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Section 1.0  Introduction 

1.0 Introduction 
 
The Town of Wells owns approximately 500 acres of property off Routes 9 and 109 in 
Wells.  This property contains a large wetland complex known as the Wells Heath, which 
is dominated by raised bog and fen habitat.  In addition to the Heath, this property 
contains several gravel pits adjacent to Route 9 that are being targeted for development.  
The town wishes to manage this public land in an ecologically sound manner while 
providing educational and recreational opportunities to the public.  They are also 
interested in potential development opportunities in the gravel pits adjacent to the Heath.  
Woodlot Alternatives, Inc. (Woodlot) was contracted to complete an ecological 
characterization of the Heath parcels.  As part of this work, Woodlot has produced a base 
map characterizing natural community boundaries, trails, and proposed development 
buffers from the Heath. This narrative report contains natural community descriptions 
and management recommendations. 
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2.0 Methods 
 
Natural resource information for the Heath parcels and adjacent properties was assembled 
from existing information sources, including recent geo-referenced aerial photos, 
National Wetland Indicator (NWI) maps, Wells Conservation Commission property 
boundary data, and US Geographical Survey (USGS) topographical maps.  This data was 
used to generate an electronic base map of the Heath parcel boundaries, natural 
community boundaries, borrow pits, and land potentially targeted for development.  
Distances between the ecologically sensitive areas and potential development areas were 
estimated from the base maps.  Field surveys were performed to estimate the capacity of 
the existing topography and vegetation to buffer sound and light from adjacent properties.  
Photographs were taken where appropriate.  This information was used to develop 
recommendations for the location and size of buffers that would mitigate the effects of 
adjacent land development.  Recommendations for trail locations are also made. 
 
Upland natural community classifications used on the Heath parcels are based on the 
Maine Natural Areas Program descriptions, published in Natural Landscapes of Maine:  
A Classification of Vegetated Natural Communities and Ecosystems (Gawler 2001).  This 
publication defines a natural community as an assemblage of interacting plants and 
animals and their common environment recurring across the landscape, in which the 
effects of human intervention are minimal.    
 
Natural community boundaries on this map are based on aerial photo interpretation and 
the NWI wetland designations.  The NWI system of classification was developed by the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and is published in Classification of Wetland and 
Deepwater Habitats of the United States (Cowardin et al. 1979).  This wetland 
classification system was developed to describe ecological taxa, arrange them in a system 
useful to resource managers, furnish units for mapping, and provide uniformity of 
concepts and terms.  Because these classifications on the NWI maps are based on aerial 
photo interpretation, the accuracy of these boundaries varies based on the extent of 
limited ground surveys.  The NWI designations, however, are still a valuable mapping 
tool when extensive field surveys are not possible. 
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3.0 Results 
 
3.1 Natural Communities 

 

Upland Habitat 
The Oak-Pine community is the dominant forest type on the undisturbed upland areas of 
the Heath parcels.  This community type makes up approximately 25% of the habitat on 
the heath parcels and is primarily found in the northern and eastern portions of the Heath 
property, surrounding the existing gravel pits (See Figure 1).  Smaller fragments of this 
community type are also located west and south of the heath wetlands.   
 
White pine (Pinus strobus) dominates the canopy in this community, with common 
associates being red oak (Quercus rubra) and red maple (Acer rubrum).  Other trees 
scattered throughout this community include white oak (Quercus alba), pitch pine (Pinus 
rigida), red spruce (Picea rubens), balsam fir (Abies balsamea), eastern hemlock (Tsuga 
canadensis), and paper birch (Betula papyrifera).  The shrub layer is sparse and consists 
of scrub oak (Quercus ilicifolia), huckleberry (Gaylussacia baccata), and witch hazel 
(Hamamelis virginiana).  The cover of herbs varied within this community but was 
generally sparse to moderate cover.  Common herbs included bracken fern (Pteridium 
aquilinum), lowbush blueberry (Vaccinium angustifolium), sheep laurel (Kalmia 
angustifolia), teaberry (Gaultheria procumbens), and wild sarsaparilla (Aralia 
nudicaulis).  Leaf litter consisting of pine needles and red oak leaves dominated the 
ground cover in most areas. 
 
Palustrine Forested Wetlands 
Forested wetlands are located near the upland edge of the Heath wetland complex and 
make up approximately 32 percent of total area on the Heath parcels (Figure 1).  This 
wetland contains communities with broad-leaved deciduous, needle-leaved evergreen, 
and mixed forest types.  The broad-leaved deciduous communities are dominated by red 
maple, where the needle-leaved evergreen community contains a mix of red spruce, black 
spruce (Picea mariana), and larch (Larix laricina).  These communities are generally 
seasonally saturated with water.  These forested wetland communities add to the diversity 
of habitat types in the Heath wetland complex and contain characteristics of the extensive 
peatland located in the center of the heath.  Though not distinguished on the NWI maps, 
this forested community contains both bog and fen habitat. 
 
Palustrine Scrub-Shrub Wetlands 
Scrub-shrub wetlands make up the central portion of the Heath wetland complex, 
comprising approximately 27 percent of the area of the Heath parcels.  This wetland type 
contains the majority of the raised bog habitat that is relatively unique in southern Maine.  
Dwarf larch and shrubs such as leatherleaf (Chamaedaphne calyculata), sheep laurel, and 
rhodora (Rhodora canadense) dominate this peatland.   
 
Palustrine Emergent Wetlands 
Two areas of emergent wetlands mix with scrub-shrub habitat in the northern portion of 
the Heath parcels.  This wetland type comprises approximately 2 percent of the total area 
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of the Heath parcels.  No information is available on the plant species that dominate this 
wetland at this location. 
 
Palustrine Unconsolidated Bottom 
The excavation of fill materials in the gravel pits has created several areas of ponded 
water.  These ponds located in the eastern portion of the Heath parcels are now 
permanent bodies of water. 
 
3.2 Potential Development 

 
The town property located to the southeast of the Heath wetland complex contains some 
areas that may be targeted for development.  These areas contain several gravel pits that 
are currently active or have been active in recent years.  In order to ensure development 
in these areas do not impact the Heath wetland communities, Woodlot has recommended 
buffers that will protect this natural resource. 

 
3.2.1 Forested Buffer 

 

Woodlot recommends that a 500-foot forested buffer be maintained from the upland edge 
of the forested wetland associated with the Heath.  This buffer will serve as a filter for 
light and noise from any adjacent development and will also add habitat diversity by 
preserving an undisturbed forested community adjacent to the Heath.  Activities in this 
buffer zone should be limited to trail development. 
 
3.2.2 Development Buffer 

 

Woodlot recommends a 1000-foot development buffer from the upland edge of the 
forested wetland associated with the Heath.  No buildings or parking lots should be 
constructed within this buffer area.  Activities that would have minimal impacts on the 
Heath wetlands that could be located inside of this buffer include trail development, 
forestry activities, construction of recreational playing fields, and/or playgrounds. 
 
Development outside of the 1000-foot buffer should be limited to light industry.  A 
detailed storm water management plan should be developed for any facilities outside of 
the buffer to ensure runoff is not having a negative impact on the Heath.   
 
3.3 Trails 

 
The greater Wells Heath contains bog and fen habitat that is relatively rare in southern 
Maine.  This unique wetland is located directly adjacent to Route 9 and 9a, which makes 
it an ideal location for educational trails.  A proposed trail location is mapped on Figure 
1.  An elevated viewing platform at the end of this trail will offer a wide view over this 
relatively open habitat.  This habitat type provides some challenges to trail development 
because all trails through the wetland must be elevated boardwalks.  The use of 
boardwalks will minimize any impact to the surrounding wetlands while providing easy 
access for educational groups and hikers.   
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