
Riparian Buffer Planting Species
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Greenway and Property Values
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Richlands’ Clinch River Pedestrian Walkway Extension offers a 
great opportunity to connect downtown Richlands with various 
amenities, such as Critterville Park and the historic swinging 
bridge, and to provide increased access to the river for the 
larger community. In addition, the extended greenway provides 
opportunities for increased health and education and, through 
the development of new greenspaces, offers new opportunities 
for outdoor recreation and events. The master plan is a result 
of a collaborative effort between the Town of Richlands, its 
residents, and the CDAC team. It is our hope that this document 
serves as a catalyst for the future development of the Clinch 
River Pedestrian Walkway. 
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Tracy, Tammy and Hugh Morris, Rails-to-Trails Conservancy. “Rail-Trails and Safe 
Communities: The Experience on 372 Trails.,” Written in cooperation with the Na-
tional Park Service Rivers, Trails, and Conservation Assistance Program. January 
1998.
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Powerpoint Presentation: “Crime, Property Values, Trail Opposition & Liability 
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10th, 2010.
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This report was conducted by Rails-to-Trails Conservancy
to document the extent of crime on rail-trails and review such crime

in a broader perspective.

•

The purpose of

Rails-to-Trails Conservancy

is to enrich America’s

communities and countryside

by creating a nationwide network

of public trails from former rail lines and connecting

corridors.

•
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RAIL-TRAILS AND SAFE COMMUNITIES 1

Introduction

At it’s peak, the U.S. railroad network extended for almost 300,000 miles.
More than half of this remarkable system has since become superfluous
and in the latter half of the 20th century more than 2,000 miles of track
annually have been abandoned or left unused by the railroad companies.

Since the early 1960’s, efforts to preserve this part of our national industrial heritage
have taken hold in community after community and more than 10,000 miles of former
rail line have been opened as multi-use trails. In every state except Hawaii, people are
bicycling, walking, running, in-line-skating, snow-mobiling and horseback riding on more
than 950 rail-trails and there are plans for an additional 1,200 rail-trails stretching a
further 18,000 miles.

While rail-trails are hugely popular and successful once they
are open, during the development phase trail promoters often
have to answer a wide range of concerns that local residents may
have about the impact of the proposed trail on their community.
Stories of trails attracting drug dealers, murderers and rapists
are perpetuated by trail opponents with only a handful of
newspaper headlines to back up their assertions rather than
empirical research. Despite numerous studies that have concluded
rail-trails do not generate crime, concerns persist and fear of the
unknown continues to provide fertile ground for trail opponents.
The research that has been conducted, along with anecdotal
evidence, suggests that converting an abandoned rail corridor to
a trail actually tends to reduce crime by cleaning up the land-
scape and attracting people who use the trail for recreation and
transportation.

Recognizing the need to address these concerns, Rails-to-
Trails Conservancy (RTC) conducted a survey of all rail-trail managers in an effort to
document the level of crime on trails and identify the mitigation measures used by trail
designers and managers. The objectives of this study were threefold: 1) to document the
levels of crime on urban, suburban and rural rail-trails with current statistics and compre-
hensive data, 2) to examine trail management strategies that can mitigate crime and
improve trail safety, and 3) to put crime on trails in perspective. A summary of past studies,
our methodology, results, recommendations and several case studies follow.

…converting

an abandoned rail

corridor to a trail tends

to reduce crime by

cleaning up the land-

scape and attracting

people who use the trail

for recreation and

transportation.
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2 RAILS-TO-TRAILS CONSERVANCY

Previous Research

Four separate studies conducted between
1979 and 1997 concluded that rail-trails
do not increase crime.1

A study of  the Burke-Gilman Trail in Seattle,
Washington relied on interviews with local police
officers and residents adjacent to the 12-mile
urban rail-trail. The study found that incidents of
vandalism and burglary did not increase as a result
of the trail. To the contrary, the rate of vandalism
and break-ins to adjacent property was well below
the neighborhood average. Police said that they did
not anticipate crime being a problem as long as
motor vehicle use on the trail was prohibited,
citing that the separation of a criminal from his/
her escape vehicle as being a primary deterrent.

In the Minnesota study, the Department of
Natural Resources interviewed property owners
near the proposed Root River Trail in southeastern
Minnesota and the proposed Soo Line Trail in
eastern Minnesota. The study also interviewed
property owners adjacent to the existing Douglas
Trail near Rochester and the Heartland Trail in
northern Minnesota. The study concluded that
residents adjacent to existing rail-trails experienced
much less crime than was anticipated by residents
near proposed rail-trail projects.

A National Park Service study of the 26-mile
Heritage Trail in rural Iowa, the 16-mile St. Marks
Trail through small communities in Florida, and
the 8-mile Layfayette/Moraga Trail in suburban
San Francisco found that property owners experi-

enced relatively few problems resulting from the
existence of a rail-trail. Most adjacent property
owners reported that rates of vandalism, burglary
and trespassing had remained the same or de-
creased since the opening of the trail. The majority
of property owners interviewed in the National
Park Service study reported that living near a trail
was better than they expected and also better than
living near unused rail corridors.

A recent survey of residents near the Mohawk-
Hudson Bike-Hike trail in New York asked respon-
dents to comment on twelve potential problems
that could arise from the trail. The respondents
ranked each potential problem on a scale of one to
five, with one being “not a problem” to five being
a “major problem.” The items that were ranked
highest as being a major problem were litter (14%
of respondents), illegal motor vehicle use (12%),
and disruptive noise from the trail (12%). For these
three items the percentage of users who indicated
that these were not a problem at all was 41%, 44%,
and 45%, respectively.

All four studies found that while some
residents were apprehensive about rail-trail projects
most did not experience problems after the trail’s
opening. In fact, many became users of the trail
and the majority recognized the trail’s economic
and health benefits to the community. The Burke-
Gilman and the National Park Service studies both
found rail-trails to have a slightly positive effect on
property values in adjacent neighborhoods, further
testimony to the safety and benefit of rail-trails.
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RAIL-TRAILS AND SAFE COMMUNITIES 3

Methodology

RTC used several methods of data collec-
tion for this report.

In January 1997, RTC mailed surveys to the
managers of all known open rail-trails (861) in the
United States based on contacts maintained in
RTC’s database of rail-trails. This survey asked trail
managers to report any crimes against persons or
property committed on their trails during the years
of 1995 and 1996. The survey listed several types of
crime in each category for the respondent to
consider. The survey also asked questions regard-
ing the use of such safety features as lights, phones
and posted warnings. Finally, the survey asked

about the existence, mode and frequency of trail
patrols.  From this effort, RTC received 372 usable
responses, a 43% response rate, reflecting a diverse
set of trail types, lengths and geographic locations.
Trail types included 36 urban, 81 suburban and
255 rural trails.2 The length of these trails ranged
from one-fifth of a mile to 145 miles. Geographic
representation was quite broad with 38 of the 49
states that currently have at least one rail-trail
responding.

In June 1997, RTC collected supplementary
statistical and anecdotal information on the impact
of rail-trails upon local crime. Using contact
information provided by survey respondents, RTC
sent letters to thirty local law enforcement agen-
cies3 with questions regarding impact of the rail-trail
on crime, the presence of trail users as a crime
deterrent and comparisons of crime on the trail to
the crime in surrounding areas. Twelve of these
agencies
responded, a 40% return, with letters regarding
the safety of rail-trails. Finally, in July 1997, RTC
conducted phone interviews with several coordina-
tors of volunteer and professional rail-trail patrols
to discuss the operation of their patrols. RTC
compiled information on the organization, objec-
tives and success of seven urban, suburban and
rural trail patrols.

A local patroler makes his rounds on the Illinois Prairie Path.
(Jean Mooring)
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4 RAILS-TO-TRAILS CONSERVANCY

The summarized results appear in the
following four sections, major crimes,
minor crimes, design strategies and trail
patrols.

Major crimes are, defined for the purpose of
this report, as those crimes against persons includ-
ing mugging, assault, rape and murder. Minor
crimes are those against property including
graffiti, littering, sign damage, motorized trail use,
trespassing and break-ins to adjacent property.
Quotations from law enforcement letters are
included in the text where appropriate. The
complete text of the letters appears in Appendix A.

Figures for the actual number of incidents of
crimes against persons are reported whereas the
incidents of property crimes are expressed by the
number of trails reporting any occurrence during
the year. This was done because of the difficulty in
quantifying some of the types of minor crimes
such as litter or graffiti incidents.

Overall, results from the study indicate that
rail-trails are safe places for people to be. The study
also found that trail managers often employ
preventative design strategies and patrols to reduce
the possibility of crime and improve the efficient
management of the trail.

Major Crimes

Out of 372 trails included in this study, RTC
found only eleven rail-trails in 1995 and ten rail-
trails in 1996 which had experienced any type of
major crime, 3% of responding trails.

“The trail does not encourage crime, and
in fact, probably deters crime since there

Study Findings

are many people, tourists and local
citizens using the trail for many activities
at various hours of the day.”

— Pat Conlin, Sheriff
Green County, Wis.

These figures are very low considering the
372 trails surveyed cover nearly 7,000 miles of trail
and more than 45 million estimated annual users.4

Letters from law enforcement agencies support
these findings. They consistently report that rail-
trails do not encourage crime; rather, several
letters cited heavy trail usage as a crime deterrent
in areas of former isolation:

“The trail has not caused any increase in
the amount of crimes reported and the
few reported incidents are minor in
nature...We have found that the trail
brings in so many people that it has
actually led to a decrease in problems we
formerly encountered such as underage
drinking along the river banks. The
increased presence of people on the trail
has contributed to this problem being
reduced.”

— Charles R. Tennant, Chief of Police,
Elizabeth Township, Buena Vista, Pa.

Following is a summary of major crimes on
rail-trails by urban, suburban and rural areas as
well as a comparison to national crime figures.
Although directly comparable statistics were not
available, violent crime rates from the FBI’s 1995
Uniform Crime Report provide some comparison
by showing the number of crimes per 100,000
inhabitants in urban, suburban and rural areas.5

When compared to rates of rail-trail crime, these
figures provide a sense of how infrequently crimes
on rail-trails occur.  The results are presented in
Table 1 and followed by discussion.
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RAIL-TRAILS AND SAFE COMMUNITIES 5

Table 1
Comparisons of Incidence Rate of Major Crimes on Rail-trails

to U.S. Crime Rates.

Major Crimes on Rail-trails
Urban Rail-Trails

RTC found the crime rates on urban rail-trails to be very low compared to the national crime
rate for urban areas. Note that one urban trail located in South Boston, Massachusetts is
where the majority of personal crimes were experienced:

� Each year, an estimated 5 million people use the 36 urban rail-trails surveyed,
covering 332 miles.

� The national rate of urban muggings is 335 per 100,000 inhabitants6; two urban rail-
trails reported muggings (26 incidents) in 1995 and only one trail reported muggings
(15 incidents) in 1996.

� The national rate of urban assaults is 531 per 100,000 inhabitants; only three urban
rail-trails reported assaults in 1995 (29 incidents) and 1996 (17 incidents).

� The national rate of forcible rape in urban areas is 43 per 100,000; one urban rail-
trail reported two rapes in 1995 and no rapes were reported in 1996.

� The national urban murder rate is 11 per 100,000 urban inhabitants; one urban rail-
trail reported two murders in 1995. None of the urban rail-trails reported murders
for 1996.
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6 RAILS-TO-TRAILS CONSERVANCY

Suburban Rail-Trails

RTC found crime rates on suburban trails to be even lower than on urban rail-trails. The rate
of crime on rail-trails was also low compared to national statistics of overall suburban crime.

� An estimated 14 million people use more than 1,100 miles of trail on the 82 subur-
ban trails surveyed.

� The national rate of suburban muggings is 102 per 100,000 inhabitants; none of the
suburban rail-trails reported muggings for the year of 1995 and only one mugging
was reported in 1996.

� The national rate of suburban aggravated assaults is 293 per 100,000 inhabitants;
three assaults occurred on three suburban rail-trails in 1995 and only two assaults
occurred on suburban rail-trails in 1996.

� The national rate of suburban rape is 29 per 100,000 persons; none of the suburban
rail-trails reported a rape in 1995 or 1996.

� Nationally, four murders per 100,000 inhabitants occur in suburban areas; there were
no reports of murder on suburban rail-trails in 1995 or 1996.

Rural Rail-Trails

Major crimes occurred with even less frequency on rural rail-trails than on urban or subur-
ban ones. These rates are also low compared to overall rural crime rates.

� There are an estimated 26 million annual users on the 254 surveyed rural trails
covering 5,282 miles.

� The national rate of mugging in rural areas is 19 per 100,000 inhabitants; none of the
rural rail-trails reported muggings in 1995 and only one reported an incident in 1996.

� The national rural rate of aggravated assault is 203 incidents per 100,000 persons;
only three rural rail-trails reported three assaults in 1995 and the same number in
1996.

� Nationally, there were 26 forcible rapes per 100,000 rural inhabitants; two rural rail-
trails reported rapes in 1995 and one trail reported a rape in 1996.

� The national murder rate for rural areas is 5 per 100,000; none of the rural rail-trails
reported a murder over the two year period.

���
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RAIL-TRAILS AND SAFE COMMUNITIES 7

Minor Crimes

According to our survey findings, only one-
fourth of the rail-trail managers reported any
type of minor crime, such as graffiti or littering
and these problems were quickly corrected as
part of routine trail management. The data
indicates the occurance of each infraction rather
than the actual number of incidents.

Letters from law enforcement officials
attest that the actual volume of incidents such as
graffiti, littering, sign damage and motorized
use were minimal. In fact, one letter noted that
litter was virtually nonexistent on a section of
converted rail, but was overwhelming on portions
which had not been converted to trail, again
highlighting the benefits of converting an aban-
doned rail corridor to a trail:

“My family and I took part in a community
clean-up day. ...By the end of the mile and
a half, we had found ONE piece of litter
almost too small to have noticed. ...once
you leave the path and continue where
the railway line had been, the trash and
graffiti are overwhelming.”

— Ross L. Riggs, Chief of Police
Louisville, Ohio

Moreover, RTC found that the majority of the
property crimes committed on rail-trails had only a

minor effect on the trail and usually did not harm
adjacent private property. The following letter
indicates that trails make good neighbors.

“Since the trail was constructed and
opened for use we have found that the
trail has not caused any inconvenience to
property owners along the trail. The
residents seem to enjoy having the trail
near their homes.”

— Charles R. Tennant Chief of Police,
Elizabeth Township, Buena Vista, Pa.

A breakdown of the property crimes commit-
ted on rail-trails in urban, suburban and rural areas
in 1996 and some comparisons to national averages

follow.7  The results are presented in
Table 2 and followed by a discussion.

Figure 1

Many trails close at dark and patrols help to clear them. (Karen Stewart)
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8 RAILS-TO-TRAILS CONSERVANCY

Table 2
Comparison of Incidence Rate of Minor Crimes on Rail-trails

to U.S. Crime Rates & Percentage of Trails Reporting Types of Crime in 1995.

Urban Rail-Trails

Very few incidents directly affecting urban property owners occurred.

� The national rate of burglary in urban areas is 1,117 incidents per 100,000 inhabit-
ants; none of the urban rail-trails reported burglary to adjacent homes in 1996.

� Only 5% of urban rail-trails reported trespassing

�  26% of the urban rail-trails reported graffiti.

�  24% of the urban rail-trails reported littering.

�  22% of the urban rail-trails reported sign damage.

�  18% of urban rail-trails reported unauthorized motorized use.
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Table 2
Comparison of Incidence Rate of Minor Crimes on Rail-trails

to U.S. Crime Rates & Percentage of Trails Reporting Types of Crime in 1995.

Urban Rail-Trails

Very few incidents directly affecting urban property owners occurred.

� The national rate of burglary in urban areas is 1,117 incidents per 100,000 inhabit-
ants; none of the urban rail-trails reported burglary to adjacent homes in 1996.

� Only 5% of urban rail-trails reported trespassing

�  26% of the urban rail-trails reported graffiti.

�  24% of the urban rail-trails reported littering.

�  22% of the urban rail-trails reported sign damage.

�  18% of urban rail-trails reported unauthorized motorized use.
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RAIL-TRAILS AND SAFE COMMUNITIES 9

Suburban Rail-Trails

Incidents of graffiti and unauthorized motorized usage occurred less frequently on suburban
rail-trails than on urban ones. The number of suburban trails reporting crimes directly
affecting adjacent property owners was significantly lower than the rates of trail vandalism.

� The national rate of suburban burglary is 820 incidents per 100,000 inhabitants; only
one suburban trail reported a break-in to adjacent property in 1996.

� 3% of suburban trails reported trespassing.

� 17% of the suburban trails reported graffiti.

�  24% of the trails reported littering.

� 22% of the trails reported sign damage.

� 14% of the suburban trails reported unauthorized motorized usage.

Rural Rail-Trails

Rural rail-trails reported fewer incidents of graffiti than both urban and suburban trails.
Other incidents occurred at about the same rate. Again, crimes directly affecting adjacent
property were rare.

� The national burglary rate in rural areas is 687 incidents per 100,000 inhabitants;
only three of the rural trails reported a break-in to adjacent property in 1995 and
three in 1996.

�  4% of rural trails reported trespassing.

� 12% of rural trails reported graffiti.

�  25% of the rural trails reported littering.

�  23% of the rural trails reported sign-damage.

�  23% of the rural trails reported unauthorized motor use.

���
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10 RAILS-TO-TRAILS CONSERVANCY

Recommendations

Although this study shows that rail-trail
crime is rare, it is nonetheless a legitimate
concern for residents and trail users and
should be treated accordingly. There are
several methods for addressing such
concerns and minimizing the potential for
crime.

Encouraging trail use is one way to help
ensure trail safety, as the presence of other users
helps to minimized undesirable behavior. In
addition, trail users should exercise common sense
when using trails after dark and remain aware of
their surroundings at all times. Several other
mitigation strategies help suppress criminal
behavior and lessen the impact of incidents that do
occur. In particular, trail design features and trail
patrols are useful to keep in mind and recommen-
dations for their implementation are included in
this section. However since every rail-trail environ-
ment is unique, trail managers should assess the
need for these strategies on an individual basis.

Trail Design

Good trail design is an effective way of
promoting trail safety. In most cases, the design of
the trail should eliminate overgrown vegetation
and tall shrubs in order to minimize hiding places
along the trail and maintain long sight lines for
users. Trail managers may also choose to place
security lighting at trail heads and in parking lots
to improve trail safety. Emergency phones or call
boxes and emergency vehicle access are also
important safety features for some trails. Addition-
ally, keeping all trail corridors clean and well-
maintained increases the feeling of community
ownership of the trail and reduces the incidents of
minor crime such as litter, graffiti and vandalism.
Prohibiting motorized use of the trail deters
property crime.

RTC found that several trails utilized the
above design strategies in order to improve safety.
The survey found that at the trail head 18% of the
trails installed lights, 12% installed phones, and

From Trails for the Twenty-
First Century, edited by
Karen-Lee Ryan. page 132.
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