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Vision for the French River Corridor 
 

 
The French River Corridor extends 26 miles from its source in 
Leicester MA to its confluence with the Quinebaug in Thompson CT.  
After passing through the Army Corps Hodges Village project in 
Oxford, and a long, secluded, narrow reach, the river enters a broad, 
wild area bordered by marshes and coves, providing significant 
wildlife habitat. Farther south, the river becomes the border of Dudley 
and Webster.  Here the river is bordered by industrial complexes. 
South of the Webster town center, the river again enters a wooded 
corridor, passes the wastewater treatment plant and the historic 
Perryville area with its granite block dam, and exits the state. 

Once heavily used and polluted, the river corridor has had decades to 
recover, but might be lost again to redevelopment of its banks if 
action is not taken.   Our vision is of a French River Corridor that is a 
valuable community resource for residents and an attraction to 
visitors. Leaders in many communities throughout the United States, 
including some very nearby such as Putnam and Thompson CT, have 
had the same ideas and have protected and preserved their river 
corridors for future generations by engaging landowners, officials , 
and the public in such a vision. 
 
Our vision includes: 

� A Greenway Trail which not only provides unmotorized 
recreational opportunities, but includes preservation of 

abutting natural landscapes for the benefit of native species 
and the preservation of scenic beauty 

 
� Links to other regional trails such as the Midstate Trail 

 
� Car-top access to the river for paddlers and anglers through 

the development of a companion “Blueway” 
 

� Development of natural and cultural points of interest along 
the trail to make them safe, accessible, and informative  

 
� Development of a shared positive identity for French River 

communities 
 

� Improvement of urban riverfront as a catalyst to economic 
revitalization 

 
It is this last element that is the focus of this document. Described 
here is an urban riverwalk which initially reaches from the 
railroad museum to the Peter Street area, and with the Main Street 
sidewalks forms a loop of approximately 1.5 miles through 
downtown. Instead of an overgrown riverbank behind a parking 
lot, the area can become a downtown destination which will 
support economic revitalization of the area. 

 
 



  

Background 
 

 
The French River Greenway concept is almost twenty years old, and 
there have been many study reports supporting access to the river and 
trails in the area.  Here are some of the precedent documents. 

 
French River Greenway Plan June 1990 
● Provides a resource inventory of natural and cultural features of 
the river corridor 
● Envisions  protection of the riverine ecosystem, riverwalk and 
park system, boating  access, historical interpretation, and land 
development controls 
●  Many specific suggestions for making the river a community 
resource 
 
CMRPC Southwest Subregion Inter-Community Trail 
Connection Feasibility Study October 2001 
● Recommends a trail joining the Grand Trunk, through Ardlock 
Acres, around Perryville, through the Webster Wastewater 
Treatment Plant, and eventually onto the Webster Branch of the 
Boston-Albany Railroad all the way to Oxford. 
 
A Landscape Planning Study of Webster, Massachusetts, undated 
● Recommends opening the French River as the starting point for the 
“greening” of  Webster, resulting in an improved quality of life and 
business climate 
● Contains a number of French River Trail concepts 
 
Webster Open Space and Recreation Plan, 1997 
●  Among the approved objectives is implementation of the French 
River Greenway Plan. An update nearing completion in 2008 
reaffirms and clarifies this objective. 
 
 
 

French River Revitalization Study, 2006  
● Points out opportunities to make use of the French River Corridor 
for recreation and economic revitalization 
●Contains specific suggestions for the downtown Webster area 
 
French River Blueway Study, 2007 
●Identifies potential  points for cartop paddling access in the 
French River Corridor, including one in downtown Webster 
 
Healy Park Agreement, 2008 
● This license agreement with one of the riverside landowners 
permits the French River Connection to design and construct a 
green space and boat launch to anchor the riverwalk. 
 
 
In 2006, interested citizens formed a French River Greenway Steering 
Committee aided by a grant of technical assistance from the National 
Park Service. A conceptual route for the Greenway from the 
Connecticut line to Hodges Village was developed, and mapped by 
the Central Massachusetts Regional Planning Commission using 
funds granted by the Fields Pond Foundation. The Acts of 2006 
earmark $250,000 in the Massachusetts Community Investment 
Capital Program for Greenway Planning for its entire length, and the 
Environmental Bond Bill passed in 2008 includes a $250,000  
earmark as well.  The first half mile section, the Perryville Trace, was 
opened in July 2008, and a “Trail Log”, a top level description of 
current conditions and alternative implementation strategies for the 
Riverwalk, has been developed. 
 
The Riverwalk represents a short but high impact section whose 
implementation is within reach. Initial clearing of Healy Park began 
in September 2008 
 



 
 
Users of the riverwalk can complete a loop on Main Street, passing many businesses along the way.  The following pages show concepts for three 
parts of the Phase One walk. 
 



  

Vision: Railroad Plaza 
 

 

 
 
At the leftmost end  of the riverwalk map  is a small railroad museum operated by a local Railfan club. The buildings on the right hold small 
businesses, including a pizza restaurant and a locksmith. The building in the distance is a Commerce Insurance Company Facility. The active line 
of the Providence and Worcester Railroad is to the left of the railcars, and beyond that is the river. The tracks cross to the opposite side of the river 
just beyond the Commerce building.  
 
The location is near the town parking lot and is a bus stop of the Worcester Regional Transit Authority. Bus 42 makes five weekday runs serving 
three locations in Worcester, the Auburn Mall, and Oxford town center. Also nearby are several proposed trails, including the French River 
Greenway heading north, and the Perryville Loop Trail with a connection to the Quinebaug Valley Rail Trail 
 
The simple addition of a sidewalk and a few plantings invite people onto the walk. 
 



  

Vision: Healy Park 
 
 

 
 
 
This vacant parking area which is the rightmost red loop on the map is in back of more Commerce Insurance Office buildings and Main Street 
businesses. The unpaved portion near the river is overgrown with invasive species and is sometimes used by vagrants. The property covers 1.66 
acres. Part of it is barely above water level and would be suitable for a car top paddling access point. 
 
The building at the right is being refurbished and a retail tenant is being sought. Out of the picture to the left is a building currently serving as a 
fitness center.  Near that building is a bridge, blocked on the opposite side, which could serve as a viewpoint on the river, perhaps improved with 
benches and plantings. 
 
Clearing the land and adding suitable plantings, a path, and perhaps a pavilion or gazebo would make this a downtown destination. 
 
 



  

Vision: River Overlook Path 
 
 

 
 
Further to the right on the map approaching Peter Street,  there is already an uneven and sometimes rocky trail remaining from an old road. The trail 
is strewn with trash,  but if it could be made welcoming for appropriate for foot and bicycle traffic it would afford a pleasant view of the river 
which is rarely seen today.  
 
At Peter Street is a second bridge blocked on the opposite side, which affords a viewpoint on the river and could be improved with benches and 
plantings.  
 
Beyond Peter Street is an overgrown right-of-way angling uphill to Main Street near a restaurant. 
 
 



  

Phase One Riverwalk Owners and Abutters 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Holden Block LLC 

Mani Realty LLC 

Vincent A Mezzone 

Timothy J McGaw 

Aegean Properties LLC 

Scott Gerace Daniel Marcoux 

Webster Complex  
Realty Trust 

Right-of-Way 

Town of Webster Town of Webster Commerce Insurance Commerce Insurance 



  

 

How the Riverwalk Can Improve Downtown 
 
 
Provide a Meeting Place 
Downtown riverwalks and associated green space create new town 
common areas with minimal construction costs or disruption. It is rare 
to meet a person on a downtown trail who doesn’t smile and say 
hello.  Experience in many cities shows that loop and linear trails 
exceed all projections for popularity.  A new riverside park could host 
a farmers’ market, holiday events, art and craft festivals, concerts and 
other events to celebrate the downtown and the river corridor.  
 
 
Economic Development  
New and expanded business activity will grow with the popularity of 
the trail and new events. In the short-term, coffee shops and 
convenience stores will see increased business to serve hungry, thirsty 
walkers. With the extension of the trail north and south along the 
French River, it will be only a matter of time before a trail-related 
business opens in Webster. Prospective employers and employees 
will see the trail as an added amenity for working downtown. Making 
the downtown a destination for a stroll, a snack, and some casual 
shopping will increase the vitality of the area. 
 
 
 
 
 

Community Identity 
Community leaders are often surprised at how quickly a downtown 
trail becomes a source of community identity and pride. As a result, 
maintenance of riverwalks and greenspaces can generally be 
accomplished by appreciative users. A riverwalk will create a forum 
for downtown property and business owners, store managers and 
municipal officials to work together and make high-profile, on-the-
ground improvements.  
 
Emphasizes Natural and Cultural Features 
A riverwalk brings attention to the natural beauty and town history of 
the river from a long-hidden perspective – from the river’s edge 
looking up toward downtown buildings. With a simple trail map and 
brochure, visitors and residents can learn about the environment of 
the river corridor. It creates safe and easy access – with parking – for 
school field trip classes to visit the river.  
 
Health and Wellness 
Health and wellness increase with the availability of loop trails right 
where people work, shop and live. By creating a measured loop with 
the Riverwalk and downtown sidewalks, office workers will routinely 
take daily lunchtime walks. Senior citizens will establish daily 
walking groups downtown. Physicians and physical therapists will 
prescribe trail walking as part of treatment plans.  
 

 
 



  

How Landowners and Abutters Benefit 
 
 

Adapted from www.railtrails.org, website of the Rails-to-Trails Conservancy. 
 
Benefits to Landowners 
Trails and greenways increase the natural beauty of communities. 
They have also been shown to bolster property values and make 
adjacent properties easier to sell.  
● A 1998 study of property values along the Mountain Bay Trail in 
Brown County, Wisconsin shows that lots adjacent to the trail sold 
faster and for an average of nine percent more than similar property 
not located next to the trail.  
● In a 2002 survey of recent home buyers sponsored by the National 
Association of Realtors and the National Association of Home 
Builders, trails ranked as the second most important community 
amenity out of a list of 18 choices.  
● Realizing the selling power of greenways, developers of the 
Shepherd’s Vineyard housing development in Apex, North Carolina 
added $5,000 to the price of 40 homes adjacent to the regional 
greenway. Those homes were still the first to sell.  

 
Landowners who donate easements or title for land in the trail 
corridor or who put conservation restrictions in place can receive both 
a charitable deduction on their income tax and a reduction in property 
taxes. 
 
Many landowners make donations to leave a legacy for the enjoyment 
of future generations to the communities in which they have lived and 
worked. It can be a gift of, and a gift to, a well-loved place. 
 
Stewardship  
 
Trails and greenways are cared for by users. No longer will the area 
be a dumping ground, a derelict hangout, or an ATV or dirt bike 
track. Annual maintenance organized by trail groups and performed 
by users will ensure it remains a community resource. 

 
 



  

Options for Transferring Land or Trail Rights 
 

Options Advantages Disadvantages 
Informal "handshake" agreement  
These usually consist of either a verbal agreement or a letter by the 
landowner and the trails organization.  They are the least permanent form of 
trail access agreement, but they allow a landowner and trail organization to 
try out a potential trail alignment on a trial basis before potentially 
considering a more permanent arrangement. 

Easy, flexible; allows the 
landowner and the trail group 
to “try out” a potential trail 
route on a trial basis 
    

  

Not a permanent arrangement; often 
stops when the land is sold   

License agreements  
License agreements, signed by both the landowner and the trail organization, 
grant access for a certain period of time with an option to renew. They are 
useful because they clearly define the understanding between the landowner 
and the trail group with respect to the trail.  The license offers clear terms 
for trail use and maintenance, and allows either party the option of 
terminating the agreement with advance notice - usually 60-90 days.  The 
downside of a license agreement is its impermanence.  Portions of the trail 
may be lost when parcels change hands or are developed.  Losing trail links 
means the trail organization must find new routes, build and maintain new 
trail, and make continual changes to trail descriptions and/or their 
guidebook. 

Leaves land in private 
ownership 
 
The agreement clearly spells 
out the responsibilities of the 
trail maintaining organization 
and the landowner 

Not a permanent arrangement 
 
Changes easily as ownership 
changes 
 

Trail Easements 
 A trail easement is a permanent right-of-way:  a long, narrow strip on a 
parcel of land through which a trail is maintained and the public may pass.  
The land continues to be owned by the original owner, and the trail 
easement is conveyed to a nonprofit organization (or other entity, such as the 
town) by donation or purchase.  In return for conveying these rights, and 
subject to standards specified in the IRS code, the landowner may be entitled 
to tax benefits.  The trail easement may be any width that is comfortable for 
the landowner and useful for trail building, maintenance, and intended types 
of uses (25-50 feet is typical). A trail easement is legally binding, remaining 
in force when the property is sold or changes hands.  The trail organization 
is responsible for monitoring the land at least annually. 
 
Sometimes trail easements are part of a larger land conservation easement 

Leaves land in private 
ownership 
 
Can be tailor-made to the 
needs of the landowner and 
the trail organization 
 
Is permanent and runs with 
the property 
 
More tax advantages for the 
landowner if it is part of a 
larger land conservation 
project 

Can be less effective if not carefully 
written and monitored by the trail 
organization 



  

project; a conservation easement is oriented to the conservation of land 
resources (for example, a working farm), while a trail easement secures the 
right of public access and use.  
 
Donation of Land 
 Donations can be especially attractive options to landowners in areas that 
are rapidly developing, because of the associated increase in land values and 
taxes.  Land donations ensure that the landowner’s wishes for that property 
are assured for perpetuity; some landowners have donated trail segments as 
memorials to loved ones. The landowner may be eligible for tax deductions 
for a charitable donation.  

The landowner may qualify 
for tax benefits 
 
Liability is passed to the trail 
organization 

Can be expensive for receiving 
organization if there are problems 
with property (for example, if title is 
clouded, or property contains 
hazardous materials, etc) 

Option or Right of First Refusal 
A right of first refusal provides an opportunity for the landowner to offer the 
trails organization a chance to match a purchase offer received by the 
landowner at a future time, if and when the owner decides to sell the 
property. Another possible arrangement is for a trail organization to 
purchase an option of a right of first refusal with a clear understanding of the 
purchase price up front. This allows the organization time to secure the 
funds. 

Little or no cost in the short-
term  
 
Safeguards the opportunity 
for the trail organization to 
not lose a trail segment 
should the property change 
hands, but does not 
permanently obligate either 
party 
 
Doesn’t change whatever 
current trail arrangement 
there is 

None in the short term 
 
Trail organization may be unable to 
complete the transaction 

Purchase of Land 
In some cases, fee simple purchase of the trail corridor may be possible 
and/or appropriate.  Trail ownership allows permanent control of the land, 
but the cost of purchase may be beyond local ability.  Areas where there are 
planned facilities such as parking, camping sites, shelters, or expensive 
bridges, or where there are critical trail corridor connections, may warrant 
fee simple purchase to protect the trail organization's investment.  In some 
cases, a trail group may be able to seek a donation of land, or to structure a 
so-called "bargain sale," in which the owner agrees to sell property for less 
than the full market value.  

Landowner receives 
compensation, trail 
organization receives full 
rights and title to land 
 
Avoids complex long-term 
administration and/or 
management issues that occur 
sometimes with other trail 
arrangements 

Can be expensive; organization may 
not have the funds or the capacity to 
raise them 
 
Trail organization must be able to 
cover ongoing land ownership costs 
– taxes, stewardship, management 
and maintenance 



  

Landowner Liability 
 
 

Landowners are often concerned about liability that may arise from 
allowing the public access to land. Recognizing that this poses an 
impediment to the preservation of land for public enjoyment, 
Massachusetts has enacted a law stating that landowners are not liable 
for personal injury, including to minors, or for property damage so 
long as there is no mandatory charge for use and the landowner does 
not willfully or recklessly allow a hazard to exist: 
 
 
Chapter 21: Section 17C. Public use of land for recreational, 
conservation, scientific educational and other purposes; 
landowner’s liability limited; exception  
 

Section 17C. (a) Any person having an interest in land including the 
structures, buildings, and equipment attached to the land, including 
without limitation, wetlands, rivers, streams, ponds, lakes, and other 
bodies of water, who lawfully permits the public to use such land for 
recreational, conservation, scientific, educational, environmental, 
ecological, research, religious, or charitable purposes without 
imposing a charge or fee therefor, or who leases such land for said 

purposes to the commonwealth or any political subdivision thereof or 
to any nonprofit corporation, trust or association, shall not be liable 
for personal injuries or property damage sustained by such members 
of the public, including without limitation a minor, while on said land 
in the absence of willful, wanton, or reckless conduct by such person. 
Such permission shall not confer upon any member of the public 
using said land, including without limitation a minor, the status of an 
invitee or licensee to whom any duty would be owed by said person.  

(b) The liability of any person who imposes a charge or fee for the use 
of his land by the public for the purposes described in subsection (a) 
shall not be limited by any provision of this section. The term 
“person” as used in this section shall be deemed to include the person 
having an interest in the land, his agent, manager, or licensee and 
shall include without limitation, any governmental body, agency or 
instrumentality, nonprofit corporation, trust or association, and any 
director, officer, trustee, member, employee or agent thereof. A 
contribution or other voluntary payment not required to be made to 
use such land shall not be considered a charge or fee within the 
meaning of this section.  

 

 

 

 



  

Contact 
 
 

Ken Parker 
French River Connection 
46 Brookside Avenue 
Webster MA 01570 
(508) 943-2698 
ken.parker@charter.net 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Visit us on the web at  http://frenchrivergreenway.homestead.com/index.html 

 
or 
 

http://www.frenchriverconnection.org 
 
 


