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Dedication 
 

The Town Plan Committee hereby dedicates the 2004 Town Plan of Conservation and 
Development to Norman F. “Tommy” Thompson for his 30 years of service to the community as 
chairman and member of the Colebrook Inland Wetlands Agency. Tommy’s tireless work to 
protect the natural resources of our town stands as a shining example of the importance of 
volunteerism and commitment. The legacy of his service stands today as clean drinking water, 
clear-running brooks, and robust wetland communities. Tommy, we thank you.  
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The Colebrook Town Plan of Conservation and Development Committee 
 
The Colebrook Town Plan of Conservation and Development Committee is an ad hoc 
subcommittee of the Colebrook Planning and Zoning Commission and was created specifically to 
create the Town Plan. Our membership includes: 
 
 
Harry White, Chairman 
Ann Bowen, Planning and Zoning Commission 
Robert Bull, Selectman 
Sally Estock 
John Frierson 
John Garrels, Planning and Zoning Commission 
Joyce Hemingson, Ph.D 
Alesia Maltz, Ph.D 
Greg Millard 
Linda Raciborski 
Nealie Small 
Ed Stevenson 
 
Report prepared by Harry White and John Garrels 
Contributors include Joyce Hemingson and Linda Raciborski 
Photography by Robert Grigg and Harry White 
 
The Natural Resources Inventory was prepared by the Farmington River Watershed Association 
with funding provided by the Farmington River Coordinating Committee. The Town Plan 
Committee extends its thanks to Tom Stanton and Kevin Case for their work in securing grant 
funding for this important element of the Town Plan. 
 
The Town Plan Committee would also like to thank the following people for their consultations 
and assistance in the creation of the Plan at no cost to the town: 
 
Robert Grigg, Town Historian, photographer, and essayist 
Jim Gibbons, UConn NEMO Program 
Jim Gruber, Antioch New England Institute 
Tom McGowan, Planner and author of the 1991 Town Plan 
Karl Nilsen, Colebook Zoning and Wetlands Officer and sage commentator 
Northwest Conservation District (Jean Cronauer and Sean Hayden) 
Jerry Rathbun, Colebrook First Selectman 
Alan White, CT DOT 
 
 

The Town Plan of Conservation and Development: Definition and Purpose 
 
 The Town Plan of Conservation and Development is a state-mandated document (CGS 8-
23) that is to be used to guide the conservation, growth, land use policies, and development of a 
community. It is an advisory tool that identifies the community’s goals and provides a framework 
of needs, actions, and priorities. Town boards should use the Plan as a guideline for the creation 
of policies and regulation that protect community values while balancing growth and 
preservation.  
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Part I 

Natural Resources 
 
 
 
Overview 

 
Colebrook is one of the most rural communities in the Northwest Highlands. Our 

landscape is one of forest, brook, field, and pond, one where the black bear roams and the sharp-
shinned hawk soars. From the pristine wetlands of the Loon Brook basin and the thundering 
waters of the Still River Gorge, to the delicate meadows on Eno Hill and the forested expanse of 
the Algonquin State Forest, Colebrook remains a place of stunning beauty and robust ecosystems. 
Survey respondents ranked the quality of the town's natural environment as one of their highest 
community values. 

 
Human activity can degrade the integrity of the environment and create adverse impacts 

on our neighbors. As we begin the third century of the Industrial Revolution, we are learning 
about the real costs: one only has to drive a half-hour south or east to see the incredible 
conversion of rural communities to suburban enclaves. We are learning that it is essential to be 
most careful of our natural environment lest we foul our own nest as well as the nests of our 
neighbors. We are learning that if many people are to live together in a community, each person 
has to be aware and considerate of our shared environment. As we struggle to solve the social and 
environmental problems of human land use and development, we have to confront the limitations 
of the natural landscape.  A septic system in one place may pollute a well in another. Activities 
that degrade a brook affect everyone downstream. A new home on a hillside may have a nice 
view, yet ruin the view for all. 

 
We have learned that 

development in certain places - where 
the soil is shallow, on steep hillsides, 
or where the land is wet much of the 
time - is inappropriate because it 
causes problems that natural 
environmental processes may not be 
able to cure. We are learning that 
similar restraints are needed in the 
social landscape as well. In order to 
protect our chosen rural way of life, 
we have to protect the landscape that 
supports it. 

 
The term "open space" is 

subject to many interpretations. Some believe that open space means wildlands; others see it as 
recreation areas, working lands, or even as "the nothings between somethings". The latter concept 
considers open space as non-productive because it does not contain development or produce tax 
revenue. The clear implication is that only developed lands have value.  

 
However, rather than having a negative economic impact on Colebrook's tax base, open 

space conservation has, and can continue to have, the opposite effect. Open space requires little or 
no infrastructural service and hence costs the town very little. In contrast, single family homes 
often do not pay enough taxes to cover the costs of the public services they receive (particularly 
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in the public education realm). Several recent studies have highlighted the dramatic implications 
of unrestrained single-family home construction, with towns like Barkhamsted and New Hartford 
facing costs of almost two dollars for every one dollar of tax income gained from such taxpayers. 
Open space costs are typically around thirty cents per dollar of income gained. 

 
Another misconception is that permanently protected lands are "off of the tax rolls". As a 

community, we afford non-profit organizations that serve the town with tax-exempt status 
because they support the public good. While the lands owned by our community land trust and 
other non-profits are not taxed, many permanently protected parcels are in private ownership. 
This is accomplished by the use of conservation easements and by the sale or donation of 
development rights. Thus, the conservation of the landscape and the tax base is perpetuated. The 
town should encourage landowners to take advantage of these instruments and the personal 
income tax benefits they afford. 

 
As one New Hartford resident recently wrote, "designated open spaces are the heroes of 

our tax base … with positive revenue generation and no risk for future development, open space 
should be one of our top goals." We would be wise to heed these words from our neighboring 
towns that are losing their affordable tax base, rich natural resources, and rural way of life to 
sprawl. 

 
 There are other benefits of open space, no less important than a secure, affordable tax 
base. Ownerships adjacent to land trust holdings or other protected areas have increased property 
values and correspondingly produce more tax revenue. Our wonderful countryside attracts a 
vibrant weekender and summer colony that contributes to the local economy and culture while 
requiring few town services. Open space conservation protects our drinking water, privacy, 
recreation places, views, wildlife, taxes, and our legacy for the future. 
 
 
Areas of Concern 
 Colebrook has a total area of 33 square miles that encompasses 21,050 acres. Of this, 
approximately 3700 acres (17%) are under permanent protection. We live in and around one of 
the largest forest blocks in southern New England. The unprotected but undeveloped MDC and 
NU holdings in Colebrook total approximately 4519 acres (21%). This land is not safe from 
development, especially in light of the planned divestiture of NU lands expected within the next 
decade and the stunning selloff of water company lands elsewhere in Connecticut in the recent 
past. Camp Jewel’s woodlands and 
Triangle Lake include about 340 acres 
and along with town land (382 acres) 
and private recreation lands (274 
acres) bring the total to 995 acres 
(5%). Additional private lands are 
protected under non-permanent town 
open space tax categories or PA490 
lands. All of these elements are today 
integrated into a functional network 
of connected forest blocks that 
supports the wildlife that we see and 
hear around us. However, we can see 
that while Colebrook has large 
expanses of natural landscape, only 
17% is protected in perpetuity. The 
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fate of the remaining open space is in our hands as Colebrook residents and citizens of 
Connecticut. 
  

Development is inevitable: families grow, children fledge, and refugees from the urban 
and suburban worlds discover the virtues of Colebrook. Can we blame them? The challenge is to 
protect our natural resources while accommodating controlled growth.; otherwise, we will lose 
the essence of small-town living and become another homogenized suburban community. 

The following are some important landscape concerns: 
1. Wetlands 
2. Woodlands 
3. Aquifer Recharge Areas 
4. Scenic Roads and Roadside Elements 
5. Farms and Meadows 
6. Special Natural and Agricultural Areas List 
7. Invasive Species 

 
1.Wetlands 

Colebrook's wetlands are important because they filter our drinking water, provide 
habitat for plant and animal life, purify surface water, control flooding and erosion, recharge our 
aquifers, and allow the opportunity for education and recreation. Wetlands are protected by state 
statutes and by the Colebrook Inland Wetlands and Watercourses Agency (IWWA) and shall not 
be drained, filled, or altered to accommodate development without a permit. While the Colebrook 
IWWA has served the town well for the past 30 years, it continues to discover landowners who 
have altered wetlands without a permit. There has also been a historic shortfall in the town's 
resources to provide follow-up inspections of permitted activities. Allocation of adequate funds to 
support the Land Use Office is vital in order to protect the integrity of our priceless natural 

resources. Several important watersheds, as 
well as riparian buffers and vernal pools, are 
discussed in more detail below. 

 
The Sandy Brook watershed is the 

major hydrologic feature of the town and 
deserves special mention. The watershed 
includes the Loon Brook and Center Brook 
subbasins and their associated springs and 
feeder brooks. Sandy Brook is an outstanding 
mountain stream that offers technical fishing 
and kayaking challenges in a dramatic setting. 
The three-mile segment through the section of 
the Algonquin State Forest along Sandy Brook 
Road has been designated a State Natural 
Area, which provides permanent protection. 
The segment also serves as a major nursery 
stream in the Connecticut Department of 
Environmental Protection’s Atlantic salmon 
restoration program. With its steep slopes, 
cascading feeder streams, spectacular wildlife, 
and location within one of the largest state 
forests, Sandy Brook merits the town’s 
attention and careful stewardship. 
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Loon Brook is a defining feature across the heart of Colebrook. Its terminal basin near 
Colebrook center supports songbirds, wading birds, and other wildlife across a series of old and 
new beaver impoundments. From the shrub swamp on Rockwell Road (Rt. 182-A), to the 
crossing at Little Kingdom on Phelps Road, to the dramatic headwaters marsh on Shantry Road, 
the Loon Brook watershed is a robust aquatic ecosystem that is largely intact and deserving of 
protection. It drains into Center Brook, a wonderful mountain stream that cascades along Pisgah 
Mountain Road in private lands. Landowners along Sandy Brook, Loon Brook, and Center Brook 
should be encouraged to place permanent protection along the wetland corridors and beyond. 
 

In addition to large watersheds, there are many riparian buffers of significance 
throughout our town. Riparian buffers are undisturbed areas of vegetation that provide protection 
for streams and brooks. For example, forests around waterways serve as a force of resistance 
against the power and unpredictability of water. Tree roots stabilize stream banks and beds by 
preventing slumping and stream realignment and therefore minimize the entry of sediments into 
the waterway. This service maintains the sediment-free, cobble-rich bottom that is a critical 
element of fish nesting success. Trees also provide shade, which helps maintain the cold water 
temperatures that are necessary to support the native biodiversity of our streams and brooks. Tree 
leaves intercept rainfall and slows its rate of delivery to the forest floor, lessening the impacts of 
sudden or heavy rains. During rainstorms, sediments carried in overland runoff are trapped in the 

dense groundstory vegetation 
and woody debris that slows the 
flow of water. And perhaps 
most fundamentally, riparian 
buffers provide the woody 
debris that is the main energy 
source at the base of riverine 
food webs.  

Riparian buffers help 
diminish the effects of 
disturbances to land due to 
development and road system 
management. In doing so, they 
protect the quality of our 
wetlands and well water and 
therefore the health of our rural 
community. Since buffers 

parallel brooks, they also serve as natural corridors for wildlife movement while providing 
resources to resident and migratory species. Many of Colebrook’s roads parallel the network of 
brooks, streams, and rivers and their buffers. These buffers protect the enduring evidence of 19th 
Century industrial archaeological sites, such as tanneries and mill sites. Therefore, by protecting 
and enhancing existing buffers, and by fostering the natural restoration of degraded ones, the 
community is afforded clean water, the perpetuation of the rural aesthetic, and the preservation of 
our history. 

 
Vernal pools are another important wetland resource in Colebrook. Also known as spring 

ponds or ephemeral wetlands, vernal pools are temporary wetlands that fill with water between 
fall and spring and are usually dry by late summer. Vernal pools are essential for the life cycle of 
many invertebrates and amphibians. Most vernal pool species do not live their entire lives in the 
pool but migrate in response to seasonal ponding and drying. Mole salamanders and wood frogs 
spend 90% of their lives in the surrounding uplands, perhaps up to a quarter mile from the pool. 
Vernal pools are an important component of the forest community as they support a productive 
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food web that benefits reptiles, birds, and mammals. Because they are ephemeral, they are subject 
to destruction during development, land conversion, and logging. It is recommended that the 
IWWA or a potential town conservation commission develop a plan to create a vernal pool map 
for use by the town's land use boards. 
 

Because of the multiple community values embodied in wetlands, they should be 
afforded the maximum practical protection. The town's land use regulations should be amended 
to exclude wetlands and steep slopes in the determination of minimum lot size because wetlands 
are not to be utilized or modified by homeowners. We should increase wetland and watercourse 
setbacks and give upland review zones careful consideration given the knowledge that wetlands 
and their surrounding lands function as an integrated unit. Brook crossings must be minimized 
because they fragment the natural stream continuity that is critical to our wild fish populations. 
 
2. Woodlands 

Colebrook's woodlands are perhaps its 
defining landscape trait. Our forests provide us 
with environmental, ecological, and economic 
values. Undisturbed forestlands deliver clean 
water, wildlife, cooler summers, warmer winters, 
and the rural aesthetic. At least 20 state-listed rare 
and endangered species inhabit Colebrook's forests 
and associated wetlands that also harbor bobcat, 
fisher, black bear, mink, coyote, moose, and more. 
Working forestlands support the local timber and 
firewood economy and create early-successional 
habitats favorable to white-tailed deer, some 
upland birds, and small game animals. Sustainable 
forestry, conducted by licensed, conscientious 
foresters and loggers, can be compatible with the 
conservation of Colebrook's wild places and forest 
products history. We just have to balance working 
lands with protected lands. 

 
Housing development, poorly executed 

logging, and land-clearing practices fragment woodlands and degrade habitats and ecosystem 
quality. Development activity breaks subtle but important linkages in the landscape, such as those 
between amphibians and their wetland and upland homes. Incremental development can 
ultimately lead to the local extirpation of many of the charismatic animals that have returned to 
our hills and valleys after centuries of absence. Our forests can only be protected by a 
combination of land use office diligence, landowner education, encouraging the use of 
conservation easements, and open space acquisition by the town, the Colebrook Land 
Conservancy, and the state. 
 
3. Aquifer Recharge Areas  

All Colebrook residents obtain their drinking water from underground sources.  It is 
therefore vital to protect the groundwater resource for our community and for those using the 
same aquifer in surrounding towns. The most important aquifer and recharge sites in town include 
the Algonquin/Sandy Brook aquifer in the vicinity of Algonquin State Forest, the Robertsville 
aquifer near the confluence of Sandy Brook and the Still River, the Phelps Corners aquifer on 
upper Sandy Brook, the Colebrook Brook aquifer near the southern reach of Route 183, and the 
Mill Brook aquifer near the southern end of Pinney Street. Development within these zones 
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should be constrained and should not result in the pollution of ground or surface waters or cause a 
reduction in water supply. 
  
4. Scenic Roads and Roadside Elements 

Colebrook's roadways are both a source of pride and concern. They carry us on our daily 
travels, bring us into spectacular places, and make our town a destination for leaf peepers during 
the fall foliage season. The roads are also a source of concern because their management has a 
direct influence on the quality of the town's environment. Potential impacts radiate from wherever 
we live and travel. Part IV of the Town Plan details paved and dirt roadway management issues. 

 
From the grand 200-year-old sugar maples of the historic district to the sentinel eastern 

white pine giant at Phelps Flat, street trees are a defining feature of our community. In the past, 
street tree and shrub management has been limited to the work done by utilities, a summer sickle-
bar mowing, and post-storm cleanup by the road crew. The result is that today we have roadways 
populated with dead and dying hazard trees and no plan for the replacement of the historic 
specimens. 

 
The selectmen and the town road crew are responsible for management of the roads in 

town. Under state statute, the stewardship of roadside trees and shrubs is the responsibility of the 
town tree warden. In 2004, the selectmen instigated a new street tree initiative with an active 
commitment to removing hazard trees and protecting the health of the town's street tree 
population. In order to ensure the success of this program, the selectmen must direct the town 
road crew to work closely with the tree warden in all roadside tree and shrub work. 
 

Stonewalls are important historical artifacts and a visual reminder our agricultural past. 
The town should protect all stonewalls in 
the public right-of-way, especially as 
they become an economic commodity. 
Revisions to the town’s land use 
regulations can take the form of including 
stone walls in the list of planning 
elements that must be considered in the 
routine zoning and environmental 
assessments conducted prior to 
development. Subdivision lists already 
require that attention be given to special 
historic landmarks, archaeological sites, 
wetlands, aquifers, and other factors.   
 

Development proposals that 
affect the roads and roadsides of 
Colebrook should be reviewed by the 
town regulatory and advisory agencies to 
ensure that any proposed structure or site 
alterations (including grading, filling, and 
the removal of trees, stonewalls, or other 
existing landscape features) does not 
degrade the scenic quality of the road or 
roadside. The intent is to minimize any 
interference with views or vistas afforded 
from the scenic road. Efforts should be 
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made to add appropriate byways to the town's official "scenic roads" list. Part IV encompasses 
scenic roads other issues concerned with road and roadside maintenance that affect resource 
quality. 
 
5. Farms and Meadows 

Farms and meadows are an important part of Colebrook’s history and landscape mosaic. 
Our resident agriculturalists raise beef and rare-breed cattle, hogs, goats, horses, fowl, hay, trees, 

ornamentals, and vegetables. While the 
economic contribution of local 
agriculture is relatively small today, we 
can protect our future capacity by 
protecting farms and fields today. 
 

Farms and meadows can 
provide important, if not critical, 
wildlife habitat for a number of species 
including many declining migratory 
songbirds. Farms and meadows often 
harbor our most productive agricultural 
soils that are also most suitable for 
development. Thus, they are among the 
first landscape elements lost to sprawl. 
Any proposed development must 

minimize the disruption of the scenic quality of the site, and retain the maximum possible 
meadowland for future agricultural use. The proposed development or subdivision shall maximize 
the use of the least productive land and protect prime agricultural soils through such means as 
clustering mitigated by the set aside of development rights for the undeveloped portion. 

 
By protecting these important natural resources, we can preserve our history, wildlife, 

and the agricultural needs of the future.  
 

6. Special Natural and Agricultural Areas 
a. Sandy Brook and environs 
b. Loon Brook basin (from town center to the Norfolk line, and especially its headwaters) 
c. Center Brook and environs 
d. Beech Hill Brook and woodland environs (MDC and private landowners) 
e. Hale Farm 
f. Phelps Farm 
g. Smith Hill and Stillman Hill farms 
h. Jasmin and Gray Farms 
i. Lake Triangle (YMCA) 
j. Eno Hill meadow (Town of Colebrook)   
k. Colebrook River Lake (MDC/ACE lands) 
l. Algonquin State Forest (3 different blocks in town) 
m. The Kitchel Wilderness 
n. State Line Farm 
o. Panorama Hill 
p. Phelps Pond 
q. Aton Forest (Norfolk and Colebrook) 
s. Doolittle Lake Brook watershed 
t. Others 
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7. Invasive Species 

Non-native invasive species are a threat to the biodiversity of our forests, fields, and 
wetlands. They are defined as any plant or animal introduced to an area where its density or 
dispersal threatens ecosystem stability or economics. Brought into America via commerce 
(intentionally or unintentionally), exotic invasives are rapidly colonizing disturbed and intact 
habitats and causing significant ecological damage. Invasives displace native species and degrade 
biodiversity. They change and homogenize habitats leading to the loss of species that need 
specific habitats or habitat combinations. The loss of complexity is perhaps the most significant 
impact because complex systems by their nature have redundancies in the services that species 
provide to the ecosystem. Simple systems tend to degrade, leading to the loss of topsoil and its 
transport into wetlands. Invasives are thus a target worthy of the town and its residents’ attention. 
 
 Billions of dollars are spent each year in this country in the fight against exotics. The 
most cost-effective approach is to stem the invasion via early detection and removal. The road 
crew should target invasives as a priority second only to public safety during the summer brush 
work. Homeowners and the town road crew should familiarize themselves with a short list of 
plants and animals to target for control. Such a list would include the following: 
 

1. Multiflora rose (Rosa multiflora) 
2. Asian barberry (Berberis thunbergii) 
3. Common reed  (Phragmites australis) 
4. Purple loosestrife (Lythrum salicaria) 
5. Hemlock woolly adelgid (Adelges tsugae) (requires surveillance) 
6. Outdoor housecats (voracious songbird predators) 
7. Garlic Mustard (Alliaria petiolata) 
8. Honeysuckle (Lonicera  spp.) 
9. Asiatic Bittersweet (Celastrus orbiculatus) 
10. Others as specified by the CT Invasive Species Working Group. 

 
Recommendations 
 It is the recommendation of this plan to preserve and protect the ecosystems and natural 
features of Colebrook, including trees, scenic roads, viewsheds, ridgelines, brooks, streams, water 
bodies, vernal pools, rock outcrops, farms and farmland, forest resources, prime and important 
agricultural soils, realized and potential aquifers, public water supply lands, wetland soils, and 
open fields and meadows. The justification for this policy is the community's collective belief in 
the importance of conserving our natural resources and our affordable rural way of life. Some 
actions required to accomplish this policy are: 
 

1. Establish a Colebrook conservation commission as specified by state statutes. See 
enabling legislation (Appendix I). 
 
2. Provide adequate funding and other resources for the town Land Use Office so that it 
can accomplish its mandate. 
 
3. Permit development of a type and density that does not degrade the resources, 
ecosystems, and natural features that define Colebrook. Prohibit development in locations 
that will negatively impact natural systems and community values. 
 
4. The land use boards should require open space mitigation and/or “a fee in lieu of open 
space” as authorized by Section 8-25 of the Connecticut General Statues in all 
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developments that impact the natural resources of Colebrook. Mitigation measures can 
include the transfer of development or ownership rights of the undeveloped portion of a 
development to a land trust. 
 
5. Adopt an impact-fees schedule to ensure that new development pays for a 
proportionate share of the public facilities needed to serve that development. An impact 
fee places the burden squarely on the developer who is profiting from the project instead 
of on the community. 

 
6. Create a town open space fund with annual municipal contributions to allow for future 
open space acquisitions by the town and partners. 

 
7. The conservation commission should develop a Colebrook Open Space Plan to map 
existing open space, important resource features, and future preservation objectives. The 
selectmen, the finance board, and the conservation commission should collaborate to 
develop the specific projects, partnerships, and funding sources required to execute the 
OSP. 
 
8. Gain permanent conservation protection for appropriate town-owned lands. 
 
9. Street tree and shrub management should be a collaborative effort between the town 
tree warden, homeowners, and the town road crew. 
 
10. Discourage development on USDA Prime and Additional Important Farmland Soils. 
 
11. Encourage landowners to place conservation easements on their lands to gain 
permanent protection of natural resources and mitigate the town’s growing tax burden. 
 
12. The conservation commission should develop a landscape-scale initiative to reduce 
the impacts of invasive species on the natural diversity of Colebrook. The town road crew 
should be directed to target invasives in all roadside brushwork.  
 
13. Establish a Groundwater Protection Zone to rigorously minimize development and 
hazardous materials use and storage in all identified aquifer areas per the 1991 Town Plan 
recommendation. 
 
14. In order to protect the surface and groundwaters of Colebrook, the town and the road 
crew should adopt the 2002 Connecticut Guidelines for Soil Erosion and Sediment 
Control (DEP Bulletin 34) as a guiding document when planning and executing 
construction and other road projects. Continuing education should be mandatory. 
 
15. Exclude inland wetlands and steep slopes from the minimum lot size determination.  
 
16. Increase the wetland setback to 100LF with additional allocations for upland review. 
 
17. Increase the wetland setback to 200LF for all new construction near streams. 
 
18. Minimize wetland crossings and consequent hydrological shifts. Require mitigation 
for all incursions into wetlands or the regulated area. Specify that all brook crossings 
must be elevated spans to maintain the continuity critical to our wild fish populations. 
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Part II 
Economic Development 

 
 
 
Overview                                                         
 

In spite of its prominent role in the early stages of the metalworking industry in the 18th 
and early l9th Centuries, modern Colebrook is one of the most rural communities in the state. It 
has virtually no manufacturing or industrial operations, a very limited retail presence and an 

overwhelming proportion of its year-
round residents pursue occupations 
beyond the borders of the town. U.S. 
Census data for 2000 reflected a total 
labor force of 793, virtually 
unchanged from 1990 data, and a 
declining unemployment rate of only 
0.9%. An estimated 10% of the 
recorded workforce is self-employed, 
but all anecdotal evidence, including 
that related to home businesses, 
suggests that the self-employed 
segment is substantially higher. 
Farming, which at one time 
dominated the local economy, is much 
diminished. Few commercial farming 

operations remain, although they are still a part of the economy, and farmland persists as an 
integral element in the Colebrook landscape. 
 

Census data for 2000 placed median family income at $58,684, ranking Colebrook at 
13th, or squarely at the midpoint among the 25 municipalities in Litchfield County, reflecting an 
inflation-adjusted 2% increase from 1990. The greater part of commercial activity is confined in 
the two business zones currently designated within the town, along Routes 8 and 44. For the most 
part, businesses located in these zones are limited to small, individually owned service and retail 
establishments. The business zones lack, in large measure, the infrastructure factors to support 
substantial industrial and retail development – a central location, high traffic flow, a large and 
diversified population base and, most importantly, public utilities – water and sewer – to support 
their physical operation. Moreover, these same factors, together with an inventory of unused 
industrial space, are abundantly available in Winsted and other nearby communities. Any 
consideration of economic development must recognize these salient limitations. 
 
 
Economic Development Goals 
 

The keynote of the overall town plan is to maintain and foster the rural character of 
Colebrook. We broadly define economic development as the fostering of activities that bring, 
directly or indirectly, more tax revenues to the town than they require in municipal services, 
through the creation of job opportunities, the encouragement of commercial development, and a 
general improvement in the local economy. The ultimate goals are to relieve the undue 
dependence upon residential tax revenues, to ensure the provision of necessary services and to 
enhance the economic livelihood of the residents of the town. Accordingly, any initiatives should 
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be consistent with the preservation and nurturing of its rural character. They should also reflect 
the limitations of its infrastructure capacity, its water resources, and road and utility systems.  
 
Issues and Challenges 
 
1. Existing Business Zones 

The designated business zones within Colebrook consist of 500’ wide strips, measured 
from the road centerline, along two state highways, Routes 8 (Zone B) and 44 (Zone C). The 
nature and designation of each of these zones is problematical. Both lack any public utility 
service for water and sewer. Past initiatives, focused on the southeast corner of Zone B, to 
explore the feasibility of extending utility lines from Winsted, have determined that such an effort 
would not be cost effective, in the absence of any likely substantial commercial tenant, and in 
view of the availability of feasible alternative sites in Winsted. We see no cause to take issue with 
these findings. 

 
Soil conditions also pose a challenge. An analysis of soil types within both zones has 

determined substantial limitations for extensive commercial development. Zone B abuts the 
Metropolitan Water District, containing the Goodwin and Colebrook Reservoirs that provide 
current use and reserve water to the metropolitan Hartford area. U.S. Soil Conservation Service 
data classifies large segments of this zone as unsuitable for septic waste disposal, and vulnerable 
to ground water pollution. Zone C, the Route 44 commercial corridor, is somewhat better suited 
for development but here, as well, large segments are rated low for septic disposal. Further, the 
southerly side of Route 44 is bordered by a large inland wetland and in some areas rises so 
steeply from the highway as to be unfeasible for new construction. These factors combine to 
severely limit the available land for new commercial development in either zone. 
 
  The narrow boundaries of each of the commercial zones, further diminished by highway 
rights of way, encourage a continuation of the “strip development” that already characterizes 
much of the Route 8 zone, and, under present regulations, virtually ensure that future 
development further detract from the rural nature of the town.  
 
2. Home Businesses 

The “home business”, broadly defined to include home office activities and other larger 
enterprises that include outside employees, may present the most promising and compatible 
source of economic activity within the Colebrook community.  Reliable statistics are not 
available, owing to the largely unrecorded nature of many such operations, but they abound, 
including financial and other professional consultancies, personal services, agricultural 
production and retail sales, food processing, handicrafts, woodworking and small-scale 
construction. Spurred in part by advances in technology - the continuing improvement and 
proliferation of electronic communication and computer applications - and the resultant ability to 
locate away from large population centers, the climate for expansion of these activities is 
extremely favorable. Regulation of these activities, however, is complex: the business may be 
wholly unobtrusive, invisibly housed within a residential dwelling and attracting a minimum of 
vehicular traffic. It can also, by its nature, produce noise and other forms of pollution, cause 
heavy traffic flow, create visual unsightliness, or violate regulatory zoning footprints. Where the 
business is located in a residential zone, the manifest challenge is to balance the needs of the 
home business operator with the rights of the residential homeowner.  
 
3. The Town Center 

The Town Center is Colebrook’s “jewel" and has been maintained in its present state 
only through rigid zoning restrictions and the watchfulness of the Historic District Commission. 
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At this writing, however, twin challenges have arisen: the future viability of the Colebrook Store 
and an uncertain fate for the former town offices vacated with the advent of the new Town Hall. 
Each building is of historic and aesthetic value, and each contributes to the unique composition of 

the town center historic 
district (Zone A) in which, 
apart from the long 
established non-conforming 
usage of the Colebrook store, 
all commercial activities are 
strictly prohibited by both 
regulation and custom. 
Recently enacted legislation, 
Section 8-2j of the 
Connecticut State Statutes, 
enabling zoning commission 
of each municipality to 
establish “Village Districts” 
as part of their zoning 
regulations, could be 
considered as a legal means of 
protecting the existing 

distinctive character, landscape and historic structures within the Town Center and regulating 
new construction, substantial reconstruction and rehabilitation of properties within the Town 
Center in the future.  
 
4. Tourism 

Colebrook’s physical assets – its historic town center and colonial architecture, its rural 
character, and its abundance of natural resources, parklands, forests, hills, hiking trails, and 
waterways – are of special value, but in economic terms largely unexploited.  Facilities for 
overnight accommodations are minimal, and Colebrook is one of only two towns in the county 
lacking a substantial inn facility. The present economic benefits derived from tourism – retail 
sales and full or part time employment opportunities – are very modest. 

 
5. Elderly Housing and Medical Care Facilities 

The demographics of Colebrook are gradually changing, reflecting broader trends. The 
local population over 65, one residing in every fourth household, has increased in the last decade 
from 13% to 16%.  Although the base remains small, the lack of such facilities for housing and 
extended care not only represent an unmet social need but they have proven by experience to be 
positive revenue sources for communities, making only modest demands for local services, while 
providing employment opportunities.   
 
Summary and Recommendations for Economic Development 
 

Economic development in the town should continue to be implemented within the 
framework of respecting and enhancing the town’s unique rural character. This can be 
accomplished through regulation of the visual aspects of such development – signage, setback 
requirements, exterior lighting, landscaping, scale, etc., - and sensitivity for the quality of 
residential neighborhoods, as well as for key environmental factors, in particular the preservation 
of ground water supplies. Successful fostering of development will require a certain flexibility in 
zoning regulations, a willingness to revise standards, and extensive use of the special use and 
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public hearing processes to comprehensively accommodate applications and requests which, 
albeit unanticipated, may in fact be opportunities for intelligently monitored growth.  
 
l.Business Zones 

Consideration should be 
given to reconfiguring, with 
professional planning assistance,  
each of  the two existing business 
zones,  B and C, and revising the 
standards that dictate development 
therein. In each instance, 
particularly in Zone B, wetlands and 
ground water resources for the town 
may be imperiled by further 
development. Adherence to current 
regulations, given the narrow 
dimensions of the zones, almost 
force strip development, effectively 
preventing visually preferable 
setbacks more appropriate for the 
town’s rural character. It may in fact be possible and desirable, where water supply and other 
environmental factors permit, to deepen zone boundaries. Such a change would permit increased 
setbacks, landscaped buffers, and other improved site design elements, and could result in a 
modest expansion of potential business sites where ground water issues have already posed a 
limiting factor. 
 
2. Home businesses 
Home businesses are a very significant and growing element in  the town’s economy, generating 
not only  economic benefits to their owners but offering employment  and local service income 
opportunities. We suggest that, in view of widely differing characteristics, and the need to protect 
the rights and benefits of residential owners, zoning approval procedures should be designed to be 
as flexible as possible, making use of special permit and public hearing procedures to enable 
compatible additions to the town’s economic life. 
 
3. Tourism 

While there are potential hazards and challenges, we suggest that through thoughtful 
planning two goals can be accomplished in expanding tourism, the retention of the town’s rural 
character and an increase in the economic base. 

We suggest working with a regional organization such as the Litchfield Hills Tourism 
Council. Further, we support the location of an inn in Colebrook, which stands almost alone in 
the region in not offering such a facility. While we note that existing regulations permit bed and 
breakfast operations, a facility of substantial size would pose an exception under existing 
regulations. We suggest that an exception be given full consideration. 
 
4. The Town Center  

The Colebrook Store benefits from a long-established non-conforming usage and, subject 
to both Historic District and zoning mandates, every effort should be made to provide for its 
survival in its present form, not only as a commercial entity but also as an important “gathering 
place” for the town. In the case of the former town office, it may be advisable, in order to ensure 
its preservation and physical maintenance, to consider at least a partial tenancy of low visibility 
business use, such as, for example, professional offices. Provided that it were subject to the 
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strictest limitations on signage, other visual aspects such as exterior lighting, and traffic flow, we 
would endorse this as a possible and practical solution, but one requiring regulatory change.   

Consideration shall be given to amending the Zoning regulations to establish a “Village 
District” and provide the regulatory changes necessary to protect the distinctive character, 
landscape and historic value of the Colebrook’s “jewel”, the Town Center and surrounding area 
now and in the future. 
 
6. Elderly Housing Facilities 

We suggest that a committee be formed by the Town Selectmen to explore the feasibility 
of such a facility, which would both meet a community need and provide positive economic 
benefits, and that a positive finding be supported by appropriate Planning and Zoning provisions, 
which, in this instance, might reasonably incorporate a cluster zoning plan.  
 
7. Agricultural Activity 

Reflective of farming’s valued and traditional place in the history of Colebrook, we 
believe that the current zoning regulations and the state and local tax provisions for open land are 
all fully supportive of all forms of agricultural activity. Nonetheless, we go on record in saying 
that this activity should continue to be strongly supported for its economic contribution, its 
perpetuation of “locally-grown” markets, and its perpetuation of the rural aspect of the town. 
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Part III 
Housing 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Overview 
 Colebrook is a classic Connecticut small town, ranking 165th in population with 1471 
residents as of the 2000 federal census. We are a residential community of primarily middle-class 
people who have chosen to live somewhat off the beaten path, at least in comparison to most of 
the citizens of our state. Clean air, cool forests, and scenic vistas define our homeland, instead of 
the seas of subdivisions, strip malls, and big-box retail outlets that have come to define the towns 
to the south and east of us. We are a town of independent, self-reliant people who care about each 
other and serve the community well.   
 

The community grew by 106 people (7.8%) during the 1990s, down from 12% in the 
1980s. About 1100 of us are over 18 (75.5%) and we are blessed with the fellowship and wisdom 
of over 200 elders. Over 90% of Colebrook residents, 25 years and older, are high school 
graduates, a third of which have undergraduate and graduate degrees. Over 70% of the 

population, 16 years of age and 
older, are in the workface, with a 
median family income of $58,684. 
There were no residents on public 
assistance at the time of the 2000 
census although 38 persons were 
living below the poverty line 
(including two children and 19 
elders). 147 of our elders are 
recipients of social security benefits 
with a median SS income of 
$12,100. The Colebrook Senior 
Center provides many services to 
increase the quality of life for our 
wisest citizens and we are all well-
served by supporting it. The 
Colebrook Associates and the Lions 

Club provide valuable charitable assistance to the community. 
 

There are 656 housing units in town. A housing unit as defined by the U.S. Census 
includes houses, apartments, mobile homes, and rooms for occupancy. Over 600 of the housing 
units are single-family homes with a median value of $170,000. There are 90 rental properties 
with almost 70 dedicated to seasonal, recreational, or occasional use. Home and rental vacancy 
rates are very low and there is no public housing in town. Many of us use sustainable energy in 
the form of cordwood to heat our homes in winter. There are more than a few homes with 
alternative energy systems in operation. 
 
The Challenge 
 Many New England towns have experienced rapid development over the last 30 years. 
Most of these towns have lost their unique character and now bear little resemblance to their 

Provided Courtesy of: Arthur H. Howland & Associates, P.C., Civil Engineers & Land Surveyors, Call Us! (860) 354-9346 
We Offer Full Service Civil Engineering, Land Surveying, Soil Science & Land Use Permitting!

Visit Us At: http://ahhowland.com To Learn How We Can Help You With Your Next Project! 



 19

historical and cultural past. Colebrook has not yet fallen to the forces of homogenization that 
make every place like every other place. We 
live in a unique town and our connection to 
the past is strong. For instance, our town 
center is almost unchanged after 200 years! 
 
 The reasons for this historic and 
cultural stability are many. Our geographic 
location is beyond the tolerance of many 
commuters; state forests and public water 
supply lands occupy a large proportion of the 
town's area; large property owners are not 
uncommon; the interstate highway system 
does not run through town; and the state roads 
with the highest traffic density are located outside of the heart of Colebrook. The absence of a rail 
line and the ‘disappearance’ of Colebrook River were certainly important historical influences. 
 
 Housing and the patterns of residential development are among the elements that define a 
community. We want safe and affordable housing for present and future residents at a density and 
distribution that maintains the historic, cultural, rural, and environmental qualities that make 
Colebrook a most special place. No one wants unconstrained, unregulated growth, especially in 
their own neighborhood; thus, we have created and empowered land use boards to protect our 
collective vision and community values. 
 

The growth of the town's housing stock is a private-sector enterprise that has the potential 
to impact us all. More often than not, new home construction leads to increased tax burdens for 
existing residents due to the increased demands on town services. As certain thresholds are 
reached - say, for example, the school approaches enrollment capacity - large capital projects 
become necessary to meet demand and result in large increases in taxes. The economic 
implications for working families and especially for our elders are profound. 
 

There are other reasons to be concerned about sprawl. Without proper controls, 
development fragments or destroys intact habitats, degrades viewsheds, pollutes water supplies, 
increases traffic loads, and erodes the social environment of towns. The challenge lies in 
balancing community needs with private property rights. We cannot unreasonably infringe on the 
desires and dreams of landowners yet we cannot allow landowners to degrade the quality and 

values of the commons. 
 

Our town is almost wholly 
dependent on residential taxes. There are 
few available options to increase the 
revenue stream because there are few 
businesses and little land to accommodate 
new businesses. We cannot expand the tax 
base via new development because it carries 
the threat of increased taxes. We should not 
undertake expensive projects with limited 
return such as the reconstruction of the 
Millbrook Road bridge or at the scale of the 
Robertsville bridge or even the Beech Hill 

bridge. We should not engage in tradeoffs that diminish or destroy the character of the town, such 
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as that which occurred in 2001 when dirt roads were paved in exchange for an increase in the size 
of the state's road aid grant award. Our challenge is to provide needed services within the limits 
of the our tax revenue base. 
 
An "At-Risk" Community 
 A 2003 study of Connecticut growth patterns identified Colebrook as an "at-risk" 
community. This classification encompasses towns with a stable tax rate and below-average 
poverty levels that are threatened by sprawl and the social and economic problems that 
accompany growth. "At risk" towns often try to attract development to expand their tax bases 
when the opposite - open space preservation - is the proven route to preventing rising tax burdens. 
 
Affordable and Low-Income Housing 

Two categories of housing that must be considered in the town plan are affordable 
housing and low-income housing. CGS PA 89-311 states that at least 10% of the housing in every 
Connecticut town must be classified as "affordable". The formula used is based on state housing 
law that fixes the maximum carrying cost of an affordable home at 30% of a monthly income that 
is 20% below the median income for Litchfield County. The carrying cost of housing includes the 

monthly mortgage payment, 
taxes, and housing insurance. 
Based upon this formula for 
Colebrook and the other towns in 
Litchfield County, "affordable" 
homes are those under about 
$116,000. This represents an 8% 
decrease over the 1990 limit of 
$127,000. 

 
The first few years of the 

new century have brought 
dramatic increases in home prices 
for a number of reasons, including 
the flight of rural folks from 
towns that lost the fight against 
sprawl and an increase in the size 

of the second-home colony. The reality is that a lower middle-class family would be hard pressed 
to find a nice "affordable" house in Colebrook or any other rural town in the county. It is a matter 
of supply and demand, and demand is high even though the rate of new home construction far 
exceeds the population growth rate. The challenge set forth by the legislature presents a 
conundrum to rural communities because the home market is a rather powerful form of free 
enterprise. 

 
The legislature has also directed small towns to encourage low-income housing, when it 

is readily apparent that most low-income families are certainly better served in the county's cities 
and their suburbs. Since farm families have virtually disappeared, rural living has evolved to 
demand a two-car family and the ability to travel for work and provision. Colebrook's ability to 
accommodate low-income housing is severely compromised for a number of reasons: 
  

1. Few employment opportunities;  
2. No business infrastructure; 
 
3. Lack of support services; and 
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4. No public transportation system; 
 
Over 80% of Colebrook's resident workforce is employed outside of town. Of those 

employed in town, most are self-employed, home-office professionals, government workers, or 
Camp Jewell staff. There are few opportunities for unskilled workers or recent college graduates 
simply because there are few businesses with hired staff. This has made us a commuter 
community where the average Colebrook resident drives over 30 minutes to work.  
 
 The demand for senior housing in Colebrook has been limited, with most seniors living 
an independent lifestyle or with their families. Colebrook and Norfolk have collaborated to 
provide a senior bus service for access to stores, banks, and other destinations beyond Colebrook, 
and a rural elderly meal service. 
Consideration should be given to sharing 
senior housing and community center 
services between neighboring towns. 
 
The Community Planning Process 
 The best time for community 
involvement in the residential planning 
realm is not when a subdivision application 
is received in the land use office. The 
community must be involved in the 
planning process now, before we are faced 
with the problems of the towns to the south 
and east of us. The PZC is undertaken 
revisions of the town's regulations, and the 
Plan of Conservation and Development will trigger further dialogue and enhancements to the 
rulebook. Our land use officer has restructured the administrative operations of the Land Use 
Office in a manner that has streamlined the regulatory process for both the town and the 
applicant. Progress is being made but there is little interest on the part of the public until a 
“problem” shows up in the neighborhood. We should endeavor to convene a series of public 
workshops to forge a consensus that will fortify the ability of the land use boards to accomplish 
their missions in the face of powerful pressures. 
 
Goals 

The following housing goals, framed within the realms of serving the residents and 
protecting the rural way of life, are suggested to guide Colebrook's residential development: 
 
1. To encourage safe, decent, affordable, and suitable housing for all of Colebrook's residents;  
 
2. To conserve and protect the quality of existing residential neighborhoods;   
 
3. To renew or rehabilitate obsolete and deteriorating dwelling units;  
 
4. To encourage new dwelling designs that are compatible with existing neighborhoods; 
 
5. To modify the current zoning regulations so as to accommodate the special housing needs of 
multi-generational family. 
 
6. To encourage energy conservation and the use of sustainable energy sources in residences; and 
Recommendations 
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1. The town should discourage large-scale housing developments in outlying areas.  
 
2. The town should consider allowing conversion of large houses to apartments or condominiums 
when adequate water and sewage disposal capacity are available on site and when other zoning  
requirements can be satisfied.  
 
3. In an effort to preserve the maximum amount of open space possible, the town should direct 
large-scale residential growth away from prime agricultural and open space areas and encourage 
it to cluster in only one portion of the total developable area. 
 
4. A housing committee should be created to: 

a. Evaluate the housing market and determine the "affordable" housing needs in town. 
 
b. Identify neglected or declining existing housing stock and make recommendations for 
strategies to maintain, conserve, and rehabilitate such dwellings. 
 
c.  Project future housing needs based on population projections and design incentives to 
promote private sector residential development to meet those needs. 
 
d. The town's zoning regulations should be evaluated to determine their suitability in 
achieving the town's housing goals.  

 
5. The town should host and facilitate a series of workshops to forge a vision of how residential 
development should proceed in Colebrook. 
 
6. Protection should be given to the native dark sky conditions that are an important part of the 
rural aesthetic in Northwestern Connecticut. The practical elements of dark-sky protections 
include shade design considerations, bright-light curfews, and street light restrictions.  Such 
protection would maintain our privacy, conserve energy, benefit nature, and preserve our view of 
the heavens. One testimony to the excellence of our night sky is the fact that Colebrook has long 
been the site of the annual Connecticut Star Party that draws hundreds of attendees every 
September.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PART IV 
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Roads 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Overview  
               

The character of a town is linked to its roads. Colebrook's highways and byways thread 
across a unique New England landscape and are strongly influenced by features such as the Loon 
Brook basin, Stillman Hill and Smith Hill, Algonquin and Sandy Brook, and the West Branch of 
the Farmington River. Their location and characteristics are rooted in the history and prehistory 
of our town and thus they remain a daily and visible link to the past. Our sense of place - our 
perception of Colebrook's rural character - is strongly influenced by the roads that carry us across 
the landscape. 
 

Colebrook's road network is a 60-mile mosaic of paved state highways and local roads 
along with seven historic unpaved roads. The town's road system supports safe traffic circulation 
and access for emergency vehicles even though many routes are narrow and wind along rivers 
and through upland landscapes. Given the town's relatively low population and traffic densities, 

few if any town roads have significant 
safety issues. In the recent past, most 
public concerns in the roadway realm 
have been related to the unilateral 
paving of treasured dirt roads without 
community input and in contravention 
of the 1991 TPCD. 
 

The maintenance of our roads 
encompasses the largest portion of the 
Selectmen's annual budget. The 
upkeep and enhancement of roads, 
bridges, and stormwater systems 
requires detailed planning and 
analysis to ensure that residents are 
provided with safe roadways in a 

cost-effective manner. Likewise, taxpayers deserve roadways that are maintained, enhanced, or 
constructed in a manner that protects the rural, aesthetic, and environmental qualities that 
residents have overwhelmingly identified as desirable attributes to perpetuate into the future. 
 

The location, width, workmanship, and layout of new roads, and significant upgrades of 
existing roads, are among the primary forces of change in a town’s land use patterns, natural 
resource health, and physical appearance. Any reliance on "state standards" must be balanced 
with a common-sense place-based analysis: what is appropriate for West Hartford or Simsbury 
may not be appropriate for Colebrook. With careful forethought, Colebrook's town road program 
can shape and support the town's vision for a rural future.  
 
Areas of Concern/Recommendations: 
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1. Long-Range Road Maintenance and Improvement Plan 
2. Competitive Bidding 
3. State of the Art Techniques (with sidebar) 
4. Continuing Education 
5. Enhancing the Long-Range Capital Improvement Committee 
6. Bridge Improvements, replacement, and construction 
7. Finishing Roadway Projects 
8. Old Roads 
9. Scenic Roads and Gravel Roads (with sidebar) 
10. Gravel Road Maintenance 
11. Subdivision Roads 
12. Common Driveways in Subdivisions 
13. Drainage Design and Construction in Subdivisions 
14. Town Zoning Regulations: Driveways and Traffic Concerns 
15. Roadside Riparian Zone Considerations 
 
1. Long-Range Planning for Road Maintenance and Improvements 
 The Town Plan committee recommends the creation of an evolving Long-Range 
Comprehensive Road-Improvement Plan by the Selectmen that is released annually to the public. 
The plan would identify the location, type, and cost of all major road improvements. It would also 
rank and schedule the improvements 
according to need and cost effectiveness 
- in full consideration of natural resource 
and aesthetic impacts. A long-range plan 
will provide a holistic view of the state 
and fate of roadways and promote the 
most prudent use of funds by minimizing 
the fiscal impacts of loans, bonds, and 
other expensive financial instruments, 
while maintaining property tax rates. By 
ensuring the public availability of road 
planning documents, citizens who may 
desire to seek a public review of such 
issues and elements as feasibility, 
neighborhood impact, environmental 
damage, or rural aesthetics are granted 
the opportunity to prepare and present in 
advance of the commission of roadway 
projects. Long-range planning will also 
serve to prevent redundant operations 
and expenditures. 
 
2. Competitive Bidding 

Every taxpayer expects the town 
to obtain maximum value in its 
utilization of public monies, whether the 
funds are from local, state, or federal 
sources. Cost effectiveness will be 
ensured through the use of a vigorous 
competitive sealed-bidding system for all infrastructure improvements. Of course, cost is not the 
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only factor to be considered and the committee recognizes the danger of using any single metric 
when awarding a bid. Contractor and vendor past performance, business stability, environmental 
quality record, insurance coverage and other issues must be considered.  
 
3. Utilization of State-of-the-Art Road Management and Construction Techniques 

Roadway maintenance technology has undergone a significant evolution in the past few 
years, especially within the realms of stormwater control, dirt road management, river crossings, 
and other challenges. The incorporation of state-of-the-art techniques in roadway management 

into our highway crew's process and procedural 
milieu can yield cost-effective outcomes while 
preserving aesthetic and environmental values 
that have long been sacrificed on a nationwide 
scale. For instance, problems concerned with the 
chronic clogging of storm water systems can 
often be resolved through the simple use of 
perennial ryegrass seed and hay bale dikes. 
Obviously, other problems require more 
complex solutions. While some of these 
techniques may entail larger initial expenditures, 
an extensive review of the literature revealed 
that significant savings can be realized in the 
long term. 

 
It is important that the town exercise 

due diligence when presented with new 
approaches to old problems. Unproven 
techniques, such as the use of recycled road 
grindings for paving material, can often have 
unexpected consequences. It is especially 
important to conduct adequate research when a 
project is of significant scale and cost. 
 

 
4. Education 

Colebrook is fortunate to have a competent and resourceful highway department. Because 
of their interest in evolving road management techniques, the town should foster continuing 
education via seminars, regional roundtables, formal coursework, and the creation of a reference 
library. Programs are offered by the Connecticut Department of Transportation, the Connecticut 
Department of Environmental Protection, the Northwest Conservation District, and the various 
regional planning agencies and councils of elected officials. The committee recommends that the 
town support continuing education for the highway crew because of the simultaneous benefits of 
improved infrastructural durability, financial efficiency, and environmental quality. 
 
 
5. Enhancing the Long-Range Capital Improvement Committee 

The committee recommends that the Colebrook Long-Range Capital Improvement 
Committee, which currently includes representation from the Board of Selectmen, Planning and 
Zoning, and the Fire Department, be expanded to include members from the Inland Wetlands 
Agency since many of our roads traverse and parallel wetlands and watercourses. Additionally, 
the road crew foreman should join the Committee’s roster in all roadway and related capital 
equipment issues. 

 
State of the Art means Saving Money 

 
Most rural New England towns dedicate a 
significant amount of highway crew time and 
expense to cleaning storm ditches and drainage 
systems. A number of Northern Vermont 
communities upgraded their storm runoff 
ditches by restoring profiles that minimize 
erosion via the more efficient removal of water 
and by seeding the ditch bed to filter sediments; 
little annual maintenance was thereafter 
required and the environmental quality of 
brooks, rivers, and ponds improved. Individual 
towns realized savings that averaged $10,000 
per mile over twenty years; another $5000 per 
mile over twenty years was saved if the ditches 
were constructed with a rubber-tired excavator 
with an articulated bucket (because this device 
conforms to the improved ditch profile). 
Source: Reichert, M.M. 1995. Vermont Better 
Backroads Manual. Windham Regional 
Commission, Brattleboro. 62pp. 
 

Provided Courtesy of: Arthur H. Howland & Associates, P.C., Civil Engineers & Land Surveyors, Call Us! (860) 354-9346 
We Offer Full Service Civil Engineering, Land Surveying, Soil Science & Land Use Permitting!

Visit Us At: http://ahhowland.com To Learn How We Can Help You With Your Next Project! 



 26

 
 
6. Bridge Improvements, Replacement, and Construction 

Bridges are an important part of Colebrook’s rural landscape. They span the rivers that 
traverse the town and provide scenic lookouts and fishing spots. In order to retain the rural 
character of the town, replacement bridges should be designed with their ultimate location in 
mind: they should complement the visual landscape.  

 
The Committee recommends the creation of a Bridge Safety and Improvement Program, 

a forward-looking maintenance initiative that outlines projected improvements over 5- and 10-
year periods and one that is updated annually by the Board of Selectmen. This program can be a 
subset of the Long-Range Comprehensive Road-Improvement Plan so as to foster an integrative 
road network program. Designs for bridge improvements must obviously be based on safety 
criteria, such as the ability to 
accommodate fire apparatus, 
school buses, home fuel trucks, 
and like classes of service 
vehicles. Other factors such as 
historical significance and 
aesthetic value can and should be 
considered. 

 
Past experience in town 

has shown that when bridges are 
deemed unsafe, they are replaced 
with larger and wider structures 
than is necessary from both 
aesthetic and public safety 
perspectives. Road engineering 
standards, see for example, 
ConnDOT’s “Highway Design 
Manual” do not specify the widening of a bridge unless the following criteria are met: greater 
than 400 cars per day use the bridge; traffic speeds are over 40 MPH; one or more accidents have 
been specifically attributed to the width of the bridge; and inadequate sight distance exists for 
drivers. No recent bridge widenings, including the Beech Hill Bridge, the Old Forge Bridge, and 
the Millbrook Bridge, met any of these criteria prior to replacement. This set of metrics should 
serve as a design and implementation guideline when considering the width of all replacement 
bridges.  

 
The scale and design of replacement bridges must fit into the historical and rural fabric of 

the town. Because of the significance of bridges to the community, it is recommended that the 
Inland Wetlands Agency, Town Historian, Colebrook Historical Society, neighbors, and the 
community in general be involved in planning both before and during the design process.  

 
Local bridge improvements are one of the most costly elements in the roadway 

management environment. It is suggested that the Long-Range Capital Improvement Committee 
consider the advantages of state-of-the-art rural bridge building and maintenance, which can be 
less costly than more traditional practices. For example, alternatives such as wooden/stone 
bridges (without wooden decks) should be considered in lieu of concrete structures especially 
since most of our roads are of a rural-residential character. Some nearby rural towns, including 
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West Hartland, have either replaced aging concrete bridges with wooden bridges or are planning 
to do so.  
 

Smaller brook and wetland crossings have traditionally been constructed with round 
concrete pipe or box culverts. These structures can have extreme effects on the aquatic 
community because they disrupt habitat continuity (via the creation of small waterfalls) or create 
water current velocities or shallow depths that inhibit the movement of fishes and aquatic insects 
(by changing riverbed hydrology). The brook trout is in decline because of such habitat 
fragmentation compounded by the loss of spawning sites due to sediment transport and 
deposition. In 2000, the Connecticut Department of Environmental Protection issued a position 
paper advising against the use of pipes and culverts and instead recommending the use of bridges 
to span all fisheries. 
 
7. Completion of Roadway Projects 
 A road construction or maintenance project is not complete until the land is restored to a 
stable condition from both environmental and aesthetic perspectives. In the recent past, several 
projects have been considered to be complete although the sites were left in unstable, unsafe, or 
unsightly condition. The most obvious example of this outcome was the conversion of Prock Hill 
from a dirt road and path to a paved road. All site activity ceased once the roadbed was installed. 
The roadside forest was cut back up to 30 feet to either side of the roadway, and this area now 
exists as a jumble of construction debris piles, logs, stumps, and other unconsolidated material. In 
Fall, 2002, an automobile left the paved portion of the road, struck a large rock, and flipped over. 
The site poorly reflects on our stewardship of the natural landscape. A roadside wetland was 
significantly compromised and presents a considerable maintenance challenge for the future. As 
is evidenced in the survey, the community neither expects nor supports such outcomes. Several 

other sites around Colebrook, including the 
roadsides along Bunnell Street Extension, 
the paved east end of Beech Hill Road 
(where large boulders perch precariously 
above the road), the new Pisgah Mountain 
Road bridge, and the new Millbrook Road 
bridge, have been left in an incomplete 
condition. The Selectmen should allow the 
highway crew the opportunity to remediate 
these existing sites and ensure that no future 
contractors are paid until projects are truly 
finished. The town should bill contractors 
for any site remediations performed by our 
highway crew. 
 
8. Old Roads 

Old roads are road segments that do 
not appear on the State Road Aid List and 
are not maintained by the town. These town-
owned roads and right-of-ways are 
unsuitable for passenger vehicles although 
they may have non-motorized recreational 
uses such as walking, skiing, or possibly 
horseback riding. 
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The committee has learned that the old roads have no specia1 planning value for future 
roadway connections or to improve circulation of traffic and emergency vehicles. These old roads 
do, however, represent a potential financial liability. The town stopped maintaining these roads 
because they were laid out over difficult terrain with numerous stream crossings, steep slopes, 
and rocky areas. The cost to construct a modern roadbed over this type of substrate is very high. 
Yet a property owner with land adjacent to such roads can ask the town to open and improve the 
road for public travel. By formally abandoning the old roads (which is accomplished by a 
majority vote at a town meeting), the town avoids significant future liability for construction and 
maintenance. 

 
We recommend the following old roads for abandonment: 

1. Northern unpaved segment of Simmons Pond Road from Cobb City Road to MA line. 
2. Chapin Road beyond the current paved terminus (January, 2002). 
3. Moses Road beyond the current paved terminus (January, 2002) 
 
An ad hoc Greenways Committee of residents and members of the Town Recreation 

Commission, Inland Wetlands Agency, Planning and Zoning Commission, and the Board of 
Selectmen should explore the passive recreational potential of these natural corridors as public 
trails. Connecticut General Statute Ch.238, Sec.13a-49 (Discontinuance of Highways or Private 
Ways) permits a town to adopt an 
ordinance that will eliminate the Town's 
responsibility to improve or maintain 
the road for vehicular travel while 
retaining ownership of the right-of-way 
for public recreational purposes. 
 
9. Scenic Roads and Gravel Road 
Protection 

Scenic Roads are those that are 
afforded special protection due to their 
natural, cultural, and scenic value. A 
road can be designated as a ‘Town 
Scenic Road’ or a ‘State Scenic Road’ 
according to ownership. Scenic roads 
travel through historic districts, forested 
and pastoral landscapes, and along undeveloped river corridors. Byways that pass under dense 
woodland canopies, along majestic roadside trees, or in the vicinity of expansive wetlands are 
especially well-suited for the designation. The Connecticut General Statute Ch.97 Sec.7-149a and 
related statutes permit the state and towns the opportunity to classify candidate roads as Scenic 
Roads. By creating a local, comprehensive scenic road ordinance, the community can protect its 
scenic roads from major and undesirable alterations.   

 
Colebrook's only Town Scenic Road is Pisgah Mountain Road, a one-mile-long unpaved 

carriage road that runs along Center Brook; it is protected by an ordinance that applies to it alone. 
Approximately three miles of Route 183, from Hale's Corner to North Colebrook, is classified as 
a State Scenic Road. These designations have protected both roads from the forces of change. The 
committee, in recognition of the community's desire to maintain Colebrook's rural and natural 
landscape, has identified the state scenic road statutes as an initial legal mechanism to perpetuate 
this legacy. The Planning and Zoning Commission and Board of Selectmen should collaborate on 
a detailed local ordinance that specifically enumerates elements of protection. 
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Unpaved gravel roads are a unique 
attribute of rural New England towns. Residents 
are often passionate about such roads, even 
though they are narrow, often winding, and 
subject to surface irregularities such as 
washboarding. While they do present 
maintenance challenges, there are plenty of 
time-proven solutions to gravel road 
management that improve the roadway, enhance 
drainage, and minimize environmental 
problems. Unpaved roads are less expensive to 
maintain than paved roads (see sidebar) and thus 
there is no financial incentive to convert them to 
paved roads. 

 
Since they are valued by the 

community, all of the gravel roads in town 
should be considered for scenic road designation 
because they are vulnerable to permanent 
change in the form of widening and paving 
without public input. This occurred in 2001 
when Pine Road, Bunnell Street Extension, and 
Moses Road were paved; Phelps Flat Road and 
Wheeler Road were only preserved through 11th-
hour community intervention. 

 
 
We recommend that the following roads be considered for town or state scenic road designation 
through the town meeting process: 
 
State Roads 
 Route 182A from Route 183 to Route 182 (Rockwell Road through the Loon Brook Basin) 
 Route 182 from Route 183 to Route 182A (Stillman Hill viewshed) 
 Route 8 from Sandy Brook Road to the Massachusetts line (Colebrook River Road along the West Branch) 
 
Town Roads 
   Unpaved: 

Phelps Flat Road (Sandy Brook Road to Route 183 though mature pine stands and along forested wetlands) 
 Beech Hill Road (Chapin Road to Route 8 with historic and viewshed elements) 
 Campbell Road (Sandy Brook Road to Beech Hill with historic and aesthetic characteristics) 

Wheeler Road (Old Colebrook Road to Rt. 183 with an expansive view of Hale's Corner and Stillman Hill) 
 Bricklemeier Road (from Smith Hill to Old North Road under a forest canopy) 
 McClave Road (Silhouette Drive to the Massachusetts line with historic and natural elements) 
 Losaw Road (from Old North Road to the Winsted line under forest canopy) 
 
   Paved: 
 Sandy Brook Road (Route 8 to Pisgah Mountain Road including the DEP Natural Area) 
 Phelps Road (Route 182 to Bunnell Street through historic/pastoral areas and Little Kingdom) 
 Smith Hill Road (Route 183 to Old North Road including the Green and hilltop vistas to the east) 
 
 
 
 

 
Saving Dirt Roads Means Saving Scarce 

Tax Dollars 
 
In Garrison, NY, residents watched as their 
beloved gravel roads were paved for "cost 
considerations". A subsequent analysis 
revealed that the annual maintenance cost 
for one mile of paved road was $11,085 if no 
bond expenses were incurred and the road 
was repaved every eight years. Annual 
gravel road maintenance costs were found to 
be $6,132 per mile if the roads were 
resurfaced with fresh gravel every year. 
Therefore, paved roads in Garrison cost the 
taxpayers over twice what is spent on dirt 
roads. In Colebrook, our unpaved  roads are 
only infrequently resurfaced and thus the 
savings afforded by their preservation can be 
expected to be of a greater magnitude than 
was found in Garrison. This is an especially 
important consideration because of the 
relative size of the highway line item in the 
Selectmen's budget. Source: The Center for 
Dirt and Gravel Road Studies at 
Pennsylvania State University. 
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10. Gravel Road Maintenance 
 Research revealed a set of common practices related to cost-effective and 
environmentally sound gravel road maintenance. Operations should be conducted in a manner 
that maintains the travel surface, the historic roadway width, and the vegetated cover of the road 
corridor. Of primary importance is the type of materials used in the roadbed; a literature review 
demonstrated the need to place a 4” layer of high-quality coarse gravel or crushed stone over a 
18” bed of easily-compacted, well-drained gravel. The top material drains quickly, preventing the 
accumulation of standing water that would make the road susceptible to rutting, while its angular 
nature and the included fine materials cause the gravel to interlock which gives supporting 
strength to the matrix. Existing material must be removed to prevent an increase in the base 
elevation of the roadway. Spoils must not be deposited at roadside so as to prevent the creation of 
unsightly fill areas such as those that are found along Pisgah Mountain Road and Beech Hill 
Road; such areas lead to further use as spoils sites, illegal dumping grounds, and party spots. 
 

 Road crowns are an 
important element of gravel road 
durability and resistance to 
erosion. A minimum crown of 6” 
is required for flat roads with 
increasing crown height as grades 
steepen. Crown restoration is 
accomplished by making several 
light grading passes over a moist 
roadbed, versus the more typical 
heavy approach with two passes. 
Grading equipment must be kept 
out of roadside ditches to prevent 
erosion problems in these water 
flow channels. 
 

Roadside drainage ditches 
play a critical role in the preservation of unpaved roadbeds. Roadbeds should be pitched toward 
the ditch side to avoid the possibility of a washout. On both paved and unpaved roads, ditches 
should be shallow and blend with the road pitch for both safety and functional reasons. All 
roadside ditches should be grass-seeded and covered with a light layer of hay for stabilization 
against the erosive power of running water. A planted roadside ditch helps to physically cushion 
the area between the roadside and its edge, and provides a smooth visual transition between the 
road and the bordering trees and vegetation. Culverts may be required at more frequent intervals 
on unpaved roads to prevent heavy rains from causing serious damage to the surface. 
 
 Sources of information regarding gravel road maintenance abound. The Design Guide for 
Rural Roads (by the Dutchess Land Conservancy, NY) and the Vermont Better Backroads 
Manual (by the Northern Vermont Resource Conservation and Development Councils) provide 
extensive detail on gravel road practices. The NY State DOT’s Local Road Classification Task 
Force Manual: Guidelines for Rural, Town, and County Roads delineates standards for road and 
bridge design that maintain the rural character of towns. The 2002 Connecticut Erosion and 
Sediment Control Guidelines (by the CT DEP and CT Council on Soil and Water Conservation) 
quantifies Best Management Practices for all road work. 
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11. Subdivision Roads 
 Subdivision planning is a challenge for rural communities because they often represent a 
dramatic shift in localized population density and therefore serve as forces of change. As is 
discussed elsewhere in the plan, subdivisions increase costs for all taxpayers by increasing 
infrastructural liabilities. Subdivisions cause an increase in road maintenance costs, expand 
snowplowing budgets, and often bring expensive complexities to roadway management 
especially as development extends into more remote and marginal areas of town. In order to 
minimize maintenance impacts, all subdivision plans must be carefully scrutinized by the 
Planning and Zoning Commission, Inland Wetlands Agency, and the proposed Conservation 
Commission. The highway foreman should be consulted to bring a knowledgeable and practiced 
perspective to the analysis. The Long-Range Comprehensive Road-Improvement Plan and Bridge 
Safety and Improvement Program will also provide an important reference to the Planning and 
Zoning Commission in the review of proposed subdivisions since new subdivisions are typically 
planned along the frontage of existing town roads. These documents can serve the Planning and 
Zoning Commission and the prospective developer with a comprehensive assessment of the 
priority needs for widening, sight line improvement, and other road safety improvements in town. 
 
 Among the important aspects of subdivision road layout is the relationship between road 
and landscape. New roads should be laid out with respect for topography and land cover type. 
Roadbeds that conform to the natural profile of the land and avoid wetlands and outcrops support 
reduced maintenance costs and maintain an area's rural appearance. The trend should be toward 
roadways that are only massive enough to support expected traffic and emergency capacity. 
Shoulders should remain forested and preexisting stonewalls should be preserved in situ or 
reconstructed immediately adjacent to disturbed areas. Bridges should be designed to integrate 
into the landscape aesthetic in both appearance and scale, and no bond should be released until 
the developer has successfully completed the subdivision erosion and sediment control plan. 
 
Technical Concerns Regarding Subdivision 
Road Design: Pavement and Right-of-Way 
Width 

The Town Road Ordinance design 
requirements for road pavement width for a 
residential street (26 feet) and 
right-of-way (66 feet) can be reduced without 
sacrificing public safety so as to be more in 
keeping with the width of existing roads in 
rural Colebrook. The 26-foot pavement width 
and 66 foot right-of-way requirements are 
common in suburban communities for 
subdivisions on smaller lots and with a much 
higher intensity of housing development than 
is permitted in Colebrook. A modest reduction 
in these road design requirements will 
significantly lessen the impact of new road 
construction on the rural landscape and while 
improving the appearance of new 
subdivisions. Reduced width requirements 
will lower the cost of road construction and in 
turn support affordable new housing in town. 
 
 It is recommended that the ordinance 
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be modified to permit an 18-foot paved residential street width with the requirement for a 2-foot 
shoulder on each side of the road. The shoulders must be constructed with the same stable sub-
base as the paved byway. Road shoulders surfaced with topsoil and seeded with grass eliminate 
the "city boulevard" appearance and restore the look of a rural road. The underlying, stable sub-

base provides extra width outside of the 
paved travel way to permit a vehicle to 
safely pull off the paved surface in an 
emergency. 
 

The 66-foot road right-of-way 
requirement is a suburban standard that 
anticipates a wide pavement width 
(over 30 feet), paved curbs and 
sidewalks, and a utility corridor in the 
right-of-way. Construction of a 66-foot 
right-of-way involves significant tree 
removals and other unnecessary and 
costly disturbance in a very wide band 
of land along the paved road, as is 
found along Prock Hill Road, Bunnell 
Street Extension, and Pine Road. 
Extensive land conversion is 
unnecessary, increases stormwater 
runoff, and expands the town's brush 
cutting and mowing responsibilities. 
Since such development practices are 
contrary to the objective of retaining a 
rural lane appearance, it is 
recommended that the right-of-way 
requirement be reduced to 50 feet. 

 
 
12. Use of Common Driveways in Subdivisions  

On rural roads, the common driveway offers a more traditional alternative to the greater 
disturbance caused by the construction of individual driveways. A carefully located common 
driveway along a woodrow or a stone wall can avoid disturbing a rural feature such as a farm 
field, a roadside woodland, or a scenic overlook and thus consideration should be given to 
requiring common driveway entrances in sensitive landscape locations. The criteria for permitting 
common driveways should encourage sensitive site planning that will mask the entryway and 
retain the rural features of the country road. 
 

Although the Subdivision Regulations permit two interior lots to be served by a common 
driveway, the regulations do not establish standards for design, construction, and ownership of 
the common drive. Properly designed and located common driveways can improve travel safety 
on all roads and should be required on state highways and major town roads to reduce points of 
entry and traffic conflict between local and through traffic. The committee recommends the 
following changes be made to the existing common driveway regulations: 
 

1. Permit common driveways serving up to four lots as a Special Exception. 
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2. The primary criteria for a Special Exception should be a demonstration by the 
applicant that the proposal will improve travel safety and/or protect roadscape 
appearance, scenic features, and/or natural resources.  
 
3. Common driveways serving two lots may be permitted subject to a minimum and 
maximum travelway width and maximum grade. 
 
4. Common driveways serving three or four lots should be constructed to the same 
standards required for design and construction of subdivision streets, excepting for 
pavement surface and travel width. Instead of a bituminous concrete travel surface, a 
common driveway could be a gravel surface. The width of the travelway could be 
reduced from the current requirement of 18 feet. 

 
5. Common driveways should stipulate that the driveway remain in private ownership 
either under a homeowners association or as part of a Common Interest Ownership 
Community according to the provisions in the Connecticut General Statues. Both of these 
methods would provide the legal means to sustain private ownership and maintenance of 
the common driveway. 

 
13. Drainage Design and Construction in Subdivisions 

The broad storm drainage standards in the Subdivision Regulations do not provide 
adequate detailed guidance for storm drainage design. This is an important aspect of subdivision 
review especially for sites located near wetlands, at the base of a drainage watershed, or along a 
steam or lake shoreline. It is recommended that a special new section be added to the Subdivision 
Regulations specifying acceptable methods for the design of storm drainage systems and for 
determining the volume of storm water runoff. 
 
14. Town Zoning Regulations: Driveways and Traffic Concerns 

The Town Zoning Regulations (and applicable subdivision regulations) should be 
amended to include at least basic standards for the location and design of driveways, especially 
regarding their streetside thresholds and capacity for emergency vehicles. The committee 
supports the following modifications and additions to the zoning regulations: 

 
1. The inclusion of a minimum-distance requirement for sight lines will protect the 
community and provide developers with a working standard. 
 
2. A minimum driveway width should be specified to accommodate emergency vehicles. 

  
3. Add a requirement to require the paving of driveway entrances along with a minimum 
grade specification for the threshold as well.  
 
4. The need for culverts at the street-end of driveways must be based on calculations 
performed by an professional engineer or hydrologist.  

 
5. A pull-off area near the road or driveway intersection may be required for steep 
driveways.  

 
6. The zoning regulations should require evidence of submission of an application to the 
State Traffic Commission (STC) for any development that requires an STC "major traffic 
generator" permit. The STC conducts a comprehensive review and issues permits for any 
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development located on or near a state highway that could have a significant impact on 
the roadway. 

 
7. The zoning regulations should be amended to give the Planning and Zoning 
Commission the authority to require an applicant proposing a large development to 
prepare a traffic impact analysis, such as is required by the state. 

 
15. Riparian Buffers 
 Colebrook has several roads that parallel or cross streams, rivers, and wetlands. 
Numerous research studies have shown that roads in riparian areas can be major agents of 
environmental degradation. To counter these impacts, road management must be conducted in a 
manner that preserves both the wetland/watercourse and its associated riparian buffer. 
 
Protecting Riparian Buffers 
 Roadway management can have a significant impact on the health of Colebrook’s surface 
and ground waters. Construction activity, stormwater management, and longstanding 
infrastructural problems all contribute to resource damage. Road construction projects should 
always include a restoration plan that serves to restabilize the site in the most ecologically sound 
and cost-effective manner. However, this aspect of site work is rarely conducted, as is evidenced 
in the storm drainage work on Smith Hill Road, the clearing and paving of the northern reach of 
Prock Hill Road, the new Millbrook Bridge, and the widening and paving of Bunnell Street 
Extension. Raking, seeding, and hay scattering are the simple, inexpensive steps that counter 
erosion while restoring the visual beauty of a disturbed site. 
 

Roads are designed to move water off of the surface by the use of crown geometry. Once 
water reaches roadside, it may continue to flow perpendicularly into the land at roadside; it may 
collect and run downhill in a gully or dug-trench; or it may run along gutters into a stormwater 
system. However, in some streamside areas, historic roadway placement and long-term 

management practices have led to 
chronic impacts. The challenge of 
resource-sensitive roadway 
management is to control 
stormwater in ways that protect 
Colebrook’s natural resources.  
 
Complicating Practices and 
Remedies 
 Roadside clearing 
practices and winter road sanding 
are the primary sources of 
sediment pollution in Colebrook. 
Winter sand has three fates: it 
gets entrained in stormwater and 
flushed into brooks, it gets 
trapped in roadside vegetation, or 

it is picked up during annual roadsweeping operations. The practice of roadside grubbing is 
employed to remove accumulated sand at the paved edge so as to facilitate sheet flow and prevent 
the concentration of water, thereby limiting its erosive and sediment-transport effects. Grubbing 
is accomplished with a payloader and leaves behind a swath of exposed, unconsolidated soil that 
is highly susceptible to erosion and transport, not to mention unsightly swaths that can take years 
to recover.  While it is acknowledged that selective grubbing is an inevitable secondary practice 
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in the winter sanding strategy, there is a distinct need to stabilize grubbed areas in order to control 
erosion and maintain the rural aesthetic. The best management practice in terms of erosion 
control and cost-effectiveness is to seed all disturbed areas with perennial grasses, and cover with 
a sheltering layer of hay immediately following all grubbing or road construction activity. In 
areas where a road is in a riparian zone, seeding should be augmented with the generous use of 
haybales to decrease the velocity of roadside flows that directly lead into brooks. Haybales can be 
also be used to direct flows into robust riparian buffers to take advantage of the erosion control 
services provided by buffers. While not a permanent remedy, hay bales are a cost-effective 
solution that immediately reduces environmental and aesthetic impact. 
 
Sand Storage 
 Sand storage at the town highway garage poses another problem. Sand is stored 
uncovered, is strongly susceptible to erosion and transport, and has been carried offsite into the 
riparian zone of Sandy Brook. The sand load is too great for the buffer to remove fine sediments 
during rainstorms and thus the material moves directly into the brook. This condition can be 
quickly and inexpensively remediated by the use of staked hay bale corrals at the base of the sand 
piles.  
 
Protect Vegetation 
 Every effort should be made to avoid vegetation removals along roads in the buffer areas, 
subject to the priority given to public safety. Maintaining an intact turf or shrub layer prevents 
erosion and inhibits the recruitment of tree species in places where they are not desired. Roadside 
vegetation management should never degrade the roadsides and riparian buffers; it should always 
seek to enhance their quality. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Eternal Braid of Life and Water 
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Colebrook Town Plan of Conservation and Development 
 
 
Appendices 
 
 
I. Conservation Commissions: Enabling Legislation 
 
II. Two Colebrook Vignettes by Robert Grigg: 
 a. Colebrook History at a Glance 
 b. Sandy Brook 
 
III. CT DEP Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve Information 
 
IV. Colebrook Natural Resources Inventory 
 
V.  Profile of Colebrook General Demographic Characteristics,  

2000 Federal Census 
 
 

________________ 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Volunteerism is a defining feature of our town. 
 
Colebrook’s two fire companies contribute thousands of 
hours every year and provide a variety of services. 
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Appendix I 
 

Conservation Commissions: Enabling Legislation 
 
CGS  CHAPTER 97*MUNICIPALITIES: GENERAL PROVISIONS 
Sec. 7-131a. Conservation commissions. (a) Any town, city or borough, by vote of its legislative body, may 
establish a conservation commission for the development, conservation, supervision and regulation of 
natural resources, including water resources, within its territorial limits. The commission shall consist of 
not fewer than three nor more than eleven members and not more than three alternates, to be appointed by 
the chief executive officer of the municipality, to serve for terms to be designated by the legislative body 
establishing the commission. Such alternate members shall, when seated, have all the powers and duties of 
a member of the commission. The chief executive officer may remove any member or alternate for cause 
and may fill any vacancy. 
(b) A conservation commission shall conduct research into the utilization and possible utilization of land 
areas of the municipality and may coordinate the activities of unofficial bodies organized for similar 
purposes, and may advertise, prepare and distribute books, maps, charts, plans and pamphlets as necessary 
for its purposes. It may propose a greenways plan for inclusion in the plan of conservation and 
development of the municipality prepared pursuant to section 8-23. It may inventory natural resources and 
formulate watershed management and drought management plans. Such plans shall be consistent with 
water supply management plans prepared pursuant to section 25-32d. It shall keep an index of all open 
areas, publicly or privately owned, including open marshlands, swamps and other wetlands, for the purpose 
of obtaining information on the proper use of such areas, and may from time to time recommend to the 
planning commission or, if none, to the chief executive officer or the legislative body plans and programs 
for the development and use of such areas. It may make recommendations to zoning commissions, planning 
commissions, inland wetlands agencies and other municipal agencies on proposed land use changes. It may, 
with the approval of such legislative body, acquire land and easements in the name of the municipality and 
promulgate rules and regulations, including but not limited to the establishment of reasonable charges for 
the use of land and easements, for any of its purposes as set out in this section. It may supervise and 
manage municipally-owned open space or park property upon delegation of such authority by the entity 
which has supervisory or management responsibilities for such space or property. It shall keep records of 
its meetings and activities and shall make an annual report to the municipality in the manner required of 
other agencies of the respective municipalities. The commission may receive gifts in the name of the 
municipality for any of its purposes and shall administer the same for such purposes subject to the terms of 
the gift. 
(c) A commission may exchange information with the Commissioner of Environmental Protection, and said 
commissioner may, on request, assign technical personnel to a commission for assistance in planning its 
overall program and for coordinating state and local conservation activities. 
(d) Any town, city or borough may appropriate funds to such commission. 
(1961, P.A. 310; 1963, P.A. 490, S. 7; 1969, P.A. 284, S. 1; 1971, P.A. 872, S. 403; P.A. 73-293; P.A. 79-
84; P.A. 93- 270; P.A. 95-335, S. 10, 26.) 
History: 1963 act amended Subsec. (b) to provide for making recommendations to the planning 
commission only, if one exists, rather than to the chief executive, legislative body or planning commission; 
1969 act included supervision and regulation of resources in duties of conservation commission, required 
approval of legislative body for acquisition of land and easements and gave power to make regulations, 
including charges for use of land and easements; 1971 act substituted commissioner of environmental 
protection for commissioner of agriculture and natural resources in Subsec. (c); P.A. 73- 293 changed 
maximum number of commission members from seven to eleven in Subsec. (a); P.A. 79-84 added 
provisions for alternate members in Subsec. (a); P.A. 93-270 amended Subsec. (b) to add provisions 
authorizing commissions to inventory natural resources, formulate watershed management and drought 
management plans and to make recommendations on proposed land use changes and to supervise and 
manage municipal open space or park property; P.A. 95-335 amended Subsec. (b) to authorize the 
commission to propose a greenways plan to be included in the municipal plan of conservation and 
development, effective July 1, 1995. 
Cited. 160 C. 71. Subsec. (b):  Cited. 35 CA 594, 598. 
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Appendix II 
Two Colebrook Vignettes by Robert Grigg 

 
 

Colebrook History at a Glance 

Today we find ourselves just entering a brand-new century. What is it that makes 
this town "special"; why did you come here to live, either full or part time? This question 
can be asked equally of a new resident from an adjacent town or someone from New York 
City, and in all likelihood, the replies would be similar. 

We have been blessed with what amounts to a virtual wall-to-wall carpet of mature 
forest growing on the southern reaches of a range of hills known as The Foothills of the 
Berkshires. In Colebrook, the highest elevation, 1552 feet, is reached by Pond Mountain; 
the lowest, 510 feet, occurs on the surface of Still River as it exits town into Barkhamsted. 
The Berkshires in western Massachusetts are the southern extension of two mountain 
systems, the Taconics and the Green Mountains. All are part of the Northern Appalachians. 

At the heart of our highway system are two state roads; Conn. Route 8 running 
north-south on the eastern side of town and Conn. Route 183, running northwest-southeast 
from the Winchester town line to the extreme northwest corner almost at the Massachusetts 
state line. The topography is such that with few exceptions, it is not possible to have a 
straight road going very far in any direction. Scattered about town there are several 
locations that lend themselves to a neighborhood environment. Initially, these were 
agricultural sites; flat land alongside rivers or the bottoms of what had long before had been 
glacial lakebeds, now covered with rich, dark loam. District names such as North 
Colebrook, Colebrook Center, Robertsville, Colebrook River and Millbrook mark these 
locations. The road network connecting these neighborhoods looks like a tortured spider 
web as it negotiates our geological obstacles. 

The work parties sent into the virgin forest in the mid eighteenth century to create 
roads and begin initial land clearing in what was to be Colebrook found not one lake or 
other body of standing water. There was an adequate supply of waterpower however in 
Sandy Brook, running diagonally across town from northwest to southeast, the West Branch 
of the Farmington River, Center Brook/Loon Brook (originally named Mill Brook 
throughout its entire length), and Still River tucked into the southeast corner of the 
township. Of all the rivers having potential to power waterwheels, none exceeded Still 
River. The original owners of Colebrook were a group from Windsor, Connecticut, known 
as The Proprietors. These men were charged by the General Assembly of the Colony of 
Connecticut with preparing the area for colonization. The first task was to create roads, and 
the men who made them had to be paid; therefore the real estate considered the most 
valuable was set aside to be sold to the highest bidder for this purpose. Still River, 
beginning with the falls eventually known as Tunxis, containing three other major mill sites 
in just over a quarter mile, was chosen for this purpose. 

The first industrial use at this site was a complex consisting of 11 buildings centered 
on an iron forge in 1770. All throughout the War of Independence, this facility turned out 
not only iron products, but also high quality steel. Chief among the steel products were bits 
with which the cannon manufactured in Salisbury, Conn, were bored. The steel products 
produced in Robertsville were truly of inestimable value to Washington's military campaigns. 
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Contemporary to this were two other sites in Colebrook with major forges; the 
industrial site on Center Brook owned by the Rockwell family, and another on the 
Colebrook-Norfolk town line owned in part by the Phelps family. These two families, the 
Rockwells and the Phelps, remained the dominant political and commercial powers 
throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, and indeed remain town benefactors to this day. 

After the War of 1812, iron never regained its former importance and was replaced by 
lumbering and animal husbandry such as Marino sheep and cattle for beef and cheese. One 
major exception to this was a cotton mill that operated in Colebrook River from 1840 - 1890. 
It averaged 100 employees, and was thus the largest employer the town has ever had. 

A railroad came to Winsted in 1841, effectively curtailing further industrial 
development in Colebrook, as well as eventually forcing existing businesses such as the 
cotton mill to close down. 

In 1871 a railroad was created reaching from Hartford to the Hudson River Valley, 
which passed through Winsted and Norfolk. This route, while never being very lucrative, 
never-the-less allowed business men with offices in New York City to come here for summers 
or even relaxing weekends. Land prices were depressed around here following the Civil War, 
and former farm land, for the most part denuded of trees, much of it used for charcoal making, 
but as a consequence affording spectacular views, could /be picked up for a song. Thus the 
role of the "summer people" was established, one "which is more prevalent now than at any 
previous period. 

The most dramatic event that has ever taken place in Colebrook was the creation of 
two dams and reservoirs on the West Branch of the Farmington River by the Metropolitan 
District Commission. This took place over a period of years beginning in the 1930's and 
culminating with the completion of the Colebrook River Dam in 1964. Below the waters of 
Colebrook River Lake lie the foundation stones of nearly 100 dwellings, shops and mills. 

Today urban sprawl, industrialization and the general rigors of late 20th and early 21st 
century living have left vast areas of the northeast, in particular the New York Metropolitan 
Area and the so-called Northeast Corridor, devoid of clean, verdant quietude. Something in 
the human soul yearns for open space, whether it is on the prairies, in the mountains, or just a 
piece of land where he and his neighbor need not live in each other's hip pocket. All the many 
years that Colebrook languished in the backwaters, consisting of land considered all but 
useless, and which could be picked up for $1.00 an acre, has, in the 21st century, found herself 
in the most admirable of positions. We have something that cannot be manufactured by man; 
we have unspoiled natural beauty, and we have it iri easy commuting distance from centers of 
high-tech employment such as New York and the Connecticut River Valley. Having 
recognized that, it should be obvious that all of us have an obligation to retain and protect 
those attributes that make this the wonderful place to live that it is. 
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Sandy Brook 

Sandy Brook arises at York Lake, at an elevation of 1550 feet, in the township of 
Sandisfield, Massachusetts. It flows 5 miles southeastward through Massachusetts, traverses 
½ mile of the northeastern corner of the township of Norfolk, Connecticut and merges 7&1/2 
miles later into Still River in southeastern Colebrook. During this short 13 mile stretch, it 
drops some 1,015 feet, 662 of them in Colebrook. 

There are three principal watercourses within Colebrook that divide the landscape 
into separate watersheds. The greatest volume belongs to the West Branch of the 
Farmington River as it flows southward from Massachusetts through the northeastern section 
of Colebrook enroute to its ultimate conjunction with the Connecticut River at Windsor. The 
largest geographical watershed in town belongs to Sandy Brook, which, while carrying less 
water than the West Branch of the Farmington, drains a larger area due in part to its 
northwest-southeast orientation through the center of the township. 

The third, and smallest watershed is that of Mill Brook, which rises in Norfolk, 
courses through southwest Colebrook and eventually joins Mad River in Winchester. All 
three of these systems eventually merge into the Farmington River, which then, as 
previously stated, joins the Connecticut River and flows into Long Island Sound. 

The uplands that give birth to Sandy Brook are near the southern end of 
Massachusetts's Berkshire Mountains. These highlands are considered to be 
Connecticut's most rugged and picturesque region. 

The most recognizable characteristic feature of this region are high, steep-sided 
plateaus, topped by streamlined hills and bedrock knobs, a gift of the Wisconsin Glaciation. 
This event began in what is now New England some 85,000 years ago, peaked 20-25,000 
years ago and began receding some 16,000 years ago. Reforestation followed closely on the 
heels of the retreating ice, and by 9,000 to 6,000 years ago, paleo-Indians were hunting in 
what is now Colebrook, 

Although the world is today believed to be approximately 4.6 billion years old, 
realistically for us in Colebrook at least, it need not go back further than 500 million, or 
179th of the total. The world at that time consisted of several continent-sized land masses with 
many smaller groups of islands scattered over its surface. Slowly geologic forces within the 
planet moved these landmasses about, until eventually they coalesced into one huge 
supercontinent. What was to become Connecticut was somewhere in its interior, subjected 
to intense pressure by the colliding continents which caused our pre-existing stone to 
become squeezed, subjected to intense heat and elevated. 

200 million years ago, the continuing geologic engines within the Earth began 
breaking up this supercontinent. Future Connecticut found herself on the edge of what 
would become North America. Our corner of northwestern Connecticut is the only part 
within the state that consists of the original, or Proto-North America geologic formations. 
Because of the cataclysmic events it had been subjected to, our basic stone became what is 
today defined as metamorphic, or altered, with some consisting of minerals which are harder 
than others and more resistant to erosion, while other, softer areas erode more rapidly. 
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In all the Earth's history, the one constant is the force called erosion; it is never 
ceasing, constantly wearing down anything that gained elevation over the surrounding 

terrain. Because of this, we can today state that the surface which we call home, and which 
seems to us to be forever unchanged, has in reality had 5 to 7 miles of material removed 
over the past 250 million years. In light of this, we must conclude that there is today no 
correlation between the present courses of rivers and those from which they are descended. 

Colebrook does not contain any sedimentary rock, such as bracket us to the west by 
the marbles of the Housatonic River Valley, or easterly by the sandstones of the Connecticut 
River Valley. Because of the soft nature of these rocks, water action rapidly wears them 
downward. Rivers such as the Farmington and Sandy Brook have established courses 
dictated by the differences in hardness of various rock masses. 

There was good reason why Colebrook and Barkhamsted comprise the last land in 
the state previously uninhabited. The original owners, called Proprietors, were from 
Windsor, and for the most part considered themselves to be farmers, or tradesmen supporting 
the farming industry. 

Because of the inherent difficulties imposed by the north-south ridges with then-steep, 
rocky sides, our land surface was not pioneered until all other acreage was utilized. Once the 
virgin forest, or some of it at least, had been removed and a rudimentary road system 
established, streams with the potential of producing water power could be harnessed. Sandy 
Brook, with 7^2 miles lying within the boundaries of Colebrook, and with a drop of some 
662 feet, provided some 10 mill sites, with several others on tributaries. 

Historically, man's association with Sandy Brook can be traced to early Colonial 
times. A Boston merchant by the name of Sandie, or Sandy, had a contract with the British 
army to supply hay to their cavalry. He decided to utilize a large open area within the virgin 
forest in what is now western Massachusetts. This so-called intervail land had been created 
by the Native Americans as an area which would encourage animals and birds in their food 
chain, thus making hunting a much more manageable task. This particular open land had 
been created around a series of quite powerful and unfluctuating springs, thus Sandie, the 
first European to utilize the hay produced by the native grasses, had his name applied to the 
map in the form of "Sandie's Field" and "Sandie's Brook", which have since acquired 
modern spellings. 

In the waning years of the 20th century, evidence was uncovered near the banks of 
Sandy Brook indicating that a Paleo-Indian ceremonial site existed perhaps as early as 6,000 
years before the present. This site, seen by, but not as yet investigated by the state 
archeologist, holds promise to be the largest pristine site within the state. In order to prevent 
contamination, its exact location must not be revealed until after a scientific investigation 
has been conducted. 

As we embark upon the 21st century, Sandy Brook remains as she always has -
providing a flow of unpolluted water for fishing, white water kayaking and other forms of 
recreation, as well as providing esthetically one of the premier streams within the entire 
region. 

Robert Grigg, 
Municipal Historian, 

Town of Colebrook, Conn. 
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