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The Town of Athol is in the process of updating its Master Plan, a long-range planning document 
that will create a community vision and guide future growth and development. Athol's previous 
plan was completed in 2002, although sections of the document have been updated since. This 
effort has been made possible through a $49,000 Planning Assistance Grant distributed by the 
Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs.  

A Master Plan is important because it outlines a community's vision for the next ten to twenty years 
and establishes goals and priorities for a wide range of topics. To launch the Master Plan update, 
the town created a community survey to identify goals for the following topics: Housing, 
Transportation, Economic Development, Community Facilities and Services, Open Space and 
Recreation, Natural and Cultural Resources, Land Use and Zoning, and Public Health. 

A public survey was conducted from March 12, 2024, to March 25, 2024, and received 242 responses. 
The survey was advertised across various town platforms, including the Athol Daily Time. Hard 
copies were available at the Town Hall, Senior Center, and Library. In tandem to the survey a 
Crowdsource Map was also launched, allowing residents to pinpoint location specific concerns or 
priorities throughout the community.  

On April 8, BSC Group gave a presentation at the Public Library to kick off the public engagement 
process for the Master Plan. This meeting covered the survey results and presented initial findings 
and potential goals and objectives for each Master Plan topic, informed by the input provided from 
residents. 
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Crowdsource Map  

Figure 1. Preferred Locations and Density for New Housing 

 

Several locations were identified by residents as potential locations for new housing. 
Responses are primarily in support of apartment style housing, with two locations 
proposed for mixed density housing.  
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Figure 2. Preferred Locations for Public Transit  

 

Two areas were identified as ideal locations for public transportation. The location in 
downtown Athol indicates potential for a restored train line service.   
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Figure 3. Preferred Locations for Protection and/or Conservation 

 

Two dots were placed on the Bidwell property, indicating a preference for the property to 
potentially become conservation land. Two other locations in town were identified as 
preferred locations for protection. The Town of Athol recently conducted a Site Planning 
exercise for the Bidwell Property, hearing a general consensus to maintain the property as 
open space or conservation land. 
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Figure 4. Preferred Locations for Infrastructure Upgrades and Repairs 

 

Several locations in town were identified as preferred locations for infrastructure upgrades 
and repairs. One parks and recreation facility was identified because of future potential and 
a current lack of use. Additional locations were marked indicating needed pedestrian 
improvements to implement safety precautions. Traffic calming and bicycle facilities were 
also mapped, citing dangerous roadways and unsafe conditions for cyclists. 
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Figure 5. Preferred Locations for Additional Commercial Amenities 

 

Several locations in the downtown area were identified as preferred locations for additional 
commercial amenities, with a consensus for small, independently owned businesses.  
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Community Feedback 

 

In total, the survey received 242 responses. Of those who participated in the survey 
approximately half report being residents of the town for 30 years or more. About 61% 
identify as women and most of the survey participants are over the age of 35, with the 
greatest portion of participants 65 and older. Open space and recreation received the most 
interest as a master plan topic, followed by land use and zoning, natural and cultural 
resources, economic development, and public health. 

For more details and specific survey results, please see Appendix A.  

During the public visioning session that occurred on April 8, 2024 attendees had the 
opportunity to review goals and indicate support with a green sticker dot. Images of the 
boards are included in the summary below. 

To view all of the boards from the public meeting, please see Appendix B. 
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Vision Statement 

As part of the process to create a Vision Statement, participants were asked to complete a 
series of questions about Athol.   

 

 

I would describe Athol as:  Having potential; visionary in planning; very working class; 
welcoming with many positives. 

One of my favorite places in Athol is: Downtown; library; Market Basket; Bearsden; Silver 
Lake; Millers River; YMCA; Bird & Nature Club; areas to walk/hike. 

One of my favorite things to do in Athol is: Downtown events; 4th Friday Fest; River Rat 
Carnival; hiking; volunteering; enjoying nature. 

One of my favorite reasons for living in Athol is: Great people and town employees; access 
to open space; familiarity; affordability; nice people who know each other. 

I would like to see Athol become more: Bed & breakfast/eco-tourism; bustling & thriving 
downtown. 

I think Athol would be better if it had: a Farmers market; busy downtown with small 
businesses and restaurants; rural residential farm lot zoning; cleaner; updated parks & trails; 
more trees downtown. 
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Quality of Life 

Those surveyed identify Athol's rural small town feel as their favorite aspect of living In Athol, 
followed by the agriculture and open space in town. Residents report a desire for increased safety 
and cleanliness, better schools, and more employment opportunities. Residents also report a need 
for high-speed internet capability and more cultural and entertainment opportunities.  
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0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Availability of housing

Other (please specify)

Quality of public school system

Proximity to highways and regional destinations

Safety/low crime

Sense of community

Proximity to family and friends

Agriculture, open space, and forested landscapes

Rural, small-town feel

What are your favorite aspects of living in Athol?

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

A "bedroom" community.

An innovative, climate resilient community.

A community that offers housing diversity for all
life-stages, lifestyles, and income levels.

A regional economic hub for business, services,
and healthcare.

A regional destination for outdoor recreation.

In the future I'd like Athol to be...

Disagree Neutral Agree
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Housing 

Residents were polled about where they think new housing should be built. 32% report that 
housing should be constructed in areas that are already developed, such as downtown or on lots 
that have frontages with existing roadways.  Residents agree that senior housing is needed, as well 
increased housing diversity, including single family houses and apartment style dwelling units.  

 

 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Single-family houses on small lots (< 5,000 SF)

Single-family houses on large lots (> 5,000 SF)

Small multi-family homes (2-3 Family)

Apartment (4-8 units)

Apartment (More than 8 units)

Townhouses/Duplexes

Condominiums

Senior Housing (55+)

Assisted Living Facilities

Accessory apartments/dwelling units

What type of housing do you think Athol needs more of?

Disagree Neutral Agree
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Transportation 

Those surveyed identify bridge repairs and roadway infrastructure improvements as high priority 
actions for the future. Medium priority actions include pedestrian infrastructure and streetscape 
Improvements, gateway area aesthetic improvements, and traffic calming measures around town.  

 

 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Improve pedestrian infrastructure.

Improve bicycle infrastructure (bike lanes, repair
stations, racks).

Improve roadway infrastructure.

Increase access to public transportation.

Improve and increase safety at key locations, including
the Route 2 corridor.

Improve parking conditions and parking supply in the
downtown district.

Prioritize bridges for rehabilitation.

Improve streetscapes and aesthetics of gateway areas.

Promote traffic calming measures throughout town.

What transportation improvements/upgrades should be a priorotiy for the 
town?

High Priority Medium Priority Low Priority
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Economic Development 

The survey results indicate that residents would like to see more small and independently owned 
businesses in town and small-scale skilled production. Residents also agree that more medical 
facilities and healthcare as well as agriculturally based businesses are desired in town. 

 

 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

Home-based businesses

Agricultural-based businesses and services

Small, independently owned businesses

Large-scale manufacturing

Small-scale production (e.g. skilled trades, brewery,
artisan)

High-tech industry

Medical facilities and healthcare services

Shopping center

What kind of economic development would you like to see more of in Athol?

Neutral No Yes
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Community Facilities and Services 

Residents identified the following actions as high priority items the Town should focus on: 
preserving land for a future water supply, implementing infrastructure improvements, and 
implementing a residential trash collection service.  Medium priority actions include upgrading 
town facilities and increasing public safety/ emergency preparedness. 

 

 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Improve and upgrade town buildings, services, and
facilities.

Increase public safety and emergency preparedness.

Implement infrastructure improvements.

Encourage energy efficiency upgrades and programs
such as solar, clean energy, and utility purchase…

Preserve land for future water supply.

Implement a residential trash collection service.

What community services and facilities should Athol focus on?

High Priority Medium Priority Low Priority
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Land Use and Zoning 

Related to land use, those who participated in the survey indicate that development should occur 
on vacant or underutilized parcels near the downtown (70%). Uses supported by residents include 
open space, with less support for residential and industrial uses. 

 

 

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%

Encourage commercial development.

Encourage industrial development.

Encourage residential development.

Promote clustered/compact residential development
that protects open space.

Minimize new development and maximize protection
of open space.

Increase the housing supply downtown.

Please indicate your preferences for land use and zoning.

High Priority Medium Priority Low Priority
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Public Health 

The survey asked, "What initiatives should the Town focus on?" Results for high priorities indicate 
youth development, violence prevention, substance abuse prevention, and access to affordable 
healthcare.  

 

 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

Active Living and Healthy Lifestyle

Equity/Environmental Justice

Food Security

Homelessness

Access to Affordable Healthcare

Substance Abuse Prevention

Violence Prevention

Youth Development

What public health initiatives should the town focus on?

High Priority Medium Priority Low Priority
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Open Space and Recreation 

The survey polled support for the Community Preservation Act (CPA), receiving 75% in support and 
25% against adopting CPA. High priority open space actions include protecting more open space 
areas, improving existing parks and recreational areas, and providing better maintenance at 
riverfront areas, lakes, and beaches. For more information about the CPA, see Appendix C.  

 

 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Create new parks and recreation facilities.

Improve rail trails and/or access to Millers River

Create linkages and enhance connections from the 
Athol’s green spaces to its blue spaces.

Protect more open space areas to keep them as open
space/natural land in perpetuity.

Improve existing parks and recreational areas.

Provide better maintenance at riverfront areas, lakes,
and beaches.

Develop new, and expand existing, multi-use
recreational trails.

Improve signage at recreational and conservation
areas.

How should Athol prioritize open space and recreation?

High Priority Medium Priority Low Priority
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Natural and Cultural Resources 

High priority actions identified include maintaining existing conservation areas, protecting private 
forests and farmland, and protecting natural water systems, and protecting historic buildings. 

 

 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

Actively promote historic and cultural resources
through a marketing program.

Update local bylaws and regulations to implement
sustainable development, best management…

Acquire and connect conservation lands.

Actively maintain existing conservation areas.

Protect private forests and farmland.

Protect natural water systems.

Protect historic buildings.

Preserve scenic roadways and vistas.

Enhance existing events and traditions.

Introduce new community events.

Encourage enjoyment of art, music, food, and
entertainment.

What natural and cultural resources should the town prioritize?

High Priority Medium Priority Low Priority
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Public Notices and Press  

Two news publications were posted by the Athol Daily News, advertising the Master Plan Update 
Effort and release of the survey. The Athol Selectmen also made several Facebook Posts about the 
surveys and public meeting, providing advanced notice to residents. 

 

Prior Community Planning Efforts 

 


