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RAILS-TO-TRAILS CONSERVANCY

At Rails-to-Trails Conservancy, we are 
building a nation connected by trails. 
We reimagine public spaces to create 
safe ways for everyone to walk, bike 

and be active outdoors.



TRAILS & TRAIL NETWORKS AS ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

Demand for trails and outdoor recreation continues to grow

Trails and trail networks as foundational to economic 
competitiveness  
Trail Oriented Development
Trail Towns

Your role….



RECREATION COUNTIES ATTRACT NEW RESIDENTS AND 
HIGHER INCOMES



RECREATION COUNTIES ARE GROWING



DEMAND FOR TRAILS DURING COVID-19



DEMAND FOR TRAILS DURING COVID-19



DEMAND FOR TRAILS 
DURING COVID-19
86% say having access to the outdoors has 
reduced stress. 

58% go outdoors more or a lot more than before.



MENINO SURVEY OF MAYORS

Three out of every four mayors expect residents to 
spend more time visiting parks and greenspace than 
they did before the pandemic;

Roughly two-thirds expect residents will spend more 
time biking or walking. 

If these expectations hold, equitable investment in 
parks and open spaces will become even more critical 
as a foundation for an inclusive city. 



TRAILS AND TRAIL 
NETWORKS AS 

FOUNDATIONAL 
TO ECONOMIC 

COMPETITIVENESS  





THESE EIGHT TRAIL NETWORKS ARE 
CONNECTING MILLIONS OF AMERICANS…



TRAIL CONNECTIVITY 
MATTERS
• When trail connections 

are made, usage increases 
by 40-80% -Rails-to-Trails Conservancy

• A 2020 study by the National Association of 
Realtors found that people who had more 
walkable amenities near their homes were 
most satisfied with the quality of life in their 
neighborhood



TRAIL NETWORKS AS ECONOMIC COMPETITIVENESS





THE CAPITAL TRAILS NETWORK AS AN 
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT TOOL



TRAIL 
ORIENTED 

DEVELOPMENT



“City-State’s mission is to be a cultural institution and community hub. Our building is perfect for making beer, 
but the Metropolitan Branch Trail is vital to our larger goals, and we are looking forward to enhancing it. We are 
especially excited for the MBT to extend all the way to Silver Spring! Breweries and bicycles go together like malt 
and hops, and we will have bike racks and a water fountain available to the public. In addition to beer, we will 
offer to-go coldbrew coffee, tea, and other non-alcoholic drinks to MBT users.” 
-James Warner, Founder, City-State Brewing Co. Washington, DC

THE CAPITAL TRAILS NETWORK AS AN 
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT TOOL



MIDTOWN GREENWAY, MINNEAPOLIS



CARROLL 
CREEK LINEAR 
PARK –
FREDERICK, MD



TRAIL TOWNS

Trail Towns are a model of 
economic revitalization that 
places trails as the 
centerpiece of a tourism-
centered strategy for 
community revitalization.



REGIONAL TRAIL TOWN STRATEGY

Restaurants 

Accommodations

Bike shops

Cultural and historic sites

Regional /national parks

Camp sites

A coordinated network 
with services and 
amenities for trail users:



ELEMENTS OF A TRAIL TOWN 
Improve connectivity between 
trail and town
Improve level of services and 
amenities available
Ensure that investments are in 
the best interest of the local 
community
Foster a culture of hospitality, 
of stewardship, and of inclusivity 
in trail communities
Source: Amy Camp, Cycle Forward



TRAIL TOWNS
Established Programs
 Trail Town Program®: 10 years
Appalachian Trail Community 
Program: 7 years
Canal Towns Partnership: 7 years
North Country Trail Town Program: 
6 years
 Buckeye Trail Town Program: 6 
years
Arizona Trail Gateway 
Communities Program: 6 years
Kentucky Trail Town Program: 5 
years

Source: Amy Camp, Cycle Forward



CRITICAL ELEMENTS TO THE SUCCESS 
OF TRAIL TOWNS
Provide access to capital/lending

Offer business coaching (Small Business 
Development Centers or some other source)

Capacity to keep the program going



PRIOR LOCAL PLANNING

https://restoreyoureconomy.org/clientuploads/2012/10/IEDC_CoastalTourism_FINAL.pdf

https://restoreyoureconomy.org/clientuploads/2012/10/IEDC_CoastalTourism_FINAL.pdf


LRGV ACTIVE PLAN

https://www.railstotrails.org/media/601652/the-active-plan-low-res.pdf

https://www.railstotrails.org/media/601652/the-active-plan-low-res.pdf


LRGV ACTIVE PLAN



KATY TRAIL STATE PARK, MISSOURI





238 MILES

36 TOWNS

$18.5M DIRECT SPENDING



SUCCESS FACTORS…

Service-oriented businesses cluster together to pull in trail 
traffic

Events, programming, activities to draw in traffic and 
awareness

Safety: lighting and critical mass of people

Eliminate physical barriers (major arterials cutting off access 
to the trail)



YOUR ROLE…
Proactively identify and address legal barriers, land and building needs, 
economic incentives, and businesses needed along a trail (Trail advocates, 
elected officials, economic development entities, and business owners)

Dedicate resources to developing a trail corridor as a destination by recruiting 
a well-planned mix of businesses (economic development entities)

Harness anticipated future growth to fund infrastructure improvements using 
value capture tax instruments such as Tax Increment Financing (TIF) for major 
projects or Community Enhancement Districts for projects of smaller scope. 



YOUR ROLE…

Take action from the initial planning phases of a trail, such as 
establishing a community land trust, to keep costs artificially low for new 
businesses (or affordable housing) that want to locate along it.

Assess trail business owners’ perceptions of the trail’s impact and how to 
maximize benefit.



THE ROLE OF ECONOMIC DEVELOPERS

Support funding for trails, recreation and conservation

Utilize trail network and recreation projects as OPPORTUNITIES for 
leveraging larger economic development initiatives, rather than separate 
projects
Planning trail networks and active transportation systems provides opportunities to pull 
multiple agencies such as parks/rec, economic development, health, planning and 
transportation together to leverage resources and have more impactful outcomes

Marketing and promotion



FEDERAL RESOURCES & POLICY
Recreational trails program
Transportation alternatives (TA) 
program
Pending transport reauthorization bill 
will boost TA 70% over 5 years
Railstotrails.org/policy/trade

RAISE (formerly TIGER & BUILD), 
federal multi-modal competition



RECOVERY & STATE/LOCAL BUDGETS
IN - Next Level Trails is the largest 
infusion of trails funding in state 
history. 
Addtl $60m American Rescue Plan

“Trails have been an important resource for 
Hoosiers’ physical and mental well-being 
throughout the pandemic,” Gov. Holcomb 
said. “These projects are a transformational 
investment in quality of life for communities 
across our state and a valuable tool for 
economic and tourism development. We are 
creating important connections that take us 
one step closer to becoming the most trail-
friendly state in the country.”



OTHER FEDERAL RESOURCES

The Recreation Economy 
for Rural Communities 
planning assistance 
program: 
https://www.epa.gov/smartgr
owth/recreation-economy-
rural-communities
Economic Development 
Administration: Travel, 
Tourism & Outdoor 
Recreation



Thank You!

Liz Thorstensen
Liz@railstotrails.org
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