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Open Space Plan describes a vision for active lifestyles
Creating a healthy community takes planning. Opportunities for recreation and support for active lifestyles don't just happen by themselves. That is why the Fall River "Mass In Motion" project has been a key player in writing the current Open Space and Recreation Plan for the City of Fall River. The 150-page document, the third produced by the City, is in its final stages of review prior to implementation for the next five-year cycle. With an inventory of the City's open space and recreation facilities, a brief history of the City,  and descriptions of waterways, soils, and geological aspects, it will serve as a guide for future expansion of the resources available to those who live or work in the City. 
"The Open Space and Recreation Plan is really an invitation to the City's residents to live an active lifestyle," notes Mass In Motion Coordinator Julianne Kelly who is heading up a two-year funded project designed to create long lasting changes in the environment that will enhance public health by increasing physical activity. "While we have a number of excellent resources in the City that encourage people to be active, such as the 23 parks and the Bioreserve, they need both maintenance and improvement to encourage greater use," she added. Kelly is available to present a slide show about the Plan for any interested group by calling her at Government Center.
Every urban area in the Commonwealth is required to complete an Open Space Plan every five years. Much of the funding that the state provides for park and land improvement is based on these plans. Open Space Plans are also an extension of Master Plans that address comprehensive issues of urban development. Fall River completed its Master Plan in 2009. There are also Regional Open Space Plans that encompass clusters of towns and larger geographical issues. Fall River is included in one with Berkley, Freetown and Lakeville.

The Fall River Open Space and Recreation Task Force also included City Planning Director James Hartnett, Public Works Director Kenneth Pacheco, Parks Department Director Nancy Smith, Water Division Forester Michael Labossiere, Environmental Agent Elizabeth Dennehy, and citizen-volunteers Alfred Lima, Stefanie Koorey and Stephen Long. The group has been working on the Plan since April and, following a public hearing at Government Center on June 24th, has recently received approval from the Southeastern Regional Planning and Economic Development District. It is currently being reviewed by the Mayor and the final plan will be reviewed at the state level by the Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs in the coming months. 
The Plan encompasses a number of components, including urban parks, the creation of greenways, and improved access to the Copicut Woods, part of a 13,600 acre natural Bioreserve, one of the largest unfragmented forests in eastern Massachusetts. One vision that the Plan describes is the creation of an "Emerald Necklace" of parks, greenways, bicycle and walking paths that circumscribe the City. "If we were to link the current boardwalk along the Taunton River with a greenway running along Mt. Hope Bay in the City's South End, establish a link to Cook Pond and a greenway around it, and then move over to the South Watuppa Pond and create a connection to the Quequechan River and even extending to the Copicut Woods and the SE Mass Bioreserve, one could envision a system of open spaces that would invite walking and bicycling throughout the City," noted Open Space Plan Committee member Al Lima.
It is the creation of a vision for the improvement of existing resources that is at the center of the Open Space Plan. While funding in any particular year is limited to the enhancement of a few areas, agreement on a long-term vision enhances the value of each change going forward. It is well known that one of the elements that attracts people to an area for walking or bicycling is the ability to reach a destination. The boardwalk that connects Bicentennial Park at the western end of President Avenue with Heritage State Park and Battleship Cove near downtown is a prime example, witness the large number of users estimated to exceed 80,000 per year. Bicycle routes, such as the nearby East Bay Bicycle Path that connects Bristol with Providence, are another example. 

In fact, the Open Space Plan can be seen an important element in the economic development of the area as people from out of town are often attracted to communities that have recreational opportunities. Businesses look to locate in communities that have attractive open spaces and parks, and people are more likely to remain in these communities because of the advantages they offer.
Fall River is already working to enhance the resources it currently has through a number of volunteer initiatives. A Parks Advocates group was formed last year which has been active in addressing some of the issues that currently confront the City's existing parks, such as vandalism and maintenance. The City's neighborhood associations have begun to play a larger role in addressing park improvements, and some neighborhoods have begun to take up an Adopt-A-Park plan that will link some of the parks to neighbors who conduct crime-watch and clean-up activities.

"If we expect our children to spend less time in front of televisions and computers, we have to make sure that their neighborhood parks are safe and clean," stated City Neighborhood Coordinator Perry Long. Long is currently working with neighborhood associations to address these issues.

"When people enjoy the use of Kennedy, North and Ruggles Parks in the City, they may not realize that these parks were designed well over a century ago by Frederick Law Olmstead, the same man who designed Central Park in New York City," remarked Kelly. "In the same way that he had a vision for open spaces in Fall River that has created lasting resources, we need to look ahead to how our children and our grandchildren will use the public space that we have for recreation and enjoyment for many years to come." The Fall River Open Space Plan describes that vision for the next century.

