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North Country Listens is a regional resource supported by and affiliated with 

New Hampshire Listens. New Hampshire Listens is a civic engagement 

initiative of the Carsey School of Public Policy at the University of New 

Hampshire. 
 

 
Our mission: 

 

To bring people together for engaged conversations 
 

 

Our work: 
• Create engaged community conversations on local and statewide issues 

• Serve as a resource and support network for new local Listens groups 

• Cultivate a network of facilitators for public engagement and action 
 

Our principles: 
• Bring people together from all walks of life 

• Provide time for in-depth, informed conversations 

• Respect differences as well as seek common ground 

• Achieve outcomes that lead to informed community solutions 
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Background 

Gorham, New Hampshire has a long history as an outdoor recreation community for residents and visitors. 
This identity as a multi-use outdoor recreation town, and region, has strengthened in recent years with the 
development of the Ride the Wilds ATV trails network in Coos County, new mountain biking trails, and 
white water rafting on the Androscoggin River, among other opportunities. With an environmental-based 
tourism economy solidifying in New Hampshire’s North Country, residents are responding to the changing 
use of the landscape and growing popularity of outdoor recreation with different perspectives. Responding 
to a request to address tensions from growing OHRV use, North Country Listens was asked to facilitate a 
community conversation in Gorham. A group of diverse stakeholders, including the sponsoring partner 
Town of Gorham, met with North Country Listens and identified a broader opportunity for community 
members to discuss and envision how to balance and manage the growing use and diverse outdoor 
recreation activities and trails. The community conversation intended to help area residents, stakeholders, 
and the Town of Gorham address next steps in an inclusive and constructive way. 

The conversation – open to anyone who wanted to attend – was held on Wednesday, November 16, 2016, 
from 5:30 PM to 8:30 PM. Event information was shared with residents on flyers throughout the 
community, as well as the Berlin Daily Sun, Facebook pages, and individuals inviting friends and neighbors 
(flyer may be found in Appendix A). Stakeholder groups were encouraged to spread the word to their 
networks, including local outdoor recreation clubs such as Coos Cycling Club, Presidential OHRV Club, 
White Mountain Ridge Runners; Androscoggin Valley Chamber of Commerce; as well as state agencies 
including NH Bureau of Trails (DRED), NH Fish and Game, and Forest Service. Around seventy people pre-
registered and 106 people attended the event. Participants spent the duration of the community 
conversation in facilitated, small group discussions to discuss their priorities and concerns for Gorham’s 
trails and outdoor recreation.   

Questions to Explore 

A discussion guide was developed by North Country Listens and advised by the stakeholder group. The 
question at the heart of the community conversation was ‘How do we move forward balancing and 
managing growing use and diverse opportunities for outdoor recreation in our community?’ 
Questions on recreation and trails use, business and tourism, and working together guided the community 
conversation (the full discussion guide may be found in Appendix B): 

 What are the key areas of tension that should be addressed first so Gorham can continue to be a 
multi-use recreation region? 

 How would you prefer to see outdoor recreation in this area developing for residents and visitors? 

 What criteria should be used to determine how to balance recreation decisions when there is a 
mix of uses either on the same trail or in the region? 

 What are your priorities for how to balance recreation, tourism, and economic development in 
Gorham area?  

 How can local recreation clubs and members, town officials, Chambers, and decision makers 
communicate and work better together?  

 As residents, how would you like to be part of any planning or decision making? 

 

This community conversation, and others like it, help to augment (not replace) traditional forms of 
government and policy making. What follows is a description of themes and priorities from analysis of all 



 

 

 

 

 

   4   www.northcountrylistens.org 
 

 

 

small group notes (a full transcript of small group notes may be found in Appendix C). These results help 
decision makers identify areas for further consideration and action. The results of the conversation, as 
presented in this summary report, are intended to be shared with all those who participated, the Town of 
Gorham, area stakeholders and planning agencies, as well as any interested individuals. This full report 
with appendices may be found at www.northcountrylistens.org/reports.   

Key Findings 

The summary below is organized into overall themes reflecting the collection of small group notes and 
specific ideas generated during discussion. The key findings are organized into four sections: Working 
Together and Communication, Trails and Infrastructure, Building an Outdoor Recreation Town, and Safety 
through Enforcement and Education. During the three hour event, nine small groups – each with a 
facilitator – discussed topics important to them and each reported out the main issues from the 
conversation at the end of night. Participants expressed a range of perspectives and ideas, which were 
recorded by facilitators.  
 

Working Together and Communication 

At report out, all nine small groups prioritized the need for creating a local working group or coalition to 
actively address resulting ideas and solutions from this conversation as well as to finding solutions to 
ongoing issues. As one group noted, ‘People in this town are willing to work together to find solutions.’ 
Emphasis was placed on creating a representative group of all recreation user groups as well as town, 
resident, and business stakeholders for a trails consortium or coalition. Equal voice and participation for all 
user groups was important to participants, namely non-motorized and motorized representation. 
Participants noted a need for people to come together for relationship building across different recreation 
uses, for maintaining community conversation related to this topic, and for balancing and promoting all 
recreation uses.  

Participants also included priorities for more inclusive processes and improving communication with 
residents at the town level. References to more transparency and proactive outreach to residents to 
increase local engagement were included. The process of how decisions on trails and infrastructure are 
made at the town level was important to participants, many feeling like they were not part of past 
decisions. References to slowing down, pausing, reevaluation of initial goals, and consideration of data and 
long term planning were included. Local control was valued by many participants. Participants expressed 
interest that more residents be involved, offering ideas to advertise for public involvement and using 
deliberative sessions to gather input before public hearings. Groups discussed impacts on neighboring 
towns and considered how area residents could be included in process and decisions going forward.   

The desire for improved communication was across the board. Participants mentioned increasing 
communication between the town and residents, both local and neighboring, between recreation groups, 
and with and between state agencies. Participants also noted the interconnected relationship between 
Berlin and Gorham and the need for continued communication and planning between the two 
municipalities. These connections are evident in the business community and the Chamber of Commerce. 
Participants discussed the need for continued communication and planning about timing, number, and 
impact of festivals. Many also expressed interest in Chamber promotion or creation of festivals for a variety 
of recreation uses. This was seen as one way to achieve balance and build a reputation as a multiuse 
community.  

Infrastructure and Trails  

In the context of exploring diverse outdoor recreation opportunities, the topic of OHRVs was a focus of all 
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small groups. Many participants remarked that the increase of ATV use is central to tensions about 
managing growth. The centrality of this topic wove throughout the community conversation, but there was 
emphasis on working together to find solutions where there are immediate issues and to plan together for 
the future. There was overarching interest in achieving balance, promoting recreational diversity, and 
maintaining and creating motorized and non-motorized opportunities that coexist in the area but are 
largely separated uses. Promoting many different recreation opportunities was seen as strongly connected 
to an economic future as a multi-use recreation area.  

Participants described concerns about motorized use in residential areas, specifically the Route 2 parking 
lot and OHRV trail use through the Crestwood neighborhood. Addressing the Route 2 parking lot and trail, 
potential alternative parking and trail locations, and minimizing motorized recreation in residential areas 
were included as a priority by many small groups. In addition to addressing the current issues, participants 
emphasized planning motorized trails away from residential areas to minimize impacts on residents while 
still providing access to trails. When considering opening roads to OHRVs, a full picture, rather than road by 
road decision was suggested. Participants emphasized collaboration between residents, the town, OHRV 
clubs, and businesses to address current problem areas and future planning. Suggestions for finding 
examples of how other communities manage similar situations and seeking professional advice on 
managing volume or finding alternative routes were offered.   

Addressing infrastructure needs was a theme discussed in all groups. Groups noted the increased number 
of visitors and trail use, the volume of traffic, parking issues and expanded parking needs, and concerns 
over waste including trash and lack of restroom facilities. The Route 2 parking lot was a focus for 
infrastructure comments and ideas. Parking issues were also identified in Pinkham Notch and other hiking 
trailheads. Participants provided some specific ideas about infrastructure, which included a shuttle bus 
system and creating new parking and trailering space at Munce’s Oil or Shaw’s. New parking areas could 
provide a welcome center, restroom facilities, and information on area trails and recreation activities. The 
discussion of such ideas highlighted the need for more data on the number of visitors and trail users to 
better understand feasibility of new projects. Sharing of information, trail maps, and signage was 
mentioned across groups as a way to minimize confusion, increase safety, and provide useful information 
to visitors. 

While participants expressed support for many different recreational trail uses in the area, it was noted 
that a multi-use area does not necessary mean multi-use trails. There are trails where multiple uses work, 
but some participants felt that the term multi-use creates conflict and preferred trails for motorized and 
non-motorized use to be separate. Groups discussed the need for a few immediate solutions to help 
increase compatibility where there are multiple uses in the same areas such the Rt. 2 parking lot and 
trailhead. Participants expressed the need for town and resident support for local recreation clubs, whose 
volunteers maintain trails, as well as funding to ensure the maintenance and sustainability of trails. Some 
participants expressed concerns about potential environmental and wildlife impacts of trails and high use 
of trails.   

Creating an Outdoor Recreation Town  

Early in the conversation, participants in all small groups overwhelmingly identified the quantity and 
diversity of outdoor recreation opportunities as what they most appreciate about outdoor recreation in 
Gorham. This common ground was found among participants - no matter what outdoor activity they 
preferred. Access to trails, from the close proximity of many miles of hiking and biking trails, to 
snowmobiling from the front door, was frequently noted. Participants value outdoor recreation as an 
opportunity to experience the beauty of the natural environment, and some used words like, quiet, 
tranquility, and peaceful as what they most appreciate. The community aspect of outdoor recreation was 
also noted, including meeting new people, family activities, and recreation bringing people together. 
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Throughout the conversation participants remarked that quality of life is important, even when what 
constitutes quality of life varies between individuals.  

Participants recognized the value of a diverse array of outdoor recreation opportunities and many see the 
economic benefit for Gorham and the surrounding area. Groups discussed how organizations and agencies 
need to be aware of and elevate non-motorized recreation alongside motorized activities for a more 
balanced or equal promotion of opportunities. Participants point to a history of outdoor recreation and 
want the economic value of historic recreational uses such as hiking to be acknowledged and promoted 
alongside newer attractions. There is concern by some participants that these historic uses need to be 
protected. Participants overwhelmingly discussed promoting a diversity of options and achieving balance. 
Some groups discussed coordinating and expanding festivals to diversify opportunities for other outdoor 
recreation sports like mountain biking and fat-biking in the winter. 

Planning for growth as a multi-use recreation area was a focus for participants and there was an interest in 
seeing more data to understand both the impact and economic potential of increased recreation uses and 
visitors to the area. A balance of activities offered and promoted is seen as bringing diversity and more 
opportunities for economic growth and money to the region. Some groups expressed worry about the 
capacity to handle rapid growth and warned against economic development becoming too focused on 
tourism or one form of recreation. As one group put it ‘don’t put all our eggs in one basket.’ Participants 
want a working economy with multiple benefits.  

There was significant interest in planning for a multi-trail town – one with good jobs and entrepreneurial 
business opportunity – not only low paying tourism or service jobs. Participants would like to see increased 
opportunities in real estate, new businesses, and more support for current businesses. A group discussed 
the town attracting visitors to become new residents who appreciate the quality of life and want to return, 
especially young families. Locally defining and driving the growth while balancing quality of life was 
important to many groups. 

Safety through Enforcement and Education 

Safety emerged as a major theme from the majority of small groups. Regulations, education, and 
enforcement were seen as contributing to overall safety on trails. Participants expressed concerns about 
safety and state regulation allowing unlicensed youth to operate OHRVs on roads. Enforcement of 
regulations concerning youth operators, noise, and OHRV road use for accessing trails, not for errands or 
other uses were mentioned. Participants discussed education, etiquette, and enforcement on trails, 
addressing speeds and noise, but also respect for trail maintenance especially in the winter when there are 
multiple uses on groomed trails. The need for funding for enforcement and how funds are raised through 
registrations were topics in some groups. Groups expressed supporting funding for enforcement, 
education, and a focus on safety. Volunteers, self-policing, and stewards were suggested as ways to 
improve safety, maintenance, and etiquette messages. Increasing education of regulations and awareness 
of local clubs’ efforts was seen as a way to promote responsible trail use and increase understanding 
between user groups.  

Participant Attendance and Evaluation Summary 

North Country Listens and its statewide partner NH Listens gather basic demographic data and feedback 
through a participant evaluation. It is important to note that the content of this report has been generated 
from the input of the people who attended the event and, consequently, does not represent all voices or 
viewpoints in Gorham or the related areas. Attended by over 100 people, this community conversation 
attracted robust participation and the evaluations provide the following information on the mix of 
participants.  
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Of the 106 people who attended the conversation, 77 completed a participant evaluation (72.6% response). 
An additional seven participants preferred their answers not be used for research purposes. This 
participant evaluation summary contains the viewpoints of two-thirds (66%) of the total event attendees. 
Participants ranged in age from 30 to 85 years old, with 60 percent men and 40 percent women. Nearly 
half of participants (49.25%) identified Gorham as their hometown. Participants from the following 
neighboring communities attended, Randolph (19%), Berlin (13%), Shelburne (5%), Jefferson (3%), and the 
remaining ten percent from Bethel (ME), Bethlehem, Glen, Lancaster, Milan, North Stratford, and North 
Conway. When it came to political leanings, 30 percent of the group identified as political moderates, 21 
percent as conservative or somewhat conservative, and 48 percent as liberal or somewhat liberal.  

Ninety percent of participants agreed or strongly agreed that ‘Because of this conversation, I have a better 
understanding of points of view that are different from my own.’ Ninety seven percent agreed or strongly 
agreed with the statement, ‘I felt my opinions were respected in this conversation’ and eighty seven 
percent agreed or strongly agreed that ‘As a result of this conversation, I feel the issue we discussed is more 
likely to be addressed.’ Finally, ninety one percent of participants completing the evaluation agreed or 
strongly agreed that ‘That the conversation helped them to learn new and better ways to participate in 
problem-solving in their community.’ A full summary of the participant evaluation may be found in 
Appendix D. 
 

Conclusion 

A robust mix of engaged residents from the Gorham community, surrounding areas, and stakeholder 
agencies participated in this community conversation about outdoor recreation and trail use in Gorham. 
Participants with a range of recreational and economic interests were present at the event. The community 
conversation offered an opportunity for engaged, civil, and informed problem solving at the community 
level.  

Attendees’ priorities and key areas of concern identified in the summary report can be used to ground 
stakeholders and decision makers in next steps of planning recreation and trail use in Gorham. The Town of 
Gorham will initiate next steps which may include convening stakeholders to create a trails consortium or 
working group representative of all recreation user groups, town, area agencies, residents, and businesses 
as prioritized by participants. North Country Listens is available as a partner to facilitate future 
deliberations regarding specific policy decisions or actions in follow up to this community conversation. 
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