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Mass In Motion moving to create more active lifestyles in Fall River

"Get Up and Get Moving" is the message we are hearing on television, the radio, and in the print media. Maybe you have been thinking about how to adopt a healthier lifestyle?  How can you and your children or grandchildren be more physically active while having fun?  For the past two and a half years, Mass in Motion - Fall River has been heavily involved in a number of projects in and around the City that will make it easier for you and others to lead an active, healthy life.

“Imagine a city that is friendly for bicycles and pedestrians,” says Mass in Motion coordinator, Julianne Kelly. “Then get involved in making it happen!”  Through the sponsorship of Mass in Motion - Fall River, one of 15 similar projects statewide all funded primarily by private insurance foundations, two groups have formed that are making a difference and have a vision that will improve the quality of life in Fall River. They are the Fall River Bicycle Committee and Fall River Park Advocates, and they are always looking for new members and advocates to get involved.  (Find Fall River Park Advocates and Fall River Bike Committee on Facebook)

The Fall River Bicycle Committee, chaired by Fall River native Brian Pearson, has made great strides in realizing one of the City’s new Open Space and Recreation Plan goals to make Fall River bicycle friendly.  To that end, the Fall River Bicycle Committee offers frequent “casual” rides, both local and regional.  “Some of the regional rides, such as the Blackstone River Bike Trail and the East Bay Pathway (both in RI) demonstrate the exciting results when communities invest in this community benefit,” explained Pearson. “ Bicycle paths are not just about recreation; they also foster economic development, alternative transportation, and improved health and quality of life.”

Riders such as Matt Cuvellier, a mechanic at SRTA’s garage on Brayton Avenue, demonstrate that biking can work in the City. Matt commutes to work by bike each morning and has gotten several of the bus drivers to also ride.  “Biking to work gives them the exercise that they don’t necessarily get from driving all day,” comments Matt, an avid BMX bicyclist. 

The 2010-2016 Open Space and Recreation Plan envisions a Fall River where residents and visitors can walk or bicycle on a boardwalk that would reclaim the Quequechan River as a natural resource with easy public access, linking the current South Watuppa Pathway to Britland Park and by City streets to the waterfront. Mass in Motion has been working closely on both local pathways and the regional South Coast Regional Pathway. With the recent dedication of the Pvt. Michael Bouthot bicycle path on the new Veterans' Memorial Bridge over the Taunton River, another important link has been created in making Fall River and the South Coast Region more inviting to cycling and walking.  

“Our vision is the ability to one day bike from Providence to Provincetown." exclaims Mike Labossiere, City Forrester and member of the Bicycle Committee. “A lot is happening in Fall River,” he added. The award of a Recreational Trails Grant this year to the Fall River Water Department will permit the installation of signs on trails throughout the City's 14,000 acre Bioreserve. This mostly wooded area occupies nearly half of the City's land area but remains largely unused by City residents due to a lack of clear signage. "While we have many trails laid out that are perfect for hiking at this time of year, the lack of clear signage is a major obstacle to the first-time hiker," commented Labossierre. The grant will pay for the installation of maps and route signs by next spring.
Not everyone is or will be an enthusiast of bicycling or hiking, but most of us can walk.  Walking is the easiest, simplest and one of the best forms of exercise, just because its requirements are simple: time and a good pair of walking shoes. Active playing outdoors is another essential way in which children can stay lean and healthy. 

Safe places to walk and play are a big part of the Mass in Motion - Fall River initiative which supported the development of the Fall River Park Advocates, a member of the Urban Park Advocates, a state wide network. Under the leadership of Sandy Dennis, who works well beyond the eight hours per week that she is paid through a grant from the Trustees of Reservations, Fall River Park Advocates is in touch with over 600 residents. Over 200 of these volunteers participated in this year's Annual City Wide Park Clean-ups, organized by Park Advocates and the Mayor’s Office. 

Through the new Adopt-a-Park Program, eight parks have been “adopted” by neighborhood associations, non-profit organizations, and civic groups. These groups are lending a much  needed hand to the Parks Department and Park Board, to keep the parks maintained, beautified, and safe.  Over the past year, many of these volunteers have attended City Council Meetings and public hearings to advocate for parks and open spaces that are so valuable to our quality of life.  City parks are the backyards for many of our children, and the sidewalks around them, if in good repair, encourage people of all ages to get out and push baby strollers or wheelchairs, run, skate, walk or stroll. Advocating for parks, sidewalks and bike lanes pushes these essential items higher up on the priority list in terms of planning, allocating resources, and completing.
One other area that Mass In Motion coordinator Julianne Kelly has been involved with has been an effort to create a Groundwork South Coast project. Groundwork USA is a non-profit organization that works on behalf of a national network of Groundwork trusts. Groundwork  trusts are non-profits established across the United States in places that have experienced decades of decline in their physical and social environments. Their mission is to work with communities to improve their physical environment by developing parks and open spaces in urban environments that have been neglected.

Groundwork projects have been funded in Lawrence and Springfield, MA over the past decade, and a number of meetings have taken place in Fall River and New Bedford in the past six months to explore how a South Coast project could apply for funding thorough the Southeastern MA Community Foundation. A local project could help to develop numerous neglected open spaces and industrial "brown fields" into ones that add value to neighborhoods in these two cities.

Mass in Motion welcomes the participation of all who have a passion for the City’s Parks and Open Spaces, who want to be able to ride a bicycle from the north or south end to the Bioreserve for hiking, rest and relaxation.  Who want to participate in reclaiming the waterfront, the river, Cook Pond, the parks and playgrounds, as resources that make Fall River a very special place. Anyone with an interest in promoting parks, open spaces, bicycle or pedestrian pathways and other ways of enhancing an active lifestyle is urged to contact either Mass In Motion coordinator Julie Kelly at 508-324-2405 or Fall River Park Advocate coordinator Sandy Dennis at 508-646-3621.
