
ECONOMIC BENEFITS OF WATER 
TRAILS 

Katherine Edmonds 

Georgia River Network  April  2011 



What are water trails? 

 Also known as blueway 
or canoe trail is 
comparable to a hiking 
trail or greenway 
 

 Intended to encourage 
recreation on the water  
 

 Well developed river 
access points and boat 
launches 
 



Established Trail 

 Public access points where paddlers can park and unload boats 
 

 Boat launches are appropriately spaced to provide sections 
reasonably paddled in a day 
 

 Depending on the length of the trail, water access to overnight 
camping sites 
 

 Information about trail provided to paddlers through a website and 
maps created by the sponsoring entity 
 

 Trail is sponsored, maintained and promoted by a local entity or 
partnership 

 
 



 10 established trails  
 7 under 

development 



Chattahoochee National  
Recreation Area 

 Distance: 38 miles  
 Access Points:  
 Sponsoring 

Organization 
 Chattahoochee National 

Recreation Area 

 
 
 





Why Communities Building Water Trails? 

 
 Potential for more 

river conservation 
 

 Healthy Lifestyle 
Opportunities 
 

 Economic Benefits 
 



Water Trails Encourage Conservation 

 River Clean-ups 
 

 Volunteer Trail Keepers 
and Water Monitors 
 

 Land Protection 
 

 Dam Removal 
 

 Improved Planning Efforts 
 

 More Permanent 
Protection 

 
 Federal Protections  
 Wild and Scenic 
 Outstanding Natural 

Resource Water 
 National Recreational Trail 
 

 State Protection 
 State Scenic  
 Designated uses-recreation 

 

 



Healthy Lifestyle 

 Great Outdoors Initiative  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 “It is easy for kids to go days without stepping on a single 
blade of grass.” Barack Obama 



Value of Rivers 

 Ecosystem Services 
 Water supply 
 Drinking water  
 Transportation 
Water for irrigation 

 Supply of goods  
 Fish 
 Hydropower 

 

 

 Non-extractive or in-
stream benefits 
 Biodiversity 
 Water Filtration 
 existence and bequest 

values 
 River Recreation  



Trails and Tourism 

 Trail activity will be 
#1 activity worldwide 
in less than 10 years 
(not necessarily water 
trail but all trail)  

 Tourism will be the #3 
industry in the US in 
less than 10 years   
 
 

Source - Trails Growed Up Presentation by 
Mitch Barloga of NRPS and Diane Banta 



Paddling is a growing sport 

 Projections on outdoor recreation use in 2050 
predict significant increase of canoeing, rafting, 
fishing, and non-pool swimming (Bowker et al. 
1999) 

 Approx. $200 million spent on purchasing canoes 
and kayaks  

 17.4 million people averaging 10 trips per  
 174 outings a year 



From: Outdoor Industry Association 



Canoe Recreational Kayak Whitewater Kayak Overall Participation 

Outdoor Industry Foundation 2002 



Impacts of River Recreation in Georgia  

 Outdoor Industry Association-state by state 
participation in outdoor rec activities 
 37th overall 67% participating in some activity 
 25th in canoeing: 656,324 participants 
 13th in recreational kayaking: 206,273 participants 

 11th in whitewater kayaking: 125,014 participants 
 Priority on river recreation in Georgia 



Granola Myth 

 Perception  
 Investing in infrastructure for 

access to natural amenities 
provides the community with 
little in return  

 Hikers & paddlers bring 
water bottle and granola 
bar 

 Leading communities to 
promote motorized 
recreation 

 

 Facts 
 Outdoor Industry Association 

estimated $11.3 billion non-
motorized product sales by 2001  

 Ohio found registered canoe and 
kayakers spent $55 on food and 
lodging per trip 

 Over a 2-year period individual 
paddlesport participants spent 
 $409 on apparel 
 $780 on equipment 



Demographics of paddlers 

Outdoor Industry Association 



Drawbacks 

 Paddlers may have to 
pass by private land 

 Tourism can be seasonal 
 Water trails need 

maintenance 
 Inviting paddlers and 

river enthusiasts can 
lead to increase in 
pollution and potentially  
overcrowding 
 
 



River Recreation and Rural Areas 

 Problems 
 Income gap between rural and urban areas 

 Solutions 
 Marcouiller et al. 2005 determined areas with natural 

amenities experienced a decrease in income inequality 
 Especially river and lake related natural amenities  

 Conclusion- increasing access to rivers could help 
diversify rural economies and bridge the economic gap  

 

Here is a great case for water trails! 



Who benefits from water trails? 

 Outfitters  
 Guides 
 Anglers 
 Retail 
 Restaurants 
 Lodging  

 
 



NORTH FOREST CANOE TRAIL 
ECONOMIC IMPACT  
 One of the most well 

know water trails in the 
United States 

 740 mile water trail that 
travels through 4 U.S. 
states, and 1 Canadian 
province 

 Graduate student 
completed an extensive 
economic impact study 
on 6 regions 



NFCT Results 

 Paddlers infused local 
communities with $12 
million and supported 
280 jobs.   

 Local paddlers spent 
an average of 
$5/day 

 Non-local paddlers 
spent an average of 
$46/day 

 12% paddlers used a 
guide service  

 Found that this trail 
benefited existing 
businesses 
 Outfitters, restaurants, 

hotels, etc.  
 Rather than creating 

new markets  



What can we learn from this study? 

 Length of river, even a short river can draw 
paddlers and local paddlers spend money too!  

 Economic benefits can be seen quickly due to the 
relatively low overhead compared to other 
recreational attractions 

 Can attract more users by promoting a designated 
water trail with signs, website, and maps 
 
 



Lake Superior Water Trail  

 Lake County, MN 
 Approximately 3,078 

paddling outings in 
2000 

 Paddler spending an 
average $34.53 per 
day 

 Blue trail visitors 
generated an estimated 
$106,191 in revenue 

 Trail began as a 20 mile 
pilot project in 1998 and 
has currently grown to 
over 80 miles of 
available trail. 

 Now hosting the14th 
Annual Two Harbors 
Kayak Festival  

 



Roanoke River Trail 

 Williamston, NC  
 Population: 5,843. 
 Median Income $22,925. 

 Approximately 2,220 paddling outings  
 Paddler spent average $87.25 per trip. 
 Blue trail visitors generated an estimated 

$193,695 annually  
 First constructed in 1996  

 Now over 200 miles 



Columbus Whitewater Park 

 Project price tag is estimated at $23 million 
 Study found its economic impact at $42 million 
 The plan is to divert the rivers flow, take apart the 

Eagle & Phenix dam  
 Construct an engineered whitewater course that fits the 

rivers more natural flow.  
 This project is expected to create 700 jobs and attract 

18,000 visitors from out of town every year.  
 The total economic impact will be $2 million annually.  



Columbus Whitewater Park 



2001 Chattooga Study 

 43,000 people visited 
the Chattooga River.  

 Boaters annually spent 
1.8 million in a 6 county 
area  
 Average $255 per trip 

 Total economic benefit 
of roughly 2.7 million 
dollars 
 Fees, retail purchases, 

and restaurants 

Study: NC State University (sponsored by and 
American Rivers and the US Park Service 



Day Trips vs. Overnight Trips 

Study Area Day Trip Overnight Trip 

Pollack (2007) NFCT Local  
$5/day 

Non-Local 
$414-498 per trip or  
$46/day 

Beedle (2008) NC Paddle 
Tourism 

Local (w/in 50mi)  
$143.60 per party 

Non-local 
$503.62 per party 

Johnson (2002) Lake Superior 
Water Trail 

Typical 
$34/day 

Paddlers who stayed in 
a resort 
$63/day 

Stynes and Sun 
(2003) 

Grand Canyon $224 per trip in local 
communities 

Moore and Sidereles 
(2003) 

Chattooga 42% local paddlers 58% paddlers non local 
Average paddler spent 
$255 per trip 



Paddle Georgia Partnerships 

 Often because rivers flow through a variety of 
jurisdictions, they require partnerships 

 Ex. Paddle Georgia-annual week long GRN trip 
 UGA School of Environmental Design 
 Coca-Cola 
 GRN 
 Altamaha Riverkeeper  
Oconee River Project 

 City of Athens 

 



Take Home Points 

 Water trails have many benefits for 
relatively little investment 

 Water trails can help keep landowners 
appeased by providing safe public 
access 

 Water trails can help diversify local 
economies 
 Adding return to already existing 

businesses 
 Potentially creating new markets 



Take Home Points 

 Longer trails could 
lead to more economic 
return 

 Including multiple 
recreation activities 
could help draw 
visitors 

 Recreation and Economics-Trout Unlimited and American Rivers  



Water Trails in Georgia 

 If you are interested in learning more about water 
trails in Georgia  
 

http://garivers.org/gwtc/  
 

http://garivers.org/gwtc/
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