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It's time to start getting those bicycles ready for spring!

It's hard to believe that March starts next week, and with that we'll start to get some warmer weather that's perfect for riding a bicycle. So, now is the time to start thinking about getting your bike in shape so you'll be ready when that first nice day arrives. If you have children, you might want to check to be sure the seats are at the right height and that helmets fit right after a winter of growing bodies. And, if you plan to take your bikes to another place to ride, now is also a good time to get the bike rack on the car so that process won't take time away from your ride on the next nice day.

While riding on Main Streets north of the Airport Road rotary, Meridian Street and the Industrial Park, all located in the City's North End. Each of these routes is striped and have posted bicycle signage. One will still have to pay attention to traffic, but the route is deemed wide enough to accommodate bicycle riders along with cars. The nice thing is that it is possible to travel from the south end of Meridian Street, through the Industrial Park and up North Main Street to the Assonet town line, a while on a designated bicycle route nearly the entire way. In time, we may also see a designated bicycle lane on Plymouth Avenue when that street is upgraded in the next year or so.

For children, Fall River has three off-road routes, one along the northern edge of South Watuppa Pond and the others in Britland and Bicentenniel Parks. The South Watuppa route, though only half a mile long, is gorgeous with water views the entire way and with a scenic stop along the way with a park bench. Parking is available in front of the Advanced Technology and Manufacturing Center or behind the mill building just to the east. The route is perfect for a family that wants to bring children of all ages and not have to worry about traffic. There's even a fascinating pond along the route where aquatic mammals have been sighted.

While not as wide and well engineered, the paved path in Britland Park also offers glimpses of the Quequechan River and avoids having to deal with automobiles. A parking lot is accessible at the end of 17th Street. Turn south at Enterprise Car Rental. Bicentennial Park along the Taunton River also has pathways that are suitable for bicycles as long as you are courteous to the many walkers who also use the paths. Spectacular views of the River and the Iwo Jima monument away you, as does a nice off-road parking area. Enter the park at the east end of President Avenue just on the other side of the Route 79 underpass.

While these locales do offer a few destinations for safe cycling, it is clear that Fall River and the surrounding communities are not well set up for cycling. That may be changing, however, if the participants in a Bicycle Summit held last week at the Advanced Technology and Manufacturing Center have anything to say about it. Nearly 100 cycling advocates and enthusiasts gathered to hear speakers describe ways that the number of designated bicycle routes could be increased not only in Fall River, but also in the bordering towns of Somerset, Swansea and Westport. 

Organized by Mass In Motion project coordinators Julianne Kelly and Pauline Hamel, the Summit brought representatives of the southeastern Regional Planning and Economic Development District (SRPEDD), UMass-Dartmouth, ad the Council on Sustainability. The focus of the three-hour meeting was on a vision of a bicycle trail network that would extend from Swansea to Wareham and north to Taunton and Mansfield to connect with bicycle routes in Rhode Island, Cape Cod and potentially a segment of the East Coast Greenway that extends from Maine to Florida.

While such plans are years, if not decades, from being fully realized, it is important to note that small segments of this plan have already been completed in New Bedford, Fairhaven and Mattapoisett. Even the half-mile path along the South Watuppa Pond would be a part of this larger vision. By this summer, with the opening of the Route 6 Veterans Memorial Bridge to Somerset, there will be a new, wide bicycle path over the Taunton River, thus completing a key part of the route to Swansea where a ____ mile designated bicycle route was completed a decade ago.

Discussion is currently underway through the Gateway Cities project  to begin planning for a bicycle route along Britland Park that could connect with the South Watuppa stretch. While the funding has yet to be secured, plans are already underway to turn the ownership of the rail route that goes through the Quequechan River to the City. In order to apply for funding for this and other projects, plans must be in place so that environmental and engineering studies can be begun. That is why having the vision for a South Coast Bikeway is so important.

“People have to touch and feel the plans and, if possible, see some of the vision realized before they start demanding that the project go forward,” stated Julianne Kelly, Mass In Motion Project  coordinator for the City. “That’s why getting these segments completed is so important, because they drive the interest and political will to complete the rest of the project,” she added. The success of similar projects like the East Bay Bike Path and the Blackstone Valley Bicycle Path in nearby Rhode Island is testament to the popularity of such projects once they are completed.

The bike trails are meant to offer more than just recreational biking but also permit cyclists to get to college campuses, shopping plazas or even arts and entertainment venues. In Dartmouth, for instance, both the UMass campus and the law school on Faunce Corner Road are along the proposed route. And, as was pointed out by several of the speakers at the Bikepath Summit, the added value of having such bicycle routes in the South Coast Area goes a long way in selling the region to businesses who are considering locating here. “This is not just about good public health. . . It's about jobs and economic development," stated Matthew Morrissey, Executive Diretor of New Bedford's Economic Development Council.

So, if you can’t wait to get on your bike to ride in a few weeks or if you’ve never thought of biking as an activity that you’d like to take up, you might want to let your government officials know that the dollars invested in this kind of resource are well worth it to the community-at-large. After all, these are resources that we can use today, but also ones that our great-grand children can also enjoy some day!

For more information about the proposed bicycle routes or to become involved as an advocate for cycling, contact Mass In Motion project coordinator Julianne Kelly at jkelly@fallriverma.org or by phone at 508-324-2405.

