
HOUSE 234

REPORT OF THE JOINT BOARD AS TO THE UTILIZA-
TION OF WET LANDS FOR AGRICULTURAL AND
INDUSTRIAL PURPOSES, THE PROTECTION OF
THE PUBLIC HEALTH, THE RECOVERY OF
VALUABLE DEPOSITS THEREIN, OR OTHER
PURPOSES, INCLUDING THE USE OF PEAT FOR
FUEL.

ate House, Boston, J

To the General Court of Massachusetts
The Joint Board created by the provisions of chapter 212

of the General Acts of 1917, entitled “An Act to authorize the
State Board of Agriculture and the State Department of Health
to make drainage surveys”, presents herewith its annual report.

Report.

The act under w T hich the Joint Board was created is as fol-
lows :

Cfte Commontuealtf) of a^asgacljusettg.

Section 1. The state board of agriculture and the state department
of health, acting jointly, are hereby authorized to investigate the question
of utilizing the wet lands in the commonwealth, including meadows,
swamps, marshes, beaches and other low lands, and to ascertain what
lands, if any, in the commonwealth may advantageously be drained for
agricultural and industrial uses, the protection of the public health, the
utilization of deposits therein, or for other purposes. Said boards may
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publish and disseminate facts of general interest ascertained in the con-
duct of the investigation hereby authorized, and may make and publish
surveys of tracts of land in need of drainage, showing their situation,
area and outlets, the best methods and the cost of draining them, the
uses to which they are best adapted, and such other details as may be
deemed advisable. The said boards shall report annually to the legis-
lature their doings hereunder in the preceding year.

Section 2. In carrying out the provisions of this act the said boards
shall seek the co-operation and assistance of the United States depart-
ment of agriculture, and may employ such engineers, assistants, or other
agents as may be necessary, who shall have ingress, egress and regress
to land which said boards may desire to survey or examine and may ex-
pend from the treasury of the commonwealth for the purposes of this act
a sum not exceeding two thousand dollars.

Section 3. Chapter seven hundred and fifty-nine of the acts of the
year nineteen hundredand thirteen and chapter five hundred and ninety-
six of the acts of the year nineteen hundred and fourteen are hereby
repealed.

Section 4. The said boards shall report to the next general court what
additions and amendments, if any, should, in its opinion, be made to
chapter one hundred and ninety-five of the Revised Laws.

Section 6. This act shall take effect upon its passage.

The Joint Board under the above act has examined a num-
ber of the extensive tracts of wet lands in the State, including
the extensive meadows and swamps bordering the Ipswich
River, the Concord and Sudbury rivers, the Neponset River,
the Town River in Bridgewater, the Wenatuxet River in
Halifax, the Weweantic River in Carver, and others, and has
sought the co-operation and assistance of the United States
Department of Agriculture in the examination of many of these
tracts and the testing of the soils therein. Two of these tracts
of land were selected for investigation and study to determine
their area and outlets, the best method and cost of draining

them, and the uses to which they would be best adapted after
drainage. One of these tracts is the Great Cedar Swamp and
its adjacent low lands in the towns of Halifax, Middleborough
and Plympton, which comprises an area of 2,000 acres or more

of lands which are more or less covered with water at all times
and practically inaccessible excepting in extremely cold winters.
The area of the swamp, the condition and variety of the forest

growth, and the character of the soil were observed, and
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surveys were made to determine the elevation of the land, the
lines and elevation of the water courses which form the natural
drainage channels, and the amount of work required to provide
effectual drainage of this area for agricultural use. Plans of
this work were nearly completed at the end of the year, and
can be finished and made available for use at little further cost
if an additional appropriation is provided for completing the
work.

The other tract considered is the Great Cedar or Hockomock
swamp in the valley of the upper waters of the Town River,
a tributary of the Taunton, in the towns of Bridgewater,
Easton, Norton and Raynham and the city of Taunton. This
swamp and its adjacent low lands comprise an area of 7,000
acres or more in the upper portions of which, along the Hock-
omock River, where the stream has considerable slope, small
areas have already been ditched and reclaimed for agricultural
use. In another part of the swamp great fires have destroyed
the forest growth and rendered the land worthless in its present
condition. The greater part of the swamp is practically in-
accessible, except in cold winters, and is largely covered with
water at practically all seasons of the year. A survey of this
swamp has been made, showing the natural drainage channels
and the amount of work required to provide main channels for
adequate drainage. The swamp is drained mainly through the
Town River and its tributaries, but the upper portion outlets
toward the Mill River and would probably best be drained in
that direction. The preliminary survey has been completed,
and but little work is required to complete the plans if an
additional appropriation is provided for the work.

The soil surveys in these areas have shown that many of
these swamps contain soil rich in qualities valuable for the
maintenance of vegetable growths, and there is no doubt that,
if made available by proper drainage for agricultural use, they
would have a far greater value than is the case to-day, while
drainage would improve the healthfulness of surrounding areas
and diminish the nuisance from flies and mosquitoes.

In addition to the duties imposed by the provisions of
chapter 212, the Joint Board was directed by the provisions of
chapter 49, Resolves of 1918, to report upon the expediency of
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utilizing the peat deposits of the Commonwealth. This resolve
is as follows:

Resolved, That the state board of agriculture and the state department
of health, acting jointly under the provisions of chapter two hundred
and twelve of the General Acts of nineteen hundred and seventeen, be
directed to consider the expediency of utilizing for fuel and other pur-
poses the peat deposits within the commonwealth, and to make in their
annual report under the said chapter such recommendations relative
thereto as may appear advisable.

Peat has long been used extensively as a domestic fuel in a
»

large part of northern Europe and was so used by the earlier
settlers of this Commomvealth. In fact, its use was continued
in some parts of the State until toward the end of the 19th
century. Great deposits of this substance are found in all
northern countries, including Canada and the northeastern
parts of the United States, extending westward nearly to the
Mississippi River.

Thorough investigation and experiment have been made in
recent years by the Swedish government, with a view to the use
of peat as a substitute for coal, with apparently encouraging
results, especially when burned as a dust mingled with air or
by producing gas, which gives valuable by-products. The
Dominion of Canada also began experiments several years ago
with the view to the use of great peat deposits as sources of
fuel, employing' engineers of experience from foreign countries
to conduct experiments and advise as to carrying on this work.
The results of these investigations show that peat makes an
excellent fuel in several of the forms in which it can be pre-
pared, but that the cost of preparation by any process yet
devised is as yet too great to enable it to compete with coal at
the prices at which coal has thus far been made available in
this part of the world.

While there appears to be little reason to expect that peat
can be made useful for fuel at the present time, excepting in a
limited way for domestic supply, the investigations as to its
value for other uses, especially as a fertilizer, have furnished
much more promising results. In the more recent scientific
investigations as to agricultural processes, the importance of
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chemical, and especially bacteriological, processes in plant
growth has come to be more fully recognized and understood.
More than twenty years ago it was discovered that bacterial
cultures in some cases stimulated the growth of plants, and
more recently it has been found that the growth of certain
kinds of plants, as alfalfa for example, can be stimulated by the
use of bacterial cultures and crops secured much more readily
than where such methods are not employed. In employing this
process, so far as at present developed, new lands are seeded
by the use of soils prepared for the purpose, and a suitable
medium is essential for the process. Experiments in England
shortly before the war disclosed the fact that peat was a most
excellent medium for the purpose, and as a result of experi-
ments made up to that time it was found that peat with suit-
able bacterial treatment was more valuable as a fertilizer than
many times its weight of stable manure. Further knowledge
of the progress of these experiments has not been available
since the beginning of the war, but if the results attained up to
that time should be confirmed
deposits may have great value
agricultural use when the mated
purpose. Furthermore, if the
should prove reliable, the cultiv
deposits may be found to be

they indicate that the peat

as a source of fertilizer for
al is properly prepared for the
results of these experiments
ation of lands containing such
af great value when properly

drained and developed for agricultural use. It seems highly
important that these experiments be followed up by similar
experiments under the conditions found in Massachusetts,

nnd that the great peat depositsince, if confirmed, it may b
of the State are a most va le source of fertilizer for otherU£

aluable lands for agriculturalland and probably also highl
use in themselves.

The Joint Board in its pre ious report, in accordance with
ier which this work has beenthe provisions of the act ur

carried on, presented to the Legislature its recommend
as to what additions and amendments should in its opinion be
made to chapter 195 of the llevised Laws, which relates to the
drainage of wet lands, in the form of a new drainage act, which
was accepted by the Legislature and enacted as chapter 289 of
the General Acts of 1918. Under that act a Drainage Board
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is established, one of whose duties it is to make drainage
surveys when necessary or desirable in response to petitions of
owners of wet lands desiring to form a drainage district under
the provisions of that act. The Joint Board recommends that
the powers and duties imposed on the State Board of Agri-
culture and the State Department of Health under chapter 212
of the General Acts of the year 1917 be transferred to the
Drainage Board and a suitable appropriation made for carrying
on the work, as recommended in the report of that Board.

Respectfully

WILFRID WHEELER
Secretary, Joint Board ,
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AN ACT TO ENLARGE THE POWERS AND DUTIES OF
THE STATE DRAINAGE BOARD.

The powers and duties imposed on the state department of
agriculture and the state department of health, acting jointly,
under the provisions of chapter two hundred and twelve of the
General Acts of the year nineteen hundred and seventeen, are
hereby transferred to the drainage board created by chapter two
hundred and eighty-nine of the General Acts of nineteen hundred
and eighteen.

Be it enacted, etc., as follows:




