
to drive three hours to go to a 
big national park, Connecticut 
residents can find open space 
tucked away in their commu-
nities.

Trumble said the DEEP is 
striving towards its 21% goal 
and is thrilled to pursue larger 
land parcels, but also is work-
ing on restructuring its grant 
application and scoring cri-
teria to make sure it doesn’t 
de-prioritize smaller land par-
cels in cities, such as a lot that 
could be used as a community 
garden, a park, or an urban for-
est. 

“We firmly believe that the 
benefits of open space are for 
everybody, whether you live in 
a city or whether you live in a 
town, whether you live in a dis-
tressed municipality or a more 
a�  uent municipality as well,” 
he said. “We are trying to be 
very intentional on not just 
being so focused on the acre-
age goal that we forget about 
preserving open space in and 
around our cities.”

Trumble pointed out that 
the climate change benefi ts for 
open space in cities are incred-
ible, and studies show that av-
erage temperatures are lower 
in the summer in areas with 
more vegetation, so residents 
have lower cooling costs and a 
better quality of life.

Local land trusts and con-
servation groups are working 
on improving equity and ac-
cess.

Avalonia Land Conservan-
cy, whose primary area for 
land conservation is Groton, 
Ledyard, North Stonington, 
Stonington, Griswold and 
Preston, is looking to expand 
into more of southeastern 
Connecticut, said Terri Eick-
el, director of development 
& programming for Avalonia 
Land Conservancy. For exam-
ple, the organization recently 
acquired a parcel in Norwich 
and is looking for more prop-
erties in Norwich.

“It’s really important for us 
to give communities that have 
not historically, traditionally 
had access to open space that 
ability to go out and enjoy the 
trails,” Eickel said.

Avalonia also is carefully 
looking at the properties it 
is acquiring for the potential 
of installing universal access 
trails so people with disabil-
ities can enjoy the trails, she 
said.

Groton recently acquired 
a 161-acre piece of property 
in Mystic with ecological and 
historic resources, but also is 
looking to actively increase 
the open space on the west 
side of Groton, which has less 
open space than the east side, 
said Groton Town Manager 
John Burt. Residents called 
attention to the issue as the 
town looked to redevelop for-
mer school properties such as 
the William Seely School o�  of 
Route 12, which is planned as 
an apartment site.

The town is looking for 
solutions to balance the loss 
of open space and ensure 
there’s equitable open space 
around town. The Town Coun-
cil accepted in August about 
20.5 acres at the Maple Glen 
Subdivision at Pleasant Val-
ley Road North, Gungywamp 
Road and Briar Hill Road, Burt 
said. There is also an interest 
in a green space component 
as part of the redevelopment 
of the former Pleasant Valley 
School property, which Groton 
Conservation Advocates sup-
ports.

Groton Conservation Ad-
vocates Co-Chair Eugenia Vil-
lagra also called for creating 
small “pocket parks” on the 
western side of town.

City of Groton Mayor Keith 
Hedrick said the city is work-
ing on a trail network, in con-
junction with the town and 
Groton Public Schools, and im-
proving walkability.

The city is trying to enhance 
underutilized parks, such as 
Thames View Park, for which 
the city received a grant for 
a dock, and also added LED 
lights to improve lighting at 
Washington Park, he said.

He said the city started 
working on open space initia-
tives years ago, but the pan-
demic has only heightened the 
demand for outdoor spaces 
and highlighted the mental 
health benefi ts of people head-
ing out of their homes to enjoy 
the outdoors.

“It is enhancing the quality 
of life for the residents in the 
City of Groton,” Hedrick said.
‘A balancing act’

While the City of Groton 

has quite a bit of open space 
already, it faces the challenge 
that it is largely built out, un-
like in more rural communi-
ties, so the city has to use the 
best of its abilities to fi nd more 
available open space, Hedrick 
explained. The city could look 
at having landscaping includ-
ed as part of the development 
of property to continue green-
ing the city. Building high-
er vertically also allows for 
opportunity for future open 
space, but the city has to de-
cide if it would want to do that 
and some people do not see 
that as desirable.

The city somehow needs 
to be able to balance its love 
of nature with its growth, be-
cause as Electric Boat is pro-
jected to hire more workers 
in the future, they will need 
housing, he said.

Burt, the Groton town man-
ager, said overall, open space 
brings a slew of benefi ts, from 
places for people to hike and 
for kids to play, and people 
move to the community for 
open space, but the ongoing 
discussion is how much is the 
right amount, he explained.

“You obviously have to bal-
ance it with economic devel-
opment and making sure we’re 
bringing in tax revenue so it’s a 
balancing act,” he said.

The town’s recent open 
space plan contains an “open 
space economic value analysis 
electronic tool” to help analyze 
potential open space parcels. 
Groton Conservation Commis-
sion Chairman Larry Dunn ex-
plained that while open space 
critics cite a reduction in tax 
revenue, it’s not a “zero sum” 
game for several reasons, in-
cluding that the tax revenue 
from single-family homes of-
ten does not offer their costs 
to a community in services, 
that open space boosts nearby 
property values and that open 
space also can help draw busi-
nesses to an area since people 
consider quality of life when 
deciding where to work.

Open space can sometimes 
lead to debates over whether 
it’s in competition with other 
goals, such as tax revenue or 
a� ordable housing.

In May, Lyme residents 
voted 202-10 to overturn the 
Board of Finance’s decision 
to cut planned savings to the 
open space, with the Board 
of Finance feeling the town 
should not keep so much of 
taxpayer’s money in reserve, 
The Day reported.

In Lyme, a small town with 
six miles of frontage along 
the Connecticut River and 
large open spaces, 12,000 of 
the town’s 22,000 acres are 
preserved as permanent open 
space, Anthony Irving, board 
member of the Lyme Land 
Conservation Trust recently 
told The Day. While there is 
no specific goal for how much 
land should be preserved, the 
town, land trust and other en-
tities “are making a concert-
ed effort to save appropriate 
acreage to create contiguous 
tracs and corridors for pro-
tection of habitat and to retain 
town character.”

“We see our open spaces 
as a regional resource — that 
rather than providing com-
mercial and retail opportuni-
ties to serve the community, 
our goal is to create open spac-
es for public use by the town 
and surrounding communities 
— we can shop in other towns 
and they in turn can use our 
many parks and trails for rec-
reation,” he said.  

He said the town is growing, 
albeit slowly, and with con-
tinuing upward pressure from 
the development, the town 
and land trust make an effort 
to procure properties prior to 
being sold for development.

At the May meeting, there 
was also a discussion about 
affordable housing, and Lyme 
First Selectman Steve Mattson 
said the purchase of the Young 
property allowed for a pre-
serve, as well as a lot that the 
town could use for affordable 

housing, The Day reported.
Trumble said he doesn’t see 

open space as directly com-
peting with other goals, such 
as economic development, be-
cause open space is one of the 
elements that helps make Con-
necticut attractive. But he said, 
on a micro-level, goals can be in 
competition, which sometimes 

can play out in a debate be-
tween affordable housing and 
open space. He said the DEEP is 
looking at its OSWA program to 
ensure that it’s not standing in 
direct competition with a� ord-
able housing goals.
Regional collaboration

Several initiatives and pro-

posals in the region for open 
space cross municipal bor-
ders.

The proposed National Es-
tuarine Research Reserve 
would encompass Bluff Point, 
Haley Farm State Park and the 
University of Connecticut’s 
campus at Avery Point and ar-
eas along the lower Connecti-
cut River, and water along the 
shoreline in the region.

C o m m u n i t i e s  a n d  l a n d 
trusts also are looking at how 
land can be connected and 
working together on initia-
tives.

Groton Open Space Asso-
ciation President Joan Smith 
said GOSA has collaborated on 
regional initiatives from the X 
Town Trail to consulting about 
pitch pine plantings in East 
Lyme.

“Groton wants to connect 
existing open spaces, protect 
sensitive natural resources 
and provide open spaces in ar-
eas of town where these spac-
es are limited,” said Groton’s 
planning and development 
director Jon Reiner. “We have 
worked with adjacent munic-
ipalities and with local open 
space groups such as the Gro-
ton Open Space Association, 
the Trails Coordinating Task 
Force, the Groton Conserva-
tion Advocates and the Ava-
lonia Land Conservancy to 
protect additional lands and to 
provide improvements such as 
trails.” 

Two towns recently worked 
together to acquire open 
space, when Montville sup-
ported Bozrah’s efforts to ac-
quire grant funding for pres-
ervation of 160 acres of land in 
Bozrah and Montville, which 
Avalonia would then man-
age, The Day reported.

The Connecticut Land Con-
servation Council and The Last 
Green Valley are working with 
consultant Hunter Brawley of 
Brawley Consulting Group on 
a project, funded through The 
Last Green Valley and  The 
Community Foundation of 
Eastern Connecticut, to map 
out open space in eastern Con-
necticut that can be used as 
a strategic planning tool for 
identifying priority projects, 
he said.
k.drelich@theday.com

Open space benefits wildlife, environment, climate and people
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Nature’s playgrounds
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in southeastern Connecticut

Ledyard

Groton 

New London

Waterford

Montville

Stonington 

Preston

North Stonington 

Fishers Island Sound

Bluff Point 
State Park 

Copp 
Property 

Harkness 
Memorial 
State Park

Barn Island 
Wildlife Area 

Pachaug 
State Forest

Nehantic 
State Forest

MAP: SCOTT RITTER/THE DAY | SOURCES: SCCOG, AVALONIA LAND CONSERVANCY, GROTON OPEN SPACE ASSN., CT DEEP, ESRI

The dark green areas show many — but not all — of the region’s protected open spaces. These include state and 
municipal parcels, as well as property owned by private land trusts, like the Avalonia Land Conservancy. Avalonia 
holds nearly 4,000 acres of open space in southeastern Connecticut. Data for the map above was compiled in 2016, 
and many parcels have since been added. 

“We see our open spaces as a regional 
resource — that rather than providing 
commercial and retail opportunities to 
serve the community, our goal is to create 
open spaces for public use by the town and 
surrounding communities — we can shop 
in other towns and they in turn can use our 
many parks and trails for recreation.”
ANTHONY IRVING
BOARD MEMBER OF THE LYME LAND CONSERVATION TRUST
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Dog walkers make their way past the dog park in the 
Copp Family Park in Groton on Friday.
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