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ECONOMIC BENEFITS AND MARKET REPORT (2013)
Prepared By:  Charles A. Flink, FASLA, President, Alta/Greenways

Prepared For:  The Florida Greenways and Trails Foundation

The Florida Greenways and Trails Foundation supports the Florida Office of Green-
ways and Trails. The Foundation retained Alta/Greenways to prepare this report to ed-
ucate citizens and elected officials about the value of interconnected greenways and 
trails, and the prospects of the Coast-to-Coast Connector. The Foundation is Florida’s 
chief advocacy organization for non-motorized trails. The Foundation supports great-
er use of trails for recreation, fitness and health, reducing carbon emissions, attract-
ing leisure travelers, building community, beautification, and a larger role in evolving 
multi-modal transportation policy. We support greenways in particular for their value 
to connect land and water bodies in public ownership and private conservation for 
sustaining wildlife, for wildlife viewing, and for other non-consumptive purposes. The 
Foundation is particularly mindful of the economic benefits that greenways and trails 
represent for business sponsorship.
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INTRODUCTION
The Coast-to-Coast Connector is a proposed 275-mile bicycle and pedestrian 
trail that will link the Gulf Coast to the Atlantic Ocean through Central Florida. 
More than 200 miles of this trail are open and in use, or in development. This 
project has already been a boost to Florida’s economy, providing an annual 
return on investment in the tens of millions from tourism. The Coast-to-Coast 
Connector also provides many other benefits to the citizens of Florida, improving 
health and wellness through active living, increasing property values, promoting 
the establishment of new businesses, conserving the ecology and environment 
of Central Florida, and providing diversity of choice and improved transportation 
efficiency in communities large and small.

However, the Connector is not yet complete. There are still gaps to close and 72 
miles of trail to build. The greatest potential of the Connector lies ahead, with 
an opportunity to build a world-class destination trail that will generate even 
greater economic benefit for Florida.

The purpose of this report is to describe all of the benefits that the Coast-to-
Coast Connector can provide. Using facts and figures and supporting evidence 
from established trail projects, and the communities that are located along the 
route of the trail, this report will demonstrate the potential return on investment 
that will be realized when the Connector is completed.

The Pinellas Trail, Pinellas County, FL

Sample images of the Florida Coast-to-Coast Connector. 
Clockwise from top right: The Spring to Spring Trail, 

West Orange Trail, Pinellas Trail, Seminole Wekiva Trail, 
Spring to Spring Trail, and Pinellas Trail.
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OVERVIEW
Key issues to consider with regard to the Coast-to-Coast Connector:

• The 275-mile Coast-to-Coast Connector will link together more than a 
dozen Central Florida communities.

• Tourism in Florida generated $67 billion in annual economic impact, or 
roughly 10% of Florida’s yearly Gross Domestic Product.

• Florida is the most visited tourist destination in the World, and in 2011 
attracted more than 87 million visitors

• Tourism employs more than 1 million people throughout Florida.
• Tourism generates 23% of all revenue collected by the State of Florida.
• The primary reason tourists come to Florida (88% of all visitors) is to 

enjoy leisure activities.
• 73% of Florida’s 87 million visitors include nature based activities in 

their travel.
• 65% of Florida visitors say that outdoor recreation is very important to 

their tourist experience.
• The Coast-to-Coast Connector will link residents and tourists to 

some of Central Florida’s most important and ecologically significant 
natural resource areas, including the Starkey Wilderness Preserve, 
Withlacoochee State Forest and the Canaveral National Seashore.

• With a one time investment of $42 million to complete the Coast-
to-Coast Connector, Central Florida will realize an annual economic 
benefit of $120 million.

• Components of the Coast-to-Coast Connector are already producing 
economic benefit, for example, the Pinellas Trail is already regarded as 
an important engine for economic growth.

• A survey of trail users in Central Florida reveals that each visitor spends 
approximately $20 per visit. More than 1 million people use Central 
Florida trails each year.

•  Florida spends more than $119 billion on health care annually.
• Many health problems can be addressed and resolved in a low cost, self 

directed manner through active living.
• The Coast-to-Coast Connector will promote active living, linking together 

landscapes such as neighborhoods, local schools, downtown business 
districts, shopping areas, local, state and federal parks, regional trails, 
and other popular destinations.
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Map data courtesy of Florida Office of Greenways and Trails
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COAST-TO-COAST CONNECTOR
The Coast-to-Coast Connector (Connector) is a shared-use trail that is planned 
to extend from the communities of Clearwater and St. Petersburg on the Gulf of 
Mexico to Titusville and the Canaveral National Seashore on the Atlantic Ocean. 
The Connector is an estimated total distance of 275 miles, and approximately 
75 percent (over 200 miles) of the corridor has already been developed 
as a shared-use trail, open to the public, or has been funded for near-term 
development. 

The Connector will link communities between St. Petersburg and Titusville along 
its entire length becoming one of Florida’s major tourism destination routes 
that will enable residents and visitors to explore Central Florida by bicycle or 
foot. The Connector is comprised of two of the Florida’s most popular trails, 
the Fred Marquis Pinellas Trail and the West Orange Trail, both of which have 
fueled the economic transformation of communities, particularly Dunedin and 
Winter Garden. This corridor also includes significant portions of the developing 
51-mile East Central Regional Rail Trail, the longest single rail-trail corridor ever 
acquired by the state. The Connector will link all or part of the following existing 
shared-use trails, developed and managed by a broad range of communities 
and agencies:

Existing Trails to be Linked by the Connector
• Fred Marquis Pinellas Trail
• Starkey Trail 
• Suncoast Trail 
• Good Neighbor Trail 
• Withlacoochee State Trail 
• Gen. James A. Van Fleet State Trail 
• South Lake Trail 

• West Orange Trail 
• Clarcona-Ocoee Trail
• Pine Hills Trail
• Seminole-Wekiva Trail 
• Rinehart Trail
• Spring to Spring Trail
• East Central Regional Rail Trail 

The Connector is a major priority within the Florida Greenways and Trails System 
Plan, which is being implemented by the Office of Greenways and Trails, and 
is the keystone project within the Florida Greenways and Trails Foundation’s 
“Close the Gaps” Campaign. There are seven (7) gaps in the proposed corridor, 
totaling 72 miles of new trail. The estimated cost to close the remaining gaps 
and complete the Connector is approximately $42 million. 

RETURN ON INVESTMENT
The Coast-to-Coast Connector will generate millions in annual economic return 
from a one-time investment. Conservatively, investing $42 million to complete 
the Connector will result in $120 million in annual economic benefit to Central 
Florida. Connecting the Gulf Coast to the Atlantic Ocean with a single, continuous 
and contiguous bicycle and pedestrian trail will create a new destination within 
Central Florida that will draw residents and tourists alike.

This project will improve the economy of Central Florida at a time when job 
creation and business start-up opportunity is desperately needed. The Connector 
will also link together rural towns with cities and metro areas, and will build 
upon the success of the Pinellas Trail and West Orange Trail in revitalizing town 
centers and business districts.

Today, portions of the Connector are already enjoyed by millions who use 
the trails for health and fitness activity. This opportunity can be expanded 
throughout Central Florida by completing the project, enabling Floridians in 
rural, suburban and urban areas to gain access to this resource for health and 
wellness purposes, improving the quality of life for millions of Floridians.

The Connector can become a part of environmental stewardship efforts 
throughout Central Florida, providing access to unique lands and waters that 
are protected for future generations to enjoy.

Photo by John Moran

Van Fleet Trail, Polk County, FL
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The Coast-to-Coast Connector is poised to become one of Florida’s most 
important cross-state, long distance trails. The sooner we close the gaps and 
complete this destination trail, the sooner we will enjoy all of the benefits this 
completed trail will offer to our state.

WHAT OTHER STATES ARE 
ACCOMPLISHING and WHY
Many other states across the nation are either planning or building long-
distance, cross-state trails. Why? There are several reasons, but most states 
point to the opportunity for increased tourism, resulting jobs that will be created, 
and revenues generated as primary motivating factors. Below is a partial list of 
some cross-state trails currently under development:

Examples of Cross-State Trails
• Georgia’s Coastal Georgia Greenway (450 miles)
• South Carolina’s Palmetto Trail (425 miles)
• North Carolina’s Mountains-to-the Sea Trail (900 miles)
• Virginia’s Beaches to Bluegrass Trail (600 miles)
• Pennsylvania’s Susquehanna Greenway (500 miles)
• Michigan’s Belle Isle to Wisconsin Trail (900 miles)
• New York’s Erie Canalway Trail (300 miles)
• Missouri’s Katy Trail (450 miles)
• Washington’s Mountains-to-Sound Greenway (230 miles)
• Nebraska’s Cowboy Trail (600 miles)

Most cross-state, long distance trails celebrate the unique heritage and 
natural environment that defines these regional landscapes. Cross-state trails 
typically link population centers to rural or wilderness landscapes. The history 
of cross-state trail development demonstrates their importance to economic 
development. For example, in Missouri, the KATY Trail has become the economic 
engine for rural communities along its length and generates 10 times in annual 
revenue the one-time expenditure investment by the state. In Michigan, Governor 
Rick Snyder wants his state to be known as “The Trail State.” To accomplish this, 
the Governor has encouraged the Michigan Department of Natural Resources 
to close the gaps and complete the Belle Isle to Wisconsin Trail, a 924-mile trail 
from urban Detroit to rural Ironwood on the Wisconsin border. Snyder wants 
to market and promote Michigan’s trails as the “Pure Michigan” experience to 
improve tourism, create jobs and generate new income for the state.

IMPORTANCE of TOURISM
to the FLORIDA ECONOMY
Tourism is Florida’s most important economic contributor. Tourism employs 
more than 1 million people throughout our state. In 2011, an estimated 87 
million people visited Florida, making our state the most visited place in the 
world. Tourism generated $67 billion in economic impact in 2011, comprising 
23% of all revenue collected by the state, and 10% of the state’s gross domestic 
product. 

The primary reason that tourists come to Florida is for leisure (88%). An estimated 
73% of the 87 million visitors to Florida include nature-based activities in their 
travel, while 65% of visitors and 72% of residents say that outdoor recreation 
is a very important part of their tourist experience. Long distance trails provide 
an ideal nature-based, outdoor recreation component of Florida’s tourism 
economy.

Florida is home to some of the nation’s most popular long distance destination 
trails including the congressionally designated Florida National Scenic Trail, 
Florida Keys Overseas Heritage Trail, Marjorie Harris Carr Cross Florida 
Greenway, the Lake Okeechobee Scenic Trail, and the longest segment of the 
East Coast Greenway, which extends from Maine to the Florida Keys. 

Existing sections of the Coast-to-Coast Connector are already generating income 
from tourism, as they are among the popular trails in Florida. The Pinellas Trail, 
located in St. Petersburg and Clearwater Beach area is one segment of the 
Connector, and is one of the most heavily used and visited trails in the United 
States. The West Orange Trail, north of Orlando is another popular Central 
Florida trail and segment of the Connector. The Seminole-Wekiva Trail is one of 
Florida’s most popular rails-to-trails projects.

Bike tour at the Franklin Club.
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A reasonable bicycle tour ride will travel between 25 and 50 miles a day, 
depending on the travel route, destinations and programmed stops. Across 
Central Florida and along the Coast-to-Coast Connector, it is reasonable to 
assume that small and large group tours would last between 5 and 7 days and 
generate significant economic impact along the way.  Bicycle tourists will spend 
money on lodging, food, programmed tours, bicycle maintenance, tour gear and 
supplies, and other merchandise. Long distance trails hold the promise that 
the longer the trail, the more people it will attract, the longer they will ride and 
the more they will spend.

An Economic Impact Analysis of Orange County Trails, prepared by the East 
Central Florida Regional Planning Association revealed that more than 1.7 
million people used trails for health, recreation and transportation throughout 
Orange County. The average daily expenditure of those using trails was $20 
per visit, associated with expenditures on food, beverages, transportation, 
books, maps, bike maintenance, bike rental and other merchandise. The total 
expenditures in Orange County from trail use is more than $32 million annually. 
If we extrapolate this spending across the entire route of the Coast-to-Coast 
Connector, which traverses six (6) Florida counties, the potential exists to 
generate tens of millions in annual income from trail use.

ECONOMIC BENEFITS of TRAILS
Bob Ironsmith, Economic Development Director in the town of Dunedin states, 
“the Pinellas Trail is an economic engine for our community.” The facts support 
his conclusion. In the 1980’s before the trail was built, business occupancy 

The Boxcar - Downtown Dunedin, on the Pinellas Trail, Pinellas County, FL

VALUE of BICYCLE TOURISM
From a tourism and economics point of view bicyclists are one of the most 
important user groups for the Coast-to-Coast Connector.

Economic Benefits Highlights
According to the Outdoor Foundation, bicycling is the second most popular form 
of outdoor recreation in the United States. In 2008, the League of American 
Bicyclists released an economic benefits report on bicycling in the nation, in 
which it concludes that bicycling:

• Contributes $133 billion in annual revenues to the U.S. economy
• Supports more than 1.1 million jobs across the U.S.
• Generates $17.7 billion in annual federal and state tax revenue
• Produces $53.1 billion annually in retail sales and services
• Generates $6.2 billion in bicycling gear sales and services
• Generates $46.9 billion in bicycling trip-related expenditures
• Provides sustainable growth in rural communities

More Americans bicycle than golf, ski and play tennis combined. Americans 
purchase 19 million bicycles each year, 20% more than sales of cars and 
trucks combined, and 25 times boats purchased. According to United States 
Travel Association, half of all U.S. adults (98 million) participate in adventure 
vacations each year, and 27 million have taken a bicycling vacation in the past 
five years. The Association states that bicycling is the third most common 
vacation activity. On average, bicycle tourists are well educated, older, and from 
upper income households.

Photo by VisitFlorida
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A 2012 economic analysis by Miami-Dade County concludes that each mile of 
urban trail increased property values by as much as $45 million over twenty five 
years, generating $1 million in additional property tax revenues.

BENEFITS to HEALTH
and WELLNESS
The Coast-to-Coast Connector is already having a significant beneficial impact 
on the health, wellness and daily lives of Floridians. One of the most important 
factors in the overall decline of health in America is our sedentary lifestyle. 
Projects like the Coast-to-Coast Connector offer close-to-home access to high 
quality, safe and accessible outdoor environments that support active living. 
The statistics on health in Florida define the problem:

Trails, Greenspace, and Health in Florida
• Chronic disease now cause 62.5% of deaths in Florida, up from 20% 70 

years ago1. In 2011, Florida ranked 8th and 9th among states on rates of 
high blood pressure and diabetes, with 32% and 10% of adults reporting 
these conditions respectively.2

• Florida also ranks 27th for its low rates of physical activity and 6th for its 
high percentage of overweight adults, making it one of the most overweight 
states in the nation.3 In 2011, 74.4% of Floridians reported having no regular 
moderate or vigorous physical activity.4

• According to the Florida Agency for Health Care Administration, 2007 
personal spending on health care was up 7.5% to $119.7 billion from 
$104.5 billion in 2005.5

• A 2012 study explored the influence of the Florida Communities Trust’s use 
of its open space acquisition program to connect recreational open spaces 
on public use of such spaces for physical activity. It found that patrons of 
the Lafayette Heritage Trail attributed their increased use of the park to its 
connectivity.9

Greenway was launched in 2001. Economic benefits associated with trails 
and greenways include increased real estate values for properties adjacent 
to trails, the creation of new businesses, increased revenues for existing 
businesses, and the generation of more sales tax revenue for local and state 
government.

In 2008, the National Homebuilders Association determined that “Trails are 
the most desired community amenity that homeowners seek when buying a 
home.” National studies have shown that the closer homes are to trails and 
greenways, the higher their value. The National Board of Relators concludes 
that trails increase the value of homes between 10 and 20% over similar 
homes in close proximity to trails. 

In 2010, a survey of businesses in downtown Winter Garden, Florida revealed 
that trail use along the West Orange Trail supported the creation of 61 jobs, 
and generated a direct and indirect economic impact of $5 million to the 
community. Winter Garden used the future construction of the West Orange 
Trail as the catalyst for downtown redevelopment. Today, the town boasts 
31 downtown businesses with a 90% occupancy rate, and a remarkable 
transformation of the town center.

Developers understand the 
positive impact of trails on 
property values, and they use 
them to market their projects. 

Lakewood Ranch, Florida 
includes a master planned 
trails system with more 
than 150 miles of both 
paved and nature trails, 
approximately 685 acres of 
conservation areas and 132 
acres of nature parks that 
connect the communities. 
The trails system within the 
8,500-acre development 
will ultimately connect to 
the public trails system via 
a regional trail corridor. “We 
see an opportunity to plan, in 
the future, a north-south trail 
from SMR’s northernmost 
boundary in Manatee County 
to the southernmost boundary 
in Sarasota County,” said Todd 
Pokrywa, vice president of 
planning, Schroeder-Manatee 
Ranch (SMR). “Eventually 
this could connect to planned 
respective County trail 
systems, which could, in turn, 
connect Lake Manatee to 
Myakka River State Park and 
beyond.”

in downtown Dunedin was 30%, today with 
the Pinellas Trail in place, occupancy is at 
95%. This type of economic development has 
occurred in other communities throughout 
Florida. The Town of Winter Garden is more 
vibrant today because of the West Orange 
Trail. Downtown Miami, Florida, along the 
Miami River witnessed an unprecedented 
economic expansion after the Miami River 

Lakewood Ranch, Florida
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ENVIRONMENTAL BENEFITS
The Coast-to-Coast Connector promotes human-powered, non-polluting, 
tourism-based outdoor recreation and transportation. As such, this project 
is very friendly to the unique and sensitive ecosystems of Central Florida. 
The impact of future trail development will occur primarily on top of existing 
previously disturbed landscapes. 

The Connector will also link together some of Florida’s most scenic and vitally 
important public lands, waters, estuaries and wetlands. The Connector can help 
bring to the forefront the value that these lands and waters have on the quality 
of life throughout Central Florida. By connecting residents and tourists to these 
lands and waters, they will experience first hand the biodiversity, expanse and 
solitude of these conserved and managed resources. The following state parks, 
forests and wilderness areas are linked together by the Connector: Brooker 
Creek State Park, Starkey Wilderness Preserve, Withlacoochee State Forest, 
Lake Apopka, Wekiva State Park, Lake Monroe, Canaveral National Seashore 
and Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge.

Photos by VisitFlorida

The Presidents Council on Physical Fitness and the U.S. Surgeon General have 
for years recommended that communities build more trails as a cost-effective 
means for improving access to the outdoors. The U.S. Center for Disease Control 
has initiated a nationwide program of promoting trail development as part of 
Active Community Environments. The Surgeon General has declared obesity a 
national epidemic.

Trail development in communities large and small is going to be one of the 
most cost effective means for lowering health care costs, by making Floridians 
more active in their daily lives, thereby reducing chronic diseases. Miami-Dade 
County completed an economic benefits analysis for its county-wide greenway 
and trails system, concluding that for each mile of developed trail, the county 
would realize a reduction in direct medical costs of $365,000 annually. The 
Coast-to-Coast Connector can offer an affordable and targeted approach to 
improving the health and wellness of residents in Central Florida.

Photos by VisitFlorida

Starkey Trail, Pasco County, FL
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