Yearly Routine Rail-Trail Maintenance Costs Per Mile
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Location

Western Pennsylvania

Lincoln, Nebraska

Central New Hampshire

Northern Indiana

Seattle, Washington

J_jl‘

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Trail Surface

Stone Dust-Rural

Concrete-Suburban

Stone Dust-Rural

Asphalt-Rural

Asphalt-Suburban

Asphalt-Urban

Visitation

69% increase from
2019 to 2020

N/A

2019:
150,000 average total

N/A

2018:
572,832 Total
(278,735 Peds, 294,097 Bikes)

2019:
1,726,215 user trips

Primary Maintenance
Performed By

Nonprofit staff
and volunteers

Park district staff

State staff and volunteers

All volunteer

County staff

City and nonprofit staff

Length Studied 36 miles 5 miles 34 miles 23 miles 10 miles 1 mile
Total Yearly Cost Per Mile $2,377 %679 $1,330 $967 $7,819 $102,322
(not including trailheads)
Volunteer Hours 1,908 32 355 687 0 1,228
Surface and Structures 2468-foot tunnel and Six bridges inspected on Winter sanding a safety One 230-foot bridge Neo biidges Trail located between active

seven bridges

a five-year rotation

challenge at crossings

tracks and river

Vegetation

Emerging high-tree
canopy over trail

No tree canopy reduces
costs significantly

Japanese Knotweed
overtaking native species

Controls root damage by
trenching

Trenching not allowed per
archeology

Extensive grass areas
and plantings

Level of Amenities

Low

Low

Low

Low

High, with one fixed toilet
and three temporary

Very high and very rich
level of design

Cleanliness and General Comments

Created 2019. Updated 2022

“Pack it in, pack it out” policy

Removes snow after 2 inches

railstotrails.org

Most significant impact
is from beavers

Occasional dumping of
tires/mattresses

Thank you to the Pennsylvania Department of Conservation
and Natural Resources for their financial support

Has 18 trash receptacles
at trail heads

Trash receptacles emptied
daily, floods annually
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https://www.traillink.com/trail/armstrong-trails/
https://www.traillink.com/trail/mopac-trail-west/
https://www.traillink.com/trail/northern-rail-trail/
https://www.traillink.com/trail/panhandle-pathway/
https://www.traillink.com/trail/sammamish-river-trail/
https://www.traillink.com/trail/schuylkill-river-trail/
https://www.railstotrails.org

Yearly Routine Rail-Trail Maintenance Costs Per Mile

The costs of rail-trail and multiuse trail maintenance are
not well documented as a discipline—thus making it very
difficult to compare practices for gaining cost savings and
efficiencies. The purpose of this table is to quickly give a
general sense of the routine maintenance cost per mile of
various types of multiuse trails in different regions of the
United States. With this information, the viewer can gain an
understanding of the wide range of costs, help determine
what a new project’s costs will be, or make some general
comparisons to their existing trail.

This table is a continuation of Rails-to-Trails Conservancy’s
(RTC’s) 2015 study, “Maintenance Practices and Costs of
Rail-Trails,” which looked at 200 trails across the country.
While very useful in determining standard maintenance
tasks and their frequency, the 117-question study showed
that trail maintenance costs are not readily available. The
study also determined that even when they are available,
they are not always easily understood and, therefore,

not often helpful in determining the cost of new trail
maintenance. Far too often, advocates don't have good
data when trying to make the case for trails.

Explanation of Table Components

The table represents the distilling of the study’s many
questions into four broad, general categories: surface,
vegetation, amenities and cleanliness. While trail elements
are similar from one trail to another, trail managers have
many various descriptions and methods for describing
practices and costs. No one method is wrong, but

the divergence in methodologies makes it difficult to
meaningfully share them collectively among professionals.
Even more of a challenge is the fact that one trail could
have tasks performed by a number of cross-sector partners
and groups—for example, a state entity, a contractor,

a local municipality and a volunteer group. The trails
portrayed here represent about one-third of those

studied and are selected for their completeness, national
representation and validity. The numbers shown here are

a product of a peer-designed worksheet that captures
essential maintenance-task costs. Other larger and more
intricate templates were tested, after which we narrowed
down the focus to those tasks deemed most important in
the process, to ensure efficiency and ease of use.

Routine tasks are defined as occurring at least once a

year. These can include frequently scheduled tasks such as
mowing and trash dumping, or as-needed tasks like fallen-
tree or graffiti removal. Routine costs as defined here do
not include management, operations and programming,
just hands-on work.

Capturing the costs of sporadic (or “periodic”) tasks is
sometimes difficult and hard to differentiate from routine.
Often, as budgets shrink, this list increases and can
become deferred maintenance. This can result in the need
to rebuild—potentially at many times over the original cost
of the maintenance—and can impact the funding available
for the construction of new trails. This dynamic needs to be
studied more; for the purposes of this study, certain tasks,
such as the cutting of tree roots, re-decking of bridges and
inspection of bridges or tunnels, was included if they are
part of a plan where specific sections of the trail have them
performed on a yearly cycle or budgeted over many years.

Given the change in frequency of floods brought on by
climate change, many trail managers now cite removal of
debris and mud as routine, and those costs are included here.

Trail volunteers are essential to the maintenance and
ultimate success of America’s trails. Without them, paid
staff or contractors would need to be hired; thus, the value
of volunteer hours has been quantified and is a part of the
total cost shown here. The hours portrayed here are for just
routine tasks as defined in the worksheet, not for one-time
free labor to construct a kiosk, for example, or for trail
patrolling, or for many other operational duties performed
by trail volunteers across the country.

Now that rail-trails and other similar pathways are part of
America’s mainstream infrastructure, RTC needs to build on
this information and seeks comment and data-sharing in
order to provide the trail community with better technical
insight. This table is just the start of a more robust list of
data points that can help inform maintenance costs and
best practices for many types of trails, locations and other
variables.

Thank you very much to those individuals that took the
time to calculate these costs. If you are a trail manager
and you would like to share your data with RTC,
please contact Regional Director, Tom Sexton
(tom@railstotrails.org). The more data we acquire,

the faster we'll get on the right track in supporting

trail managers across the country with these critical
maintenance issues.
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https://www.railstotrails.org/resource-library/resources/maintenance-practices-and-costs-of-rail-trails/
https://www.railstotrails.org/resource-library/resources/maintenance-practices-and-costs-of-rail-trails/
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