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MAIN STREET APPROACH® + TRAIL -ORIENTED 
DEVELOPMENT

Trails can generate 

business impacts and 

create new jobs by 

attracting visitors, who will 

eat, shop, and stay over

Trail development creates 

opportunity for community 

engagement and visioning

Trail development 

celebrates natural physical 

resources and connects 

them to the commercial 

built environment

Trails offer new 

opportunities for 

community branding and 

visitor attraction



A destination along a long-distance trail. Whether 
on a rail trail, towpath, water trail or hiking trail - trail 
users can venture off the trail to enjoy the scenery, 
services and heritage of the nearby community with 
its own character and charm. 

It is a safe place where both town residents and trail 
users can walk, find goods and services they need, 
and easily access both trail and town by foot or 
vehicle. In such a town, the trail is an integral and 
important part of the community. 

What is a Trail Town?

Allegheny Trail Alliance, Trail Towns - Capturing Trail-Based Tourism, 

A Guide for Communities in Pennsylvania, 2005



Where Did the Trail Town Concept 
Originate?

Allegheny Trail Alliance (ATA)

A coalition of seven trail 

organizations building the Great 

Allegheny Passage - a 150-mile 

multi-use trail between 

Cumberland, Maryland and 

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

Connects to the 184-mile C 

& O Canal Towpath which 

runs to Washington D.C.



Where Did the Trail Town Concept 
Originate?

Trail Town Program: Support organization to 

assist local jurisdictions leverage their trail for 

community and economic development -

“maximize the economic potential of trail-

based tourism”

• Economic Impact Studies

• Trail Counts

• Outreach

• Establish Business Network

• Business Sign Grant Program

• Bike Rack Grant Program

• Public Art Program
• Preservation Planning

• Conduct Assessments



Trail Town Concept Takes Hold

Direct efforts to leverage trails for economic 

development
• Portland, OR

• Austin, TX

• Minneapolis, MN

• Long Beach, CA



Formal Trail Town Programs

• North County Trail 

Association 

• Appalachian Trail 

Conservancy 

• Benton MacKaye Trail 

Association

Trail Town Concept Takes Hold

• Regional Efforts



What is a Trail Town?

• Friendly place that supports, celebrates and 

encourages trail users to visit 

• Meets needs of trail users and residents

o Physical Amenities

o Business Amenities

• Interesting place with accessible and  comfortable 

spaces

• Promotes social interaction and a strong sense of 

place

• Not isolated communities - they are linked 

together by the trail, creating a regional
destination for residents, trail users and tourists



What is a Trail Town?

Community: Cities, Small Towns and Rural 

Areas
Types: Cities, Small Towns and Rural Areas



Basic Elements of a Trail Town

1. Entice trail users to get off the trail 

and into your town

2. Welcome trail users to your town 

by making information about the 

community readily available at 

the trail

3. Make a strong and safe 

connection between your town 

and the trail



Basic Elements of  Trail Town

4. Educate local businesses on the 

economic benefits of meeting trail 

tourists’ needs

5. Recruit new businesses or expand 

existing ones to fill gaps in the goods 

or services that trail users need

6. Promote the “trail-friendly” 

character of the town

7. Work with neighboring communities 

to promote the entire trail corridor 

as a tourist destination – the “loop”



The Three Types of Bike Tourists

“Shoestring Cyclist”

• Younger

• Self-Contained

• Ride 75-100 miles/day

• Spend no more than $30/day

• Prefer low-cost options of 
camping

• Food is main expense

Needs:

•Camping near town

• Low-cost access to 

showers



The Three Types of Bike Tourists

Needs: 
• Discount incentives for tourist attractions 

• Free: water, ice, camping or budget lodging

“Economy Cyclist”

+ Not age-specific

+ Spend about $50/day

+ Ride 50-90 miles/day

+ Camping/Lodging - depends on weather and 
locale

+ Meals frequently in restaurants 

+ May appear like shoestring cyclist at times

Courtesy of TripAdvisor



The Three Types of Bike Tourists

• Tend to be older (sweet spot around 50-64)

• Highly Educated

• High Discretionary Income

• Spend an average of $100+/day

• Prefer motels, hotels, B&Bs

• Typically travel less than 50 miles per day to stay in desired 
locales

• They prioritize historic preservation, unique sense of place and 
great customer service

• May wrap in other tourism attractions and shopping into a 
longer stay 

“Comfort Cyclist”



The Three Types of Bike Tourists



Case Study
Marquette, Michigan 

Increased annual hotel sales by 25,000 

rooms from 2009 - 2012, which had an 

economic impact of $3.8 million

Downtown trail access has helped 

leverage $40 million in private 

investment and provided the impetus 

for more than $12 million in other 

public projects. The taxable value of 

downtown properties is up 83%, with 

new downtown residential units 

increasing 200%
Mich. Municipal League



Marquette, Michigan 

CVB and Service 

Industries Buy-In/Support



Marquette, Michigan 

Major Industries             

Buy-In/Support



Marquette, Michigan 



Creating a Trail Town Init iative
Key Considerations 

The initiative must come from within your community. 

Becoming a Trail Town is as much about local attitude as it is 

about physical improvements.

The more Trail Towns there are along a corridor, the more 

attractive the region will be for tourism - your neighboring towns 

success is important to your towns success

A safe and well-maintained trail is the centerpiece, so it’s 

important to cooperate with and support the local trail-building 

and maintenance group

A core bicycle and pedestrian-friendly philosophy should be 

adopted by your town



“Trail Town DNA”



“Trail Town DNA”



“Trail Town DNA”



“Trail Town DNA”



Creating a Trail Town Init iative

Organizing - Gets everyone working toward the same 
goal - build consensus and cooperation among groups. 

Use a basic formula of a hands-on, volunteers driven 

program and organizational structure consisting of a 

board and committees to direct the program 

Promotion - Sells the image and promise of a Trail 
Town. An effective marketing strategy forges a positive 

trail town image through advertising, retail promotions, 

special events and marketing campaigns carried out 

by local volunteers

“Main Street - Four Point Approach”



Creating a Trail Town Init iative

“Main Street - Four Point Approach”

Design - Gets the trail town into physical shape. Must 

capitalize on your towns best assets (e.g. historic 
buildings, traditional downtown layout, natural 

amenities).

An inviting atmosphere can be created through: 

• Attractive window displays 

• Professional signage 

• Well-maintained sidewalks 

• Appropriate street lights 
• Access to parking

• Landscaping  



Creating a Trail Town Init iative

“Main Street - Four Point Approach”

Economic Vitality

It helps existing businesses 

expand and recruit new 

businesses to respond to the user 

needs



Getting a Trail Town Init iative Started?

1. Define the Corridor - Understand the physical and administrative character of the trail.

• What kind of trail is it?

• How long is it?

• Who manages it?

• Who is the key contact or liaison for the trail?

2. Assess Local Capacity - Who can help plan and implement new programs or ideas. 

• Do you have a downtown or business district revitalization organization?

• Does the organization implement activities using the Main Street 
Four-Point Approach?

“Catalyst” - One person who organizes the Trail Town Initiative. This person could work for 

the local municipality or business revitalization organization (DDA) - this person could also 

be a community activist or trail enthusiast 



Getting a Trail Town Init iative Started

3. Create and Enhance Your Local Organization - Involve as many 

interested groups and individuals (that have a stake) as possible from 

throughout the community. Develop a volunteer base. Build Partnerships.

• Local civic groups 

• Historical societies 

• Financial institutions 

• Church and health organizations 

• Public and private entities

4. Get The Message Out Locally

• Establish a marketing committee

• Develop a catchy name that is easily remembered

• Develop a strong relationship with the media & community: Submit articles to 

the local paper, speak to community organizations and at community events 



Getting a Trail Town Init iative Started

5. Find The Resources To Implement Your Trail Town 

Concept - Secure funding through grants, state and 

federal economic assistance programs, state and local 

trail and recreation advocacy organizations, 

conservation groups, etc…

6. Take One Step At A Time - Evaluate activities by outcomes, 

not outputs



Trail Town Design Components 

Assess the physical characteristics of your 

central business district and its relationship 

to the trail. It is important to understand 

the trail-to-town opportunities and 

challenges

• How many uses does it accommodate?

• What time of the year are people using 

the 

trail and for what purpose?



Understanding Trail Geography 

Internal.  Located directly through the 

central business district

Adjacent. Located within 1/2 miles of the 

central business district

Removed.  Located up to two miles away 

from the central business  district

Trail to Town Relationship



Trail Town Design Considerations
“Connecting Elements”

Trailhead

Pathway

Gateway

Portal

Identify Key Connecting Elements 
Identify key connecting elements 
between the trail and central 
business district – “Trail-to-Town”

1. Trailhead
2. Portal
3. Pathway
4. Gateway
5. Center
6. Nodes 



The Trailhead

Area where users can access the trail by 

road, providing parking and some amenities 

for trail users.

• Make clear and appropriate information available to visitors

• Provide amenities like restrooms, water, shelter, bike racks, benches, trash 

receptacles, picnic tables, lighting, parking for cars and trucks (w/shade)  

• Amenities need to accommodate for all seasons & all uses 

• Signage that directs people to the trailhead

• The point at which the trail user may first come into contact with the community and the   

point at which the user will decide whether or not to enter your town



The Trailhead



The Trailhead



The Trailhead



The Trailhead



The Trailhead



The Trailhead



The Trailhead
Restrooms



The Trailhead
Signage



The Trailhead
Celebrate Unique & Cultural Assets



The Trailhead
Celebrate Unique & Cultural Assets



The Trailhead
Celebrate Unique & Cultural Assets



The Trailhead (and art)
Celebrate Unique & Cultural Assets



The Portal

The point at which the user of the trail 

exits the trailhead with the intent of 

visiting the nearby community. The 

portal should be a welcoming point 

that clearly begins the process of 

directing the trail user through the 

community.

• Use wayfinding signage to clearly 

direct trail users to the central 

business district
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The Portal
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The Pathway

The corridor that the trail user follows from the 

portal to the central business district.

• Could be a mile or just a few blocks

• Should be assessed for cleanliness, safety, 

lighting, physical condition and interaction with 

traffic

• Consider the needs of business owners along 

the pathway



The Gateway

The point at which the trail user enter the 

business district of the community. The 

gateway should be located at the edge 

of the central business district that is closest 

to the trailhead along a well-developed 

pathway.

• Should welcome trail-users

• Directional signage to individual 

attractions and businesses



The Center

The center of the business district of the community that may serve 

as a hub for goods and services for the trail user.

• Regularly assessed for cleanliness, safety, lighting and

physical condition
• Assessed on the availability of amenities that help the

trail user enjoy their experience (e.g., bike racks, 

restaurants w/outdoor seating, ATM machines,

internet access, public restrooms)



Nodes

Points of interest along or near the pathway or 

in the center that will be visited or utilized by 

users of the trail. 

• Businesses that cater to trail users (bike shops)

• Lifestyle interests (hobby shop, antique shop)

• Businesses that cater to overnight trail users (laundry, 

lodging)

• All trail users (medical supplies, water, casual dinning, 

snack food)



Nodes



Nodes



Nodes

Photos Provided By: Detroit Free Press



Public Amenities 

• Usually the responsibility of local government

• Opportunities to establish public/private 

partnerships that provide for public amenities

• Zoning regulations should be reviewed (e.g. 

sidewalk encumbrances, off-premise signs)



Public Amenities 



Public Amenities 



Public Amenities 



Public Amenities 



Public Amenities 
Public Transportation 



Directional Signs 



Directional Signage



Directional Signage



Commercial Signs 



Commercial Signs 



Business Amenities 

• Important to really understand the needs of 

trails users 

• Provide for goods and services

• Provide visitor-friendly amenities (e.g. bike 

racks hotels offering bike cleaning stations and 

bike storage)

• Education and encouragement may be 

needed



Business Amenities 



Business Amenities 



Economic Vitality 

Assist the Local Business Community - Work with civic and economic development 
organizations to enhance or develop incentives (e.g. façade program) and identify 

resources that help local businesses take advantage of the trail.

Understand Your Trail User - Understand the socio-economic and lifestyle preferences of 

trail customers 

• Where do trail users eat?

• Where do trail users like to shop?

• How much money do trail users spend on biking and traveling per year?

Assess Basic and Long-Term User Needs - Assess if and to what extend your community 

is providing basic and long-term (multi-day) goods and services  

Encourage Related Business Opportunities - Encourage local business owners to expand 

their offerings 



Economic Vitality 



Economic Vitality 



Economic Vitality 
Partnerships 



Promoting Your Trail Town?

1. Promote Your Trail Town Image

• Convince local residents, the 

larger region and tourists that you 

have a Trail Town environment
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Promoting Your Trail Town?

1. Promote Your Trail Town Image

• Convince local residents, the larger 

region and tourists that you have a 

Trail Town environment
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Promoting Your Trail Town?



Promoting Your Trail Town

• Develop attractive marketing materials (logo)

• Print Ads and Website

Source: Huron River 
Watershed Council 
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Promoting Your Trail Town

• Develop attractive marketing materials (logo)

• Print Ads and Website



Promoting Your Trail Town
Trail Town Events 

• Hold events downtown or near the trail

• Hold events that tie into your community’s 

history, cultural identity 

• Hold events near the beginning of trail seasons

• Incorporate presentations or workshops on 

trail/paddling safety, bike safety - conduct a 

tour

• Utilize existing events 



Promoting Your Trail Town
Trail Town Events 



Promoting Your Trail Town
Trail Town Events 

Conduct Trail Town Retail Promotions

• Pre and post season sales

• Weekend sidewalk sales

• Holiday sales

• Word of mouth



Putting It All Together
Trail Town Master Plan

A framework for marketing efforts, capital 

improvements and community involvement - builds 

support for funding, leveraging grants



IMPACT STUDIES: HEADWATERS ECONOMICS

https://headwaterseconomics.org/trail



Business Impacts 

• Visitor spending has a ripple effect: local employees 
and business owners spend their earnings, and local 
and state governments receive more tax revenue

• Commercial districts see more significant economic 
impact when local businesses cater to trail user 
needs, including:

• Restaurants
• grocery stores
• camping and hotels
• guiding services
• gear stores

• At a mountain bike race in North Carolina, each 
additional night adds $101 to a visitor’s total 
spending.

IMPACTS OF TRAIL-ORIENTED DEVELOPMENT

• In destinations like those in North Carolina’s Outer Banks, 

the economic contribution of trail visitors far exceeds the 

original public investment.

• In San Antonio, Texas, neighborhood trails were 

associated with a 2% house price premium.

• Trails that were surrounded by greenbelts were associated 

with a 5% house price premium

Steven Miller

All studies can be found at https://headwaterseconomics.org/trail



Public Health
• Trails can improve public health by increasing 

physical activity and providing safer transportation 

routes for pedestrians and cyclists. 

• The gains in physical activity are most significant in 

rural places with few parks and narrow road 

shoulders. 

• Benefits of reduced health care costs associated 

with increased physical activity on trails far outweigh 

the costs of trail construction.

• Morgantown, West Virginia: 

• 60% of trail users report they exercise more regularly since 
they began using trails. 

• 47% of trail users report getting their recommended 
physical activity through trail use alone. 

• 23% of respondents did not exercise regularly before using 
the trails.

IMPACTS OF TRAIL-ORIENTED DEVELOPMENT

• SE Missouri: walking trails increase exercise among 

those who were not already regular walkers, have a 

high school education or less, or who earn less than 

$15,000 per year. 

© Eli Christman, Flickr

All studies can be found at https://headwaterseconomics.org/trail



IMPACTS OF TRAIL-ORIENTED DEVELOPMENT

Quality of Life 
• Trails are an amenity that keeps existing residents and 

attracts new people; an asset that contributes to 

community identity. 

• Trails that bring the greatest benefits to residents often are 

close to where people live and work, providing physical 

connections within a community. 

• Along the Washington and Old Dominion Trail in Virginia, 

95% of trail users come from counties adjacent to the trail. 

• Nearly all (93%) respondents identified health benefits from 
the trail as having high importance. 

• 73%: a safe place to recreate 
• The opportunity to view nature (60%) and fostering a sense of 

community (47%)

Wetumpka, AL

All studies can be found at https://headwaterseconomics.org/trail



ANNISTON, AL: COLDWATER MOUNTAIN BIKE TRAIL

Americantrails.org

Americantrails.orgFindings show economic impact on Calhoun County

Conducted by the Center for Economic Development and 

Business Research at Jacksonville State University, for the 

Calhoun County Community Development Corporation

Study: Economic Benefits of the Coldwater 

Mountain Bike Trail System, 2012



ANNISTON, AL: COLDWATER MOUNTAIN BIKE TRAIL

Findings
• Annual users projected between 50,000 and 150,000 (high 

estimate) with a direct impact from spending between $1m and 

$3m

• Including the economic effect of taxes, total economic impact 

between about $2m and $6m

• Local users expected to spend an average of $60.87 per day 

• Visitors (generally avid cyclists) are expected to spend an 

average of $138.49 per day 

• Though the trail’s overall, county-wide economic impact is likely 

to be somewhat small overall, it could be significant for 

commercial core businesses, like restaurants, accommodations, 

and retail stores

Americantrails.org

headwaterseconomics.org/wp-content/uploads/Trail_Study_13-coldwater-mountain-bike-trail.pdf

OR http://atfiles.org/files/pdf/Coldwater-Bike-Trail-economic.pdf

http://headwaterseconomics.org/wp-content/uploads/Trail_Study_13-coldwater-mountain-bike-trail.pdf
http://atfiles.org/files/pdf/Coldwater-Bike-Trail-economic.pdf


WINTER GARDEN, FL:  ORANGE COUNTY TRAILS

headwaterseconomics.org/wp-content/uploads/Trail_Study_1-orange-county-trails.pdf

• ~40,000 people (2016 estimate), 14 miles west of Orlando

• Study: Economic Impact Analysis of Orange County Trails, 

2011. Conducted by: East Central Florida Regional Planning 

Council

• Study of three trails: Little Econ Greenway, West Orange and 

Cady Way Trails that connect neighborhoods to malls, 

community parks, schools, and businesses located near the 

trails.
• Cady Way Greenway: 6.5-mile urban trail, transformed rail 

greenway.

• Little Econ Greenway: 7.4-mile long rural, paved trail that 

provides access to recreational opportunities such as fishing 

and canoeing, and has unique resources such as abundant 

wildlife.

• West Orange Trail: 22-mile long suburban trail that follows the 

coastline of Florida’s largest lake and extends through 

downtown Winter Garden, provides access to many special 

interest sites and businesses.

http://headwaterseconomics.org/wp-content/uploads/Trail_Study_1-orange-county-trails.pdf


WINTER GARDEN, FL:  ORANGE COUNTY TRAILS

headwaterseconomics.org/wp-content/uploads/Trail_Study_1-orange-county-trails.pdf

Findings
• Trail users spent $20 per visit on average, contributing a total of up to 

$42.6 million to Orange County’s regional economy from visitor 

spending.

• Trail use-related spending contributed $5 million annually to 

downtown Winter Garden’s local economy.

• The trail system has more than 1.7 million visitor days annually. The 

population of Orange County is 1.1 million.

• Nearly 68% of survey respondents use the system more than 10 times 

per year.

• Routing the West Orange Trail through town and installing attractive 

infrastructure has boosted real estate values, restaurant business, and 

the number of downtown cultural events.

http://headwaterseconomics.org/wp-content/uploads/Trail_Study_1-orange-county-trails.pdf


CENTRAL OHIO GREENWAY

• Study: The Impacts of Central Ohio Trails, 2015.

• 111-mile regional trail network in and around 

Columbus, Ohio (pop. 835,957, 2014)

• 10 different trails, varying in length from 4 to 31 

miles. 

• Urban trails as well as connectors through rural 

areas between smaller towns.

• Bicyclists are the highest users.

• This study was funded with grants from the Federal 

Highway Administration, Columbus and Franklin 

County Metro Parks, Ohio Parks & Recreation 

Association, and the cities of Columbus, Hilliard, 

New Albany, Westerville, and Canal Winchester.headwaterseconomics.org/wp-content/uploads/Trail_Study_106-OH-Central-Trails-Impact.pdf



CENTRAL OHIO GREENWAY

Findings
• 20% of users report spending money when they visited trails, ranging from 

$17-$18. 

• Business leaders stated that trails are important for attracting talented 

employees to the area.

• Cyclists are more likely than other groups to spend money.

• Cyclists commonly travel more than ten miles on the trails, highlighting the 
importance of longer, uninterrupted, and connected trail segments. 

• Higher population density, easy access from neighborhoods, connection 
to other trails, and longer trails are associated with greater use.

• The highest user volume was on the Olentangy Trail in central Columbus 
and suburban areas connected by trail spurs.

• 45% of respondents reported traveling more than 10 miles to use the trail 
and most trail users drive to a trailhead. 

• Most users spend at least an hour during each visit.



TRAIL TOWNS: KENTUCKY

• Program administered through the KY 

Department of Tourism

• 17 throughout the state

• 2 Main Street communities

• Formal designation

• Help driving visitors downtown—website, signage, 
etc. 

https://www.kentuckytourism.com/morehead/



https://www.sheltoweetrace.com/hike/

Eira Tansey

Moreheadtourism.com



• 11 National Scenic Trails

• 19 National Historic Trails

• 2 National Connecting and Side Trails

• 1 National Geologic Trail

• 20+ National Water Trails

• 1,148 National Recreation Trails

NATIONAL TRAILS SYSTEM



SELMA TO MONTGOMERY 
NATIONAL HISTORIC TRAIL

Civilrightstrail.com

Nps.gov

54-mile trail from Selma 

to Montgomery



• 5,045 miles through 9 states: 

AL, AR, GA, IL, KY, MO, NC, 

OK, TN

TRAIL OF TEARS NATIONAL HISTORIC TRAIL

Nps.gov

Nps.gov

• Athens, Courtland, Decatur, 

Florence, Fort Payne, 

Rogersville, Russellville, South 

Huntsville, Town Creek 



ALABAMA SCENIC RIVER TRAIL

• 631 miles

• Longest one-state river trail 
in the U.S.



SPUR TRAILS: PINHOTI NATIONAL 
RECREATIONAL TRAIL TO HEFLIN 



ALABAMA RAILS TO TRAILS

www.railstotrails.org/our-work/united-states/alabama/



43 trails covering 174 miles

TrailLink (Rails to Trails)

Main Street Alabama



ATHENS: SWAN CREEK GATEWAY AND 
RICHARD MARTIN TRAIL

TrailLink (Rails to Trails)

~2.4 miles

~1.2 miles

~3.3 miles



BIRMINGHAM
• J o n e s  V a l l e y  T r a i l  

( 2 . 8 m i )

• R o t a r y  T r a i l  ( 3 . 7 m i )

• R a i l r o a d  P a r k  R a i l  T r a i l  
( 4 m i )

• V u l c a n  T r a i l  ( 5 . 6 m i )

• H o m e w o o d  S h a d e s  
C r e e k  G r e e n w a y  
( 7 . 3 m i )

• F u l t o n d a l e  R a i l s  t o  T r a i l  
( 1 0 . 2 m i )

• B M R R  S o u t h  T r a i l  
( 1 2 . 6 m i )

TrailLink (Rails to Trails)



DECATUR: 
DECATUR TRAIL

<1mile

TrailLink (Rails to Trails)

Photo by: joel10



EUFALA: 
YOHOLO 
MICCO, THE 
CREEK INDIAN 
TRAIL

TrailLink (Rails to Trails)Alabama Birding Trails



FLORENCE: 
TVA NATURE 
LOOP

TrailLink (Rails to Trails)

2.3mi



JASPER: SUMITON TRAIL AND HORSE CREEK TRAIL

TrailLink (Rails to Trails)

15.5mi

15.8mi



MARION: 
GEORGIA 
WALKER 
MEMORIAL TRAIL

1.2mi

TrailLink (Rails to Trails)

Photo by; paulabranham



TRAIL CORRIDOR LOOPS



PARTNERS
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