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if you happen to live in duxbury, you might want 
to think twice about watering your lawn tonight. 
there are, after all, voluntary restrictions on 
unnecessary water use. then again, you could 
be up in chelmsford or out in shrewsbury. there 
the restrictions are mandatory.

In fact, in spite of slightly above aver-
age rain fall in June, more than 60 
Massachusetts communities had water use 
restrictions in place as of July 1, 2008.

Local water supply uncertainties and 
rapidly increasing demand, along with 
the prospect of climate change, have 
reminded us all that the availability of 
safe and sufficient water has as much 
to do with the way we use and protect 
it as it does with shifting weather pat-
terns and whims of Mother Nature. 

When it came time for umass extension 
to draft a five-year plan to address 
critical public issues that cut across the 
boundaries of our four primary pro-
grams, the protection and conservation 
of water resources was one of the first 
to be identified by our staff as urgent 
and as a natural focus for bridging the 
gap between academic research and 
practices to apply that research. 

river management, land use, water 
testing, crop irrigation, livestock man-
agement, integrated pest management, 
nutrient management and landscape 
management are just a few of the areas 
in which our work has an impact on the 
use and protection of water resources.

in this issue of in common, we look 
at several of these initiatives that 
span a range of extension programs 
and academic disciplines. We start 
with the latest in water conserva-
tion efforts at the Joseph troll turf 
research center in south deerfield, 
and then move on to the Quinebaug 
and shetucket rivers, where extension 
is working with local groups to pre-
serve the health, history and beauty of 
the watershed. from there, we join a 
campaign to provide up-to-date infor-
mation to the 400,000 people who rely 
on the state’s private wells.

our fourth story, admittedly, has 
nothing whatever to do with water. 
rather, it is a brief and delightful visit 
with some of our young 4-h mem-
bers from roxbury and dorchester 
on their whirlwind tour of our umass 
amherst campus. 

— nancy garrabrants, director 
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Extension’s Mary Owen and Jason Lanier (center and right) review some of the latest 
research being conducted at the Joseph Troll Turf Research Center in South Deerfield 
with Jeffrey Doherty of the Department of Veterinary and Animal Sciences.

water wisdom from the ground Up



Najauna Muschetta of Dorchester 
hopes to study management and busi-
ness administration as a freshman next 
year and has been accepted at UMass 
Amherst. Although she hasn’t yet decided 
where she will attend college, she was also 
impressed by the diversity of campus pro-
grams and activities.

“I really liked seeing the Malcolm X 
Center,” she said after hearing the center’s 
director Doris Clemons outline its mentor-
ing program, and she agreed that this kind 
of resource would make the transition to 
college life easier and less stressful.

Muschetta is a member of the Robert F. 
Kennedy Children’s Action Corps’ Youth 
Leadership Program for Girls (YLPG), 
one of the programs that 4-H partners 
with in Boston. She said her experience 
in YLPG has encouraged her to think 
more broadly about her future.

According to Barshefsky, that is the 
goal of 4-H’s work in communities 
across the state: to give youth a larger 
outlook and to help make modest goals 
like a college education and effective 
workplace skills within reach.

“This was more than just a nice trip out to 
see some farmland,” Barshefsky said. “We 
wanted them to see what college life is like 
and to connect with UMass Amherst.” n
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looking west from dorchester or roxbury, 
you can’t exactly see the towering high-rise 
dormitories of umass amherst’s southwest 
residential area.

For 32 teens affiliated with UMass Exten-
sion’s 4-H youth programs in Boston, 
however, the road to the Amherst campus 
seemed a little shorter after spending a 
day recently with UMass student volun-
teers on campus.

From the Malcolm X Cultural Center to 
the Isenberg School of Management, the 
whirlwind spring break tour was part of 
a 4-H initiative focusing on workforce 
preparedness for urban youth and funded 
by a five-year grant from the USDA’s 
Children, Youth and Families at Risk 
(CYFAR) program.

The trip’s aim was to give the young-
sters a wide-ranging, if brief, glimpse 
into college life and to “help motivate 
them about higher education,” accord-
ing to Julia Grimaldi who coordinated 
the CYFAR program with 4-H clubs in 
Boston and joined the students on their 
journey west. The campus visit, along 
with tutoring for SATs, is the college 
awareness component of the program 
that has paid inner-city high school stu-
dents to learn workplace and leadership 
skills by working in local organizations 
and businesses, neighborhood commu-
nity centers and YMCAs. 

 “These are real jobs for them,” says 
Karen Barshefsky, project director for the 
CYFAR grant. “They have responsibili-

people
Boston 4-h Clubs 
get insiders’ Tour of 
Umass amherst

ties and duties and it’s better for their 
resumé than a typical part-time job that a 
teen might be able to get.”

Several members from Student Bridges, 
a one-year-old organization of about 60 
UMass Amherst student volunteers who 
tutor and mentor youth in Holyoke and 
Springfield, led the group on a meander-
ing trip through campus.

Beginning in Southwest with its high-
rise dorms and dense population, called 
the “urban” section of campus by guide 
Sam Levy, they visited the Malcolm X 
and Latin American cultural centers, the 
Hampden dining commons and Levy’s 
tiny dorm room. On to the main cam-
pus, they stopped in at a classroom in 
the Isenberg School of Management, ate 
lunch at the Hatch, visited the studios of 
WMUA and UVC-TV where they made 
their own recordings, and created but-
tons in the Student Union Crafts Center 
before boarding the bus home. 

Clevanne Julce, a junior at the John D. 
O’Brien School in Roxbury and a member 
of the Castle Square Tenants Organization 
4-H club, was on her first trip to UMass.

“It’s big,” she said. “It’s like a town.” 
But Julce, who says she wants to be a 
pediatrician, was impressed by the myr-
iad of activities available to students, 
especially minorities. 
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historically, the small rivers and streams of 
new england were the lifeblood of its inland 
cities and towns, powering the mills and 
small factories that drove the development, 
sustainability and quality of life that so many 
communities have long embraced. 

And, insists Bob Levite, a specialist 
with Extension’s Natural Resources and 
Environmental Conservation program, 
those water resources remain a critical 
key to the future of the south-central 
Massachusetts towns that comprise the 
Quinebaug and Shetucket River Valley.

Called “The Last Green Valley in the 
Boston-to-Washington Corridor,” 
the Quinebaug and Shetucket region 
encompasses 1,085 square miles in 
the Massachusetts towns of Dudley, 
Oxford, Webster, Charlton, Sturbridge, 
Southbridge, Brimfield, Holland and 
East Brookfield – as well as 26 others in 
Connecticut. In 1994, the federal gov-
ernment established the Quinebaug and 
Shetucket National Heritage Corridor.

“It’s an incredible resource, and one that 
everyone is eager to preserve,” says Levite, 
who has been working in the region for 

approximately six years and working closely 
with local officials and residents for nearly 
two years on one particular project. 

Levite has been a central f igure in 
the Heritage Landscape Survey and 
Preservation Project, funded by the 
Massachusetts Executive Office of 
Energy and Environmental Affairs, in 
collaboration with the Blackstone River 
Heritage Corridor, the Quinebaug 
Shetucket Rivers Heritage Corridor and 
UMass Extension. The aim of the pro-
gram has been to inventory and plan 
for the preservation of “historic land-
scapes” in the Quinebaug and Shetucket 
Corridor and the neighboring Blackstone 
River Valley National Heritage Corridor.

“It is amazing to realize the extent to 
which water resources are a critical key 
to understanding the history of this 
region and its historic and cultural land-
scapes,” said Levite. “That’s why water, 
waterways and water resource protection 
have been central to our work on this 
project, and remain central to the future 
of these communities.”

He noted that, in addition to open 
waterways, the area encompasses an 
enormous system of aquifers, includ-
ing Connecticut’s largest. The health 
of that system is often cited as vital to 
the health of Long Island Sound.

Phase I of the project involved meet-
ing with local residents and municipal 
officials. In each case, a total of 25 to 
30 historic landscapes were identif ied, 
and residents were given a chance to 
vote for top choices. In many cases, 
said Levite, it was the participation of 
interested citizens not serving in offi-
cial roles on historic commissions or 
other official bodies that was the most 
helpful in identifying sites.

“There were a ton of surprises,” 
notes Levite. “I got to see things I 
never would have seen or found or 
known about.” 

He added that much of the focus of 
the program has remained on the 
intricate web of waterways in the area. 
At one time, many of those streams 
ran with all kinds of vivid colors 

water a Key to The Last green Valley
The South Village Dam on the French River in Webster was critical to harnessing river power for early development, and remains a scenic treasure in the Quinebaug watershed.
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Fact Sheets Target 
well water Quality

contaminants have no taste, odor or 
color, their presence can only be deter-
mined through laboratory testing. In the 
case of bacteria and nitrates, the state 
recommends annual testing, since these 
contaminants can come from common 
human activities like lawn fertilizing or 
the use of septic systems.

The fact sheets, a collaboration between 
UMass Extension, Barnstable County, 
the federal EPA and the Massachusetts 
Department of Environmental 
Protection, offer a detailed rundown on 
what various water purification tech-
nologies can and can’t accomplish, and 
provide contact information for a wide 
variety of outside resources.

The project is an outgrowth of the 
New England Private Well Initiative, a 
program of the New England Regional 
Water Program, which in turn is a part-
nership of land grant colleges and uni-
versities, and the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture Cooperative State Research, 
Education, and Extension Service. n

so, what’s down your well, anyway?

Assuming, that is, you get your 
water from a private well – and 
according to the federal Environ-
mental Protection Agency, more 
than 400,000 Massachusetts residents  
do, in fact, drink private well water.

Many of those folks, notes Barnstable 
County Extension water quality educa-
tor Marilyn B. Lopes, simply don’t know 
what contaminants may be lurking there.

That’s why Lopes has spearheaded a 
UMass Extension initiative to assemble 
27 easy-to-read, easy-to-access fact sheets 
on well water quality and testing. The fact 
sheets, distributed to the state’s munici-
pal conservation commissioners and staff 
earlier this year, are now available on the 
UMass Extension website at http://www.
umass.edu/nrec/watershed_water_qual-
ity/watershed_online_docs.html, and at 
http://www.capecodextension.org. 

Presented in an easy-to-print PDF for-
mat, the fact sheets are generating an 
excellent response from well owners.

“We’re very eager to increase consumer 
knowledge and understanding of the 
importance of private well water testing,” 
said Lopes. “The primary purpose of this 
project is to encourage private well own-
ers to test their well water on a regular 
basis to determine that it meets drinking 
water standards.”

Private wells in Massachusetts are regu-
lated by towns and cities, and testing 
requirements vary widely. Because many 

released by the mills and factories along 
the river. In recent decades, the water 
quality has improved dramatically, but 
concerns remain about the future of the 
mills, and the future of the water quality.

“There are still many abandoned mills 
along rivers and streams,” said Levite. 
“Reuse of the mills in a way that will 
protect water quality, preserve green 
space along the banks and reduce pres-
sure to build on virgin green space  
is critical.”

That “visioning” of the future, along 
with thorough historical documenta-
tion of the past, was the focus of the 
second phase of the project. That 
meant documenting the landscapes 
through research, f ieldwork and photo-
graphs, and identifying tools that can 
be used to protect and preserve these 
landscapes. That led to the develop-
ment of a preservation plan, including 
taking inventory of existing conditions,  
and analysis of site integrity. 

Training is the focus of the program’s 
third and final phase, which began last 
spring with a series of four workshops 
on the use of various planning tools  
that towns have available to deal with 
preserving historic landscapes and the 
water resources that, in many cases, 
created them in the first place. Smart 
Growth planning, creating low impact 
development, fostering low-impact recre-
ation, and maintaining green spaces are 
among the extensive palette of approach-
es being addressed in further workshops 
this fall in these communities.

In addition, a separate workshop will 
allow participants to come together and 
“ask the experts” who have long been 
involved with this kind of protection  
and preservation.

“State resources, our research and local 
enthusiasm have come together very 
effectively,” said Levite. “There is a  
real recognition of the historical, envi-
ronmental and economic importance  
of this work.” n

in common is moving to an  
electronic format! if you’d like to save 

paper send your email address to  
incommon@umext.umass.edu.
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Owen works with UMass Amherst col-
leagues from the university’s Department 
of Plant, Soil and Insect Sciences at the 
Joseph Troll Turf Research Center in 
South Deerfield disseminating informa-
tion on new methods to mitigate water 
use. Some of those efforts were pre-
sented at the annual Turf Research Field 
Day in mid June.

Professor Michelle DaCosta displayed a 
“rain-out shelter” that resembles a mov-
ing greenhouse to study ways to increase 
water efficiency by turf. By moving the 
shelter across a field, she can keep certain 
swaths of turf out of the rain for mea-
sureable periods of time.

“I’m interested in testing irrigation strat-
egies to minimize water consumption,” 
DaCosta said.

A variety of water-related research projects were  
showcased at Turf Research Field Day in June.

i n  c o m m o n  t h e  u m a s s  e x t e n s i o n  Q u a r t e r l y  [ 5  ]  f a l l  2 0 0 8

C O V E R  S T O R Y :  w a T E R  w i S d O m

continued from page 1

When it comes to water usage, agricul-
ture is an area of the economy that has 
a real impact. All agricultural activity 
– including growing traditional food 
crops – puts demands on water sup-
plies. However, part of the impact 
results from sectors like turf, landscap-
ing, and recreational livestock in a state 
like Massachusetts where there are an 
estimated 350 golf courses, and horses 
outnumber cows. 

All of Extension’s agricultural teams 
deal with mitigating pressures on water 
supplies. However, Mary Owen, who 
leads the Extension Turf Team, and 
Masoud Hashemi of the Crop, Dairy 
and Livestock Team are, in their very 
different ways, at the forefront of 
UMass Amherst research and outreach 
aimed at making sure that the quality 
and abundance of the state’s ground-
water supplies are not jeopardized by 
its long tradition of beautiful turf and 
abundant livestock. 

“Water conservation is the basis of 
everything we teach,” noted Owen 
recently, shortly after sharing water con-
servation strategies with viewers of the 
PBS series This Old House.

In a segment f ilmed in January and 
aired nationally in March, Owen talked 
about how to select the right kind of 
grass for a residential lawn. Illustrating 
her points with a variety of grasses 
grown in the French Hall greenhouse 
at UMass Amherst, Owen explained 
that every variety of grass has a person-
ality, and each requires a different set-
ting and care.

“There are hundreds of kinds of grass-
es,” Owen said, adding that six or seven 
are used here in New England. “There 
is a big need at the level of the home-
owner for basic information.” 

In addition, the Extension turf program 
targets golf course and sports turf profes-
sionals, as well as turf managers for cam-
puses, municipalities and commercial sites.

Extension’s Masoud Hashemi approaches 
water conservation from another angle: 
below ground. That’s where nitrates from 
livestock manure end up when farms 
are not properly managed, he notes. 
At “twilight meetings” held around the 
state, Hashemi shows how to appropri-
ately manage manure and fertilizer while 
protecting water at the same time.

He says there are about ten pounds of 
nitrogen in every ton of cow manure. 
While nitrate is a key element in fertil-
izer, it becomes a contaminant when it 
gets into the water table in high concen-
trations. Run-off from manure also con-
tains phosphorus, which can contami-
nate surface water, turning nearby ponds 
green and killing wildlife.

The state’s boom in horse ownership 
has aggravated the problem, according 
to Hashemi, and it doesn’t take a lot of 
horses to create a lot of manure, a lot 
of contamination potential, and a lot of 
problems for horse owners.

“Sometimes, they don’t know how to 
manage the manure,” Hashemi said. 
“After a couple of years horse owners 
have a big pile of manure in the back 
yard and they don’t know what to do 
with it.”

At the same time, however, many 
farmers buy nitrogen fertilizer, which 
currently costs about 75 cents a pound 
and has doubled in price over the last 
three years. If a farmer spreads 180 
pounds of nitrogen per acre the money 
all comes out of pocket. In many cases, 
however, the alternative is in the farm-
er’s own back yard.

Hashemi instructs dairy and livestock 
farmers and horse owners to pasture 
their animals to increase their sustain-
ability by lowering costs of production 
including fossil fuels and purchased 
fertilizer.

“As fertilizer, it won’t contaminate. It’s 
a win-win,” he said.  n
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a Quinebaug river tributary, that runs 26 miles 

from leicester, massachusetts to thompson, 

connecticut is part of the region’s industrial 

heritage, and increasingly part of its recrea-

tional wealth. citizens’ groups like the french 

river connection have worked with extension 

to preserve such vistas as part of the heritage 

landscape survey and preservation project.

The French River, 




