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CASE STUDY
(45 MIN)

INTRO 
(15 MIN)
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(30 MIN)
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OVERCOMING OBSTACLES TO TRAIL NETWORK IMPLEMENTATION
MASTER CLASS AGENDA



TODAY’S EXPERT FACILITATORS
MEET THE SMITHGROUP  TEAM

OLIVER KILEY
LANDSCAPE ARCHITECT, PLA
ANN ARBOR, MI

CASSIE GOODWIN
CIVIL ENGINEER, PE
MADISON, WI

ELLEN SCHMIDT
LANDSCAPE ARCHITECT, PLA
CHICAGO, IL
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NATIONAL STORY, MIDWEST ROOTS

11
Fast Company 
Innovation by 

Design Awards 
in 5 Years

1,500
Multi-

Disciplinary 
Professionals

#8
Architecture & 

Engineering 
Firms, BD+C, 

2024

$84B 
in construction 
costs for LEED 

projects
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OUR TRANSPORTATION & MOBILITY PRACTICE

TRAILS & 
GREENWAYS

COMPLETE 
STREETS 

& 
CORRIDOR 

DESIGN

MOBILITY 
POLICY 

& 
GUIDELINES

MOBILITY & 
TRANSPORTATIO

N 
PLANS

TRANSIT & 
TRANSIT-
ORIENTED 

DEVELOPMEN
T

PLACEMAKING
 &

TACTICAL 
URBANISM

Ann Arbor State St
Curbless Street

St. Louis
Mobility Plan

Kercheval St
Detroit

Dequindre Cut
Greenway Detroit

Kalamazoo
Design Guidelines

Fresno Station 
& TOD Plan
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GREAT RIVERS GREENWAY, GATEWAY MALL
St. Louis, Missouri

TRAIL PROJECTS THAT ARE MAKING A DIFFERENCE

DEQUINDRE CUT
Detroit, Michigan

HARBOR DISTRICT RIVERWALK
Milwaukee, Wisconsin

CUYAHOGA GREENWAYS PLAN
Cleveland, Ohio

HANK AARON STATE TRAIL, LAKESHORE PATH
Milwaukee, Wisconsin

CDOT ENGLEWOOD TRAIL DESIGN
Chicago, Illinois

GREAT RIVERS GREENWAY, BRICKLINE 
St. Louis, Missouri

MARQUETTE GREENWAY/SOUTH SHORE RAIL AND TRAIL HEAD
Porter, Indiana

GLASS CITY METROPARK
Toledo, Ohio

BRONZEVILLE TRAIL MASTER PLAN
Chicago, Illinois

CLEAR LAKE GREENWAY
La Porte, Indiana

ROUGE RIVER GREENWAY
Wayne County, Michigan
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MISSION DRIVEN WORK
IMPORTANT DRIVERS OF OUR WORK

EQUITY

We recognize the impact that 
transportation has on how 
people access needs and 

opportunity in their 
community.

HEALTH

We recognize that the safety 
and comfort of transportation 
systems is a matter of public 

health and basic welfare.

PLACE

We recognize that 
transportation systems 

continue to negatively impact 
the cohesion and identity of 

communities.
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OVERCOMING OBSTACLES TO TRAIL 
NETWORK IMPLEMENTATION

MASTER CLASS



OVERCOMING OBSTACLES
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LET’S START WITH SOME TERMINOLOGY

OBSTACLE a thing that prevents or hinders progress



OVERCOMING OBSTACLES
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LET’S START WITH SOME TERMINOLOGY

OBSTACLE

ISSUE

a thing that prevents or hinders progress

context-based fact contributing to the obstacle



OVERCOMING OBSTACLES
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LET’S START WITH SOME TERMINOLOGY

OBSTACLE

ISSUE

DYNAMIC

a thing that prevents or hinders progress

context-based fact contributing to the obstacle

emotion at play in the situation creating the obstacle



WHAT IS AN OBSTACLE YOU HAVE FACED?
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WHAT IS AN ISSUE  TIED TO THAT OBSTACLE?
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WHAT IS A DYNAMIC AT PLAY WITH THAT OBSTACLE?
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OVERCOMING OBSTACLES TO TRAIL NETWORK IMPLEMENTATION
CASE STUDY PRESENTERS

Executive Director, 
Carolina Thread Trail

Real Estate 
Development Manager, 
Joe Louis Greenway
City of Detroit Planning 
and Development

URBAN CASE STUDY: 

JOE LOUIS GREENWAY
SUBURBAN CASE STUDY:

CAROLINA THREAD TRAIL
RURAL CASE STUDY:

COWBOY RECREATION AND 
NATURE TRAIL

Planning & Development 
Administrator
Nebraska Game and Parks 
Commission 

HANNAH JONES
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DANIEL STEFANSKIBRET BARONAK



Cowboy 
Recreation & Nature Trail 

Rural Case Study
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COWBOY 
RECREATION & 
NATURE TRAIL

317-mile rail corridor gifted to 
the state in 1993

Hannah Jones
Planning & Development Administrator



❖Over the last 30 years, 202 
developed miles of trail open to 
walking, cycling, and 
equestrians

❖24 additional miles  
constructed in 2026

❖Spans 8 counties, 30 
communities and all 4 
ecoregions of Nebraska

❖Over 50,000 residents live in 
proximity to the trail

❖Longest Rails-to-Trails project in 
the United States

Facts about 
the trail





Assets of the 
Trail

❖ 221 Bridges

❖ 400+ culverts

❖ 202 miles of surfaced trail

❖ 3 buildings

❖ 159 crossings

❖ 5,700 acres of land to maintain

❖ 1 FTE on trail, 2 part-time, 

❖ 2-staff in HQ

❖ 40 trail counters



2024 & 2025 Counts





Topic # 1: 

Navigating Disaster 
Recovery & Infrastructure 

Cowboy Trail Case Study
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Maintenance is our 
#1 Challenge

01
The Trail is 
next to the 
River and in 
the 
floodplain

The River likes 
to flood and 
move

02
The Trail is on 
125-year-old 
infrastructure

That infrastructure is 
failing and was 
designed with early 
20th Century 
Engineering 
Methods

03
Legislature 
no longer 
provides 
General 
Funds for 
the Trail

04
Cost to Maintain 
Continues to 
Increase

Supplies and 
materials have 
increased between 
30-80% over last 10 
years

05
More 
people 
are using 
the trail

The more use of 
any park facility, 
the more 
maintenance it 
requires



Natural Disasters
• 2011 and 2019 floods

• Working with FEMA

• Lessons learned



What have we done to try to 
overcome challenges?

We’ve reached out 
to other states and 
researched how to 
diversify our 
approach to 
maintain the trail

We’ve 
changed our 
management 
practices to 
work 
“smarter” not 
“harder”

We’ve 
organized 
advocates to 
help maintain 
the trail

We’ve tried to 
pass bills to 
restart 
Legislature’s 
financial 
support

We’ve 
obtained 
grants to help 
us with repairs



FEMA Projects

Broken Bridge, Before Broken Bridge, After



FEMA Projects

HWY 275 Erosion, Before HWY 275 Erosion After



FEMA Projects

Long Pine Hole, Before Long Pine Hole, After



Development



Bridge Decking, Rushville to Chadron

Bridge 625, Before Bridge 625, After 





Our impact 
to Nebraska

Free and accessible recreation in a recreational desert

Economic stimulus to local communities 

Over 89,000 visitations in 2024 from 31 different states 

and several countries

We use local vendors and contractors for development 

and maintenance, so the economic impact stays close to 

home

We contribute to maintaining healthy habitat for our 

plants and animals



Topic # 2 : 

Empowering Community
Cowboy Trail Case Study
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Cowboy Trail Partners & Coalition







CBT 30TH 
CELEBRATION



Signature Event





Moving Forward 

Cowboy Trail Case Study
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The Trail Ahead

• Sustainable funding sources 

• Endowments

• Community Partnerships & Trail Towns Initiative

• Development

• Educate Nebraskans about trail benefits

• Continue to encourage events

• Continue to assess and address areas of need



Discussion



OVERCOMING OBSTACLES TO TRAIL NETWORK IMPLEMENTATION
ACTION PLANNING
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ACTION PLANNING
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Write down 1 – 3 
obstacles



ACTION PLANNING
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Write down 1 – 3 
obstacles

Focus on one 
obstacle



ACTION PLANNING
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Write down 1 – 3 
obstacles

Focus on one 
obstacle

List 4 – 6 issues tied 
to the obstacle

List 4 – 6 dynamics 
at play



ACTION PLANNING
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Write down 1 – 3 
obstacles

Focus on one 
obstacle

List 4 – 6 issues tied 
to the obstacle

List 4 – 6 dynamics 
at play

Map the 
issues and 

dynamics on 
the pillar 
diagram



DISLODGING PILLARS
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THINK OF THE ISSUES AND DYNAMICS AS “ PILLARS ” HOLDING UP THE OBSTACLE



DISLODGING PILLARS
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THINK OF THE ISSUES AND DYNAMICS AS “ PILLARS ” HOLDING UP THE OBSTACLE

If you could 
dislodge an issue, 

what would 
happen?



DISLODGING PILLARS
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THINK OF THE ISSUES AND DYNAMICS AS “ PILLARS ” HOLDING UP THE OBSTACLE

If you could 
dislodge an issue, 

what would 
happen?

If you could 
change a 

dynamic, what 
would happen?



ACTION PLANNING
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Write down 1 – 3 
obstacles

Focus on one 
obstacle

List 4 – 6 issues tied 
to the obstacle

List 4 – 6 dynamics 
at play

Map the 
issues and 

dynamics on 
the pillar 
diagram



DISLODGING PILLARS
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THINK OF THE ISSUES AND DYNAMICS AS “ PILLARS ” HOLDING UP THE OBSTACLE



DISLODGING PILLARS
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THINK OF THE ISSUES AND DYNAMICS AS “ PILLARS ” HOLDING UP THE OBSTACLE

If you could 
dislodge an issue, 

what would 
happen?



DISLODGING PILLARS
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THINK OF THE ISSUES AND DYNAMICS AS “ PILLARS ” HOLDING UP THE OBSTACLE

If you could 
dislodge an issue, 

what would 
happen?

If you could 
change a 

dynamic, what 
would happen?



Make a Plan
Working in Pairs



Nebraska Game and Parks Commission:

   Hannah Jones-Hannah.jones@nebraska.gov

SmithGroup:

   Ellen Schmidt - ellen.schmidt@smithgroup.com

   Oliver Kiley - oliver.kiley@smithgroup.com

   Cassie Goodwin -  cassie.goodwin@smithgroup.com

Rails to Trails Conservancy:

   Greg Lawson – glawson@railstotrails.org

   Kate Foster – kate@railstotrails.org

Reach Out! 
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