








29

F.  LAUNCH UNIVERSITY- COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIP 

California University of PA is a public, regional higher education institution. Situated adjacent to 
the Monongahela River in southwestern Pennsylvania and drawing students from throughout the 
counties surrounding the campus, the future of the university and the future of the Monongahela 
River Region are inextricably bound together.  In much the same way West Virginia University, 
in Morgantown, is bound to the Mon River as well as to the success of the community that 
surrounds it. 

These two universities have many assets that may be of benefit to the development of the 
Monongahela River Valley.  The multitude of projects and programs that are required to 
continue to promote the Valley and to improve the infrastructure and attract businesses 
requires capacity and future leadership.  The universities offer the opportunities for both. 

Among the many assets to be found in university partners are:

· A talented pool of faculty, staff and students in many disciplines, including students eager to 
test newly developed knowledge, values and skills. 

· Numerous classes and programs that include regional aspects, service learning components, 
and/or professional internships or externships (e.g., courses in parks and recreation, tourism, 
geographic information systems (GIS) and mapping, environmental studies, fisheries 
management, water quality, and wildlife management, communication studies, business, 
theater and the arts, etc.). Faculty and students from these classes are often looking for opportunities for applied learning and 
service in the surrounding region.

· Vibrant programs in the arts and associated student clubs offering talent and skills to be of service to the region (e.g. California 
University’s The Student Pottery Club and Studio 224 [graphic design] have both 
produced work for community events.).

· Offices offering services or talent to local and regional entities, including the  
 Internship Center, the Center for Civic Engagement, the Entrepreneurial  
 Leadership Center and the Student Incubator. 

· Emerging collaborative efforts such as the Northern Appalachian Network (at  
 California University of PA) and the Northern West Virginia Brownfields  
 Assistance Center. 

· The University campus also offers state-of-the-art classroom technology and  
 space for meetings, displays and dialogue that may be of use to community 
development efforts. 
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Possible partnerships which allow for cross-disciplinary action, including but not limited to:

1. Education about water quality in the region, civic engagement on environmental health, and the degree to which water quality can 
offer recreational/economic development;

2. Collaboration among University and community members focused on the arts, the region and its people, and opportunities and 
challenges facing communities throughout the region.

Next Steps:   

· Meet with California University administration officials to vet the idea and concepts.  

· Meet with West Virginia University officials to vet the idea and concepts.

· Convene the joint committee to produce the plan to move agreed upon concepts forward.

Budget:   $10,000 for meetings, site visits, drafting a plan
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APPENDIX  I 

Information on River Town Program and National Road Heritage Corridor

The River Town Program

The River Town Program, launched through the Pennsylvania Environmental Council (PEC) and now directed 
by the National Road Heritage Corridor, assists communities in recognizing the river as an asset around 
which potential community and economic development can occur, and thus a resource worthy of protection.  
This Program serves as a model for implementing collaborative solutions to environmental protection and 
restoration; for the participating communities this program has introduced outdoor recreation as an engine 
for economic growth and brought the recognition of regional cooperation as a strategy for sustainable 
development.

In 2010, the River Town Program was launched in communities bordering the Allegheny River in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania to test the strategies used in previous asset-based community development initiatives.  

The communities bordering rivers throughout Pennsylvania were founded as “river towns,” manufacturing centers close to river 
transportation and supplemented by rail.  With the decline of manufacturing, these communities suffered both job loss and 
population decline as generations that once prospered working in industries next to the river were forced to leave to find jobs.  The 
growth of a market interested in outdoor recreational pursuits and the intrinsic and natural attraction of water, led planners to explore 
the possibility of a navigable river as an asset upon which to focus revitalization strategies.

The River Town model improves the vitality, stability, sustainability, and prosperity of communities, businesses, and neighborhoods; 
introduces the concepts of outdoor recreational market growth, sustainable development, conservation, and environmental 
sustainability, and positions communities to attract new businesses and jobs to the area.

The overall objective of the River Town Program is to provide an efficient, effective, regionally-based resource to help local 
communities recognize rivers and their recreational opportunities as potential economic and community assets, and thus a resource 
worthy of protection.  This recognition is the foundation upon which related economic development, including recreational tourism, 
and environmental initiatives, such as storm water management, trail development, and clean energy projects are built.

Following the success of this Program in Allegheny County, six towns along the Monongahela River in Fayette, Greene and 
Washington Counties were added in 2011.  Two more communities joined the Program in 2013 and three municipalities in West 
Virginia now participate as well.

The need for community and economic development programs and resources has become even more important in recent years as 
communities work to recover from financial decline.  At the same time, community improvement programs, staff, and resources are 
in increasingly short supply due to budget cuts, funding reductions layoffs, reductions in business investment, and decreased private 
development activity.  The River Town Program presented an opportunity to address these issues by pooling resources, providing 
economies of scale, and building a broad range of professional and technical assistance in an efficient and effective manner. 
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The National Road Heritage Corridor

The National Road Heritage Corridor (NRHC) is a 501(c) (3) non-profit organization. As one of 
twelve state designated heritage areas under the Department of Conservation and National 
Resource’s Pennsylvania Heritage Areas Program, the designation represents recognition of 
the Historic National Road’s wealth of historic, cultural, scenic and recreational resources and 
potential as a tourism destination. Established in 1994, the Historic National Road was named a 
state scenic byway in 1995 and a National Scenic Byway All-American Road in 2002. 

The mission of the National Road Heritage Corridor is to advocate for, build awareness of, and 
encourage the conservation of the cultural, historic, natural, recreational and economic resources 
along the Historic National Road in Pennsylvania through education and interpretation vis-à-vis community development, in a manner 
that promotes partnerships among the corridor’s many stakeholders, and reflects, celebrates, and enhances the corridor’s national 
significance. Grassroots in its approach, the National Road Heritage Corridor relies strongly on the people and communities in the 
region to accomplish its mission and goals. 

The National Road Heritage Corridor works with local, state and national heritage partners in developing and enhancing the visitor 
experience along the corridor and in the region. Projects related to preservation and adaptive reuse have been undertaken in communities 
such as Brownsville, Connellsville, West Alexander and Scenery Hill.  Efforts to establish and enhance tourism infrastructure include 
activities in communities such as Ohiopyle, Point Marion, Uniontown and Dunbar.   The NRHC is also Fayette County’s development 
partner for the Sheepskin Trail and is currently undertaking the construction of a segment of that trail in Point Marion and Springhill 
Township.  In total, since the National Road Heritage Corridor began its operations in 1995, the NRHC has delivered state and federal 
grant funds and leveraged additional investments for regional projects in excess of $16 million. 

Along with its work as a state designated heritage area and a national and state scenic byway, the NRHC is engaged with several 
partners in the region on the state, local and national level and serves as a member of several boards and committees to advance 
conservation and aide the growth and sustainability of one of Southwestern Pennsylvania’s leading industries – tourism.  
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APPENDIX  II

The Launch of the Mon River Valley Coalition Action Agenda

In the summer of 2013, the State Representative of Pennsylvania’s 50th District, Pamela Snyder, met with the directors of the River 
Town Program and the National Road Heritage Corridor and urged them to develop a regional action agenda that would serve as 
a foundation for future regional efforts that would capitalize on heritage tourism and outdoor recreation and the economic benefits 
they offer.   This regional collaborative action plan would include methods and funding options for making recreational and heritage 
tourism a long-term priority. 

Municipal and civic leaders were invited to attend the first Monongahela River Coalition meeting on September 3, 2013 at California 
University.   Three dozen attended including members of council and mayors, tourism professionals, university representatives from 
both California and West Virginia universities, county planning directors, Representatives Pam Snyder and Pete Daley, Washington 
County Commissioner Harlan Shober as well as a representative from Senator Solobay’s office.

Following a review of the recent accomplishments and projects underway in the River Towns, the participants discussed how to 
continue the conversation and best position the Mon Valley for tourism.  Legislators present at the meeting urged the coalition to 
prioritize regional projects in an Action Plan for dissemination among leadership to garner support. Previous planning efforts were 
reviewed to determine applicable regional priorities. 

Two subsequent meetings were held as the action agenda and priorities were discussed. A consensus was reached for a five year 
regional plan – Capturing the Opportunities in the Mon River Valley.

A complete copy of this document can be found at: 
 http://monrivercoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/CapturingopportunitiesMonRiverValley_140502.pdf 


