The Millers River Greenway: a Community Planning Process
The idea for the Millers River Greenway originated with efforts to rebuild the economic future of two industrial towns.  In the fall of 1994, the Orange Revitalization Partnership (ORP) presented a number of ideas for the revitalization of this Franklin County community.  One proposal suggested the creation of a greenway along the Millers River connecting the downtown areas of Orange and neighboring Athol, and possibly including a bikeway along the River.  According to Deborah Becker, coordinator for the ORP, "One of the ways we thought best to revitalize the town was to look at our assets, and one of our main assets is the Millers River.  We wanted to enhance the community's appreciation of the river, and we felt a greenway with parks along the river was a good way to bring attention to it."  As discussions continued and the idea began to solidify, ORP sought out the collaboration of the Millers River Watershed Council and the Athol Downtown Partnership.  Together the three groups have worked on a strategy for community planning, outreach, and involvement that is a model for the grassroots planning process and for how to build community support.

Cultivating Community Support
The first step in building support for the Greenway involved the creation of a small citizen committee to begin to publicize the idea of a recreational trail along the river.  Greenway Committee members spread the word to hiking and biking enthusiasts and to others interested in natural resource protection within the community.  At the same time, "neighbor to neighbor" meetings were arranged with abutters on both sides of the river from Athol to Orange to ask for their input on the idea.  These landowners were shown the conceptual route of the greenway, giving them an opportunity to ask questions concerning safety, maintenance, and liability.  Approaching abutters at this early stage left ample time to try and address their concerns or to work out a compromise plan acceptable to everyone.  This might mean routing a path away from areas considered the most sensitive from a wildlife or wetlands perspective, or away from landowners who are not interested in participating in the project.

The next step for the Committee was to better define a trail alignment for the greenway.  With support from a DEM Greenways and Trails Demonstration Grant, the Committee hired a trails consultant to conduct a field survey of the river corridor lands and to propose a feasible route.  In some areas this involved walking a property with landowners to take into account their concerns and desires in terms of passage over their land.  On a parallel track, the state's Natural Heritage and Endangered Species Program was asked to conduct an ecological survey of the proposed greenway route in response to concerns about the trail's potential impact on special habitats.  

Going Public
The trail consultant's study culminated in a public presentation of the proposed greenway routes to an audience of over one hundred citizens, including many affected landowners.  In addition to presenting a map of the proposed route, the committee used the meeting to share its vision for the proposed greenway.  It also addressed management concerns about the proposed greenway: safety, maintenance, and liability.  With a strong letter of support from the Orange Police Chief, a committee representative explained that safety and law enforcement along the new trail would be handled by the local police and emergency services.  Questions regarding liability were answered by a local attorney working with the committee.

The response from the community to the Millers River Greenway concept was very positive: greenway committee membership increased by over forty volunteers by the end of the meeting.  In fact, Becker said that the number of volunteers wanting to participate prompted ORP to divide them into five subcommittees.  The Abutter Negotiations group works on securing easements from property owners along the trail.  The Management Planning subcommittee is compiling a comprehensive guide to the trail which explains its policies, goals, and agenda.  Financial support for trail construction and planning is being addressed by the Fund-raising subcommittee.  The group handling Outreach is responsible for organizing volunteers, representing the greenway committee and its work to the public and town boards, and keeping the initiative in the public eye through press releases.  Finally, a Long-Range Planning subcommittee is exploring how this trail may be connected to other regional trails and to the local schools, an idea that was also discussed at the public meeting.

Lessons Learned
As the subcommittees move forward with their tasks, they are philosophical on the time and process involved with making such a project a reality.  One of the greenway committee members compares the project to building a house: "First there are the plans, then the foundation, then the walls...If the process is not done properly, there will not be a very stable house."  But the Greenway Committee is quick to point out several other key ingredients for carrying out such a multi-dimensional project.  First, involve community members from the start who will then make the project their own.  Second, make an effort to identify and address issues such as potential liability, crime, management, and other landowner concerns early on and up front.  And last, recognize that you will not always be able to solve all the problems or resolve all the issues.  However, you can (and should) think about them and show others, both those working on the project and the general public, that these items are under consideration and haven't been forgotten. 

Although it still has a long road ahead, Greenway Committee members feel the support and enthusiasm of area residents continue to grow.  "Everyone has pulled together to make a great start toward realization of a wonderful opportunity to reconnect the citizens of Athol and Orange to the river," says Becker.  One reason for this support is that the purpose of the Millers River Greenway is multi-faceted.  "For some of the residents in the Orange-Athol area it is seen as a boon to economic development efforts.  For others it is a way to protect the Millers River and the surrounding natural resources through an six-mile stretch of easements.  Some believe it will help promote an awareness of the River itself and of the benefit of environmental protection.  The area schools see it as an opportunity to create outdoor classrooms to teach local children about the ecology and the natural and cultural history of the area.  Many people are excited about the potential for recreational activities along the river, be they biking, rollerblading, walking, jogging, skiing or boating.  All in all, the Greenway offers something for just about everyone in this area." 

