage, trailing arbutus
and trillium. The wetlands surrounding the lakes,
ponds, and streams in Merrimac are mainly red maple
swamp and include species such as bellﬂowers, cattails,
Joe Pye weed, pickerel weed and spiderworts.
The invasive purple loosestrife and phragmites are
also found in some wetlands. Invasive species are
frequently ornamental and non-native, i.e., they have
been introduced to an area. Since they have no natural
predators in the area, they can invade, degrade or destroy the habitat of local species.
The Massachusetts Natural Heritage Program has not
documented any rare or threatened plant species in
Merrimac.

4-5. FISHERIES AND WILDLIFE

C

ommon animal species in northeastern Massachusetts rely on Merrimac’s forests, ﬁelds, vernal
pools and wetlands. Local rivers, brooks and ponds
Environmental Inventory & Analysis-18-
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provide habitats for a variety of amphibians and aquatic species. Bats, beavers, chipmunks, ﬁshers, mice,
minks, muskrats, otters, porcupine, raccoons, shrew,
gray squirrels, voles, weasels and woodchucks inhabit
many of Merrimac’s forests.40 Fox and white-tailed
deer are also quite common. Occasionally, residents
report sighting bear, bobcat, coyote and moose.
The Massachusetts Audubon Society reports that more
than 234 bird species reside in or migrate through
Merrimac.41 The federally endangered bald eagle relies
on the Merrimack River riparian corridor for habitat
and may be seen soaring over the town. The diversity of Merrimac’s landscapes – woodlands, wetlands,
meadows, lakes and ponds – provide habitat for breeding, feeding, nesting and refueling. Protecting landscape and undisturbed hardwood forest is essential to
the survival of bird species.
Merrimac’s freshwater bodies provide a habitat for ﬁsh,
amphibians and some birds. Vernal pools are important to amphibians. Bluegill, chain pickerel, largemouth bass, pumpkinseed, white perch and yellow
perch all live in Lake Attitash. The Merrimack River is
home to alewife, American eel, Atlantic salmon, Atlantic shad, Atlantic sturgeon, blueback herring, gizzard
shad, sea lamprey and striped bass.42 Amphibious species including frogs and salamanders as well as snakes
and turtles use Merrimack’s ponds and wetlands, as do
cormorants, cranes, ducks, geese, herons and ospreys.
There are three important wildlife corridors that allow
species to move through and about Merrimac. The
ﬁrst is the riparian corridor along the Merrimack River.
The second is chain of open space comprised of forest
and farmland (meadows and grasslands) west of the
McLaren Trail where species can travel north to New
Hampshire. The third corridor is anchored by the
McLaren Trail and expands eastward to Lake Attitash
encompassing the Cobbler’s Brook riparian corridor.
The Massachusetts Natural Heritage Program documented seven species that are endangered, threatened
or of special concern in Merrimac.43 The Shortnose
Sturgeon and the Bald Eagle are endangered. Blanding’s Turtle is threatened. The Blue Spotted Salaman-

der, the Eastern Box Turtle, the Purple Tiger Beetle and
the Spotted Turtle are all species of special concern.

4-6. SCENIC RESOURCES AND UNIQUE
ENVIRONMENTS
Scenic Landscapes

T

he Massachusetts Landscape Inventory identiﬁed
the area of Merrimac from the Merrimack River
north to Route 110 as a “distinctive landscape” with
highest visual quality that is worthy of protection.44
This scenic landscape includes a beautiful natural
environment and a handsome built environment.
Regardless of oﬃcial designation, much of Merrimac
is scenic. Cemeteries, parks, scenic roads, bridges, inland meadows, and heritage trees all contribute to the
uniqueness of its landscape. Merrimac has three local
burial grounds. The Church Street and Lower Corner
cemeteries are the earliest designated burial grounds
and they display the community’s oldest monuments.
Locust Grove Cemetery, a Victorian-era cemetery, is
active and is expected to provide adequate burial space
for many more years.45

While many of Merrimac’s roads maintain their rural
character, with narrow paving, winding routes and
scenic vistas (particularly in northern Merrimac), River
Road appears to be the only one that town meeting has
designated as a Scenic Road. For local roads designated
under the Massachusetts Scenic Road Act (M.G.L.
c.40, §15C), the Planning Board is supposed to review
the removal of any trees and stone walls located within
the public way. In Merrimac, the Planning Board cannot exercise the same jurisdiction over tree or stone
wall removal on other local streets because the town
has not applied the Scenic Road Act to other parts
of town. Another historic transportation route, the
McLaren Trail, contributes to the community’s sense of
place by putting the original Boston & Maine railroad
link to use as a recreational trail. Portions of the trail
are deteriorating, particularly at one of its most character-deﬁning elements, the historic stone railroad bridge
over Harriman Road.
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Cultural and Historic Areas

O

riginally settled in the early 18th century, Merrimacport is an exceptionally well-preserved
village of Georgian, Federal, Greek Revival, and early
Victorian-style buildings. Merrimac Center (which
includes Merrimac Square) developed in response to
the burgeoning carriage industry, which gained proﬁtability in the latter half of the 19th century. The grand
Victorian-style homes along West Main Street, with
their extensive architectural embellishment, were built
for owners and managers of the numerous carriage
shops and they attest to the aﬄuence that this industry
brought into Merrimac. Smaller-scale worker’s housing, built on secondary roads, still exists here as well.
The carriage industry further contributed to the commercial and civic development of Merrimac Square.
Large three-story brick buildings that housed carriage
ﬁndings businesses, such as the Poyen Block (1886)
and the Little & Larkin Block (1882), remain today,
as do several mill buildings from one of the town’s
ﬁrst carriage businesses, Sargent, Harlow & Company.
Collectively, these well-preserved buildings represent a
unique collection of Victorian commercial architecture
with decorative brickwork, including corbelled cornices and arched windows with keystones. The northern end of Merrimac retains the visual landmarks of its
early agricultural heritage, with its undeveloped ﬁelds,
extensive vistas and several remaining farms with their
associated buildings.
The 1876 Sargent Hall, a well-preserved example of
Gothic architecture, houses Town Hall. Renovations
to Town Hall began in July 2002. The basement of the
building was converted into oﬃces, meeting rooms and
storage. The middle ﬂoor was completely restructured
to include an entrance vestibule with a center corridor
leading to oﬃces of the Town Clerk, Assessors, Treasurer and Selectmen’s Secretary. Town Hall was re-dedicated in March 2004. Sargent Hall was constructed
with the ﬁnancial support of William P. Sargent, the
son of a carriage maker.
A unique historic and cultural resource, the Merrimac
Museum, was recently relocated from Sargeant Hall
to the vacated Hoyt Library. In 2002 voters appropri-
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Merrimacʼs historic town hall, Sargent Hall (1876), in
Merrimac Square.

ated funds to build a new library because the historic
1929 Thomas H. Hoyt Memorial Library in Merrimac
Square could no longer meet the town’s space needs.
The new 15,000 sq. ft. library opened in July 2004.
Local residents formed a non-proﬁt group in 1976 to
manage a vast array of artifacts and ephemera documenting the social, economic and architectural development of the town. The Museum holds an extensive
collection from Merrimac’s carriage and custom auto
body industries. Actual carriages, industrial tools, marketing materials and building products are on display,
along with materials depicting the post-Depression
business ventures that replaced carriage production: the
manufacture of diners and campers. The Museum also
displays rare pieces of 18th-century redware pottery,
agricultural tools, furniture, textiles and artifacts from
the town’s schools, military and social organizations.
Merrimac has another institution dedicated to preserving the community’s heritage. The Old Sawyer House
Museum, operated by the Town Improvement Society,
is a historic house museum on East Main Street. Built
between 1725-1757, the Sawyer House was purchased
by the Merrimac Town Improvement Society in
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1909. The Georgian-style home now serves as a house
museum with local historic artifacts, including furniture and a loom that dates to c. 1675, spanning many
styles and periods. It occupies a 17-acre parcel that
abuts Walker’s Pond and Cobbler’s Brook. The Landing School, an 1857 one-room schoolhouse, is located
on the same site. Originally built on Locust Street, the
Landing School was relocated to the Sawyer House
property in 1972.
Merrimac conducted a partial historic resources survey
in 1980. The inventory forms are stored in the Merrimac Museum and at the Massachusetts Historical
Commission (MHC), which also has photographs. Although Merrimac has records of its historic buildings,
the inventory is more than 20 years old and it lacks the
historic, architectural and contextual documentation
required today. Moreover, like other surveys conducted
at the time, Merrimac’s focused primarily on 18thand 19th-century residential structures, omitting both
non-residential buildings and sites and 20th-century
resources. Merrimac has well-preserved examples of
early 20th-century architectural styles, such as Craftsman-styled bungalows, and mid-20th century objects
such as the Skip’s neon sign on East Main Street.

Voluntary private eﬀorts to preserve historic buildings
can be seen throughout Merrimac, but formal public
measures to identify and protect the town’s architectural treasures have not been realized. Merrimac has no
buildings on the National Register of Historic Places
and no local historic districts (LHD) pursuant to
M.G.L. c. 40C. Further, the absence of a demolition
delay bylaw meant the town had no authority to intervene when the former American Legion Hall and the
last remaining building of the Whittier Home School,
both within Merrimac Square, were demolished.
Recreation Facilities

M

errimac has eight town-owned recreation sites:
the Town Forest, Indian Head Park, Carriagetown Park, Carey Park, Locust Street Landing,
Stevens Athletic Fields, Donahue School and Sweetsir
School. While the Pentucket Regional School District
maintains recreation facilities on school property, the
Merrimac Park and Recreation Committee manages
and maintains the Town Forest, Indian Head Park,
Carriagetown Park, Carey Park, Locust Street Landing and Stevens Athletic Fields. Private sports leagues
use the town’s recreation sites and assist with facility
upgrades, cleaning and general upkeep. Each sports
league is governed by its own Board of Directors,
which manages league play and takes responsibility for
fundraising.

Historic agricultural vestiges such as outbuildings,
barns, silos, stone walls and tilled ﬁelds reinforce a
town’s sense of place, as do its open spaces and scenic
landscapes. Merrimac has many
landscapes that retain their agriTABLE 3: PARKS
cultural character and naturally
Name
scenic qualities. These sites have
Town Forest Park
not been surveyed or fully documented as part of the town’s hisIndian Head Park
toric inventory. Most of the sites
Carriagetown Park
are unprotected from adverse
development, but two parcels are Carey Park
Locust Street Landing
protected in perpetuity by Agricultural Preservation Restrictions
(APR). One of them, Sargent
Stevens Athletic Fields
Farm on Bear Hill Road, has
been owned by the same family
for at least seven generations and Donahue School
(Adjacent to Stevens Fields)
has been in operation for more
Sweetsir School
than a century.

Facilities

Est. Acres

2 Soccer Fields

15

Water Recreation

7.5

2 Soccer Fields

17.9

Canoe/Kayak Launch

0.8

Canoe/Kayak Launch

1.2

1 Tennis Court
3 Multi-purpose Fields
1 Softball Field
Play Equipment (slide, swings)

14.0

1 Basketball Court
Playground
Playground

12.0
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Merrimac’s recreation inventory includes only a few
places that provide public access to the Merrimack
River. Carey Park and Locust Street Landing provide
launch sites for canoes and kayaks, but these parcels are
undeveloped for picnicking. The launch sites are small
and parking is limited.
Greenways and Trails

T

he Jay McLaren Trail is an important, popular
regional recreation amenity. The 18-acre former
railroad right-of-way begins behind the Church Street
Cemetery following Cobbler’s Brook and continues
north along the railroad track bed into Newton, N.H.
The trail is built along the site of a spur connecting
Merrimac Square to the Boston and Maine Railroad.
The entire 2-mile trail is open to pedestrians and it
can be used as a bike, ski and bridle path. Illegal use of
motorized vehicles is a constant problem. The McLaren
Trail is maintained by volunteers. The trail passes
through a variety of landscapes. Industrial and densely
residential at its southern end, it eventually winds
along the Perkins Conservation Area and farmland at
its northern end. The most scenic portion of the trail
is the northern end just south of the Newton, N.H.
border, which includes a spectacular view of a large
wetland that feeds the Back River. There is one major
road crossing at Harriman Road with a newly renovated bridge. There are erosion and drainage problems
at the northern end.
The trails within the town forest consist of cart roads
once used when the area was farmland. In general, the
trails are wide (some up to 10 feet wide) with moderate to steep inclines. Most of the trails encircle or cross
Red Oak Hill, the forest’s major natural feature and the
highest point in Merrimac at 315 feet MSL. While the
trails’ steep inclines oﬀer some challenge, the width of
the trails detracts from a true wilderness experience.
The trails have been underused by hikers and overused
by motor vehicles. People in large trucks and jeeps
often use the trails to access the interior of the forest
during hunting season or for drinking parties. Motor vehicle use is currently permitted, but should be
restricted to emergency vehicles only. Erosion along
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some of the steeper trails is very bad due to motor
vehicle use.
Established in 2000, the approximately 0.75-mile
Marshview Trail is Merrimac’s newest trail. It is located within the Perkins Conservation Area and runs
east-west between Highland Road and the McLaren
Trail. This trail is relatively ﬂat as it parallels the path
of a wetland, but it has more a “rugged” feel due to its
narrow and winding nature. This trail is underused
and, as a result, trail clearing is required annually.
Areas of Critical Environmental Concern
There are no designated Areas of Environmental
Concern in Merrimac.46 However, the Massachusetts
Natural Heritage and Endangered Species Project
(NHESP) has identiﬁed the Merrimack River riparian
corridor as BioMap Core Habitat area.47 This means
that the area is critical for endangered and threatened
species and that it needs protection. Additionally, the
NHESP has designated more than 75% of all the land
in Merrimac north of Route 110 as BioMap Supporting Natural Landscape.48 This area corresponds with
the largely unfragmented open space corridors in Merrimac. NHESP thinks this area is signiﬁcant because
it buﬀers and connects BioMap Core Habitat and it
is comprised of large, naturally vegetated areas that
are relatively free from the impact of roads and other
development.

4-7. ENVIRONMENTAL CHALLENGES
Ground and Surface Water Pollution

S

ources of point source and non-point source pollution in Merrimac threaten public health, habitat
and natural resources. Point source pollution stems
from a stationary location or ﬁxed facility from which
pollutants are discharged such as a pipe or smokestack.
Non-point source pollution originates from diﬀuse
areas without well-deﬁned sources such as road salt,
fertilizers, pesticides and leaking septic systems. Of the
approximately 1,266 acres that encompass the Lake
Attitash watershed and the town’s well ﬁelds, the town
only owns 12.2% of the land area.49 High density residential development, residential and agricultural land
management practices, auto-related businesses on East
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Main Street and road maintenance practices all can be
sources of point and non-point source pollutants in
this sensitive area.
There are no Tier Classiﬁed 21-E sites in Merrimac.50
These sites are hazardous material and brownﬁeld
sites as deﬁned by M.G.L. c. 21E, the Massachusetts
Oil and Hazardous Material Release Prevention Act,
which is comparable to the federal CERCLA (Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation
and Liability Act). The Bureau of Waste Prevention
of the Massachusetts Department of Environmental
Protection monitors one “major facility” in Merrimac
that it considers to have a high likelihood of causing
environmental harm should there be a malfunction or
spill.51 The federal Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) regulates and monitors nine facilities in Merrimac.52 In November 2004, the EPA determined that
the former Coastal Metal Finishing on Little Court is
a site that could potentially be designated as a federal
CERCLA site.53
Landﬁlls
Merrimac’s landﬁll was constructed in the 1960s. It
was capped in 1997, but it was not lined. Periodically,
the Department of Environmental Protection monitors
the area and conducts ground water testing the check
for contaminants in and around Cobbler’s Brook.
There is town-wide curbside trash and recycle pick-up.
The town has adopted “pay as you throw” trash pickup to encourage household recycling.

Valley facilities each year (based on 1991-1994 stack
test data). These three facilities are responsible for 62
percent of the total mercury emission for the state. The
public health implications of MSWC emissions need
further investigation by the Merrimack Valley Planning
Commission and the Department of Environmental
Protection.
Erosion and Sedimentation

D

evelopment creates a risk of erosion by exposing
soils during construction. Sedimentation creates
non-point source pollution in rivers and the town’s
ponds. The earth removal provisions of the Merrimac
Zoning Bylaw are not as strict as those found in some
Massachusetts towns such as nearby Newbury and
Rowley. The town’s bylaw requires that any developer protect the natural environment by reducing the
number of mature trees removed, reducing the volume
of earth materials cut or ﬁlled, reducing soil erosion
during and after construction and reducing the extent
of alteration in the amount, timing and location of
stormwater runoﬀ from the site, but does not set speciﬁc thresholds or performance standards.
The town could consider adopting and/or modifying
the Massachusetts Association of Conservation Commissions model Erosion and Sedimentation Bylaw and
it could consider adopting performance standards such
as minimum numbers of rooted perennial plants, Erosion and Sedimentation and Control Plans for disturbances greater than 5,000 sq. ft. and allowing innovative silt management technology.

Solid Waste Combustion
Municipal solid waste combustion (MSWC) was identiﬁed as a regional public health threat in the Merrimac
Valley Planning Commission’s most recent Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS).54
There are nine active MSWC facilities in Massachusetts, and three are located in Haverhill, Lawrence and
North Andover. Concentrating trash-burning facilities in the Merrimac Valley causes a disproportionately
high release of air-borne pollutants, including mercury and other toxic substances, which are generated
during the combustion process. Almost 1.9 million
tons of mercury are emitted by the three Merrimack

Chronic Flooding
In Merrimac, the 100-year ﬂoodplain extends the
distance of the Merrimack River riparian corridor and
includes the shoreline of Lake Attitash. The Town of
Amesbury controls the height of the water in Lake
Attitash in accordance with the public drinking water
supply management plan. Other large ﬂood hazard
areas include the Cobbler’s Brook riparian corridor
and the associated wetlands located to the east of this
corridor.
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5. Lands of Conservation & Recreation Interest
5-1. OPEN SPACE

M

errimac has about 1,435 acres of open space.
The town owns about 45% (641.45 acres) of the
open space in Merrimac.55 Securing permanent protection of town-owned open space parcels is a signiﬁcant
action item that will result from this Open Space and
Recreation Plan. Presently, the Town Forest and the
Perkins Conservation Land do not have conservation
restrictions. Other town-owned proprties have limited
protection such as the town’s cemetaries and schools.
The MassGIS open space data layer that was updated
in January 2004 contains many errors and the level of
protection data needs to be updated. The Open Space
Committee will also submit updated data on its open
space inventory and level of protection to MassGIS as
a result of this plan.
Open space is typically classiﬁed according to a levelof-protection framework that recognizes "permanent,"
"temporary," "limited" or "no" use restrictions. "Permanently" protected open space includes only land
owned for conservation and wildlife habitat by federal
and state agencies or non-proﬁt organizations, and
privately owned land bound by conservation easements
or an Agricultural Preservation Restriction (APR).
"Temporary" and "limited" open space includes land
covered by revocable restrictions against development
or change in use. A farm that is diﬀerentially assessed
for tax purposes, i.e., under a Chapter 61A agreement
with the town as long as the land is used for agriculture
is an example of temporarily protected open space.
Limited-protection open space includes land uses such
as cemeteries or ball ﬁelds that could but are unlikely
to be redeveloped. "Unprotected" open space is land
with no legal restrictions against future development.
The town’s most signiﬁcant open space holdings include:
•

The 307.8-acre Town Forest

•

The 110-acre Perkins Conservation Area

•

The 33-acre Cobbler’s Brook Greenway

•

The 18-acre Jay McLaren Trail

•

The 101 acres owned by the City of Haverhill for
its wells

Currently, there are about 654 temporarily protected
acres in the Chapter 61 program. The largest holding
(123 acres) is agricultural land that is owned by the
Sargent Family. Notably, all of the land that is enrolled
in the Chapter 61 program is agricultural land. None
is set aside for forest or recreation. Merrimac has successfully protected two agricultural parcels permanently, which total almost 303 acres through Agricultural
Preservation Restrictions. This is a signiﬁcant achievement for a small town.
Table 4. summarizes all the open space holdings in
Merrimac.
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TABLE 4: INVENTORY OF LANDS OF CONSERVATION & RECREATION INTEREST
Property Name

Property Owner

Parcel ID

Acres

Carey Park

Town of Merrimac

38-1-3

0.70

Carriagetown Park

Town of Merrimac

33-1-1

17.94

Cobbler's Brook

Town of Merrimac

16-1-1C

1.03

Cobbler's Brook

Town of Merrimac

16-1-6

0.80

Cobbler's Brook Greenway

Town of Merrimac

37-2-1

33.40

Cobbler's Brook Greenway

Town of Merrimac

37-2-2

Cobbler's Brook Greenway

Town of Merrimac

37-2-2C

Cobbler's Brook Greenway

Town of Merrimac

37-2-3

Cobbler's Brook Greenway

Town of Merrimac

37-2-4

Duck Hole Landing

Town of Merrimac

53-1-2

0.50

Indian Head Park

Town of Merrimac

42-1-10

31.00

Kimball Park

Town of Merrimac

12-1-1

0.39

Locust Street Landing

Town of Merrimac

29-1-1

0.99

McLaren Trail

Town of Merrimac

2-1-13

18.06

Nixon

Town of Merrimac

83-1-2

9.98

Perkins Conservation

Town of Merrimac

72-1-2

42.22

Perkins Conservation

Town of Merrimac

73-1-1

58.30

Perkins Conservation

Town of Merrimac

73-1-3

8.21

Perkins Conservation

Town of Merrimac

74-1-1

1.20

River Road Penninsula

Town of Merrimac

35-1-4

0.63

RR Bear Hill Road

Town of Merrimac

90-1-9

3.00

Town Forest

Town of Merrimac

70-1-1

281.00

Town Forest

Town of Merrimac

70-1-3

8.00

Town Forest

Town of Merrimac

70-1-6

11.80

Town Forest

Town of Merrimac

70-1-7

7.00

Church Street Cemetery

Town of Merrimac

2-1-1

4.34

East Main Street Cemetery

Town of Merrimac

92-1-2

1.51

Locust Grove Cemetery

Town of Merrimac

29-1-10

16.00

Donaghue School/Stevens

Town of Merrimac

22-1-1

13.40

Sweetsir School

Town of Merrimac

59-2-1A

12.50

Library

Town of Merrimac

48-1-7A

5.96

Old Landﬁll

Town of Merrimac

70-1-5

2.80

Old Library

Town of Merrimac

7-3-4

0.21

Police & Fire

Town of Merrimac

17-1-1

1.02

Standpipe

Town of Merrimac

48-1-6

0.70

Standpipe

Town of Merrimac

91-1-3A

0.36

Town Hall

Town of Merrimac

1-1-2

0.27
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TABLE 4: INVENTORY OF LANDS OF CONSERVATION & RECREATION INTEREST
Property Name

Property Owner

Parcel ID

Acres

Waste Water Treatment Plant

Town of Merrimac

39-1-2A

3.24

Wells/Pumping Station

Town of Merrimac

68-1-9

10.00

Wells/Pumping Station

Town of Merrimac

90-1-8

13.00

Wells/Pumping Station

Town of Merrimac

90-1-10

13.00

Wells/Pumping Station

Town of Merrimac

90-1-11

2.00

Wells/Pumping Station

Town of Merrimac

90-1-12

4.00

Wells/Pumping Station

Town of Merrimac

90-1-14A

1.00

Congregational Church

Merrimac First Orthodox

1-4-1

0.72

East Main Street

Town Improvement Society

76-1-5

3.20

18 East Main Street

Town Improvement Society

17-1-2

16.10

Haverhill Well Fields

City of Haverhill

79-1-2

101.80

Haverhill Well Fields

City of Haverhill

79-1-2

Long Pond Conservation Area

Little Pond Road Conservation
Trust

82 Bear Hill Road 61A/APR

45A-1-1C

10.59

Jane and Robert Sargent

91-1-1

235.35

82 Bear Hill Road 61A/APR

Jane and Robert Sargent

91-1-2

82 Bear Hill Road 61A/APR

Jane and Robert Sargent

91-1-3

82 Bear Hill Road 61A/APR

Jane and Robert Sargent

91-1-4

82 Bear Hill Road 61A/APR

Jane and Robert Sargent

91-1-5

11 Birchmeadow 61A/APR

Veronica and Lawrence
Dansereau

55-1-3

67.50

Bear Hill Road 61A

Jane and Robert Sargent

90-1-4

8.30

83 Birchmeadow 61A

Jane and Robert Sargent

90-1-1

123.40

Birchmeadow 61A

Arthur, Jeﬀrey & Constance
Hoyt

63-1-1

84.00

Birchmeadow 61A

George Hoyt

67-1-1

8.30

Birchmeadow 61A

Arthur, Jeﬀrey & Constance
Hoyt

67-1-2

12.60

Birchmeadow 61A

George Hoyt

86-1-2

11.20

Highland Road 61A

Robert A. Smith, Jr.

84-1-2

70.00

Locust Street 61A

Nanette and Robert Becker

27-1-3

11.07

Locust Street 61A

Nanette and Robert Becker

27-1-3C

4.01

Locust Street 61A

Nanette and Robert Becker

27-1-3D

8.71

17 Merrimac 61A

Stephen Snow

53-1-6

2.47

RR W. Main 61A

Stephen Snow

46-1-7

7.43

Inholding

Gerald Lay

70-1-2

7.70

Sources: Joyce Clohecy, Merrimac Assessor’s Oﬃce, Deborah Woodward, Merrimac Open Space Committee, Jerrard Whitten, Merrimack Valley
Regional Planning Commission.
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In addition to land classiﬁed as open space, there are
about 1,600 acres of vacant land in the town.56 Vacant
land may be open space today, but unless this land is
permanently protected it must not be assumed that
it will be open in the future. The buildout analysis
included in the Master Plan concludes that there are
1,389 acres of vacant, developable residential land
and 125 acres of vacant, developable commercial and
industrial land in Merrimac.57

5-2. LANDS OF CONSERVATION AND
RECREATION INTEREST

I

n addition to the permanently protected open space
already protected in Merrimac, the town is interested in permanently conserving other parcels. Parcels
of conservation and recreation interest include:
•

Smith Farm on Highland Road

•

Hoyt Farm on Birchmeadow Road

•

Crowninshield Farm on Middle Road

• Tamarack Farm on Locust Street
• Wallace Property on North Street
•

Dansareau Property on Birchmeadow Road not
included in the APR

• Town Improvement Society Land
•

Saregent Farm Land not included in the APR

•

Access points to existing open space and trails

•

Land that protects Lake Attitash
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6. Community Vision

T

he Merrimac Open Space and Recreation Plan
seeks to oﬀer strategies and policies that support
the Open Space and Natural Resources vision described in the 2002 Master Plan.
From the northern half of Merrimac, with its historic
farms, scenic landscapes and unspoiled vistas, to the
majestic banks of the Merrimack River, there are numerous examples of natural resources and open space.
Thoughtful planning and careful management have
helped Merrimac to preserve, expand and maintain
the Town Forest and other open space. Trails, landings and access points provide seasonal enjoyment of
forests, lakes, rivers, ponds and streams. Passive and
active recreation are available to all ages. Watershed
protection is also an important part of planning that
insures good water quality, maintains wildlife habitat
and enhances property values.58

Homestead Farm, a Merrimac landmark.

meetings were posted and open to the public. Committee members communicated regularly via email
to comment on components on the plan and to raise
issues and concerns.

6-1. DESCRIPTION OF PROCESS

E

ight years after the last open space and recreation
planning eﬀort and three years after the master
planning initiative, the Open Space Committee set out
to review its priorities, evaluate its accomplishments
and setbacks, and to address new resource protection
and recreation needs. The town hired Community
Opportunities Group, Inc. to prepare this plan, to
facilitate public participation during their development, and to assist with assuring that the Open Space
and Recreation Plan meets the requirements of the
Executive Oﬃce of Environmental Aﬀairs, Division of
Conservation Services (DCS).
The Merrimac Open Space Committee began convening to work on the Open Space and Recreation Plan
Update in the fall of 2004. Community Opportunities
Group, Inc. prepared a technical paper for the Open
Space Committee and it was presented and discussed
at an open meeting in December 2004. Between
October 2004- June 2005, the Open Space Committee met to review past plans, evaluate local capacity,
to discuss speciﬁc resource protection and recreation
topics, and to review the ﬁve year action plan. These

The Merrimac Open Space Committee hosted two
forums “Community Conversations about Open Space
and Recreation” on April 14 and 21, 2005. Citizens
gathered at the Merrimac Public Library to talk about
active and passive recreation from 7:00-8:00 pm and
open space and habitat protection from 8:00-9:00 pm
on April 14 and again on April 21 to discuss agricultural preservation and working landscapes from 7:008:00 pm and historic and natural resource protection
from 8:00-9:00 pm. Almost 40 people attended the
session on April 14. About 15 people attended the
session on April 21 and nearly half of the participants
were farmers from Merrimac. Both of these public forums were covered by the local newspaper. After these
public meetings, Community Opportunities Group,
Inc. prepared a summary of public comments in order
to begin to develop goals and objectives.
The draft plan was submitted to the Merrimac Open
Space Committee and the Merrimac Conservation
Commission for public review and comment in September 2005.
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6-2. STATEMENT OF OPEN SPACE AND
RECREATION GOALS
1. Establish three open space corridors in Merrimac.
•

Merrimack River Riparian Corridor

•

The North-South Corridor, west of the McLaren
Trail, linking the Merrimack River through the
Town Forest and signiﬁcant farmland to Perkins
Conservation Area and into New Hampshire.

•

Cobbler’s Brook Corridor connecting the
Cobbler’s Brook Greenway along the McLaren
Trail through Sargent Farm to the water department land in northern Merrimac.

2. Provide accessible parks and recreation facilities
that foster a sense of community, serve residents of
all ages and increase awareness of Merrimac’s open
space resources.
3. Safeguard water resources for drinking water, habitat and recreation.
4. Assure the continuity and vitality of agriculture in
Merrimac.
5. Encourage residents to steward Merrimac’s natural
resources, historic architecture and landmarks.

Community Vision-30-

Merrimac Open Space & Recreation Plan

7. Analysis of Needs
7-1. SUMMARY OF RESOURCE PROTECTION
NEEDS

A

n open space and recreation plan should promote
programs, policies and other initiatives to protect
a community’s land and water resources for both the
public good and species habitat. In Merrimac, three
core challenges need to be addressed, both in the near
future and on a longer-term basis: protecting ecologically signiﬁcant open space, preserving historic landscapes and structures, and developing and managing
active and passive recreation sites.
Ecologically Signiﬁcant Open Space
Merrimac is home to seven species that are endangered,
threatened or of special concern. The town needs to
use regulatory and non-regulatory means to shelter
fragile species while providing habitat for all living
residents. The Commonwealth’s Natural Heritage and
Endangered Species Program (NHESP) has identiﬁed
the speciﬁc habitat that is critical for these animals,
BioMap Core Habitat, and other lands and waters
that are important for their survival, the Supporting
Natural Landscape. Approximately 60% of all the
land in Merrimac is ecologically signiﬁcant habitat.
The town owns several large, connected tracts of this
habitat land, including the Town Forest and the Perkins Conservation Area. Members of the Open Space
Committee have noted that the I-495 culverts are not
large enough corridors to connect wildlife habitat in
northern Merrimac to the Merrimack River.
Merrimac’s local planning documents prioritize linkages, watershed protection and managed development.
The new local wetlands bylaw and the new zoning bylaw give the town regulatory tools to protect sensitive
resources and open space. However, the permanent
protection of land through acquisition, conservation
restrictions and agricultural preservation restrictions is
needed too. Clear strategies to acquire habitat land
and open space will provide ecological, social, economic and health beneﬁts, and leverage resources to meet
Merrimac’s habitat conservation, open space, public

View from River Road across the Merrimack River to West
Newbury.

health and recreation goals. An open space program
in Merrimac will require a dedicated funding source to
acquire, improve and manage property.
Merrimac has developed open space protection priorities, but it needs to reﬁne its acquisition strategy in order to choose appropriate tools, resources and funding
scenarios to assist with open space conservation. The
town’s open space protection priorities include:
•

Wildlife habitat such as grassland and forest habitat
for Merrimac’s songbirds; riparian wetlands and
vernal pools for the Blanding’s Turtle, the Blue
Spotted Salamander, the Eastern Box Turtle and
the Spotted Turtle; and riparian land that shelters
the Bald Eagle and protects the water supply for
aquatic birds and Merrimac’s many ﬁsh.

•

Land in the Water Resource Protection District

•

Open space that expands and extends existing corridors and preserves.

•

Access points to water amenities

•

Parkland for tot lots and neighborhood recreation

•

Land for ﬁeld sports and active recreation
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Much of the ecologically signiﬁcant land in Merrimac
is also high value watershed protection, recreation,
agricultural and scenic land. Merrimac’s conservation
strategies seek ways to meet multiple needs through
management and the type of deed restriction that is
placed on the land. Through targeted acquisition and
stewardship, Merrimac should be able to meet multiple
needs when it acquires open space.
Historic Landscapes and Structures

M

errimac is deﬁned by its historic architecture
and its rural landscapes. These features give
the town its unique and special identity. Strategies to
direct development away from hilltops toward lower
elevations will help to protect scenic view corridors
and stabilize slopes, soil and vegetation. Tree and stone
wall conservation measures would protect two of the
town’s most character-deﬁning features and further
stabilize soil and vegetation, thereby mitigating erosion
and sedimentation.
A comprehensive historic resources inventory seems
critical for Merrimac. The Essex National Heritage
Area Commission manages several technical assistance
and grant programs to assist member communities
with inventories and preservation planning. The Massachusetts Historical Commission (MHC) provides
Survey & Planning Grants to support the preservation
eﬀorts of local historical commissions. Many communities use these types of grants to prepare historic property inventories, National Register nominations, local
historic district plans and maps, and historic district
design guidelines. Since MHC’s Survey & Planning
Grants Program requires a matching-fund commitment from the town and Certiﬁed Local Government
designation, Merrimac needs the community's support
for an eﬀective preservation agenda.
Listing on the National Register does not protect
buildings from inappropriate alteration or demolition.
However, it is a threshold for eligibility to use special
tax incentives (investment tax credits) to ﬁnance the
cost of historic preservation. It also triggers a heightened review process for properties aﬀected by a federally or state-assisted project. In addition, listing on the
National Register automatically qualiﬁes properties for
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listing on the State Register of Historic Places. Listing on the State Register enables owners of historically
signiﬁcant properties to qualify for phased increases in
the assessed value of their homes when they invest in
a signiﬁcant restoration project - if Merrimac were to
adopt the enabling legislation for this purpose (Chapter 191, Acts of 1996). When paired with demolition
delay and zoning incentives to preserve buildings that
are ineligible for investment tax credits, National Register status is a very important preservation tool.
Undeniably, the most powerful preservation tool
available to Massachusetts cities and towns is the local
historic district. Merrimac Center and Merrimacport
are neighborhoods that may beneﬁt from such a designation. Under M.G.L. c.40C, a local historic district
consists of one or more properties, which means that
communities may place an isolated, historically signiﬁcant property under the protective umbrella of a local
historic district. Merrimac has many old, architecturally and culturally signiﬁcant buildings throughout the
town. Though it is more eﬃcient to create multipleproperty than single-property districts, the statute
provides ﬂexibility to address the needs of scattered-site
historic resources. An accurate, complete inventory is
essential to a comprehensive study, to the endorsement
required from MHC for a local historic district to be
adopted by town meeting, and to the eﬀectiveness of
community-based historic preservation work.
Historic working landscapes and historic roads also
contribute to the town’s character. Two historic farms
are protected by Agricultural Preservation Restrictions,
but the town currently has an additional 451 agricultural acres enrolled in the Chapter 61 program. The
town needs to seek ways to protect farming as a viable
business in addition to preserving its pastoral charms.
The town should also consider designating other Scenic
Roads. Only River Road has been designated.
Active and Passive Recreation Sites
The National Recreation and Park Association
(NPRA), a well-known advocacy organization, has
developed park, recreation and open space guidelines
for cities and towns. If NPRA guidelines are used as
a baseline to determine the amount of open space and
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recreation land needed in a community, then
Merrimac has insuﬃcient park and recreation
space. Carriagetown Park, Stevens Athletic Fields
and the town’s schools provide community playﬁelds and play equipment, but NPRA standards
suggest that a town of Merrimac’s size should have
5-6 small tot lots (less than 1 acre); 5-6 neighborhood parks (5-8 acres each); a major community
park (35-50 acres); and an acre of open space that
is used as passive recreational land for every 1,000
residents.59 Presently, the town’s open space and
vacant land is not conﬁgured or improved to meet
any of these guidelines.
National standards should never be applied unilaterally, that is, without analyzing their relevance
to local conditions. However, industry guidelines,
developed with input from park and recreation
directors in diﬀerent regions of the country, provide a useful starting point for measuring gaps in a
recreation system. Merrimac’s open space and recreation planning eﬀorts have not identiﬁed workable implementation strategies needed to acquire
and maintain recreation facilities wanted by area
residents. Rather than using the NPRA standards,
the town may want to create local performance
standards e.g. all residents should be within walking distance of accessible public green space; every
neighborhood should include a tot lot accessible
to most residents by walking or biking.

Playground at Sweetsir School, one of the townʼs few fully equipped
playgrounds.

The town’s open space and recreational facilities
are important assets requiring stewardship and maintenance. This plan should identify methods to manage
the town’s existing facilities and acquire new ones that
are possible given the town’s capacity and resources.

7-2. SUMMARY OF COMMUNITY NEEDS

M

errimac residents are particularly concerned
about protecting the vitality of Merrimac’s remaining farms. Residents also care deeply about safeguarding viewsheds in Northern Merrimac and open
vistas of the hills in New Hampshire and Amesbury.
Other community needs include protecting the town’s
drinking water supply; managing species habitat;
improving access to and managing existing open space,

especially at the town’s water access points; managing the impacts of new growth on the town’s natural
resources; managing the town’s existing recreation
facilities; providing diverse recreational opportunities
for all residents; creating small parks and neighborhood open space; acquiring more land for ﬁeld sports;
creating and linking trails and bike paths; maintaining
sidewalks; and managing the open space inventory.
Americans with Disabilities Act Local Assessment
The town has an ADA Transition Plan (Appendix
A.) and the town’s major facilities were evaluated for
accessibility for the Master Plan. The newly rehabilitated town hall, the senior center on East Main Street
and the new library were designed for access and the
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ﬁre station is substantially accessible. The police station and highway department are partially accessible.
The light and water department and the oﬃce at the
wastewater treatment plant have program access. The
Pentucket Regional School District is responsible for
the ADA/Section 504 plan for all schools and playgrounds under its jurisdiction. The school playgrounds
and the Pentucket Regional High School are not fully
accessible.

M

7-3. MANAGEMENT NEEDS

There are several opportunities to increase regulatory
eﬃcacy. Policy changes are important because Merrimac has limited staﬀ resources, a small volunteer pool
and few ﬁnancial resources to commit to open space
and recreation. These tools often require fewer human
and ﬁnancial resources from the town after they are adopted, but do require community investment. Boards
and commissions responsible for implementing new
regulations e.g. Conservation Commission, Planning
Board, Zoning Board, Open Space Committee, Park
and Recreation Committee and the Historical Commission will require staﬀ support and access to technical support from allied professionals such as a land use
planner, wetland scientist, engineer, economic development analyst or architect. The following are potential
regulatory strategies for Merrimac:

Local Capacity

M

errimac relies on volunteers to protect and
manage open space and to administer recreation
programs. The town is fortunate to have capable,
willing volunteers because it has very limited staﬀ
resources. Between the day-to-day demands of local
government and the recent resignations of the Town
Administrator and the long-time Director of the Water
Department, the town’s key staﬀ members are very
busy and currently there is no reserve capacity to focus
on open space acquisition and management, or on expanding recreation programs. Merrimac needs to build
on its successes and increase its capacity to protect and
manage its open space, natural resources and recreation
amenities.
The Open Space Committee, the Parks and Recreation Committee and the Conservation Commission
are dedicated volunteers and they provide sustained
volunteer-power for open space, natural resource and
recreation objectives. In addition, as evidenced by the
volunteer participation in this planning process, Merrimac has many residents who care about protecting the
town’s natural resources and wish to provide recreation
programs. People expressed their willingness to volunteer in “done-in-a-day” projects such as blazing trails at
or organizing a park or pond cleanup. However, as in
many small towns, there are many more time-consuming tasks than there are volunteers. Merrimac needs
assistance to manage open space acquisitions, fundraise
and provide stewardship.
Local Regulatory Policy
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errimac adopted a new Zoning Bylaw that includes a Rural-Agricultural Preservation Overlay District, a Flood Plain District, a Water Resource
Protection Overlay District, Open Space-Residential
Development regulations and a Lake Attitash District in 2004. In addition, the town adopted a local
wetlands bylaw to augment M.G.L. c.131, §40, the
Massachusetts Wetlands Protection Act. These are the
town’s key policy tools to manage its resources.

•

Mandatory septic system maintenance for systems
located in the Water Resources Protection District

•

A land clearing and grading bylaw

•

A pilot Low Impact Development bylaw for the
Rural Highway District with technical assistance
from Merrimack River Watershed Association, the
Merrimack Valley Planning Commission or the
Massachusetts Audubon Society60

• Taking tax title properties in resource areas
•

Eﬀective water conservation measures

•

Prohibiting the connection of underground sprinklers to the municipal water supply
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•

Adopting the Community Preservation Act

•

Designating Scenic Roads

•

Nominating an Area of Critical Environmental
Concern with neighboring communities in the
Merrimack River corridor

•

Establishing a town permit system for snowmobiles

•

Developing guidelines for managing and maintaining town roads, sidewalks and street trees

•

Adopting local historic districts

•

Requiring bike racks at developments above certain
thresholds

•

Allowing residents to use school playgrounds at
designated times during the day

•

Leasing town-owned land and using the proceeds
for open space and recreation

vate matching funds too. Merrimac should also review
its fee collection system to determine if the town’s costs
and expenses are covered.
A private, non-proﬁt fundraising organization, Friends
of Merrimac Open Space, has been established in the
town. Presently, this Friends group does not function
as a land trust, but its role could evolve. A land trust
raises private funds for conservation, manages land and
can accept donations of land, conservation restrictions
or easements. A private organization could be an essential partner because its staﬀ and volunteers will have
expertise that the town does not have, and it can carry
out tasks that are much more diﬃcult for town governments to perform: negotiating deals, developing legal
agreements with landowners, soliciting gifts of cash and
land and raising matching funds.

Financial Needs
Like many small towns, Merrimac has few funds for
resource conservation and property management. The
town does not have a dedicated source of revenue for
open space acquisition and stewardship. In order to
meet its resource protection goals, Merrimac will have
to purchase land very strategically and develop management plans that volunteers can implement. Merrimac
needs a policy of conservation by design. Open space
acquisition should be linked to resource protection and
stewardship since the town cannot aﬀord to purchase
many acres. The town needs to spend its limited
resources acquiring and managing the most signiﬁcant
parcels.
The town should consider sources of revenue such as a
conservation fund, a revolving fund, CPA, a local open
space and recreation bond, user fees and CPA. The
town should seek state and federal grant funds and priAnalysis of Needs-35-

Merrimac Open Space & Recreation Plan

This page intentionally left blank.

Goals & Objectives-36-

Merrimac Open Space & Recreation Plan

8. Goals & Objectives

M

errimac needs to address its open space goals
in ways that make environmental, economic
and ﬁscal sense for a small town. The 2005-2010
Open Space and Recreation Plan identiﬁes goals and a
supporting action plan that will lead to an open space
and recreation system that meets the needs of all living
things in Merrimac. The goals and key provisions
include:
1) Establish three open space corridors in Merrimac:
•

Merrimack River Riparian Corridor

•

The North-south corridor west of the McLaren
Trail linking the Merrimack River through the
Town Forest and signiﬁcant farmland to Perkins
Conservation Area and into New Hampshire.

•

Cobbler’s Brook Corridor connecting the
Cobbler’s Brook Greenway along the McLaren
Trail through Sargent Farm to the water department land in northern Merrimac.

B) Prioritize land acquisition and stewardship in these
corridors and emphasize environmental protection
and linkages.

B) Develop and manage recreation facilities for a variety of sports for town-wide use.
C) Recognize sidewalks as an important component of
Merrimac’s recreation and transportation infrastructure.
3) Safeguard water resources for drinking water,
habitat and recreation.
A) Develop a comprehensive strategy for protecting
water resources that emphasizes regulation, conservation, and education and outreach about property
management.
B) Identify the resources needed to implement the water resource protection strategy.

4) Assure the continuity and vitality of agriculture in
Merrimac.
A) Incorporate agriculture into town-wide decision
making about land use, economic development,
taxation, open space and natural resources.

C) Identify the ﬁnancial resources and personnel
needed to acquire land, develop regulations and
management practices, and provide maintenance
for the corridor system.

5) Encourage residents to steward Merrimac’s natural
resources, historic architecture and landmarks.

2) Provide accessible parks and recreation facilities
that foster a sense of community, serve residents of
all ages and increase awareness of Merrimac’s open
space resources.

B) Use existing communication tools (public schools,
bulletin boards, town website, email and CATV)
to provide public education and outreach about
resource protection, management practices, grant
alerts, technical assistance, volunteerism etc.

A) Increase the town’s capacity to protect and manage
historic and cultural assets.

A) Locate small parks and play spaces and/or trail
access points within walking distance of every Merrimac neighborhood.
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9. Five-Year Action Plan
9.1: Establish three open space corridors in Merrimac.
9.1A Prioritize land acquisition and stewardship in these corridors and emphasize environmental protection and
linkages.
ACTION

IMPLEMENTATION MANAGER

SCHEDULE

Secure permanent Conservation Restrictions on the Town
Forest and the town-owned Innis and Perkins conservation
land.

Open Space Committee

2005

Establish a process to update the open space inventory with
new open space data from the assessor and the Conservation
Commission that is periodically submitted to MVPC and
MassGIS.

Open Space Committee, Assessor

2005

Contact the landowners of the properties on the Lands
of Conservation and Recreation Interest inventory and
express the town’s interest in preserving these properties for
conservation, recreation and agricultural use.

Open Space Committee

2005

Develop a management plan for the corridor system to allow
for a variety of uses and users to sustainably co-exist.

Town Administrator

2007-09

Develop management plans for town-owned open space
that include a range of allowed public uses including
seasonal restrictions and fees; maintenance of trees and
vegetation; and maintenance of trails, trash removal and sign
posting.

Town Administrator

2006-07

9.1B Identify the ﬁnancial resources and personnel needed to acquire land, develop regulations and management practices, and provide maintenance for the corridor system.
ACTION

IMPLEMENTATION MANAGER

SCHEDULE

Make annual appropriations to the town’s Conservation Fund.

Conservation Commission

2006-09

Create a brochure informing landowners of the potential tax
beneﬁts of donating land or conservation restrictions and
distribute it to residents with their water bills and post it on
the town’s website and annual report.

Essex County Greenbelt Association

2006-07

Establish formal relationships among the Open Space
Committee and the Conservation Commission with local
conservation groups (Essex County Greenbelt Association,
the Merrimack River Watershed Council, Massachusetts
Audubon Society, Trustees of Reservations and the Essex
County Trails Association) to partner on complementary land
acquisition projects for fundraising (matching requirements),
grant writing, negotiation, outreach/education and land
stewardship.

Open Space Committee

2006-09
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9.2 Provide accessible parks and recreation facilities that foster a sense of community, serve residents of all
ages and increase awareness of Merrimac’s open space resources.
9.2A Locate small parks and play spaces and/or trail access points within walking distance of every Merrimac
neighborhood.
ACTION

IMPLEMENTATION MANAGER

SCHEDULE

Require tot lots or small parks as a condition of approval for
developments needing a Special Permits and work with developers Planning Board
of conventional subdivisions to set aside land for similar facilities.

2005

Require developers to improve the open space within cluster
subdivisions with playground equipment, playﬁelds, walking trails,
etc.

2005

9.2B

Planning Board

Develop and manage recreation facilities for a variety of sports for town-wide use.

ACTION

IMPLEMENTATION MANAGER

Develop at least two multi-purpose playing ﬁelds. Contact owners
of the Lands of Conservation and Recreation interest about leasing
and/or purchasing portions of the properties for ﬁeld sports.

Parks and Recreation

2008

Develop a recreation site plan to better utilize Carriagetown Park.

Parks and Recreation

2008-09

Create at least one children’s park at Kimball Park and/or the Town
Forest

Parks and Recreation, Open Space

2006

Establish bike routes to Merrimac Center, the town’s schools, the
library, Lake Attitash and along River Road. Post signage along the
routes and install bike racks at each destination.

Merrimack Valley Regional
Planning Association

2007

Review the user fee structure for all recreation programs and lake
access and determine whether costs cover operating expenses and
ﬁeld maintenance.

Town Administrator

Ban ATVs and create a snowmobile fee permitting system and
designate Town Forest trails for snowmobile use.

Open Space Committee, Town
Forest Committee

9.2C
ture.

SCHEDULE

2006-07

2007

Recognize sidewalks as an important component of Merrimac’s recreation and transportation infrastruc-

ACTION

IMPLEMENTATION MANAGER

Prepare and adopt a set of guidelines for managing and
maintaining town roads that includes road paving, sidewalk
installation and/or maintenance, and street tree planting and
pruning.

Department of Public Works

Adopt a “walking school bus program” with town seniors and
students as a transportation alternative.

Council on Aging, Parent Teacher
Organization

2007-08

Organize neighborhood groups to plant and care for street trees
along the town’s sidewalks.

Department of Public Works

2007-08
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9.3 Safeguard water resources for drinking water, habitat and recreation.
9.3A Develop a comprehensive strategy for protecting water resources that emphasizes regulation, conservation,
and education and outreach about property management.
ACTION

IMPLEMENTATION MANAGER

Adopt a land clearing and grading bylaw that requires all nonagricultural clearances of 30,000ft2 or more to obtain prior
review and approval by the Planning Board in order to protect
mature trees, encourage inﬁltration, and prevent erosion and
sedimentation.

Planning Board

Explore the adoption of a pilot Low Impact Development (LID)
bylaw that addresses stormwater management, wastewater
treatment and circulation and design to protect surface and
groundwater quality, beginning with the Rural Highway
District.

Merrimack River Watershed Association,
Merrimack Valley Planning Commission,
Planning Board, Conservation
Commission

2006-07

Actively use the provision in the town’s local Wetland
Bylaw that allows the Conservation Commission to require
conservation restrictions on unaltered water resources in the
Water Resource Protection District as a condition of its Order
when applicants seek permits.

Conservation Commission

2005-09

Prohibit underground sprinkler systems from connecting to
the public water supply, and require all new construction/
major rehabilitation projects to use water-conserving ﬁxtures.

Water Department

Adopt septic system cleaning/maintenance regulations.

Town Administrator, Board of Health

2007-08

Create access to the Merrimack River by making
improvements at town-owned property at the foot of Locust
Street. Create on-street parking in designated areas to allow
for kayak and canoe launch.

Department of Public Works, Parks and
Recreation

2008-09

Explore recreation opportunities and open space protection
when the town takes tax title properties.

Open Space Committee

2005-09

9.3B

SCHEDULE

2005

2007

Identify the resources needed to implement the water resource protection strategy.

ACTION

IMPLEMENTATION MANAGER

SCHEDULE

Appropriate town funds to hire a consultant to write the new
water protection bylaws and provide initial implementation
assistance for mandatory septic system maintenance.

Planning Board, Water Department

2005-06

Partner with the City of Haverhill and the Town of Amesbury
to preserve land and provide stewardship information to
residents living in the water supply protection district.

Town Administrator

2005-09

Work with the Merrimack River Watershed Council and
member communities to acquire and manage land in the
watershed.

Open Space Committee, Conservation
Commission

2006-09

Seek ways to leverage town funds with state grants and private
matching funds for water protection.

Town Administrator, Open Space
Committee

2006-09
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9.4

Assure the continuity and vitality of agriculture in Merrimac.

9.4A Incorporate agriculture into town-wide decision making about land use, economic development, taxation, open space and natural resources.
ACTION

IMPLEMENTATION MANAGER

SCHEDULE

Establish an Agricultural Subcommittee on the Open Space
Committee that meets quarterly to review town policies and
issues that could impact and/or improve farming. and to
share information about programs and assistance provided
by the Department of Agriculture and the Regional Planning
Commission.

Open Space Committee

2005-09

Assist farmers in providing outreach to Merrimac residents and
neighboring communities about locally produced products
and farming practices.

Public Library, Citizens for a Strong
Community

2006-09

Organize an annual farm tour for Merrimac residents to visit
farms, discover locally produced products and learn about
farming practices.

Citizens for a Strong Community,
Agriculture Subcommittee

2006-09

9.5

Encourage residents to steward Merrimac’s natural resources, historic architecture and landmarks.

9.5A

Increase the town’s capacity to protect and manage historic and cultural assets.

ACTION

IMPLEMENTATION MANAGER

Establish historic preservation committees in Merrimac
Center and Merrimacport comprised of residents in each
neighborhood responsible for inventory, research, education,
outreach and decision-making regarding the establishment of
national and/or local historic districts.

Citizens for a Strong Community

2006-09

Use the Massachusetts Scenic Roads Act, M.G.L. c. 40 § 15C to
designate Scenic Roads to protect stone walls and signiﬁcant
trees along Bear Hill Road, Birchmeadow Road, Hadley Road,
Heath Road, Highland Road, Broad Street and Locust Street.

Planning Board, Department of
Public Works

2006-07

Adopt a demolition delay bylaw that protects all structures
more than 50 years old from demolition for at least six months

Planning Board
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9.5B Use existing communication tools (public schools, bulletin boards, town website, email and CATV) to
provide public education and outreach about resource protection, management practices, grant alerts, technical
assistance, volunteerism etc.
ACTION

IMPLEMENTATION MANAGER

SCHEDULE

Create a volunteer corps of league sports participants, high
school students, hikers, Scouts, canoeists and kayakers,
snowmobilers, people who hunt and ﬁsh, etc. to assist the town
in maintaining recreation areas, blazing trails, posting signs,
constructing picnic areas and small boat launches.

Parks and Recreation

2005-09

Continue to improve communication between town boards,
private non-proﬁt and other local civic organizations to
recognize mutual interests, improve open space land
management, and partner on acquisitions.

Town Administrator

2005-09

Seek training opportunities and technical support for town
boards, commissions, and staﬀ from the Citizen Planners Training
Collaborative, Massachusetts Association of Conservation
Commissions, the Massachusetts Municipal Association,
the Merrimack Valley Regional Planning Commission, the
Department of Housing and Community Development, the
Department of Agriculture, the Merrimack River Watershed
Council, the Essex County Greenbelt Association and the Essex
National Heritage Commission.

Town Administrator

2005-09
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10. Public Comments
Public comments on the draft Open Space & Recreation Plan were received from the following:
Merrimac Board of Selectmen
Merrimac Planning Board
Merrimac Conservation Commission
Merrimack Valley Planning Commission

Copies of the comment letters are attached to this section of the plan.
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