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Summary Results 

Discovery Process™ Training 

Killingly, Connecticut 

September 26-27, October 18, 2008 

 

Chapter One: 

Introduction and Background 

 

The Orton Family Foundation asked James Kent Associates (JKA) to bring its 

Discovery Process™ training to the Borderlands Village Innovations Project, 

Envision Killingly’s Future. This project was conceived as concern has grown that 

eastern Connecticut and western Rhode Island contain one of the last and 

largest hardwood forest remaining between Boston and New York. As urban and 

suburban growth has accelerated in this area, it has prompted concern about 

ways to conserve rural lifestyles and environmental conditions valued at the local 

and regional level. Figure One shows a satellite image, provided by a workshop 

participant, of night lights that highlights in darkness “the last green valley.” Two 

communities, Exeter, Rhode Island and Killingly, Connecticut were chosen to 

participate in the project. The JKA workshop focused on the Town of Killingly. 

 

Figure One: 

Night Lights Showing the Last Green Valley 
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James Kent Associates (JKA) specializes in cultural approaches to planning and 

change. Using our unique Discovery Process™, we “enter the routines” of the 

community to understand how the community currently functions, how people 

communicate in everyday life, the stories they express that tie them to the land 

and to kinship, what the current issues are, and the cultural mechanisms in place 

for “getting things done.” We find that when such a descriptive approach is used 

to appreciate the informal system of communication and support that is present 

in the community, then change strategies can be fashioned in a way that fosters 

empowerment of citizens and success in the change mission. 

 

The JKA approach is called Social Ecology, and there are two aspects of it that 

are important for this report. The first aspect is the recognition that the social, 

economic and ecological elements of community life must be integrated to foster 

long-term health and sustainability. All the elements must work together in an 

optimum fashion. Degradation of one element hampers the other two, and 

enhancement of one, enhances all, as shown in Figure Two. For example, this 

report will discuss the many issues that residents expressed with regard to 

access to water. Despite the mill heritage of the area, and for a variety of 

reasons, people no longer have swimming holes, fishing places, opportunities for 

canoeing and kayaking, or even the views of water that they had in previous 

years. These interests are citizen issues related to the social/cultural element. 

The social ecology question is, “How can citizens regain access to water in a way 

that improves the physical/ecological health of the area while promoting 

economic activity?” The answer to this question is the means to promote 

sustainability and the long-term health of society in northeastern Connecticut. 

 

 

Figure Two: 

 

 

 

© 2008 James Kent Associates 
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The second aspect of Social Ecology that has a bearing on this project relates to 

the idea of growing change from the “inside out.”   Change is more effective and 

long-lasting if it is built upon the informal community systems already in place to 

handle the challenges of everyday life. The more that ideas of “What change?” 

and “What plan?” come from residents themselves and fit their own conception of 

what community life should be, the more that the plan will be owned and 

implemented. This is called a cultural approach to change and contrasted with a 

technical approach to change. Almost always, change projects are approached 

as a technical concern, requiring experts to analyze information, outline the 

parameters of a problem, and develop solutions that fit technical requirements. 

Public involvement in this context is an effort to get “input”, but protracted citizen 

participation is seen as a detraction from the “real work of experts”—figuring out 

solutions for the rest of us. 

 

A Social Ecology approach recognizes that change is always happening in 

society and there are already mechanisms in place for people to survive, take 

care of each other, and maintain their culture. Rather than an “outside in” 

approach, an “inside out” approach works from the basis of what is already there 

and working.  This inside out approach recognizes that individuals are the basis 

of empowerment and that long-lasting and effective change must mimic and build 

upon the existing system. In a cultural approach, technical aspects are brought in 

at opportune moments but do not drive or dominate the process. Rather, citizens 

manage the process and are served by technical expertise. 

 

The Discovery Process is a method of implementing these concepts in practice. 

We consider the Discovery Process to be a science of process because of the 

systematic and predictable way in which it can be applied. Once the initial 

Descriptions are undertaken, strategies for action (Issue Management) are 

developed in which citizens carry the action. Each of these elements was 

included in the training, the results of which are summarized in this report. 

 

JKA conducted the first training session on September 25-26, 2008. It focused on 

the concepts of the Discovery Process and involved each participant going into 

the community and describing the social, economic and physical aspects of 

community life.  

 

After the first session, JKA staff conducted a total of ten days of Discovery work 

themselves, describing the community and talking with residents. The methods 

were two. First, we frequented gathering places in the area, talking with people 

randomly encountered. Second, we networked personal visits with people by 

continuing to ask workshop participants and others whom we met, “Who else 

should I talk with?” Discussions centered on what people liked and didn’t like 

about living in Killingly, and ideas they had for making life better. 
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The second session was held on October 18, 2008. This session involved taking 

the information generated through these various means and developing 

communication strategies and planning opportunities which reflected learning 

about the community. Both sessions had about 20 people and were conducted in 

Danielson, Connecticut. 

 

The next chapter of the report describes the community themes, citizen issues 

and opportunities that residents used to talk about their community. The citizen 

issues are organized into eight themes, and quotes and stories from citizens are 

used to provide context to the issues. Chapter Three outlines the communication 

and action strategies developed by the participants in the Discovery Process 

training. Finally, Chapter Four provides JKA insights and recommendations for 

broadening the awareness of and participation in the process by the citizens of 

Killingly, so that citizens truly “own” the planning outcome and are committed to 

its implementation. 
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Chapter Two: 

Into the Community—Discovering   

Themes, Issues and Opportunities 

 

This chapter will discuss the community themes and citizen issues described by 

residents during the Discovery Process. After defining the relevant terms in 

Section 1, Section 2 relates “stories from the field” to show how a variety of 

citizen interests and issues show up repeatedly in daily conversations which offer 

opportunities to create partners in fostering change. Section 3 displays the eight 

themes that residents talked about and the specific issues they described which 

would improve community life if resolved. 

 

 

Section 1: Definitions 

 

COMMUNITY THEMES are of widespread public discussion or interest that 

focus efforts to identify issues. They are widespread attitudes or perceptions that 

are socially-reinforced in everyday life. In and of themselves, themes are not 

actionable because they are too general. They prompt the fieldworker to probe 

with leading questions, such as “Tell me more about that,” or “What do you 

mean?” This invites the speaker to be more specific to see if there are issues. If 

there are no issues under the themes, it means the speaker is either reflecting a 

widespread perception that has no actionable component, or it may mean the 

speaker has a political agenda that he or she is inserting into the planning 

process. Such a person is less likely to be a partner in change. 

 

CITIZEN ISSUES are subjects of widespread public interest and discussion that 

an individual or network has decided to act upon to protect and maintain control 

of their environment. An issue is a statement that is actionable, and it is also tied 

to a name and face so that the resolution of the issue stays tied to the individual 

that has it. In this way, social action stays grounded in the community and fosters 

individual empowerment. 

 

OPPORTUNITIES are statements made by residents that improve the situation 

or make progress on the issue. They are “could” statements that are not 

evaluated for feasibility at this stage in the change process. 

 

 

Section 2:  Stories from the Field: The Discovery Process ™ in Action 

 

Eight themes emerged as natural categories from the descriptions from the 

citizens of Killingly and they are listed below. By far, the most common and 
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widespread issues related to the first three themes:  (1) Downtown Danielson, (2) 

Business and Economic Development, and (3) Recreation, Parks, and Access to 

Water.  

 

1. Downtown Danielson 

2. Business and Economic 

Development 

3. Recreation, Parks, and Access to 

Water 

4. Transportation 

5. Housing 

6. Lifestyle Routines 

7. Conservation 

8. Governance 

 

In this section, we have included a few stories from community fieldwork to give 

the reader a sense of how people in everyday conversation describe their issues 

in a way that makes mutual action possible. The issues described relate to one 

or more of the eight themes above. The number of the themes is included in 

brackets [ ]. 

The section that follows the stories describes each of the eight themes in turn 

with the issues that residents related about them.  

 

The stories show the power of everyday conversation to identify the real issues 

of concern to residents. Everyday conversations with our friends and associates 

can hold the key to understanding current trends and issues that influence us 

today and build our future.  From the conversation, you can identify the 

“emerging, existing, or disruptive” issues. Now that the citizen issue is attached 

to a person, appropriate action to secure the desired change can be taken.  

Whether the change comes in the form of citizen involvement and/or the creation 

of public policy or its reform, now action can be facilitated, with the person that 

has the issue, to make the necessary change. 

 

Story One: For a good pair of shoes 

 

Below is a detailed outline of a conversation Trish had with a local Danielson 

business owner.  From the conversation, she was able to determine the various 

issues that concerned the business owner. In this conversation, six of the eight 

issue themes are mentioned by the speaker, as shown in the brackets [ ].  

 

“I was determined to buy a pair of nice looking shoes that didn’t hurt my 

feet. It seemed that none of the shoes I brought on this trip were 

comfortable. I was surprisingly pleased with the quality and variety of 

shoes at a small local store, as the exterior façade lead me to think it sold 

mostly work boots and dress boots. 

 

All the sales people were very helpful to me and each other. After trying 

on perhaps five pair of shoes, I was ready for a good cup of coffee.  I 

asked, “Where can I go to get a cup of coffee and piece of pastry this 
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afternoon and just hang out and read my book?” The shop thought a 

minute and told me “to go over to Putnam to Victoria Station; they had 

good coffee and a comfortable place to hang out.” [1, 2, 3] I replied, “Isn’t 

there any place right here that I can go?” She said, “No.” I said, “Well it 

seems like a coffee shop would be a good business in town, just a place 

to hang out and meet friends, and it would add to the quaintness and 

ambiance of downtown.” She told me, “There is a local young women 

looking at buying the building next door and she wants to put in a bakery 

and coffee shop.” [1, 2, 3]  I told her that “I hoped it happened, so on my 

next visit I could try it out.” I mentioned that my first perspective of 

Danielson as an outsider was coming into town and seeing the many 

empty buildings. I asked about building owners, what Killingly did to draw 

small businesses, and if she thought the new Killingly Commons would 

help or hurt Danielson? She said that, “Killingly Commons won’t hurt 

downtown because what we have is very different than the chain stores 

out there.” [indicates a social boundary][1, 2]  “We specialize and offer 

great service and what you’ll find there is a lot of the same and no one to 

help you.” [2] I asked, “How can you compete with shoes at Target or TJ 

Maxx, even if the quality isn’t there? Aren’t’ people going for the least 

expensive?” She said, “I can focus on my store, take care of my 

customers, and if I’m successful, great.” [2] “They should put up a sign, 

giving direction to historic downtown, right past Killingly Commons. Then 

people would know we are here.” [1, 2]  

 

I asked, “What is unique about Danielson that you could draw on and use 

for marketing?” She said, “We have historic buildings and if they got a face 

lift and the absentee landlords would rent them there would be more 

activity downtown.” [1, 2, 8] “We could do a lot of things that don’t cost 

much to fix up the façade. We could get art students to paint scenes on 

the glass. That would look better than an empty building that looks like no 

one cares. Put some kind of taxation on decaying buildings, so the owners 

will keep them up.” [1, 2, 8] I am still trying on shoes, though I’ve lost count 

of how many, and really ready for my cup of coffee and something sweet. 

She continues, “we also have the river right here, but you can’t access the 

water and undesirables hang out over there by the bridge.” [1, 2, 3, 6, 8] “It 

would be nice if there was a boat dock and people could rent a paddle 

boat or kayak and go from Rogers down to Danielson.” [1, 2, 3]  

 

I asked, “Is there interest from others about water access?” and she said, 

“Yes, we used to have choices where we went to swim or hang out. We’d 

go over to Alexander Lake and swim or have a family picnic or if you had a 

boat you could put it in there.” [3, 6] “But people from Willimantic started 

coming over and it ruined the place for everyone. The owner closed it 

down.” [3] “We have water all around us but no access to it.” [3, 6] I told 
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her that, “I had been to the foot bridge and notice how the immediate 

areas seemed perfect for a park with water access.” “I told her that I liked 

the idea of students painting the face of the buildings. There could be a 

theme or just nice scenery, the whole community would get involved and 

excited about it. There are so many options.” [1, 2] 

 

I told her that, “I had been told by several people not to be downtown after 

5 pm. What’s up with that?” “Well downtown Danielson has a reputation 

for people selling or doing drugs on the street,” she told me. [1, 2] “I’ve 

never seen it and I don’t worry about leaving work after 5, but I do lock my 

back door. But my employees do worry. If we cleaned up downtown the 

people that hung out here would be different.” [1, 2] Somehow Danielson 

has gotten its share of people in need of social services and they live 

downtown and so they hang out here after hours. The apartments above 

some of the stores are HUD and so attract a certain person.” [1, 2, 5, 8] 

“Some of the apartments are really nice, remodeled, and well taken care 

of by the owners, but others are unbelievable.” [5] “The absentee building 

owners are letting those apartments run down so bad that you’ll have to 

gut them to remodel.” [1, 2]  

 

“Downtown has its problems but it also has its consistent shoppers that 

want a small friendly place to come. Where the shop people know them by 

name and go out of their way to help. There is no parking on the street. I 

tell my handicapped customers just to park anywhere because we don’t 

have police so you might as well. Handicapped customers have to go 

down the street to park, but we can’t do anything about it because it’s a 

state road.” [8] 

 

I told her she had a great community and that I hoped Danielson would 

find its uniqueness. I left with a new pair of great looking comfortable 

shoes.” 

 

 

Story Two: In search of my afternoon coffee 

 

By 2 or 3pm each day I am ready for my afternoon pick-me-up of coffee, a piece 

of pastry and to just sit somewhere and contemplate my day. So of course I 

asked each person I came in contact with “Is there a coffee shop around, where I 

can get a cup of coffee and a piece of pastry?” Quickly I noticed that I was 

getting the same answers each time, “Go to Victoria Station over in Putnam.”  

With a quizzical look on my face, I would say, “But isn’t there any place here I 

can go?”  I asked this same question to various people in seven businesses 
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around downtown Danielson, as well as a woman standing in line with me at the 

Post Office, and a teller at a local bank. Below are their responses. 

 

“Well you could go to Pizza Pizzazz or to George’s Galley,” but she said it 

with a shake of her shoulder to emphasize it’s not a coffee shop but they 

have coffee.  

 

Another said, “Well, George’s Galley has coffee and desert, but I know it’s 

not a coffee shop to just sit and hang out. For that, you should go over to 

Putnam to Victoria Station. That’s a really nice place. You’ll like it.” 

 

“We don’t have a little coffee shop here. Drive over to Putnam to Victoria 

Station. Now that’s a great place to meet a friend and have coffee.”  

 

When I asked a store clerk my question, she offered me a cup of coffee 

from a pot they have out for customers. I thought that was a great extra 

step in customer service and gladly took it. As I continued looking around 

the shop she told me, “You should go over to Putnam to Victoria Station if 

you want a place to hang out and have coffee. They have good pastry.” 

I’m a curious person and naturally responded with, “But isn’t there 

anywhere right here I can go?” Another woman had a deep searching look 

and finally shook her head saying, “I don’t know of a coffee shop around 

here, but you could go over to Putnam. There is a coffee shop there called 

Victoria Station.” 

 

“Well, you know we don’t have a coffee shop here anymore. We used to 

but it closed up some time ago. There is a young local woman who is 

looking to buy the building next door and put in a bakery and coffee shop. 

I hope it works out for her.” [1, 2, 6] 

 

The rest of the responses were similar, so much so that I won’t repeat 

them. 

 

Each time I asked what was now “my question” I hoped this new person knew 

something the other people didn’t. While I was pretty sure that was not the case, 

I continued to be hopeful. While my question was born out of a real need for a 

cup of coffee, it quickly became a conversation I was having with many people. I 

noticed that not one person suggested I go to Central Coffee on Rt. 12 in 

Danielson.  Each person sent me to another town for coffee. Perhaps people 

don’t consider that there is a social boundary between Putnam and Danielson, so 

the drive of 15 minutes and 8 miles was not an issue for them. And the fact that 

no one sent me to the Central Coffee on Rt. 12 told me they either didn’t know it 

was there, or the shop was not in their imagined geographic area. [1, 2, 6] 
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For me, the absence of a gathering place such as a coffee shop to sit, meet 

friends, and stay for awhile, meant that networks had to be creative in finding 

other ways of communicating and/or there was a disconnect in everyday 

communication between networks. [1, 2, 6] 

 

I did discover that George’s Galley was a gathering place for different segments 

of the population during different times of the day. The waitresses knew each 

person and engaged in personal conversations. There was cross table talk and a 

willingness to change something on the menu to accommodate specific needs.  

But I also discovered that local people didn’t refer me to George’s Galley.  As an 

outsider I didn’t know where to go for lunch or dinner, so I asked that question 

each day to different people. Only one person sent me to George’s Galley. I was 

very specific in my request for a good place to eat, “where locals go, many 

choices on the menu and it wasn’t too expensive.”  The absence of referrals to 

George’s Galley was an interesting one, especially when it came to asking 

downtown Danielson merchants the question. [1, 2]  I won’t speculate the many 

possible reasons why a store owner or sales person didn’t refer me to George’s 

Galley. What was most obvious and important to me was an unconscious 

statement about not supporting and networking with other merchants in 

downtown and how that would affect each one of them. This lack of connection 

between business owners was striking for an outsider looking in. [1, 2] 

 

 

Story Three: A drive to Putnam 

 

I finally had the time to drive all the way over to Putnam to experience what was 

now in my mind the infamous “Victoria Station.” It is afternoon and I’m ready for 

my coffee and something from their bakery while I ponder the learning of the day.  

This place was everything I’d hoped for in the way of a gathering place—great 

coffee and delicious pastries, and people of all ages mingling and talking. After 

several engaging conversations with people sitting around me in comfortable 

sunken overstuffed chairs and couches, I was satisfied and refreshed and left to 

walk around downtown Putnam. I found my way into a shop where a friendly 

person greeted me. While I was browsing we talked. Her insights told me a lot 

about Killingly from another outsider’s perspective. She and her family moved to 

Brooklyn for as she put it “a better quality of life.” [5] Below is an overview of our 

conversation. 

 

She told me that she had only been there a short while and that before 

she opened this shop she considered opening her store in Danielson 

because it was so close to her home in Brooklyn. [1, 2] But many of the 

“empty buildings on Main Street were in such disrepair” that she didn’t 

even get in touch with the building owners to find out the cost of rent. [1, 2] 
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She decided to open her store in Putnam because she knew she “would 

have a better chance at making it.” [1, 2, 6] 

  

She said, “Danielson could be such a cute town if they fixed it up. [1, 2, 7, 

8] We moved to Brooklyn because it was central to Hartford and 

Providence and Boston, and because it was affordable for us. [5] Brooklyn 

doesn’t have its own high school so my son goes to Ellis Technical High 

School. It’s a great place for him and gives him what he needs in an 

education and my daughter goes to Woodstock Academy.  My son started 

out at Killingly High School and that was a disaster and we decided to 

transfer him in a different school. That was a hard decision for us, but he 

likes it at Ellis Tech now.” 

 

Since she lived in Brooklyn I asked if she and her family ever shopped in 

Danielson or had an occasion to go into Killingly. She said, “No, there is 

nothing in town that we really need. I do most of my grocery shopping 

here or in Brooklyn and if we really want to shop we’ll go up to the mall in 

Mass (Auburn, Massachusetts). Because of the new Killingly Commons, 

we’ll probably shop there some. My daughter loves TJ Maxx and I’ll 

probably shop at Target.” [2] 

 

I asked if the shops at Killingly Commons would draw her into downtown 

Danielson to shop, she said she didn’t think so. [1, 2, 6, 8] 

 

Her shop was great and I had to force myself to not buy anything because I knew 

I’d have to package and ship it home. Her experiences and insights as to where 

she opened a new store, where she shops for the family, and where her children 

go to school have many implications for the economics, social fabric and identity 

of Killingly. 

 

 

 

Section 3:  Community Themes, Citizen Issues and Opportunities 

 

Themes and issues in this section were generated both by workshop participants 

and by JKA staff. Out of the many stories gathered during fieldwork, we found 

emerging, existing or disruptive issues and/or themes. We have used quotes to 

emphasize the importance of associating a theme or issue with a person. 

Although the person’s name is not included in this report for reasons of 

confidentiality, in an Issue Management program, the issue holder is, of course, 

known and is a partner in creating desired change. 
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This listing of the eight theme areas is consistent with the list above. Each theme 

is reported with its citizen issues, and opportunity statements of residents are 

included as well as where they were expressed.  

 

 

1. Downtown Danielson 

 

Community Concerns 

“The good ol’ days are gone, if they were ever good.” 

 

“Danielson has a reputation for low income, poor people, and drugs.”  

 

 “Across the bridge is the bad side of town. It brings bad elements into 

downtown.” 

 

“It’s not safe on the streets of Danielson.” 

 

“The town has abandoned us. If town hall could move, they would in a 

flash.” 

 

The Need to Clean Up 

 “Clean it up.” [Common] 

 

“Some areas are full of trash and need cleaning up.” 

 

“The town is run down. We need to figure out how to climb out.” 

 

“Cars don’t stop, they just drive on through. There’s nothing to entice 

them.” 

 

Economic Vitality 

“There is a local woman looking at a Main Street building to open a coffee 

shop and bakery. We need something like that.” 

 

“In the 1970s, there were more stores downtown. Smaller businesses 

were thriving. There was a ladies’ store, a men’s store, a bank, a 

hardware store. It looked nicer.” 

 

“Filling the stores would be good. I love that it is an old-fashioned 

downtown.” 

 

“I love my building and the changes we made to it. It’s got such great 

history. I’ve worked hard to make this a good business.” 
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“There are only 4-5 key businesses left. We have talked that if one more 

of us goes down, we’ll all go down.” 

 

“Resources have been put to downtown and it’s still losing.” 

 

“No one stops.” [Common] 

 

“Many of the stores won’t keep regular hours. It’s bad for business. A 

woman had ordered a drum set at the music store and called ahead to 

pick it up for her son. When she got there at 4:45, they were already 

closed.” 

 

“What we need most here are restaurants and coffee places. Something 

so that people feel like they can slow down and relax.” 

 

“What I love most about Killingly is the shopping in Danielson—Gils, 

Trinket-Shoppe, Heart and Home—all special places that you will not find 

anywhere else.” 

 

“I really thought that the courthouse would help downtown, especially with 

all the parking that came with it. I thought people would use the coffee 

house that located nearby and there would be spill over business, too. But 

the coffee shop could not make it and closed down. I don’t know what the 

problem was.” 

 

“People thought the courthouse would help but 18 businesses have gone 

because of it.”  

 

“Get business downtown. My advantage is I specialize.” 

 

“I live in Brooklyn so naturally I looked at downtown Danielson to open my 

business. But the downtown didn’t look prosperous, all the empty 

buildings, so I opened my shop in Putnam.” 

 

“There are drugs downtown that puts a damper on business.” 

 

“Support Main Street. Keep the businesses there. Revitalize downtown. 

Some owners are gung ho and some don’t care. Bury the wires. Get the 

same store facades. Get better parking. Old fashioned lights would be 

good. Get more police to deal with drugs.” 
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 Cooperation and Mutual Action 

“When I had my grand opening, no one came. I’ve bought from ____ 4 

times now and he never comes in. Many of the other business people 

have never been in.” 

 

“There was meeting in January about clean up and there was agreement 

that the railroad would paint the guard rail. It was never done.” 

 

“The town does everything in the park but not here. Get the town manager 

to live here.” 

 

Nightlife and Public Safety 

 “The number one issue is public safety because of less-than-desirable 

people. I want Danielson to have its own police force again so that there 

are enough police on the streets.” 

  

“Hoodlums break windows on regular basis.” 

 

“I was blocked one time by people hanging out near St. James. I had to go 

around the block.” 

 

“Get the police force back, especially at night. From 10 pm to 4 am, there 

is no police.” 

 

“It’s not safe downtown after 5 pm.” [Common] 

 

“There are people selling drugs downtown.” 

 

“At some point, the bridge may have to get pulled out, as it is the way that 

people from ____  get over here so easily.”  

 

I’d like to get street lighting likes the ones at the Trinket-Shoppe—

attractive lighting in the street to attract people and make the evening feel 

safer.” 

 

“Fix the sidewalks.” 

 

“There is no handicap parking downtown.” 

 

“All the ‘No Parking’ street signs are not current. We have no police force 

and no one to enforce that, so I tell my customers to park anywhere.” 

 

“The pedestrian crossings should help downtown, especially with the signs 

in the middle of the road. Better signage is needed.” 
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“Resident troopers are great but there are not enough of them. Plus, if 

there is an emergency, they get called away and we are vulnerable. After 

5, thugs and gangs are out. State can’t afford more.”  

 

Apartments 

“Apartments above the business have created big problems. Those 

people hang out and cluster and make others afraid to go downtown.” 

 

“A big problem downtown is the rentals above the stores. It adds an 

undesirable element downtown.” 

 

“There are too many rental units in the town. It’s not a healthy ratio. We 

should convert the apartments into ownership units.” 

 

“Apartments are not the biggest problem.” [Business owner] 

 

 “There was a two-year old who fell out of one of those apartments and the 

apartment turned out to be really in poor shape. Some of them need to be 

cleaned up.” 

 

 “We have 7 rentals upstairs and none of them are involved in night life. 

One is an 86 year old woman. They are nicer apartments than the others 

and I think that makes a difference.” 

 

Empty Buildings 

“A lot of the building owners don’t seem to care if they rent out their places 

or not. One building has been empty for 18 years, even though the owner 

had leads for businesses that wanted to locate there.” 

 

“The Commons [Killingly Commons shopping mall] will be attracting local 

shopping that is good for the area, but some businesses abandoned their 

own buildings to locate there, like McDonalds and others. This is adding to 

the stock of abandoned buildings. What will the plan do about that?” 

 

“There are too many empty buildings. Use them or tear them down.” 

 

Poverty 

“There are lots of people in Killingly now on welfare. There is an attraction 

here for welfare people.” 

 

“This area has the lowest rents in the region. Prisoner families move in 

because of the jail in Brooklyn. There are 38 group homes here, so you 

have all these troubled urban people coming here. There is a battered 
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women’s shelter here, that’s OK, but now they want to create long term 

housing for them. Where should that go? Not here! You have to spread 

that around.”  

 

Opportunities 

“More police should be patrolling downtown and moving the kids along so 

they don’t continue to congregate.”  

 

 “Require the cleanup of buildings. Make it a law that you can’t abandon 

buildings.” 

 

“It should be required to maintain buildings.” 

 

“Get the town council to visit the stores. Get the town manager to visit the 

stores.” 

 

“We need more eateries here. Starbucks, places with wifi.” 

 

“The utility lines need to be buried. Maybe that is a long term thing.” 

 

“To improve downtown, focus on the river. Once it is attractive and 

accessible, the demand for restaurants and other businesses downtown 

will increase.” 

 

“You can’t really improve the river in downtown without getting rid of all 

those rundown houses.” 

 

“When you are coming out of the Commons, there should be an electronic 

sign, ‘Visit historic downtown Danielson—1.5 miles.’ With the mall, 

downtown must specialize.” 

 

“The town got a blighted house ordinance passed and that has helped. 

I’ve often thought we need to tax empty buildings to discourage them. It is 

still needed.” 

 

“I’d like to redevelop the Killingly police force, send 3-4 of them for training 

at the academy, have 2 on duty during busy times and 2 floaters.” 

 

“We could do a lot of things that don’t cost much to fix up the façade. We 

could get art students to paint scenes on the glass. That would look better 

than an empty building that looks like no one cares. Put some kind of 

taxation on decaying buildings, so the owners will keep them up.” 
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“The Economic Development Commission just got grant of $500,000 for 

façade improvement.” 

 

“Put a sign on Rt. 101 next to Killingly Commons directing people to 

“Historic Downtown Danielson.” [Several times] 

 

“We’ll do ads to keep the business coming.” [in response to mall opening] 

 

“Create an event that requires people to come in the stores, give away a 

prize, make it fun.” 

 

“Take care of abandoned buildings. Make the landlords do something. The 

goal should be more variety.” 

 

“Apartments should be owner occupied.” 

 

 

2. Business and Economic Development 

 

Community Concerns 

“There is no place to shop. We have to go all the way to Norwich or Rhode 

Island. Now we have Killingly Commons.” 

 

“Two stores closed down. People buy from chains. The economic pie is 

too slim and getting worse.” 

 

“Local ownership is a strong value.” 

 

“We need development but not too much.” 

 

“Allow some development to improve local economy but keep it rural. The 

rural feel is essential.” 

 

What Kind of Business and Development 

“We don’t want any warehousing.” [Common] 

 

“Putnam has the antique stores. What do we have?” 

 

“The Council attitude was that any business would do but that is not right. 

You have to plan.” 

 

“Small stores are better than WalMart.” [Common] 
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“We should keep trying to find new uses for the mill sites.” 

 

“It’s great the building supplies store is here now. That is a positive 

development.” 

 

“Retail is dead and it won’t come back.”  

 

“You have to travel so far for stores. The mall should help.” 

 

“The grocery store closed down, that’s too bad. Stop N Shop is too 

expensive, so I go to Putnam for groceries.” 

 

“We need a sports store, a Christmas tree store, a fabric store. There is no 

24 hour restaurant. By 9 pm, everything is closed down.” 

 

“I can’t see houses around new commercial on 101, maybe condos. Malls 

don’t reduce taxes. Condos and residential may pay less taxes but they 

are more reliable than commercial.” 

 

“The Town passed two measures recently that helped farmers. One was 

farm machinery abatement that eliminated taxes for equipment under 

$100,000 in value. The second was farm building abatement that 

eliminated taxes for farm buildings less than $100,000 in value.” 

 

“The farmers’ market is really helping. Without the retail sales of the 

market, I could not make it in wholesaling alone.” [Farmer] 

 

“They should get restaurants and shops into the Ames shopping center. 

We need a Christmas tree shop, and other small shops.” 

 

“My brother lives at the lake and he sees less smoke coming from Frito 

Lay. We think they are in trouble and slowing down.”  

 

“It’s almost impossible for Mom and Pop operations to get going. Three 

have come in the last few months and two are closing.” 

 

“Ed did a good job with the re-design of the mill. We worry some about all 

the shops and the housing but then we think. The mills always had 20 or 

30 cars in the parking lot. That wasn’t so bad.” 

 

“You don’t have to do anything for the 101 corridor. Growth will go one 

mile west and one mile east and that will be it.” 
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Business Support 

“It is a disoriented area. There is no sign for the movie theatre. The 

entrance sign was taken down or not put in, so the intersection is not 

clearly marked.” 

 

“The state is requiring me to do a septic for 400 people, although the most 

workers I’m likely to have in my space is 40. It doesn’t make sense.” 

 

“The state changed the Commons layout to limit ingress and egress. Now 

there are these big islands you can’t get around. The transportation 

department is very difficult to work with.” 

 

“I can’t get any help from the landlord. I got a leaky roof and some other 

problems and I just can’t get any attention.” [Business owner] 

 

“The first industrial park did not leave enough separation between 

business and residential. I know people at the Lake do not like this. I think 

the second park is laid out better.” 

 

“Signage around town is confusing.”  

 

“It was only recently that signs for Killingly got put up. That has helped a 

lot.” 

 

 “I don’t want to leave town for shopping and the doctor.” 

 

“I am afraid of what will happen to big properties around this area. Will 

they develop and how? There are 5 or 6 large parcels along 101 in East 

Killingly, including the horse farm. Some of the parcels have the sewer 

through it so will they be higher density? 

 

Employment 

“There are no good jobs here. I do temporary services and a variety of odd 

jobs.” 

 

“I’m sort of a middle of the road kind of guy. You have to have growth but 

you have to have a balance. The mall will bring in 500 jobs but they will be 

low paying. That is no answer. You need ‘primary’ jobs.” 

 

“The casinos hired 8000 people and grocery stores and other businesses 

around here get leftovers. There is no labor pool to hire except teenagers. 

We can’t get more seasoned workers.” 
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 “Our land is cheap. We have sewer and roads and a good workforce. Our 

limitation is that 28% of people do not graduate high school. How can we 

improve that and increase the value of our workforce?” 

 

“People have to go to the cities for jobs. Mostly Providence and 

Worcester, with some to Hartford.” 

 

“There are no manufacturing jobs in U.S. We have to look at the world 

market, anticipate, get involved. Don’t allow any more trucking and 

warehousing. What is a skilled job? If an office building miraculously 

appeared, those workers would be coming from elsewhere. Nobody lives 

where they work. Houses are here and you live somewhere else. The 

Town is limited in what it can do about higher wage jobs. We should be 

thinking as a region for this issue.” 

 

How Businesses Survive 

Stories from Killingly business people show that four elements are used as 

strategies for business survival: local ownership, service orientation, price points, 

and use of the Internet. 

 

Local ownership of individual and family enterprises is the way in which Killingly 

developed and sustained itself over the years.  Business owners and many 

residents attest to the continued vitality of this community value. They believe the 

benefits of local ownership outweigh the benefits of chain stores and out-of-area 

ownership. 

 

In addition, service orientation is considered by business owners to be essential 

for survival in the era of chain stores and shopping malls. Listen to this story of 

one business: 

 

“_____ Store was throwing a party to celebrate 60 years in business. 

Employees, many of them family, were grilling and giving out hot dogs, 

drinks, chips, and even barbecued shrimp. The owner said that his father 

had taken over the business decades earlier from Mr. ____ for whom he 

worked. ‘We are still old school,’ he said, ‘and really focus on service. It is 

the relationship we form with people over the years that has kept us in 

business, even as ____ [chain store] went in nearby.’” 

 

One customer at the barbeque said, “I bought ____ from you 30 years ago 

from your father who serviced it ever since.” 

 

“My business is word of mouth. If you don’t follow up, you’re done for. 

You’ve got to give return service within 24 hours.” 
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When a Borderlands teammate was looking for a health food store, one couple 

went out of their way to explain where it was and to emphasize that “they will 

take good care of you.” It is the long-term relationships established through 

business practices that carry a business over through time. 

 

“Kids are in here and will come back because of family. I would not be 

here except for family business.” 

 

“About 40% of my business is by the phone. Customers know me so well 

and trust what I tell them, that they just call me up and tell me to bring 

something over.” 

 

Business owners also emphasized that they keep their prices competitive. Some 

owners are part of “buying groups” which buy volume to keep prices down, and 

others reduce their rate of profit in order to stay competitive. Several shop 

owners said their “price points” were as good as the chain stores. 

 

Finally, a number of businesses reported that their business extends beyond 

their store. The use of the Internet to expand the customer base is pronounced 

among the most successful businesses in Killingly. Examples are the Trinket-

Shoppe, the bike store, the gymnastics store, and the Toy Loft. 

 

“They had a very specialized product that led me to think they do a lot out 

of state business.” 

 

 

3. Recreation, Parks, and Access to Water 

 

Community Concerns 

“There is no access to water.” 

 

“There is no fishing.” 

 

“Our history is connected the whole way with water, and we can’t get to it.” 

 

“There is nothing to do in Killingly anymore.”  

 

“The whole town of Putnam revolves around water. It’s very open and 

public, safe and fun, with many events. They stock trout. What an 

attraction.” 
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“I lived in Putnam for awhile. I loved the river traditions there. Access to 

the river there is everywhere, open and safe. You could walk downtown. 

It’s not as private and hidden away.” 

 

“I met my future husband at the Lake when we were in 8

th

 grade.” 

 

Access to Water (swimming, fishing, canoeing) 

 “There is no place to swim or for my family to go on a Sunday.” [Frequent] 

 

“There is no place to swim, not in Putnam, Danielson, Brooklyn. Plainfield 

has a pool and Mosa [sp.] pond, but that’s it.”  

 

“There is no public BBQ.” 

 

“There is no place to fish.” 

 

“Kids need a place to swim and hang out. Adults need a place too.” 

 

“I’d like access to Alexander Lake for picnics, swimming, and family 

gatherings.” [Very common] 

 

“Everyone has a story about Alexander Lake. So many years of swimming 

and family gatherings. It’s what made this town unified. Everyone’s 

connected to Alexander Lake.” 

 

“Re-open Alexander Lake. We used to go there and swim and have a 

picnic. Now that he closed the lake down it is only used by people that 

have houses on the lake, and if you have a boat, there is no launch. 

People from Willamantic started coming over and swimming in the lake 

and it got dirty. There is no place for a family to go picnic by the water and 

BBQ or swim or play. We can go to Hygeia Lake [Hygeia is a Greek 

Goddess of Health], but that is different, that is not our area.” 

 

“I did a petition to bring back Alexander Lake but the current owner just 

wouldn’t consider it. I got 847 signatures and 700 of the signers had to tell 

me a story about it.” 

 

“There is no public access to Five Mile River. It gets no attention.” 

 

“Is there access to the River around here? Sure would be nice.” 

 

“There is a little known access to the river from River Ridge. People just 

don’t seem to know about it.” 
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“We need a swimming area. Hygeia off Valley Road is mucky. My 

swimming place was the Old Killingly Pond. We tried to get a swimming 

area there but the state owns the land, the town owns the road, and 

private interests own the water. You can’t guarantee the level of the water. 

You could purchase access to the water but the liability issues are 

enormous. We could not get it worked out. A few truckloads of sand and 

some portable johns and it would have been all that was needed.” 

 

“Old Killingly Pond was a favorite area. The 29 cottages there are dead 

set against any re-opening. They put up the fence but it probably is not 

legal. Water is owned by Chestnut Hill Irrigation which has 999 year lease 

on the water. The ponds are not regulated. Old Killing Pond is pretty 

clean. We’d like to see the gunk cleaned out of lower ponds. They are 

filling in.” 

 

“For one reservoir, the state said you had to leave it open at night for the 

fishermen, but then the party people came as well, kind of ruining it for 

everyone.” 

 

“We need river access. There are no places for families to get into the 

water, picnic, put in a raft or canoe. You should be able to rent a canoe at 

one end of a 5 mile walk/river and take it out at the other end. This way 

the person/family doesn’t have to do anything, just show up.” 

 

“Bike shops should rent bikes. Advertise the hiking and biking in a different 

way so we can capitalize on the environment’s special qualities.” 

 

“We lost great views of the river and the falls in Danielson when Highway 

6 was realigned. There was a roundabout at the end of Maple—every time 

you drove around it, you saw the falls. Now you have to walk up to the wall 

and peer over. I just can’t believe this has happened.” 

 

Parks and Paths 

“There is no place for kids to hang out.” [Very common] 

 

“We need smaller neighborhood parks.” 

 

 “Cat Hollow Park should be enhanced and protected.”  

 

“Cat Hollow is such a plus. Donna did a good job.” 

 

 “We need more pocket parks, parks close to home.”  
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 “Killingly needs to have more small neighborhood parks and accessible 

walking trails. This should be short-term goal because it is achievable.” 

 

“Pocket parks are very important. There should be a park in every 

neighborhood.” 

 

“There is not a single public outdoor barbeque pit left in Killingly.” 

 

“A bike path was started and will connect Killingly and Plainfield. This will 

be so good for the area.” 

 

“A trail is underway from Danielson to Plainfield. They’re working on it 

now.” 

 

Kids need a place 

“Kids need more recreation.” [Common] 

 

 “Kids need a place for their skateboards. I see elementary kids out at 

midnight. Where are their parents?” 

 

“We do need something more for kids. They have nothing to do. A youth 

center was tried years ago, by ____’s mom, but it just didn’t work.” 

 

 “We need a skateboard park.” [Common] 

 

“When I was a kid, all the villages had a school and they all had cheap 

basketball courts. It was fun and simple to do. Kids today need something 

to do.” 

 

“Those kids want a skateboard/BMX park at Owen Bell that was supposed 

to happen. I think there is some snag now.”  

 

Opportunities 

“We could have a water slide or a water park on the 20 acres along Five 

Mile off of Commerce Avenue by the foot bridge. There could be a boat 

dock and canoe rental there also.” 

 

“The natural resources of Killingly are increasingly not known, they are not 

appreciated, and they are certainly not showcased and they should be. I 

think of something you could call ‘Undiscovered Killingly.’ The town could 

be promoted this way.” 

 “Downtown recreation should be encouraged.” 
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Bike store people were interested in creating more trails, and linkages 

between regional trails. 

 

 “It would not take much to get a put-in spot for canoes and kayaks below 

the dam at Rogers, and then you’d have a great float down to the 

confluence at Danielson.” 

 

“The town sewer line through Cat Hollow and up the Whetstone must 

come with an easement, so you could put a trail there.” 

 

“The town sewer line is twenty feet from Whetstone Brook and the town 

must have an easement. If the town has authority, it could create a bike 

path and connect it to others.” 

 

 “I try to rally people, do fundraising activities. There is a bike group. 

Bikers are a cross section of different people in town.”  

 

“The town got a recreation requirement from developers of Killingly 

Commons. What should it be? On the Target side, there is a great place to 

get down by the water along the railroad tracks. There are other places 

behind the mall that ties to the water if we want to go that way.” 

 

“There could be water trails for kayaks and canoes. They are easy to 

transport across barriers like roads. It could be possible to put together a 

water trail of some length, the way the water bodies are near each other. 

Many are connected already. There could be a kayak shop and other 

recreation businesses here.” 

 

 “Recreation and commerce go well together. ‘Undiscovered Killingly’ 

could be a general theme and include water and bike trails.” 

 

“The gates at Old Killingly Pond could be reworked. There are liability 

issues. How does town handle them for Hygeia?” 

 

 

4. Transportation 

 

Community Concerns 

“Public transportation should be strengthened and linked to bike and 

pedestrian paths.” 
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“There is no transportation. If it rains, the buses don’t come and you can 

be stranded anywhere.” 

 

Citizen Issues 

“We should explore a monorail here. It could go between the freeway 

lanes to provide mass public transportation. They have much less 

maintenance than rail lines and the land is free.” 

 

“Better transportation is needed. There are transit buses but not enough. 

There are many disabled who cannot get around very well. A house to 

house service is needed.” 

 

“Bring back the east/west trolley between Killingly and Providence, and 

the north/south trolley between here and New London.” 

 

 

5. Housing 

 

Community Concerns 

“It’s quiet here.” 

 

“I moved here because there were too many gunshots in my 

neighborhood.” 

 

“Houses should be homes not investment.”  

 

“With our mill heritage, we should focus on a walking village.”  

 

 

Citizen Issues 

”We were able to buy a house much cheaper than where we came from in 

Rhode Island. It’s one reason we moved here.”  

 

“Newcomers love the cheap land and housing but then they want the level 

of services from where they came.” 

 

“Killingly started in a hole. Five villages, occupied by poor, run down 

homes. Rip them down and build again. Why keep mill homes?” 

 

“Limit the speculation and flipping of houses. Favor newcomers who want 

to stay and make a contribution. What policies can do this?” 
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“I’m a Yankee. I don’t want any government saying you can’t build a house 

in the countryside. Someone has to have the right to do what they want 

with their property.” 

 

 

6. Lifestyle Routines 

 

Community Concerns 

“This is home.” 

 

“I love it the way it is.” [Common] 

 

“If newcomers get involved, they get taken in.” 

 

Citizen Issues 

“There is nothing to do in Killingly anymore. So much is lost, like the 

theatre. Bring in something fun.” 

 

“It would be great to have a dance place in town, something for the 20s 

crowd.” 

 

“We are pleased with educational system and the new high school that is 

going to be built.” 

 

“It’s dangerous to cross the street by the fire department.” [in Dayville] 

 

“Danielson’s got a drug problem.” 

 

“There are many concerns here about crime, public perception of danger, 

empty store fronts, drugs, loitering, and the appearance of town.” 

 

“I’ve had my bike stolen twice.” 

 

 “Some kids just can’t succeed in school and what do we do with them?” 

 

“Our dropout rate is too high. We should not accept failure in the schools. 

The school should not pass on a student that is not performing.” 

 

“Too many parents are neglectful and not around for their kids. That never 

would have happened in my day. What a difference a generation makes!” 

 

“The new high school has a capacity of 1200 but there are only 800 

students. They should have combined with Putnam high school.” 
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“Attawaugan and Ballouville need recreation and a community house, 

someplace to get married, have a reception, throw a party. Too many 

fears of liability.” 

 

 

7. Conservation 

 

Community Concerns 

“It’s one thing to designate a conservation area, but who will take care of 

them? The Town of Killingly is not always able to.” 

 

“The ponds are becoming eutrophied. There is more algae and weed 

invasion. It used to be the ponds were drained to kill the plants but without 

the mills that doesn’t happen anymore.” 

 

“Chase Reservoir was given to the town. Planning and Zoning was close 

to putting an overlay designation on reservoirs to foster conservation but 

now it may not happen. This would have real value and little pain if we can 

get it done.” 

 

“People want to save the oak in front of the Ames building.” 

 

“The Conservation Commission is good for this town. You have to have 

quality of life, preserve something for the future. Now as our 401ks have 

dwindled, at least we have beauty around us.” 

 

“The tree huggers joined the Conservation Commission and they are 

difficult to deal with. It probably does help to make a balance.” 

 

“Five Mile River is a great resource, but fish have been in decline. It took 

me two years to find out that stocking has been reduced.” 

 

“We must have small villages so we don’t encroach on wildlife. 

Government must step in sometimes even though some people won’t like 

it.” 

 

“How do we get a good balance between development and conservation? 

That is a worthy goal. It really is ‘the last green valley.’” 

 

Citizen Issues 

“There should be a way to manage the pond and reservoir system again 

to clean up the water.”  
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8. Governance 

 

Community Concerns 

“People complained about U.S. Gen [sp?] when it first came in, but it now 

pays about $3M a year to the town in taxes.” 

 

Citizen Issues 

“Planning and Zoning is the proper way to get the growth we want but it 

needs updating and changing as time goes on.” 

 

“An example of the way things don’t work is ‘sewer avoidance.’ That is 

being used to limit growth even though the push to get areas out of septic 

and onto sewer is environmentally the best way to go. Opponents of 

growth are opposing sewer as a way to stop growth. That is the wrong tool 

to direct growth. The whole town should be sewered and probably will be 

eventually.” 

 

“Local business development should be better supported. When I re-

opened my business I was surprised by how much it cost for permits. It’s 

too hard to get approval.” 

 

“The ratio in Killingly between taxes from residential and from 

commercial/retail is about 50/50. In Pomfret, it’s probably 90/10. You want 

to keep a pretty even ratio. Residential development costs much more for 

the town than commercial or retail development. A house will pay $5-

7,000 a year in taxes but each child costs the school about $12,000. The 

Council should support more commercial and retail development.” 

 

 “The town needs a coordinated effort to reclaim the empty buildings. You 

can’t abandon downtown.” 

 

“The Town charter needs revision. Nine councilors are too many. Too 

many cooks spoil the broth. Get rid of districts and make them at large 

positions, because otherwise they come in with provincial attitudes just to 

serve their district.” 

 

“Get rid of council people by district. It’s too parochial. We need a charter 

change. They fight over the budget every year.” 
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 “Taxes are becoming a problem if you’re on fixed income. Taxes were 

frozen for the elderly but now if they take taxes out of your estate after 

you’re gone, they want 18% interest. No one will want to do that.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




