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Opportunities for Tourism Development in Northern New Hampshire
Introduction

About this Report

This report highlights the strengths, gaps, and opportunities of services available to visitors in the Northern Vermont towns along the Northern Forest Canoe Trail (NFCT).  All of these towns are located in Franklin, Orleans, or Essex Counties.  The following is intended to help NFCT staff, local municipalities, chamber of commerce members and citizens plan future development efforts and understand the region’s barriers to developing optimal tourist destinations.  Questions or feedback on this report can be directed to NFCT’s Program Director at info@NorthernForestCanoeTrail.org or 802/ 496-2285 ext. 3#. 

The Northern Forest Canoe Trail (NFCT)

The Northern Forest Canoe Trail links the watersheds of northern New York, Vermont, Québec, New Hampshire, and Maine, and is a unique thread tying together the Northern Forest Region. The 740-mile water trail traces historic Native American travel routes through the rivers of this region, and is a living reminder of our history, where rivers were both highways and routes of communication.  Flowing with the stories of Native Americans, European settlers, and the development of mill towns and the timber industry, the Trail’s rich heritage serves as a basis for widely accessible, environmentally friendly tourism in many of the small communities along the route.   The Trail is managed by a non-profit organization bearing the same name.  More information is available at www.NorthernForestCanoeTrail.org.
NFCT’s Tourism Development & Promotion Efforts

Community Economic Development is a core program area for the Northern Forest Canoe Trail.   Our aim is collaborate with communities, chambers of commerce, tourism marketing entities, and small businesses, to promote services that attract paddlers; thereby supporting the economic prosperity of the communities through which the Trail passes.  A tangible product of these efforts is NFCT’s online Trip Planner and Map Tool (see http://northernforestcanoetrail.org/PlanaTrip-2/Services-Along-NFCT-76), which lists services along the Trail and provides tools for plotting a route that incorporating tourist services.   Other products include a number of Trail-based itineraries and vacation packages (available at http://northernforestcanoetrail.org/PlanaTrip-2/Itineraries-&-Vacation-Packages-82).    Businesses and tourism-based entities can learn about membership benefits and become organizational members by contacting NFCT’s Membership Consultant at info@NorthernForestCanoeTrail.org or 802/ 496-2285 ext. 4#. 
Summary of Strengths, Gaps & Opportunities
Coos County Overview
Strengths 

· Coos County has repeatedly been recognized for the beauty of its landscape, diversity of its wildlife, quaint villages, grand resorts, outdoor and family recreation opportunities and vibrant cultural heritage. The new “New Hampshire Grand” branding effort, spearheaded by North Country Investment Corporation in partnership with Roger Brooks and Destination Development, seeks to promote Coos’ unique and exceptional assets in order to define the region as a world class destination for international and domestic travelers.

· A culture of collaboration is building in Coos County. This culture is evidenced by the Mahoosuc Initiative, the “New Hampshire Grand” branding effort, the Coos Economic Development Action Plan and a series of unprecedented meetings between the leadership of Coos County’s 5 Chambers of Commerce. This focus on developing consensus around economic, cultural and social priorities and finding a common vision and purpose bodes well for Coos County’s future.  
· The New Hampshire Department of Travel and Tourism Development’s efforts in tourism marketing including the website www.visitnh.gov provides small business owners in the tourism industry with useful, low-cost cooperative marketing and funding assistance.
· Massachusetts, New York, Connecticut, Montreal (and other Canadian metropolitan areas) are all within a day’s drive of Coos County and efforts are underway to attract a larger share of tourists from these markets. 
· North Country Investment Corporation is working to organize the first county wide marketing entity that will help to create tourism products and establish a more comprehensive funding system and strategy for tourism development in Coos. 
· The guiding companies in the area are well-run and offer visitors a good variety of tours introducing visitors to the area’s fishing, white and flat-water boating, wildlife viewing, photography and cultural heritage tours.
Gaps 

· The absence of high speed, wireless internet service is a significant challenge both for businesses seeking to take advantage of online marketing opportunities (Roger Brooks reports that 75% of US Households have internet access and 85% book their vacations online) and for visitors who need to remain “connected” to work obligations even on vacation. The Coos Economic Development Action Plan identifies the lack of universal broadband as a key limiting factor to establishing a flourishing tourism and creative economy in Coos County. (See Appendix A for NCIC’s planning map for bringing high speed internet to Coos)

· The lack of reliable cell phone service is also a hindrance to visitors who are accustomed to using this technology as a way of life more than a convenience.

· There is limited market research on visitors to Coos available to businesses who are interested in learning more about the demographics of visitors coming to the region. 

· The inconsistent website quality for Coos businesses suggests that web design training is needed to ensure that visitors are not turned off by an unsophisticated approach to online marketing. Tourism and Public Relations experts report that online users have little tolerance for poorly organized or inaccessible sites and will quickly navigate away if they have to “work” to find information. 
· Coos County’s relatively small population is dispersed over a wide area making it difficult for business owners to network and effectively promote one another. In addition the 5 Chambers of Commerce have not, until recently, communicated to identify common goals and agendas. The recent push to convene Chamber leadership could, with encouragement and support, lead to broader efforts for regional collaboration between Chamber members. 

· Business leaders in Coos have been trying to establish a better way-finding system for Coos County for years with little response from Concord. The Coos Branding effort is seeking to remedy this issue. 

· National economic trends are exaggerated in Coos where the recent closing of several mills has resulted in higher unemployment and a strain on supporting businesses. These economic challenges have also impacted municipal and business efforts to upkeep the historic building that give towns their visual appeal.

Towns of the NFCT Corridor in Coos County
Colebrook

Strengths
· Colebrook has a dynamic downtown with a vibrant mix of shopping, lodging and dining opportunities. These services cover a broad spectrum from basic to luxurious. 
· The Connecticut River Joint Commission has created a high quality map and guide covering the length of the Connecticut River. 

· Colebrook has a great mix of outdoor recreation opportunities in close proximity including paddling, fishing, hiking and ATV and snowmobile riding.

· Osprey Fishing Adventures and Nulhegan Guide Service offer tours on the local rivers.

·  Across the region, there are several fire towers that offer exquisite views of the area’s mountains, rivers and lakes. A Field Guide To New Hampshire Fire Towers offers descriptions directions to these locations and it is an increasingly popular goal for hikers to attempt to reach all of the region’s fire towers (similar to the 4,000 footer club).
Gaps
· NFCT maps do not include Colebrook. 
· There are no local options for renting canoes or kayaks.
· Unless special arrangements are made with a lodging establishment, there are no local boat storage facilities.
· With the closing of Emerson’s Outfitters, the options for purchasing hunting, fishing and camping gear and repair equipment are more limited.

· Shuttles are only available through select lodging establishments or guide services.
· Evening entertainment is limited to summer festivals.
· The existing boat launch needs to be developed in order to accommodate increased traffic.
· Many businesses are closed on Sundays when visitors are in need of services.
Projects

River Walk
While researching the potential for a spur of the Northern Forest Canoe Trail following north on the Connecticut River to Colebrook, NH, we discovered the need for a launch/landing site in Colebrook. There is local interest in pursing a walkway beginning at the south side of the confluence of the Mohawk and Connecticut Rivers. A riverside landing for small boats would be included in this trail. 
Current Players

· Larry Rappaport – New Hampshire State Representative – 237-4429
· Bill Schomburg – NFCT Volunteer, member of Connecticut River Joint Commission

· Donna Karon – Colebrook Town Office – 237-4070
Opportunities

· There is local interest in this project, and it is backed by the New Hampshire State Representative, Larry Rappaport.

· In an effort to move the project forward, Larry Rappaport applied for grant funds and received a $15,000 grant to pay for the planning of the riverside trail. Larry believes that this sum is large enough to pay for the entire construction of the trail.
· An alternative plan to create a “Rails to Trails” non-motorized, multi-use trail from the Beaver Brook to the Mowhawk River has also been investigated.

Obstacles
· One landowner one the southern side of the Mohawk River has requested a yearly lease fee of $1,000 for the use of his land.

· A landowner on the northern side of the river is unsupportive and unwilling to allow passage across his land.

· The local snowmobile club has priority in the use of the abandoned railroad bed that would serve as the site of the Rails to Trails non-motorized, multi-use trail from the Beaver Brook to the Mowhawk River.
Columbia

Strengths
· The Town of Columbia made public a 17-acre piece of land just north of Columbia Bridge. The site currently includes a registration book and easy access to the river. It remains in need of a toilet. A decision not to create a fire ring was made to discourage fires. 
Stratford
Strengths
· The Blueberry Inn and Café offers shuttle services to guests.

· The Stratford Market is working on an outdoor picnic area on the Connecticut River. This will include picnic tables and a port-a-potty. Deli sandwiches can be purchased at the Market.

· There is a good mix of lodging options including B and B’s, camping and Inns.
Gaps
· The Hard Times Café is the only local option for eating dinner out beyond traveling to Colebrook or Groveton. 
· There are no options for evening entertainment.

· Shopping and cultural heritage education are limited.
Groveton/Northumberland
Strengths
· The Northumberland Historical Society Museum, the original 1799 Meeting House, has a wonderful display of local artifacts including the building’s original wood stove and some of its timbers.
· Groveton Regional Economic Action Team is a productive group sponsoring local events and economic development efforts. 
Gaps
· Emerson’s Sports closure has drastically limited the options for hunting, fishing and camping gear in the area. 

· There are no local boat and related gear rentals 
· There is a limited variety of lodging establishments in the Groveton area. There are two motels, and the NFCT campsites. Otherwise visitors must travel to Lancaster where a much broader selection is available.

· There are no opportunities for evening entertainment.
· Shopping is limited.
Lancaster
Strengths
· There is a great mix of shopping opportunities from local gift and clothing stores to a weekly farmer’s market and a monthly flea market.
· Evening entertainment opportunities include a weekly lecture series at Week’s State Park and the movie theater.
· Lancaster is home to one of the only hospitals in the region.
· Lancaster offers a variety of restaurant and lodging options.

· Lancaster’s visitor center is well designed and informative.
· Lancaster is one of the CT River National Scenic Byway’s “Waypoint Communities”. The CT River was designated “New England’s River” by the National Scenic Byway. 

Gaps

· Recent restaurant closings have limited dining choices for visitors.
· There are no local gear or boat rentals
Stark
Strengths
· Stark is a picturesque New England village complete with an historic covered bridge, inn, church and school house. 
· The Stark Heritage Center has small display of the area’s artifacts. 

· There are several opportunities for recreation in Stark including the South Pond Recreation Area (swimming, picnicking, fishing), hiking along Cohos Trail into the Kilkenny Range and swimming, boating and picnicking on Lake Christine.
Gaps
· There are no restaurants, stores or other commerce in Stark except for the Stark Inn.
· There are no opportunities for evening entertainment.
Milan
Strengths
· The new multi-season, multi-use trail system and yurts at the Milan Hill State Park are a great resource for visitors.
· A new shuttle service now exists to bring people from the Androscoggin River to the Upper Ammonoosuc River (or vise versa).

· North Woods Rafting provides guided whitewater rafting tours, rents canoes, kayaks and PFD’s and offers shuttle services on the Androscoggin River.

Gaps

· Lodging opportunities are limited to the Milan State Park yurts, the Dubee Our Guest Bed and Breakfast or camping.
· The 2008 closing of the New Milan General Store reduced local dining options to the Milan Luncheonette and Ursula’s Snack Shack.

· There is no evening entertainment.
Projects
· River side walkway

Beginning at the Bowfinger boat landing and following north along the eastern side of the Androscoggin River, there is currently and overgrown walking trail. Richard Tessier, of The Great Northern Moose Lodge, proposes that we collaborate on a trail building endeavor with the students of Cascades Academy, a high school program in Berlin for “at risk” youth.

Dummer

Gaps
· Dummer suffers from the same general problems with cell phone and high speed internet access affecting much of Coos County. Its small population and remote location are significant factors in the future potential for these services.
Errol

Strengths
· There is a healthy variety of lodging establishments available to visitors ranging from the five-star Balsams Grand Resort Hotel nearby in Dixville Notch to several private campgrounds.

· Local residents are working to create a Heritage Commission to manage and develop the existing heritage artifact displays.
· Summer Festivals (4th of July Fireworks, Moose Festival – late August)
· Northern Waters Outfitters offers guided whitewater canoe and kayak tours, Lake Umbagog tours and rent boats.
·  LL Cote is a great source for camping, hunting and boating gear. Boats can also be rented here.  
· The 13 Mile Woods, owned by the town of Errol, is a spectacular piece of land situated adjacent to the Androscoggin River. Errol is planning to develop a multi-use trail through the property. The area is renowned as a wildlife viewing corridor.
Gaps

· Restaurants are geographically spread out. The only restaurant in town is Northern Exposure and the L.L. Cote Subway. In general, the local restaurants are similar in style and menu.
· Shopping opportunities include Knot Just Logs and L.L. Cote. 

· Evening entertainment is limited to summer festivals.

Berlin
Strengths
· The Androscoggin Valley Chamber of Commerce has regained its strength and recently hired a new Executive Director. Their marketing committee (which includes Richard Tessier – Great Northern Moose Lodge, Heather Piche – North Woods Rafting and Chris Thayer – Appalachian Mountain Club) are eager to partner with the Northern Forest Canoe Trail and one another to promote the region spanning from Berlin north to Errol.

· St. Kieran’s Art Center and the Northern Forest Heritage Park are great assets for the region sharing local history, crafts, music and artwork with local residents and tourists alike.
· Berlin was identified in a 2001 National Park Service Study as having a rich array of intact heritage sites and historical resources. The Northern Forest Heritage Park, founded in 1994, is a prime example of the living link to the region’s heritage.

· The Jericho Lake ATV Park has the potential to be a major draw to the area. When complete the park will offer riders a 150-200 miles of trails on over 7,000 acres of forested land. It will be the largest all terrain park in the region.
Gaps

· The now vacant mill complex situated in the heart of Berlin poses great questions for residents and leaders of the city. A debate over the future use of the property has ranged from a vision to transform the complex into a biomass plant to a more tourism oriented plan that takes advantage of the site’s spectacular views of the Presidential Range of the White Mountains. 
· Currently the only lodging establishment in Berlin is a motel. Most tourists choose to stay in neighboring Gorham. 
· There are no boat rental, shuttle or storage businesses in Berlin.
· Camping and boating gear can be purchased in neighboring Gorham.
· Evening entertainment is limited.
· There is no signage at the Nansen Ski Jump documenting the remarkable history of the jump and of the skiers who once jumped from it. 
· A rash of fires over the past several years has had a serious impact on area businesses some of which have burned down. 
Projects of Note:

Whitewater Park 

Current Players:

· North American Dismantling currently owns the mill property.

· Laidlaw is investigating the potential for converting the old recovery boiler in the mill to biomass

· Public Service of New Hampshire operates a hydro-electrical facility which is penstocked at the head of the rapids. They open the dams once a year for cleaning and upkeep of the canal and penstock. They also own Tondreau Peninsula and lease the parking lot to the city of Berlin.
Opportunities
· The Town Hall Gorge could offer excellent paddling to technically skilled kayak, canoe and raft enthusiasts.
· The Tondreau Island area is another possible site. It also has the benefit of a public parking lot.
· There is precedence for significant economic development efforts that transform industrial downtown areas into world class destination whitewater parks. The Wausau, WI Whitewater Park now attracts the best whitewater paddlers from across the globe to slalom events, offers opportunities for adventure for whitewater novices and has created a flourishing downtown district.

· There is local interest in this project. Economic development experts in Berlin and Lancaster suggest that the political will exists in Berlin to facilitate a successful outcome. 

· John Morey, an avid paddler from Maine, researched the potential for the area as a whitewater paddling event location. He consulted with Great Glen Trails staff and they all agreed the section of river has great potential. Considering the investment of time and dollars needed to complete the project, John determined that as an individual, he could not pursue it. He said that he would like to help out as a volunteer if needed. 

· Northern Forest Heritage Park, the Androscoggin Valley Watershed Council and the Androscoggin Valley Chamber of Commerce are potential partners for this project. 
· Berlin’s tourism resources were found lacking in the New Hampshire Grand branding report. A project of this scale could be a primary lure to the city and supporting businesses could benefit hugely from it. 
Obstacles
· PSNH’s local managers have blocked past efforts to promote the whitewater paddling along this stretch of the Androscoggin citing safety issues. John Morey reported however that PSNH and local officials were cooperative when he approached them. 
· Work needs to be done to the river bed. It may be too deep in some places to arrange boulders for slalom courses.
· There is a good chance of residual toxins in the water and riverbed from the long history of paper mill operation. Swimming is allowed but fishing is currently limited to catch and release.
· There is also potential for underwater manmade obstructions from mill operation that would need to be removed.

Contacts re: toxicity and obstruction questions

· Pam Laflamme- City Manager
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