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Slow-speed Trail: Bicycle Tourism and 
Local Economies in New York State
By Wally Elton, Project Director, Parks & Trails New York

In this era of e-mail, tweets and talk 
of high speed rail, many Ameri-
cans seek escape from their fast-

paced daily lives through a slower, 
more active style of vacation: bicy-
cling. According to the U.S. Travel 
Association, bicycling is now the third 
most common vacation activity, and 
more than 27 million Americans have 
taken a bicycling vacation in the past 
five years.

Not surprisingly, towns across the 
state desire to tap into this expanding 
market. While the economic benefit of 
attracting bicycle tourists varies with 
several factors, it can be substantial. 
At a minimum, bicycle tourism1 can 
strengthen the economic base of a 
community. In seeking to attract bicy-
cle tourists, it helps to understand who 
they are, what type of vacation experi-
ence they seek and how to become a 
bicycle-friendly town.

Who are bicycle tourists?
First, of course, they are potential 

customers who, like other tourists, can 
bring new revenue into a community. 
But they also have other characteris-
tics that make them desirable visitors:

They typically are well-edu-•	
cated, older adults from up-
per-income households with 
higher-than-average discre-
tionary income. A survey in 
North Carolina’s Outer Banks, 
for example, found that 81 
percent of bicyclists had a col-
lege degree and 78 percent 
gave household incomes of 
$75,000 or more. 
They usually travel in groups •	
of friends or family members. 
In an Adirondack survey, the 
average group size was five 
bicyclists.
Having already chosen a •	

slower-paced mode of travel, 
they will take time to explore 
towns they visit and enjoy 
what makes them unique. 
They like to visit museums, 
discover unusual shops, tour 
wineries and farms, browse 
art galleries, and sample local 
restaurants.

Will they spend money?
Spending by bicycle tourists varies, 

but available data yield several con-
clusions:

Those who undertake longer •	
(multi-day) trips and come from 
farther away tend to spend the most, 
not just overall but per day.

Surveys in Pennsylvania and •	
Vermont found that on trips of two 
days or longer, cycling tourists each 

spent an average of at least $100 per 
day.

Our own experience indicates •	
that on longer trips (more than two 
days) expenditures can reach $200 
to $300 per day.
This can add up! A group of five cy-

clists each spending, say, $250 per day 
on a six-day tour would leave behind 
$7,500. Fifty such groups would bring 
in $375,000. What’s possible? Mis-
souri’s 225-mile Katy Trail, one of the 
oldest multi-use trails, draws 350,000 
bicyclists annually.

What do bicycle tourists seek?
Surveys of many bicycle tourists (in-
cluding those on our annual Cycling 
the Erie Canal tour) reveal general 
preferences in selecting destinations:

Off-road trails and low-traffic •	

(Photo provided courtesy of Parks and Trails New York)
Two cyclisTs Take a break from biking To  examine arTwork aT a roadside vendor 
as They parTicipaTe in one of The annual bike Tours sponsored by parks and Trails 

new york.
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roads with marked bike lanes/shoul-
ders

Easy to moderate cycling •	
Detailed maps and route de-•	

scriptions
Convenient lodging/dining •	

options
Services with a bicycle-friend-•	

ly orientation
Scenic landscapes, historic •	

sites and parks
Unique, interesting and read-•	

ily accessible communities to ex-
plore

Most bicycle tourists seek trips up to 
seven days long and typically ride 30 
to 50 miles per day. Such trips may be 
a mix of trail and on-road riding. Oth-
ers look for places to ride shorter trails 
as one of several vacation activities.

What can towns do?
New York is well along toward becom-
ing a preeminent trail state that will 
attract visitors from across the nation 
and abroad to experience our scenic 
landscapes and varied communities. 
Parks & Trails New York has been 
pushing for a statewide multi-use trail 
network plan. In the meantime, town 
and community leaders can help move 
New York forward by:

Supporting trail development •	
in your town and region. 

Identify potential trail corri-o 
dors in or near your town

Find out what nearby towns o 
already are doing

Include trails in your Compre-o 
hensive Plan

Encourage your county or o 
MPO to develop a regional trails 
plan

Becoming a bicycle friendly •	
community.

 Understand bicyclists’ needs. o 
The best way to do this is to be 
a bicyclist! Bike from a nearby 
trail or bike route into your town; 
Imagine you do not know the 
community but are seeking key 
services (rest rooms, drinking 
water, bike shops, restaurants 
and lodging, bicycle parking) or 

attractions (historic sites, parks, 
unusual businesses). Can you 
easily find them? Do you feel 
safe? What barriers do you en-
counter?

Form a Bicycle Advisory o 
Committee to help address needs 
such as safe access (marked 
bike routes/lanes, off-road paths 
where feasible, signage to alert 
motorists, bike-safe drainage 
grates, etc.), secure bike parking 
facilities, a “bicyclists welcome” 
outlook among businesses/resi-
dents. 

Create a “community gate-o 
way” for bicyclists that conveys 
the message “You have arrived!” 
with space to safely park bikes, a 
welcoming sign, a “you are here” 
map showing locations of ser-
vices and amenities and informa-
tion about your community that 
makes cyclists want to explore 
further.

Learning more. See •	 Bicyclists 
Bring Business (www.ptny.org/
publications or call 518-434-1583); 
although focused on communities 
along NY’s canals, the ideas and 
checklists apply anywhere.

A “signature” trail for New York’s 
future network

With a growing number of multi-use 
trails, some future bicycle tourism cor-
ridors are emerging.2 The Genesee and 
Hudson River Valleys are examples.
Spanning upstate New York, howev-
er, is a resource tailored to become a 
world-class bicycle tourism destina-
tion: the Erie Canal. Today, an off-road 
trail – the Erie Canalway Trail - par-
allels 75 percent of its length. When 
complete, it will boast almost every-
thing bicycle tourists seek:

Its 360 miles can be ridden •	
in a week with time to enjoy sights 
along the way, with shorter options 
available.

And what sights it offers! •	
Scores of historic and unique com-
munities with museums, convenient 
restaurants and lodging, parks and 
many other attractions await as rid-
ers traverse beautiful rural land-
scapes. Plus, there’s the canal itself, 
an American icon, with locks, aque-
ducts, lift bridges, and more.

The cycling is mostly easy •	
with some moderate challenges.

Good maps and guidebooks •	

(Photo provided courtesy of Parks and Trails New York)
several bicycles parked ouTside a local grocery sTore demonsTraTe The kind of 

business boosT a bicycle Tour can besTow on a Town.

Continued on Page 8
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Continued from Page 7

We are maintaining a file of  recreation contracts with not-for-
profit groups like Little League or Soccer clubs. 
If  your town has a contract with a not-for-profit to allow them to 
use the town recreational fields and you are willing to share it with 
other towns please fax, mail or e-mail it to Libby Schirmer, Asso-
ciation of  Towns, 150 State Street, Albany, NY 12207, Fax: (518) 
465-0724 or e-mail: lschirmer@nytowns.org.

Recreation Contracts

are readily available.3

Already, the trail draws thousands 
of visitors. More than 500 riders from 
throughout the U.S. and other coun-
tries join Parks & Trails New York’s 
Cycling the Erie Canal bike tour each 
July. 

As the state and municipalities 
work together to “close the gaps,” the 
trail will become both an international 
bicycle tourism magnet and a “back-
bone” for a statewide trail system 
linking bicycle tourists to many other 
towns.

(Editor’s Note: Please see the an-
nouncement from Parks & Trails New 
York on Page 21 of this magazine. 
Parks & Trails sponsors a Healthy 
Trails, Healthy People program that 
assists towns in their trail develop-
ment goals.)
(Endnotes)
1  Bicycle tourism is a leisure 
activity that involves traveling by bi-
cycle, often on multi-day trips, for the 
enjoyment of the journey or visiting a 
place for the primary purpose of en-
joying bicycling.
2  Visit Parks & Trails New 
York’s online TrailFinder (www.ptny.
org) for information on more than 100 
such trails.
3  Parks & Trails New York has 
published Cycling the Erie Canal, a 
guide to the full route. v

We Need Your Help!  Can you host a regional training event in your town?

One of the hallmarks of the Association of Towns has always been our training schools that help educate hundreds 
of town officials in planning and zoning, management, finance and many other sectors of town government over the 
course of a year. So that we may continue providing you, our members, with such comprehensive training, we are 
looking for opportunities to deliver our training more locally.  To do this, we must find new locations of meeting 
room space to host our schools. 

Spaces should accommodate a minimum of 50 participants with adequate parking. Please contact Tom Bodden 
at the Association of Towns via phone at (518) 465-7933 or via e-mail at tbodden@nytowns.org if you are 
interested in hosting one of our schools. Along with your name, the town you work in and contact information, 
please be sure to also include other logistical information, such as whether you have audio visual capabilities and/
or needs, a kitchen on premises, etc. 

If you’re a veteran participant at our meetings and know the valuable training our programs provide, be sure 
to get your town’s name on the list today and expand your professional training in the comfort of your very own 
backyard!

(Photo provided courtesy of Parks and Trails New York)
cyclisTs bike The wallkill valley rail Trail in ulsTer counTy. a Trailside 

resTauranT is shown in The background.  be sure To waTch for an arTicle in our 
november/december issue discussing The wallkill valley rail Trail in depTh 

and all The work ThaT made iT come abouT.
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L E G A L  A D V E R T I S E M E N T

For over 60 years, FitzGerald Morris 
Baker Firth, P.C. has provided 
professional legal services to Upstate 
New York. Our history of success and 
commitment to excellence is the result 
of teamwork, resolve and experience.

The firm is committed to serving 
individual and Corporate clients 
from Albany to the Canadian border. 
Each attorney brings a concentrated 
depth of knowledge and ability to our 
primary practice areas of Business 
Law, Municipal Law and Finance, 
Estate Planning and Administration, 
Elder Law and Medicaid, Real Estate 
and Development, and all litigated, 
arbitrated and mediated areas. Moreover, 
our associations with other firms and 
specialists allow us to address the most 
complex of client needs. 

A POS IT ION of 
STRENGTH

Offices located in Warren and Washington Counties:

16 Pearl Street  |  Glens Falls, NY 12801 
Phone: (518) 745-1400  |  Fax: (518) 745-1576

3019 State Route 4  |  Hudson Falls, NY 12839 
Phone: (518) 746-0840  |  Fax: (518) 746-0615

www.fmbf-law.com

L E G A L  A D V E R T I S E M E N T

FMBF_4.75x7.5_b&w.indd   1 2/19/10   11:44:30 AM

If you have the vision and the pas-
sion but need assistance either 
getting a trail project started or 

increasing the use of an existing trail, 
the statewide nonprofit Parks & Trails 
New York can help. 

Through its Healthy Trails, Healthy 
People Program, Parks & Trails New 
York staff can provide help with tech-
nical issues, planning, public outreach, 
grant writing, fundraising, program-
ming, organizational development and 
other activities critical to the long-term 
success of trail projects.

Applications for assistance and 
more information on the Healthy 
Trails, Healthy People Program can be 
found on the Parks & Trails New York 
website, www.ptny.org or by contact-
ing Parks & Trails New York at 518-
434-1583 or ptny@ptny.org. 

The deadline for submitting appli-
cations is Oct. 12, 2010. 

Potential applicants are encouraged 
to contact Parks & Trails New York to 
discuss their project before the sub-
mission deadline.  

Selection will be based on level of 
community support and commitment 
to the project, number and nature of 
partnerships, clarity of project goals 
and nature of assistance requested, op-
portunities to increase physical activ-
ity levels within the community and 
level of need. 

Preference will be given to commu-
nities with a high percentage of low-
income households, based on Federal 
Poverty Level Guidelines.

Parks & Trails New York is the 
state’s leading advocate for parks and 
trails, dedicated since 1985 to improv-
ing the health and quality of life of all 
New Yorkers by working with com-

munity organizations and municipali-
ties to envision, create, promote and 
protect a growing statewide network 

of parks, greenways and trails for all 
to use and enjoy.  v

Assistance with Trail Development 
Available to NYS Communities

Recreational trails remain great source of economic, health benefits for towns


