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Strafford Regional Planning Commission (SRPC) received funding from the New Hampshire Children’s Health Foundation 
(NHCHF) in late 2018 to conduct a project aimed at reducing obesity in children under 5, and their families, in the greater 
Strafford region. SRPC’s approach to this public health challenge was to examine access to recreation in the region.  We 
looked at areas where the population has a lot of access to recreation sites, and also at those areas where there are gaps 
and opportunities for increased access.   

The project’s first phase began with developing an updated recreation map layer for our 18 municipalities showing all 
public recreation sites. The data for this layer came from many recreation, conservation, and trail data layers that SRPC 
had compiled from GRANIT, New Hampshire’s GIS Clearinghouse, and our 18 communities, as well as data that SRPC had 
collected for the communities over the years.  After creating this initial layer, we distributed maps to each municipality’s 
recreation, planning, and public works departments, where applicable, and asked them to help us confirm the identified 
sites and amenities to ensure our maps are representative of real public access recreation sites.  

Phase two was a pilot project in the City of Somersworth that examined barriers that prevent children from accessing 
parks.  This phase enabled us to dive deeper into Somersworth’s recreation assets and to examine barriers such as road 
infrastructure, safety, signage, and public awareness that prevent residents from using recreation sites to lead more active 
lifestyles. We began by meeting with the City’s Department of Development Services to identify potentially under-utilized 
recreation sites, and the neighborhoods in close proximity that could benefit from increased access to these sites. We 
identified three sites: Malley Farm, Somersworth Riverwalk, and Jules Bisson Park that potentially serve a large section of 
the densely populated downtown area.  

Our “Pathways to Play” plan provides an overview of the spatial analyses and the identified opportunities to improve 
access to recreation for children under 5 and their families in this concentrated area of Somersworth. This guide identifies 
assets, analyze gaps, and explores opportunities with associated actions and prospective funding sources. 

Our Funders
Funding for the Pathways to Play project was provided by the NH Children’s Health Foundation (NHCHF).

NHCHF’s mission is: “To improve the health and wellness of New Hampshire’s population, with a focus on its most 
vulnerable children.” SRPC’s approach in aligning with this mission is to look at access to recreation.  The result will be 
that those who need physical activity and do not already seek it or enjoy it can find easier and more visible ways to lead 
more active and healthier lifestyles.  The method is to translate opportunity to play and be active in outdoor accessible 
spaces into reducing childhood obesity in those under 5.   

NHCHF’s Strategies for Obesity Prevention

1. “Support for establishing and sustaining coalitions or partnerships that result in communities with increased access 
to healthy food and enhanced places for physical activity, for NH children up to age 5 and their families.
2. Support for activities to establish local level policies and practices to promote healthy eating and active living for 
children up to age 5 and their families.
3. Data collection, analysis, communication and advocacy to increase awareness of childhood obesity across New 
Hampshire for children up to age 5, and build support for state and local policies and practices to prevent childhood 
obesity.”1

Through a measured mix of the above strategies supported by NHCHF, we aim to lower barriers for Somersworth families, 
particularly families with young children, to have easier access to recreation, and in turn to increase physical activity.  

1	 https://nhchildrenshealthfoundation.org/what-we-fund/

INTRODUCTION
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Former SRPC GIS Planner, Marcia Moreno Báez, conducts outreach with children at Somerworth’s Recreation Summer Camp program. 
(SRPC Photo)
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Why Somersworth?
The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) has identified a connection between children living below the poverty level and 
childhood obesity. They have found that nationwide “obesity prevalence was 18.9% among children and adolescents aged 
2-19 years in the lowest income group, 19.9% among those in the middle-income group, and 10.9% among those in the 
highest income group.”2

In New Hampshire, 12.4% of children under five years old are obese.3 Strafford County ranks 9th out of the ten NH 
counties in overall health outcomes4,making the SRPC region a prime location for this study. The City of Somersworth 
has a population of 11,756 in a 9.78 square mile city. 7.2% of the city’s population is under five years old (2% above Strafford 
County), 10.8% of all children in Somersworth live under the poverty line (1.8% above the state), and the city’s median 
income is $60,943 (11% below the state median). In addition, Somersworth is one of New Hampshire’s most diverse cities 
with 18% of the population non-white. These demographic factors led SRPC to determine that Somersworth could have a 
population that would benefit from a closer examination of access and barriers to recreation, particularly in its downtown 
core. 

Several parks in the focus area are heavily used, so we focused on three under-utilized parks at the southeastern end 
of downtown: Malley Farm, Somersworth Riverwalk, and Jules Bisson Park. These three parks are within proximity to 
densely populated neighborhoods with a lower income population are not used to their potential. By identifying barriers 
such as safety, infrastructure or awareness that may be deterring young residents and their families from using these 
parks, we can look at options to help make these areas more accessible and fun for all.  

We conducted a basic review of existing publicly available information (maps, the city website, and other social media) to 
get a sense of the public impressions of the parks and how the City represents and promotes them. Our first impressions 
were that there are many parks and recreation areas in Somersworth and located close to the neighborhood we were 
starting to focus on, but that they may need some updated marketing.   

The City’s Recreation Division website serves its purpose as a base for information.  You can click into the “City Parks” 
tab and receive a short informational narrative about each city park and what you can do there. There are separate pages 
showing camp information, youth athletic leagues’ registration, and special events like trick or treating or holiday fairs.  
Although the basic information is provided, there are not a lot of visually enticing photographs or design to draw visitors 
in. 

2	 https://www.cdc.gov/obesity/data/childhood.html
3	 https://www.dhhs.nh.gov/dphs/nhp/wic/surveillance-reports.htm
4	 https://www.countyhealthrankings.org/reports/state-reports/2019-new-hampshire-report

PARK OVERVIEWS
Jules Bisson Park Somerworth Riverwalk Malley Farm

Jules Bisson is a fenced-in 
neighborhood park with a baseball 
field, basketball court & playground. 
The city is planning upgrades to 
this park using a Land and Water 
Conservation Fund grant.

The Riverwalk is a half mile long trail 
that follows the Salmon Falls River. 
It is located a short .25 mile walk 
from Jules Bisson Park. It is an area 
of outstanding natural beauty and 
unique water access for residents and 
visitors. It has heavy tree coverage 
providing shade and respite.  

Malley Farm is an expansive park 
approximately one mile from the 
residential neighborhood we focused 
on.  It contains trails, water views, 
baseball fields, beautiful pastures, and 
a community garden.  
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Map of the focus area for the Somersworth Pilot Project. (SRPC Map)
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The Recreation Division’s Facebook page is more vibrant and exciting with pictures of children doing activities and being 
active presents a more inviting and fun, forward facing platform than the City’s website.  Primarily, seeing pictures of 
people and children using the parks and enjoying them creates a much more visually stimulating and inviting impression.  

“The urban built environment, including parks and other green space, and recreation programs that provide structured 
settings for exercise, might also shape opportunities for physical activity, affecting development of obesity.”5 Providing 
inviting and safe spaces that encourage different kinds of physical activity for children in Somersworth can have a direct 
and positive effect on their health.  Removing existing barriers that may cause children not to use the recreation spaces 
available will have similar positive effect.  Varied structures and environments can increase different kinds of movements 
and play and develop different skills that lead to direct benefits in both physical and mental fitness. They can also make 
these open spaces more accessible to individuals with physical and intellectual challenges, creating a more inclusive public 
space.  

5	   http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4380517/

Group activity led by the Somersworth Recreation Director, Kristen Davenport, at the City’s National Night Out Event. (SRPC Photo) 
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From June to October 2019, SRPC conducted an outreach campaign to hear from residents of Somersworth and users of 
the three focus recreation areas. The purpose of this outreach was to understand and learn how people use these areas, 
if there are issues with getting to these areas, what could improve these areas, and what factors may play into lack of use.  
We also endeavored to understand informal pedestrian crossings, networks, paths, and uses that could not be determined 
just by looking at maps.   

Survey
We created a short, user-friendly survey with just 10 questions to share with Somersworth residents.  Questions included 
“How do you get to these parks?” “Is this park suitable for children?” “What would make this park better?” and so on. 
SRPC staff attended Somersworth Recreation summer camp at Noble Pines Park to distribute the survey and to speak with 
camp attendees and their parents. We also shared the survey on social media, the city newsletter, and handed out cards 
with the information to take the survey online.  

Custom Coloring Sheets
In an effort to engage the youth in Somersworth, a crucial set of voices in the recreation realm, we created custom 
coloring sheets which gave young people the opportunity to draw their “dream park” in each of the three sites. These were 
distributed in a display at the library along with a map where people could put a sticky dot where they lived.  We also hoped 
to use these large maps as a way to raise awareness of where these recreation sites are in reference to people’s homes.  

Park Visits
In addition to the formal events we attended, we did informal conversational outreach at each of the sites in July and 
August.  We talked to people using the parks or just passing by. We asked them questions about each site, where they lived 
in relation, how much they used each site, and if they experienced any barriers to use the parks. In all, our outreach process 
helped us to gain a much deeper level of understanding on how people in Somersworth interact with these recreation sites, 
and what may make them more attractive for use, in turn leading to a more active lifestyle for residents who live nearby.  

OUTREACH SNAPSHOTS

Coloring Sheets 
20 coloring sheet were completed 
during outreach in Somersworth.

Surveys
50 surveys were taken as part of 
the outreach for the Somersworth 
Pathways to Play project.

Park Visits
Holding outreach events at the 
parks gave SRPC an opportunity to 
talk with those who use the parks 
the most, children. Great input 
was gathered from multiple park 
visits.

National Night Out
A chalkboard was used at the 
National Night Out Event to ask 
people, “What would make Jules 
Bisson Park even better?

OUTREACH STRATEGIES
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National Night Out
We set up a booth at National Night Out in Jules Bisson Park on August 6th which was an amazing opportunity to meet 
with Somersworth residents at a community event.  We handed out our survey and had people show where they lived on 
the map with sticky dots.  We also set up a big chalkboard so that visitors could congregate, give feedback by writing on 
the board, and discuss “I would love this park more if…”  We also set up the coloring sheets activity at National Night Out.

In the next section we will highlight some of the perceptions and comments we heard from Somersworth residents in 
reference to each of the three focus recreation areas. A full inventory of all comments, feedback and survey results can be 
found in appendix A.  

SRPC Staff conduct outreach at the City’s National Night Out Event in August 2019. (SRPC Photo)
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It was clear to the SRPC team throughout the outreach process that Somersworth residents love their city and displayed 
a lot of excitement about improving access to recreation and making these areas more attractive to residents and visitors.  
We heard many ideas and enthusiastic responses. There was a lot of energy and excitement around future possibilities.  

The results presented below are grouped by the park they were concerning, and then by overarching topic area. 

Jules Bisson Park

I would like this park more if...

OUTREACH RESULTS

“ • There were more benches
• Picnic tables
• Rock Wall
• Community Garden Beds

• Trapeze bar in the playground
• Climbing Ropes
• Public Swimming pool
• Safer for the kids

• More equipment

”“ • Walking Distance from home
• The national night out event
• Like the basketball courts
• Close By

• Playground and activities
• It has a playground next to the 
baseball field 
• Ballfield

• Playground equipment
 & open space

“ • Safety/Cleanliness
• Restrooms
• Parking
• They seem run down
• Some known drug use occurs there too
• The one park that has a children’s area to 
play ( jungle gym) - is unclean or sketchy 
people are there
• Jules Bisson is full of drug deals
• Jules Bisson (needs) a covered area
• Things to do at the park
• We live near the Pines so only went to Jules 
Bisson when my son played baseball, or for 
National Night Out
• Nothing for older kids to do ”

What do you like about this park?
”

Does anything prevent you from 
using this park more often?

Map of Jules Bisson Park. (SRPC Map)
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Somersworth Riverwalk 

What do you like about this park?

”
“ • The view and location!

• The path along the river
• Easy access, plenty of parking
• I enjoy being close to the water for a 
quick stroll and enjoying nature

• Though not easy, there is water 
access
• I walk my daughter’s dogs
• The river
• Swimming, canoeing

• The trails, the river, the feeling of 
serenity in the woods, away from 
the business of city life, yet so close 
to home. My friends, family love it. 
My four year old granddaughter and 
I have a special snack spot that she 
looks forward to every visit.

”
“ • What is the riverwalk???

• …just didn’t know it existed
• I don’t know where the 
riverwalk even is!
• No place to ride a bike or take a 
long walk
• Riverwalk: poison ivy

• Better access to water for 
swimming, for launching non-
motorized vessels is needed at 
the Riverwalk
• I am handicapped using a 
wheelchair.

• I went to the River walk once 
years ago and found a “campsite” 
with dirty socks and trash. It 
turned me off to wanting to take 
my kids there.

Does anything prevent you from using this park more often?

Map of the Somersworth Riverwalk. (SRPC Map)
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”
“ • Nature

• The mix of grass and forest
• We love the Malley Farm trails. 
They are so clean also!
• Fields and places to run

• Dump leaves
• Close by
• I walk my daughter’s dogs.
• Great walking trails
• Ball field

• Walking with my dog along the 
water it’s beautiful
• The view of the river and wildlife
• The dog enjoys Malley farm

”
“ • Did not know Malley Farm was a 

park. I worry about the safety in the 
areas.
• Just the ability to get there
• Where is it? What does it offer? Is it 
dog friendly?
• Malley farm is too secluded

• Too far and I didn’t know Malley 
Farm was a park. I was told it was a 
place to dump leaves and sticks.
• Time in life! Malley Farm’s path 
from the ball fields to the woods is 
overgrown and full of ticks for much 
of the summer. Otherwise, I am there 

almost once a week. I have started 
going to Rollinsford entrances while 
the grass is overgrown.

Malley Farm

What do you like about this park?

Does anything prevent you from using this park more often?

Map of the Malley Farm Recreation Area. (SRPC Map)
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Access and Infrastructure
We received some comments on the survey about how people get to the parks, what prevents them from accessing the 
parks, and other transportation barriers. To better understand the barriers they described, we conducted a basic walkability 
assessment and looked at other transportation needs near Jules Bisson and the Riverwalk to determine whether people 
living in the area can easily and safely walk, bike, or drive to these parks. 

Parking 

At Jules Bisson there are limited paved parking spaces and the unpaved area used during baseball games gets very muddy. 

At the Riverwalk, we found that there is plenty of space for parking in the lot, but that people tend to park close to the road 
and block off the entrance to the parking lot. As a result, the perception is that there is not enough parking. 

Sidewalks 

The sidewalks approaching Jules Bisson and the Riverwalk are not in good condition. The sidewalks on the east side of 
Main St. are obstructed by large bushes. The concrete sidewalks on the west side of Main St. are uneven and cracking. The 
asphalt sidewalks on Buffumsville Road are crumbling. The railroad crossing on River Street is so uneven that wheelchairs 
and strollers have a hard time crossing. Some crosswalks on Main Street are blocked by hydrants and utility poles.  

Bicycle Safety 

Our bicycle level of traffic stress (LTS)8 model assigned a score of 1 or 2 to all of the roads in the focus area except for 
Indigo Hill Rd, Main St, and High St. This means that as long as you avoid those three roads, the entire focus area could 
access Jules Bisson and Riverwalk on low stress roads. 

The LTS model was developed collaboratively by Plymouth State University and the four NH Metropolitan Planning 
Organizations (MPO). The model looks at the number of lanes of traffic, the shoulder widths, the presence of bike lanes 
and on-street parking, speed limits, and traffic volumes and assigns a score from 1 to 4. An LTS score of 1 is safe for 
bicyclists of all ages. An LTS score of 2 indicates the traffic stress that most adults will tolerate. Both LTS 1 and 2 are 
considered low stress and suitable for accessing schools and recreation sites.

WE ASKED: How do you get to...

...Jules Bisson Park? ...Somerworth Riverwalk? ...Malley Farm?

  Drive   Walk   Bike

Key

73%

27%

95%

5%
9%

33%
58%
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Transit 

As of 2019, COAST route 1 follows Main St and Indigo Hill Rd before returning to High Street. Starting on the summer of 
2020, the route will only include High St. 

WE ASKED: What are your access/infrastructure concerns with...

...Jules Bisson Park? ...Somerworth Riverwalk? ...Malley Farm?

•Not enough parking
•It’s not safe for walking or biking
•No transit access
•Easy for kids to access the train 
tracks
•People drive fast on River St
•Gates into the park are too far apart

•Not enough parking
•It’s not safe for walking or biking
•No transit access
•Overgrown path from parking lot 
to trails in woods during warmer 
weather

•Not enough parking
•It’s not safe for walking or biking
•No transit access
•It has a very steep walk down to the 
path that makes it somewhat difficult

Comments from the chalkboard activity at National Night Out. (SRPC Photo)
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RECOMMENDATIONS
In order to use the information we received from the public outreach process, and explore possible implementation ideas, 
SRPC has created a recommendation table below to address specific challenges and opportunities for each recreation site 
organized by amenity. In addition, we have general recommendations that apply across all three sites:

Signage & Wayfinding
Perhaps the most significant and surprising element of the outreach process was how many people said they “just didn’t 
know it existed” about each of the sites.  This included people standing in Jules Bisson park – mere yards from the 
Riverwalk. We did not observe signage for any of these three recreation sites, either from surrounding neighborhoods or 
from the downtown areas. Considering their rich potential to offer recreation activity and connect residents and visitors 
to exercise, nature, and the inherent natural beauty of the area – we highly recommend investment in both signage and 
maps for all three sites. Signage represents a cost-effective way to increase awareness and knowledge, and therefore usage, 
and also to encourage visitors to Somersworth to visit these sites. There is a direct economic development impact with 
recreation and Somersworth businesses could benefit from visitors coming to take a walk or explore and then having lunch 
or dinner or doing some shopping in downtown stores before or after they visit a recreation site. 

Capitalize on the community energy
SRPC witnessed an extremely positive and dynamic energy amongst citizens to invest time, energy, and volunteers in 
projects to upgrade and maintain these community recreation sites.  In addition, throughout the process, SRPC was 
contacted by a number of individuals and groups that expressed interest and skills to volunteer.  These included citizens, 
architects, and the Children’s Museum of NH looking for ways to connect ongoing or upcoming initiatives to this effort.  
These opportunities should be explored fully as they offer substantial potential. 

Create a connection between the sites 
Considering the proximity between Jules Bisson Park, a community playground and playing field, and the Riverwalk, 
an area of extreme natural beauty and serenity, as well as an opportunity for nature education, we strongly recommend 
making a conceptual connection between these two sites. There is defined research and evidence that access to nature 
and play is an instrumental part of children’s development and well-being. The current potential linkage between these 
two recreation sites presents an excellent opportunity to marry these two concepts organically.  Were Jules Bisson Park 
re-designed to incorporate a river theme and the Riverwalk refined to connect back to play, the addition of a physical 
connection in between the two, such as fish painted on the sidewalk, could make both parks exponentially more inviting, 
exciting, and create a “destination” for regional visitors.

Marketing
Referring back to recommendation #1- there exists a documented lack of awareness or knowledge about these parks. The 
City could consider a marketing campaign, through events, newsletters, social media blasts, school tours, or community-
led clean ups.  We maintain that increasing knowledge and awareness of the recreation areas that are available, and in close 
proximity, could increase use of these sites greatly. With a strong marketing campaign, or associated general community 
buy-in and acknowledgement, many residents would take advantage of these sites to a much greater degree. 

14



Views from the Somersworth Riverwalk. (SRPC Photo)
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Safety
One of the recurring themes in talking to Somersworth residents is that there is a negative perception about the safety of 
these sites.  The concept that “gangs of older kids are hanging around” in Jules Bisson Park, or that the Riverwalk may be 
used as a campground for homeless persons suggests to residents and visitors that these are unsafe areas.  This is a major 
barrier to increased usage.  The perception of increased police presence could be considered, as well as visibility such as 
more or better lighting.   In addition, if these recreation sites are enhanced and knowledge and access is improved, then 
the result will hopefully be more users.  Increased and visible usage and enjoyment of these sites will organically promote 
a more positive sense of each site’s safety. 

Following, please find a table of amenities, challenges and opportunities, as well as potential resources, for each focus site 
of this study.

Good example of a safe intersection with signage at Main St. and River St. in Somersworth.
(SRPC Photo)
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