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Design Connect and the Aurora Community Trail

Design Connect is a multi-disciplinary, student-run, community design organization based at Cornell 
University, rooted in collaborative, democratic, and sustainable principles for the advancement of towns 
in upstate New York.  

The Village of Aurora approached Design Connect for assistance in planning a route and designing 
a concept for a community trail. The community hopes for a trail that is accessible at multiple points, 
available to all age groups, and easily identifiable, with the goal of promoting social interaction, encour-
aging physical activity, and sharing the “Aurora experience” with visitors.

The Village has received a $5000 donation from Blessing of the Boats, a citizens committee and fund-
raising organization, towards the completion of a trail. The citizen’s committee hopes to remain engaged 
throughout the planning and design process. Other community institutions, including Wells College and 
the Inns of Aurora, have also expressed interest and support towards the project.

The Village offered support to the team throughout the planning process by providing maps, historic 
information, and zoning and land use data.
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Site Description and Local History

The Village of Aurora is a small community of about 700 people located on the eastern shore of Cayu-
ga Lake some 30 miles north of Ithaca. The entire village is listed on the National Register of Historic 
Places, with homes in the area dating from the 1790’s. Aurora is home to Wells College, a private lib-
eral arts institution, along with an active public library and opera house. Surrounded by farmland, the 
community contains two public parks and several locations for public lake access. Village government 
consists of the Mayor, four Trustees, a planning board, zoning board of appeals, and a community his-
toric preservation panel.  

Conditions along the proposed route of the community trail vary widely. Trail segments integrate por-
tions of the community featuring agricultural land, grassy open space, existing urbanized space, and 
open lands with pasture-style vegetation. Short lengths of the proposed route pass through forested 
areas, and in several instances the route is punctuated by the deep gullies which span the width of the 
Village in multiple locations. The majority of the sections proposed within this plan cover ground with 
low to moderate slope intensity. Several proposed segments include existing informal paths already 
being used by members of the community, and all segments have been located to minimize erosion 
and impacts on sensitive plant and animal habitat wherever possible.
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Aim of the Project

The goal of this project was the completion of a full concept and specific description of a trail route 
through the community which incorporates distinctive local geographic features. Conceptual plans in-
clude a trail logo, signage, and a trail map or informational pamphlet. 

The final deliverables for this project include:

A report containing conceptual plans for a community trail, including specific route description 
and designs, sample designs for a proposed trail system logo, signage, map, and information 
pamphlet, and a presentation to the community summarizing the results of the team’s planning 
and design process.
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Project Support

The Aurora Trail project is uniquely positioned to fulfill several goals laid out in the Aurora Comprehen-
sive Plan, and draws support from its consistency with many of the desires expressed by community 
members. 
 
The Comprehensive Plan states that its general goals include “maintaining the charm and qualities of 
life that are inherently part of Aurora’s traditional character”, and “encouraging greater cohesiveness 
and community spirit among residents”. Essential steps in fulfilling those goals, as explained by the 
plan and fulfilled by the trail conceptual design, include:

• protecting existing lake access for residents
• providing access to recreational areas including walking paths
• seeking additional land devoted to pedestrian pathways along the Cayuga Lake waterfront
• beautifying and improving public spaces
• protecting public access to informal paths throughout the village

In addition, the Comprehensive Plan indicates that the Village should seek strategies to increase safety 
along the Main Street / Route 90 Corridor. The Aurora Trail project presents an opportunity to divert 
pedestrian and other recreational traffic away from the Village’s busiest streets, with the potential to 
significantly improve safety and the quality of the pedestrian experience. 

A variety of other regional and state level plans and initiatives place the Aurora Community Trail in the 
context of a larger push for the expansion of recreational opportunity, tourism promotion, and commu-
nity development in upstate New York communities.
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Research

The team approached the project by dividing work into three principal components: Research, Outreach, 
and Design. Throughout the process, the team placed a heavy focus on the importance of outreach; 
team members agreed that community input was central to creating a functional and inspiring design. 
While work on the community trail planning process was partitioned into phases, each individual partic-
ipant from the team spent time working on both research, outreach, and design, to ensure that the final 
plan produced by the team was grounded squarely in village history and the needs of the community. 

For several weeks, the team focused on research, gathering information on the Village of Aurora’s de-
mographics, history, institutions, topography, land cover, and existing resources.  Additionally, during 
this time the team gathered examples of past precedents for this project, evaluating community trails 
that had already been completed and the features that made them successful.  A portion of this re-
search was conducted by reaching out to stakeholders and specialists via phone and email to get as 
complete an understanding of the village and the goals for the trail as possible. During the research 
phase, all of the team members visited the village to carry out site analysis, collect photos, and to ac-
quire a first-hand feel for Aurora.

Suitability Map 
Trail of best fit 
considering: 
- Slope 
- Land/Tree Cover 
- Potential viewsheds 

Slope Map

Site Visit 1 Site Visit 2
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Outreach

The project team began the project with a commitment to community outreach.  Ongoing engagement 
with Aurora and its people have driven an open, collaborative design process.

Outreach on this project began with a project kickoff meeting, where the team worked with Mayor Bon-
nie Bennett to clarify questions about the objectives laid out in the project Memorandum of Understand-
ing and to gather preliminary background on community life in the village. During this meeting, the team 
worked to identify a preliminary list of  major stakeholders in the project to later develop a database of 
stakeholder contacts. Preliminary outreach, conducted during the kickoff meeting and via phone and 
email with the stakeholders identified, framed early portions of the research process and helped to 
guide the team as site visits were conducted along the trail route. Members of the team walked poten-
tial routes, visited local businesses and institutions, and considered ways to integrate elements of the 
Aurora landscape given the goals articulated in the project vision.

Against a backdrop of ongoing communication and outreach with stakeholders, the team planned an 
initial fact-finding meeting and brainstorming session. Meeting activities were structured to encourage 
stakeholders to think collectively about the barriers faced by the trail project and to evoke a variety of 
different ideas from participants on potential routes, uses, and trail themes.  With team members man-
ning each activity station, it was possible to engage directly with each community member to further 
develop our understanding of their individual, and thereby, the collective will and vision for this project. 

The team then crafted a preliminary design based on a series of guiding principles distilled from the 
thoughts and hopes of the many stakeholders who had been contacted.  The design was presented at 
a second community design review session, where community members commented on the proposed 
alignment of the trail and shared additional thoughts and concerns. Designs were refined by the team 
based on feedback collected during the design review meeting. 

Outreach Events
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Design Process

The entire team made several visits to the city of Aurora, observing the existing site conditions and 
communicating with stakeholders and community members through several community meetings. 
Maps, flipbooks, and a 3D model of the community and its terrain were presented to stakeholders to 
allow the team to  understand their perspectives and views on the proposed trail and the destinations 
the trail should encompass. 

Informed by information gathered through the research and outreach phases, the design of the trail 
strives to connect the town together through a series of paths each with a different surfacing typology.  
Preliminary designs for a trail route, logo, signage, and brochures were developed by the project team 
during a series of charrette-style exercises. The designs developed through group deliberations were 
then refined based on feedback received during a community design review, bringing the final design 
proposal into closer alignment with local priorities and knowledge about the site of the proposed path. 

Digitized Version of
our model exercise

3D Rhino Model
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Research

The results of the research phase of the trail planning process have been summarized below in the 
form of a Strengths-Weaknesses-Opportunities-Threats (SWOT) analysis. The SWOT framework is 
commonly used to organize background information that surrounds and influences planning for certain 
projects; it helps to identify internal and external factors that could positively or negatively impact plans 
for the project both now and in the future. Applying the SWOT framework to the Aurora Community Trail 
planning process also helped to narrow and define objectives, identify themes to include in the outreach 
and design phases, and frame the project in the greater local and regional context.

Strengths • existing tourism and activity
• major stakeholders have strong interest in maintaining a quality community
• broad project with room to express a variety of community desires
• beautiful location with existing historical sites

Weaknesses • potentially expensive features
• segmented / convoluted potential routes
• few alternative routes through town center
• need for a unified vision

Opportunities • funding potentially available a range of other sources
• chance to unify village features and strengthen village identity
• opportunity to enhance sense of community
• improves access for visitors
• could raise value of properties along the trail 

Threats • environmental, historic, archaeological review considerations
• long term maintenance costs and community support
• land and funding assembly for full implementation

Design Connect discussing ideas with some of the residents.
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Outreach

The results of the outreach phase of the trail planning process have been summarized in the table be-
low. Our outreach included the initial Request for Proposal (RFP), various community meetings, and 
one-on-one conversations. From these community interactions we collected information in regards to 
the route itself, desired features, and ideal uses for the trail. This information and the ongoing feedback 
was integral in understanding the community, its needs and the prospects for the trail before creating 
a design.

Route Features Uses
• Take advantage of existing 

informal trails, rather than 
trying to generate foot traffic 
in new areas

• Avoid sensitive plant and 
animal habitat, unstable 
slopes, poorly-drained areas

• Create a loop or circular 
route to make the trail most 
useful

• Connect with trail systems 
and networks outside of the 
village

• Ideal to link:
• boathouse
• other lake access points
• council tree 
• farm acreage south of  
Wells
• Inns
• other historic buildings
• cemetery
• swimming beaches
• playgrounds
• athletic fields

• Celebrate the existing land-
scape by drawing attention 
to natural elements, historic 
sites, and views

• Complicated exercise equip-
ment may be too expensive, 
difficult to maintain, underuti-
lized

• Design surfaces, widths, and 
features that are appropriate 
to their location - different 
zones will serve different 
functions

• Consider parking, water, 
trash, and lighting along with 
signage and maps

• Build community
• Improve health and fitness
• Showcase and unify Auro-

ra’s best features
• Encourage tourism and dis-

covery
• Foster appreciation for na-

ture
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Design Description

The complete Aurora Community Trail design is comprised of just over six miles of pathways which 
span the length of the village. To protect the continuity and functionality of the path system, several 
street crossings and gully-spanning bridge features are included in this conceptual design. 

The trail system features five distinct path segments: the Council Tree Loop, the Cayuga Connector, the 
Hillside Connector, the Wells Loop, and the Lower Loop. Each section offers a different atmosphere. As 
indicated in the included maps and tables,  each section utilizes surface materials that are best suited 
to both the surrounding natural environment and the anticipated uses occurring along each segment. 

The loop-and-connector design is also important as each segment can potentially function as an indi-
vidual trail. Since funding for the complete system may not become available all at once, this design 
can take place in phases while still maintaining the social and recreational needs of the community. 

This conceptual design weaves together a number of existing formal and informal trails, pathways, 
roads, and sidewalks. Including existing trails ensures the new design will serve areas where villagers 
are already interested in utilizing paths. It also reduces costs, as different segments of the system can 
be connected with minimal investment in wayfinding signage. Finally, given the constraints of traversing 
a narrow village bisected by frequent gullies, this approach prevents redundancy with already popular 
paths and reduces crowding in areas like the village center. 

AURORA COMMUNITY TRAIL
DESIGN CONNECT
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Segment Materials
Trail 
Grades

Features

Anticipated 
Vegetation 
Clearance 
Level

Implementation 
Difficulty Level

Council 
Tree Loop

5 ft woodchip 
path

Avg. 3%

Street crossings 
at Main Street and 
Sherwood Road, 
Entry Markers, 
Mile Markers

Moderate Moderate

Lower 
Loop

5 ft crusher 
fines stone 

path
Avg. 4%

Street Crossing 
at Main Street, 
bridge across 
Little Creek, 
bridge across 
Poplar Ridge Road 
shoulder drainage 
ditch, Entry 
Markers, Mile 
Markers

Low Moderate

Cayuga 
Connector

Existing 
sidewalk

Avg. 
1-2%

Inset mile markers Low Low

Wells Loop
5 ft woodchip 

path
Avg. 5%

Street Crossing at 
Main Street

Low Moderate

Hillside 
Connector

5 ft woodchip 
path

Avg. 
1-2%

Log step and 
footbridge at 
Dublin Hill Rd 
gulley, Entry 
Markers, Mile 
Markers

Moderate High

Segment Total Length
Council Tree Loop 6570 ft
Cayuga Connector 4000 ft
Hillside Connector 6523 ft
Wells Loop 5552 ft
Lower Loop 9799 ft
Total 32444 ft

Surface Material Total Length Utilizing Material
Woodchip 20192 ft
Crusher Fines 3980 ft
Existing Material 8272 ft

AURORA COMMUNITY TRAIL
DESIGN CONNECT
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Accompanying Materials

The logo for the Aurora Community Trail project plays on a theme already expressed in signage that 
is in use in the village. The rising sun pattern, together with both natural and historic imagery, smooth-
ly integrates with existing signage in the village and expresses how the trail celebrates Aurora’s signif-
icant natural and historic heritage.

Wayfinding signs and mile markers for the path feature the trail logo, segment name, and an arrow or 
distance, engraved on a metal panel and affixed to short wooden posts. In the village center along the 
Cayuga Connector segment, signage could be set directly into the concrete to reduce visual clutter 
and provide wayfinding with minimal disruption. 

A brochure containing a trail map, imagery of the local community, and information on the fitness and 
health aspects of the community trail have also been created and are appended to this report. This 
brochure could be made available to both visitors and locals at Aurora’s public buildings, Wells Col-
lege, and the Inns of Aurora, to familiarize readers with the trail’s features and route. 

The Aurora Community Trail is a 
collaborative project between The 

Village of Aurora and 
DesignConnect, a student-led 

design consulting organization at 
Cornell University. 

For more information please visit:
designconnectcornell.com

visitaurorany.com
auroranewyork.us

AURORA
Community Trail

Design
The trail design is based closely 
on information from residents of 
Aurora and what would be best for 
the Village. The Community Trail is 
designed in loops to allow for any-
thing from birdwatching to light 
strolls to long-distance running. 
Those using the trail can choose 
with trail loops to visit!
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Next Steps
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Right of Ways
Funding
Approval Requirements
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Community Support 

While initial discussions between Design Connect and the community have indicated a strong degree 
of support for the community trail project, community leaders must continue to cultivate support for the 
trail throughout the village. By strengthening the sense of community buy-in and ownership over the 
outcome of the project, the Village can significantly lower barriers to right-of-way acquisition, increase 
enthusiasm for identifying funding sources for the trail, and generate lasting interest in trail mainte-
nance among community groups. 

Secure Right of Ways

Moving forward, the Village of Aurora must negotiate with impacted property owners to secure public 
access rights along the proposed route of the trail. At relatively low cost, fencing and vegetative screen-
ing to reduce visual impacts on selected properties may be included in the overall cost of the trail de-
sign. Options like these may help to ease fears among property owners over the impacts of trail imple-
mentation. Wherever possible, the Village should seek voluntary agreements with impacted property 
owners, to reduce the influence of land acquisition costs on the overall community trail project budget.

The Village of Aurora must also collaborate with the Town of Ledyard to identify jurisdictional issues 
surrounding segments of the trail that cross outside of the Village boundary.

Secure Funding

Creation of a trail that is built to last and fully satisfies the community goals outlined in this plan will 
require significant financial support. Funding for trail projects of this variety is available from a range 
of sources at local, regional, and state level, as outlined in the Funding Sources table appended to 
this document. Together with existing funds provided by the Village and community group donations, 
matching funds and grants from outside sources must be sought to allow for full implementation. 

As designed, the trail project could potentially be implemented in phases, with each segment function-
ing as a stand-alone path. Phased implementation as financial circumstances allow is one option for 
distributing implementation costs across a wider time frame and easing some of the burdens of trail 
development.
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Approval Requirements 
 
Implementation and funding acquisition efforts may require the trail design proposal to undergo addi-
tional environmental, historic preservation, and accessibility review. While the design has been crafted 
to avoid conflict with these processes, the Village must be prepared to produce additional information 
in support of the trail proposal as the design review and implementation processes move forward. 

Ongoing Maintenance

The continuing success of the Aurora Community Trail depends significantly on maintenance and care 
paid to the trail to protect surfaces, features, and neighboring plant life. To protect trail quality into the 
future, the community must establish procedures for managing erosion, tree pruning, weed control, 
resurfacing, maintenance of wooden structures, and other needs which arise on a recurring basis. By 
allocating some of these responsibilities to existing Village staff or building relationships with local stu-
dent and service groups, the Village may be able to manage ongoing maintenance needs without great 
expense. 
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Potential Funding Sources

AURORA COMMUNITY TRAIL
DESIGN CONNECT

TRAIL	  FUNDING	  SOURCES AGENCY: WEBPAGE: DESCRIPTION:

National	  Trails	  Endowment American	  Hiking	  Society www.americanhiking.org

One	  of	  the	  best	  days	  to	  hold	  your	  largest	  fundraising	  event	  is	  on	  
National	  Trails	  Day,	  held	  on	  the	  first	  Saturday	  of	  June	  each	  year.	  This	  
event	  builds	  awareness	  about	  trails	  and	  trail	  systems	  throughout	  the	  
U.S.	  The	  American	  Hiking	  Society	  is	  the	  national	  sponsor.	  By	  
participating,	  your	  local	  community	  event	  gains	  added	  profile	  as	  part	  
of	  a	  coordinated	  national	  movement/effort.

National	  Recreational	  Trails	  Program	  (NYS	  OPRHP	  &
Federal	  Highway	  Administration)

New	  York	  State	  Office	  of	  Parks,	  
Recreation	  and	  Historic	  
Preservation

http://nysparks.com/grants/recreational-‐
trails/default.aspx

Trail	  development,	  acquisition	  of	  trail	  easements	  or	  rights-‐of-‐way,
and	  trail	  management	  activities.

Preserve	  New	  York	  (The	  Preservation	  League	  of	  NY	  &	  NYS
Council	  on	  the	  Arts)

Preservation	  League	  of	  New	  York	  
State

https://preservenys.org/01_what_grants_pres
ny.html

Historic	  structure	  and/or	  landscape	  reports	  and	  cultural	  resource
surveys	  to	  plan	  for	  the	  preservation,	  restoration	  or	  rehabilitation	  of
historic	  buildings	  and	  landscapes.

American	  Greenways	  Awards (Kodak)
http://www.kodak.com/eknec/PageQuerier.jh
tml?pq-‐path=2300617&pq-‐
locale=en_US&_requestid=1942

Projects	  to	  stimulate	  planning	  and	  implementation	  of	  greenways
throughout	  America.	  Activities	  such	  as	  mapping,	  ecological
assessments,	  surveying	  land,	  building	  trails	  and	  trail	  facilities	  are
eligible.

Environmental	  Protection	  Fund NYS	  Office	  of	  Parks,	  Recreation,	  
and	  Historic	  Preservation

http://nysparks.com/grants/historic-‐
preservation/default.aspx

park
preservation	  or	  rehabilitation,	  historic	  preservation	  of	  properties	  on
the	  State	  or	  National	  Register,	  and	  acquisition	  of	  easements	  for	  use
by	  general	  public	  for	  recreation,	  conservation,	  or	  preservation
purposes

Transportation	  Enhancements	  Program	  (NYS	  Department	  of	  
Transportation)

New	  York	  State	  Department	  of	  
Transportation	  	   https://www.dot.ny.gov/programs/tep

Dedicated	  to	  transportation	  related	  projects	  -‐	  facilities	  for	  bicycles	  &
pedestrians,	  scenic	  or	  historic	  highway	  programs,	  tourist	  &	  welcome
center	  facilities,	  transportation	  related	  museums,	  control	  &	  removal
of	  outdoor	  advertising,	  environmental	  mitigation	  to	  reduce	  
vehiclecaused
wildlife	  mortality,	  landscaping	  &	  scenic	  beautification,	  etc.

National	  Trails	  Endowment American	  Hiking	  Society www.americanhiking.org
Construction	  of	  new	  trails	  or	  improvements	  of	  existing	  trail	  facilities,
increasing	  disabled	  access,	  purchasing	  of	  trail	  lands,	  trail	  research
projects,	  and	  constituency-‐building	  for	  a	  specific	  trail	  project

Land	  and	  Water	  Conservation	  Fund Land	  and	  Water	  Conservation	  Fund http://lwcfcoalition.org/

Recreational	  Trails	  Program	  (RTP) Federal	  Highway	  Administration http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/environment/recre
ational_trails/index.cfm

The	  Recreational	  Trails	  Program	  (RTP)	  provides	  funds	  to	  the	  States	  to	  
develop	  and	  maintain	  recreational	  trails	  and	  trail-‐related	  facilities	  for	  
both	  nonmotorized	  and	  motorized	  recreational	  trail	  uses.	  

Rivers,	  Trails,	  and	  Conservation	  Assistance	  program National	  Park	  Service http://www.nps.gov/orgs/rtca/index.htm

Our	  national	  network	  of	  conservation	  and	  recreation	  planning	  
professionals	  partners	  with	  community	  groups,	  nonprofits,	  tribes,	  
and	  state	  and	  local	  governments	  design	  trails	  and	  parks,	  conserve	  
and	  improve	  access	  to	  rivers,	  protect	  special	  places,	  and	  create	  
recreation	  opportunities.

Federal	  Programs	  that	  Can	  Support	  Heritage	  Tourism Advisory	  Council	  of	  Historic	  
Preservation

http://www.achp.gov/heritagetourism-‐
assist.html Database	  of	  Federal	  Programs	  that	  Support	  Heritage	  Tourism



28

Individual Segment Maps and Slope Visuals

Cayuga Connector

Hillside Connector Lower Loop

Council Tree Loop



29
Lower Loop

Council Tree Loop
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Distance: 2228ft

Distance: 1725ft

5.3% slope

4.4% slope

Possible bridge / footpath
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Total Perimeter 
= 32400 ft
= 6.15 miles

North Loop:
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South Loop:
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