BY AMY GRIFFITH
Staff Writer

BROOKVILLE — Efforts to con-
struct a hiking and biking trail along
the Whitewater Canal were curtailed
in 1992, but with the official approval
of Franklin County Commissioners
Tom Wilson and Lou Linkel obtained
at Monday's regular commissioners’
meetng, a new trail group is making
headway where no one has before.
Commissioner Bob Brack was not
present at the meeting.

Project coordinator Mick Wilz said
much of the trail, which will run
alongside the canal for about 2.5 miles
from the Metamora aqueduct to an
area near the Twin Locks, has been
cleared by himself and 25 volunteers.
The trail has been cleared with the
blessing and support of all property
- owners with land adjacent to the rail,
Wilz said.

What's changed since 1992 is the
knowledge of land ownership, studies
of trail benefits and community sup-
port for the project, according to Wilz.
Lawsuits around the time of the first
project shed light on who owns the
land, and the national movement to
wrn old railway beds into trails has
grown nationwide in the last 10 years,
Wilz said.

“Without any argument, }'ve
secured five and a half miles of it,”
said Wilz.

e i favor.of the trail cited
‘by supporters mmluae recreational and. .

{imess benefits for county residents, as
well as economic development around
the trail and boons W the coumy's
tourism industry:

The trail would also be a way of
- preserving the history of Franklin
" County and the canal — which has
been listed on the National Registry of
Historic Places since 1968 — for
future generations, Wilz said.

“Wilz and the other members of the
néwly-formed Whitewater Canal Trail
Committee are focusing on the stretch
of the trail they’ve cleared, where all
adjacent landowners have lent their
support of the project,

Jay Dishman, the Indiana Depart-
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Whitewater Canal Trail Committee member Mick Wilz stands on &
portion of a recently-cleared hiking and biking trail along the White-
water Canal. The trail was cleared of rocks, railroad ties and sticks
by Wilz and about 25 volunteers, working every Saturday since Jan-
uary with basic farm equipment. The frail is not yet open to the pub-

lic.

ment of Natural Resources’s site man-
ager at the Whitewater Canal State
Historic.Site, said at the commission-
ers’ meeting the state is the primary
owner of the land 1 be used for the
trail, at least between the aqueduct and
the Twin Locks.

Dishman said the DNR supports the

project, and has formed a working -

agreement with the Whitewater Canal
Trail Committee to allow the organiza-
tion to build the trail. The statc has no
funds for the project at this time, but
Dishman said the DNR has lent advice
to the committee and hopes to form a
partnership with the group in the
future.

Wilz said it was likely the state
would someday take responsibility for
maintenance of the trail.

Evenwally, Wilz said he would like
to see [trails all the way from
Brookville to Metamora, and possibly
from Metamora to Laure], e com-
mittee expects that any expansion will
occur slowly, as support is garmcied
from the community and adjacent
landowners a little bit at a time.

The 2.5-mile trail being focused on
now could be open to the public as
early as this fall, provided that a state
inspection scheduled for Aug. 18 finds
it suitable for the public. The trail will
be classified as “primitive,” with a dirt
surface until more funding can be
secured, said Wilz. Handicap accessi-
bility also will not be possible until
funding is secured.

Wilson and Linkel said they agreed
with the committee that the trail would

be a positive addition (o the county.

Wilson said he believed it would
bring more people to the county, and
help businesses working necarby.
Linkel agreed with Wilson in lending
his approval to the project. but also
said there was some controversy
involved in gaining access to the land
for the project.

“Persanally I think it’s a good thing,
but I think there are a few issues that

make me wonder if you can get the

land.” said Linkel.

Linke! said commissioners had
heard opposition to building a trail
from landowners with property
beyond the 2.5-mile trail being
focused on now. Vocal disagreements
have been expressed al commission-
ers’ meetings by Tom. Ron and Cody
Ritz, who were involved in the origi-
nal lawsuits in the early 1990s and
believe the state does not own the land
for the trail and needs o pay market
value for it to property owners.

Wilz and committee members
emphasized at the meeting that sup-
port for the 2.5-mile trail has been
secured from adjacent landowners —
the only ones directly involved at this
time.

“IU's not going to
overnight.” said W
acommunity project.”

For more information or to volun-
teer ta work on the trail, visit the
Whitewater Canal Trail Commitiee’s
Web site at www.whitewatercanal-
trail.com.

Aaximus contract: Wilson
and Linkel signed a contract with
Maximus. a finn that rudits mangge
ment of county money, (o examine
county records and recover some of
the county’s indirect administrative
costs incurred from management of
programs including Medicaid, child
support and civil defense.

The fee for the audit is $4,500, with
a guarantee that the county’s payment
to the firm won’t exceed 50 percent of
the indirect costs Maximus recovers
for the county. The county has signed
similar contracts with Maximus for the
past few years, said Auditor Carol
Monroe.
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