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Measuring our progress
in a new century of land conservation

By DAN SuNDQuisT

VERY YEAR AROUND THE FIRST OF AUGUST, WE HEAD TO THE BLUE-
BERRY FIELDS WITH OUR FAVORITE BERRY PAILS. THERE IS SOMETHING
VERY SPECIAL IN GETTING LOST IN THE HEAD HIGH PLANTATION,
GATHERING LIQUID BLUE SUNSHINE BY THE HANDFUL, AND LISTEN-
ING TO THE SONG SPARROWS PROCLAIMING ALL IS WELL. BUT THIS
YEAR SOMETHING WAS A BIT DIFFERENT. BACK BY THE FURTHEST BERRY BUSHES
WAS A HANDSOME NEW HOUSE, STILL RAW IN ITS CONSTRUCTION, BUT COM-
PLETE WITH IN-GROUND SWIMMING POOL. SUDDENLY, WITH A BLUE NOTE OF
CHAGRIN, WE HAD TO MAKE ADJUSTMENTS IN OUR HISTORICAL SENSE OF THAT
PLACE, WITH ITS NEW NEIGHBORS AND MANY WINDOWS LOOKING OVER OUR

SHOULDERS AS THE BERRIES PLUNKED INTO THE BUCKETS.

But this is the way New Hampshire has been changing—a little here and a
little there, until the indefinable chemistry of what we like to call a rural way of
life must shift to accommodate a new mosaic of land use and people on the
land. New Hampshire added population modestly over the last few decades,
only a little more than 1 percent per year. But that 1 percent adds up over time.
In only five years since the Forest Society launched its New Hampshire
Everlasting strategic vision, the state has added more than 60,000 people. About
80 percent of that growth was absorbed in the four southeastern counties
(Rockingham, Strafford, Merrimack and Hillsborough), on about one-third of
the state’s land area. While that regional inequality allows more sedate change
elsewhere in the state, the pace is much more noticeable and concerning in the
lower Merrimack River Valley and Seacoast regions.

There is a myth-perception that all growth in New Hampshire is due to folks
moving here. Over the long haul, about half of our population growth is due to
birth gain and the other half is net domestic in-migration. But in the short term
that varies. In the last five years, in-migration has been running about 60
percent to 75 percent of the average annual population gain of about 13,500.
But the net effect is to increase the demand for housing, and it should come
as little surprise if you are seeing new construction in your neighborhood that
since 2000, the state has set new highs for home-building: more than 9,000
new units in both 2003 and 2004.
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