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What is a Trail Town?
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. 

- Allegheny Trail Alliance, Trail Towns - Capturing Trail-Based Tourism, A
Guide for Communities in Pennsylvania, 2005
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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.
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Where Did the Trail Town Concept Originate? 

Trail Town Program and Manual

Manual: “How-to-Guide”
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 Assistance 
• Business Sign Grant Program
• Bike Rack Grant Program
• Public Art Program
• Preservation Planning
• Conduct Assessments
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Trail Town Concept Takes Hold

Trail Town Programs

North County Trail Association 
Appalachian Trail Conservancy 

Kentucky Trail Town Program

Direct efforts to leverage trails for 
economic development

Portland, OR
Austin, TX
Minneapolis, MN

Leadville, CO
Dallas, TX
Milford, DE
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Trail Town Concept in Michigan  

North Country Trail Association 
• Petoskey
• St. Ignace
• Mackinaw City
• Kalkaska 

• Marquette
• Lowell
• Middleville

Clinton River Watershed Council 
Recently launched it’s Water Towns Program

Trail Town Planning Efforts in Northern Michigan
• Mackinaw City
• Atlanta
• Alpena
• Grayling
• Topinabee

Trail Town Manual

St. Clair, Sanilac, Huron and Tuscola  Counties
8 communities along the coastline

Huron River Watershed Council 
Recently launched its Trail Towns Program

• Boyne City
• Charlevoix
• Petoskey
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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
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Basic Elements of Trail Town Strategy

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
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Basic Elements of Trail Town Strategy - Continued

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”
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Three Types of Bike Tourists

One. 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

Two. Economy Cyclist
• Not Age-specific
• Spend about $50/day
• Ride 50-90 miles/day
• Camping/Lodging – varies depending  on  

weather, locale
• Meals frequently in restaurants
• May look like shoestring cyclist at times

Needs: 
• Discount incentives for tourist attractions, 
• Free: water, ice, camping or budget lodging

Information provided by DNR Trails Collaboration Group
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Three Types of Bike Tourists

Three. Comfort Cyclist
• 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 stay longer

Information provided by DNR Trails Collaboration Group
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Bike Tourism - Economic Impacts

Information provided by DNR Trails Collaboration Group
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Bike Tourism - Economic Impacts

Report: The VASA Effect

$2.6 million in tourism spending

Trail used 1,000 times per week by 
more than 7,000 people each year 

Traverse City
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Mountain Bike Tourism - Impacts

Marquette, MI 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%

Recently named one 
of America’s best 
Mountain Bike Towns 
by USA Today
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Information provided by Michigan Sea Grant

Estimated Annual Impact of all Paddlers in the Midwest

Participants 4.6 million
Trip Related Spending $1.78 billion
Gear Related Spending $433 million
Total Tax Revenue $396 million
Jobs Supported 34,999
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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

Creating a Trail Town Initiative

Key Considerations in Creating a Trail Town 
Environment
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Community Attitude
“We can and will seek to make Michigan the Trail State”
Governor Rick Snyder, 2012
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Community Attitude
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Creating a Trail Town Initiative

The first step is to organize the community and key stakeholders

Several approaches may work for your community

• “Main Street” Approach - Developed by the National 
Main Street Center of the National Trust for Historic
Preservation

• Approach has assisted over 1,200 
communities throughout the United States
create vibrant and healthy downtowns



20

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

Creating a Trail Town Initiative

“Main Street - Four Point Approach”
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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  

Economic Restructuring
It helps existing businesses expand and 
recruit new businesses to respond to the 
user needs

“Four Point Approach” - continued

http://www.michigan.org/blog/wp-content/uploads/tc_downtown4.jpg
http://www.michigan.org/blog/wp-content/uploads/tc_downtown4.jpg
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Trail Town Design Components 
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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

Trail Town Design Components

• How many uses does it accommodate?
• What time of the year are people using the trail and for what purpose?
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Understand 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

A. Trail to Town Relationship
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Identify Key Connecting Elements. Identify key connecting elements 
between the trail and central business district:

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

Trail Town Design Issues – “Connecting Elements”
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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

Trailhead
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Trailhead Examples
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Trailhead Examples
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Trailhead Examples
Accessible Launches
Water Trails
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Trailhead Examples
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Trailhead Examples
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Trailhead Examples
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Trailhead - Bathrooms
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Trailhead: Signs
Fredrick County Parks and Recreation 
Sign Standards
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Celebrate Unique & Cultural Aspects
Trailhead
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Celebrate Community Art
Trailhead
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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

Portal
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Portal
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Portal
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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

Pathway
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Pathway
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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

Gateway
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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)

Center



44

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
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Nodes
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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)
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Public Amenities
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Public Amenities - Transportation
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Signs
Communicate important information about the trail to the user
1. Informational Signs
2. Directional Signs
3. Interpretive Signs
4. Warnings Signs
5. Regulatory Uses
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Directional Signs



51

Directional Signs
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Directional Signs
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Commercial Signs
No specific standards for commercial signs 
(can be addressed in off-premise sign regulations)
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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
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Economic Restructuring
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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

• Develop attractive marketing materials (logo)
• Print Ads and Website
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2. Hold 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 

3. Conduct Trail Town Retail Promotions
• Pre and post season sales
• Weekend sidewalk sales
• Holiday sales
• Word of mouth

Promoting Your Trail Town
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The Trail Town Master Plan

1. Name your trail
2. Include Trails on wayfinding 
3. Include wayfinding on your trail 
4. Promote a gateway moment
5. Create a sense of place
6. Develop a welcoming atmosphere
7. Establish the right mix of services
8. Promote trail-oriented events
9. Develop a map of your trail system   

and make it accessible (on-line)
10. Provide at least one outdoor eating 

establishment

A framework for marketing efforts, capital improvements and 
community involvement - builds support for funding, leveraging grants

Essential Trail Town Components 



59

Opportunities 
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Opportunities 
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Opportunities 
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Opportunities 
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Harry Burkholder, AICP
Community Planner II
burkholder@liaa.org
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Thank You
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