Report of the President, Julie Crockford
Thank you Ben for that kind introduction.  Greetings to all of you who volunteer and who advocate for our parks.  You are integral to our work model.  Thank you for being here. 
I love to be out of doors.  Who doesn’t? Since I live within walking distance of the three largest gems on the Emerald Necklace—Franklin Park, the Arboretum and Jamaica Pond –I have the opportunity to spend time in one of those parks almost every day.  I know first hand that healthy parks are essential to my health and that healthy parks are an essential element of life in a healthy community.  It is the mission of the Emerald Necklace Conservancy to preserve, maintain, and program these green jewels for all to use and enjoy. In fulfilling our mission, we contribute to the health of our community by mobilizing a vast array of constituencies to ensure that these parks are well-cared for, inviting and safe.  

We convene neighborhood parks advocates and abutting institutions including the Fenway Civic Association, the Friends of the Muddy River, the Jamaica Pond Association, the Franklin Park Coalition and the Museum of Fine Arts, to improve access to the parks and linkages among the parks.  The new Emerald Necklace interpretive map and guide, is both a useful symbol for and a significant example of this collaboration.  The map illustrates the connections among the parks of the Emerald Necklace and between the Emerald Necklace and other nearby parks like the Southwest Corridor Park, and the Esplanade.   The map also illustrates what we can accomplish with an approach that prioritizes working together with a wide array of partners including the Friends of the Public Garden, Mass Audubon Boston Nature Center and the Forest Hills Education Trust.  
Our partnership with the Charles River Conservancy is also important.  CRC invited us to add a Muddy River clean-up to the annual Charles River Clean Up organized around Earth Day each April.  For the second year, we have recruited hundreds of volunteers for that annual spring ritual. Park clean-up days--and we have one more big clean-up scheduled before the winter settles in-- are one of the many ways that you can meet new people, as well as get your friends and family, sorority or alumni together  by volunteering with the Conservancy.   We are coordinating the fall clean up with DCR, Boston and Brookline and recruiting volunteers to help on Saturday, November 14.  To pitch in, you can sign up here at the information and volunteer table or on-line. Nancy Reynolds, our Staff Accountant will gladly take your name.
There is a great comeback in public space in the public realm under way.  This is extremely evident in Boston, where the health and vitality of some of the great public spaces in the city are extraordinary and not just along the newly landscaped Rose Kennedy Greenway, but along the Emerald Necklace from the Back Bay Fens to Franklin Park.  The really good news is that there is a consensus that common green space is essential to our well-being.  We see strong support for public parks and public space, and when the public sector needs help, organizations like our and others I’ve named tonight will work to address the unfulfilled need.  Governor Michael Dukakis, a member of our board of directors, walks daily from his Brookline home to his teaching post at Northeastern University.  The Governor proudly reports that the parks have never looked better. We seem to be on a roll.  

Accomplishments
Let me review with you briefly some of the Emerald Necklace Conservancy’s recent accomplishments. 

Our big stories this year are:

· Creating a new map 

· Visible progress in the Olmsted Park Woodlands

· Expanding youth stewardship of the parks
· Helping Boston retain the Park Rangers horses

· Designation as developer for the Gatehouse 

Don Eunson, Sr. Project Manager and Catherine Pedemonti, are the landscape designers that manage the Conservancy’s projects.  They meet regularly with our public partners and with the Park Overseers, to establish priorities for maintenance and restoration projects in the parks.  The Kelleher Rose Garden, the Wildflower Meadow at the site of the former Kelly ice rink, one of the few meadows on the Emerald Necklace, and Mothers Rest in the Back Bay Fens all remain priorities on our restoration and maintenance agenda.  
I want to highlight one project that exemplifies the impact of our consistent attention. At the Hawthorne Hill demonstration project area in the Olmsted Park Woodlands, we made great strides this year in planting for forest regeneration, and for increasing species diversity.  Planting followed several years of intensive investment of staff, volunteer and financial resources in invasives removal and soil rejuvenation, and the development of planting schemes for the demonstration project that Don Eunson created and shepherded through the approval process at the Boston Landmarks Commission. In addition to the plants we purchased, the Arnold Arboretum donated more than 100 native plants, remainders from their annual plant sale –and we thank them.  To date, volunteers and our youth leaders have planted over 130 trees, shrubs and perennials.  We will be monitoring the health of the plantings and adjusting plans based on our findings.
Community involvement

In the past year, we have greatly increased our capacity and our peoplepower on the ground in the parks.  We accomplished this in several ways.  First, with a special grant, we purchased a truck outfitted as a rolling tool shed.  The truck in turn has boosted our capacity to do volunteer events, expand the Green Team, and do more work in the parks.  We nearly doubled the number of volunteer events from 24 to 46 including 3 that will take place before year-end. And we are on track to involve over 900 volunteers in 2009.  We added a second crew to the Emerald Necklace Maintenance Collaborative last fall, so for a full year, we have had two Department of Corrections crews working daily in the parks.  Last, but not least, we more than tripled the number of young people employed on our summer Green Team from a crew of 9 teens in 2008 with two crew leaders, to three crews comprised of 37 youth and six leaders in 2009.   It is not an exaggeration to say that delivering tools to three Green Team crews every day would have been impossible without the truck.
This fall, the Conservancy launched a new leadership program for high school youth. Our goal is to develop leadership skills among teens who have worked in the parks on the Green Team so they will be well equipped to manage work projects in the parks in the future and see themselves carrying on a stewardship role for the parks as they grow older.  I want to thank Susan Knight, our industrious Development Director for nurturing relationships with the funders who made the expansion of our youth program possible and Kate England, our Youth Programs Director whose enthusiasm for maintaining and improving our parks is surpassed only by her passion for working with young people.  
Last December, we co-hosted the Nature’s Gems Art Show and Festival adding a preview reception and auction to the event at the golf clubhouse in Franklin Park.  Working with the Franklin Park Coalition for the second year to establish this event, we’ve enjoyed showcasing local artists and their nature-related art. 
For the second summer, we presented two free community movie nights at Jamaica Pond with games for the youngsters organized by our Green Team preceding the shows.  On another gorgeous summer evening, the Conservancy was one of several co-hosts for the annual Landmarks Orchestra concert at Pinebank.  The concert featured the premier of a new commission that brought the story of Frederick Law Olmsted to life in word and music with narration by our living Mr. Olmsted, aka Park Overseer, Gerry Wright.
Presentations and Tours
As we increase our outreach with E-Newsletters, E-Vents Calendars and participation in forums and conferences, traffic to our website has doubled since January and the number of requests for presentations and tours has also soared.  This year, our External Affairs Director, Jeanie Knox has made 21 presentations, a 50% increase over 2008.   Jeanie gets accolades for her narrated slide show presentations at Garden Clubs, the Osher Lifelong Learning Institute at Brandeis University, and the Museum Associates of the MFA among others.  New this year is a course Jeanie developed for Elderhostel that includes classroom lectures and a tour of the gardens of the Back Bay Fens. We also led guided walking tours for a number of groups, including visitors to the annual Fenway Opening Doors, a class of landscape-design graduate students from Atlanta, and spring and fall duck-boat tours of the Emerald Necklace.  
Our education efforts do not stop with relating the history of the Emerald Necklace. This year the Conservancy convened a roundtable of experts and practioners to look at climate change and its potential impacts on our urban parks and woodlands.  We spearheaded spreading information on the dreaded Longhorn Beetle in order to help arm everyone who spends time in the parks, gardens and yards of our region to know how to identify and report this latest invasive. Most recently, we engaged Scott LaFleur, Horticulture Director and Botanic Garden Director for New England Wild Flower Society to make a presentation on Wildflower meadows---public and private, from your garden to your parks. Encouraging wildflowers can transform a lawn from an area that requires chemicals and frequent treatment to a more organic and safe environment that supports bees and butterflies. 
Advocacy

In the late spring the Conservancy listened to the public outcry over the proposed elimination of the mounted unit of the Boston Park Rangers and took action.  Jacob Wirth’s Restaurant hosted an event for friends and supporters of the Park Ranger program that raised over $15,000 and individual and private organizational donors pledged $180,000 over 2 years to continue both the mounted unit and to support the hiring of seasonal rangers who also had been eliminated in the City budget due to reduced revenues. This spring fund and friend raising for the Park Rangers mounted unit will continue.

We also engaged in the transportation reform debate urging lawmakers to keep the parkways that meander so invitingly through the Emerald Necklace under the control and custody of the Dept of Conservation and Recreation, a parks agency.  And in just a few minutes, DCR Commissioner Rick Sullivan will give us an update on this important issue. 
Goal Setting and Measurable Impacts

With so many opportunities to make a difference in the parks, how do we set priorities and measure our impacts? The Conservancy’s first strategic plan defined four major areas of activity ---advocacy, park restoration and park maintenance, public education and outreach, and active participation in the management of the Emerald Necklace Park system.  The plan called for the Conservancy to play five key roles as:  

· Convenor and facilitator 

· Provider of resources 

· Coordinator of consensus-building 

· Participant in the public process 
· Advocate, on behalf of the public, for a well-managed and maintained park system.

Often, the Conservancy plays all five roles in a project.  A good case in point is the Jamaica Pond Access Improvement Project.
We took the findings of neighborhood groups in collaboration with State Representative Jeffry Sanchez and others to seek funding for parkway crossings to Jamaica Pond which will improve access to the largest pond in the Emerald Necklace. With support from the Lawrence and Lillian Solomon Fund, we provided the private match to our successful proposal to DCR to design 3 separate crossings to the Pond including one pedestrian-activated signalized crossing.  We co-hosted a public meeting to review options developed by engineers for each of the crossings last spring. In the intervening months, the consolidation of transportation agencies including bridges formerly controlled by DCR, and cutbacks to the agency budget have delayed the project, but we are working with DCR and the engineering consultants to finalize the plans and bring them back to the community for final input before the year ends.  Covenor and facilitator….provider of resources….coordinator of consensus building…participant in the public process…advocate.  That’s our job and we take it seriously. We will see the Jamaica Pond Access project through to successful implementation.
Looking Ahead

This year the Board of Directors began the process of updating the strategic plan with input from the Park Overseers, the Stewardship Council, the Liff Committee and the staff. Over the next few months, we look forward to developing the plan that will guide the Conservancy for the next 3-5 years. 

With the consistent investment of time, talent and treasure from our leaders and hundreds of additional volunteers and donors, the Conservancy is strong and growing.  Our commitment to bringing people together to renew, enliven and advocate for the Emerald Necklace guides us as we plan ahead.    

Front and center on our agenda is the restoration of the historic Stony Brook Gatehouse in the Back Bay Fens.  In May, the Conservancy won designation by Boston Parks to develop the site as a visitor and welcome center and Conservancy office.  Also in May, at the Party in the Park, the Conservancy received a $200,000 challenge gift from the Justine Mee Liff Fund for the Gatehouse project.  With leadership gifts from the Board, we are working to meet that challenge and with additional support from both individual friends and foundations our goal is to complete the fund raising and move into the Gatehouse by the end of next year.  
The Gatehouse project is an enormous undertaking.  Matthew Kiefer, chairs the building committee that oversees the project. Ann Beha Associates is the project architect and Halvorson Design is planning the exterior modifications that will provide universal access.  Both firms, as well as the others listed on the screen have donated the time of the principals engaged on the project.  We are grateful for their generous participation and for the enthusiasm and expertise they lend to this important reuse of an historic building.
The Gatehouse Visitor Center will be a first for Boston’s Emerald Necklace parks that stretch 7 miles from Beacon Hill to Dorchester and we have begun plans for a new program to recruit and train tour guides so we will be ready to lead tours on a regular schedule from the new center.  

HOW DO WE DO IT ALL? 

Ours is a public private partnership that works. The steadfast Board of Directors led by Ben Taylor, and the remarkable Park Overseers, who represent each of the parks, as well as neighborhood advocacy groups and institutional neighbors, help us set priorities and organize much of this amazing work in concert with our public partners.  I want to express special gratitude to Liz Vizza, the Park Overseers chair, for her intelligence and steady hand at the helm and Sarah Freeman the vice-chair for her thorough research and community networking. And for organizing tonight’s program, special thanks to our newest volunteer, Grace Belmont, and to our host, Wheelock College.
Is there work left to do?  Of course!  And we’ll be raising funds and counting on friends to get more done.  For example, we’ve been asked to

· Make improvements to Riverway Park

· Restore the fountain that graces the Kelleher Rose Garden

· Replace the tired playground equipment at Mother’s Rest

· And create a Visitor Center in the Emerald Necklace.  

Our long-term project to restore and rejuvenate the woodlands in Olmsted Park and to assist Franklin Park with their woodlands project will continue.  We will work every day to ensure that the parks we have inherited, the gems on our Emerald Necklace, are greener, better cared for, and more welcoming thanks to our combined efforts.  So please continue to enjoy our urban parks and help us preserve the Emerald Necklace! Together we can achieve a common vision of a whole community.     
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