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Introduction
The First Impressions community exchange program was designed to help communities learn
about their strengths and shortcomings through the eyes of first-time visitors. Volunteer
teams undertake unannounced visits, record observations, and give constructive feedback to
the exchange community. These reports are often used as part of broader community
assessment or planning processes to inform community policy and action. ›
On November 11, 2015, five volunteers from the Town
of Putnam visited the Town of Canton/Collinsville on a
rainy, overcast Thursday afternoon. The team
conducted upfront online research and several had the
perception that this was a wealthy suburb of Hartford
with nice old homes and a downtown. They were
encouraged to visit the community for shopping or
events based on their online research. The team was
pleasantly surprised with what they discovered during their visit and identified several areas
for improvement. The following is an overview of the highlights and re-occurring themes of
the visit.
First Impressions Visit
For the first ten minutes of the visit, the team drove around town. The very first impression
they had was of a clean, vibrant, wealthy community.
" Collinsville (the Downtown) exceeded what I thought
it would be. The quaintness and cleanliness of the
town impressed me and I found it to present as a
quintessential New England Town."
Overall the team was impressed with the quality of
green spaces and clear application of design
guidelines and good planning throughout the
community. Downtown, they noted the quality of
window displays, ease of parking, great
walkability to the bike path and river area,
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and a good mix of artsy boutiques and merchandise. While the team felt the
downtown had tremendous assets as the "centerpiece of the community" they felt
that it could be promoted better and that options for sit-down dining in the
downtown area were too limited. No public restrooms or lodging options were
observed. They suggested that bike and coffee shops would be great additions to the mix of
downtown businesses. The quality and availability of the housing downtown, particularly
restored single family homes, was adequate and these seemed to be well integrated into the
downtown, but some members of the team were not impressed with the quality of the condos.
The team felt the real estate in the downtown area could be better balanced between services
offered to local residents and those available for tourists. In particular they felt there was a
huge missed opportunity in the location of the town hall on
prime real estate downtown "Surprised that so much of
"Everyone was very friendly,
downtown is consumed by the Town Hall. I would prefer to see
from locals who not only work
the Town Hall relocated and that space used for interesting
there but live there and also
shops and restaurant. It really seems like waste of a cool
the people who are traveling
downtown space. This is a huge Achilles heel for the
there from the Hartford Area.
downtown." Since the community residents are primarily
We had great discussions and
commuters, the team observed few other major employers
indicating that tourism and local services comprise the bulk of
a few of them noted similar
economic activities here.
reasons of being a great place
to live and a great education."
A very significant theme throughout
the visit, and perhaps one of the
community's greatest assets, was the quality of customer service they
received at businesses and very positive conversations the team had
with local residents. "Everyone was very friendly, from locals who not
only work there but live there and also the people who are traveling
there from the Hartford Area. We had great discussions and a few of
them noted similar reasons of being a great place to live and a great
education." There seemed to be a lot of community pride, particularly
about the quality of life, recreational areas and community pool, and
local schools. the team was awed by the number and quality of
recreational services for a community of this size. "Residents seemed
very proud of their schools and cited it as a primary reason for moving to the area." Residents
who tell positive stories about a community can be great promoters so this should not be
overlooked as an asset to capitalize on.
The team also noted several challenges and potential opportunities. The cemetery area with
stunning views was also noted as a significant asset but the team felt it was poorly signed and a
missed opportunity for tourism promotion. "We circled the cemetery via Cemetery Road and
realized that the entrance to the road desperately needs a "Scenic View" pointer sign. The view at
the top of Cemetery Road on this overcast, foggy day was stunning and one can only imagine how
beautiful the view is on a sunny day especially when the autumn colors are at peak." Another
team member noted "The graveyard was really unique to me. I have never seen one climb up a
hill like that nor be so close to the downtown district." While the river and trail area was viewed
as an asset, the team wondered about the community's vulnerability to, and
preparation for, possible flooding. It was clear that the Canoe and Kayak store and the
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bike trail is a significant draw but there were no shared bicycle services or public
transportation options observed. The team did not attend during a significant event but they
noted that there seemed to be several unique big events that draw people there including "Fire
on the Water," Sam Collins Day and the Tree Festival. Both teams agreed that they could learn
from one another regarding event development.
Wrap up
List three positive things you observed about this community:
1. River and bike path- overall great walkability and scenic views
2. Beautiful architecture and historic preservation of residences and buildings
3. Very inviting business owners and local residents
What are three potential opportunities available to this community?
1. More restaurants, art galleries and antiques.
2. Create a livelier downtown with more retail, better restaurants, and more variety. Consider
a Collinsville Business Association?
3. Support and develop tourism with guided recreation programs for tourists or more tourism
in general
What are three biggest obstacles or challenges facing the community?
1. Growing the downtown- relocate town hall from downtown
2. Creating regional connections with other interesting towns in the area
3. Very few economic development opportunities since it is a bedroom community
In the end both communities realized that they had much more in common than they expected.
They both have bike trails and rivers and were both flooded in the 1950’s. They both also
learned something about their own community by participating in this program. The Putnam
team said they learned that "implementing Design Guidelines are paramount to the continued
success and uniformity of our community" and that "there is a great opportunity for more
residential integration." Putnam also said they would be revamping the "Discover Putnam"
website with more visuals and detail based on what they learned from Canton/Collinsville.
Both towns wished that they had more time to spend in each
town and with each other. They really enjoyed meeting each
other at the wrap up luncheon and learning more about each
other’s first impressions. They hope to maintain this connection
and to continue to learn from each other in the future through
quarterly phone conversations and ongoing communications.
This report was prepared January 2016 by Laura Brown, UConn Extension, and Susan Westa, Connecticut Main
Street Center based on raw data from team visits and notes from the community debrief session held on
December 11, 2015. For more information visit
http://communities.extension.uconn.edu/connecticut-first-impressions-program/
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