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Greenways and Public Safety

Issue: Do recreational trails and other types of greenways cause crime, vandalism, and other disturbances? What
evidenceisthereto support or to aleviatethe concerns of adjacent land owners?

Facts. Thereislittleevidenceto support thefear that greenway trailswill produce disturbanceto privatelandowners. In
fact, theevidenceistothe contrary:

TheRailsto TrailsConservancy (RTC) issued resultsfrom their 1998 survey Rail-Trailsand Safe Communities, that
out of 372 nationwidetrails, including 7,000 total milesand 45 million estimated users, only 3% of trailshad experienced
magjor crime,

Four separate studies conducted between 1979 and 1997 concluded that rail-trailsdo not increase crime. The Railsto
Trails Conservancy reportsthat “all four studiesfound that while someresidentswere apprehensive about rail-trail
projects, most did not experience problemsafter thetrall’ sopening”.

Former opponent of Burke-Gilman trail in Seattle (whose homeisonthetrail) stated that the“trail ismuch more
positivethan | expected. | wasinvolvedin citizensgroupsopposedtothetrail. | now fed that thetrail isvery positive;
[thereare] fewer problemsthan beforethetrail wasbuilt; [therewas] morelitter and beer cansand vagrants[beforeit
wasbuilt].” Notasingleresident surveyed said that present conditionswereworsethan those prior to construction of
thetrall.

A study of Burke-Gilman Trail found that adjacent property ownersexperienced littleor no crimeor vandaism. The
study surveyed property owners, realtors, and police officers. According to therealtors, property “near” thetrail is
significantly easier to market and sellsfor an average of 6% morethan similar propertieslocated elsewhere. Nearly
two-thirdsof adjacent landownersbelieved that thetrail “increased the qudlity of lifeinthe neighborhood,” and not a
singleresident thought thetrail should be closed. (Evaluation of the Burk Gilman Trail'seffect on Property Values
and Crime, Seattle, WA Engineering Dept., 1987).

A 1992 National Park Service study of theimpacts of rail-trailson nearby property ownersfound that “amajority of
landownersreported no increasein problemssincethetrailsopened, living near trail swas better than they had expected it
to be, and that living near thetrailswasbetter than living near unused railroad linesbeforethetrall swere opened” (Impact
of Rail-Trails, National Park Service, 1992).

A 1992 Nationa Park Servicestudy of theimpactsof rail-trailson nearby property ownersfound that “amgjority of and
ownersreported noincreasein problemssincethetrailsopened, living near trail swas better than they had expectedit to
be, and that living near thetrail swasbetter than living near unused railroad lines beforethetrailswere opened” (Impact of
Rail-Trails, National Park Service, 1992).

Commentsfrom adjacent |landownersinterviewed for the NPS study included thefollowing:

“Vandalism, robbery and safety concerns| originadly had wereunfounded.” - Landowner on California sLafayette/Moraga
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“Weareasmall town and most everyoneusesthetrail at onetimeor another. Thecity of Durango hasno bad comments
to makeonthetrail; they al likeit very much.” - Public Official onlowa sHeritage Trail

Frequent trail usage minimizescrime and can revitalize abandoned corridors. The Chief of Policein BuenaVista, PA
sated that “thetrail bringsinso many peoplethat it hasactualy led to adecreasein problemsweformerly encountered
such asunderagedrinking along theriver banks. Theincreased presence of peopleonthetrail hascontributed tothis
problem being reduced’ (Rail-Trails and Safe Communities, RTC, 1998).

A 1988 survey of greenwaysin severd sateshasfound that such parkstypicaly have not experienced seriousproblems
regarding vandalism, crime, trepass, or invasion of privacy. Prior to developing park facilities, these concernswere
strongly voiced in opposition to proposed trails. After park devel opment, however, it wasfound that fearsdid not
materiaize, and concernsorigindly expressed by oppos ng neighborshave not proven to be post-devel opment problems
inany of the parkssurveyed. (A Feasibility Sudy for Proposed Linear Park, Oregon Department of Transportation,
Parksand Recreation Division, May 1988).

TheRailsto TrailsConservancy’s 1998 survey found that minor crimessuch aslittering and graffiti wereonly reported
by one-fourth of the surveyedtrails. Routinetrail management easily and quickly corrected these problems.

A 1990 study by the Appalachian Trail Conference of crimeson the Appalachian Trail found that despite use by three
tofour million personsper year, that therewere only 0.05 per 100,000, or 1in 2 million. Oneismorelikely to be struck
by lightning or victimized at homethan asahiker onthe Appaachian Trail (Appalachian Trail Conference, Harpers
Ferry, West Virginia).

TheRailsto Trails Conservancy also advocates safety design strategiesto maximizetrail safety, including security
lighting, emergency call boxes, the prohibition of motorized vehicles, and trail patrol programs partnering community
groupswithloca law enforcement.
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