A sense of place. Due to their central location and generally
open design, town commons are a favorite location for cultural,
spiritual and political events. A community’s identity and historic
place in time are embodied in the common.

Historic research reveals a common’s significance. Town commons
evolved in a number of ways. Discovering the unique history of each common—
meetinghouse lot, militia training ground, common agricultural land, cemetery
or roadway—will provide guidelines for a preservation plan.

Town Commons Preservation Initiative
Massachusetts Department of
Environmental Management

Completed January 2002
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Town commons play a significant and central role
in the history and contemporary life of
communities across Massachusetts. Yet they are
threatened by overuse, dying trees, overhead
utilities, widened roads, and inadequate
maintenance.

WCA led a team of ten professionals to evaluate
26 town commons and city parks. Through site
reconnaissance, historic research, and public
forums, preservation priorities began to emerge.
The communities subsequently used this
information to articulate preservation plans for
their commons.

WCA then compiled the observations and research
in a comprehensive citizen guidebook, Common
Wealth, which summarizes the history of town
commons in Massachusetts, identifies the key
threats to them, and outlines a process by which
communities can establish a preservation and
maintenance master plan.

Contemporary challenges undermine the
common’s integrity. [ncremental fragmentation,
compacted soils, intensive and inappropriate uses,
loss of knowledgeable care-taking, lack of overall
design and changes in the surrounding physical
and political context threaten the health and vitality
of the common.



Town Common Preservation Initiative, cont.

Site visits with town personnel provided key insights.
WCA'’s consulting team met on-site to hear local concerns and
assess current conditions at 26 town commons and parks.
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Public involvement is key. Lively community forums,
facilitated by the team, generated a good understanding of the
issues facing each common. Participants then “voted” their
priority concerns and visions for the common. Broad-based
participation lays the groundwork for public support of future
improvements.
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Tips for Effective Facilitation (

P S DML ATSIES 1y
Runaing a public meeting can be exciting and productive. 1t ean aha
b intimidating 1o thase who have not done it before. The best persan
o run a meeting i someons who has good positive energy, whe
engages people readity, who can summarize quickly, whe Is strong
enough 1o curb deminant or negative voices, and wha is not
necessarily identified with any ane opinion or position. The following
checkiist provides a few basic instructions for how to run an effective
pubsdic meeting.

b

O Have people sign in. A prepared sign-in shoet s hell
a place for people to identify affiliations fcommit
organkeations, chilbs), as well 2 contact infor
phese numbser) and areas of inferest

3 Begin with Ask particip duce th -
beiedly. They may ldentify the peighborhood in which they live, their
particular investment in the commaon, or the committee(s) on which

O Make sure ovy
0 participale
and shyness. [
sessin. Ask 4

Appendix 1o Chaptey

they serve as
than 15 pecph
introduce thes
about expectal Using Overtays WS — g 1 publi
Q3 Be clear aboy Wpace vsch a3 3 common, it is helpful to ook at each element
accomplish ev separately. To do this, make mulkiphe copies of the base map, o (e
and dependin) tracing paper which may be Laped on top of the base plan. Use a separate
of planning fo peece of trace far sach analysis drawing. Trace overlays can be very useful
o when combined together later to see larger patlerms.
Ground rules for discussion * brainsiary
o sl goal s
*  Speak free
i +  establish
*  establish
s There are no stupid
o assign wo
stions
speck them and write them S motmy
. I Dl Canes,
= Disagree, but don't J-‘;:L; .::.-I
criticize others’ ideas E
" U Outline the af
* Own h
4 kel e et b allotted
L] ai the averall
= Follow the moderater's
: 3 Explain the gy
rocm. Major ff
«  Have fun! negative coems
allumved; eren)
focused. Main
Look at the A town common |s shaped by the context In which It sits. While the

“Big Picture” First immediate concerns may invalve one or mene cbgects on e o —a
dying tree or a collapsing monumen|— npostant 10 stisdy the
surrounding area and the relationship of the commson o it Therefore.
initiate your assessment with the bigger issues: content, characlet sones.
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Citizen guidebook makes the process available to
all communities. The guidebook, Common Wealth,
outlines the many steps toward creating a preservation
plan—site reconnaissance, historic and archaeological
research, public involvement, evaluation and
prioritization of issues. The appendix provides specific
technical information, organizational references, and an
extensive bibliography. Clearly written and amply
illustrated, the guidebook is at once comprehensive and

engaging.



