Tillsonburg unveils four-phase trail program, plan could almost double trail length
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Trails promote improved health, a strong economy, appreciation of the environment and a tight-knit community. And if the town’s new trail master plan goes ahead as planned, Tillsonburg will have a whole lot more trails to offer its residents. 

The Tillsonburg Trails Master Plan was unveiled to the public Sept. 23 at an open house held at the Tillsonburg Community Centre. A small but interested group of local residents turned out for the event, which discussed the proposed project phase by phase, and gave those who attended a chance to ask questions. 

Kelly Batt, Tillsonburg’s parks and facilities manager, said the trail plan was designed “to capture the best of Tillsonburg,” and if approved unchanged, it will add between six and 10 kilometres of trail to Tillsonburg’s existing 11 kilometres, in a path running from North Street in the north to parallel to Highway 3 in the south. 

The Tillsonburg Trails Master Plan proposes several new segments of trail (see related sidebar) that will link to the town’s existing trail segments, including the stretch of Trans Canada Trail that runs through the Participark. 

Barring any major changes, the proposed Tillsonburg ‘loop’ will run from North Street near Cranberry Road south to Fourth Street, across Lake Lisgar, along McLaughlin Way, to Concession Street, through Participark to Baldwin Street, by the Tillsonburg golf course to Borden Crescent, and over to John Pound Road where it would tie in with the new golf course trails, and wind a path running parallel to Highway 3. 

Batt said there may be opportunities to connect the town’s trail system to trails in the Township of Norwich, County of Norfolk and perhaps even Aylmer. 

Funding for the proposed trail plan would come from several sources, said Susie Wray, who authored the four-phase plan. 

The town will be responsible for at least a portion of the project cost, and this may come from the town directly, from fundraising, or both. Because it’s hoped that at least a portion of the new trail system will become Trans Canada Trail, the town hopes to utilize the 20 per cent funding available to municipalities from TCT for trail creation. The town will also be applying to the Ontario Trillium Foundation for funding for the project.

Wray emphasized that the Tillsonburg Trails Master Plan is “a living document” and therefore subject to change. She added that, while public input will be needed to determine what kinds of uses will be permitted on the trail system, the intent at this point is that there will not be any motorized vehicles permitted, and that dogs will be permitted, but on-leash only. 

With regard to dogs, Cynthia Hildebrand, Tillsonburg’s director of Community Services, suggested that an off-leash dog park is in the town’s business plan for 2009. Having such a facility in town, she said, might help alleviate the possibility of dogs being allowed to run loose on the trails. 

As discussion progressed, Batt noted that there may be an opportunity to have more than one dog park in town, and to locate these near trail access points. That way, after allowing their dogs to run leash-free, residents could leash up their canine friends for a stroll along the trail. 

Though enforcement of trail use policies can be challenging, Batt said he’s hoping many such issues will be able to be addressed through appropriate signage and public vigilance. 

“Basically if you see it call the police,” he told one member of the public who questioned how enforcement would be handled. “That’s about the best we can do.” 

Other issues raised at Tuesday’s meeting included the kinds of amenities that would be located along the trail route. This includes things like picnic tables, washroom facilities, waste receptacles and more. 

Public input on these very matters will be sought as the process moves along, but Batt suggested that in the early stages, the plan is to start with the basics, and expand from there. 

The timing of the trail project is also up in the air, at least for now. Providing council gives the Tillsonburg Trails Master Plan an endorsement – council will discuss the issue sometime next month – the necessary funding applications could be in process by the end of the year. 

Ultimately, Wray explained, when shovels can break ground on the project depends on when both the dollars and volunteers are in place. 

With regard to volunteers, Batt put out a request for anyone interested in helping with the trails project in any way, to step forward to be part of the soon-to-be-established Friends of Trails Committee. Inquiries about the organization can be directed to Batt at 688-9011. 

With a growing awareness of the environment and the high price of gas, trails are becoming a hot topic in many municipalities. The timing for Tillsonburg to act on developing its trail system, said Wray, was right. 

“People are healthier and more actively looking for outdoor opportunities for fitness with their own family,” she said. “But I think trails also promote our healthy, forward-thinking community. And they’re free (to use).” 

For more information on Tillsonburg’s trail plan, stop by the Marwood Lounge at the Tillsonburg Community Centre on Sept. 29 at 7 p.m. for an open house.

