The future is now at Puffer's
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Lani Sherlock, of Pelham, watches her daughter, Chhendara Um, 6, play with her grandmother, Jean Sherlock, in Puffer's Pond.

Puffer's Pond and its surrounding watershed in North Amherst is recognized as a much-loved destination for swimming, sunbathing, picnicking, fishing and hiking.
But with a steady increase in use of the pond and its environs in recent years, and a corresponding decline in municipal funding for maintaining the conservation area, a
subcommittee of the Conservation Commission, known as Puffer's Pond 2020, is being established.
For David Ziomek, the town's director of Conservation and Development, the popularity of the pond during warm weather, such as the three straight days in April that brought
out more than 400 people to swim, is something this subcommittee will study.
"The challenges are, how do we deal with peak days," Ziomek said. "How do we establish rules and guidelines that allow them to enjoy the pond and protect the resources that
are there?"
The committee is expected to examine how the pond can continue to remain a destination, while being protected from serious problems such as soil erosion and illegal trash
disposal.
Town Manager Larry Shaffer, who frequently swims at the pond, said Puffer's is a tremendous and beloved asset, but it has not gotten the attention it deserves from the town.
"The committee should look at how Puffer's Pond is utilized and how its management will best accentuate the beauty and use of the pond," Shaffer said.
Ziomek said the subcommittee will spend the next several months putting together information by researching the history of the pond and the nearby trails, conducting meetings
at the pond and interviewing people who use it.
"We want to engage the community of users to talk about Puffer's Pond," Ziomek said.
The scope of the committee's work will be the entire greenway that extends from the Silver Bridge near the intersection of Leverett and East Leverett roads west to Montague
Road, a region that also encompasses Mill River Recreation Area.
There are multiple lenses with which the subcommittee will be expected to look at the pond, Ziomek said. One is the ecological: soil erosion can impact fish and freshwater
mammals.
There has also been what Ziomek terms a cycle of overuse that needs to be mitigated both at the pond and on its nearby trails. "We want to concentrate the impact, rather than
spreading it out," Ziomek said.
Another lens is recreational, where the focus will be on how to make swimming and picnicking compatible with conservation. The panel will examine whether current rules in
place regarding swimming, boating and fishing are sufficient.
Ziomek said that in recent years swimming has expanded from the traditional south beach along State Street to the north beach off Mill Street. And on warm days in the spring
and fall, with college students in town, the entire pond can be rimmed with people looking to cool off.
A third lens is safety, as some serious incidents have occurred in the past 40 years, including nine drownings, and people who risk injury by jumping from the cliffs or getting
caught in a current that takes them over the dam.
"We feel as through it may take 10 years to get to the point of implementing all the recommendations and reaching those benchmarks," Ziomek said.

One immediate concern is the diminished money available to care for the pond. The town had been appropriating $12,500 to hire summer staff to work at the pond and do trail
maintenance, with a person at Puffer's every day from 11 a.m. to 7 p.m. from Memorial Day through Labor Day to deal with crowd control.
Now, care for the pond is dependent on fundraisers, such as the Friends of Puffer's Pond, which brought in $4,000 through its annual breakfast this year.
This may only be enough money for caretakers to be at the pond on weekends.
Shaffer said the subcommittee should look at ways of maintaining the pond without tax revenue, which might mean implementing user fees. Elements of the plan that is
developed could also be eligible for funding through the state's Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs, Ziomek said.
Puffer's Pond 2020 will be chaired by commission member Elisabeth Hamin, a professor in the department of Landscape Architecture and Regional Planning at the University of
Massachusetts, and will also have one additional commission member, one Planning Board member, one Select Board member, and seven at-large seats.
Residents interested in serving are encouraged to fill out citizen activity forms online at www.amherstma.gov or at Town Hall.
Scott Merzbach can be reached at smerzbach@gazettenet.com.

