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Visit www.ptny.org to learn more about Bicyclists Bring Business,
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BACKGROUND

Bicycling’s popularity and the growth of bicycle
tourism are well documented by several studies,
including one by the Outdoor Industry
Association that states that bicycling is second
only to running and jogging as the most popular
outdoor activity in America by frequency of
participation for adults. Additional studies in
states around the country have demonstrated
that bicycle tourists are a growing market,
generating hundreds of millions of dollars per
year in realized or potential economic impact.
The Erie Canalway Trail (ECT), New York’s
premier multi-use trail, and one of the nation’s
longest, has an abundance of everything this
growing market of bicycle tourists seek: safe, off-
road cycling between historic communities;
scenic landscapes, historic sites, parks and other
attractions; detailed maps and route
descriptions; and cycling options ranging from

day trips to week-long adventures.

According to the economic impact study of the
ECT published in 2014, these factors — along
with the widespread name recognition of the
Erie Canal - help the ECT to attract nearly 1.6
million annual visits and generate over $250

million in annual economic impact.

New York’s multi-use trail network received a
significant boost in 2017 with a commitment by
Governor Andrew M. Cuomo of $200 million in
funding to complete the ECT and the Hudson
River Valley Greenway, connecting the east-west
system to New York City and the Canadian
border. The new trail system, called the Empire
State Trail (EST), will be the nation’s longest.
The hope is that the EST will elevate the state’s
profile among long-distance cyclists, bringing

new tourists and economic development to

trailside communities. Building new trail
sections will also bring “backyard” recreational
opportunities to many communities along the

route.

In order to help Canalway Trail communities
capitalize on ECT tourism (and, future EST
tourism) Parks & Trails New York (PTNY) and
the New York State Canal Corporation have
conducted 14 Bicyclists Bring Business
roundtables in communities across the state
since 2006. In 2008 Bicyclists Bring Business: A
Guide for Attracting Bicyclists to New York's
Canal Communities was produced by PTNY and
the Canal Corporation to bring the message to
an even wider audience. The goal of the
roundtables and the guide is to help local
businesses, elected officials, tourism
professionals, and community members
discover what services and amenities are
important to bicyclists so that they can better
attract and profit from the growing bicycle

tourism market.

In 2012, a community Bike-a-Round the
morning following the roundtable was added, a
field component that enables program
participants to experience their community’s
services and infrastructure from the perspective

of a visiting cyclist.



SEPTEMBER 2017 PROGRAM
LOCATION

Parks & Trails New York, the New York State
Canal Corporation, the City of Utica, Oneida
County Tourism, and Utica Bike Rescue
presented a free Bicyclists Bring Business
roundtable at thINCubator in downtown Utica
on September 12, 2017. Mohawk Valley GIS and
Zagster bike share provided additional support
for the event. thINCubator, located in the
historic Bagg’s Square district, is a shared work
space and business incubator that supports
Utica’s business community and facilitates
collaboration with area educational institutions,

civic organizations and government agencies.

Utica, with a population of just over 60,000, is
one of six large urban centers located directly on
the ECT. It is the

Utica’s iconic street clock

remaining gap sections, 14 miles of on-road

riding to Herkimer via Routes 5 and 5S.

Downtown Utica’s distance from the trail is
unlike most of the other large cities along the

route.

Utica marks a transition

county seat of
Oneida County,
and servesas a

point in trail experience

“The City of Utica is a great location for bike enthusiasts ~ and aesthetics, as trail
to visit and enjoy all the amenities our community has ~ sections to the west,

to offer. In partnership with many organizations, we are  including 36 miles

historic or working

gateway to the working collaboratively to enhance the overall biking  through Old Erie Canal
wider Mohawk experience as it is a great quality of life asset and  State Park generally run
Valley and the economic driver.” - Utica Mayor Robert M. Palmieri  directly alongside
Southern

Adirondack

Mountains. Downtown Utica is about a mile
south of the Mohawk River, the Enlarged Erie
Canal, and the Canalway Trail which runs along
the Canal. From its intersection with Genesee
Street in Utica, the ECT runs 15 miles west to
Rome, uninterrupted and off-road save for a
short stretch in Oriskany. East of

Genesee Street lies one of the ECT’s largest

Canal, while sections to
the East in the Mohawk Valley are often
separated from the Canal and the Mohawk
River. While farther removed, easterly trail
sections offer an equally attractive cycling
experience, with dramatic sweeping views of
the Mohawk River and rolling farmland.

In 2015, an electronic counter was installed for

one month at Lock 20 in Marcy, 4.5 miles west
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"The Canalway Trail continues to grow in popularity,
both for residents of the 200-plus communities that share
the Trail and for an ever-growing number of visitors who
come here to ride, to explore and to enjoy our historic

»
canal system.

- NYS Canal Corporation Director Brian U. Stratton

of Utica, and the location of a Canal
Corporation Biker-Hiker-Boater Campsite.
Observed trail traffic during that time was
extrapolated to an annual estimate of 49,424
uses. As Marcy is quite close to Utica, the trail
between Lock 20 and Aqua Vino restaurant in
Utica is entirely off-road, and a gap section
exists to the City’s east, similar use levels can be

expected on trail sections closer to downtown.

While much of this trail use is by locals, as the
largest urban area between Syracuse and the
Capital District, Utica is a logical stopping point

for many touring cyclists.

Utica and the wider Mohawk Valley’s cycling
network has experienced growth in recent years,
and more is expected with construction of the

Empire State Trail.

The City of Utica and local cycling advocates
have developed loop routes around Utica, as well
as a planned protected bike lane on the
Broad/Dwyer/Bleeker corridor, heading east
from Genesee Street. This facility would serve as
an alternate to the current ECT on-road route
which uses Route 5 on the north side of the

Canal.

A new section of ECT, routing for which was
released in draft format in August 2017 as part
of the Empire State Trail project, will be
constructed on the north bank of the Canal. The

trail will fill in the existing ECT gap section with

an off-road multi-use facility.

EVENING ROUNDTABLE

Several dozen people from across Utica and
surrounding communities, including elsewhere
in Oneida County and the

Matt Van Slyke from Utica Bike Rescue and
Homegrown Bicycle Adventures describes the Bike
Thru History project

Mohawk Valley, and others from Herkimer,
Onandaga, and Otsego Counties participated in
the evening roundtable at thINCubator. The
roundtable was held from 6 to 8 p.m. so that
business owners could attend on their way home

from work.

After light refreshments and introductions, Matt
Van Slyke from Utica Bike Rescue and
Homegrown Bicycle Adventures began the
roundtable by describing the Bike Thru History
project. Bike Thru History is a set of 44 cycling
routes in the Mohawk Valley, which can be
found on the Mohawk Valley Path Through
History site

(www.mohawkvalleyhistory.com).

The routes range in length from under a mile to
more than 50 miles, include both off-road,
multi-use trails like the ECT and on-road routes,

and vary in difficulty. Each route includes a

e


http://www.mohawkvalleyhistory.com/

“It was good to ride with and hear different
perspectives from other people. The course took me
to places I haven't biked yet...”

- B3 Bike-a-Round participant

detailed map, downloadable gpx file and cue
sheets, and descriptions of points of interest and
historical sites along the route. Bike Thru
History makes a great amount of information
available to cyclists, especially those visiting the
Mohawk Valley for the first time; it also
represents collaboration and coordination
between the local cycling community and county

tourism and historic preservations agencies.

The next presenter was Andrew Karas, an
Engineer with the City of Utica, and an avid
cyclist. Mr. Karas outlined recent steps taken
by the City to encourage cycling in the area.
Utica passed a Complete Streets law in 2016,
and the City followed this up with creation
of along-term paving plan in 2016, and
installation of sharrows at various locations
and designs for protected bike lanes in 2017.

Mr. Karas updated participants on all of these
efforts. He also summarized discussions and
planning related to the route of the future ECT
in the Utica area, and how the proposed trail
routing on the north bank of the Canal may

affect the City’s planning.

Finally, PTNY Project Director James Meerdink
presented insights and ideas gleaned from other
bicycle-friendly communities and cited statistics
that substantiate the impact of bicycle tourism
on local economies. Photos from the Le P’tit
Train du Nord in Quebec and the Katy Trail in
Missouri illustrate how trail-side communities

have created programs and developed

infrastructure to cater to the bicycling tourist.

In the discussion following the presentations,
Roundtable participants pointed out the need for
maintenance on local trail sections, improved
signage directing trail users to Downtown Utica,
and updated signage for loop routes within
Utica.

Roundtable participants represented a diverse
group of stakeholders

Participants also stressed the need for better
coordination between communities and
organizations interested in improving the

cycling network and encouraging use.

See Appendix A for a more detailed summary of
the discussion.

MORNING BIKE-A-ROUND

The morning after the Roundtable, PTNY and
other event organizers joined area residents,
business owners, transportation planners, local
cycling advocates and local government
representatives to explore Utica by bike. As in
previous years, looking at the trail and the
community from the perspective of a first-time

bicycle tourist was an eye-opening experience.

e



Bike-a-Round participants discuss trail

conditions west of Utica

The 8-mile ride began and ended at the Aqua
Vino parking lot, which is also the location of
Zagster bike share station and a public parking
area. From this location, cyclists headed west on
the trail towards Harbor Lock and a historically
difficult railroad crossing. Participants returned
along the same route before heading south along
Genesee Street to downtown Utica. They made
their way through Utica’s Varick Street
entertainment district, home to F.X. Matt
Brewery and the finish of the famous
Boilermaker Road Race, and past important
destinations such as the Munson Williams

Proctor Arts Institute.

Existing
wayfinding

signage in Utica

The group navigated a recently-installed
pedestrian bridge and traffic roundabout, and

rode past critical transportation facilities,

including the CENTRO HUB and Utica Central
Station.

They also rode through residential
neighborhoods and the historic Bagg’s Square
district. As the group made their way around,

the cyclists referenced checklists found in the

Bicyclists Bring Business guide.

Participants discussing the regional cycling
network and enjoying lunch after the Bike-a-
Round

Participants indicated strengths of the trail
network and suggested improvements at each of
the nine designated stops along the way.
Generally, participants observed the need for
continued work on the all-important Genesee St.
connection to the Trail, as well as improved
signage and wayfinding in Utica to guide cyclists

to important destinations.

PUBLICITY

The Canal Corporation, City of Utica, Oneida
County Tourism, local MPO Herkimer Oneida
County Transportation Study, and the Mohawk
Valley Cycling Club assisted PTNY in
publicizing the event through email alerts,
physical mailings, and social media. A hard-copy
invite was sent to area elected officials, and select
businesses and civic organizations. Invitations

were also sent to area state and federal

s



legislators, and flyers were posted at key

locations in the area. A press release was sent to
media outlets in the Mohawk Valley and Central
NY regions, including local and regional papers,

and all the major television stations.

WKTYV, the NBC affiliate in Utica, did segments
and collected footage from both the Roundtable
and Bike-a-Round events. The Bike-a-Round
was also mentioned on local radio, which
attracted several additional participants to

Wednesday’s ride.

The event was publicized with an e-alert and an
article in the PTNY e-newsletter, as well as posts

on PTNY and ECT Facebook and Twitter
pages, reaching more than 10,000 people.

After the event, summaries were published in
PTNY’s e-newsletter and in the newsletter for
the statewide Canalway Trail system, Canalway
Trail Times.

PARTICIPANT SURVEY

PTNY asked attendees from the evening
presentation in Utica and the Bike-a-Round
participants to provide feedback via an online

survey.

11 people submitted responses. All of the
respondents who participated in the evening
presentation and/or bike-a-round found the
events worthwhile and informative.

When asked what Utica and Oneida County
needed to do to attract more bicycle tourists,
88% indicated that additional bicycling and
pedestrian infrastructure such as sidewalks and

bike lanes was desirable.

Survey responses to “What does your community

need most to benefit from Canalway Trail tourism?”

Bike/pedestrian
infrastructure

(sidewalks, bike lanes,

etc.) 15.7%
Bike racks 11.8%
Benches 3.9%
Kiosks 3.9%
Community maps in

central locations 13.7%
Visitor-friendly business

hours 3.9%
Bicycle friendly business

designation 9.8%
Welcome center 3.9%
Wayfinding signs 13.7%
Cooperative

advertisements in cycling

magazines 3.9%
Bicycle tour packages 11.8%
Luggage/bike

transportation service 3.9%

“Community maps in central locations™ and
“Wayfinding signs” were also felt to be
important by respondents. Creation of a “Bike-
friendly business designation” and installation of
“Bike racks” were also considered important by
approximately half of respondents.

See Appendix B for a full summary of survey

respomnses.
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https://www.facebook.com/parksandtrailsny/?fref=ts
https://www.facebook.com/eriecanalwaytrail

OTHER INPUT

Participants on the September 13 Bike-a-Round
filled out the Assessment Checklist (How
Bicycle-Friendly is Your Canal Community?)
from PTNY’s Bicyclists Bring Business Guide.
Several themes emerged from respondent

answers and comments.

The first is that Utica and Oneida County are
doing some great things already. 80% of
respondents said they had a Bicycle Advisory

Committee or similar group in their community.

Many respondents also noted that there are

benches and picnic tables available by the trail.

The assessment asked what it is like for cyclists
to enter the community, and most respondents
recommended improvements such as making
the “Welcome to...” sign at the beginning of the

trail more obvious.

All respondents said that it isn’t obvious to trail
users when they are at the entrance to the
community and more should be done to make it
seem more welcoming. 75% also agreed that
there isn’t something that grabs cyclists’

attention and encourages them to learn more.

Other respondents stated that they would like to
see more secure bike parking and more police
presence in trail areas. Several said that there
were clear signs and pavement markings to
direct cyclists from the community to the Erie
Canalway Trail, but many of the paved areas are

not well maintained and/or free of debris.

Poor surface conditions on the ECT west of Utica
was a common complaint



RECOMMENDATIONS

RECOMMENDATION 1: Coordinate local
tourism promotion, trail development, and
bike/pedestrian advocacy efforts, including
addressing current trail maintenance needs as
well as participating in planning for new trail
sections.

RECOMMENDATION 2: Improve signage and
wayfinding to ensure that cyclists can easily
access businesses and attractions from the
Erie Canalway Trail, and can get to the trail
from downtown and residential areas.

RECOMMENDATION 3: Increase bicycle-
friendliness throughout Utica’s downtown
and residential areas, by adding bicycle-
friendly amenities such as bike lanes, cycle-
tracks, and covered bicycle parking.

RECOMMENDATION 4: Capitalize on Utica’s
location on the Erie Canalway Trail and as the
gateway to the Mohawk Valley and the
Southern Adirondacks by marketing the area
to cyclists, and by encouraging local
businesses, institutions, and service providers
to tailor their offering to cyclists.

RECOMMENDATION 5: Secure funding to
complete recommendations.

Please see Appendix C for more detail on recommended next steps
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