
M A K I N G  T H E  C A S E  F O R
G R E E N W A Y  T R A I L S

Trails are major drivers of economic development, health & wellness, environmental
sustainability, equity, and community pride.
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Greenway trails can be powerful economic drivers. The value

they bring to a community and region represent a substantial

economic return, as the costs of land acquisition for trails, trail

construction, and maintenance are generally far outweighed by

their economic benefits. Overall visitor spending related to New

York’s Erie Canalway Trail, for instance—factoring both direct and

secondary effects—generates approximately $253 million in

sales, 3,440 jobs, $78 million in labor income, and $28.5 million

in taxes in the upstate economy each year.

Job Creation
Trail investments create more jobs per dollar spent than any

other type of transportation projects. 

Health & Wellbeing
Establishing a network of well-designed public trails that provide

safe, off-road environments for walking and bicycling makes it

easier for residents of cities, suburbs, and rural areas to choose

to participate in outdoor activities. Physical activity improves

mental health and lowers the risk of heart disease, diabetes,

obesity and various cancers. Studies show that every $1 invested

in recreational trails yields $3 in direct medical benefit.

Communities of color are three times as likely as white

communities to live in “nature-deprived places.”  Greenway trails

play an important role in connecting neighborhoods and providing

access to green space, especially in urban areas. If investments in

trails are made equitably, they can promote environmental justice

across the state. 

With their gentle grades and firm surfaces, greenway trails create

opportunities for people of all ages and abilities, including people

with limited mobility, to get outside and recreate. 

Improving Safety
The United States—in contrast to other countries—has seen a

significant increase in pedestrian and cyclist deaths in the last

decade. Pedestrian deaths increased 80% between 2009 and

2021; bicyclist deaths by 55% from 2010-2021.  Off-road trails

provide safe space for bicyclists, pedestrians, joggers, mobility

device users and others for both transportation and recreation

purposes.

Climate Change Resilience
& Biodiversity

As extreme weather events become more common, greenway

trails can help communities become more resilient by mediating

the impacts and costs of flooding. Existing trails serve to protect

open space along waterways, while new trails can include

strategies like restoring or protecting floodplains and improving

riparian buffers.

Multi-use trails protect open space and provide corridors for

wildlife. This linear green space can provide needed links

between fragmented habitats and increase available connected

green space for many species.

Historic Preservation &
Community Identity

Greenway trails can be important sources of community identity.

Many serve to protect and provide access to historically

significant sites, such as historically important transportation

corridors. They may feature historic feats of engineering, like the

old Croton Aqueduct or the Erie Canal, and convey a powerful

sense of place that can help evoke a more powerful

understanding of the lives of the people who once lived and

worked in the region.
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P A R K S  &  T R A I L S  N E W  Y O R K :
C H A R T I N G  A  P A T H  F O R W A R D

Building a movement and supporting the enhancement and expansion of New York’s
greenway trail movement. 

Parks & Trails New York is actively working to expand New York’s network of greenway trails to connect people– and

whole communities– to nature, opportunity, wellness and adventure. We are creating resources, developing

innovative approaches to trail counting, and keeping tabs on greenway trail projects throughout the state. 

Find all these resources and more at ptny.org

Building the Greenway Trail Network

Trails Across New York: A Grassroots Guide to Developing Greenway Trails
This guide walks advocates and trail planners through the steps needed to see a greenway trail to completion. By

breaking down the process, the handbook demystifies the trail planning and development process, from corridor

selection and feasibility studies to securing funding and construction.

Greenway Trails Progress Reports
Parks & Trails New York and the New York State Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation have released

two progress reports covering Aug. 2021-June 2024, identifying 142.3 miles of new trails completed or existing trails

resurfaced, 39.4 miles of trail under construction and an additional 500+ miles in various stages of development.

Demonstrating the Impact of Greenway Trails

Quantifying Trail Use: A Survey of Greenway Trail Counting Practice in NYS
This report offers the first comprehensive look at trail use counting practices across the state. It surveys the methods

used by 13 organizations, from manual counts to advanced AI tools, and highlights common challenges, emerging

best practices, and recommendations to improve data consistency and coordination. The report serves as a resource

for planners, policymakers, and advocates working to build stronger, data-driven trail systems across New York.

Empire State Trail Economic Impact Study (in progress as of 2025)
Parks & Trails New York has launched a comprehensive economic impact study on the 750-mile Empire State Trail, in

partnership with LaBella Associates and NC State’s Institute for Transportation Research and Education. The study

will quantify the trail’s broad economic, health, and community benefits—ranging from tourism spending to business

development and public wellness—while also examining equity in how those benefits are distributed.

Bringing the Benefits of Trails to Communities

Bicyclists Bring Business: A Handbook for Attracting Bicyclists to New York’s Canal

Communities
Parks & Trails New York, in partnership with the New York State Canal Corporation, developed this guide to help

communities and businesses attract and benefit from the increasing number of cycling tourists along the Canalway

Trail System. The handbook provides current research, strategies, and insight into opportunities like the Bike

Friendly New York business certification program.

Trail Town Programs
PTNY is proud to support communities that embrace the economic, health, and recreational benefits of trails. Across

the state, these towns are transforming into thriving destinations where visitors can explore scenic bike trails, enjoy

local businesses, and connect with the outdoors. Through a series of assessments, workshops, and targeted

recommendations, participating communities will leave the program with a set of tools to enhance the trail

experience, boost local tourism and foster community pride.

Greenways Guides 
Got a question about a specific part of the trail planning process? These easy-to-use, one- or two-page handouts

provide an overview of specific topics, ranging from designing conceptual maps to working with landowners to

identifying the best state funding opportunity for your project.


