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Upper Natchaug River Values Survey Results Summary  

Executive Summary 

During the development of healthy watershed plan for the upper Natchaug River upstream of the 

Willimantic Reservoir, the Eastern Connecticut Conservation District (ECCD) developed an opinion 

survey to learn what people value about the Natchaug River watershed.  The Natchaug River Values 

Survey included this description of the watershed: 

Mansfield Hollow Lake is in the Natchaug River watershed. It has a drainage basin of 163 

square miles. It includes the Natchaug, Mount Hope and Fenton Rivers. The watershed 

drainage area is located in the towns of Ashford, Chaplin, Eastford, Mansfield, Union, 

Willington, Windham and Woodstock. The Fenton, Mount Hope and Natchaug Rivers all 

come together at Mansfield Hollow Lake, a flood control project managed by the U.S. Army 

Corps of Engineers. 

A hard copy of the survey was mailed to the Chief Elected Official of each town with a request that 

he/she share the information with his/her boards and commissions. The survey was also emailed to 

targeted stakeholders including land use officials, business owners, Council of Government officials and 

land use educators. To increase the number of survey respondents, the hard copy of the survey was 

reconfigured into an online survey format using Survey Monkey and the link to the survey was shared on 

the ECCD website, through a Naturally Natchaug Stakeholders newsletter, project specific social media 

platforms and additional reminders through email notifications requesting the survey be shared.  

The Natchaug River Values Survey participation period was open from August 5, 2019 to January 31, 

2020. 

A total of 29 surveys were completed. Several of the hard copy surveys were jointly completed by 

municipal conservation commissions. All paper copies of the survey were hand entered into the 

SurveyMonkey format before closing the survey and printing the result charts. The complete readout of 

the survey results is attached to this document in Appendix A.  

As determined from the survey, respondents expressed great concern about the impact of stormwater 

runoff to water quality. Respondents also recognized the value of vegetated riparian buffers to 

preserving water quality in the watershed. 

Background and Objectives 

The Eastern Connecticut Conservation District, with funding provided in part by a US EPA Clean Water 

Act § 319 Non-point Source Grant through the CT Department of Energy and Environmental Protection 

(CT DEEP) is working in cooperation with the CT DEEP to develop a Natchaug Watershed Healthy 

Watershed Implementation Plan. The watershed of the Natchaug River above the Willimantic Reservoir 

includes the Natchaug, Mount Hope and Fenton Rivers. The watershed drainage area is located in the 

towns of Ashford, Chaplin, Eastford, Mansfield, Union, Willington, Windham and Woodstock. The 

Fenton, Mount Hope and Natchaug Rivers all come together at Mansfield Hollow Lake, a flood control 

project managed by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. 

One goal of the Natchaug River Values Survey was to learn what resources people value within the 

Natchaug Watershed. A second goal of the survey was to educate survey participants about certain 
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features of the watershed. A third goal was to determine what types of education and outreach 

programs should be emphasized during the development of the Natchaug Watershed Healthy 

Watershed Implementation Plan, and what types of programs should be continued upon completion of 

the Plan.  

Methodology 

In order to develop a multi-community healthy watershed implementation plan accepted by all the 

municipalities included in the watershed, ECCD believes the best strategy is to involve those 

communities and its residents in the development of the plan. The Natchaug River Values Survey was 

structured to extract information from members of those communities as to what features of the 

watershed they value.  

The first half of the survey presented statements about the watershed. This section was designed to 

inform the survey takers about certain features of the watershed while asking them to rank the 

importance or non-importance of these features on a scale of 1 – 5.  Statements that were ranked either 

very important or moderately important were grouped as positive responses.  

The second half of the survey was designed to allow the survey respondents to elaborate upon what 

they value and what their concerns about the future of the watershed were. The answers to the open 

ended statements were reviewed for key words and/or phrases. The number of times those keywords or 

phrases were used were tallied into 10 major trend categories.  

Survey Results 

The survey results were reviewed for common, similar responses which were then categorized and 

enumerated. The results of the review follow. 

Phrases relating to water quality: 16 

Clean and clear of pollutants, clean water, potable water, pure water, clean enough for my dog to drink 

from, clean and healthy, excellent water quality, clean drinking water, high quality water, quality clean 

water, healthy drinking water 

Phrases indicating the relationship of healthy watershed and healthy aquatic life support functions: 11 

Healthy fish/aquatic populations, healthy trout populations, supports fish and other aquatic animals, 

fish, unimpaired underwater species, fishable, invertebrate species that rely on clean water, aquatic 

species, aquatic life, native trout and aquatic insects  

Phrases relating to stormwater runoff: 30 

Stormwater runoff, discharges, non-point source pollution  

Phrases relating to biodiversity, biodiversity of riparian areas: 21 

Wildlife corridors, natural diversity, supports the ecology, diversity of plant and animal species, wildlife 

(terrestrial and aquatic), biodiversity, natural habitat, aquatic and land based animals, all species, human 

and animal life, ecological value of these river corridors, connecting wildlife corridors, boundary habitat, 

migratory pathways 
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Phrases relating to riparian buffers: 14 

Riparian buffer, riparian area, vegetated buffer, tree buffer, canopy over rivers, removal [of trees] along 

the river, riparian corridor, natural buffers, broad vegetated banks, and vegetated natural borders 

Phrases that indicating a link between forested land cover and clean water: 14 

Natural wooded areas, full tree canopies, forest canopies, forests, intact healthy forested land, forest 

fragmentation, undeveloped woodlands, high forest cover, state forests help to protect the water 

Phrases indicating agriculture may be a source of pollution in the watershed: 8 

Farm runoff, agricultural project too close to the rivers, farm fertilizer runoff, farms not following best 

practices, better adoption of agriculture conservation BMPs, and enforcing regulations of farms 

Phrases indicating septic systems as a source of pollution in the watershed: 3 

Age and conditions of septic systems near the river, sewage, failing septic systems 

Phrases including climate change: 4 

Climate change, impact of climate change, drought, resilience to increased climate change threats 

Phrases related to aquifers, stream flow and stream flow issues: 10 

deep aquifer contributing to water flows during dry periods, local wells and aquifers, does not restore 

ground water, adequate flow  

Subset of stream flow issues recounting an over-withdrawal of groundwater under the Fenton River in 

2005 causing a section of the river to go dry: 6 of the above 12 

redevelopment at UCONN, stormwater management at UCONN, UCONN’s water diversion... 

groundwater withdrawals, UCONN water supply, UCONN Fenton River running dry, UCONN drawdown, 

UCONNs well field, surface flow...withdrawals for water supply 

Data Interpretation 

Woven throughout answers to the 5 open-ended questions were 30 different references to stormwater 

runoff and/or non-point source pollution, indicating a general understanding by survey respondents that 

the water quality in the Natchaug watershed is related to stormwater runoff and non-point source 

pollution.   

Stated in various ways, survey respondents mentioned water quality 16 times and 11 responses 

specifically mentioned the relationship of a healthy watershed to a healthy diversity of aquatic life that 

depends on clean water.  

There were 14 references to riparian buffers indicating many of the respondents understood the link 

between streamside vegetation and water quality.  

There were 21 references to biodiversity and/or wildlife corridors, suggesting that respondents connect 

healthy watersheds to increased biodiversity.  

There were 14 references to forests as an important feature of a healthy watershed.  
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Respondents identified a variety of challenges in the watershed.  

 Agriculture as a source of pollution was mentioned 8 times.  

 Septic systems were mentioned 3 times.  

 Concerns related to aquifers and stream flow were mentioned 10 times, 6 of which reflected 

concerns about the University of Connecticut again over-withdrawing water from its Fenton 

River wellfield, causing the water level in the aquifer to lower, thereby de-watering a reach of 

the Fenton River.  

 Climate change was mentioned to 4 times. 

Question 6 of the online survey listed 11 different statements related to the Natchaug watershed. 

Survey respondents were asked to rank the importance of those statements as follows:  

1 = Very Important 

2 = Moderately important 

3 = Neutral 

4 = Somewhat not important 

5 = Not important. 

 

Responses ranked Very Important and Moderately Important were combined to generate a picture of 

which characteristics of the watershed are deemed most important to respondents. 

 

Summarized versions of survey statements Positive responses 

Natchaug River is a trout park 72% 

Fishing supports ecotourism 75% 

Waterfront campsites support tourism 55% 

Lakes and ponds are safe for recreation 97% 

Public boat launches support ecotourism 68% 

Waterfront properties are appraised at a higher value 28% 

Adequate stream flow supports healthy aquatic habitat 97% 

Native trout are threatened by increasing water temperature 93% 

Stormwater is the biggest threat  100% 

Riparian buffers protect water quality 100% 

The watershed is a public drinking water supply area 97% 

Sewage discharge is prohibited 97% 

Forest cover in the watershed is good for water quality 100% 

 

Respondents to the survey appeared to value the general conservation of the watershed’s natural 

resources more than they valued the economic benefits (ecotourism and higher property values) that 

result from a healthy watershed.  However, these results may be skewed due to:  

1. The limited sample size of the survey and  

2. Higher participation in the survey by conservation-minded individuals than are present in the 

general population.   
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Conclusions and Recommendations 

One of the challenges of this survey was finding the best means to enlist people to take part in the 

survey. Although a press release about the project was sent to multiple newspapers that are distributed 

in the watershed, there is not one main newspaper that serves the eight watershed communities. None 

of the newspapers that received the project press release contacted ECCD for a more detailed interview.  

A hardcopy of the survey were mailed to the Chief Elected Official in each town, but there was no 

indication that the survey was broadly shared interdepartmentally. A few hard copies were completed 

and mailed back, but not all towns in the watershed participated at the municipal level.  

The development of project-specific social media sites on Facebook and Instagram were somewhat 

effective for reaching additional people. An online survey through SurveyMonkey was set up and the 

link to the survey was distributed through the social media accounts. While 154 people were reported to 

have seen the post requesting them to complete the survey on the Naturally Natchaug Facebook page, 

and 214 people saw the social media post inviting them to sign up for the Naturally Natchaug e-

newsletter that also invited people to participate in the survey, only 12 people completed the survey 

through SurveyMonkey.  

As indicated by the results of this survey, to best educate the public and public officials during the 

development of the Upper Natchaug Watershed Healthy Watershed Implementation Plan, outreach 

programs should be developed that address the concerns and highly-valued characteristics of the 

watershed. These being: 

1. stormwater runoff/nonpoint source pollution, 

2. the value of maintaining vegetative buffers along stream corridors as both water filters and 

wildlife corridors, and   

3. the relationship between forested lands, protected open space and water quality. 
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Natchaug Rivers Value Survey Results. 

Question 1. Do you live in the Mansfield Hollow Watershed 

 

 

Question 2. What does the phrase “healthy watersheds” mean to you? 

Answered: 29 Skipped: 0  

Knowledgeable concerned landowners doing their best to protect storm water runoff, maintenance and 

renewal of septic systems to prevent leakage, and the creation of vegetation and buffers to protect 

runoffs. Allowing natural wooded areas extending to waterfronts. Being proactive regarding weed 

(invasive) and water monitoring at regular intervals and being aware of baseline data. Willing to take 

corrective measures if needed. 

The collection basin, feeding a water body that is clean and clear of pollutants 

It means riparian corridors that have full tree canopies along a 300 foot buffer zone where hazardous 

chemicals are prohibited from use; where stormwater is attenuated by forest canopies that are 

protected from clear cutting; and where development is restricted within 300 feet of the riparian 

corridors. 

Supports the ecology. (Plants, critters, birds), and even people. 

A healthy watershed is one where the land and water are in balance ecologically and can adequately 

support a diversity of plant and animal species, including humans who depend on a healthy watershed 

for clean drinking water, flood control, recreation, food production and a viable economy. 

Clean water, habitat for fish and other forms of wildlife (terrestrial and aquatic) 

One that adds value to the quality of life 
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Potable water, free of contaminates, pesticides, and harmful bacteria. A watershed that can support a 

healthy fish/aquatic population. 

That the water is clean. That the plants and animals in it and around it are naturally occurring and safe. 

That the watershed is a reliable source of fresh household drinking water year round. That the water 

course have vegetated natural borders, with tree canopy. 

Excellent water quality -carbon storage opportunities -promotes biodiversity for indigenous species, less 

favorable to invasive species -resilience to increased climate change threats -recreational opportunities -

improves public health -increase in property value - 

Clean, pure water with adequate flow to support natural habitat and healthy trout population 

Shaded banks with broad vegetated banks. Unfiltered runoff at a minimum farm, and industrial runoff at 

a minimum. Avoid/converted runoff from impermeable surfaces 

Environmental quality 

Area of water that has low level of pollutants and support healthy ecological and recreational use. 

An environment where storm runoff, pesticides, etc. do not run into the water supply. Forests and fields 

help filter and clean the water. A healthy watershed supports fish and other aquatic and land based 

animals. 

Adequate and clean acreage so that water is cleansed through natural process 

Watersheds that maintain sustainable levels of excellent health for all species living therein 

Lack of pollution 

Lakes and rivers are clean enough for my dog to drink from, for me to swim in and anyone who catches 

fish from them can eat them with no restrictions or concerns 

Clean water as the result of intact healthy forested land that is surrounds the majority of acreage the 

river, water body is within. 

CLEAN HEALTY DRINKING WATER 

Land within the watersheds are mostly pristine, with run-off that is not accelerated by a high percentage 

of impermeable surface, resulting in clean water and unimpaired underwater species. 

Land uses that don't have excessive erosion or contribute to non-point source pollution or point source 

pollution. The water that flows through the watershed should be clean and healthy enough to sustain 

human and animal life. 

Environment that leads to excellent water quality throughout the entire basin. By having a healthy 

watershed it contributes to an overall heathy ecosystem. 

Not listed as impaired, habitats are healthy and diverse, wildlife is abundant, surface flow is not affected 

by withdrawals for water supply (like the Fenton) , natural buffers are present, low impervious cover, 

A full range of plant and animal species can be found as indication of health. 
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High biodiversity, low pollution, fishable, and swimmable. 

Clean drinking water 

Question 3. Do you agree that the Natchaug, Mount Hope and Fenton Rivers are considered a healthy 

watershed? Why or why not? 

Answered: 29 Skipped: 0 

Yes 

Relatively speaking, yes. There are problem pockets that should be addressed 

With the exception of UCONN's well fields near Gurleyville, these rivers are in fairly good condition even 

if fecal coliform has been found upgradient of Mansfield Hollow Dam. Additional land use controls are 

needed to minimize stormwater discharges into the watershed. To maintain a healthy watershed over 

the long term, the state legislature and local land use commissions will need to consider riparian 

corridor protections like those that have been established in in 34 other municipalities of Connecticut. 

Yes, scientific data. My eyes. Almost hit a frog on the way here. 

Yes, but there are potential threats that could impair any of these sub-basin river watersheds in the 

future 

Yes, see previous page 

Yes, the resource is valuable to us 

Truthfully, I am not sure. I don't know a lot about the health of the watershed. 

Yes, my understanding is that the Natchaug watershed is a DEEP baseline river 

We think healthy, but not absolutely sure. Historically had an increase in bacteria levels and run off 

issues. Remediation done regarding old data 

I believe they are, only from my limited access and fishing them 

Natchaug and Mount Hope pretty healthy, not sure about Fenton due to UConn draw downs 

Yes, I have been involved with bio-assessments and fishing in these rivers 

I don't know, no opinion 

Yes, but development along rivers edges and the removal of trees and other natural habitat in the 

wetlands near these rivers present a threat 

Everything is relative. They are healthier than many others in CT 

Yes - it's located in the Last Green Valley, has low development, has governmental oversight via the 

WWW and others, has had the largest baseline watershed study ever done in CT for a drinking water 

watershed, has identified high quality waters, etc. 

Where the Mt Hope crosses my property, there is nothing to contaminate it, that I know of... 
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Yes, for now it is still a fairly healthy watershed, but with more development, it can become unhealthy 

Yes I agree they are healthy watershed - for now. There are possible development and forest 

fragmentation that may negatively impact the rivers in the future. These rivers also benefit from CT 

DEEP and volunteer water quality monitoring with Riffle Bio Assessment indicators of invertebrate 

species that rely on clean water. There is some concern showing temperate rise in the Natchaug and this 

needs vigilant research to determine long-term trends. 

Yes I do 

Natchaug - yes, Mount Hope - mostly, Fenton - has problems. First two because they still have a fair 

amount of undeveloped woodlands. Fenton because of adjacent town dump in Willington and stresses 

placed on it by UConn (e.g., running dry). 

I don't know enough about the area. 

Partially a healthy watershed. Over the last 30 years all three have become far healthier. One issue that 

remains it thermal pollution caused by run off from overheated asphalt. 

Not sure. I think the Fenton is compromised by large withdrawals for UConn water supply, despite their 

new supply from CWC. Mt Hope may have impairment for bacteria? 

Yes. The multitude becomes one. 

Question 4. What do you think are the main challenges in these watersheds? 

 Answered: 29 Skipped: 0  

To prevent additional storm water runoff due to rapid development in waterfront communities. 

I'm not sure 

The three big issues are: 1) control of stormwater discharges from municipal stormwater systems, 

highway systems and new residential developments; 2) Revamping UCONN's water diversion 

registration to place limits on its groundwater withdrawals consistent with minimum stream flow 

standards and margin of safety standards - all within a process accessible to public participation; and 3) 

creating riparian corridors to restrict development within 300 feet of the major river systems of these 

watersheds that would adversely impact water quality and the aesthetic and ecological value of these 

river corridors. 

People=Pollution 

1. Potential development and storm water management especially around UConn 2. Climate change, 

increase in temperature, more severe weather events, invasive plants, insects. 3. Loss of state funding to 

municipalities. Less funds to towns to protect forested open space and increased pressure to allow for 

development 

Drought, accidental spills 

People, also the solution 

Keeping them free of contaminates from water runoff 
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Development in general. Removing tree buffers, tree canopy. Situating structures and agricultural 

projects too close to the rivers and feeder brooks. 

-Maintain high quality clean water -Perfect riparian areas, and keep flood plains intact -Protect aquatic 

species plus wildlife -Consequences of development -Impact of climate change on the environment 

This is an assumption on my part: development, pollution due to runoff from storm drains and land use 

Development especially along banks. Run off from roads adjacent to or crossing streams 

Storm water runoff 

Development and industrial pollution 

-Development -Landscaped lawns to rivers and ponds edges -Removal of trees (raising water 

temperature) -Too many motor boats and jet-ski's on pond -Farm fertilizer runoff 

-Fragmentation and development -Commercial and residential development that remove the canopy 

over rivers and tributaries, that introduce various pollutants 

Sustainable growth that allows for clean water, high forest cover with connecting wildlife corridors, 

educating the public about wise use and implementing scientifically approved practices, having better 

governmental oversight at a time our state cuts funding for DEEP and others, etc. 

Petrochemicals, fertilizers (nitrates/nitrites) [runoff] 

People, development, runoff from paved surfaces and from disturbed land 

Forest Fragmentation and runoff. 

ROAD RUN OFF 

Past and continuing development at UConn, run-off from some farms not following best practices. 

I don't know but I would think they have many of the same issues as other areas: Pollution from 

business, non-point source pollution, aging and outdated drainage systems that shed water out of the 

area so that it does not restore ground water where it originates from rain or snow melt. 

The main challenge as I see it is boundary habitat loss to over development 

Better adoption of agriculture conservation BMPs; better use of regulations and outreach to increase 

vegetated buffers along wetlands and streams. 

Enforcing regulations on farming, sewage, industrial discharge. 

Storm water runoff, algae blooms, as well as failing septic systems. 

Population growth 

5. Are there any other values that you associate with the Natchaug River or its watershed about which 

you would like to comment? 

Answered: 29 Skipped: 0 
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I am concerned about the runoffs at Crystal Pond. The location is on Lake Drive on the western shore. A 

large field is used for hay annually and it has been spread with manure in the springtime. Storm drains 

on Lake Drive carry its runoff directly under lake drive and into the lake below the surface of the water. 

no response 

These river systems create migratory pathways for a host of species that rely on access to water and 

wetlands for their survival. It is important to consider the long term need to interconnect these 

migratory pathways so that other forms of terrestrial and aquatic life can co-exist with Homo sapiens. 

Resilience. We all depend on this resource to survive. 

1. This watershed is important to preserving clean drinking water. (Willimantic and some of Mansfield 

residents as well as some other town residents who depend on local wells and aquifers). 2. Intact forests 

and riparian areas provide cold, clean water for native trout and aquatic insects. 

The river could serve as a fire break! 

No response 

I would like to learn more about the watershed 

The Natchaug River is Chaplin’s most distinctive natural asset. The township being long and narrow, and 

the river running through its entire length. I understand that the areas near the town of Chaplin to be a 

deep aquifer, contributing to water flows during dry periods. The river and its feed brooks provide 

wildlife corridors connecting woodlands and undeveloped tracts. 

Natural, quiet, beautiful greenspace, which I hope we can retain. 

Storm water runoff that chokes the stream bottoms with sand and introduce pollution is a huge but 

fairly easily correctable problem. As a fisherman I see it first hand in many locations. 

It is such a recreational gem that more funds should be earmarked for setting aside more parks, more 

wildlife corridors etc. 

Not really 

Long history of mills and mill power. Would like to see more water power. Also lots of state forests help 

to protect the water. Need more land protected from high density uses. 

Many values to list, but they all basically speak to the quality of life for all living things (including 

humans) that live within the watershed. 

Clean rivers result in clean and healthy drinking water 

The Natchaug, partly because of its pristinity, partly its accessibility via state and town lands, and partly 

because of its navigability, offers much through relatively benign recreational uses, which I'm hoping can 

be leveraged to increase protection. 

Don’t know 
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The main value that the Natchaug watershed has is that it is far more wild than other parts of the 

Thames basin. 

Is there any research yet or interest in inventorying the age and condition of septic systems close to the 

river? Are there direct SW discharges from roads, etc to the river? Are there illicit discharges (ag, 

comm/indus, municipal)? 

They are the circulatory system of our land 

No 

Biodiversity 

Question 6. On a scale of one to five, please rate the importance to you of the following 

features of the Natchaug Watershed. 

 Answered: 29  

 Skipped: 0  

1 = Very Important 
2 = Moderately important 
3 = Neutral 
4 = Somewhat not important 
5 = Not important 
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