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Final Report of ESC Consultants to Wellesley Natural Resources Commission 
(NRC)  

I. Introduction 
 

ESC has been engaged since May 2013 in a project for the Town of Wellesley Natural 
Resources Commission (NRC) in developing a strategic plan that would be a resource for the 
NRC members and staff in order to effectively fulfill their statutory and other responsibilities.  

 
As a Town agency the NRC is unique in that it consolidates in one body the oversight of 

municipal activities (parks, conservation, trees and pest control, and town forests), which in other 
Massachusetts towns with the exception of Concord, are established as separate departments. Its 
creation in 1978 by special legislation followed a three-year study and recommendation by a 
special open space committee to address 1) land management problems, 2) an ineffective 
conservation committee, and 3) conflicting goals and accountability by the Board of Public 
Works.    
 

This is ESC’s Final Report that summarizes the undertaking of a two-phase project. The 
first phase involved assembly and review of background information on the NRC and interviews 
with Wellesley officials and members of other Town boards, commissions, and committees in 
preparation for a four-hour evening retreat of the NRC members and staff that was held on June 
18, 2013. The intended purpose and outcome of the retreat was development of broad strategic 
goals and delineation of NRC members and staff responsibilities to accomplish the goals and to 
serve as the basis for development of a tactical implementation plan in the next phase that 
concluded with a second retreat of NRC members and staff on March 28, 2015.   

II. Summary of First Phase  

  The first phase was followed by an interim report, a copy of which is attached as 
Appendix A, that summarizes the preparation and outcome of the June 18, 2013 retreat, which 
showed that the overarching challenge for the NRC is to fulfill its charge as steward of the Town 
of Wellesley natural resources, which encompasses multiple responsibilities and numerous 
activities, but is constrained by the limited capacity of its personnel and other resources under its 
direct control.  
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A. NRC  Priorities 

Given the challenges imposed on the NRC members and staff what emerged in an 
energetic and productive discussion at the retreat was the consensus that the NRC must establish 
priorities in its work load that more properly align with its capacity by:  

• Managing the Work of the NRC Board 
 

In addition to setting priorities, it was concluded that the board can manage its work more 
effectively through clarity about board expectations and responsibilities.   

 
• Education and Advocacy   

It is recognized that the NRC can broaden its influence and to some degree its capacity, 
through education and advocacy. This will serve to create a culture within the Town that 
encourages residents’ stewardship of their natural resources and help achieve and amplify the 
board's efforts to ensure adherence to its mission and policies. 

 
• Establishing Relationships with Other Town Agencies 

  The NRC also can expand its capacity through collaboration with other Town agencies 
with which it has working relationships and through coordination with local grassroots groups to 
accomplish its mission.  

B. Strategic Goals 

  Based on these priorities the following strategic goals were approved to more effectively 
fulfill the NRC’s responsibilities: 

1. Manage the work of the board by establishing priorities and clarity about board 
and staff expectations, responsibilities, and capacity. 

 2. Through education and advocacy, create a culture within the Town that will 
encourage good stewardship of the Town’s natural resources to achieve and 
amplify the board's efforts to ensure adherence to its mission and policies.    

3. Expand the NRC's capacity to meet its stewardship responsibilities through 
collaboration (e.g., Fuller Brook Park and Morses Pond projects). 

4. Utilize the collaborative management of the Fuller Brook Park and Morses 
Pond projects as a model in managing other projects, including work with DPW.  
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III. Summary of Second Phase 
 

Initially, the second phase was to be completed with a second retreat in early 2014, but 
this was delayed due to staff organizational changes eventually resulting in the hiring of a new 
Director in October 2014. However, in the interim the ESC Consultants continued to maintain 
contact with the NRC leadership. In April 2014 the ESC Consultants participated in a meeting 
with the leadership of the Department of Public Works, which led to an understanding relative to 
collaboration in managing Wellesley’s natural resources under the NRC’s jurisdiction as well as 
reviewing the revised job description for the position of Director.  

A. Development of Implementation Plan 
  
1. Preparation for Retreat 

In February 2015 the ESC Consultants worked with a joint ESC/NRC steering committee 
consisting of Heidi Gross, NRC Chair; Raina McManus and Lise Olney, NRC members; and 
Brandon Schmitt, NRC Director, to plan the second retreat scheduled for March 28, 2015, with 
the objective of developing a tactical implementation plan The steering committee met on 
February 11 and 25, and March 11, 2015 at which it prepared materials for the retreat that 
included a PowerPoint presentation providing an overview of the NRC and a draft “Outline of 
Goals, Objectives and Action Steps.” Attached as Appendices B and C, respectively, are the 
retreat agenda and PowerPoint presentation. The Outline of Goals, Objectives, and Action Steps, 
as revised, is incorporated in B. Implementation Plan, below.    

 2. March 28, 2015, Retreat 
 

The half-day retreat was held at the Wellesley Free Library on March 28, 2015, and was 
attended by four of the five NRC members and the NRC Director. The PowerPoint presentation 
provided an overview of the NRC, its mission, unique history, regulatory authority, function, 
organization, operations, budget, and activities. This presentation was followed by a review of 
the ESC Interim Report and, more particularly, the strategic goals established at the earlier 
retreat. In preparation for the retreat the steering committee had developed more specific 
objectives underlying each goal, which identified “Actions Taken” and “Potential Actions” 
relative to each objective.  

The overview of the NRC and other materials served effectively to inform the discussion 
relative to proposed action steps that would serve to implement the goals established by the 
board in June 2013: 1) management of the board’s business; 2) education and advocacy; and 
3&4) establishing relations with other town agencies. 

While each of the goals speak to specific issues identified in the 2013 retreat, these goals 
were viewed as integral parts of a single objective, namely, to enable the NRC to fulfill its 
charge as steward of the Town’s natural resources with the constraints of a small staff and the 
resources under its direct control. 

The discussion of action steps reflected an appreciation for the NRC’s origins, its 
uniqueness as a municipal agency, and the magnitude of its authority and responsibilities over 
the Town’s natural resources. The action steps also take into account that in order to effectively 
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manage these resources, the NRC must have confidence in itself as a body and, most 
importantly, the confidence and unqualified support of the Town’s residents and other 
stakeholders (e.g., other town departments). Building that confidence or credibility and 
projecting a positive image of the NRC is a theme that runs through all of the action steps 
ranging from deliberations, decision-making, educational initiatives, and collaborations with 
Town departments and grassroots organizations. A suggestion at the end of the discussion was to 
develop a statement of principles that will guide the NRC in the exercise of its responsibilities.  

B. Implementation Plan 

The discussion at the March 28, 2015, retreat resulted in an energetic and productive 
discussion that led to a consensus relative to action steps subsequently approved by the NRC 
members to implement the goals, as follows:   
 

Goal 1:  Management of work of the board by establishing priorities and clarity about 
board and staff expectations, responsibilities, and capacity. 

 
Objective 1.  Increase knowledge and effectiveness of board and staff in meeting multiple 
statutory and administrative obligations and responsibilities. 

 
Actions Taken:  
 

• Establish annual calendar of regular NRC board meetings and regular NRC 
subcommittee meetings,  key town-wide dates (e.g., town elections, budget 
hearings, town meeting, etc.) and regular statutory obligations (e.g., election of 
officers, budget preparation, etc.) and perennial education/outreach and 
stewardship events. 

 
Potential Actions:  
 

• Develop core guiding principles and board norms. 
• Create measurable goals. 
• Develop/review role descriptions for board members, chair, vice chair, secretary. 
• Review/revise existing staff structure, including position descriptions. 
• Provide orientation for new board members, including review of relevant laws, 

policies and regulations, Open Meeting Law, overview of other Town agencies 
and introduction to key town elected and appointed officials, tour of NRC-owned 
natural resources (land and water bodies), and update on major projects. 

• Develop communication plan for pending Town projects.  Distribute relevant 
agendas to NRC board. 

• Annual (or as needed) review of relevant laws, policies, and regulations.  
• Annual (or as needed) review of inter-board representation/communication and 

assignment/renewal of NRC representatives or contacts. 
• Annual (or as needed) review of strategic plan. 
• Annual (or as needed) project update (Fuller Brook, e.g.). 
• Hold annual “retreat” of NRC board and subcommittees. 
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Objective 2. Improve efficiency of board meetings. 

 
Actions Taken: 
 

• Provide written agenda and all meeting materials in advance of meetings, 
including where possible written staff reports and inter-board representative 
reports. 

• Establish a bi-weekly meeting schedule. 
 

Potential Action Steps: 
 

• Confirm attendance by board and staff members. 
• Establish guidelines for adhering to agenda timelines. 
• Set regular agenda deadlines and process for establishing agenda.  
• Revise board meeting thematic structure. 
• Supply draft motions in advance. 

 
Objective 3. Review management of special projects, including staff and board 
responsibilities/oversight/expectations. 

 
Potential Action Steps:  
 

• Outline assignments for staff vs. board.  
• Develop clear deadlines. 
• Outline opportunities for administrative approval, including budgeting. 
• Develop process for approval of auxiliary (Town) projects by board (co-

sponsorship).   
 

Goal 2: Through education and advocacy create a culture within the Town that will 
encourage good stewardship of the natural resources to achieve and amplify the board's 
efforts to ensure adherence to its mission and policies.   

 
Objective 1.  Raise level of awareness of Town residents, visitors, and other town 
departments in NRC mission, policies and procedures, to promote interest and support for 
acquisition/expansion/maintenance of natural resources to improve overall quality of quality 
of life.  

 
Actions Taken: 

• Expand use of social media. 
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Potential Action Steps:  
 

• Establish NRC as primary source for information about natural resources directly 
and through outreach. 

• Develop visual identity/symbol. 
• Develop common definitions and language consistent with NRC mission. 
• Create consistent messaging through social media, regular email newsletter, press 

releases, etc. 
• Organize regular public events including forums and conferences (possibly in 

collaboration with other boards and grassroots groups). 
• Create relationships with schools, senior center, etc. (Wellesley Green Schools). 
• Establish relationship with college communities. 

 
Objective 2. Leverage Town residents’ and visitors’ interest and knowledge of good 
stewardship to support maintenance and management of Town natural resources through 
voluntarism.   

Potential Action Steps:  
 

• Develop guidelines for volunteer projects. 
• Collaborate on outreach with related boards and committee (e.g., Trails 

Committee, Wetlands, Sustainable Energy Committee). 
• Recognize examples of good stewardship. 
• Strengthen ties to grassroots groups such as Sustainable Wellesley, Friends of 

Morses Pond, Wellesley Green Schools, and other organizations in the Green 
Collaborative, possibly through development of joint initiatives and events. 

• Establish Boy Scout and high school senior project opportunities, either in Town 
or through other organizations. 

• Utilize Wellesley Media resources. 

Objective 3.  Promote NRC as model town agency for stewardship, education and advocacy 
for preservation of open spaces resources to inspire similar agencies and statewide/national 
interest in NRC as leader in stewardship of local natural resources.  

Potential Action Steps:      

• Raise organizational stature through networking.  
• Connect with state and national organizations with similar goals. 
• Host and present at leadership events, presentations. 
• Increase publication of information and board opinion in newsletters, letters to 

editor, etc. 
• Enhance NRC branding and publicity through use of “free” media and outreach. 
• Use regular, existing communications with the public (such as letters regarding 

the Tree Planting Program and Tree Protection bylaws) to educate the public 
about issues of importance. 
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Goal 3: Expand the NRC's capacity to meet its stewardship responsibilities through 
collaboration (e.g., Fuller Brook Park and Morses Pond projects). 

 
Objective 1.  Leverage material, personnel resources and expertise of other Town 
departments to support responsibility for initiating, planning, design, and oversight of special 
preservation/construction projects.    

 
Potential Action Steps:   
 

• Identify stakeholders and contacts for potential projects and initiatives. 
• Schedule/Host “Friends Group Forum” possibly with Green Collaborative. 

 
Goal 4: Utilize the collaborative management of the Fuller Brook Park and Morses Pond 
projects as a model in managing joint DPW/NRC projects.  

 
Objective 1.  Leverage partnership with the Department of Works, including its material, 
personnel resources and expertise relative to the regular maintenance of NRC-owned natural 
resources. 

 
Potential Action Steps:    
 

• Schedule routine meetings with DPW to discuss NRC/DPW projects. 
• Review/establish guidelines for standards of use, development, and maintenance 

of NRC–owned natural resources.  
• Organize NRC/DPW joint planning committee and delineate roles and 

responsibilities.   
• Develop tactical implementation plan, including identification of tasks, resource 

allocation analysis, and timelines. 
• Develop oversight protocol and timeline for NRC/DPW projects.  

 
C. Next Steps 
 
Next steps for the NRC are to implement the actions steps, some of which already have 

been adopted particularly relative to the first goal involving management of the work of the NRC 
board. The third and fourth goals, which are similar in scope and approach, are maintained as 
separate goals because one focuses on collaboration with the DPW relative to maintenance of 
NRC property and the other focuses on collaboration with the DPW and other agencies relative 
to special projects, which may involve project-specific guidelines. The second goal, which 
relates to education and advocacy resources “to achieve and amplify the board's efforts to ensure 
adherence to its mission and policies” is perceived to have the greatest significance and is likely 
to be greatly enhanced by the addition of an educational coordinator to the NRC staff.    

 
IV. Conclusion 

 
 ESC is pleased to be a partner with the NRC in its strategic planning and appreciates 
 the cooperation afforded to us by the NRC board and staff and most especially the members 
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 of the steering committee. Moreover, we look forward to following the NRC as it moves 
forward in its mission to provide the Town of Wellesley with the highest quality of 
 environmental leadership, planning and management, establishes sound environmental 
 policy, and protects and improves the Town's natural and outdoor recreational resources. 

Respectfully submitted, 
John V. Woodard 
Sheila Ardery  
ESC Consultants 
May 2015 
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