
Carole Ando of Newtown, Jack Stoecker of Greenwich, Peter Sofman of Stamford, and Dan Landau of Norwalk, take a break during a four-hour hike around Mianus River Park yesterday.
(Helen Neafsey/Staff photo)
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Stamford and Greenwich officials are collaborating on a management plan to help protect the Mianus River Park from its growing popularity.

"It's being loved to death," said Erin McKenna, a planner in Stamford's land-use bureau.

Several years ago, after recognizing that the popular Stamford park bordering Greenwich was experiencing signs of overuse, the city asked a National Park Service consultant for help.

"It's used by a lot of people every day and if we don't start strategizing about how to protect it, it's going to be ruined," McKenna said of the park.

After spending two years researching the problems and talking to people who use the park, the consultant is expected to publish a final draft of "Managing Natural Resources & Recreation: An Action Plan," in the next several weeks. Greenwich officials have met with Stamford representatives to discuss the draft to ensure the recommendations can be consistently carried out on both sides of the border.

Mianus River Park, formerly part of the Goodbody estate, was purchased as undeveloped forest land in 1972 -- with Greenwich and Stamford each buying 110 acres on their respective side. Since then, it has become a favorite for residents of both municipalities. The problem, though, is that a multitude of people, including dog walkers, trail hikers, anglers, mountain bikers and cross-country skiers, regularly use Mianus River Park.

The frequency of use has led to increasing signs of damage in the park, including eroded banks along the river and too many trails that cut through forest vegetation. Stamford has sponsored many public hearings on the park over the past couple of years to discuss the problem. In many cases, one user group blames the other for causing damage.

Mountain bikers have been accused of tearing up the park, creating new trails as they go off the marked paths. Dog walkers have been accused of allowing their pets to wander without a leash and scaring visitors while anglers are accused of breaking up the banks along the river with their activities.

"Each group creates some problems," said Peter Sofman, a Stamford resident who is helping to organize a Friends of Mianus River Park. "There are these different undercurrents."

Officials said they want to get more people involved in caring for the park so that all the park users understand the damage their activities are causing and can help reduce it.

The National Park Service consultant has recommended officials closely work with the Friends of Mianus River Park and for that group to recruit volunteers and organize events that have them interacting with park visitors. The consultant also recommends simplifying the system of trails, constructing signs that direct visitors along the trails and educating them through signs and brochures about the value of conservation.

In addition to discussing the future of the Mianus River Park, officials from both municipalities also have been discussing the possibility of making improvements to the Rosa Hartman Park, another sanctuary that straddles the Stamford and Greenwich border.

"It has been neglected and the neighborhood wants to see it improved," McKenna said.

The Rosa Hartman Park is a completely different park from the Mianus River Park, with about 15 acres just south of Interstate 95 between Stamford and Greenwich. Though it is well-regarded as a nature and bird sanctuary where box turtles and songbirds such as warblers, orioles and thrashers seek refuge, the park has proven to be less popular with people. Some residents have said they don't feel safe in the park.

"I've had some people tell me they're afraid to go in there because sometimes you get a strange car parked in there," said Meredith Sampson, an Old Greenwich wildlife rehabilitator who conducts bird counts at Rosa Hartman Park.

McKenna said it is too early to say what improvements could be made, but she said the park has lots of potential.

"Rosa Hartman has the potential to be a really well-used park," she said. 
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