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Disposition of the Laws Farmhouse  
The Laws farmhouse is located in Orange County along 
Guess Road near the entrance to the park and is re-
moved from all of the other park amenities, facilities 
and parking. The house was built ca. 1929 and contains 
a portion that may be 19th-century in origin and have 
historical significance. During the initial park planning 
and development, the house was determined to have 
no uses or function for the park. The potential for 
relocating the house was pursued, but because of the 
nature of the construction this was not practical. During 
the initial park development, the house was planned 
and budgeted for deconstruction. Later, Orange County 
requested that the funds slated for deconstruction be 
used instead to stabilize the house to mitigate its fur-
ther deterioration while Orange County decided what 
to do with the house. The two boards formally agreed 
that Orange County would pursue any further actions 
with respect to the house independent of additional 
funding from Durham County, an option provided for in 
the Interlocal Agreement.    

At this point in time, Orange County cultural resources 
staff and the Historic Preservation Commission remain 
interested in exploring the possible 19th-century 
portion of the house, and whether that portion (or the 
entire) structure is worthy of renovation/ restoration. As 
per the Interlocal Agreement, if the house is retained 
and further work on it is pursued, this will be done by 
Orange County alone.

Scope of Program O�erings
A significant decision for the future of the park is the 
scope of program offerings. Current programs offered 
at the park, as noted in the preceding sections, are 
popular and well-received, and serve an important role 
in helping connect the public to nature.

With the passage of time and regular public input, it is 
possible to evaluate the strength of existing programs 
at the park and assess the possibility for new or revised 
programs for the future. Both counties will continue to 
evaluate the potential for new programs and tweaks to 
current programs to match the community’s interests. 

There two types of programs currently offered at the 
park, and that will likely be part of the mix of program-
ming going forward – a) staff-led programs and b) 
contracted programs. 

Staff-led programs are offerings that are developed 
and implemented by park staff. These programs utilize 
existing resources in the park and are budgeted and im-
plemented using internal plans and procedures.

Contracted programs are those which are scheduled 
and offered by contract from outside organizations. 
The wildlife group CLAWS, Inc. would be an example 
of a contracted program. Staff uses park patron and 
public interests in programs to identify offerings in 
areas where staff may not have expertise or materials, 
but that non-profit and other related organizations may 
have along with a structured program. In many cases, 
contracted programs require funding to pay the organi-
zations for their program offering.

While Orange County’s Department of Environment, 
Agriculture, Parks & Recreation has nature programs 
as a key part of its mission and function, the Durham 
County Open Space program does not include pro-
gramming as a part of its current function and mission 
for budgetary or staff time. Any new proposed pro-
gram initiatives should be presented during the annual 
budget preparation, and both counties should discuss 
the impacts and feasibility during the budget meetings. 
Any decisions on programming will be mutually agreed 
upon at that time. This said, however, it is also possible 
that Orange County may have an interest in expanding 
its nature program offerings consistent with its mis-
sion and goals, without Durham County in a position 
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to support such an expansion. To address this type of 
situation, the Interlocal Agreement includes language 
to allow one county to undertake a program or event 
on its own, with communication and concurrence of 
the other partner.  

As this discussion proceeds in coming years, both coun-
ties will engage in a dialogue about the future scope of 
program offerings and program expansion though the 
Annual Objectives process, and proceed with a mutual-
ly-agreed upon plan.

If both counties agree that increased program oppor-
tunities are desirable, more data may be needed to 
determine the most appropriate programs to offer. 
Data from the survey suggests support for increased 
program offerings at Little River Park. The 2012 survey, 
though showing support for increased programs, and 

especially programs that promote physical fitness, 
did not ask respondents to identify specific program 
choices. The range of potential programs is broad, so 
a more detailed survey of park users may be helpful in 
determining where to focus efforts for program devel-
opment. In addition to soliciting demand for additional 
programs, financial costs and revenues and facility/staff 
resources will need to be considered.

While not exhaustive, the following ideas were identi-
fied from the surveys as possible new programs: addi-
tional environmental education classes; environmental 
education summer camps; and orienteering/backcoun-
try skills classes. Also mentioned were running clubs/
classes; cycling clubs/classes; outdoor fitness classes 
and “Track Out” camps (for year-round schools).
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Conclusion

Collaborations and partnerships have been a part of Lit-
tle River Park since its very beginning. The community, 
the two counties, land conservation agencies and local 
trail groups have all contributed to the protection of 
this large tract of land along the North Fork Little River. 
As one of sources of water for Durham, it would make 
sense to protect this stretch of river. It supports spe-
cies of fish which are indicators of high water quality. 
Other species of wildlife that are listed as threatened, of 
special concern or regionally rare including freshwater 
mussels, black vultures and striped skunk have been 
documented within the park. The land mass which 
formed under this area tells the story of 650 million 
years of volcanic activity, tectonic upheaval and ero-
sion. At least 12 areas of cultural importance have been 
documented within the park that can trace its land use 
records back to the 1790s. After nearly 15 years of oper-
ation, Little River Park continues to grow into a unique 
place for nature recreation.  

Public input indicates the public’s desire to preserve 
the park’s natural resources as well a need for growth. 
Improvement or expansion of the trail network and the 
addition of programs or facilities that promote physical 
fitness also ranked as top priorities. There is also strong 
support for fee increases to support the expansion of 
park programs. Park statistics reflect the support of the 
community: annual attendance and program participa-
tion has more than doubled in the park’s first ten years. 

Accomplishing the goals of the master plan will require 
the support of both counties governing bodies. For the 
park to grow and thrive and continue to offer a unique 
natural and recreational opportunity for the region will 
require a combination of increased budget, funding for 
CIP projects, and outside revenue through grants and 
donations. 

The future Little River Park lies in finding the balance 
between the desire for growth and expansion of 
recreational opportunities weighed against the inten-
tions with which this partnership began: to preserve 
and protect a large wilderness area along an import-
ant source of clean water. The projects and objectives 
outlined in this master plan can serve to strengthen the 
partnerships already in place and to also to explore new 
partnerships. 




