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Milwaukee River Greenway Master Plan Referral
Background
At its September 21, 2010 meeting, the Committee on Parks, Energy and Environment considered the attached resolution by Supervisor Broderick supporting adoption and implementation of the Milwaukee River Greenway Master Plan (Master Plan) for approximately 878 acres of predominantly County-owned land along the Milwaukee River between the former North Avenue Dam and Silver Spring Drive.
Thereafter, Supervisor Sanfelippo made a motion to refer this item to County Board staff for review and report back regarding Milwaukee County being a partner in this initiative.  The item was also referred to Corporation Counsel to address how the adoption of this resolution would affect Milwaukee County’s rights and responsibilities as they pertain to the County-owned land encompassed by the Milwaukee River Greenway boundaries.

History
The Milwaukee River Greenway (Greenway) is a seven-mile section of the Milwaukee River that is located within the northeast side of the City of Milwaukee.  A Master Plan for the Greenway was developed by a diverse group of stakeholders, many of which have now become part of the Milwaukee River Greenway Coalition.  The stakeholders include the River Revitalization Foundation, Milwaukee Riverkeeper, Urban Ecology Center and the Bicycle Federation of Wisconsin.  Representatives from the City of Shorewood, City of Glendale, City of Milwaukee, UW-Milwaukee, Milwaukee County Parks Department and Southeastern Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission also participated in the plan’s development.
The Master Plan sets out a structure for the creation of a corridor-focused coalition that would oversee a variety of improvements including expanded public access, habitat restoration, environmental protection and recreation as well as sets priorities and establishes a direction for achieving the improvements with habitat, recreation and action plans for achieving its goals.

The Milwaukee River Greenway Coalition is asking affected municipalities, including Milwaukee County, to adopt the Master Plan.  In addition to adopting the Master Plan, the City of Milwaukee’s Common Council adopted an ordinance (File No. 081568) in May 2010 that created the Milwaukee River Greenway Site Plan Review Overlay Zone.  The resolution also adopted design standards to accompany the overlay zone in order to balance the protection of the primary environmental corridor along the Milwaukee River and promote high-quality, sustainable building development along the upper reaches of the Milwaukee River. Originally, the design standards included a forestry component that prescribed how Milwaukee County would have had to manage the forested areas of the county parks along the Greenway thereby relinquishing operational control of the forested areas to the City of Milwaukee.  However, this language was removed from the final ordinance, pending further discussions between the City of Milwaukee and Milwaukee County.
Issues
Much of the land within the Greenway is owned by Milwaukee County and is already deed restricted for use as green space and for recreation. Over the past twenty years, Milwaukee County has worked to achieve greater connectivity between county parks along the east and west sides Milwaukee River.  This includes the purchase of rail corridors and development of the Beer Line Trail.  The Milwaukee County River Greenway Coalition, through the Master Plan, is trying to solidify this goal and others related to controlling development within the Greenway.  

The Master Plan is similar to the Milwaukee County Park and Open Space Plan, which guides the growth, development and preservation of the Milwaukee County Park System.  Therefore, the Master Plan would be another layer of review over the property owned by Milwaukee County as it recommends implementation of numerous projects and programs within the Greenway (e.g., trail development, sediment removal in the Milwaukee River, habitat restoration and signage) that could financially commit Milwaukee County to these projects and within an established timeframe.  
While many of the projects may be consistent with the Park and Open Space plan, they may not be as of the same priority level as they are within the Master Plan due to funding needs in other areas of the Park System.  Also, much of the needed funding is expected to come from state and federal grants and local sponsors and matches to these grants are not specified.  These are the same funding sources Milwaukee County relies on to fund capital projects identified in annual capital budgets.  Because the projects identified for funding in Milwaukee County’s capital budgets may not be consistent with those identified in the Master Plan, Milwaukee County would essentially be competing against itself for grant funding if it were to fully adopt the Master Plan.  
Further, the Master Plan recommends the use of volunteers to implement certain projects and programs.  Some of the proposed volunteer projects in the Master Plan may violate existing labor union contracts and raise liability concerns that need to be addressed before committing to them.  In addition, it is unclear if the county would be responsible for oversight of volunteers and contractors as well as maintenance and repair of the recommended projects.
Finally, the Milwaukee River Workgroup (Workgroup) essentially is a “friends group” to the Milwaukee County Parks System.  There are many friends groups throughout the county that have identified projects and programs they deem important for the general well-being of the parks and the park patrons they serve.  Adopting a master plan put forth one friends group will set a precedent for other groups wishing for greater investment in other parks throughout the county.  Instead of prioritizing projects by greatest need or by available grant funding opportunities on a county-wide basis, the County would be obligated to fund projects within the Greenway regardless of need or level of priority.
Recommendation

It is recommended that the resolution (File No. 10-330) be amended to express support for the concepts delineated in the Milwaukee River Greenway Master Plan.  By supporting the concepts, Milwaukee County would be indicating a general agreement in philosophy behind the Master Plan without committing to outcomes that may be unachievable at this time.
