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1.  Environmental Profile 
 
The Lakes Region is highly prized as a place of great natural beauty. The abundant mountains, lakes, 
and pastoral settings provide residents and visitors with incomparable views and recreational 
opportunities. As the name implies, the region is composed of a system of inter-connected 
waterways. Of the total 818,000 acres composing the Lakes Region, 15 percent of the region is 
covered by surface waters and wetlands (LRPC, 2012). Map 1 illustrates the land use for the Lakes 
Region. These waterways, natural resources, and corresponding quality of life have been noted as the 
most important benefit to regional businesses. The following environmental profile gives an 
overview of the region’s highlights.  
 
Geography 
Situated between the White Mountains to the north and the more densely populated 
Merrimack Valley to the south, the Lakes Region serves as an easily accessible 
destination with an ideal mix of pristine natural resources and modern amenities.  
While the region’s lakes and rivers remain the most sought after resource, the 
mountains, forests and wetlands of the area serve as not only a aesthetic and 
recreational resource, they also provide important ecosystem services such as habitat 
for native species and filtration of rainfall and runoff.   
 
Lake Winnipesaukee, New Hampshire’s largest lake, has a total surface area of 
44,600 acres.  Maximum and mean depths are 180 and 43 feet, respectively.  The lake 
is natural, but is raised by damming to an elevation of 504 feet.  Eighty-three relatively small 
tributaries draining a watershed of 215,133 acres provide the main water source for the lake. 
 
There are 240 miles of shoreline (this includes the shoreline length of islands over five acres in area) 
and about 250 islands (the total number of islands is frequently debated, depending on definition of 
“island”).  The shores and many of the islands are well developed with numerous dwellings, from 
cottages to mansions, but some areas between the developments remain forested 
 
The table below list key features of other important water bodies in the region: 
 
Table 1.1 Major Lakes of the Lakes Region 
 

Lake Area 
(acres) 

Maximum 
Depth 
(feet) 

Communities 

Lake Winnipesaukee 44,600 180 Alton, Center Harbor, Gilford, Laconia, 
Meredith, Moultonboro, Tuftonboro, 

Wolfeboro 
Squam Lake 6,700 99 Holderness, Sandwich, Center Harbor 
Lake Winnisquam 4,300 150 Belmont, Laconia, Meredith, Sanbornton, 

Tilton 
Newfound Lake 4,100 182 Alexandria, Bridgewater,  

Bristol, Hebron 
Ossipee Lake  3,100 50 Freedom, Ossipee 
Lake Wentworth 3,000 82 Wolfeboro 
Lake Waukeewan 900 70 Meredith, New Hampton 
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While not nearly as mountainous as other parts of the State, the Lakes Region has many peaks and 
sightseers enjoy breathtaking views at all times of year, but particularly in the fall, during foliage 
season.  Table 1.2 lists the ten highest peaks in the Lakes Region: 
 
Table 1.2 Highest Peaks in the Lakes Region 
 

Mountain Community Elevation 

Mt. Shaw Tuftonboro 2,990' 
Black Snoot Tuftonboro 2,803' 
Faraway Mountain Moultonborough 2,782' 
Black Mountain Sandwich 2,732' 
Mt. Israel Sandwich 2,630' 
Mt. Roberts Moultonborough 2,582' 
Mt. Flagg Tuftonboro 2,390' 
Belknap Mountain Gilford 2,382' 
Gunstock Mountain Gilford 2,245' 
Mt. Squam Sandwich 2,223' 
 
 
Agricultural Land 
Historically, agriculture and forestry were widespread throughout the Lakes Region. As development 
pressures increased, many farms were subdivided. These pressures are still being felt throughout the 
region. Today, approximately 3.73 percent of the region is used as agricultural land (LRPC, 2012). 
There are efforts to conserve these fields, meadows and woods with various land trust tools like 
conservation easements or lease of development rights, thereby protecting the agricultural way of 
life and beautiful landscapes unique to the Lakes Region. 
 
Although soils are not consistently fertile (only two percent of New Hampshire soils are classified as 
prime agricultural soils), certain areas are very productive for agriculture or forestry (see Map 2).  
The region has a wide range of agricultural businesses – both commercial and wholesale. Businesses 
include everything from large-scale farm product operations, farmers markets, pick-your-own fruits, 
dairies, Christmas trees, maple syrup, livestock operations, and horticultural growers to niche 
markets, agricultural tourism, and retail. There are also community gardens where people grow their 
own and surplus is given to food pantries. 
 
Farming opportunities in the Lakes Region are diverse and expanding due to the farmers’ 
resourcefulness and adaptability to new opportunities. Farms in niche markets, such as organic 
foods, are gaining in popularity. There are currently farmers markets and farm stands in nearly every 
town in the region, whereas in the 1990s there were about twelve in the entire state. In fact, some 
communities have now begun holding indoor markets in the winter as a way of providing year-
round opportunities for local farmers to market to their neighbors. Several larger farms in the region 
are now pre-selling their produce to customers who pick them up each week. The New Hampshire 
Department of Agriculture believes this may be due, in part, to consumers looking for more local 
food sources amid fuel increases, national food recalls, and a focus on more sustainable living.  
 



Lakes Region Plan for Sustainable Progress 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Page 1-3 

 
 
 
 



Lakes Region Plan for Sustainable Progress                  
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Page 1-4 

 
 
Whereas agricultural land composes less than four percent of the region’s land use, nearly 85 percent 
of the region is classified as forestland (LRPC, 2012). Map 1 shows the prevalence of forestlands. 
These forests function as habitat, rainwater infiltration sites, buffers for surface waters and wetlands, 
and provide the backdrop for tourism and recreation throughout the region. Many of these forests 
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are also managed for timber harvesting, maintaining the livelihood of residents while contributing to 
the local economy and tax base. A symbiotic relationship between foresters, farmers, recreation, and 
tourism can maintain forestland and protect the base of the region’s recreation and scenic values. 
 
Recreation and Public Access 
The vast majority of land ownership in the Lakes Region is private. Respecting private property 
rights while providing public access to the lakes and waterways, trails and trailheads is a challenge to 
communities in the region.  
 
Lake access has been of particular concern to many communities. Swimming, fishing, and boating all 
require public access areas for parking or launching. Tourism and economic development are linked 
closely to water recreation in the region, and towns want to have the ability to further develop the 
avenues available to them. As development pressures on land use increase, public access points decrease. 
Many of the regions lakes and ponds currently have very limited access to non-shorefront owners.  
 
Some communities did not establish public access points in years past and are finding it too late to 
do so as waterfront properties have skyrocketed in value. However, even those that did establish 
public access points are finding that they are becoming inadequate to handle the large number of 
boaters or hikers. As such, many outdoor recreational resources in the region rely on landowners to 
allow access to private lands. Incentives to keep this land open and accessible, such as the “current 
use” property tax relief program, will assist in protecting these recreational opportunities.  
 
In 2003, approximately 97,330 acres (11.8 %) in the region were conservation or public lands. As of 
today, there are 128,428 acres of conservation or public lands, comprising 15.7 percent of the total 
land area in the region (see Map 3). Land trusts throughout the region have assisted landowners, 
towns, and organizations accomplish this increase. One such example is the Lakes Region 
Conservation Trust. Since 1979 it has worked with landowners in nearly every town in the region to 
protect over 21,700 acres of land with ecological, scenic, recreational, or historical value, including 
32 miles of shoreline on Lake Winnipesaukee, Squam Lake, and other lakes, ponds, rivers, and 
streams throughout the Lakes Region, 19 summits, and 85 miles of hiking trails. Table 1.1 shows the 
total amount of conservation and public lands in each town in the region. 
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Table 1.3: Acres of Conservation and Public Lands in the Lakes Region by Town 
 

Municipality 

Acres of 
Conservation and  

Public Lands* 

Percent of Total 
Municipal Area 
(land and water) 

Percent of Total Lakes 
Region Conservation 

and Public Lands 

Alexandria 3,446 12.3% 2.7% 

Alton 3,795 7.1% 3.0% 

Andover 6,020 22.9% 4.7% 

Ashland 968 13.1% 0.8% 

Barnstead 1,221 4.3% 1.0% 

Belmont 403 2.0% 0.3% 

Bridgewater 161 1.2% 0.1% 

Bristol 908 6.5% 0.7% 

Center Harbor 574 5.5% 0.4% 

Danbury 2,317 9.5% 1.8% 

Effingham 6,252 24.5% 4.9% 

Franklin 2,947 15.8% 2.3% 

Freedom 4,609 19.0% 3.6% 

Gilford 6,357 18.6% 4.9% 

Gilmanton 6,058 15.9% 4.7% 

Hebron 707 5.9% 0.6% 

Hill 4,144 24.2% 3.2% 

Holderness 1,661 7.2% 1.3% 

Laconia 952 5.7% 0.7% 

Meredith 2,455 7.0% 1.9% 

Moultonborough 13,328 27.7% 10.4% 

New Hampton 2,834 11.5% 2.2% 

Northfield 197 1.1% 0.2% 

Ossipee 8,739 18.1% 6.8% 

Sanbornton 4,143 13.0% 3.2% 

Sandwich 23,070 38.3% 18.0% 

Tamworth 13,569 35.0% 10.6% 

Tilton 99 1.3% 0.1% 

Tuftonboro 4,165 13.1% 3.2% 

Wolfeboro 2,329 6.2% 1.8% 

Total 128,428 15.7% 100% 
Society for the Protection of NH Forests 2012 

 
If permanent protection is not possible, an agreement can be made between the town and 
landowner to allow the public access to the resource. Since they are non-binding, these agreements 
can be given or revoked at any time. One caveat to establishing public access on private lands is the 
treatment of those lands. If private property owners see an increase in vandalism, littering, or a 



Lakes Region Plan for Sustainable Progress 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Page 1-7 

disregard for their property, the accessibility will come to an end. Educating the public at trailheads 
and sponsoring Adopt-a-Trail programs can help prevent these destructive activities from occurring.  
 
There are numerous town forests in the region, as shown on Map 3. Four popular state parks are 
located in the Lakes Region. They are Wellington State Park in Bristol, Wentworth State Park in 
Wolfeboro, Ellacoya State Park in Gilford and White Lake State Park in Tamworth. The White 
Mountain National Forest borders the region to the north and extends south into the town of 
Sandwich, comprising the largest segment of conservation land in the region (shown on Map 3). 
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Tourism 
According to the Institute for New Hampshire Studies at Plymouth State University, the State of 
New Hampshire hosted over 34 million visitor trips in Fiscal Year 2011 and total spending by 
tourists was estimated at $4.2 billion. This represents an incremental annual decline from 2008, when 
tourism receipts were estimated at $4.5 billion.  Tourists primarily come to New Hampshire to visit 
relatives, engage in outdoor recreation, sightsee or participate in other leisure activities.  Business 
trips constitute less than 13% of New Hampshire’s tourism traffic. Scenic drives, shopping, 
sightseeing, beaches during the summer months and skiing during the winter months are among the 
most popular activities. Table 1.4 lists tourism activities by season in New Hampshire (Institute for 
New Hampshire Studies, Plymouth State University). 
 
Table 1.4: Activities in New Hampshire 
 

Activity Spring 
 

Summer 
2010 & 2011 

Fall 
 

Winter 
’09-10 & ’10-11 

Visit Friends/Relatives 36% 44% 44% 37% 
Sightseeing 24% 24% 24% 10% 
Shopping 16% 17% 17% 24% 
Ski/Snowboarding 4% -- -- 15% 
Beach 5% 19% 19% -- 
Fine Dining 11% 8% 8% 15% 
Hiking/Backpacking 7% 10% 10% 6% 
Historic Sites/Museums 8% 8% 8% 3% 
State/National Parks 5% 9% 9% 2% 
*Institute for New Hampshire Studies, Plymouth State University 

 
Recognizing the integral link between the health of New Hampshire’s lakes and the State’s economy, 
the New Hampshire Lakes Association released a brochure (available online at 
http://www.nhlakes.org/docs/Economic-Study-Phase-IV-Brochure.pdf) in 2007 summarizing the 
results of a study that quantified the impact of water quality decline statewide not only in terms of 
dollars, but also in terms of lost jobs.  Not surprisingly, as the table below illustrates, the study 
confirmed that the impact of declining water quality would impact the Lakes Region much more 
significantly than any other part of the State: 
 
Table 1.5 Regional Impacts of Perceived Declines in Water Quality 
 

Region of New Hampshire Lost 
Sales 

Lost 
Income 

Lost 
Jobs 

Lakes Region $25 million $8.8 million 396 

White Mountains $11.8 million $4.2 million 189 
Merrimack Valley $8.3 million $3 million 131 
Seacoast $2.6 million $930,000 43 
North Woods $1.8 million $640,000 29 
Dartmouth/Sunapee $870,000 $310,000 14 
Monadnock $509,000 $180,000 9 
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Historic and Cultural Resources 
There are currently 91 individual National Register 
Historic Places in the Lakes Region, including nineteen 
National Register Historic Districts. Pictured here is 
Laconia’s Federal Building, built in 1939 and placed 
within the National Register of Historic Places in 2011. 
The Lakes Region’s historic districts vary greatly in size, 
from the small downtown districts of the villages of 
Center Harbor, Alton, and Andover to the districts 
encompassing Center Sandwich village, downtown 
Tilton and the Central Street/downtown area of 
Franklin. Walking tours of historic structures and sites 
are popular in several towns.  
 
 

Photo courtesy US General Services Administration 
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Scenic Resources 
The unique scenic qualities of New Hampshire are characterized by quaint, traditional villages 
surrounded by the lakes, mountains and pastoral settings. Thousands of visitors flock to the region 
annually to enjoy these beautiful rural landscapes. Many state and town roads provide opportunities 
to view the historic towns and panorama as they wind their way through the region.  
 
The region has many designated scenic byways (Map 4). The state Scenic Byway system also 
identifies 67 miles of roadway as the Lakes Region Tour. One end of the Lakes Tour begins at the 
traffic circle in the town of Alton on NH Route 28. The Byway travels north along NH Route 28, 
follows NH Route 109 to the intersection with NH Route 25. At the intersection of NH Routes 109 
and 25, the Byway forms a “T”. The northeast arm follows NH Route 25 easterly to the Watson 
Corner intersection of NH Route 16 in West Ossipee. The northwest arm of the “T” continues 
through the towns of Moultonborough and Center Harbor to downtown Meredith. Here NH Route 
25 joins US Route 3 and travels north. Leaving the downtown, the Byway route continues north 
until it reaches the intersection of NH Route 175 in Holderness. NH Route 175 leads the Byway to 
the northern boundary of Holderness and Plymouth, the northern terminus of the Lakes Tour. 
 
The Lakes Region is also becoming increasingly popular as a bicycling destination for its rural 
character, village centers and challenging routes. Recently, Lakes Region Planning Commission 
released a NH DOT approved Lakes Region Bicycle and Pedestrian Plan.  The plan, available online 
at http://www.lakesrpc.org/TAC/FINAL_Bicycling_and_Walking_Plan%2002_28.pdf was 
developed to provide the communities in the Lakes Region with additional information about 
existing biking and walking infrastructure, and to reinforce local revitalization efforts that desire to 
make their communities safer and more enjoyable places to live and visit. 
 
The Lakes Region Bicycle Routes Map (Appendix A) highlights cycling routes on state and town 
roads. It also shows unpaved trails, distance between intersections, state parks and forests, and 
village centers. Gunstock Mountain in Gilford and Ragged Mountain in Danbury offer mountain 
biking trails in addition to renowned alpine and Nordic skiing.  
 
Areas of concern for tourism, noted in the Lakes Region Tourism Profile, continue to be: 
seasonality, water quality, public access to lakes, ponds, streams and mountains, and increased 
traffic. It is important for the region to find an appropriate balance between the conservation and 
preservation of the area’s natural and historic resources, and the promotion of tourism and 
economic development. 
 
Recent Initiatives 
Smart Growth Assessments (http://www.lakesrpc.org/services_resources.asp)  
A Smart Growth Audit, or Assessment, is a process by which a community reviews the eight Smart 
Growth Principles, adopted by the State of New Hampshire, then explores whether the Master Plan, 
ordinances, and regulations support these principles. Beginning in 2007, Lakes Region Planning 
Commission (LRPC) formed a partnership with the Audubon Society of New Hampshire (ASNH), 
Conservation Department, to develop a coordinated review of land use planning documents for a 
community. This collaboration incorporates a smart growth review by LRPC and a review of wildlife 
habitat and natural resources by ASNH.  
 
To date, Smart Growth Assessments have been completed for Sandwich, Gilmanton, 
Moultonborough, Barnstead, Bristol, Franklin and Laconia. 



Lakes Region Plan for Sustainable Progress 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Page 1-13 

 
Lakes Winnipesaukee Watershed Management Plan   
Preparing a watershed management plan for Lake Winnipesaukee has challenged planners and 
decision makers for some time.  In addition to being the state’s largest water body and a significant 
economic force, its physical structure and shape is more a system of interconnected bays rather than 
a single cohesive body of water. Each embayment has differing characteristics and land-based 
influences and in-lake responses to nutrient inputs. Thus, management should be done for each 
embayment, accounting for these characteristics. 
 
More than 10 years ago, focus groups held throughout the Lake Winnipesaukee Watershed 
developed a vision describing a public/private partnership that would bring all interests together to 
speak with one voice. A concern for the future of the watershed and the need to balance recreational 
uses, development, and the economy with protection of water quality and healthy ecosystems was 
the consensus of the groups. 
 
In December, 2010, the Winnipesauke Gateway website (www.winnipesaukeegateway.org), a 
“one-stop shopping” source for maps, environmental plans, water quality data, recreational 
opportunities, and more within the Lake Winnepesaukee River Watershed, released the Management 
Plan for Meredith, Paugus and Saunders bays. Prepared by the Lakes Region Planning Commission 
and a group of nine other partner agencies and organizations, this plan will be followed by others in 
the years ahead. Currently, LRPC is developing a plan for the Center Harbor Bay watershed and 
conducting background research with the communities of Sandwich and Moultonborough for a 
Moultonborough Bay Management Plan.   
 
In addition to other interactive modules, the Winnipesaukee Gateway website is now developing 
interactive water quality data and plans to work with DES to integrate it with the state’s 
environmental monitoring database.  
 
Newfound Lake Watershed Management  (http://www.newfoundlake.org/watershedmasterplan.html)  
In 2009, several partners, including the Newfound Lake Region Association released Every Acre 
Counts, a Management Plan representing the results of a 30-month, $350,000+ regional 
environmental planning effort to protect the water resources of the 63,150-acre Newfound 
Watershed. 
 
The Plan identifies threats to the shared natural resources and enumerates specific implementation 
actions designed to protect them. It helps to promote an understanding of the shared resources in 
the region, and is a key component in managing those resources on a watershed scale, a scale that 
goes well beyond individual town boundaries. This plan provides a comprehensive analysis of the 
Newfound Watershed and creates a “toolkit” of implementation actions and methods to maintain 
and improve the environmental quality of the Watershed into the future. 
 
Household Hazardous Waste (HHW)  (http://www.lakesrpc.org/services_hhw.asp)  
For more than 20 years, LRPC has coordinated regional HHW collections at various locations 
throughout the Lakes Region and has strived to provide residents and communities with the best 
information possible for making decisions regarding the purchase and disposal of materials that are 
harmful to the Lakes Region environment.. 
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Currently the communities of Alexandria, Andover, Belmont, Bridgewater, Bristol, Center Harbor, 
Effingham, Franklin, Freedom, Gilford, Gilmanton, Hebron, Hill, Holderness, Laconia, Meredith, 
Moultonborough, New Hampton, Northfield, Ossipee, Sanbornton, Sandwich, Tamworth, and 
Tilton all hold hazardous waste collection events.  Residents and taxpayers of these communities are 
eligible and encouraged to bring their hazardous waste products to any of the collection sites.  
In addition to the periodic events held within the communities, the Lakes Region Household 
Hazardous Product Facility in Wolfeboro provides a permanent site where residents and taxpayers 
of Alton and Wolfeboro can dispose of hazardous waste year round.  The facity was created through 
an intermunicipal agreement between Alton and Wolfeboro with assistance from Lakes Region 
Planning Commission.  
 
Brownfields  (http://www.lakesrpc.org/services_economic_brownfield.asp)  
LRPC has begun the process of developing Brownfield Assessments Plans. In August 2009, the 
LRPC was awarded two three-year Brownfields Community-Wide Assessment Grants ($200,000 for 
Petroleum and $200,000 for Hazardous Substances) from the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) to assist public and private property owners with site assessment and redevelopment 
planning for contaminated properties. The goal of the Lakes Region Brownfields Environmental 
Assessment Program is to return vacant and underutilized properties to public or private uses.  
 
Funding for the current LRPC Brownfields effort ends this year.  Several sites were assessed for 
Phase 1 and Phase 2 environmental threats.  In addition, three sites were awarded additional funding 
for clean up: the Mica Building in Bristol, Ernie’s Garage in Tilton and Guay’s Garage in Franklin.  
Going forward, LRPC will continue to pursue additional Brownfields funding opportunities.  
 
Groundwater Protection  (http://www.lakesrpc.org/services_resources.asp)  
Tri-Town Aquifer: The towns of Belmont, Northfield, and Tilton worked  with the Lakes Region 
Planning Commission since 2001 to carry out a thorough assessment of potential threats to the 
stratified drift aquifer that underlies their communities.  Funding for the effort was provided in part 
through a Sourcewater Protection Grant from the NH Department of Environmental Services. 
 
The collaborative continued in 2008 with the development of groundwater protection zoning 
overlays and ordinances for each town. This was the recommendation that received the highest 
priority in Protecting Shared Drinking Water Resources. The ordinances were based on the NHDES 
model groundwater ordinance and then specifically designed to address potential threats to the 
shared aquifer that currently serves as a source of drinking water, and which has the potential to 
continue to be a source of drinking water in the future. Today, each of the towns has successfully 
passed ordinances to protect their groundwater resources. This represents a major step to help 
protect a vital drinking water supply in an area of high commercial development. The hope is that 
this project will continue to foster collaboration among the three towns to protect the long-term 
viability of their common drinking water resources.  
 
Ossipee Aquifer: The Ossipee Aquifer Protection Project sought to address present and potential 
threats to water quality in the Ossipee Aquifer watershed in the Lakes Region of New Hampshire, 
and assist the towns of Sandwich, Tamworth, Ossipee, Effingham, Freedom, and Madison in long-
term planning efforts to protect their drinking water resources. The Ossipee Source Water 
Protection Project was developed due to concern for the long-term quality of the drinking water 
supplies in the face of noticeably increasing growth projected by NH’s Office of Energy and 
Planning. The Green Mountain Conservation Group (GMCG), Ossipee Watershed Coalition 
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(OWC), municipal planning boards and conservation commissions, and Lakes Region Planning 
Commission (LRPC) are partners in ensuring the aquifer resources are protected for current and 
future generations.   
 
Conservation Districts 
The Lakes Region’s County Conservation Districts are non-regulatory public agencies that work to 
help land owners and users manage their soil, water, forest, and other natural resources. As a 
subdivision of the State of New Hampshire, conservation districts are a partnership of federal, state 
and local agencies interested in the wise use of natural resources. 
 
Rivers Management and Protection Program  (http://www.lakesrpc.org/services_resources.asp) 
The Pemigewasset River was included in the Rivers Management & Protection Program (RMPP) 
under RSA 483 in 1991. Subsequently, the Pemigewawsset River Local Advisory Committee 
(PRLAC) was created as part of RMPP as a state chartered advisory committee responsible for 
developing a Management Plan for the entire river corridor. The Plan was completed in 2001 and 
many of its recommendations have now been implemented, including annual water quality 
monitoring in the river. Beginning in the summer of 2002, the Pemigewasset River Local Advisory 
Committee began monitoring the quality of the water at six sites along the river.  
 
Milfoil Eradication  
In 2002, the US GAO reported that “... researchers used an economic model based on property 
values to estimate damages to lakefront properties in New Hampshire from milfoil... Their estimates 
showed that between 1990 and 1995, property values on milfoil-infested lakes were about 16 percent 
lower than similar properties on uninfested lakes.”  In addition to such severe economic impacts, 
milfoil negatively impacts recreation and overall ecosystem health. In response, many communities 
in the Lakes Region have begun taking steps to control milfoil. 
 
In Moultonborough, for example, the Town has established a milfoil committee with the adopted 
goal of bringing “the infestation of milfoil under control in all recreational waters (both lakes and 
streams) within the borders of the town.”  Beginning in 2010, Moultonborough began 
implementation of a five-year management plan that has the town investing significant resources to 
protect not only its tax base, but the natural beauty and environmental health of the community. 
 


