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INTRODUCTION
WHEN TRAILS ARE AT THE HEART OF
COMMUNITIES, COMMUNITIES THRIVE.
At Rails-to-Trails Conservancy, we have seen what’s possible when trails weave through the fabric
of cities and towns. When trails are nearby, people have more opportunities to get outside and be
active. They can choose to bike or walk instead of drive to their destinations. Local businesses benefit
from increased foot traffic in urban places and stronger tourism in rural and suburban places. All told,
trails become the foundation of healthy, thriving communities.
RTC’s Projects of National Significance are initiatives that magnify the value of independent trails by
connecting them into powerful trail systems that help people get where they want to go by bike or on
foot. We believe that trail networks can deliver smart transportation, strong economic growth, healthy
people, competitive regional advantage and social equity. The heart of this work comes through
smart investments that close gaps in trail systems and improve access to major destinations across
communities and entire regions. The scope of this work is a placemaking strategy, with trails as the
catalyst.
State of the Trails 2016 explores RTC’s current Projects of National Significance—six out of 12 projects
we envision by the year 2020—digging into the promise each brings.
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THE IMPACT

Capital Trails Coalition
Capital Crescent Trail
Jon Lowenstein

Capital Trails Coalition
Washington & Old Dominion Railroad Regional Park
Barbara Richie

Baltimore Greenway Trails Network
Gwynn Falls Trail
Katie Harris

EXPAND SMART TRANSPORTATION OPTIONS
More than one-quarter of all trips we make are less than a mile—an easy walking distance—
and nearly one-half are within 3 miles—an easy biking distance.¹ Trail networks create the
infrastructure that encourage and enable people to walk and bike as part of their daily lives.
For example, in Milwaukee, as many as one in five residents do not own a car.² With access
to a connected regional trail system, more people will have active transportation options that
safely and conveniently connect them—and others across the region—with the places they want
and need to go. The Route of the Badger will create safe routes to everywhere for everyone,
regardless of age, race and income.
The greater D.C. region is home to hundreds of miles of trails on the ground—used and
cherished by the area’s 6 million residents and 20 million visitors annually. Yet, those trails are
not seamlessly connected in a cohesive, easy-to-navigate network. By closing gaps that exist in
trail networks across the greater D.C. region, the Capital Trails Coalition will change the way
people live, play and get around. The project will build upon the city’s already strong reputation
for active transportation and outdoor recreation, offering a shining example of a successful trail
system for members of Congress seeking to push for similar networks in their home states.
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FUELING STRONG BUSINESSES AND ECONOMIES
As trail systems grow, they spark new investment in trailside businesses and commercial
opportunities along their routes. In urban areas, this supports trail-oriented development on the
neighborhood scale; in rural and suburban communities, this spurs and supports tourism, bringing
new dollars into the community.
In the Circuit Trails region, individual trails in Pennsylvania counties have long proven their
economic impact; a study of the Schuylkill River Trail—a major component of the Circuit Trails—was
found to have had a direct economic impact of $7.3 million. In New Jersey, where the trail network
is burgeoning, a New Jersey Department of Transportation Bicycle and Pedestrian Safety Report
found that active-transportation-related infrastructure, businesses and events have been estimated
to contribute nearly $500 million to the New Jersey economy.
For the Industrial Heartland Trails Coalition, new regional economic opportunity is central to
the vision. A recent study of the potential for the trail project to generate tourism labeled the “I
Heart Trails” as a destination—one that has lure—a “wow” factor and leaves lasting impressions. The
trails alone offer serenity, scenery, historical sites, industrial relics, public art, trailside eateries and
more. Beyond the trail, visitors can cycle, drive or be transported to a wide variety of attractions.
The study found that the Industrial Heartland Trails Coalition is uniquely positioned to bring value
to the region by influencing trail development and quality, trail-to-town connections and tourism
promotion. These findings are bolstered by the fact that the economic impact of trails within the
project footprint has already been demonstrated: Visitors to the rural Ghost Town Trail have a
positive annual impact of $1.7 million, and people who frequent the Three Rivers Heritage Trail in
Pittsburgh generate $7 million annually for the local economy.

PROMOTING SOCIAL EQUITY
Trail systems can bridge gaps within and between communities, creating new access to jobs,
physical activity and outdoor recreation—offering active transportation options to the more than
90 million Americans without a car. ³
In California, the Bay Area Trails Collaborative serves communities in incredible need of safe
places to bike and walk. More than two-thirds of African Americans and Latinos living within the
project’s footprint are overweight or obese4 and have few places for safe outdoor recreation; the
cities in the region with the highest poverty rates—Berkeley and Oakland—are also at the bottom
of statewide rankings when it comes to bicycle and pedestrian safety.5 What’s more, the region’s
communities of color are least likely to own cars, limiting their transportation options.6
The city of Baltimore is fragmented by busy roads and a history of failed policies that have left
entire communities isolated from transit, trails and outdoor recreation. The Baltimore Greenway
Trails Network is building citywide capacity to address health issues and economic disparities.
Through changes made in the built environment by building a greenway trail and active
transportation network, the coalition is connecting the city’s diverse neighborhoods with the
downtown core—and jobs, education and opportunities for physical activity and outdoor recreation.

¹Smart Routes to Everywhere: Building Healthy Places for Healthy People Through Active Transportation Networks,
Partnership for Active Transportation
²Alliance for Biking and Walking 2016 Benchmarking Report
³ Active Transportation for America: The Case for Increased Federal Investment in Bicycling and Walking, 2008
4
An Equity Profile of the San Francisco Bay Area Region, PolicyLink, 2015
5
California Office of Traffic Safety
6
An Equity Profile of the San Francisco Bay Area Region, PolicyLink, 2015
7
Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission 2012–2013 Household Travel Survey
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THE IMPACT
IMPROVING PUBLIC HEALTH
Creating accessible opportunities for people to get out and get moving is a game changer
for public health. When people have access to safe places to walk within 10 minutes of their
home, they are one and a half times more likely to meet recommended activity levels than those
who don’t.8 Comprehensive trail systems can give people new access to outdoor recreation
opportunities in ways that improve health and reduce the costs and burdens of health care.
For example, in Southeast Wisconsin, the Route of the Badger offers new access to outdoor
recreation, with the potential for improved physical activity and a savings in direct health-care
costs of more than $22.4 million.9
The Baltimore Greenway Trails Network will create opportunities for exercise among a
community that has high rates of physical inactivity, In part because of failed policies that have
isolated entire neighborhoods from public outdoor space and transit. Nearly 30 percent of the
city’s population reports no physical activity, and their rates of chronic disease are staggering: 31
percent are obese, 33 percent have high blood pressure, 35 percent have high cholesterol, and
26 percent have heart disease.
The Circuit Trails project in the greater Philadelphia region is focused on strengthening
the region by providing healthy transportation and recreation opportunities that enhance
neighborhoods and increase access to jobs, community destinations and green space. By
the time it is complete, which is expected to be in 2040, more than 50 percent of the region’s
population—more than 3.1 million people—will live within a mile of the Circuit Trails and will have
new opportunities to be physically active. Already, nine hospitals have joined efforts to host
Prescribe-a-Trail walks with medical professionals in an effort to encourage healthy lifestyles in
the Circuit region.

Route of the Badger
Elroy-Sparta State Trail

Amy Henschen

Route of the Badger
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The Circuit Trails
Cynwyd Heritage Trail

Thom Carroll

Industrial Heartland Trails Coalition
Scranton Flats/Towpath Trail
Canalway Partners

ENHANCING REGIONAL COMPETITIVENESS
Trails have become destination-worthy sites and formidable economic generators that contribute
to tourism and local economies. Trails and tourism have become intertwined to the benefit of
communities and small businesses. What’s more, quality of place is a key factor in attracting and
retaining a younger, highly educated workforce. And trails add value. Millennials walk, bike and
take public transportation significantly more than people their age did a decade ago, and nearly
80 percent of those living in large cities say they get around on foot.
In the Midwest, the Industrial Heartland Trails Coalition’s 1,400-mile-plus network will span
48 counties across parts of four states: Western Pennsylvania, northern West Virginia, eastern
Ohio and the southwestern corner of New York. Pittsburgh will serve as the network’s hub, with
trails radiating out of the metro area and connecting to Cleveland, Akron and Ashtabula in Ohio,
Morgantown and Parkersburg in West Virginia, and Erie in Pennsylvania. These are communities
with a shared past, present and future: of innovation, steel, agriculture, manufacturing, boom,
bust, reinvention, renewal and innovation once more. The “I Heart Trails” initiative creates an
opportunity for these communities to redefine perceptions—attracting new businesses, new
residents and new tourists to a region connected by the country’s largest trail system.

Places to Walk: Convenience and Regular Physical Activity, American Journal of Public Health, 2003
Valuing the Economic and Health Impact of Bicycling in Wisconsin, May 2011
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THE PROJECTS

BALTIMORE GREENWAY TRAILS NETWORK
BALTIMORE, MARYLAND
The Baltimore Greenway Trails Network is a game-changing urban trail network that will link three
existing Baltimore City trails to form a 35-mile loop connecting the city’s diverse neighborhoods with
the downtown core. When complete, this project—a partnership between RTC and Bikemore—will greatly
open up bike and pedestrian access to major civic institutions and destinations, including universities,
hospitals, museums, parks, schools, waterfronts and employment centers. Only 10 additional miles are
needed to close critical gaps.
LEARN MORE: railstotrails.org/baltimore
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BAY AREA TRAILS COLLABORATIVE
SAN FRANCISCO BAY AREA
The Bay Area Trails Collaborative—comprising more than 40 nonprofits, public agencies and private
entities—envisions a cohesive network that will connect the area’s nine counties through more than
1,000 miles of trail. The completed trail system will connect local communities with jobs, resources
and open space, and provide healthy recreation and active transportation options, including
hundreds of miles of trails, bicycle and pedestrian paths, and greenways that abound in the region.
LEARN MORE: rtc/li/uniting-the-bay-blog
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THE PROJECTS

CAPITAL TRAILS COALITION
WASHINGTON, D.C. REGION
The Capital Trails Coalition seeks to create a 400-mile-plus network of multi-use trails that are equitably
distributed throughout the Washington D.C. metropolitan region, linking communities and major
destinations, promoting health and physical activity, and helping spur both economic development and
trail tourism. The regional trails network will transform public life by providing healthy, low-stress access
to open space and reliable transportation for people of all ages and abilities. RTC is a founding partner
in this coalition, which was conceptualized by the Washington Area Bicyclist Association.
LEARN MORE: capitaltrailscoalition.org
10

THE CIRCUIT TRAILS
THE GREATER PHILADELPHIA REGION
The Circuit Trails is an innovative, regional urban trail network that is connecting people of all ages
to jobs, communities and parks in the nine-county Greater Philadelphia region. When complete, the
initiative—which is led by a coalition of dozens of nonprofit organizations, foundations and agencies—
will encompass 750 miles of trails on both sides of the Delaware River, building upon the region’s
existing active transportation infrastructure.
LEARN MORE: circuittrails.org
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THE PROJECTS

INDUSTRIAL HEARTLAND TRAILS COALITION
The Industrial Heartland Trails Coalition, comprising 24 groups and jurisdictions working together,
is a regional trail project with a mission to revitalize the Rust Belt. “I Heart Trails” will eventually
connect 48 counties in Ohio, Pennsylvania, West Virginia and New York through an off-road trail
network of more than 1,400 miles, ultimately becoming the largest destination trail network in the
country.
LEARN MORE: ihearttrails.org
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ROUTE OF THE BADGER
SOUTHEAST WISCONSIN
The Route of the Badger—a partnership of RTC and the Wisconsin Bike Fed—offers a vision of healthy,
thriving communities in Southeast Wisconsin centered around a world-class, 500-mile-plus regional
trail system that connects people across towns and counties. Southeast Wisconsin is currently home
to 340 miles of existing trails; a relatively small investment focused on closing gaps in the network
can dramatically improve the connectivity of the trail system.
LEARN MORE: railstotrails.org/RouteoftheBadger
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ABOUT RTC
Rails-to-Trails Conservancy, a nonprofit organization with more than 160,000 members and supporters,
is the nation's largest trails organization dedicated to connecting people and communities by creating a
nationwide network of public trails, many from former rail lines.
Connect with RTC at railstotrails.org and @railstotrails on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram.

