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Town s of  Ashf ie ld and Conway 

Communi ty  Resi l ience Bui ld ing Workshop  

Summary of  F ind ings  
 

Overview:  
Throughout Franklin County, Massachusetts, communities are experiencing more extreme 

weather events ð especially heavy rains and flooding ð along with higher temperatures and 

other climate -related conditions . These types of conditions are p redicted to incr ease as a result 

of climate change.  

In the face of these  and other  changes, municipalities have more of a sense of urgency to 

increase their resilience and adapt to extreme weather events and mounting natural hazards .  

Relatively re cent events in Franklin County, such as Tropical Storm  Irene and òSnow-toberó, have 

reinforced this urgency and compelled communities like the Towns of Ashfield and Conway  to 

proactively plan and mitigat e potential risks. T his type of planning  will reduce the vulnerability  of  

Ashfield and Conwayõs people , infrastructure and natural resources, and will empower Ashfield 

and Conway  officials and citizens alike to take steps to protect themselves and their 

community.  

In the spring  of 2018, with funding from the Massachusetts  Executive Office of Energy and 

Environmental Affairs , the Franklin Regional Council of Governments (FRCOG) offered the Town s 

of Ashfield and Conway  technical assistance in comple ting their Community Resilience Building 

Workshop to achieve a designation as Municipal Vulnerability Preparedness Community or 

òMVPó Community . As a State -certified MVP Provider, the FRCOG help ed  Ashfield and Conway  

engage in a community -driven process that brought together climate chang e information and 

local knowledge to  conduct the workshop, whose central objectives were to:   

 

This report summarizes the findings of the Community Resilience -Building Workshop for the Towns 

of Ashfield and Conway . 

   

Å Define top local natural and climate-related hazards of conc ern;  

Å Identify existing and future strengthen and vulnerabilities; 

Å Develop prioritized actions for both towns and the South River Watershed ; and  

Å Identify immediate opportunities to collaboratively advance actions to 

increase resilience.  
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Participants worked together to determine top hazards, strengths, vulnerabilities and recommendations.  

Community Resilience Building Workshop  

Summary of Findings  

The Towns of Ashfield and Conway have  conducted a number of planning projects  in previous 

year s. Plans include  the  2014 Ashfield Local Multi -Hazard Mitigation Plan  and  the  2014 Conway 

Local Multi -Hazard Mitigation Plan , which enabled the t own s to identify high priority hazards as 

well as areas, infrastructure and populations vulnerable to a variety of hazards , and action 

items to potentially address hazards. Other recent plans include  Ashfield  Open Space and 

Recreation P lan  which , as of June  2018, is nearly complete. Conway also completed the  2013 

Conway Master Plan  and  the  2013 Conway  Open Space and Recreation Plan . There are also a 

number of p lan s conducted by the FRCOG  and other organizations  that are relevant to the 

Towns of Ashfield and Conway  and to climate change resilience . They include: 1) the 2013 

Fluvial Geomorphic and Habitat Assessment for the South River , 2) the 2016 River Corridor 

Management Plan for the South River Watershed  3) the 2016 Phase I Inspection/ Evaluation 

Report for the Ashfield Lake Dam  and 4 ) the 2017 Watershed -Based Plan to Maintain the Health 

and Improve the Resiliency of the Deerfield River Watershed .  Recommendations from these 

previous plans , particularly those for the South River watershe d , tie in directly with  

recommendations workshop participants developed.   Participants stressed that the 20+ river 

restoration and flood resiliency projects identified in these studies should be implemented.  

In addition to these various planning efforts,  there was  still a need  for the community to conduct 

a hazard  assessment across scales  ð from individual buildings and bridges to rivers and 

landscapes,  and across sectors ð infrastructure, society and environment  ð looking specifically 

through the lens of climate change and its likely impacts .  

Workshop participants considered climate change impacts most likely to impact their towns , 

including  rising and extreme air temperatures, extreme weather events , and increased quantity 

and intensity of precipitation.   The workshop was critical to enabling participants to think about 

and engage with people from different sectors. People representing public health, elders, 

planning, police, fire, emergency management , select board, zoning, energy, river and land 

advocates, parks and others came together to determine the most threatening hazards to the 

Towns of Ashfield and Conway  an d to agree upon high priorities and actions to address them.  
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Top Hazards  

Workshop participants discussed a number of hazards that impact Ashfield and Conway , 

deliberating on how frequent, how intense and how widespread each hazard has been and 

potentially could be in the future  given the changing climate . Hazards discussed included: dam 

failures, severe winter storms/ice storms, earthquakes, hurricanes, wind storms/microbursts, 

tornados, ice jams, floods, wild fires, landslides, droughts, manmade hazards an d extreme 

temperatures . Top hazards identified by the participants are  as follows : 

 

In addition to extreme water, wind, and temperatures, and dam failure, participants agreed 

that òextreme timeó or hazards that last a long time are also a top concern. For instance, heavy 

rains that last for several days or a n extended  heat wave are the kinds of prolonged events that 

concerned participants.  

 

Areas of Concern  

Infrastructure and buildings : The Ashfield Lake dam in Ashfield  a concern to residents of both 

towns .  The dam is classified by the state  as a high -hazard potential  dam.  Workshop 

participants stressed that if the dam fails, water will be in Conway Center in 7 minutes.  Many 

homes are in the inundation area and historic floods have wiped out homes, busin esses, and 

bridges.  The need to monitor/replace/repair u ndersized and aging/failing culverts throughout 

both towns; unstable streambanks along South River and Shelburne Falls Road; roads  and other 

infrastructure  in the 100 -year floodplain and/or the South River corridor; flooding on Apple 

Valley Road due to beaver dam impoundments; Conway Highway Garage in 100 -year flood - 

plain and vulnerable to flooding ; Conway Town buildings vulnerable to flooding  and the 

gener ator at the Conway Town Hall is below grade and vulnerable to flooding ; the need for a 

generator at the Ashfield Highway garage; public transportation lacking in both towns . 

Communication : Deficient emergency radio system; lack of complete coverage for bro adband 

and cell phone  service  in both towns  impact s residents and emergency responders . 

ASHFIELD & CONWAY'S 

TOP HAZARDS 

Extreme Water 
(heavy rains, 

flooding) 

Extreme Wind 
(tornadoes,  
microbursts) 

Extreme Temps 
(extreme heat, 

heat waves, 
extreme cold) 

Dam  
Failure 
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Public sanitation, water  and food : Lack of e mergency drinking water back -up for people on 

private wells; small community water supplies in Conway vulnerable to flooding ; failing private 

septic systems in Conway center; the Ashfield wastewater treatment plant may be vulnerable 

to flooding due to proximity to 100 -year floodplain and mapped river corridor; need for greater 

food system resilience; need for additional drinkin g water resources for both towns . 

People:  Need for greater participation in Triad; need for cooling centers , as well for as air 

conditioning in schools; need for formal plan for residents requiring extra assistance  during 

emergencies ; need for public educa tion concerning climate change related diseases . 

 

Ecosystems  and natural resources : Need for habitat restoration, streambank stabilization and 

flood mitigation along South River , which could be accomplished by implementing 

recommendations in existing  studies; potential need for zoning changes to protect river corridor; 

need for controlling invasive plant species ; need to factor climate change impacts into forestry 

as well as open space planning; need to protect water quality; need to support climate 

resilience via land conservation and management.  

 

 
Top hazards identified by the workshop participants include heavy rains and flooding such as when t he 

South River, at the Conway Station foot bridge, was scoured and parts of the riverbank washed away at 

the height of flooding during Tropical Storm Irene . 
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Although it occurred a decade ago, the 2008 ice storm is 

a disaster that p eople who live in Ashfield and Conway 

remember well, given the stormõs widespread impacts 

including downed trees and utility lines and extended 

power outages.   

 

 
An EF-1 tornado left a path of destruction in its wake 

including damage d and destroyed buildings and forest.  

 

Current Concerns &  Challenges 

Presented by Hazards  

Participants in the workshop discussed a 

number of hazards, both natural and 

manmade , that  have impacted the 

communit ies in recent years. For many, 

Tropical Storm Irene in 2011 is a 

bellwether event, demonstrating the 

extent and severity of the types of 

extreme weather and increased rain that 

is predicted to become more frequent in 

the coming years.  

Flooding in particular,  fueled by heavy 

rains, was widespread in Ashfield  and 

Conway  after Irene. Flood waters  

washed out roads , culvert s and farm 

fields, and changed the course of rivers 

and stream s, including the South River, 

picture d  above. Workshop participants 

expressed con cern about heavy rain 

events and potential future flooding, 

saying impacts on bridges, culverts, roads 

and other infrastructure  in the South River 

watershed and throughout both towns in 

areas outside the watershed  could be 

significant.   For example, it was  noted that 

in Ashfield the Watson Road/Spruce 

Corner/Bug Hill Road area and 

connections to Apple Valley Road (Smith 

Road, etc.) have been heavily impacted 

by major rain storms.   

Participants also discussed the challenges 

posed to the Town during high wind and 

microburst events , as well as extreme cold 

and ice events . Given that significant 

portions of both towns are  forested, downed trees  ð especially on roads and power lines ð 

duri ng these types of hazards could cause a significant strain on first responders, highway crews, 

vulnerable people and town budgets.  

Residents and first responders in Ashfield and Conway have first -hand experience with high -

wind  and extreme ice events. In February 2017, an EF-1 tornado cut a path of destruction 

through Pumpkin  Hollow in Conway , destroying a barn, severely damaging several houses  and 
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the UCC church (which has to be demolished) , and ripping apart hundreds of trees.  This disaster 

demonstrated the kind of devastation  possible during a high -wind event.  

Widespread damage and destruction of trees and property also occurred during the 2008 ice 

storm. Downed trees snagged utility lines, causing power outages and closing of f roads. People 

who rely upon forests  for their livelihoods , including farmers who have maple sugaring 

operations , suffered losses due to this storm. The damage and loss of power was significant 

enough for the Governor to declare a state of emergency and t o mobilize National Guard  to 

help with recovery.  

All told, Ashfield and Conway residents and first responders have experienced a number of very 

serious weather -related calamities over the last decade. Workshop participants acknowledged 

that the types of st orms that have occurred in their towns have the potential to occur more 

frequently as weather and climate become increasingly volatile.  

Specific Categories of Concerns and Challenges  

Vulnerabilities related to the South River : The village centers of Ashfield and Conway are 

located along the South River, which originates at the Ashfield Lake and meanders along the 

main road connecting the two towns. There are a number of concerns related to the South 

River that were identified by  workshop participants. The dam on Ashfield Lake is categorized as 

having a high -hazard potential, is in need of rehabilitation and could benefit from additional 

study, design and inundation mapping. There are a number of structures, facilities, roads and 

culverts that  are in the South Riverõs 100-year flood plain  and mapped river corridor  and are , 

therefore,  vulnerable to flooding  and fluvial erosion . There are riverbanks that need stabilization 

and habitats that need restoration along the South River, as w ell as flood mitigation projects 

that need to be implemented.  Many projects (over 20) have already been identified in the 

2013 Fluvial Geomorphic and Habitat Assessment; 2016 River Corridor Management Plan;  and 

2017 Watershed -Based Plan to Maintain the He alth and Improve the Resiliency of the Deerfield 

River Watershed.  

 

Vulnerabilities related to streams and rivers outside the South River watershed:  It was noted that 

roads and culverts in areas of both towns that are outside the South River watershed are also 

vulnerable to flooding and erosion from storm events.  There is a critical need to develop and 

implement a plan to monitor, repair and replace t hese structures.  Funding is needed for all 

phases of this work.  

 

Safety and well -being of Ashfield and Conwayõs residents: Ashfield and Conway are  very rural 

and many residents live in isolated locations. There is unreliable or no cell phone service and 

internet for some residents. Residents who live alone and who have not opted in to Triad may  

not have reliable access to information concerning emergencies.  Residents also do not have 

access to regular, reliable public transportation.  

 

Protection of natural resources: In addition to vulnerabilities related to the South River described 

at the beginning of this section, other natural resources in Ashfield and Conwa y need 

rehabilitation and/or protection . Workshop participants identified invasive plant species ð which 
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are likely to become more prevalent due to climate change ð as a threat to their townsõ natural 

resources. They also agreed to the importance of protec ting water quality and drinking water 

supplies.  

 

Funding for needed projects : Small, rural towns such as Ashfield and Conway are strapped for 

cash and in need of funding to help them implement projects  identified in previous studies and 

as part of the MVP process . Specific projects already identified include implementing the 

recommendations from: 1) the 2013 Fluvial Geomorphic and Habitat Assessment for the South 

River; 2) the 2016 River Corridor Manage ment Plan for the South River watershed ; 3) the 2016 

Phase I Inspection/Evaluation Report for the Ashfield Lake Dam ; and 4) the 2017 Watershed -

Based Plan to Maintain the Health and Improve the Resiliency of the Deerfield River Watershed .   

 

As noted above,  funding is needed for all phases of work associated with the monitoring, repair 

and replacement of failing and aging culverts in the areas of both towns located outside the 

South River watershed.   

 

Funding is also needed to: 1) complete an Inundation Map ping study of Ashfield Lake Dam, 2) 

conduct a hydraulic / engineering study to evaluate if the Ashfield Lake water levels and 

releases can be controlled to help mitigate downstream flooding during heavy, frequent rain 

events due to climate change and 3) ev aluate a redesign of the armored, straight "chute" of 

the Ashfield Dam spillway.    

 

Ashfield is working again on a MassWorks grant application  to help fund repairs to Ashfield Lake 

dam.  As they have for previous applications, Conwayõs Board of Selectmen is supporting 

Ashfieldõs grant request.  Workshop participants noted that over the years, various ideas and 

concerns have been  expressed by residents of both towns about the dam , including 

responsibility for and how to fund needed repairs.  It was noted dur ing the Workshop that the 

recent cost estimate to make the dam and gate -and -spillway system more resilient to climate 

change (more frequent and intense rain events) has a $1M+ price tag . 
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Current Strengths and Assets  

Ashfield and Conway have  a number of strengths  and assets , as identified by workshop 

participants. The top strengths and assets are shown in the following chart:  

 

 
Other  strengths and assets identified by workshop participants are contained in the Community 

Resilience Building R isk Matrix and include:  

 

Infrastructural strengths and assets : Most e ssential municipal buildings and the Shelter at 

Sanderson Academy have back -up power . Ashfield Town water system is gravity -fed with large 

storage tank and generators for pumps.  Sinclair Waterworks  in Ashfield is an inactive drinking 

water supply that  may be able to be brought back into operation.  

 

Strength of Town Services : There are active fire and ambulance volunteers.  Ashfield has an 

emergency siren to warn residents of emergency situa tions. 

 

Societal strengths and assets : There are active informal neighborhood groups in Ashfield and 

Conway, and a community phone book in Ashfield.  Some food is produced and sold locally, 

and residents care about their local food system and pollinators.  

 

Environmental strengths and assets:  Both Towns are designated Green Communities and 

energy efficiency and renewable energy is important to both Towns and their residents. People 

care about their rural assets including wildlife habitat, biodiversity, and ab sence of light and 

noise pollution.  

 

Top Recommendations to Improve Resilience  

Infrastructure  and facilities were  common theme s in many of the recommendations to emerge 

from  the workshop, including the top five  highest priorities shown  in the chart  and discussed on 

the following page .  

ASHFIELD & CONWAY'S 
TOP STRENGTHS 

Most town 
buildings and 

Sanderson 
Academy 

shelter have 
back-up power 

Elements of 
food security 
include a food 
pantry, farmers 

markets and 
nearby farms 

Informal 
neighborhood 

groups 
provide 
people 

connections 
to one 

another 

Fire and 
ambulance 
services are 

strong thanks 
to active 

volunteers and 
staff 

There are 
abundant natural 

resources 
including wildlife 
habitat, drinking 
water supplies 
and hiking trails 
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Implement ing  projects on the  South River corridor and its flood plain  topped the list of the 

two townsõ highest priority recommendations. Participants identified as a strength the work that 

has already been done to assess  issues along the South River corridor and agreed that 

implement ing  habitat restoration, bank stabilization , flood mitigation  and river corridor 

management projects  identified in the 2013 Fluvial Geomorphic and Habitat Assessment for the 

South River, the 2016 River Corridor Management Plan for the South River , and the 2017 

Watershed -Based Plan  is a top priority.  

Implement ing  green infrastructure stormwater management projects  to mitigate flooding 

at the watershed scale and t o mitigate runoff into Ashfield Lake is another highest priority 

recommendation agreed upon by participants.  

Participants also agreed upon the importance of seeking  funding to repair the Ashfield Lake 

dam. This highest priority recommendation will include such steps as implementing 

reco mmendations from a 201 6 inspection and evaluation of the dam, completing inundation 

mapping, conducting a hydraulic and engineering study  on controlling lake water levels to 

help mitigate downstream flooding, and other critical steps.   Workshop participant s noted that 

if the dam fails, water will reach Conway Center in 7 minutes.  

Monitoring, repairing and replacing culverts in areas of both towns that are outside the South 

River watershed was noted as a priority.  

Install ing  pond hydrants or dry hydrants  to guard against wild fires and ensure first 

responders have sufficient water to fight fires  is another highest priority recommendation that 

emerged  from the workshop.   

The topic of self -reliance was discussed during the workshops, including installing solar 

technology  in Conway  to increase the Townõs energy self-sufficiency .  This could include a 

ASHFIELD & CONWAY'S 
HIGHEST PRIORITY 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Seek funding to 
implement 

projects 
identified in 
South River 

Corridor 
Management 
Plan & related 

studies 

Use green 
infrastructure 

to mitigate 
watershed-

scale flooding 
& monitor, 

repair, replace 
aging and 

failing culverts 

Seek 
funding 
to repair 

the  
Ashfield 

Lake dam 

Install 
pond 

hydrants 
or dry 

hydrants 

Install solar 
technology 
in Conway 

Complete a 
community 

farm and food 
assessment 

for food 
security 
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municipal solar farm, community shared solar, and PV and hot water systems on individual 

buildings .  Workshop participants said that conducting a community farm and food 

assessment  in Ashfield and Conway would  increase food security.  

Following the matrix is a complete bulleted list of all recommendations, sorted by highest 

priority, moderate priority and lower priority.   
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