Blue Ridge Greenways Conference (Nov. 12-13, 2005) - Summary

Greenways were the focus of a recent conference in Asheville.  Greenways are linear parks and natural areas, often containing paths for walking and bicycling.  Over 130 people from Western NC and across the state gathered to learn more about how to plan and gain support and funding for greenways.  Also highlighted were the many economic, environmental, recreation and transportation benefits of greenways.  Ten sessions covered the spectrum of topics and experience, drawing novices as well as seasoned professionals, and providing an atmosphere conducive for sharing information with each other.  

The conference began with a documentary, “Greenways of Western North Carolina,” which was inspired during the conference planning process.  It was produced by Ron Ruehl, who is a Heritage Tourism Development Officer with the NC Department of Commerce and also an independent filmmaker.  The documentary showcased greenways throughout Western NC and included interviews and comments from individuals involved in designing, developing and funding the greenways.  

A number of themes were introduced by keynote speaker, Sig Hutchinson, and reiterated throughout the day by other speakers:

· Greenways enhance community and quality of life. 

· Many people seeking a new place to live or locate their business are attracted to neighborhoods and communities with greenways/walkways.  Numerous studies show that lots in new subdivisions which are adjacent to a greenway sell for a 5-10% premium.

· The first greenways built in communities are typically built for recreational purposes; as the greenways are extended and more are built, their value as transportation routes becomes apparent. An interconnected greenway system provides convenient and useful routes for bicycle and pedestrian transportation.  In Sig’s words: “you don’t want macaroni, you want spaghetti.”  
· Greenways promote healthy lifestyles and can be an antidote to the high child and adult obesity rates in our state and country.

· If you build greenways, people will use them! 
Sig is a citizen greenway advocate from the Triangle area.  He is Chair of the Open Space and Park Advisory Committee for Wake County where he has successfully led three bond referenda for parks, greenways and open space totaling $88 million dollars.  He encouraged attendees to gain support and leadership from local elected officials and he provided some advice on how to have a successful bond referendum:  

· Paint a picture - help people visualize an interconnected, regional greenway network.

· Use simple messages and repeat them, focusing on just a couple points/issues.

· Enroll the opposition early – find out who they are and talk and negotiate with them.

· Be honest and do what you say you are going to do.

· Be very clear about how the money will be spent.

· If it is a county-wide or regional initiative, share the money with all the communities.       
NC Department of Environment and Natural Resources Secretary Bill Ross was another featured speaker.  Secretary Ross has been a greenway advocate in his community for many years.  He spoke about DENR’s One NC Naturally initiative and that greenways are an important component of preserving our natural resources and public green spaces.  He also mentioned the statewide initiative, Land for Tomorrow, that is advocating for increased state funding for streams, farms, forests, parks, game lands and historic places.  See www.landfortomorrow.org for more details.

Featured speaker, Tom Norman, Director of Bicycle and Pedestrian Transportation, NC DOT, provided a state perspective from a transportation point of view.  He shared what other communities across the state were providing in terms of bicycle and pedestrian facilities and amenities, mentioned the planning grants his office offers to municipalities and showed some results from a recently commissioned economic impact study – Pathways to Prosperity, Economic Impact of Investing in Bicycle Facilities: A Case Study.  The study concludes (see http://www.ncdot.org/transit/bicycle/safety/safety_economicimpact.html for more details):   

· Bicycling activity in the northern Outer Banks provides substantial economic benefits to the area – an estimated $60 million annually.

· The bicycle facilities in the area are an important factor for many tourists in deciding to visit the region.

· Three-fourths of study respondents indicated that more bicycle facilities should be built, and nine out of 10 surveyed believe state and federal tax dollars should be used to do it.

Other speakers talked about how their small town greenway initiatives were successful; how to build greenways into local planning processes and new developments; the importance of a diverse set of partners and how to build successful partnerships; sources of funding for greenway projects; how to approach and work with land owners; and best practices for greenway designs that protect water quality and wildlife habitat while also enhancing the user’s experience.  The conference wrapped up with educational tours of a few greenway projects in Asheville, Fletcher and Hendersonville.

Land-of-Sky Regional Council coordinated conference, with assistance from a long list of partner organizations including:  City of Asheville Parks and Recreation Department; Asheville Greenway Commission; NC DENR State Trails Program; National Parks Service Rivers, Trails and Conservation Assistance Program; Apple Country Greenways Commission; Haywood County Greenways Council; Buncombe County Health Department; Madison County Health Consortium and Parks and Recreation Department; NC Department of Commerce, Division of Tourism; NC State University Soil and Water Environmental Technology Center; and UNC Asheville.  The Pigeon River Fund of the Community Foundation of North Carolina, the French Broad River Metropolitan Planning Organization, the NC Department of Environment and Natural Resources State Trails Program and a collection of local sponsors provided the funding for the conference. 

Conference planners and funding organizations hope that this conference will help build more miles of greenways in WNC communities and help people see opportunities to work together with neighboring communities to extend and connect their greenways into larger, interconnected systems.  The conference provided many tools, examples and contacts to help individuals, local governments and local greenway organizations enhance their knowledge and capacity in all aspects of greenway planning and development. 

Attendees left excited and full of information, ready to use the information and share it with others in their communities.  A few follow-on activities that attendees indicated a lot of interest in are:

· Planning and developing regional greenways

· Setting up a listserve to facilitate staying in touch and sharing information

· Holding a statewide conference in Raleigh/Durham/Charlotte

· Scheduling site visits/workshops throughout the year to different greenways in the region

· Showing the documentary to groups, organizations and local government officials in their communities.  

In the coming months, Land-of-Sky Regional Council will assist as much as possible to get these activities underway.

For further information, contact Linda Giltz, Regional Planner at Land-of-Sky Regional Council at 828-251-6622 or lindag@landofsky.org, or look under “Greenway Conferences and Initiatives” on the Local Government Services page of Land-of-Sky Regional Council’s website:  www.landofsky.org.  
Addendum

Here are a few quotations from attendees, indicating their satisfaction with the conference:

· “What we gained was priceless! We appreciate the experience and would certainly attend again. Hope we become good enough to become a presenter one day.”
· “Best conference I’ve attended in years.”

· “Each session I experienced was good and helpful.”

· “Great conference – A+.  Excellent selection of speakers.”

· “Overall, awesome sessions – interesting and educational… Try to get a statewide conference like this.”
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