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All across the country, bicycle and pedestrian facilities are proving to be a 
wise economic investment for the communities through which they pass. 
Studies have shown that they stimulate local economies by attracting 
bicyclists, hikers, cross-country skiers and other tourists to an area.

This, in turn, attracts and revitalizes businesses, creates jobs, and 
increases public revenue. Trails and pathways also have a positive effect 
on nearby properties as homebuyers and business owners realize the 
value that such facilities bring to a community.

If You Build It, They Will Come
Many Americans prefer to visit places such as green ways and trails which 
offer safe, scenic recreation and transportation for the whole family. The 
U.S. Department of Transportation, in its National Bicycling and Walking 
Study (NBWS) final report estimates that 131 million Americans regularly 
bicycle, walk, skate or jog for exercise, sport or recreation. According 
to research conducted by Rails-to-Trails Conservancy, 85 million 
people used rail-trails in 1994 alone. Given these numbers, it is easy to 
understand how communities can profit by responding to trail users' 
needs.

There are a variety of businesses that attribute their success to nearby 
trail: restaurants, convenience stores, bicycle shops, campgrounds and 
bed- and-breakfast establishments. Anecdotal examples from around the 
country further illustrate the positive economic impacts of trails:
•	 The downtown area of Dunedin, Florida was suffering a 35 percent 

storefront vacancy rate in the early 1990s until the Pinellas Trail came 
into town. Now, storefront occupancy is 100 percent and business is 
booming. 

•	 Peak-season hotel rooms along Wisconsin's Elroy-Sparta State Park 
Trail are booked up to a year in advance. A study of the trail revealed 
that the average visitor travels 228 miles to experience it.

•	 After biking the Youghiogheny River Trail in southwestern 

Pennsylvania, Robert Benns and his wife purchased a rundown 
trailside building and converted it into the River's Edge Café which 
now serves over 1,000 meals a day.

Trail-Related Tourist & Visitor Expenditures in Local Communities
Recent studies have shown exactly how much the average trail user is 
bringing into communities which have multi-use paths.
•	 A study of the Oil Creek Bike Trail in Pennsylvania revealed the 

average visitor spending $25.85 per day. This was broken down 
into $9.09 for food, $6.27 for transportation, $2.56 for lodging 
(many visitors camp) and $7.94 for equipment and other activities 
(Pennsylvania State University, 1992).

•	 Approximately 170,000 individuals visit the Tallahassee-St. Marks Trail 
in Florida every year, where the average user spends more than $11 
per day (National Park Service, 1992).

•	 The 135,000 visitors of the Heritage Trail, which winds through 
eastern Iowa's farmland, spend $9.21 each, and the California 
communities of Lafayette and Moraga receive $3.97 from each of 
the 400,000 users of the 7.65-mile suburban trail. In each case, total 
annual revenue exceeded $1.2 million (The Impacts of Rail-Trails).

Suburban and rural trails that encourage "vacation style" trips tend to 
generate more revenue per user than urban and suburban trails used 
primarily by nearby residents. However, a substantial amount of revenue 
can still be generated from the large number of users that a residential 
trail typically attracts.

Trailside Property is at a Premium
Homebuyers have begun to recognize the benefits of bicycle and 
pedestrian facilities and are showing a preference for properties close to 
those facilities. 
•	 "Walking and biking paths" ranked third among 39 features identified 

by homebuyers as crucial factors in their home-purchasing decisions, 
according to a 1994 study by American Lives, a research firm serving 
the real estate industry. "Community designs that deliver low traffic 
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and quiet streets" were ranked first, and "lots of natural, open space" 
was second.

•	 The increased salability of listings is considered to be the greatest 
value that the Northern Central Rail-Trail has brought to trailside 
properties in Baltimore County, Maryland. According to a 1994 study 
conducted for the Maryland Department of Natural Resources, "if 
two identical properties are for sale and one is near the trail and the 
other is not, the trail is used as a selling point and helps many nearby 
owners sell their property faster." (Analysis of Economic Impacts of 
the Northern Central Rail-Trail).

•	 In addition, 63 percent of survey respondents, comprised of trail 
users, nearby landowners and local businesses, felt the trail added 
value to nearby properties. Not only has Seattle's Burke-Gilman Trail 
been used as a selling point for nearby properties, but it has also 
been proven to increase the value of those properties. According 
to a study conducted by the Seattle Engineering Department 
(1987), "property near but not immediately adjacent to the trail is 
significantly easier to sell and, according to real estate agents, sells for 
an average of six percent more as a result of its proximity to the trail. 
Property immediately adjacent to the trail, however, is only slightly 
easier to sell ... "

Business is Booming
The 235-mile Katy Trail traverses nine counties and adjoins 35 towns in 
Missouri, ranging in population from 60 to 60,000. These communities, 
many in economic decline since the railroad's demise, were initially 
opposed to the trail. But when the first sections opened, sentiments 
changed. Visitors flocking to the new rail-trail proved to be responsible, 
likable guests who needed goods and services available in the towns.

Within weeks of the trail dedication, new and old businesses were vying 
for tourist dollars. Restaurants, bed-and-breakfasts, bicycle rental shops, 
antique dealers and campgrounds all opened to meet the needs of 
hundreds of thousands of visitors. A 1993 user survey on the trail's western 
half showed that it generated an estimated $3 million in local revenue. 

The Northern Central Rail-Trail attracts 457,000 visitors every year and 
has had an enormous economic impact on nearby businesses, leading 
to the creation and support of 262 jobs. These positions range from trail 
construction and maintenance work, to jobs in local restaurants and 
hotels serving trail users, to added positions in regional sporting goods 
companies and supermarket chains due to increased business. 

Bicycle and pedestrian trails also attract high-quality businesses by 
providing commuting options for employees, scenic places for stress-free 
strolls at lunchtime, and safe, convenient sites for family recreation.

Choosing a location that will help attract and retain key personnel was 
cited as the number one factor in selecting office locations, and corporate 
real estate executives now say employee "quality of life" issues are as 
important as cost when deciding where to locate a new factory or office 
(June 8, 1989 San Francisco Chronicle).

Trails Save Taxpayer Dollars
Locally and nationally, bicycle and pedestrian facilities have proven to 
be a cost-effective use of public funds. The study of Maryland's Northern 
Central Rail-Trail found that while the trail's cost to the public in 1993 was 
$191,893, it generated state tax revenue of $303,750 the same year. This 
revenue was a direct result of a growing economy's sales, property and 
income taxes. The construction of multi-use trails allows more Americans 
to replace automobile trips with non-motorized trips. According to the 
NBWS final report, the American public saves between five and 22 cents 
for every automobile mile displaced by walking and bicycling due to 
reduced pollution, oil import costs and costs due to congestion, such as 
lost wages and lost time on the job.

Source: National Bicycle and Pedestrian Clearinghouse, Technical Assistance 
Series, Number 2, September 1995. Article includes additional social and 
environmental benefits of bicycle pedestrian trails.
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