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51% posted warnings or rules for trail users. Along
the trail, 8% of the trails installed phones, 8% had
lights and 45% posted warnings or trail rules.
Unfortunately, the data collected in this survey was
too limited to explore the correlation between the
existence of design features and crime rates.

Trail Patrols

Volunteer or professional trail patrols are also
beneficial in improving trail safety. These patrols
range from informal monthly clean-up and mainte-
nance crews to daily patrols that provide maps,
information and emergency assistance. The
primary function of these patrols should be to
educate trail users and to provide assistance when
necessary.  They should also be equipped to alert
emergency services quickly if needed. Above all,
the presence of a patrol deters crime and improves
users’ enjoyment of the trail.

Bike patrol police on the Capital Crescent Trail, Maryland.
(Patrick Kraich )

According to survey results, the majority of
trails have some type of trail patrol. The survey
found that 69% of the urban rail-trails, 67% of
suburban rail-trails and 63% of rural rail-trails are
patrolled in some way. Local, county, and state
entities, park rangers and volunteers provide these
patrol services either alone or in combination.
RTC found that 20% of the trails have local law
enforcement patrols, 16% of the trails have county
patrols, 4% of the trails have state patrols, 9% of
the trails have park ranger patrols and 3% of the
trails have volunteer patrols. The dominant modes
of trail patrol are bike (26%) and car or truck
(33%). The study found that 82% of the trails have
access for emergency vehicles.

Trail patrol members are on hand at an evening event in
Gainsville, Florida. (Karen Stewart,)
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12 RAILS-TO-TRAILS CONSERVANCY

Trail Patrol Case Studies

There are many methods of organizing an
effective trail patrol. Depending on a
trail’s needs and available resources, a
daily, weekly or monthly patrol may be
appropriate.

Below are several examples of volunteer and
professional patrols and contact information for
their coordinators. These examples are only a few
ways to promote safety and improve users’ enjoy-
ment of rail-trails. Trail managers should be
creative in using “friends of the trail” groups, local
community organizations and law enforcement to
maintain and monitor local rail-trails.

Minuteman Trail
MAssachusetts

Several years ago as part of a public relations
effort, the Bedford Police began riding bikes along
the Bedford to Lexington portion of the Minute-
man Trail. Approximately a year and a half later,
they initiated a unique youth patrol, the Bedford
Police Explorers to assist them. After completing
first aid and CPR certification, the Explorers
began conducting daily patrols of the trail wearing
police t-shirts and carrying radios and first aid kits.
Both the police and Explorer programs have been
well received by the community. After seeing an
officer and several Explorers clearing debris from
the trail, one trail user wrote to the Bedford Police:
“I was so taken by this… by clearing the bike path,
now even more women, men, children of all ages
and people in wheelchairs can enjoy nature in the
path.” Contact Officer Jeff Wardwell at the
Bedford Public Safety Department for more
information on the Explorer program, (617) 275-
1212, ext. 125.

North Augusta
Greeneway
South Carolina

Approximately twenty professionally trained
police officers voluntarily patrol the three-mile
North Augusta Greeneway in rural South Carolina.
The effort began as part of a community policing
and physical fitness program of the North Augusta
Public Safety Department. Three to four times each
week, officers patrol the trail as they perform
walking, jogging or biking workouts. Captain Lee
Wetherington, coordinator of the patrol effort,
explained their objectives, “We try to show a
presence, deter illegal activity and provide first aid
or other assistance to trail users.” The patrol is a
creative way of keeping officers in condition for
duty while promoting trail safety at the same time.
For additional information about the patrol,
contact Capt. Wetherington at (803) 441-4254.

Pinellas Trail
FLorida

The 35-mile Pinellas Trail is patrolled daily by
one of the most extensive volunteer patrols, the
Pinellas Auxiliary Rangers. The Auxiliary Rangers
serve as uniformed ambassadors for the Pinellas
Trail, providing trail information, directions and
bicycle safety tips. More than 25 volunteers, 18
years and older, comprise the patrol and are
required to under-go background checks and
extensive training on trail history, public relations,
trail-riding, first aid and nutrition. The majority of
the volunteers patrol by bike and use cell phones
to communicate. Because the trail has not encoun-
tered many problems, an Auxiliary Ranger’s
primary role is one of educator rather than
enforcer. For more information, contact Jerry
Cumings or Tim Closterman at the Pinellas County
Park Department, (813) 393-8909.
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Youghiogheny River
Trail-North

Pennsylvania

Three local trail councils, headed by the
Regional Trail Corporation, coordinate monitoring
teams for the 23-mile Youghiogheny River Trail-
North in southwestern Pennsylvania. Each of the
trail councils oversees a team of approximately
twenty monitors patrolling primarily on bikes, but
also by foot and by horse. Easily recognizable in
their gold and black uniforms, monitors carry first
aid kits and, frequently, cellular phones to report
trail damage or injuries. Joe Honick, who instituted
this model monitoring program, explained their
usefulness, “The monitors serve as the eyes and
ears of the Regional Trail Corporation. They assist
trail users, explain trail rules and relay users’
suggestions and comments.”

Bob McKinley, Trail Manager of the Regional
Trail Corporation reported very few incidents of
trail damage or graffiti along the trail. “There is so
little vandalism, every piece seems like a major
item,” he said. The patrol program has been
successful in deterring such incidents. McKinley
commended the patrol efforts, “The patrols are
doing a great job. Their monitoring really does
make a difference.” For more information on the
trail’s monitoring program, contact Joe Honick of
the Mon/Yough Trail Council at (412) 829-0467.

Great River Trail
ILlinois

The Great River Trail Council uses several
groups to patrol its 28-mile trail passing through
urban, suburban and rural areas. The council
coordinates local bicycle and service clubs which
have an interest in assisting with trail patrol. Clubs
provide trail users with directions and look for
maintenance problems. In the summer months, at
least one group patrols during daylight hours and
police patrol the trail after dusk. For more infor-
mation, contact Patrick Marsh at the Great River
Trail Council, (309) 793-6300.

Baltimore and Annapolis
Trail Park

MarylanD

Approximately thirty volunteer Trailblazers,
ranging from age eleven to 78, patrol the 13-mile
Baltimore and Annapolis Trail. After receiving
three weekends of first aid, CPR, patrol technique
and park operations training from park rangers,
they take to the trail by in-line skates, bike or foot.
Trailblazers supplement park rangers’ daily patrols
by providing information to trail users, correcting
unsafe trail behavior and reporting their findings
to the park rangers. Trailblazers are able to quickly
identify and repair problem areas of litter or
graffiti helping to prevent further incidents from
occurring. For more information on the organiza-
tion or training of the Baltimore and Annapolis
Trailblazers, contact David Dionne, Park Superin-
tendent at the Anne Arundel County Department
of Recreation and Parks, (410) 222-6245.

Lafayette/Moraga Trail
CAlifornia

Several entities monitor the 8-mile Lafayette/
Moraga Trail in the San Francisco Bay Area,
including a maintenance team, the East Bay
Regional Park District Public Safety Department
and several volun-teer patrols. More than 150
equestrians, bicyclists and hikers comprise volunteer
groups who patrol the Lafayette/Moraga Trail and
other parks in the area. An officer from the Park
District provides each group with training and
organizes monthly meetings and speakers. In 1996,
volunteers provided over 40,000 hours of service to
the East Bay parks. For more information on these
patrols, contact Steve Fiala at the East Bay Re-
gional Park District,
(510) 635-0135.
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Rail Trails are not crime-free. No place on
earth can make that claim. However,
when compared to the communities in
which they exist, compared to highways
and parking lots, and compared to many
other public and private places, rail-trails
have an excellent public safety record.

Compared to the abandoned and forgotten
corridors they recycle and replace, trails are a
positive community development and a crime-
prevention strategy of proven value. By generating
lawful activities such as walking, running, bicycling
and in-line-skating, rail-trails are also bringing
communities together and reintroducing neighbors
to each other.

Trails are actually one of the safest places to
be and the incidence rate of crime on trails is

minor in comparison to other locations. Table 3
lists the percentage of rapes, robberies, and
assaults that occur in four locations. As these data
show, a park is actually one of the safest places to
be. Two to three times safer than being in a
parking facility or in your own home and many
more times safer than walking down the street.
These data help to provide some perspective of
personal safely in several types of locations in the
context of overall crime rates in the U.S. The result
being that parks are undeniably one of the safest
places to be.

In an attempt to add perspective to crime on
trails, John Yoder, President of the Friends of the
Pumpkinvine Nature Trail, Inc. in Indiana has
compiled crime and injury statistics for a variety of
circumstances to make the point that no human
activity is risk free. The entire contents of his list
can be found in Appendix B.

Rail-Trails as safe places

Table 3
National Crime Statistics by Location
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 Yoder concludes by asking “Does this mean
we should outlaw, eliminate, or ban any of these
places or activities?” Of course not! But as these
statistics demonstrate, every form of human
activity has some level of risk associated with it.
The question in judging any activity is understand-
ing the level of risk associated with that activity and
doing everything possible to minimize those risks.
Our society accepts approximately 40,000 highway
deaths every year because we believe the conve-
nience of highway travel is worth the risk. Simi-
larly, in 1992 there were 30 murders, 1,000 rapes,

Conclusion

With nearly 27,000 miles of open and
project rail-trail, Rails-to-Trails Conser-
vancy recognizes that addressing trail
users safety and trail neighbors concerns
about crime are critical to the creation of
a successful trail. This report has shown
that crime on rail-trails is not a common
occurrence.

Past studies, our survey results, letters from
law enforcement officials, and comparisons to
national crime figures all indicate that rail-trails are
safe places for local residents and visitors to enjoy.
While common sense and preventative measures
should be used on rail-trails to ensure the lowest
possible levels of crime, rail-trails remain much
safer than many other environments. The findings
of this report should reassure those with apprehen-
sions about trail projects that converting a former

rail corridor into a trail will have a positive rather
than negative effect on their community.

As the data in this report show, crime on rail-
trails is minimal. This becomes all-the-more
apparent when put in perspective with risks
associated with other activities. The way to mini-
mize crime on trails is to ensure that users exercise
proper safety precautions, keep the trail well
maintained, and boost trail use. Crime generally
does not occur in places where there are  lots of
people and few hiding places. Positive-looking
places tend to encourage positive behavior.

Crime occurs on roads, parking lots, in
shopping malls, office buildings, airports, and at
zoos. However, no one would rationally argue that
we shouldn’t build any of the above because crime
will occur there. The same should be true for
trails.

and 1,800 robberies on college campuses however,
most people believe that the rewards associated with
a college education are worth the risks involved.

It is important not to trivialize or deny that
bad things can happen on trails, however it is
equally important to keep in mind that the amount
of crime that occurs on trails as demonstrated by
the survey results as well as the data in Table 3
shows that crime on trails is minimal. As with any
activity, appropriate safety precautions should be
taken to minimize risk.
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Appendix A: Letters from Local Law
Enforcement Agencies
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Appendix B:
A look at everyday risks by the President of
the Pumpkinvine Nature Trail.

Many rail-trail opponents claim that these trails are unsafe for the users and the adjacent landowners. As
“proof,” they gather anecdotes about crime on trails. Second, they assert that these crimes prove all trails are
unsafe. Third, they draw the conclusion that your trail will also be crime ridden and should not be built.

I believe this line of argument employs a double standard of safety and risk.  Those who attack the safety
of trails would never think of applying the same type of risk analysis to other forms of transportation, recre-
ation or life in general. It’s a neat logical trick: by demanding perfect safety (i.e., no risks) in an imperfect and
risky world, they create an artificial and impossibly high standard of safety that trail makers can never meet.

Trail opponents don’t require promises of perfect safety in other areas of life, or they wouldn’t get out of
bed in the morning. They ignore all the risks involved in walking, riding in a car or crossing the supermarket
parking lot while waving a few anecdotes about crimes on trails.

I’ve gathered some statistics over the years on risks and safety that might help make the point.

Dogs, sometimes called man’s best friend, provide companionship to millions. Yet in 1995, 3.5 million
dog bites were reported to American insurance carriers, with the companies spending $1 billion on the
claims (South Bend Tribune, Oct. 6, 1996). Should we, therefore, outlaw dogs?

Escalators carry millions of people safely each year. Yet in Boston, 300 people require emergency room
treatment every year from injuries received while riding on escalators (NBC Dateline, Nov. 29, 1995). Should
we, therefore, eliminate escalators?

A trip to the grocery store is a usually routine. Yet in one recent year, shopping cart accidents resulted in
25,000 trips to the emergency room (68 per day), including two deaths. Two thousand children were hospital-
ized (NBC Today Show, March 20, 1996; data from a study by Dr. Gary Smith, Children’s Hospital, Columbus,
Ohio). Should we, therefore, ban shopping carts?

Regular exercise can significantly reduce the chances of dying prematurely from heart disease and other
ailments. Yet in 1992 many forms of recreation resulted the following number of emergency room trips: table
tennis-1,455; horseshoes—4,423; billiards-5,835; bowling—24,361; golf-37,556; in-line skates-83,000; volleyball—
90,125; swing sets-102,232; football—229,689; baseball—285,593; bicycles-649,536 (Newsweek, June 21, 1994,
data from U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission). No question: let’s definitely ban that dangerous table
tennis game.

Farmers use the latest equipment to produce our food. Yet in Indiana, 28 people die in an average year
in farm accidents. Farmers die at more than four times the average rate of all other workers from work-
related accidents, according to the National Safety Council. (AP story in the Goshen News. I did not record
the date.) Explain that, Farm Bureau.

Government sources estimate that air bags in motor vehicles have saved 2,700 lives. Yet at the same time
they have killed 87 people-48 adults and 39 children (NBC Nightly News, Nov. 17, 1997).

Trains are one of the most efficient ways to move freight. Yet a vehicle-train crash occurs about once
every 90 minutes in the U.S. Two motorists are killed daily in these crashes. (Goshen News, July 13, 1994; data
from Indiana Operation Lifesaver.)
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We send our sons and daughters to college for higher education. Yet colleges are awash in criminal
behavior. About 2,400 U.S. colleges reported their statistics on campus crime to the Chronicle of Higher
Education in responds to the 1990 federal law, the Student Right-to-Know and Campus Security Act of 1990.
The report states that in the reporting academic year (1991-1992) there were 7,500 incidents of violent crime
on their campuses.  That includes 30 murders, 1,000 rapes and more than 1,800 robberies.

However, they also reported that these violent crimes, thank goodness, were the exception when com-
pared to property crimes, e.g., there were 32,127 burglaries and 8,981 motor vehicle thefts in the same
period. (I know I feel better with that qualification.) (From the Chronicle of Higher Education, Jan. 20, 1993.
p. A32.)

And, of course, the most glaring source of risky behavior-the highways. In 1993, 53,717 motor vehicles
were involved in 35,747 fatal crashes, resulting in 40,115 deaths (Insurance Institute for Highway Safety).  Does
this statistic mean we should, therefore, ban motor vehicles or highways or both?

Every form of human activity involves risks. The question is whether the risks are acceptable in light of
the rewards. Our society, with some bizarre logic, rationalizes away or accepts 40,000 deaths each year from
motor vehicles because it believes the rewards are acceptable. Most people believe the rewards of college are
worth the risk of occasional criminal behavior, and most people believe the risk of going up the escalator is
worth the risk of getting your foot caught in the mechanism. Once established, trails have proven to be as safe
as the surrounding community through which they pass. The rewards of recreation and nonmotorized
transportation they provide far outweigh the risks.

While it is important not to trivialize or deny that bad things can happen on trails, it is equally important
to examine the logic behind the anecdotes. Are trail opponents willing to apply their let’s-close-the-trails logic
to other activities, e.g., close all highways because 40,000 people are killed each year; close all colleges because
there were 1,000 rapes? If not, then they are using a double standard to analyze risks-a selective use of statis-
tics to discredit what is a relatively safe activity.

Two final points. First, we need to educate trail users about elementary safety precautions. We should
caution people about jogging alone on an isolated trail, just as we would caution against jogging alone on an
isolated country road or the mall parking lot for that matter.

Second, if there are safety problems on trails, we need to fix them. That’s what we do with highways. If
there’s a dangerous highway curve, we straighten it. If a certain highway intersection has frequent accidents,
we redesign it or put up stoplights. But, we don’t close the road when we discover a problem, and we don’t
stop building more of them. Instead, we improve them.

Why would it be any different for trails?

John D. Yoder, President
Friends of the Pumpkinvine Nature Trail, Inc.
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1 Minnesota Department of Natural Resources.      Living Along Trails:  What People Expect and Find.
Saint Paul, MN, 1980.

Moore, Roger L., et al.  The Impacts of Rail-Trails: A Study of Users and Nearby Property Owners from
Three Trails.  Washington, DC:  National Park Service, 1992.

Seattle Engineering Department and Office for Planning. Evaluation of the Burke-Gilman Trail’s Effects
on Property Values and Crime.  Seattle, WA: Seattle Engineering Department, May, 1987.

Schenectady County Department of Planning. The Mohawk-Hudson Bike-Hike Trail: Its Impact on
Adjouining Residential Properties. Schenectady, New York, 1997.

2These numbers reflect condensed data.  Some survey respondents indicated two or more trail location
types or omitted the answer to this question altogether.  Thus the original results fell into seven categories:
urban, suburban, rural, urban/suburban, suburban/rural, urban/suburban/rural and blank. To facilitate
data analysis, we placed crimes from the latter four categories into urban, suburban and rural categories
using weighted distributions.

3 All law enforcement agencies for which contact information was provided in primary survey were
contacted.

4 Estimate of annual users based on extrapolation of trails reporting number of users by areatype on a
users per mile basis.

5 At the time of the rail-trail crime study, the FBI had only released the preliminary Uniform Crime
Report for 1996, therefore the 1995 Uniform Crime Report was used as a comparison for both the 1995 and
1996 rail-trail crime rates.

6 The Uniform Crime Report refers to mugging as robbery, “the taking or attempting to take anything of
value from the care, custody, or control of a person or persons by force or threat of force or violence and/or
by putting the victim in fear.”

7 The Uniform Crime Report measures vandalism by arrest rather than known incidents.  Thus only
comparisons to burglary were used.

Endnotes:
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Crime, Property Values, Trail 
Opposition & Liability Issues

Tim Eling
Presented at the 

Lexington Big Sandy Workshop, 4/1/06 

3 Common Concerns of Trail Opposition

1) Crime will go up
2) Property values will go down
3) Liability and lawsuits
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Crime
Many adjacent landowners assume crime will go 
up if a rail trail is built

In fact, those fears are unfounded

Maple City 
Greenway Goshen

River Greenway Trail
Ft. Wayne

Cardinal Greenway 
Muncie

Monon Trail
Indianapolis

Pennsy Rail-Trail
Greenfield

Prairie Duneland Trail
Portage

Indiana Trails Study - 2000
Survey of Trail Users along six trails in Indiana
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Chart 14:   Percentage of Trail Users Viewing Trail As 
Safe and City As More Favorable Due to Trail 
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• Washington 
County, VA deputy 
prepares to patrol 
VA Creeper Trail

Richlands’ Clinch River Pedestrian Walkway Extension Conceptual Design

90

APPENDIX: CRIME, PROPERTY VALUES, TRAIL OPPOSITION & 
LIABILITY ISSUES


