February 25, 2010 edition of the Herald News Living Well Section

Healthy parks need citizen advocates!

Believe it or not, spring is just a few weeks away! With the start of spring comes a desire to be outdoors after a long, snowy winter. What better place to go than one of Fall River's twelve parks, fourteen playgrounds or the Bioreserve, a large wooded area of the City accessible to the public. What you may find, however, is that some of these facilities are either in disrepair or not well developed. Starting this spring, though, you can join a newly-formed group of Urban Park Advocates that is working to make sure those parks and open spaces are welcoming and user-friendly.

"As Massachusetts cities go, Fall River actually has an abundance of parks," commented Fall River parks manager Nancy Smith. "The problem is that we lack the resources needed to keep all of these facilities in their best repair, and, at this point, are trying our best to maintain the facilities we presently have." she added. The maintenance budget for the City's parks has been cut steadily over the past ten years leaving less than half the staff that used to be in place just for routine maintenance. Under the current fiscal crisis facing cities across the Commonwealth, it is unlikely that these budgets will be restored anytime soon.

The recently-funded Mass In Motion project, awarded to Fall River and eight other communities using funds from private health insurance carriers, understands that there is a direct link between the availability of parks and the likelihood that residents will be physically active. "We can't expect parents to feel good about taking their children to parks if the playground equipment is broken or the ground is covered in trash," noted Mass In Motion coordinator Julianne Kelly. "Nor can we expect adults to take advantage of our wonderful wooded Bioreserve in the northeast section of the City if they get lost traversing the many trails that spider through the property," she added.

That's where the notion of an Urban Parks Advocate group comes in. The Putnam Foundation, working with the private Trustees of Reservations, has awarded Partners for a Healthier Community, Inc., an $8,0000 grant to help form a local advocacy group to promote park use and park development in Fall River. Partners has added $2,000 to the grant and plans to hire a part-time City resident organizer to work over the next 18 months to develop a group of local advocates. This group, which just held their third meeting on February 24th at Government Center, is developing a network of groups and individuals committed to the protection, preservation and planning for the future of Fall River's parks and open spaces.

The group is in the process of bringing the collective voices of the Board of Parks and Cemeteries, the Friends of Heritage State Park, the Friends of Oak Grove Cemetery, the Street Tree Planting Program, the Fall River Garden Club, the Watuppa Water Board, the Trustees of Reservations, Green Futures, Partners for a Healthier Community, and each of the ten neighborhood associations together to form a single interest group to support all of the pubic parks and open spaces in the City. This group can help to assemble voluntary work groups to provide needed clean-ups and improvements, advocate for new funding to pay for upgrades, and work with city and state leaders to seek additional resources.

An example of what can be done with additional funding for parks is the design of a “boundless playground”, one of the “Gateway Parks” expected to be constructed later this summer at both Bicentennial and Griffin Parks. Once completed, the project will provide  handicap-accessible playground equipment for children and their parents. Funding for this project came through an environmental bond bill that created the Gateway City Parks initiative which also funded new park and trail development in Boston, Chicopee, Everett, Fitchburg, Haverhill, Leominster, Lowell, Methuen, Pittsfield, Revere and Worcester. This type of funding requires advocacy across the state, and the Urban Parks Advocacy group in Fall River will be joining a network of similar groups statewide to push for future funding.

Another project that has been started, but not yet funded, is the design of a system of trail markers and maps for the Watuppa Reservation. Two teams of UMass-Dartmouth seniors majoring in design, education, marketing or sustainability, and working under the direction of Professor David Chapman and Water Division Forester Mike Labossiere, developed signage that, once installed, would make the large wooded area more easily accessible to hikers and trail bikers. Finding the funding to produce and install this signage could be a priority for the advocate group.

In order to cultivate new ideas for planning and funding of parks and greenways, representatives of the Urban Land Protection Coalition and Groundworks Lawrence will be coming to Fall River in April to share their expertise with Fall Riverites. Over the past ten years, the City of Lawrence has made numerous environmental improvements focused on making underutilized outdoor spaces safe, accessible and attractive. Groundwork projects have transformed vacant and often contaminated open spaces into parks, playgrounds, gardens, wooded trails and pathways, and promoted healthy pursuits like walking, running, cycling and gardening.

Parks and open spaces also provide access for children of every income level to increase their daily amount of physical activity. The Lunch and Park program, operated by Community Development Recreation in thirteen of our parks every summer not only offers school-aged children a nutritious lunch at no charge but also engages them in heart-healthy activity. This year, ten young people will be hired through a $99,000 grant from Attorney General Martha Coakley's office to help with a Summer Olympics program as part of a two-year project. Last year's event brought over 100 children from parks across the city to the B.M.C. Durfee High School athletic field for a day of games and prizes, and this year's project should be even bigger.

Parks can make life healthier and more enjoyable for all of us, but we need to invest in them with our time, labor and financial resources to make sure they are cared for and nourished. If you'd like to become part of the Urban Parks Advocacy group or contribute in other ways, contact Mass In Motion coordinator Julianne Kelly at 508-324-2405 or by e-mailing her at jkelly@fallriverma.org.

