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PLAN SUMMARY  

 
This 2017 Open Space and Recreation Plan for Norfolk was prepared as the town continues to face 

steady population growth as well as commercial and industrial development. This development 

adds stress on the regionôs natural resources as well as the character of the Town. This Plan 

attempts to balance these pressures and contains the following major elements: 

 

¶ A description of the public input utilized in developing the Plan; 

¶ A demographic profile of the Town; 

¶ A summary of recent growth trends; 

¶ An environmental portrait of Norfolk 

¶ An inventory of existing protected open space and recreation lands in Town; 

¶ An analysis of open space and recreation needs; 

¶ A statement of goals and objectives; and 

¶ An action plan. 
 

 

 

 

Among the recommended actions are to identify and rank key parcels to protect resources, acquire 

additional parcels, increase public awareness of open space and recreation needs and use cable TV 

and social media in that effort, establish greenbelts along the Charles River and other water bodies, 

increase the diversity of recreation opportunities, further protect and acquire water resources, 

establish a historic district, increase environmental awareness regarding use of pesticides, fertilizers 

and other chemicals, promote trail and sidewalk development and work coordinate with abutting 

towns to protect water resources. 
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INTRODUCTION  

 
Statement of Purpose 

 

The purpose of this plan is to help ensure that the open space and recreation resources of Norfolk 

are protected and enhanced as the Town continues to grow and develop. A survey of residents (see 

Community Vision section and the Appendix for more details) conducted for this Open Space and 

Recreation Plan indicated strong support for preserving open space and recreation resources as well 

as historic places and buildings.  

 

A common vision facilitates decision-making for everyone -- Town and State officials as well as 

developers and private landowners. This plan is intended to help provide that vision. It should also 

be noted that while this plan addresses the needs of Norfolk, natural and recreational resources do 

not end at Town boundaries. Efforts to coordinate open space and recreation planning with other 

towns in the region are also strongly encouraged. Coordination and cooperation in planning may 

lead to improved resource management and enhancement and diversification of recreational 

opportunities. 
 

Prior Open Space and Recreation Planning Efforts 

 

Norfolk prepared a Master Plan in 1992 that was updated in 2007. Each of those included an Open 

Space and Recreation element. An Open Space and Recreation Plan was completed in 1996. A 

draft update of that plan was prepared in 2004 as part of a Community Development Plan, but it 

was never adopted or submitted to the Division of Conservation Services for approval. In addition, 

an ñOpen Space Corridor Strategic Planò was completed in 2003. This plan identifies critical 

parcels to be preserved, with a focus on linking the existing protected areas together. 

 

Norfolk had an open space subdivision provision in its Zoning Bylaw, which was completely 

rewritten in 2002. Two open space subdivisions had been approved under the original bylaw and 

most of the subdivisions in Town since the rewrite have taken advantage of the revised bylaw.  

 
 

Planning Process and Public Participation 

 

The first step in preparing this update to the Townôs Open Space and Recreation Plan (OSRP) was 

a survey of residents. The survey questions were based largely, but not exclusively, on the 

questions that were asked in 1994 as part of the 1996 OSRP. This was done in order to determine 

whether there has been a change in viewpoints and/or priorities over the past 20 years. 

 

The draft questionnaire was prepared by the Community Preservation Committee with the 

assistance of PGC Associates. It was provided to the Board of Selectmen, Planning Board, 

Conservation Commission and Recreation Commission for review and the final version reflects the 

input of those entities. It consisted of 10 substantive questions (some with multiple parts) and a 

final question regarding demographic information about the responder. 

 

Paper copies were printed and were available at the November 18, 2014 Fall Town Meeting as well 

as in the offices of the Planning Board and Recreation Department.  A link to the survey form was 

placed on the Town web site and a press release about the availability of the survey appeared in the 
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Country Gazette on December 19 and 26, 2014 and in Globe West on January 25, 2015. A total of 

396 responses were received, all but 8 were completed on-line. A report on the survey results is 

included in the Appendix. 

 

Following the survey, a public forum was held by the Community Preservation Committee on 

April 1, 2015 to present the results of the survey and to receive input on the draft goals and 

objectives that were based, in part, on the survey results. A second public forum was held on 

February 3, 2016 to present and receive input on the draft OSRP.  

 

The comments received as a result of the forum were incorporated into the draft and it was sent to 

the Board of Selectmen, Conservation Commission, Planning Board and Recreation Commission 

for comment. Comments were received from representatives of all of those boards and 

commissions as well as from the Community Preservation Committee and incorporated into the 

draft. The updated draft was sent to the Metropolitan Area Planning Council and comments from 

that organization were also incorporated. 
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COMMUNITY SETTING  

 
Regional Context 

 

One of the most significant regional aspects affecting Norfolk is its location within the Charles 

River Watershed Area. The Charles River serves as the town line between the towns of Norfolk 

and Millis and Norfolk and Medfield. Several rivers and streams meander across Town and flow 

into the Charles River, including Stop River, Mill River, Stony Brook and Cress Brook. Norfolk 

shares major aquifers with Franklin, Medway, Millis and Wrentham. 

 

Norfolk is within 30 miles of Boston, Providence and Worcester. A high percentage of residents 

commute to these areas. Norfolk is a member of the Metropolitan Area Planning Council (MAPC), 

the regional planning agency for the 102 cities and towns in the Boston metropolitan area, and its 

Southwest Area Planning (SWAP) subregion. This plan is compatible with MAPCôs MetroFuture 

Plan, the regional development plan for metropolitan Boston, adopted in 2008. Among the major 

goals of MetroFuture are to focus on growth where it already exists, linked by efficient 

transportation choices and protecting natural resources.  

 

The Town is traversed by two state highways. Route 1A crosses the southeast portion of town from 

Wrentham to Walpole. Route 115 runs northwesterly from Route 140 in Foxboro through the 

center of Norfolk and into Millis where it crosses Route 109 and terminates at Route 27 in 

Sherborn. Main Street also links Norfolk with Walpole to the east and to Franklin and I-495 on the 

west. 

 

Norfolk serves the region as host of the Stony Brook Nature Center, owned and operated by the 

Massachusetts Audubon Society, a regional organization dedicated to preserving open space and 

education about the environment. It also hosts a state prison complex in the northeastern section of 

Town that straddles the town line with Walpole.  

 

Norfolk participated in the Executive Office of Housing and Economic Developmentôs 

495/Metrowest Development Compact, completed in 2012. That plan identified priority areas of 

local, regional and statewide interest for development, preservation and transportation. Norfolkôs 

Town Center was identified as regional priority development area. Local priority preservation areas 

include the former Norfolk airport property, Longabardi Farm, Foley Farm, Comeyôs Pond, Jane 

and Paulôs Farm, the Massachusetts Department of Corrections property and the former Buckley 

Mann site. 

 

The Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan (SCORP), 2012, is a 5-year plan 

developed by the Commonwealth to ensure eligibility for federal Land and Water Conservation 

Fund (LWCF) grants. Norfolk is part of the Southeastern region in this plan. 

 

Among its abutting towns, four out of seven have current Open Space and Recreation Plans. 

Franklinôs expires in 2023, Foxboroôs in July 2018, Medwayôs in June 2017, Walpoleôs in 

November 2016.  Millis, Medfield and Wrentham do not have current plans. 

 

Many of the characteristics discussed above contribute to a desirable quality of life. Therefore, like 

many of its neighbors, Norfolk has experienced an increase in residential growth in recent years. 
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While that growth has slowed since the turn of the century and especially during the recent economic 

downturn, there is currently an abundance of remaining undeveloped land. Smart growth planning is 

necessary to protect existing resources and to secure additional open space land for future 

conservation and recreation needs. Map 1 presents the regional context of Norfolk. 

 

History  

 

The area that became the Town of Norfolk was first settled in the 1630ôs after the General Court 

approved a land grant for settlers who wanted to get away from Boston.  The community developed 

around a few smaller settlements: North Parish, City Mills, Pondville and Highland Lake. Norfolk 

was incorporated as a town in 1870. 

 

Manufacturing 

 

Many mills were established in Norfolk during the 1800ôs and the industrial revolution.  Saw mills, 

corn mills and a box factory were prominent fixtures at Highland Lake, City Mills and Stony 

Brook.  The largest of these companies was American Felt Mills who employed between 100 and 

150 people.  The building is still in use to this day by Camger Chemical to manufacture paint and 

varnish.   

 

The Norfolk Woolen Company, founded by Frances Ray, ran a shoddy (reworked wool made from 

rags) factory on Stony Brook from 1862 until 1932 when it went bankrupt.  The Buckley and Mann 

Company ran a textile mill on Lawrence Street from 1901 until 1994. The property is proposed for 

development as an open space preservation subdivision, but it has not been developed to date. 

 

A thread mill was owned and operated near City Mills by Dr. Nathaniel Miller.  During the 

American Revolution, Dr. Miller, who ran the first hospital in Town, was one of the first doctors to 

inoculate soldiers and civilians against small pox. 

 

By the 1700ôs the Blake family had built mills and a farm on Stony Brook.  Solomon Blake was 

running a sawmill on the brook across from a 2½-story house he built in 1762.  Blake sold the 

sawmill, dam and water rights to a cotton manufacturing company, partly owned by Benjamin and 

Daniel Blake ï his sons, in 1814.  The mill was improved and a cotton mill, box factory and 

washing machine works were all built in the area.   

 

In 1959, Mrs. Bennet Bristol, a descendent of the Blake family who had purchased the Stony Brook 

property, gave 238 acres to the Massachusetts Department of Natural Resources to create the 

Bristol-Blake Reservation.  In 1963, Mrs. Bristol bought the Enoch Blake home and gave it to the 

Massachusetts Audubon Society.  The Society agreed to cooperate with the State in managing and 

protecting the property.  While it is a conservation site today, for more than 250 years Stony Brook 

was a center of manufacturing and agricultural activities. 

 

In 1848, a railroad was built which would provide transportation opportunities for manufacturing 

and agriculture to Norfolk.  The addition of this new transportation further encouraged the 

founding of additional mills in the town.   
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Agriculture 

 

Farms have long been a mainstay of Norfolk and the Town economy.  Dairy, crops, and poultry 

have been a major industry in Pondville.  The largest farm was the Weber farm, which included a 

restaurant that attracted people from all over for its duck dinners.   

 

During the early 1900ôs a watercress farm on the Myrtle Street and Lake Street area of Cress Pond 

shipped watercress to New York on the railroad.  Norfolk was a rural and agricultural town before 

the 1950ôs with only a small amount of manufacturing.  As time passed both of these industries 

declined in favor of residential development.  Farms were sold and developed into dozens of 

houses and this trend has continued for more than four decades.   

 

As late as 1980 seven dairy farms were still operating, but by 1996 only one remained.  A small 

amount of horse, sheep and vegetable farming has remained in the Town and contributes greatly to 

the rural character of Norfolk while representing only a fraction of the economy.  While most of the 

existing farms are taxed under the benefits given under Chapter 61A, this does not guarantee that 

these lands will be protected from future development. 

 

Real Estate Development 

 

Created out of parts of the surrounding Towns of Franklin, Medway, Walpole and Wrentham, 

Norfolk was established on February 23, 1870.  By the early 1900s Highland Lake was a recreation 

destination for Bostonians looking to spend the day in Norfolk courtesy of the railroad.  Highland 

Lakeôs features, including a racetrack, dance hall, amusement park, baseball field, and skating rink 

in addition to the swimming and boating, made it an enjoyable escape for Norfolkôs visitors.  

 

The State acquired the land for Southwood (formerly Pondville) Hospital during World War I.  The 

first use of the facility was to treat shell-shocked victims. It later was sold to a private, non-profit 

hospital (Caritas) who has since entered into an agreement with a private development company. 

The approximately 80 acres is a prime development site and has recently been proposed for a 

significant mixed-use development.  

 

Norfolk State Prison was built in 1927 and in the 1930s Cedar Junction Correctional Facility was 

built.  The area around these facilities has continued to be open space for many years. The Bay 

State Correctional facility opened in 1989 next to the Norfolk Prison.  Norfolk received a $2.8 

million grant as mitigation for this facility and used it to build a new town hall. The Department of 

Corrections land includes more than 830 acres, much of it undeveloped. 

 

In the early 1990ôs, Norfolk adopted the B-1 zoning district for the center of town and the C-1 

district for the area around the Route 1A and 115 intersection leading to growth in both areas. A 

new Post Office and Olive Day Elementary School opened in 1994 and the new Town Hall opened 

in 1998. Liberty Lane and Meetinghouse Road made possible new commercial and residential 

development in the area of the commuter rail station. In 2016, a pocket neighborhood of 40 

cottages on Main Street was approved continuing the trend to concentrate development in the Town 

Center. The C-4 zoning district in the northern end of town off Holbrook Street and Route 115 has 

led to the development of nearly 200 units of age-restricted housing as well as a small commercial 

center.  
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Population Characteristics 

 

Population Growth 

 

As Table 1 indicates, Norfolk experienced explosive population growth throughout the 1970ôs and 

1980ôs and experienced a sharp drop in growth during the 1990ôs. Still, Norfolkôs 11.1% growth 

rate during the 1990ôs was double the statewide rate of 5.5%. 
 

TABLE 1  
 

POPULATION GROWTH, 1970-2015 

 

Year Population Absolute Change
6 

Percentage Change
6 

1970 4,656
1
 NA NA 

1980 6,363
2
 1,700 45.3% 

1990 9,270
3
 2,472 45.4% 

2000 10,560
4
 876 11.1% 

2010 11,227
5 

188 2.1% 

2015* 11,660  433 4.8% 
Sources: 1970, 1980, 1990, 2000 and 2010 U. S. Censuses and *American Community Survey, 2011-2015 
1 

Includes prison inmate population of 906.
 2 

Includes prison inmate population of 913. 
3 

Includes prison inmate population of 1,348.
 4 

Includes prison inmate population of 1,762. 
5
Includes prison population of 2,241. 

6
Excludes prison population. For 2015, prison population is not available so the absolute change and percentage 

change are estimates based on the assumption that the prison population was the same as in 2010. 
 

 

Density 

 

As Table 2 indicates, the average density in Norfolk increased from 253 persons per square mile in 

1970 to 635 per square mile in 2015. This is lower than the average statewide density of 871 

persons per square mile. 
 

TABLE 2  
 

POPULATION DENSITY 19 70-2015 

(persons per square mile) 

 

Year Norfolk
1 

Massachusetts 

1970 253 726 

1980 367 732 

1990 534 767 

2000 593 813 

2010 606 839 

2015 635 871 
Source: Computed by authors based on 14.83 square miles in Norfolk and 7800.06 square miles in Massachusetts 
1
Excluding prison population 
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It is important to note that average density is not necessarily an indicator of either the existence or 

quality of open space. Two towns with the same average density can have vastly different 

development patterns. One town could be developed into concentrated centers or villages 

surrounded by vast areas of open space, while the other could be characterized by low-density 

sprawl spread throughout its land area.  

 

This concept is further illustrated by the reduction in the population of Boston from between 1950 

and 2000 while the suburbs grew substantially. The City of Boston reached its highest population 

in 1950 at 801,444. This population was accommodated on about 46 square miles (about 3 times 

greater than the land area of Norfolk). In 2000, Bostonôs population reached a low that was 26% 

less at 589,141. If the 212,303 people who left Boston were resettled in the suburbs at Norfolkôs 

current density of 769 per square mile, it would take 276 square miles, an area nearly 19 times 

larger than the area of Norfolk, to accommodate them. Clearly, concentrating development in city, 

town and village centers is a key component of protecting and preserving open space. 

 

Age 

 

Table 3 presents the age breakdown for Norfolk and the state as a whole for the years 2000, 2010 

and 2015. It indicates that while the median age in Norfolk is higher than the stateôs and rising 

more rapidly, the percentage of residents 65 or older is smaller in Norfolk (though rising more 

rapidly than the state). Also, the percentage of school-age children has declined in both the town 

and state, but Norfolk had a higher percentage of school-age children in 2000 and 2010 but a lower 

percentage in 2015.  The percentage of children under 5 increased between 2010 and 2015 but is 

still well below the percentage in 2000. 

 

 

TABLE 3  

 

AGE 2000-2015  

(By percent) 

 

 2000 2010 2015* 

 Norfolk  MA  Norfolk  MA  Norfolk  MA  

       

0-4   7.23%   6.26%   4.70%   5.60% 6.20% 5.50% 

5-19 21.32% 20.14% 19.99% 19.15% 18.40% 18.50% 

20-64 62.15% 60.01% 66.58% 61.45% 64.70% 61.50% 

65+  5.46% 13.56%   8.72% 13.79% 10.60% 14.60% 

Total 100.00% 100.00% 100% 100.00% 99.9% 100.10% 

Median 37.4 36.5 42 39.1 43.4 39.3 
Sources: 2000 and 2010 U. S. Census and *American Community Survey, 2011-2015 

  Totals may not equal 100% due to rounding 

 

 



 

10 

Income 

 

According to 2011-2015 American Community Survey (ACS) estimates, the median 

household income in Norfolk in 2015 was $141,278. This is more than double the 

statewide median of $68,563. Median family income was $150,096 compared to $87,085 

for the state as a whole. It is estimated that 26.3% of households in Norfolk had incomes 

of $200,000 or more while 8.9% of Massachusetts households had that level. 

 

Households with incomes below $75,000 comprised 23.1% of Norfolk households 

compared to 53.6% of Massachusetts households. Among Norfolk families, 3.1% were 

below the poverty level. The figure is 8.2% for Massachusetts families. 

 

Ethnicity  

Of Norfolkôs 2015 population of 11,660 (as estimated by the ACS), 88.4% (10,308) are 

white, 5.8% (680) are black or African American, 1.0% (122) are Asian and 0.3% (31) 

are Native American. Furthermore, 5.8% (674) are Hispanic or Latino of any race. 

 

Employment  

According to the Massachusetts Executive Office of Labor and Workforce Development, 

the labor force in Norfolk has grown slightly from 4848 in 2010 to 5072 in 2015. The 

number of employed rose steadily from 4487 in 2010 to 4865 in 2015 while unemployed 

dropped from 361 to 207. The unemployment rate also dropped steadily from 7.4% in 

2010 to 4.1% in 2015. In November 2016, the monthly unemployment rate was 1.9%. 

 

The largest industry in Norfolk in 2015 was Transportation and Warehousing with 483 

employees and 6 establishments. This was followed by Construction with 460 employees 

and 56 establishments, and Educational Services with 329 employees and 12 

establishments. Health Care and Social Assistance and Accommodation and Food 

Services and had 192 and 177 employees respectively, while Retail Trade and Wholesale 

Trade had 165 and 105 employees respectively.  The highest average weekly wage was in 

the Wholesale Trade sector at $1888. This was followed by Finance and Insurance at 

$1807 and Professional and Technical Services at $1305. The average weekly wage for 

all industries was $1061. 

 

Housing 

The ACS estimates that there are 3295 housing units in Norfolk. Of these, 3015 (91.5%) 

are single family homes. There are also 173 1-unit attached units, 49 duplexes, 19 units in 

buildings with 3 or 4 units and 32 units in buildings with 5 to 9 units. There were no units 

in buildings with 10 or more and there were 7 mobile homes. 

 

Corresponding to the large population increases during those decades, 916 units were 

built in the 1980ôs, 561 in the 1970ôs and 376 in the 1990ôs. The ACS finds that 104 

(3.2%) of the total housing units in Norfolk have been built since 2010. 
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Growth and Development Patterns 

 

Patterns and Trends 

 

Recent land use trends from MassGIS are illustrated in Table 4.  The table indicates the 

acreage devoted to various land use categories as interpreted from aerial photographs by 

the Resource Mapping Project at the University of Massachusetts-Amherst for the years 

1971, 1985 and 1999.  The table includes the absolute and percentage change between 

1971 and 1999. The Resource Mapping Project is no longer active and another system 

produced by the Sanborn Map Company was used to determine 2005 land uses. That 

system attempted to use categories that correspond to the previous methodology to the 

extent practical, but due to the differences the 2005 data is added to the table for 

informational purposes but each category cannot be compared with those from the 

previous tabulations.  

 

In 1971, the ñdevelopedò land in Norfolk (including recreation, residential, commercial, 

industrial, mining, urban open land, transportation, and waste disposal) totaled 1,791 

acres or 18.2% of the total land area in Norfolk.  The ñundevelopedò: area (including 

crop land, pasture, forestland, wetland, open land, water and woody perennial) totaled 

8,062 acres, or 81.83% of the total.  By 1985, the developed land had increased to 2,890 

acres, a change of 1,099 acres.  By 1999, the developed land totaled 3,549 acres ï more 

than 36% of the Town's land area.  Thus, developed land doubled (from 1,791 to 3,549 

acres) between 1971 to 1999.  Meanwhile, population increased by 127% (from 4,656 to 

10,560) between 1970 and 2000. 

 

Acreage devoted to commercial and industrial uses only increased by 48 acres during this 

period.  Residential land area, however, increased by 1,706 acres. This increase 

accounted for almost all of the newly developed land and half of the total developed land.  

Almost 40% of this increase in residential land (667 of the 1,706 acres) was in the 

category of low density residential (lots larger than ½ acre). 

 

The 1970 non-institutional population of 3,750 occupied a total of 1,232 residential acres 

in 1971, or about .33 acres per person.  By 2000, the non-institutional population had 

increased by 5048 and occupied 2,938 acres in 1999.  Thus, the additional population 

occupied .34 acres per person.  In contrast to many communities, Norfolk has been very 

consistent (and moderate) in its land consumption as it develops. A 2003 Massachusetts 

Audubon study entitled ñLosing Ground: At What Cost?ò indicated that acreage per 

resident rates ranged from .52 to 4.56 in some communities for development since 1991. 

 

Using the new method of calculating land uses, the Maps indicate that in 2005 Norfolk 

had 2042 acres of residential land. The reduction is likely accounted for by different 

assumptions about how much land surrounding residential buildings is associated with 

the housing.  
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TABLE 4  

LAND USE CHANGES, 1971-2005 

 
LAND USE 1971 1985 1999 CHANGE 1971-1999 2005* 

TYPE ACRES ACRES ACRES ACRES PERCENT ACRES 

BRUSHLAND/SUCCESSIONAL      34 

CEMETERY       7 

CRANBERRY BOG      20 

CROP LAND (AC)  459.86 383.79 256.61 -203.25 -44.2% 129 

PASTURE (AP) 137.56 178.78 143.73 6.17 4.48%  

FORESTLAND (F) 6285.40 5312.88 4680.33 -1605.07 -25.54% 4751 

FORESTED WETLAND       698 

NONFORESTED WETLAND       898 

INLAND WETLAND (FW)  518.92 518.92 521.32 2.39 0.46%  

GOLF COURSE      37 

NURSERY      9 

JUNKYARD       11 

MINING (M)  111.72 122.65 49.02 -62.70 -56.12% 5 

OPEN LAND (O) 394.18 296.62 442.21 48.03 12.18% 189 

PARTICIPATION RECREATION 

(RP) 

30.08 30.08 30.08 0.00 0.00% 66 

SPECTATOR RECREATION (RS) 3.30 3.30 0.00 -3.30 -100%  

WATER BASED RECREATION 

(RW) 

0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 n/a  

MULTI -FAMILY RESIDENTIAL 

(RO) 

0.00 4.18 4.18 4.18 n/a 14 

HIGH DENSITY RESIDENTIAL (R1)  0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 n/a 14 

MED. DENSITY RESIDENTIAL (R2)  400.74 1022.06 1436.15 1035.41 258.37% 630 

LOW DENSITY RESIDENTIAL (R3)  830.92 1183.00 1497.88 666.96 80.27% 1283 

VERY LOW RESIDENTIAL       101 

COMMERCIAL (UC)  45.47 54.47 65.27 19.81 43.57% 50 

INDUSTRIAL (UI)  22.32 33.46 50.83 28.51 127.73% 54 

URBAN OPEN -OR- PUBLIC (UO)  195.53 267.87 268.88 73.20 37.44% 163 

TRANSITIONAL       61 

POWERLINES/UTILITY       96 

TRANSPORTATION (UT)  112.28 112.28 115.96 3.68 3.28% 122 

WASTE DISPOSAL (UW) 38.61 61.10 35.04 -3.57 -9.25% 16 

WATER (W)  241.16 242.60 231.52 -9.64 -3.99% 243 

WOODY PERENNIAL ï ORCHARD 

(WP) 

24.57 24.57 23.76 -0.81 -3.30%  

TOTALS  9852.62 9852.61 9852.77   9853.36 

Sources: University of Massachusetts Resource Mapping Project (from Central Massachusetts  

 Regional Planning Commission) 

               *Land Use 2005, MassGIS (from Metropolitan Area Planning Council) 

 



 

13 

The biggest loss of undeveloped land was in the category of forestland, which decreased 

by 25% (1,605 acres) between 1971 and 1999. Pasture land increased during this period, 

peaking at the 1985 level, but still higher in 1999 (143 acres) than 1971 (138). Crop land 

was reduced by 44% (203 acres), almost half of its 1971 total (459 acres). 

 

Infrastructure  

 

The most significant infrastructure elements in Norfolk are the transportation network, 

and water service. Each of these is discussed briefly below. 

  

Norfolk maintains a system of bridges and culverts and about 72 miles of roads, 

including access to two major connector roads, Main Street and Route 115.  These 

connector roads link Norfolk to Walpole, Franklin, Wrentham, Medfield, Millis and other 

communities as well as providing access to Routes 1, 1A and 95. 

 

Besides roads, Norfolk is home to several other transit and pedestrian transportation 

infrastructure, including an MBTA rail station, bus service from the Greater Attleboro 

Taunton Regional Transit Authority (GATRA) and a number of sidewalks.  With parking 

for up to 500 vehicles, the MBTA is a very attractive commuting opportunity. GATRA 

provides daily service (except on Sundays) to Wrentham, Foxboro and Franklin on its 

Tri-Town Connector. Bicycle racks are provided at the rail station, and Norfolk requires 

that at least 1 bicycle space is provided for every 20 parking spaces so bicycle racks are 

present at municipal and commercial facilities. 

 

Norfolkôs water system exists primarily through the townôs four municipal wells and 

individual private wells. There are 57 miles of water lines and two 1-million-gallon 

storage tanks. Due to an aggressive program to repair leaks, the volume of water pumped 

has dropped from 257.3 million gallons in 2009 to 159.2 million gallons in 2014. In order 

to accommodate future growth, the Town is pursuing development of a fifth  well site. 

 

Most sewer services in Norfolk are private, independent systems. The Town recently 

acquired a small wastewater treatment plant serves the Town Center area (including both 

townhouses and commercial development) that was developed privately. A second 

private treatment system serves a 136-unit age-restricted housing development with 

commercial space. A common septic system with force mains also serves the Townôs 

largest industrial park off Route 1A near the Wrentham town line in the C-1 district. 

 

Long-Term Development 

 

The current trend in single-family housing development could negatively affect the rural 

character of the town.  To counteract this possibility, the Town of Norfolk has enacted 

bylaws and regulations to protect the environment and open space. 

 

The Earth Removal Bylaw was adopted in 1970 to limit the impact from the removal of 

soil, gravel, sand or loam by requiring a special permit issued by the Planning Board.  

The bylaw has minimized cutting and filling associated with development since it was 

enacted. Exemptions include operations of a farm, nursery or cemetery as well as 

removal of less than 500 yd
3
 for an approved road or construction project, removal for 
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Town of Norfolk purposes and removal associated with an existing single family 

residence. 

 

The Wetlands Protection Bylaw adopted in 1989 protects wetlands and related water 

resources for their inherent benefits.  The bylaw protects public and private water supply, 

and groundwater. Also addressed are flood control, erosion and sedimentation control, 

storm damage prevention, water pollution prevention, aesthetics, agriculture and 

aquaculture.  Exempt from this bylaw are existing public utilities, normal maintenance 

and emergency projects. 

 

The Board of Health adopted the Underground Tank Bylaw (UTB) in 1981 to ensure that 

all tanks used to store liquids other than water underground were properly located.  Tanks 

are not allowed in the Zone of Influence of a public water supply or below the 

groundwater level.  Tanks must be made out of fiberglass if they are within four feet of 

high water or within 100 feet of surface water.  To compliment the UTB, the Stateôs Title 

5 sanitation standards regulates septic systems. 

 

Floodplain/Wetland Protection Districts were created in 1974 to prohibit alteration to 

flood levels during the predicted 100-year storm and to allow flood zones to continue to 

function as groundwater recharge areas, flood storage basins, wildlife habitat and open 

spaces available for recreation, education, and general welfare of Norfolk residents.  

Land intensive recreational uses include commercial golf courses, private clubs, and 

structures that would normally require special permit review by the Zoning Board of 

Appeals. 

 

In 1992, the Watershed Protection District was created to protect the water supply in the 

Town of Norfolk.  All land within 25 feet from the center of the watercourse and within 

25 feet from the high-water line of wetlands is included.  Building within the 25-foot 

buffer, including construction landfills or facilities to store salt, petroleum or other 

hazardous materials is prohibited. 

 

Also established in 1992 were the Aquifer and Water Supply and Interim Wellhead 

Protection Districts.  Created to protect and preserve aquifers and areas of groundwater 

supplies for public drinking, these bylaws create zones identified on the ñAquifer and 

Water Resource Protection Map ï Town of Norfolkò which may be amended as needed.   

 

Norfolk and itôs neighboring towns all face pressure from increased residential growth.  

Norfolk must diversify its tax base and acquire or protect open space to create a desirable 

community character.   

 

Zoning bylaws were changed at the Town Meeting in November 1993 to attract new 

businesses to Norfolk as explored in the Master Plan.  These changes made it easier to 

develop commercial property in the Routes 115 and 1A areas as well as the Town Center. 

 

Two zoning changes adopted to preserve open space and the Town character were 

ñMaximum Lot Coverage (Section H.1) and ñOpen Space Preservation (Section H.2).  

Section H.2 gives the Planning Board the authority, by special permit, to group smaller 

residential lots together to preserve at least 25% of the land as undeveloped open space.  

This alternative subdivision design allows for single family developments and saves open 
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space at the same time. The bylaw was significantly amended in 2002 to put more 

emphasis on the quality of open space. 

 

Zoning Section F.11, Site Plan Approval is required for any building other than a single-

family home.  This is to ensure that any changes to the land are compatible to the 

environment. 

 

The Shade Trees Act (M.G.L. c.87) and the Scenic Roads Act (M.G.L. c.40, Section 15c) 

help to maintain Norfolkôs rural character.  The Shade Trees Act states that a shade tree 

(any tree with a diameter greater than 1.5 inches and one foot from the ground) shall not 

be cut by anyone other than the Norfolk Tree Warden without his written permission.  

The only exception to this is trees that endanger a person on a highway or to control pests 

such as Dutch Elm disease. 

 

The Scenic Roads Act allows a non-numbered road to be designated as a ñscenic road.ò  

Thereafter any repair, maintenance, reconstruction or other work that involves the 

removal of stone walls or trees must be approved by the Planning Board.  Most roads are 

designated as scenic roads, with the exception of Route 115 and Route 1A, and roads 

within subdivisions.   

 

A buildout analysis completed in 2001 by the MAPC projected that at that time there 

were an additional 3,009 developable acres in Norfolk This translates into 2,295 

additional residential units, 6,816 additional residents (for a total buildout population of 

17,276), more than 2.8 million square feet of commercial and industrial space, about 

1,052 additional school children (for a buildout total of 2,846), an additional demand for 

water of 727,895 gallons per day and an additional 41 miles of roadway. It should be 

noted that buildout analyses are not a forecast nor are they associated with a time 

schedule. They simply estimate what ultimate development would be if the Town is fully 

built out under existing Zoning Bylaws.  

 

MAPC projects slow growth for Norfolk through 2030. Using 2 different assumptions 

(labeled ñStatus Quoò for the lower end of the range and ñStronger Regionò for the upper 

end), it projects Norfolkôs population to be 11,401-11,565 by 2020 and 11,623-11,944 by 

2030 compared to 11,407 in 2014. It should be noted that developments under Chapter 

40B of Massachusetts General Laws, of which several have been proposed in Norfolk, 

may impact these projections. 

 

The Townôs B-1 zoning district in the center of town provides for mixed-unit 

development and with greater residential densities than the single-family districts which 

allow 1 house per 30,000 (R-1), 43,560 (R-2) and 55,000 (R-3) square foot lots. The C-1d 

and C-6 districts also allow denser, multi-family and mixed-use development. The B-1, 

C-1 and C-6 districts are the primary business and commercial districts 

 

Map 2 illustrates Norfolkôs zoning districts. 
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ENVIRONMENTAL INVENTORY AND ANALYSIS  

 

 
Geology, Soils and Topography 

 

Norfolkôs geology is a result of glacial activity that occurred most recently about 20,000 

years ago. It consists of an uneven mass of bedrock covered with till or outwash material. 

The bedrock is generally less than 50 feet below the surface, but outcrops are not 

uncommon.  

 

Map 3 illustrates the soils of Norfolk. Most (about 56%) of the soils are sandy and 

gravelly soils (Hinckley-Windsor-Sudbury Association).  These soils are good for a 

variety of development; residential, commercial or industrial and are especially good for 

developing new sources of groundwater as well as mining sand and gravel.  

 

Norfolk is also home to large sections of Gloucester-Charlton-Acton (20%) and Muck-

Whitman-Ridgebury-Scarboro (17%) soils.  Gloucester-Charlton-Acton are moderately to 

well drained stony soils that are well suited for agriculture (once the stones are removed), 

recreation and woodland.  Site characteristics may render them poorly suited for sewage 

disposal.  Muck-Whitman-Ridgebury-Scarboro are poorly to very poorly drained mineral 

soils found along waterways and floodplains.  They excel in recreation, wildlife and 

woodlands uses but are very limited in terms of residential, commercial and industrial 

development because of water saturation. 

 

There are also pockets of stony Scituate-Paxton-Essex soils found in 4% of the town.  

They are moderately well drained and best suited for agriculture and woodland because 

of their ability to hold moisture.  Thus, these soils are poorly suited for residential, 

commercial and industrial development that require on-site sewage disposal because of 

this high permeability.  

 

The very stony Hollis-Shapleigh is also found in a minority of the town (3%) and is best 

suited for wildlife and woodland because of the presence of shallow bedrock, limiting the 

prospects for development. 

 

Norfolk consists of post-glacial low hills and open valleys and elevations ranging from 

120 to 300 feet above sea level.  The presence of the Charles River at the northern border 

provides surface draining via smaller tributaries. 

 

Landscape Character 

 

Norfolk offers a scenic landscape character that offers wooded landscape accentuated by 

farmlands and ponds.  The Town still has several farms including horse and 

fruit/vegetable as well as designated open space and conservation land to preserve its 

rural appearance.  These elements provide a pleasant and productive environment in 

which to live and work. 

 

The Town Center is being developed and expanded in a manner consistent with 

traditional New England town center development. Overhead utilities were moved  
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underground, the roadways reconstructed and two roundabouts installed.  Also, sidewalks 

and pedestrian facilities have been improved.  The public library was expanded and Town 

Hill improved. Townhouses have been developed within walking distance to the MBTA 

commuter rail station and additional residential development in and near the Town Center 

has been proposed. Some commercial development has also taken place in the area once 

known as the ñmoonscape,ò with more being proposed. 

 

Norfolkôs many streams, brooks, ponds and wetlands provide wildlife and recreational 

opportunities.  Canoeing and fishing are popular along the Charles River as well as 

Highland Lake and City Mills Pond.  Stony Brook and the Bristol Blake Reservation 

provide access to hiking trails and as well as opportunities to observe wildlife habitats. 

Since the development of open space subdivisions, there are now several additional 

dedicated open space areas available to nearby residents. 

 

Water Resources 

 

Map 4 illustrates the surface waters of Norfolk. As discussed previously, the Charles 

River has had an impact on the Townôs development and history. Beginning at Populatic 

Pond and flowing eastward, the entire Town drains into the Charles River or its 

tributaries, the Mill River and the Stop River. 

 

The Mill River originates in Wrentham, flows through Lake Pearl as Eagle Brook and 

crosses the Wrentham-Norfolk line where the Mill River continues through City Mills 

Pond, Cress/Millers Brook and Comeyôs Pond before connecting with the Charles River. 

 

In the east, the Stop River begins near the border with Wrentham and runs by the Norfolk 

State Correctional Institute as well as Highland Lake and tributaries Stony Brook, Mann 

Pond Lateral and Prison Farm Lateral before entering Medfield and connecting to the 

Charles River. 

 

There are many bodies of water in Norfolk, but that does not mean that they are all easily 

accessible and usable.  The State Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan (SCORP) 

gives high priority to inland waterway access and the expansion of water-based 

recreation.  However, disparity exists; Populatic Pond has a boat ramp with on-street 

parking but City Mills Pond and Comeyôs Ponds are owned by the Conservation 

Commission and are only intended for fishing and picnicking.  Also owned by the 

Commission is a shorefront on Kingsbury Pond, and while Highland Lake is also publicly 

accessible, all other ponds are privately owned with public access prohibited. 

 

Norfolk has a history of flooding with major floods in 1936, 1938, 1955 and 1968 with 

1955 classified as a ñrare floodò even greater than a 100-year event as two hurricanes 

arrived one after the other. Hurricane Connie deposited 2 inches of rain and Hurricane 

Diane added another 14.8 inches.  March of 1968 brought another flood when heavy rain 

(5.5 inches) fell during a winter of heavy snowfall and already water-saturated soil and 

streams.   

 

As a result of the intense flooding from these events, the Army Corps of Engineers has 

studied the surrounding area and determined the importance of the extensive marshes, 

swamps and wet meadows surrounding the Charles River in greatly reducing flooding in  
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the communities nearby.  This study lead to Congress authorizing the ñCharles River 

Natural Valley Storage Areaò (Public Law 93-251) and allowing the Army Corps of 

Engineers to acquire 17 wetland areas totaling 8,103 acres. 

 

Three of these areas are partially or entirely within Norfolk; Area G along the Charles 

and Stop Rivers, Areas K along the Stop River and Area L along the Mill River.  Totaling 

36.35 acres, this land is preserved in its natural state for flood control, fish and wildlife 

management and passive recreation (bird watching, hiking, canoeing, fishing, cross-

country skiing).  Public access to this land is available through the Corps which 

encourages the above passive recreation activities, but limits access due to the proximity 

of the Massachusetts Department of Corrections facility. 

 

Map 4 illustrates the Townôs wells, aquifers, and the Zone II water supply protection 

areas. Norfolkôs aquifers represent a significant resource of potential regional 

significance since they must be protected to guarantee a clean water supply in the years to 

come.  Norfolk has 4 municipal wells (2 each at Gold Street and Spruce Road), which 

draw from the Charles River Watershed. There are also several Department of 

Corrections wells and Wrentham State School wells located in Norfolk.  The exceptional 

soil conditions make Norfolkôs land area better than normal for aquifers.   

 

Map 4 also illustrates the wetlands in Norfolk. Wetlands are scattered throughout the 

Town, with heavier concentrations along the major waterways.  Approximately 1,239 

acres (12.5% of Norfolkôs land area) have been identified as wetlands.  These areas are 

protected under the Massachusetts Wetlands Protection Act (M.G.L. c.131, s.40). Norfolk 

also has its own wetlands protection bylaw. In addition, Norfolkôs local Conservation 

Commission regulations provide protection for vernal pools which is not provided in the 

State law.  

 

The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) has identified flood zones shown 

on several Community Panels as listed in the Zoning Bylaw, and most recently updated 

on July 17, 2012. As reported in Table 4, there was no net loss of wetlands in Norfolk in 

the period from 1971 to 1999. 

 

Vegetation, Wildlife and Fisheries 

 

Map 5 depicts the types of vegetation of the Town.  Norfolkôs vegetation is dominated by 

deciduous forests.  Upland forests are typically dominated by red oak, shagbark hickory 

and white pine which tend to appear in land cleared since the 19
th
 century.  Forested 

Wetlands are largely red maple near streams to water and include speckled alder, 

highbush blueberry, sweet pepperbush underbrush with elm, popular and willow trees.  

Similarly, the Scrub-shrub Wetlands have trees growing in saturated or standing water, 

these are usually willow, buttonbush, meadow sweet, hardhack and red-oiser dogwood.  

The Emergent Wetland is home to semi-woody plants growing in water up to eighteen 

inches deep including cattail, purple loosestrife, reed blue-joint, and sedge while Aquatic 

vegetation either floats or has roots on the bottom contains white water lily, bladderwort 

and duckweed. 
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