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AN OVERVIEW OF THE CHARLES RIVER MEADOWLANDS 
 (Dark Green=US Army Corps of Engineers Property—Map by Mass. GIS) 
 

 
 
NOTE/DISCLAIMER: This is a draft document. No reliance should be placed on its accuracy. Errors and omissions are both 
possible and likely. 

 
 
Google Earth Image of the Charles River Meadowlands Area 
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PART I 
INTRODUCTION AND GOALS FOR 2017-2018: 
 
Communities such as Bellingham, Medway, and in particular, Franklin have grown dramatically in recent 
years, creating a vibrant local economy but imperiling the rural character of the region. Fortunately, 
during the 1970s, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) acquired hundreds of acres of wetlands and 
low-lying property along the course of the Charles River and its tributaries for flood control purposes. 
This assemblage of lands is known in its entirety as the Charles River Natural Valley Storage Area. It is a 
flood control project initiated as a “passive” means of protecting the environment and reducing 
downstream flooding by ensuring that existing low-lying areas in the flood plain were not altered in any 
way that would reduce their capacity to contain, slow, or absorb flooding.  
 
The Charles River Natural Valley Storage lands are located in Millis, Medfield, Norfolk, Franklin, 
Holliston, Needham, Sherborn, Bellingham, Dedham, Dover, Medway, Newton, Wrentham, Walpole, 
Natick, and Boston. In several instances, these lands have been managed and further developed for 
conservation and recreation purposes. 
 
With the growing population along I-495, the time has come to make similar creative use of the land 
controlled by the Army Corps near the headwaters of the Charles to create the Charles River 
Meadowlands. Specifically, in Franklin, the Army Corps owns outright or controls about 465 acres with 
other contiguous land protected by easement. Contiguous or nearly contiguous properties of similar 
scope and nature exist in Bellingham totaling some 334 acres and another 52 acres are located in 
Medway. These lands, controlled by the USACE represent a core asset for each community and have the 
potential, particularly when combined with contiguous or nearby town-owned properties, to become a 
valuable, shared, regional asset, uniting the communities across their shared boundaries. 
 
The federal lands provide a natural connection between three towns, protected and preserved already, 
that can and should be considered as a whole. This is already done to some extent through the limited 
management activities conducted by the US Army Corps of Engineers and the Mass. Department of Fish 
& Game.  The three towns and other interested entities such as the Charles River Watershed 
Association, can play a part in better protecting and further enhancing these lands. 
  
Together the lands of the Charles River Meadowlands represent a tremendous recreational, cultural and 
economic opportunity.  While by law nothing can be done to these lands which would alter their ability 
to serve a flood control function and nothing should be done to them that would lessen their ability to 
serve as wildlife habitat, much can be done to make them available for passive recreation: walking, 
bicycling, cross-country skiing, canoeing, fishing, etc. Increased access to these kinds of recreational 
opportunities can have a positive economic impact on the region – raising property values, and 
encouraging people to spend time (and money) in their own communities.  
 
The Charles River Meadowlands Initiative 
 
A citizen effort organized by volunteers, the Charles River Meadowlands initiative was launched with 
guidance and support from Metacomet Land Trust (MLT), a non-profit serving the communities of 
Bellingham, Blackstone, Douglas, Franklin, Mendon, Millbury, Millville, Norfolk, Northbridge, Sutton, 
Upton, Uxbridge, and Wrentham.  Since 1988 Metacomet has worked with landowners, towns and state 
agencies to permanently protect land. MLT owns more than 350 acres across its member communities, 
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protects another 343 acres through Conservation Restrictions, and has assisted in the conservation of 
another 900 acres---land that is now town open space, state parks and forests, and state wildlife 
management areas.  
 
Since early 2015, the Charles River Meadowlands Initiative has initiated contacts with officials in 
Bellingham, Franklin, and Medway as well as with the US Army Corps of Engineers, members of the state 
legislature (three of whom successful passed an earmark to support the work of the Initiative), 
Department of Conservation and Recreation (DCR) and Division of Fish & Game and the Charles River 
Watershed Association.   
 
The clear indications from this process are that local people and local government will be the key to the 
Charles River Meadowlands: 
 
1) By and large, local citizens and officials agree that more should be done to improve access to and 
management of the Meadowlands. 
2) They also agree that protection of nearby areas should be considered in the context of the above. 
3) The federal mandate (US Army Corps) is flexible but not proactive. The Army Corps is open to 
community and regional initiatives but has limited resources for or interest in “leading the charge.” 
4) State agencies are supportive, with caveats. The Division of Fish & Game has little interest in 
expanded physical access (“we aren’t in the trails business”} but would not oppose this. It has some 
willingness and ability to help with relevant signage and enforcement of laws relating to hunting, fishing, 
and trespass.  DCR is aware of the initiative but is underfunded at present and wary of engagement. 
5)  Bellingham, Franklin, and Medway. By contrast, the three communities have each taken steps over 
the years to protect some adjacent lands and improve access. For example: 
 

 Franklin has retained substantial holdings along the eastern side of Mine Brook, mostly related 
to the path of the town’s sewer line. Efforts have been made to establish a town canoe launch 
on the Charles River near Plain Street; and easement was negotiated connecting Pine Street to 
the Army Corps Lands, and an easement is part of the Purchase and Sale agreement that 
conveyed the large “Pond Street Parcel” adjacent to Mine Brook, to developers. 

  Bellingham has several substantial municipal parcels under the care and custody of the 
Conservation Commission, totaling hundreds of acres, adjacent to the US Army Corps of 
Engineers lands and recently added several more acres near High Street for a possible canoe 
launching area. 

 Medway has several public parcels contiguous with the Charles River near Franklin and Army 
Corps of Engineers lands in other parts of the town. 

 
Given the realities of what can be done, we believe the individual towns represent the best route 
forward for the Initiative in the near term. 
 
First Stage Goals 
 
The following steps are achievable by volunteers and/or with modest support from each of the towns. 
 

 Map existing trails and features on USACE and town lands using town facilities and/or 
volunteers. 

 Research ownership of any USACE parcels not owned “fee simple” for restrictions on use, 
trespass, etc. 
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 Develop maps, usage guidelines based on appropriate federal, state, and local laws and 
regulations and in consultation with local law enforcement. (e.g. where and when is hunting 
permitted, hours open to public, etc.).  

 Develop appropriate brochures that can be downloaded from the web site and/or seek grants 
for printing. 

 Adopt common signage on town-owned parcels (e.g. Town of Franklin Charles River 
Meadowlands, Town of Bellingham Charles River Meadowlands, and Town of Medway Charles 
River Meadowlands). 

 Establish joint committee under auspices of towns to work together with each other and 
federal/state authorities on use, enhancement and management. A model for this could be the 
joint Bellingham-Franklin committee that worked on developing an initial open space and 
recreation plan in the 1990s. Include representation from abutters and neighbors of Charles 
River Meadowlands and user groups such as paddlers, sportsmen, mountain bikers, etc. 

 Work with towns and non-profits to solicit donations of properties and/or to secure easements 
where helpful. 

 Working with town planners, develop goals and guidance for developers in adjacent area (e.g. to 
try to preserve or enhance access to Charles River Meadowlands or to develop in consonance 
with this natural resource area). 

 
First Stage Actions for 2017 
 

 Present formally to town managers/and municipal legislators in all three towns to request help 
with mapping and identification of properties and any existing restrictions. 

 Consult with law enforcement and other relevant authorities on usage, guidelines, etc. 

 Seek support from town governments for joint signage and establishment of ad hoc joint study 
committee. 

 
Second Stage Actions for 2018 
 

 Seek federal, state, and local support for specific improvements (e.g. parking) and for ongoing 
improvements and maintenance. 

 Expand and improve trails 

 Develop long-term master plan 
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PART II 
DETAILED PLANNING RESOURCES AND BACKGROUND FOR CHARLES RIVER MEADOWLANDS 
 
Introduction 
 
The Charles River Meadowlands Initiative will require long term effort by members of the initiative and 
others over a period of years. This section is intended to provide useful background and information 
that can inform this process. 
 
The Natural Landscape:   
 
The Charles River 
“The Charles River (sometimes called the River Charles or simply the Charles) is an 80 mi (129 km) long 
river in eastern Massachusetts. From its source in Hopkinton the river flows in a northeasterly direction 
(after first coursing due south through Milford), traveling through 23 cities and towns before reaching 
the Atlantic Ocean at Boston...The Charles River is fed by approximately 80 streams and several major 
aquifers as it flows 80 miles (129 km),[2] starting at Teresa Road just north[3] of Echo Lake (42.215°N 
71.514444°W) in Hopkinton, passing through 23 cities and towns in eastern Massachusetts before 
emptying into Boston Harbor.[1] Thirty-three lakes and ponds and 35 communities are entirely or 
partially part of the Charles River drainage basin. Despite the river's length and relatively large drainage 
area (308 square miles; 798 km²), its source is only 26 miles (42 km) from its mouth, and the river drops 
only 350 feet (107 m) from source to sea.”1 
 
 
The Charles River Meadowlands in History 
 
For the European settlers arriving in the area of modern Franklin, Bellingham, and Medway in the 1600s 
and 1700s, the Charles River and its tributary were a primary fact and often a primary attractant. The 
Franklin Army Corps lands and adjacent town parcels contain ample evidence of farming activities, some 
dating back little more than a generation – piles of soil and bits of equipment, for example. Industry also 
clustered around these waterways. 
 

  
As the men of the [Wrentham, which originally included present day Franklin] rebuilt 
the settlement [following the devastation of King Phillips War], their families remained 
in Dedham...New townspeople were arriving from Medfield, and settling in the 
northwest part of town. The Medfielders were soon putting up houses and cutting down 
trees to feed the water-powered saw mill being built on Mine Brook. 
 
Ever since European settlement began in the 1620s and 1630s, New Englanders had 
faced an extreme shortage of hard currency. Most trading involved swaps between 
towns and tribes, for example, furs in exchange for guns, corn in exchange for nails, or 
even school lessons. Some things, though, were simply too difficult to produce easily in 
New England. For example, bed frames were sometimes imported from England—a 
tremendous expense for poor farmers. 
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Although bed frames were expensive, other aspects of farming life were getting easier. 
After decades of wolf hunting, shrinking wolf populations were allowing farmers to put 
horses and cattle out to pasture with less supervision. 
  
Especially along Mine Brook, wide, wet meadows made ideal grazing land for herds. 
These early ‘ranchers,’ were able to herd their livestock to the coast each year, loading 
animals onto ships bound for British sugar plantations in the Caribbean, where soldiers, 
planters, and slaves hungrily awaited fresh beef. 
 
By the 1700s the new village on Mine Brook, was generating much of the Wrentham’s 
business. Two sawmills churned out boards, cattle waded around in the swamps, and on 
higher ground corn stalks took root. Residents were still subject to Wrentham’s laws, 
but felt increasingly independent from the rest of the town...( (Quoted from Franklin: 
From Puritan Precinct to 21st Century Edge City, with permission of the author Eamon 
McCarthy Earls) 
 

 
Bellingham’s origins, in part, stem from land bought and then sold by Edwards Rawson, bounded in part 
by the Charles and including present day Caryville and North Bellingham “with a smaller area beside it 
on the west taken from Mendon” making up about a third of the new town of Bellingham.2 
 
Although much of land in Bellingham was swampy, remaining largely undeveloped, by the later 1700s 
water power from these lands began to grow in importance.  Records indicate owners of certain parcels 
had the right to construct a dam and a sawmill along the Charles in North Bellingham. By 1852, a cotton 
or woolen mill was on about the same spot.  Other kinds of manufacturing also sprang up in proximity to 
the river. One Joseph Fairbanks had a water-powered trip hammer for the production of wrought iron 
with the ore apparently coming from a mine located between North Bellingham and the Center. 
Furthermore, bog iron, apparently from that same mine, was later shipped to Taunton for use in 
manufacturing locomotives around 1860.3 
 
In Franklin, a sawmill was being laid out on Mine Brook as early as 1698.4 An “iron works” was located at 
the foot of Forge Hill along Mine brook as early as 1736, perhaps in the vicinity of the old textile mill 
building now housing the Incontro restaurant.5  In addition to that specific mill building, well over a 
century in age, the nearby Oliver Pond House, on the National Register of Historic Places, dates to 
approximately 1760 and gives further testimony to the importance of this area in the early years of 
settlement.  
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The historic Oliver Pond House located near the Charles River Meadowlands 
 
Indeed, the important neighborhood of Unionville once extended from approximately the location of 
the Franklin Village Mall to the Bellingham border. 
 

 
 
An impoundment of Mine Brook behind the current location of Franklin Village Mall, with a mill dam 
downstream, provided a source of power to industrial facilities along Mine Brook until a hurricane in 
1955 burst the dam, causing flooding the length of Mine Brook and on into Medway. 
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In the mid-20th century a more modern sewage treatment facility was constructed near Mine Brook 
close to the southern end of Pond Street.  A “dump” was also reportedly located near where Pond Street 
crosses Mine Brook closer to Medway. 
 
In the 1960s, the construction of Interstate 495 bisected the Meadowlands, crossing both Mine Brook 
and the Charles River.  Utility corridors for electric “high tension” lines, sewers, and later natural gas 
transmission, passed through the Meadowlands, too. 
 
The Charles River Meadowlands initiative can and should work to embrace and protect the historical 
and archaeological resources as a characteristic of the land as important as its conservation or 
recreational value. Working in cooperation with town historical commissions, and other relevant parties 
signage and educational efforts can be developed to make the history more accessible as part of the 
Meadowlands Initiative.  
 
 
The Charles River Natural Valley Storage Area  
 
“The Charles River Natural Valley Storage areas lie throughout 16 eastern Massachusetts communities in 
the middle and upper areas of the Charles River. 
 
The Charles River extends inland from Boston Harbor and meanders for 80 miles to Hopkinton, a straight 
distance of about 30 miles. Thousands of acres of undeveloped wetlands, which normally appear dry, lie 
along the river and form a natural reservoir that store floodwaters in times of excess precipitation. 
These wetlands make up huge volumes of natural storage that soak up water like sponges. Potential 
development on these wetland areas threatened to eliminate the storage area of the natural reservoir. 
If development had been left unchecked, floodwaters that would normally settle in the natural water 
storage area would rush downstream, causing flood damage to existing development in the lower 
reaches of the river. The natural valley storage areas reduce flood levels by retaining his excess water. 
 
A 1972 study of the Charles River watershed showed a need to protect the natural valley storage areas 
from further development. The study recommended that the federal government purchase and 
preserve these lands as a viable means of flood control. The Corps purchased the first acres in May 1977 
and made its most recent acquisition in September 1983. Resolutions to acquire remaining lands are 
continuing. To date, the Corps has purchased land in 17 different areas at a cost of $9 million. 
 
The Charles River Natural Valley Storage areas total 8,101 acres. These lands are located in Millis, 
Medfield, Norfolk, Franklin, Holliston, Needham, Sherborn, Bellingham, Dedham, Dover, Medway, 
Newton, Wrentham, Walpole, Natick, and Boston (Note: Although there are no storage lands in 
Cambridge, Waltham, Watertown, Wellesley, and Weston, the Charles River Natural Valley Storage 
areas protect land and property in these communities also). The watershed of the Charles River covers 
307 square miles. 
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The final acquisition totaled 8,103 acres, with 3,221 acres of land acquired in fee simple and 4,882 acres 
in flood easement was authorized by Public law 93-251 as a "Multi-Purpose" project for flood control 
and recreation and fish and wildlife management.  
 
In addition to its primary purpose of flood damage reduction, project lands are used for recreation and 
fish and wildlife management. Hiking, canoeing, snowmobiling, fishing, hunting, and cross country skiing 
are some of the more popular activities. Of the 8,101 total acres, the MA Division of Fisheries and 
Wildlife manages 2,640 acres, affecting nine parcels. 
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This multi-use provision has already been exploited in two sections of the river. Cutler Park, near Route 
128, comprises 700 acres under state jurisdiction in the border areas of Needham, Dedham, Boston, and 
Newton.  Similarly, along the border between the Millis-Medfield, the Army Corps of Engineers and the 
state have cooperated to create a huge outdoor recreation area (more than 1100 acres of Army Corps 
land plus an additional 1500 acres of easements). This area is managed by the Massachusetts 
Department of Fisheries and Wildlife.   
 
In addition to its primary purpose of flood damage reduction, project lands are used for recreation and 
fish and wildlife management. Hiking, canoeing, snowmobiling, fishing, hunting, and cross country skiing 
are some of the more popular activities. Of the 8,101 total acres, the Division of Fisheries and Wildlife 
manages 2,640 acres affecting nine parcels.”6 
 
Town Open Space 
 
Aside from the simple “good sense” argument, a local basis for town government support of the Charles 
River Meadowlands exists in each town. Massachusetts communities are incentivized by the state to 
create and regularly update an Open Space and Recreation Plan (OSR Plan).  The documents typically 
provide a detailed catalog of existing assets, uses, goals, and potential future plans. Some relevant 
portions  of the Bellingham, Franklin, and Medway OSR plans are excerpted below: 
 
 
Bellingham 
 
“Bellingham residents indicated through survey that restoration of existing facilities is important as well 
as preservation of undeveloped lands. They especially felt the need to protect water resources and to 
limit development of existing undeveloped land. They also indicated that including protected land and 
using sustainable development practices in new projects is of very high priority.”7  [Approximately one-
third indicated that protection of land that provides linkages or greenways between existing 
conservation areas was also important.]  
 
 
Franklin 
 
[From draft 2016 OSRP] 
 
The 2016  OSRP includes numerous goals, objectives and proposed actions that were the result of input 
from a large number of Town residents. This input was provided at two public hearings, during regular 
committee meetings, in letters and emails, during meetings with Town personnel and non-profit 
organizations, and through two citizen participation questionnaires (see Appendix F). Based on this 
input, it was determined that there is a desire to develop additional passive recreation areas within the 
Town and to improve existing recreational facilities. Specifically, Franklin’s residents’ wish for the Town 
to provide new bike trails, obtain and increase management of conservation lands, and provide 
community based areas such as bike trails, hiking trails, a youth center and swimming pools. 
 
The open space and recreation planning process resulted in four main goals and related objectives and a 
five-year action plan that outlines specific tasks to meet the Town's open space and recreation goals. 
The goals within the updated 2016 OSRP were developed based on public input and the Conservation 
Commission believes these goals reflect the priorities of the Town’s residents. In general, the goals of 
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the community should be to obtain (as needed), improve, and make fully accessible, the proper balance 
of active and passive recreational and conservation resources, while maintaining the community as a 
suburban center with a rural quality. The Town’s primary open space and recreation goals are as follows:  
 
GOAL 1: Increase public awareness of open space and recreation opportunities in Franklin 
GOAL 2: Preserve and enhance existing Town open space resources. 
GOAL 3: Maximize recreational opportunities to meet the community’s evolving needs by maintaining 
current inventory of facilities and programs and by providing new facilities and programs for both active 
and passive recreation. 
GOAL 4: Protect natural, historical and cultural resources and maintain Franklin's New England 
character. 
GOAL 5: Preserve and Protect the Town’s Water Resources. 
 
 
Medway 
 
Statement of Open Space and Recreation Goals 
1. Identify and protect undeveloped land that directly affects aquifers and groundwater, wildlife 
habitats, ponds and waterways.  
2. Provide and maintain a diversity of conservation and recreation land uses, with opportunities for both 
passive and active recreation.  
3. Promote the development and maintenance of trails and trail linkages.  
4. Provide outreach to increase awareness among residents of the range of Medway’s  
open space and recreational assets.  
5. Develop and maintain an active community culture of open space acquisition and  
habitat preservation.  
6. Encourage compact development to reduce sprawl.  
7. Facilitate the stewardship of open spaces.8 
 
 
State Role 
 
Several agencies have or could have involvement with the Charles River Meadowlands. At present the 
Division of Fish & Game (formerly the Division of Fish & Wildlife) has nominal jurisdiction over hunting 
and fishing on the US Army Corps lands. Fish & Game has placed signage on the borders indicating 
boundaries and regulations. 
 
In 2015, a budget line item for $25,000 aimed at supporting the Charles River Meadowlands was 
successfully passed by Reps. Fernandes, Kuros, and Roy.  Similar earmarks could be sought in the future 
as well. 
 
Federal (US Army Corps of Engineers) Role 
 
The US Army Corps of Engineers is likely to remain the primary and only federal player involved in the 
Meadowlands.  Budget limitations and other competing missions as well as the specific mission limits 
inherent in managing a flood control property make it less likely that the Corps will take any special 
action regarding the Initiative. However, the current Corps “re-energized Environmental Operating 
Principles” are broad enough to imply that this could change. Those principles are: 
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 Foster sustainability as a way of life throughout the organization.  
 Proactively consider environmental consequences of all Corps activities and act accordingly.  
 Create mutually supporting economic and environmentally sustainable solutions.  
 Continue to meet our corporate responsibility and accountability under the law for activities 

undertaken by the Corps, which may impact human and natural environments.  
 Consider the environment in employing a risk management and systems approach throughout 

the life cycles of projects and programs.  
 Leverage scientific, economic and social knowledge to understand the environmental context 

and effects of Corps actions in a collaborative manner.  
 Employ an open, transparent process that respects views of individuals and groups interested in 

Corps activities. 9 
 
In addition, Congressional earmarks could be sought and applied to the Meadowlands Initiative in the 
future. 
 
Existing Entry Points and Facilities 
 
Franklin 

 Easement through private development of Pond Street Parcel (to be defined and developed) 

 End of White Ave. (to town land) 

 Pine Street (easement to USACE land) 

 Plain St. (Canoe launch to Charles River) 
 
Bellingham 

 Pearl Street Mill Site adjacent to Charles River (under definition and development) 

 Conservation property near Maple Street (Charles River Land/Charles River Pond, ANP Gift) 

 High Street Complex (adjacent) 

 High Street Area Canoe Launch (proposed?) 
 
Medway 
(TBD) 
 
 
The Charles River Meadowlands as Transportation Linchpin 
 
One of the important “environmental” movements in the US focuses on the creation of trails and/or 
greenways, which function as aesthetic contributors to community life, as corridors for wildlife, and as 
important supplements to conventional motorized public and private transportation. Walkways and 
bikeways are increasingly important in urban, suburban and even rural communities, often reflected in 
premium real estate values in “walkable” communities.  Unfortunately, Bellingham, Franklin, and 
Medway are generally not very “friendly” for walkers or bicyclists and, in fact, a recent survey by a 
national web site ranked Franklin almost dead last for walkability among the state’s larger 
communities.10 
 
According to a national advocacy group, “to counteract the effects of sprawling development, many 
communities use trails and greenways to curb ill-planned growth and preserve ecologically important 
areas. The result is a higher quality of life, a healthier environment and more livable communities.” 
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According to the advocacy group, greenways are corridors of protected open space managed for 
conservation and recreation purposes. Greenways often follow natural land or water features, and link 
nature reserves, parks, cultural features and historic sites with each other and with populated areas. 
Greenways can be publicly or privately  owned, and some are the result of public/private partnerships. 
Trails are paths used for walking, bicycling, horseback riding or other forms of recreation or 
transportation.  Here in Massachusetts one of the best example of a trail that serves both recreation and 
transportation functions is the Minuteman rail-trail, which is a popular commuting trail used by bikers 
and walkers to get to work and public transit stations in Bedford, Lexington, Arlington, and Cambridge. 
 
The Charles River Meadowlands Initiative has an opportunity to encourage the development of not only 
recreational trails and access points but interconnections. For instance, there are few bicycle-friendly, or 
pedestrian friendly routes between the town centers of Franklin and Bellingham OR between the major 
shopping and employment areas located in Franklin, at I-495 Exit 17 and Bellingham, at I-495 Exit 18.  As 
the Meadowlands Initiative moves forward, it could be possible to better connect these areas through 
public lands and/or through the land corridors associated with the interstate and with the utilities. 
 
Trails along Limited Access Highways 
 
There are a number of examples nationally of bike or walking trails established within the right-of-way 
areas of limited access highways. The best example in New England runs for miles along I-89 in New 
Hampshire. 
 
Under the United States Department of Transportation Policy Statement on Bicycle and Pedestrian 
Accommodation, "The DOT policy is to incorporate safe and convenient walking and bicycling facilities 
into transportation projects. Every transportation agency, including DOT, has the responsibility to 
improve conditions and opportunities for walking and bicycling and to integrate walking and bicycling 
into their transportation systems. Because of the numerous individual and community benefits that 
walking and bicycling provide - including health, safety, environmental, transportation, and quality of life 
- transportation agencies are encouraged to go beyond minimum standards to provide safe and 
convenient facilities for these modes." 
Note: The term "Shared Use Path" means a multi-use trail or other path, physically separated from 
motorized vehicular traffic by an open space or barrier, either within a highway right-of-way or within an 
independent right-of-way, and usable for transportation purposes. Shared use paths may be used by 

pedestrians, bicyclists, skaters, equestrians, and other non-motorized users.11
 

 
Trails along Utility Rights of Way (ROWs) 
 
“Today there are dozens of public walking and biking trails that follow transmission ROWs, but with 
proper guidance, awareness, and demonstrated successes there could be hundreds more for the public to 
enjoy.  
 
“During the early to mid-twentieth century when many cities and counties were buying up property for 
parks and public spaces, public power utilities were buying up transmission right of ways (ROWs). These 
transmission ROWs can range greatly in length and width, and can also vary greatly in ownership 
structure. ROWs often share the corridor with other infrastructure such as railroads, roads, pipelines, 
underground utilities, and waterways.  
 

http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/environment/bicycle_pedestrian/guidance/policy_accom.cfm
http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/environment/bicycle_pedestrian/guidance/policy_accom.cfm
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“As one might imagine, the property ownership and agreements can get complex, some dating back over 
a century. This could make putting a trail through such a quagmire very time consuming and expensive. 
Depending on who actually owns the property (sometimes the land is just leased by the utility via an 
easement), the cost and difficulty of obtaining permission for public use could increase exponentially.  
 
“Partnerships with multiple entities are critical to the success of a transmission trail project. These 
partnerships can be mutually beneficial in several ways. Not only does this provide the city or parks 
department a wonderful addition to its trails system, but if the city maintains the trail it could cut down 
on maintenance costs for the utility. Similar trails have also shown to be an economic boost to the 
area.”12 
 
ROWs pass through Bellingham and Franklin and cross areas of the Meadowlands. 
 
Hunting and Fishing 
 
Hunting seems to be permitted in Franklin, Bellingham, and Medway (To be verified). In addition, state 
licenses and permits are required.   
 
Real Estate and Economic Development 
 
The Charles River Meadowlands Initiative should have a plan for working with developers along the 
periphery of protected areas to create win-win scenarios where, for example, scenic vistas are 
preserved as much as possible and access to protected lands is retained or enhanced. Some of these 
concepts are enshrined in existing town statutes or guidance documents. For instance, the Town of 
Franklin’s Best Development Practices Guidebook states: 
 
“Site planning should begin with the preparation of a constraints and opportunities plan understand the 
site’s features and its context. The plan should identify water resources (wetlands, streams, ponds, vernal 
pools, floodplains, and springs or seeps), site conditions (steep slopes, significant rock outcroppings, 
landforms such as knolls and hollows, hydric soils, and prime aquifer recharge areas), ecological features 
(woodlands, wildlife habitat, and rare species), scenic/visual features (specimen trees, farmland and 
meadows, and views both into and out from the site), and historic and archaeological resources. The 
constraints and opportunities plan may be prepared in conjunction with the site survey, but will require 
more investigation and analysis than a survey usually provides. Ideally a multidisciplinary team with an 
engineer, scientist, and landscape architect will visit  
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Figure A-1: Sample constraints and opportunities plan showing significant natural and cultural features 
as well as viewsheds. 
 
the site and prepare the constraints and opportunities plan. During this step, the designer should also 
consider the locational context, including surrounding land uses, water resources, historic sites, and 
other features. The constraints and opportunities plan can either be a single plan or a series of layers of 
clear plastic or tracing paper, each representing one set of site features.”13  
 
 
Ongoing Role of Charles River Meadowlands initiative  
 
An explicit goal of the Charles River Meadowlands Initiative is to first spur local government action, as 
outlined herein, and to further encourage supporting action by state and federal players. However, 
given the comparatively unusual nature of this tri-town and tri-level-of-government effort, it is likely 
that the Initiative will need to play a long-term role as both supporter and “honest broker” as well as, 
potentially, an entity capable of pursuing fundraising goals. At present, the Initiative is loosely 
associated with the Metacomet Land Trust.  This relationship has the potential to work for the long-
term, as well. 
 
 
                                                           
1
 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_River 

2
 History of the Town of Bellingham, Massachusetts 1719-1919 by George F. Partridge, published by the town 1919 

– page 28 
3
 History of the Town of Bellingham, Massachusetts 1719-1919 by George F. Partridge, published by the town 

1919—pp 154, 159 
4
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5
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7
 Town of Bellingham 2008 draft Open Space and Recreation Plan, page 45 -- 

http://www.bellinghamma.org/Pages/BellinghamMA_BComm/draft.osrp.pdf 
8
 Town of Medway 2010 Open Space and Recreation Plan, page 48, 

http://www.townofmedway.org/sites/medwayma/files/uploads/medway_final_osrp_9-23-10.pdf 
9
 http://www.usace.army.mil/Missions/Environmental/Environmental-Operating-Principles/ 

10
 https://www.walkscore.com/MA/ 

11
 http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/environment/bicycle_pedestrian/guidance/freeways.cfm 

12
 http://www.americantrails.org/resources/land/power-line-trails-kirby.html 

13
 Franklin Best Development Practices Guidebook  

Page 52 (http://www.franklinma.gov/sites/franklinma/files/uploads/bestdevelopment.pdf) 
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