“

My dream is that one day you could go across this entire country...
on flat, wide, off-road paths. I want rail-trails to be

- David Burwell, Rails-to-Trails Conservancy Co-Founder
Rails to Trails Magazine, 2006
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Imagine what’s possible with a trail that connects us—person by person,

neighborhood by neighborhood, town by town, community by community, coast to coast.

When Rails-to-Trails Conservancy (RTC) was founded in 1986, just a handful of rail-trails dotted the landscape. They were the
products of passionate advocates and hard-fought community activism. Today, there are more than 2,000 rail-trails crisscrossing
the countryside and another 8,000 miles of rail-trails ready to be built. These trails are well loved and connect people across towns
and cities nationwide, but they could do even more than that. These rail-trails could connect counties, states and regions—the
entire country, from coast to coast.
Like the railroad charted a course to connect the east and west more than a century ago, rail-trails can do the same. And as
railroads brought commerce, tourism and new transportation options to the people and communities along their routes, the Great
American Rail-Trail will do the same—from small towns to urban centers and everything in between.

The time to build the Great American Rail-Trail is now.
At RTC, we’ve known the potential to build a coast-to-coast rail-trail for decades. Until recently, we weren’t sure it was a realistic pursuit.
Analyses implemented in the past few years of open rail-trails and out-of-service rail corridors show the potential to build a railtrail that spans from Washington to Washington. Any number of possible routes are more than 50 percent complete and span
nearly 4,000 miles. And demand for rail-trails and the benefits they bring—from economic gains to physical health and wellness—
is high. People understand the value of trails, and they want them in their communities.

The journey to build the Great American Rail-Trail will be exciting. The journey across the Great American Rail-Trail will be epic.

John Wayne Pioneer Trail | Washington Dept. of Natural Resources

Great Allegheny Passage | Tom Bilcze

Burke-Gilman Trail | Ervin Vice

GreatAmericanRailTrail.org #GreatAmericanRailTrail @RailstoTrails

What It Will Take to Bring the Great American Rail-Trail to Life
The steps it takes to build a rail-trail are consistent—whether the route is 3 miles or 3,000+ miles long. RTC will apply our 30+
years of experience building rail-trails nationwide to building the country’s longest rail-trail—the Great American Rail-Trail that
will connect Washington, D.C. and Washington State. Every way it is drawn, the route is already more than 50 percent complete.
RTC will work in partnership with local communities and states to build and open new segments along the route, following this
proven process to fill the gaps and connect the Great American Rail-Trail over the next two decades.

PHASE 1:
Corridor Research
Public, nonprofit and private partners examine the status of railroad
corridors and non-rail corridors (e.g., transportation corridors,
utility corridors, etc.), review environmental conditions and discuss
opportunities for rail-trail conversion.

Feasibility and Analysis
The trail-building team maps the trail route and explores the likelihood
of building a trail, based on existing infrastructure, community support
and political will to pursue the project.

Land Acquisition

Trail of the Coeur d’Alenes | TrailLink.com

The land to build the trail can be acquired in various ways that often
involve 1) negotiations with interested parties such as local landowners
and railroads, and 2) salvaging railroad materials so that the land is trail
ready. The amount of time it takes for acquisition can vary depending
on the willingness of the parties involved and the funding available.

PHASE 2:
Trail Design
Considerations involved in designing a multiuse trail
include user safety, accessibility for users of all types, surfaces,
intersections and crossings, and integrating existing infrastructure like
bridges and tunnels. A design is often necessary to pursue funding to
build the trail.

Ohio & Erie Canal Towpath | Tom Bower

Funding
Private and public sources can be accessed to build trails. Creating a
financing strategy and applying for funding is necessary for successful
trail development. The financing timeline can vary based on availability
of funds and the competitiveness of the project.

PHASE 3:
Building
This is when it all comes together, and
the vision of the trail comes to life!
Great Allegheny Passage | Tom Dempsey
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The Making of the Great American Rail-Trail
RTC’s vision of a rail-trail that connects the country from coast to coast has been more than 50 years in the making.
Here are some of the milestones that will make the Great American Rail-Trail possible.
1965

Wisconsin purchases a piece of right-ofway that becomes the Elroy-Sparta State
Trail, acknowledged by many to be the first
rail-trail in America.

Oct. 2, 1968

WASHINGTON STATE - WESTERN ENDPOINT

The National Trails System Act is signed
into law, protecting and preserving public
land and the country’s heritage in the form
of trails.
Congress enacts the Railroad Revitalization
and Regulatory Reform Act, which includes
a Rails-to-Trails Grant Program; this
program funds early rail-trail projects
that become foundational to the rail-trail
movement.

1980

The Staggers Rail Act of 1980 is passed,
deregulating the railroad industry and
accelerating the rate at which rail corridors
are abandoned.

1983

Congress amends the National Trails
System Act to include “railbanking,”
preserving disused rail corridors by
allowing interim use as trails.

Feb. 1, 1986

RTC opens its doors with a few hundred
miles of completed rail-trails on the ground.

Feb. 21, 1990

The U.S. Supreme Court unanimously
upholds the constitutionality of railbanking.

WASHINGTON, D.C. - EASTERN ENDPOINT
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Jan. 1, 1976

≈3,750
MILES
OF TRAILS BETWEEN THEM

50-53%

OF GREAT AMERICAN RAIL-TRAIL MILES COMPLETED TO DATE

$92,000,000

AVAILABLE
FEDERAL
FUNDS

Dec. 18, 1991

The Intermodal Surface Transportation
Efficiency Act (ISTEA)—which helps
federally fund rail-trails via two new
programs, Transportation Enhancements
and the Recreational Trails Program—is
signed into law.

Oct. 1, 1998

U.S. reaches 1,000 known rail-trails.

December 2007

U.S. reaches 15,000 miles of open rail-trails.

December 2016

U.S. reaches 22,000 miles of rail-trails and
2,000 open rail-trails nationwide.

September 2017

RTC commits to building the Great
American Rail-Trail.

Help Us Build the Great American Rail-Trail!
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