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▪ Exclusive newsletter

▪Grant Announcements

▪ Trail-Building Toolbox

▪Webinar library

▪ Peer-to-peer learning on TEN 
Facebook group

Join at rtc.li/TEN

Join the Trail Expert Network (TEN) today

http://rtc.li/TEN


Technical Support

If you encounter technical difficulties, here's how to troubleshoot:

1. Log out and back into the webinar

2. Listen by phone: 1-301-715-8592 & Webinar ID: 886 0039 9451 

3. Browse Zoom Customer Support topics & contact 
Customer Support: https://support.zoom.us

Live captions have been enabled for this webinar and you can toggle 
them on and off using the closed captions         button at the bottom of 
your screen. 

https://support.zoom.us/hc/en-us/articles/206175806


Great American Rail Trail



Liz Thorstensen

Vice President of Trail Development,

Rails-to-Trails Conservancy

liz@railstotrails.org

mailto:liz@railstotrails.org


Trails and trail 
networks are 
foundational to 
economic 
opportunity & 
overall economic 
competitiveness  



Trails and trail 
networks are 
foundational to 
economic 
competitiveness  



▪ 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. 

Menino Survey of Mayors



More Than a Trail!

▪ One of the goals of the Great American Rail-Trail is to support community economic 
development

▪ RTC estimates that the Great American Rail-Trail will cost approximately $1 billion to 
complete (recouped within five years by direct visitor spending along the route, per 
the findings of the study)

▪ Since the trail was announced in 2019, more than $54 million has been invested 
in projects that fill critical gaps along the route.



Trail Connectivity 
Matters!
▪ It’s about access: 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
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Economist,

Headwaters Economics

megan@headwaterseconomics.org
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Independent Nonpartisan Research 







How we measure economic impact

Trail Users:
• Trail Counter Data

• Statistical Modeling
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How we measure economic impact

Trail Users:
• Trail Counter Data

• Statistical Modeling

Visitor Spending:
• Previous studies

Economic Impact:
• IMPLAN statistical 

model







The Great American Rail-Trail

could generate annually:





GRT will support diverse industries









Rural recreation counties gain population

Non-recreation counties lose population

Net migration, 2010-2019







Strategies for impactful advocacy

AUDIENCE ISSUES OF INTEREST MESSAGES TO 

EMPHASIZE



AUDIENCE

• Public officials and agencies

• Businesses

• Private Citizens

Strategies for impactful advocacy



ISSUES OF INTEREST

For public officials and agencies:

• Community health, safety, and 
welfare

• Fiscal responsibility and 
budgeting

• Economic diversification

Strategies for impactful advocacy



MESSAGES TO 

EMPHASIZE

• Increase state/local revenues 
by attracting visitors

• Source of community 
cohesion and pride

• Complements existing 
community plans and 
strategies

Strategies for impactful advocacy







headwaterseconomics.org/contactSubscribe to updates! 
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• Heart of the Community



Free City 
wifi in the 
corridor





10’-12’ 2’2’

Concrete ConcreteAsphalt



Trail Concept







Before FIRST AVE



After FIRST AVE











Trail Plazas
(every 3-4 blocks—6 total)





Trail Plazas



Big Picture: Connections



Public Art
-Pedestals for sculptures



Public Art
-Murals on backs of        
W. Broadway businesses



1st Avenue 

























Plazas Convert to
Transit Stops
(every 3-4 blocks—7 total)



Trail Plazas
Convert to 
Transit 
Stops



Big Picture: 
A Connected Metro Core



OnFIRSTCB.com



FIRSTAVECB.com
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How Do You Leverage a 
Trail/ Trail Network for 

Economic Development?



Involve Everyone!
Elected Officials
Trail Planners/ Advocates
Local/Regional/State Agencies
Economic Development Orgs/Chambers
Main Street Organizations



Intentionality Is Everything!

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

Thoughtful and coordinated marketing and promotion: events, events, events!



Your Role 
(or what you should 
advocate for)…

✓ Have a vision: Dedicate resources to 
developing a trail corridor as a 
destination by recruiting a well-planned 
mix of retail, housing, commercial, 
office, transportation options, etc

✓ Proactively identify and address legal 
barriers, land and building needs, 
economic incentives, and businesses 
needed along a trail

✓ Dedicate resources to recruiting 
businesses, assist business owners 
through the startup process, and 
educate them on the customer base 
coming from the trail 



✓ Take action from the initial planning 
phases of a trail: establish a community 
land trust to keep costs artificially low 
for new businesses (or affordable 
housing).

✓ Implement creative policy initiatives to 
incentivize and encourage businesses to 
locate along the trail.

✓ Harness anticipated future growth to 
fund infrastructure improvements using 
value capture tax instruments such as 
Business Improvement Districts (BIDs) or 
Tax Increment Financing (TIF).

✓ Assess trail-adjacent business owners’ 
perceptions of the trail’s impact and how 
to maximize it to benefit their business: 
interviews and surveys!

Your Role 
(or what you should 
advocate for)…



Political Leadership and Buy-In

▪ Indiana - 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.”
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Discussion and Questions

Megan Lawson Liz Thorstensen Brandon Garrett

liz@railstotrails.org megan@headwaterseconomics.org bgarrett@councilbluffs-ia.gov

Moderated by Kevin Belanger kevinb@railstotrails.org

mailto:liz@railstotrails.org
mailto:megan@headwaterseconomics.org
mailto:bgarrett@councilbluffs-ia.gov
mailto:kevinb@railstotrails.org
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Thank You!


