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Topsham Trail Report

Proposed Trail along the Androscoggin River

Introduction and Background
In Maine, there is statewide interest in creating more scenic and accessible walking trails, and in many towns this can take the form of connecting existing, but isolated, trails. The Androscoggin Brunswick- Topsham Riverwalk Advisory Committee is in the final stages of creating a permanent loop trail along the river connecting Brunswick and Topsham via the Frank Wood Bridge and the Swinging Bridge.  The Swinging Bridge itself was recently restored, representing a community-wide effort to increase pedestrian access between the two towns.  In addition to the Riverwalk, the Town of Topsham is also planning on creating a parking area and informational kiosk for the Androscoggin River Bicycle and Pedestrian Path adjacent to the Feldspar Mill.  These two projects represent an increasing awareness of the river and its potential to revitalize the community and reaffirm the town’s identity as being intrinsically linked with the river.  

Much of the early economic development of Topsham by European settlers was dependent on the Androscoggin River.  The identity of the town was largely connected to the river in terms of its natural resource potential.  Initially a trading post, the Cabot Mill on the Brunswick side housed a textile mill, and briefly a gas works.  On the Topsham side, the paper mill also provided many employment opportunities.  As the town grew and the strength of the mills and health of the river declined the identity of the town became less intertwined with the river.  Now, as the health of the river has improved dramatically and continues to do so gradually, there is a resurgence of interest in connecting the town with the river.  As historic mills are transformed into tourist and cultural destinations, the river is looked to for what it can provide in terms of recreational rather than industrial use.  Given the two river-related trail projects currently on the horizon, we evaluated the possibility of connecting the Riverwalk and the bike path via a scenic trail along the river.

Currently, there is minimal access to the Androscoggin on the Topsham side of the river.  The pursuit of private property ownership combined with a lack of appreciation of the river during the height of its pollution meant that public access and use of the river was not a high priority for community development.  The construction of a single family home on Town Landing Road has essentially cut off a previously available access point for the river.  While proposed trails like the Riverwalk and the existing trails at the Recreational Fields on Foreside Road provide some opportunities for residents to enjoy and make recreational use of the river, there are certainly opportunities for increased access to and awareness of the river.  There is a relatively significant section of riverfront between the Red Mill and the Feldspar Mill (parallel to Elm Street) which remains largely unused, even by many of the private landholders, but which offers spectacular views of the river, prime opportunities for bird-watching, and potential for both a psychological and physical connection between the two trails.  The trail we propose would make use of these underutilized pieces of privately owned land, connecting the Red Mill near the Riverwalk trail to the Feldspar Mill near the proposed kiosk, and ultimately link not only trail networks but also small businesses and residents along the river.


The trail would provide a scenic alternative to the sidewalks along Main, Green, and Elm Streets, improve access other trails, and offer the residents of Topsham increased access to the river on the Topsham bank.  This would be part of a process to improve community outlook on the river, which could bolster current attempts to upgrade the Androscoggin’s classification from a Class C to a Class B river. There is also the possibility for these efforts to be continued after the construction of this trail, with the potential to connect local elementary schools—particularly Williams Cone—to the river, potentially as a “Safe Walks to School” addition and with the capacity to provide additional educational programming incorporating the community and the river into the curriculum.

There are many issues to be considered when evaluating the possibility for this phase of the Topsham trail networking agenda, which will be discussed in detail below. The land where the trail would be situated includes many individual, privately owned parcels of land, and the type of land cover, which has proved unusable to many residents, would present special considerations for the trail’s construction. However, given the preliminary apparent interest in the community, we propose that these obstacles should not prevent consideration of a trail that could have a positive impact if incorporated into the Topsham Recreation trail system.
Methods
In order to familiarize ourselves with the established and potential trails in Topsham, we attended a community meeting regarding the Riverwalk, visited the site of the loop trail, the Topsham Bike path, the recreational fields and trails at Foreside, and conducted a photographic survey of the proposed trail area.  In order to assess general attitudes about the project, we conducted interviews with members of the Topsham community, including:

· Rod Melanson, Natural Resources Planner for the Town of Topsham

· Nancy Randolph, Co-Chair of the Riverwalk Loop Committee

· Mike and Anne Hamilton, local property owners
· Tom and Judy Connelie, local property owners and innkeepers of the Black Lantern B&B

· John Shattuck, Economic and Community Development Director of  Topsham
· Angela Twitchell, Director of the Brunswick-Topsham Land Trust

We presented our trail proposal to each of our interviewees, and inquired about their support, concerns, further questions, and other insights regarding the project. We did not formally interview Angela Twitchell, but she did provide us with sample trail easement language incorporated into our report below. In order to formalize our rough plans, we created a GIS map of the proposed trail in relation to the existing trails.  Below is a summary of our findings from our interviews and our recommendations for continuing work on this project. 
Findings
Community Interest

Topsham community members expressed enthusiasm about several aspects of the project. Rod Melanson was particularly excited about addressing the phenomena of “pocket parks” (isolated parks, unconnected to a broader trail system) and creating a trail to serve as an A to B trip in and of itself, as well as serving as a connector between two different types of trail (the Riverwalk loop and the bike path). Anne Hamilton, in particular, expressed enthusiasm for a trail along the river that would be more “natural”—as opposed to the bike path along the river in Brunswick which is adjacent to the highway.  John Shattuck expressed great interest in the proposed trail as well, indicating that the idea fit nicely within Topsham’s plan to coordinate economic and community development.  He explained that these are often “two sides of the same coin,” and that the trail would be a quality of life amenity which could contribute to the economic vitality of the town both in terms of property values and as an additional benefit for bike tourism.   In light of this, and the trail’s potential to reconnect the town with the river, he suggested that the trail would find “intense” support from the town, particularly among the town government and community organizers. 
Greater access to the river by the residents of Topsham was considered a benefit by all interviewed property owners (the Hamiltons and the Connelies), particularly for recreational activities including small boat access, bird watching, and walking along the river. The Connelies, who only moved to the area three years ago, said they were surprised at how few town residents used the river recreationally, particularly those with waterfront property (they themselves kayak on the river frequently). The Hamiltons were particularly excited about the trail providing greater access to the river for them personally. They explained that the significant decrease in elevation from where their home is situated to the river itself meant that there was the potential for the trail to have little negative impact on them, perhaps even creating greater river accessibility for them on their own land. They thought that the majority of the property owners on the western end of the proposed trail would be amenable to the idea, as they currently cannot access the river from their property for similar reasons. Additionally, John Shattuck explained that the town’s Resource Protection Zone bars the construction of buildings directly along the shore of the Androscoggin where the proposed trail would be located.  Thus, the trail would not impact current structures or future building plans of waterfront property owners, which might address some potential resident objections to the trail. 
Concerns


Though for the most part supportive, Topsham community members did express some concerns about the trail. Only one community member we interviewed, Nancy Randolph, felt that these concerns could outweigh the benefits of the trail, based primarily on the fact that the Topsham bike path and the Red Mill are already connected via sidewalks on Elm Street. She, and to some extent Rod, also expressed some concern over funding, though this did not seem prohibitive. Among the property owners interviewed (the Hamiltons and the Connelies), concerns were shared about the acceptable use for the trail. For instance, the Hamiltons expressed some aversion to lighting along the trail, as that could interfere with their current use of their property, as well as seeking some reassurance regarding the issue of liability.  They also raised questions regarding the possibility of tax exemptions as a component of the agreement with the town. These concerns are common to the sample trail easements which we read, and would need to be addressed in significant discussion between the landowners and the town before an agreement is reached.
Because the Connelies own one of the four properties along the proposed trail route which makes use of the riverfront area, their greatest concerns centered on how the trail would impact their personal use of the river. Though the Connelies were not greatly worried about people wandering off the trail and up onto their property, they did express reservations about the security of their kayaks, which they store, unlocked, alongside the river.  They also wanted to know exactly what the easement agreement between the property owners and the town might look like.  Because the properties that make the most use of the river are adjacent to one another on the eastern side of the proposed trail route, the Connolies suggested bringing the trail up to the sidewalk on Elm Street for the end of the route towards the bike path, though an ideal location for this option has not yet been identified.
Feasibility


In addition to getting property owners on board with the plan, there are other aspects of feasibility that would have to be addressed in order for this project to move forward. The trail would pass through many different parcels, and obtaining the easement for the trail could be an obstacle in some cases. However, much of the trail would pass behind the cemetery on Elm Street, which should be easier to obtain permission to use compared to the smaller residential land. In terms of the land itself, the river can rise several feet during mud season, flooding the proposed trail area. The area can be significantly boggy the remainder of the year, as well. Thus, a raised boardwalk system might make more sense than merely paving the trail with blacktop. This could have significant economic implications for initial construction and annual maintenance. Furthermore, it may be impractical to build the trail to meet ADA standards fully.


Many of the feasibility issues would be addressed in the process discussing and drawing up a trail easement agreement. From her work with the Brunswick-Topsham Land Trust, Angela Twitchell provided us with several sample trail easement agreements. As Ms. Twitchell reminded us, “every easement is unique and depends on the needs and desires of the two parties entering into such an agreement.” However, there were some common themes through all of the sample agreements addressing private landowner concerns, including: 
· Trail facilities – size, acceptable materials, permitted components 
· Acceptable use – generally permitted trail uses, uses requiring written consent of the landowner, restricted uses, etc
· Liability – responsibilities for loss, immunity and indemnity under law, assumption of risk by the public
· Financial/legal responsibilities –  assumed by land holder (i.e. town)
Recommendations
Ultimately we feel that the trail should be built and would offer significant advantages to the Topsham community not currently provided by the Elm Street sidewalk; the trail would provide greater access to the river and while there are sidewalks along Elm Street, as John Shadduck noted, “you don’t see people clamoring to walk down the sidewalk.”  That being said, we recognize the potential community concerns and economic feasibility issues.  To that end, we recommend that an extensive survey of all property owners along the proposed trail route be conducted. This component should also take into consideration the mechanics and implications of easements, other legal, ordinance, and taxation concerns, and responsibility for future supervision and maintenance of the trail. While it may be possible to connect the trail to the sidewalk slightly before the Feldspar Mill in order to allow those property owners who regularly use all of their property uninhibited access, we have not yet located an optimal location to do so, as this would mean the trail would run directly between two homes.  While the boggy land cover can be addressed with a boardwalk versus a paved trail (the Connelie’s have built a private boardwalk from their home down to the river which could provide a good model for this) we understand that this could have significant economic implications.  Expert opinions should be solicited to determine environmental impacts, engineering concerns, and initial and maintenance cost-estimates.  
Practical hurdles aside, this trail could be a significant benefit to Topsham.  The relationship of the community and the river is solidified by increasing recreational opportunities.  Trails are an excellent vehicle for this because unlike boating or other on-water activities, they require no additional licensing or expensive equipment for individuals to enjoy them.  Trails allow a wide spectrum of community members to forge a closer connection to the river, something that was once taken for granted, but can be reestablished through thoughtful development of recreational resources.  The proposed connecting trail would refocus attention on the river, increasing Topsham residents’ appreciation of its recreational opportunities and perhaps contributing to increased support for responsible use initiatives.  While this trail is not essential in order to get “from here to there,” it would provide an attractive alternate route to the sidewalks, from an economic perspective connecting Cooks Corner via the bike path to the Red Mill business center in Topsham, and from a natural resources perspective, unifying two separate trails towards the goal of creating a more interconnected and comprehensive trail system.  
Appendix I

· GIS map including the proposed trail, current trail system, and other proposed recreational development
Appendix II

· Photographs of proposed trail location
For electronic copies of these appendices, please contact Eileen Johnson, Program Managers of Environmental Studies at Bowdoin College at ejohnson@bowdoin.edu. 
Memorandum

We completed the majority of this project as a team, with little division of labor. We met (nearly) every Monday to work on our project, and conducted our interviews on Friday afternoons. Aside from the Riverwalk Loop Committee meeting, which Shelley could not attend, and our interview with Nancy Randolph, which Kate was unable to attend, all members of our group attending all group meetings, interviews, and writing or mapping sessions. Though initially we wrote our progress report together, we did divide the writing of the first draft report, as such: Kate wrote the Introduction and Background and the Methods sections, Shelley wrote the Community Interest and Concerns sections, and Claire wrote the Feasibility and Recommendations sections. Since then, all editing, GIS work, and creation of the presentation was done either together or in turns—e.g. we each proofread the first draft once, one after the other. Thus each member of the group has worked on every aspect of the report, conceptual or written. Overall, we worked well as a team, and the coordination of our efforts created something more than the simple combination would have produced. 
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