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Before we begin:

• Drop your questions in the Q&A box. 

• Email railtrails@railstotrails.org  with more specific technical assistance questions

• Live transcription is enabled for this webinar.

• Recording and slides will be made available after the webinar.

• In the event you run into technical difficulties during the webinar, here's how to troubleshoot:

• Log out and back into the webinar

• Webinar ID: 892 4120 4216 

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

mailto:railtrails@railstotrails.org
https://support.zoom.us/


Agenda

Preparing for Successful Trail -Based Tourism

1. The Trail Tourism Opportunity

2. Explore the Toolkit

3. The Ecusta Trail (North Carolina)

4. The Cowboy Trail (Nebraska)

5. Q&A



• 181 million Americans participated in 

outdoor recreation in 2024, following 37% 

growth over the last decade.

• Nearly 45% of Americans travel more than 

50 miles for outdoor recreation activities. 

• 79% of rural destinations reported stable or 

growing visitation.

Source: State of Rural Tourism report

The Trail Tourism 
Opportunity



Visitors want the same thing residents want: 

• Walkable downtowns

• Connection to nature

• Outdoor recreation

• Local retail

• Unique public gathering spaces

• Authentic experiences

• Strong community identity

Quality of Place 
Drives Demand







The Trail is the A sset. 
The Ecosystem Creates the 

Experience.



Growing a Trail Tourism Ecosystem

Toolkit for 
Generating Trail 
Tourism



Trail Tourism 
Readiness Assessment
Where is your community today, and what steps will move 

you closer to fully tapping your trail tourism potential?



Trail infrastructure is incomplete, 
newly developed or minimally 
used. Trail and/or regional not yet 
well known. Limited coordinated 
tourism messaging. Few visitor 
amenities.

Phases of Trail Tourism Readiness

Consistent trailheads with 
amenities and wayfinding. 
Strong trail identity with 
recognizable branding. Local trail 
promotion. Trail is activated with 
programming, events and other 
activities led organically by 
organizations and businesses. 
Used by visitors from within the 
region who spend money locally.

Trail is open and functional. Trail 
is used frequently by residents. 
Trail and/or outdoor recreation is 
not yet viewed as an economic 
driver. Promotion of trail and/or 
region relies primarily on word -
of -mouth marketing. Insufficient 
visitor amenities.

In Development Local Favorite Regional Destination
Leading piece of the regional 
tourism strategy and a main 
reason why people visit. Well -
documented economic 
benefits that are used to justify 
continued investment in the 
trail and trail tourism. 
Abundance of trail - specific 
amenities throughout the 
community.

National Destination



9 Key Elements of 
Trail Tourism 
Success



Generating public and political 

support

Elements of Trail Tourism Success

Insights and data to make the case for 

investment in trail tourism

Amenities to support the breadth of 

destination trail experiences

Advocacy Trail Tourism 
Economic Ecosystem

Demonstrating the 
Impact of Trail Tourism



A plan for generating investment

Elements of Trail Tourism Success

Proactive maintenance planning that 

supports a positive user experience

An intentional approach to building a 

place -based brand rooted in the trail

Funding for Trail 
Tourism

Developing a Regional 
Trail Identity

Maintenance and User 
Experience



Marketing to maximize the trail 

tourism potential

Elements of Trail Tourism Success

Stewardship and a culture of welcomeCapacity to collaboratively pursue trail 

tourism strategies

Marketing for Trail 
Tourism

Developing Organizational 
Capacity and 
Collaboration

Fostering Stewardship 
and Belonging



The Ecusta 
Trail, NC
Choose Your Adventure

Laura Rice, Friends of Ecusta Trail

Michelle Owens, Henderson County TDA



The Ecusta Trail is the visionary 

transformation of a former rail line into a 

multi-use greenway in North Carolina, 

spanning over 19 miles between downtown 

Hendersonville and downtown Brevard. 



The Map



Trail Partners



Trail Partners



Henderson County Tourism Development Authority
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Almost everywhere across the globe, just about every locale has a 
DMO (Destination Marketing/Management Organization.)  They are funded 

differently, usually either by membership fees or by a local tax.
It’s important you understand how your DMO is funded and what it 

can spend its moneys on, and what its mission is. 



Visitor Comes To 
Henderson County

Visitor Spends 
Money

Visitor Spending 
Supports 

Businesses

Those Businesses Pay 
Property Taxes

Those Visitors Pay 
Sales TaxesVisitors Sustain 

Jobs in Those 
Businesses

Overnight Visitors Pay 
Occupancy Tax

Occupancy Tax Funds 
Tourism Development 

Authority (TDA)

TDA Invests Primarily 
in Marketing To Bring 

in More Visitors

Henderson County Tourism Development Authority
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The Henderson County Tourism 
Development Authority is a 

public authority created by the NC 
General Assembly and the 

Henderson County Commissioners to 

carry out a narrow 
governmental function. It is 

solely funded by an occupancy 
tax (or lodging tax), not 

memberships.



NC legislation directs how 
TDAs are to spend the 
occupancy taxes: 

• at least 2/3 on 

marketing to visitors, 

• and up to 1/3 on 

tourism-related capital 
expenditures

Henderson County Tourism Development Authority
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A Myriad of 
Strategies are used 
to promote the 
trail



Marketing: paid, owned, and earned
Meta (FB and IG) ads Facebook Posts Landing

Page



Eblasts

Marketing: paid, owned, and earned



Digital display & 
mobile banners

Marketing: paid, owned, and earned



Digital Trails: Connecting the Ecusta Trail to Businesses 
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Ecusta Trail - Connecting Outdoor Recreation to Downtown

2026 hvl 0159 the scenic route to gratitude audio 15.mp3

Finish your afternoon on the Ecusta Trail by winding 
down in nearby cafes and breweries that welcome 
you off the path.

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1BWdBWUvSFQtXfT8zZMPRznUESHxSeips/view


the ecusta trail

henderson county welcome center





Lennox Station











• 3 businesses and room for more!

• Provide parking and restrooms as a Trail 
Partner

• 70-75 employees

• 50%  FT or work 30+ hours

• Venture Ecusta

• 31 states and 33 NC counties (of which 70 NC 
cities/towns are represented)

• North Carolina, Florida, South Carolina leading 
rentals 

• States as far away as Alaska, Hawaii, California

• Local investment, locally run

• Unofficial trailhead and community center

Lennox Station Facts





The Cowboy 
Trail, NE
Your Pathway to the Prairie

Hannah Jones, Nebraska Game & Parks Commission

Cait Dumas-Hein, Bike Walk Nebraska



Cowboy 
Recreation & 
Nature Trail

A 317 -mile rail corridor gifted 
to the State of Nebraska in 
1993. 



Cowboy Trail Development



Trail-Side 
Communities

The Cowboy Trail Coalition



What The Coalition Does:
The Coalition’s collective goals and priorities established in 2024 (what’s highlighted is 
already done/started):

● Community Education:
○ An economic impact study, conducted in Nebraska for Nebraska
○ Marketing & communication support around the trail 

● Trail -Side Amenities:
○ Signs: Information kiosks/trailhead signs & wayfinding signage
○ Amenities: e -bike charging stations, fix - it stations , picnic shelters, historical 

signage
● Funding :

○ Generate a grant list for communities’ reference  
○ Advocate on the state level for budgetary needs  
○ Passing of the property tax credit on trail easements bill  
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