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 The development circumstances of small population municipalities along The 

Great Trail vary widely and numerous expressions of precarious trail development were 

uncovered through a mix-method approach. This research introduces a novel approach 

to examining capacity, one which looks at the subjective development confidence of key-

informant practitioners, which is used as a benchmark in analyzing qualitative data.  

 Lower confidence-score municipalities express more development challenges 

associated to securing funding and improving collaboration with key-partnerships, but 

improving the quality of local Great Trail infrastructure is shared across confidence groups 

due to continued maintenance of trail spaces. Through temporal modelling, municipal 

participants express higher confidence levels related to previous and long-term 

development efforts, as compared to development circumstances in the short-term. Trail 

development was expressed to be largely the function of local municipal efforts and the 

TCT was the second most impactful supporter. Other examined partnerships express the 

importance of volunteers and a substantial degree of precariousness offered by 

governmental support.  
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1 Introduction  

Formerly named The Trans Canada Trail, The Great Trail is an iconic multi-use, 

nation-wide trail network that spans 24,000 km from the Atlantic, Pacific, and Arctic 

oceans. While celebrated in 2017 for its 100% connection between Canada’s three 

coasts, The Great Trail remains a project that has yet to be fully realized (Aunger, 2017; 

Brown, 2017; Markusoff, 2017; Pringle, 2017). Early grassroots initiatives that evolved 

into The Great Trail project began almost 50 years ago and eventually gained political 

momentum form the federal government in 1992 (Campbell, 1996). Across the country, 

the trail has since been developed slower than envisioned and in an inconsistent manner. 

In order to claim that the trail had reached 100% connected for the timely celebration of 

Canada 150, the network resorted in filling many of the spatial gaps with existing motor-

sport corridors, waterways, and highways (Aunger, 2017; Brown, 2017; Maruksoff, 2017). 

Stating that The Great Trail is 100% connected is not only misleading, it is also potentially 

dangerous. Trail users place their confidence in the hands of the assumed management 

of these spaces, which can lead them into hazardous situations if these spaces are not 

maintained for proper safety and accessibility. Beyond issues with accessibility and 

safety, the incomplete state of The Great Trail is also a missed opportunity. A better 

designed and maintained trail could contribute to more local and tourist usage, which can 

serve as catalysts for improved economic activity, public health, and social opportunities 

in the 15,000 communities that it runs through.  

A substantial caveat to this fully realized opportunity is that recreation and trail 

development falls often under the jurisdiction of local municipalities (Plunkett, 2013; Trans 
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Canada Trail, 2013), which spawns increased complexity and equity challenges for a 

nation-wide project such as The Great Trail. It is for this reason that realizing the potential 

of The Great Trail is dependent on improving the capacity of all municipalities connected 

by it. To help inform how to raise the capacities of municipalities along The Great Trail, it 

is imperative to perform an in-depth assessment on the development circumstances of 

the many individual municipalities along the 24,000 km of established trail corridors. 

Taking this step forward provides the potential of uncovering data that can inform better 

trail implementation and management practices, particularly in cases where intervention 

and greater equity is needed. Small and rural municipalities represent the vast majority 

of local governments across Canada and disproportionately face the biggest 

disadvantages when it comes to delivering large scale projects (Agranoff, 2014; Tindal & 

Tindal, 2009). 

1.1 Place and Canada’s Great Trail 

The essence of cultivating a shared identity from The Great Trail’s Canada-wide 

scale was, and continues to be, one of the primary motivations for the development of the 

nation-wide trail system (Campbell, 1996; Pringle, 2017; Trans Canada Trail, 2015). 

“Place” is a dynamic co-created occurrence between people and the natural, physical, 

and cultural world that surrounds them and is imbedded within perspectives of the past 

and visions for the future. In the eyes of the researcher, cultivating a sense of place is an 

embracement of humanity and its associated responsibilities. The Great Trail is truly 

exemplar of place cultivation in Canada, both in its current state and its potential  
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realizations. Stated as its first goal, The Great Trail aims to create national legacy 

for generations to come (Trans Canada Trail, 2015).  

While the infrastructure of The Great Trail is hardly laid out in a linear fashion (see: 

Figure 1 and 2), the Great Trail still proposes an extraordinary sense of connection to the 

whole of Canada. While this may not the case for all segments of The Great Trail, the 

current state of The Great Trail should not debase or demoralize the grand aspirations of 

the project moving forward. Identifying current and anticipated issues that face The Great 

Trail is most certainly an opportunity to progress towards complete realization of the fully 

developed Canada-wide vision. The Great Trail stands as an initiative that takes the title 

of world’s longest recreational trail network (Trans Canada Trail, 2019c), an achievement 

to be celebrated by Canada, as a whole, and especially at the resolution of local 

municipalities, as it will be local dynamism that will cultivate the prosperity, vibrancy and 

unique sense of place that, when combined, will stand as The Great Trail. 
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Figure 1: The Great Trail Network (Trans Canada Trail, 2019a) 

Figure 2: Land Trail & Waterway Segments on The Great Trail Network (Trans Canada Trail, 2019a) 
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1.2 Recreational Advantage and Rural Development 

When compared to urban and suburban counterparts, some cases of planning 

issues that municipalities with small populations face are fundamentally opposite to one 

another. This can be observed when it comes to managing the growth of municipalities, 

where urbanized municipalities are needing to address issues of polarized settlement 

patterns and urban sprawl due to rapid growth while, for municipalities with small 

populations, growth challenges are associated with the slow speed of growth or alarming 

declines in growth all-together (Tindal & Tindal, 2009). Part of the growth equation has 

been attributed to infrastructure that support quality of life, where municipalities with small 

populations are having difficulty providing local amenities that make their communities 

attractive places for businesses and individuals to choose to locate and reside in (Tindal 

& Tindal, 2009).  

Access to recreational resources has been recognized as a quality of life amenity 

that has directly been shown to stimulate the growth and retention of seasonal residents, 

full-time residents, and economic investment (Johnson & Beale, 2003; Johnson & 

Stewart, 2005). Developing the infrastructure of The Great Trail has been championed 

for the same potential to attract growth in communities (Ontario Trillium Foundation, 2015; 

Trans Canada Trail, 2013). These investments in infrastructure, coupled with the 

comparative advantages of rural communities also offering more affordable housing, 

lower levels of pollution, and strong community bonds (Bell & Jayne, 2009), are indeed 

creating landscapes that are attractive to growth. This phenomenon of rural in-migration 

flow has been both studied and placed into frameworks of counterurbanisation and rural-
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to-rural lateral migration (Stockdale, 2016). The changing physical and social landscapes 

of municipalities with small populations are in many ways, including their advantages in 

recreational opportunities, making them exciting areas for contemporary planning and 

development research to take place.  

1.3 Timely Opportunity for Research 

Interest in recreational trails has been growing topic from both the demand of the 

public and from many different actors across the planning profession (Fábos & Ryan, 

2006; Ontario Trails Council, 1996; Timothy & Boyd, 2015; Walker et al., 2011). Today, 

public sector professionals across different departments are collaborating in unique ways 

to develop recreational trails with greater collective capacity. There are many examples 

of departmental cohesion when it comes to trail development, including public health and 

transportation (Brownson et al., 2004; Schasberger et al, 2009;), economic development 

and conservation (Tamminga, 1995; Timothy & Boyd, 2015), education and immigration 

(Reed & Parkins, 2013), as well as many crossovers between other various planning 

streams and government mandate (Guglielmino, 1997; Haq, 2011). In the contemporary 

planning paradigm, one that may be defined for its characteristical broad concern for 

multiple dimensions of sustainability, the cohesion between perspectives from the many 

planning professions and stakeholders they represent is an essential step in balancing 

priorities and developing holistic solutions (Tewdr-Jones & Allmendinger, 2002). 

The Great Trail project offers a great deal of promise to meeting the many 

challenges our Canadian communities are facing, whether it is environmental, economic, 

social, or cultural. With its 100% connection having been celebrated in 2017, this research 
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fits within the timeline of The Great Trail achieving this feat and provides a suitable 

amount of time for additional progress to have been made across the trail network. 

Through the examination of forecasted local trail development circumstances of 

municipalities with small populations, within the context of the current timeline of the Great 

Trail initiative, the potential to leverage The Great Trail within the broader objectives of 

creating complete communities is a timely opportunity to conduct research.  

1.4  Research Focus and Anticipated Impacts 

The Great Trail project has been met with success and shortcomings. There are many 

examples of its development, from the very beginning of the project visioning (Bowick, 

1996; Campbell, 1996) up until its 100% connection (Aunger, 2017; Brown, 2017; 

Markusoff, 2017), that have illustrated the difficult forge that the project has been. The 

Great Trail is exemplary in its scope and vision, with many stand-out sections offering 

state-of-the art and well utilized recreational spaces; however, the many discrepancies, 

in quality and management, between the hundreds of segments across the country that 

make up the entirety of the trail, is indeed a problem.  

The research questions that have guided the scope of this research are to uncover 

if there are trail development capacity challenges that municipalities with small 

populations face, to understand the factors behind these capacity challenges if present, 

and lastly to uncover the motivations and outcomes of these municipalities’ involvement 

with The Great Trail. This research aims to examine the local trail development 

circumstances of municipalities with small populations along The Great Trail in order to 

discover common themes and experiences that local governments share in their local 
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implementation efforts. This project also aims to examine the unique experiences and 

perspectives of each participating local municipality to uncover novel trail development 

practices and acute challenges and/or opportunities. To best answer these research 

questions, municipalities which served as research subjects were solicited from every 

province and territory.  

This research focuses on different facets1 of development to gain a broad 

understanding of the current and perceived future conditions of development capacity 

among Canada’s municipalities with small populations. The facets explored in this 

research can be characterized under three categories that interact with one another- 

these categories are regarding funding, infrastructure, and outreach. It is the researcher’s 

hypothesis that the interplay of these categories can be observed in ways that they have 

the ability to present themselves as facilitators or hinderances to one another and, without 

all facets being accounted for to facilitate one another, there is the potential for greater 

hinderance for development to occur and places these individual trail development 

projects in a jeopardized state. My assumption for this project was that these facets need 

to be addressed comprehensively in order to achieve successful development. For this 

reason, the research focused on many facets to trail development, including local 

visioning, impacts of partnerships, and local capacities. Through this framework, this 

                                            

1 The term facets is used throughout this research as a way to individually identify the multi-dimensional 
components and activities associated with the contemplation, implementation, development, and 
management of successful trail infrastructure. 
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project aimed to identify the range of development circumstances among municipalities 

with small populations on The Great Trail.  
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2 Literature Review  

The growing interest in developing recreational trail corridors is a strategic response 

to many social and environmental issues that communities are trying to improve upon; 

these include promoting an increase in physical activity amongst populations (Fish & 

Napier, 2001; Gobster, 2005; Keith et al., 2018; Omar et al. 2012; Wang et al. 2004), 

stimulating local and regional economic development (Bowick, 1996; Kornas et al, 2017; 

Oswald-Beiler et al., 2015), earmarking land for ecological restoration and the 

preservation of the natural environment (Fábos & Ryan, 2006; Luymes & Tamminga, 

1995; Tamminga, 1995), as well as designing public space for the general enhancement 

of quality of life within the community (Fish & Napier, 2001; Shafer et al., 2000). The wide 

scope of potential benefits that can be derived from recreational trail initiatives makes trail 

projects promising developments for communities, but there exist substantial obstacles 

that stand at the fore of successful implementation. Considering the diverse and complex 

nature of recreational trails and land development, challenges continue to reveal 

themselves to local governments that impede the realization of potential recreational trail 

initiatives. Overarching to these challenges and central to the capacity of potential 

success are the tasks of productive cooperation, coordination, and collaboration amongst 

the involved recreational trail stakeholders (Ryan, Fábos, & Allan, 2006). In the case of 

recreational trail initiatives that maintain an inter-jurisdictional scale, the amount of 

implementation challenges multiply, which then requires greater collective capacity to 

solve (Erickson & Louisse, 1997; Erickson 2004). The nationwide scale of The Great Trail 

is an appropriate showcasing of this (Aunger, 2017; Campbell, 1996; Gordon, 1996; 
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Markusoff, 2017). The literature reviewed in this chapter attempts to navigate through a 

wide net of trail related planning topics that feature research pertaining to funding, barriers 

and facilitators to recreational trail usage, the utility of volunteer efforts, data collection 

and utilization, as well as collaborative knowledge creation. Both academic and grey 

literature are integrated into this chapter to not only showcase relevant empirical 

research, but to also place it in the context of The Great Trail. As this study was 

exploratory research, no particular method was utilized to conduct the literature review 

beyond key-word searches across English academic journal databases.   

2.1 Funding 

Many researchers have focused on project funding for recreational trails, but the 

complexity of funding has created different concerns and opinions. Funding strategies 

also vary widely, as do their success rates, and there are even different impressions of 

how substantial a barrier funding truly is. As government expenditures and austerity 

measures are not static variables, this section of literature features research over multiple 

decades, however, most presented research covers the last decade. Additionally, much 

of the research was conducted in the United States, which presents issues of accuracy 

for insights to be used in Canada. Beyond the empirical research presented, the following 

section will also feature grey literature about trail funding, with many examples directly 

from experiences related to The Great Trail. 

It is often the case that recreational trails are developed with a community interest 

in mind and, as such, are open to the public at little or no direct costs and have been 

typically financed and maintained by public agencies or non-for-profits (Allton & Lieber, 
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1983; Campbell, 1996; Eyler et al., 2008). Surprisingly, Erickson and Louisse’s (1997) 

North American case study research found that funding for greenway projects had not 

been recognized as a major barrier to implementation and they discuss that obtaining 

adequate funding does not directly lead to successful trail implementation. Through in-

depth interviews conducted with key-informants from federal and state governments, as 

well from non-governmental organizations, Ryan et al. (2006) gathered results that 

described how funding barriers were only cited as a major concern among NGO 

informants, suggesting that government financing is either readily available or not 

exceptionally difficult to obtain if an organization is familiar with funding mechanisms. The 

research conducted by Eyler et al., (2008) describes how funding policies for recreational 

trails work at different tiers of government in the United States. While federal and state 

financial support for trail facilities could be sourced from dedicated treasuries, most of the 

funding was the responsibility of local governments, which then needed to implement 

local tax policies, such as tax increment financing or establishing developer impact fees, 

to finance localized projects (Eyler et al., 2008). Eyler et al., (2008) contend with this 

notion, in that these strategies make local communities and project implementation 

vulnerable.  

The initial funding model of The Great Trail slightly deviates from what both Eyler 

et al. (2008) and Ryan et al. (2006) described in the United States, as its funding was 

expected to be substantially sourced from private and corporate donations (Brown, 2017; 

Campbell, 1996; “Trans-Canada Trail out of money”, 2000). This has changed to some 

degree and federal support for The Great Trail project has played an increasingly larger 
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role (Stueck, 2010; “Trans-Canada Trail out of money”, 2000; Trans Canada Trail, 2018; 

Trans Canada Trail, 2019a). For example, the Government of Canada is currently 

investing $30 million dollars towards The Great Trail, over four years from 2018-2022 

(Trans Canada Trail, 2018). The Great Trail’s current funding model can be considered a 

hybrid approach as it incorporates private donations, corporate donations, and 

government investment (Campbell, 1996; Vigliotti, 2019). One of the biggest fundraising 

activities The Great Trail undertook was a crowdsourcing campaign, from 2016-2017, that 

was partially matched by the federal government for Canada 150 (Trans Canada Trail, 

2019a). The results of this crowdsourcing ended up gathering $50 million dollars from 

donations and subsequently raised a total of $75 million dollars with the federal 

government funding included (Trans Canada Trail, 2019a). This crowdsourcing funding 

activity has resemblances to an approach taken in Denver, Colorado, that Miller and 

Coutts’ (2018) discuss in an article about creatively financing local cycling and pedestrian 

infrastructure. In this case study, the initial amount crowdsourced by public donation only 

amounted to $36,000; however, the crowdsourcing project itself proved to be good tool 

to obtain visibility and gain community support, which aided in securing an additional 

$120,000 of corporate donations from a downtown business district coalition, as well as 

$85,000 from the City of Denver itself (Miller & Coutts, 2018). What can be recognized in 

this case study is that the local government and corporate entities appeared to be 

enthusiastic about the initiative, but only after witnessing large community buy-in. This 

suggests a few things, such as the optics and exposure being more favorable for these 

funding stakeholders, as well as more confidence in successful implementation. While 

https://ipolitics.ca/author/marcovigliotti/
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successful crowdsourcing suggests positive outcomes and has been recognized as being 

indicative of promoting high community social capital (Mollick, 2014), Miller and Coutts 

(2018) are critical of the practice because it can establish inequities between different 

communities and active transportation projects if this process were to be replicated as a 

default model for active transportation infrastructure financing. When overly utilized at the 

nationwide scale of The Great Trail, this critical observation of crowdsourcing and 

corporate donation dependency can turn into many inequities along The Great Trail, and 

perhaps these missteps have already been made. Beyond missteps, there are a handful 

of conclusions that all the researchers above have shared as best practices to effectively 

obtain major funding. Consistent points across the above research shows the importance 

of creating and maintaining partnerships, as well as creating exciting project visions that 

capitalize on promotional outlets. These basic components are the building blocks to gain 

the political and community support needed to justify the importance, potential impact, 

and ability to implement that funding would bring (Eyler et al., 2008; Miller & Coutts, 2018; 

Schasberger et al., 2009). The Great Trail seems to be excelling on this front. 

By year 2000, it was estimated that the entire Great Trail initiative was expected 

to cost approximately 540 million dollars, which raised serious concerns how equitable 

distribution of funding to all trail stakeholders was going to unfold (Bowick, 1996), of which 

these types of details remain systematically unclear. Localized and provincial funding is 

still common practice for The Great Trail and this approach does offer solutions to 

managing trail building priorities, but it still creates issues of the “haves” and “have-nots”. 

For example, a $500,000 gift from Scotiabank was targeted to develop a specific section 
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of trail in the south east corner of New Brunswick, connecting the City of Dieppe to the 

Confederation Bridge (Close-up, 2015). In Ontario, a $3 million-dollar Trillium grant was 

earmarked for trail development in Northern Ontario (Ontario Trillium Foundation, 2015). 

These examples are not intended to challenge the priorities of these developments, rather 

they are intended to illustrate the level of individualized investment that is occurring on 

The Great Trail. Other case studies examined by Miller & Coutts (2018) showcased how 

city bonds, tax increment financing, sales tax increases, and developer impact fees have 

been utilized to finance both small- and large-scale active transportation and recreational 

trail initiatives. A crucial take away from these case studies concludes that local 

governments are unlikely to receive funding from one source, instead they are subject to 

exploring multiple options and must remain creative in their approaches to financing 

(Miller & Coutts, 2018). The importance of creative approaches to financing was also 

discussed in Schasberger et al. (2009), with presenting a case of a regional tier 

government leveraging its primary capital to solicit private donors, corporate groups, and 

other government agencies, which created a return 27 times higher than initial funding. 

Allocating seed funding for promotional purposes has also played a crucial part of The 

Great Trail’s development, notably with the long-term scheduled corporate donations 

offered by Chrysler; however, the use of these funds for awareness building and donation 

solicitation was a decision taken on the part of Chrysler because they wished to maximize 

the exposure of their sponsorship rather than building infrastructure (Katz, 2000). It 

appears that building and improving existing infrastructure from coast, to coast, coast 

requires a level of financing that far exceeds what can realistically be gathered by public 
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and private donation. While trail infrastructure can vary widely depending on design and 

terrain, The Trans Canada Trail organization (TCT) estimates that dirt footpaths cost 

approximately $18,000 per kilometer and paved counter parts standing at $180,000 per 

kilometer (Trans Canada Trail, 2013)- estimates that become astounding when 

considering the scope of The Great Trail. In the USA, legislation named The Intermodal 

Surface Transportation Efficiency Act was passed, which granted the opportunity for 

federal transportation funds to be allocated for non-traditional transportation projects that 

had the ability to mitigate climate change (Timothy & Boyd, 2015). In Canada, provincial 

transportation and infrastructure agencies offer municipal support for active transportation 

and/or trail development through various grants of varying amount of financial assistance, 

but it is worth recognizing is that these grants involve competition with other municipalities 

and other transportation initiatives, as well as the availability of grants are subject to 

budget reformation. The local capacity needed to be successful in winning these grants 

also comes into question. Potentially, there could also be issues of ministries seeing 

projects through lenses that are out of the jurisdiction of transportation and infrastructure, 

such as deferring responsibility to ministries that specifically deal with environmental, 

cultural, recreational, or economic development. Recently, The TCT has formally 

registered with the federal lobbying commissioner’s office to advocate for the long-term 

development of The Great Trail (Vigliotti, 2019). The mobilization of this lobbying hints 

towards greater momentum around the project and potential for even greater support from 

government agencies. Understanding how previous funding has helped shape 

recreational trails, as well as assessing the confidence of local governments in their ability 

https://ipolitics.ca/author/marcovigliotti/
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to obtain appropriate funding would be illustrative of the overall planning climate of major 

recreational trail projects, such as The Great Trail itself. 

2.2 Usage and Impacts 

Obtaining political and community support around investing in recreational trail 

infrastructure may be difficult to achieve when existing recreational trail facilities are 

underused, underappreciated, or of poor quality. The following section of this chapter 

presents a comprehensive research review of what factors contribute to trail use. This 

section is broken down into two themes: facilitators and barriers. From these themes, a 

series of topics such as motivations of trail use, followed by discussions around multi-use 

strategies, the impact of trail proximity and use, and how community awareness of nearby 

trails impacts its use. 

2.2.1 Facilitators 

While recreational trails can holistically provide infrastructure for many purposes, 

like active transportation (Troped et al. 2001) and environmental conservation 

(Tamminga, 1995), the conversation about recreational impact is still the dominant topic 

within trail projects (Shafer, Lee & Turner, 2000). Recreation is a broad concept and 

different trails offer different outlets for recreation; however, research has shown that 

recreation of some form is often the dominant motivator for community trail use (East Bay 

Regional Park District, 1998; Gobster, 1995; Scott & Moore, 1995; Shafer, et al., 2000; 

Troped, et al. 2002). For example, a survey of different recreational trail users in 

Cleveland, Ohio, expressed that the opportunities to exercise, relax and to appreciate 

nature were the specific uses that they appreciated most about their local trail (Scott & 
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Moore, 1995). In Chicago, Illinois, Gobster (1995) found that scenic beauty was the top 

characteristic amongst trail users. In Oakland, California, a survey of residents found that 

the largest benefits of local recreational trails were related to fitness and having access 

to preserved nature spaces (East Bay Regional Park District, 1998). These examples 

show how active recreation and passive recreation are both motivators for trail use; 

however, these two recreational outlets do not necessarily facilitate equal use. For one, 

active recreation that is motivated by health and fitness would most likely consist of 

regular trail visits while visits motivated by passive recreation like scenic beauty may be, 

on the other hand, more irregular. Troped, Sanders, and Pate (2002) found that 50% 

percent of trails users surveyed reported that they engaged in almost or all their physical 

activity at the nearby recreational trail. In addition, 53% of these same trail users reported 

that they would engage in their physical activities somewhat less often or much less often 

if the recreational trail facility were not available (Troped et al., 2002) The mean number 

of visits amongst trail users was 7.3 trips over the previous four weeks, or approximately 

once every four days (Troped et al., 2002). Fish and Napier (2001) specifically chose to 

research the Kokosing Gap Trail, in Northeast Central Ohio, because of its high use 

amongst community residents and, out of the 168 study respondents, only 11% stated 

that they did not use the trail facility at all and, amongst the trail using community, the two 

main uses of trail were exercise and recreation, with 82% and 61% of trail users reporting 

these kinds of trail uses, respectively (Fish & Napier, 2001). A five point Likert scale was 

also utilized for a varied set of questions within the survey, which identified increasing 

physical activity opportunities as featuring both the highest amounts of strongly agree and 
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agree answers, indicating that engaging in physical activities on this particular trail was 

the biggest motivator for trail users, something even a large number of non-trail users 

recognized the space as having high potential for (Fish & Napier, 2001). Another study 

revealed even greater motivation for using recreational trail corridors for physical activity, 

although the study’s methodology only sampled trail users (Keith et al., 2018). Amongst 

the trail users sampled, 75% respondents claimed that using the trail for exercise and 

physical activities was very important to them and 18% claimed that it was important- 

together adding up to a sum of 93% of trail users being motivated by physical activity 

(Keith et al., 2018).  The notably large percentages of trail users that appreciate the 

physical activity merits of trail infrastructure demonstrate the high potential for recreational 

trails to work as a tool to encourage and maintain healthy recreational outlets for any 

given community, which is supportive of the increasingly growing trend of health 

consciousness (Gobster, 2005). There are economic implications to this impact on public 

health, as a study by Wang et al. (2004) calculated a $3 return for every dollar invested 

in physical activity trails, due to healthier residents unburdening health care systems. 

Adding to this, Omar et al. (2012) has noted that the availability of trail infrastructure has 

been found to be the best intervention to strategically increase walking for the purposes 

of exercise and health.  

Birchis-Lupas and Moisey (2001) identified four groups that could be factored 

together in their trail use motivations. The findings for Birchis-Lupas & Moisey’s (2001) 

research were that the four groups were broken down by the array of motivators 

influenced the user. The first group was labeled as fitness seekers, was the second was 
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labeled as naturalists, the third were considered as enthusiasts and, lastly, the remaining 

group was labeled as typical users. The breakdown of the influencing factors of these 

groups were that fitness seekers were only motivated by physical activity, naturalists were 

primarily motivated by the natural features of the trail, the group labeled enthusiasts were 

influenced by both fitness and the opportunity to do nature related activities, and the 

typical user group were influenced equally by personal fitness, being in a natural 

environment, as well as being able to use the trail for exploration and familial activities 

(Birchis-Lupas & Moisey, 2001). Passive recreation linked to exploration and education 

were found to be stronger motivating factors for tourists on both heritage trails and 

food/wine routes (Timothy, 2011; Timothy & Boyd, 2006), illustrating that there are 

different intentions of trail use depending if the trail user is a resident of the community or 

not. Many other studies have also firmly demonstrated that passive recreation activities 

are often key motivators for trail use, although these are consistently not as strong of 

motivators as physical activity (Gobster, 1995; Fish & Napier, 2001; Keith et al., 2018; 

Scott & Moore, 1995); however, as presented above, these two sets of motivators are not 

mutually exclusive, rather, it calls attention to the versatility of recreational trails for 

providing many meaningful opportunities to users. The contributions to the overall 

betterment of a community’s quality of life are robust (Shafer et al., 2000) and, when 

considering rational approaches for implementation, they have been found to be more 

cost effective than maintaining long-term operations of similar types of community 

recreational spaces like sports facilities and parks (Palau et al., 2012).  
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2.2.2 Multi-Use Trails as a Facilitator and Barrier 

Due to the versatility of trails, a challenge for local communities and for trail 

organizations has been managing and mitigating conflicts between different activities on 

a given trail (Spencer 2012; Van de Vaart, 1990). A major milestone for The Great Trail 

was a key meeting in 1991, where the decision was made to have The Great Trail be a 

multi-use facility (Campbell, 1996). This decision was a result of the momentum leading 

up to the 125th Anniversary of Canadian Confederation, where the government had 

decided to help sponsor the trail foundation to help expedite substantial completion for 

the event (Campbell, 1996). Van de Vaart (1990) mentions the political utility to choosing 

to establish multi-use recreational trails because it seems to promote greater community 

equity and inclusiveness, both of which make for stronger feasibility and support for a 

project to be implemented, especially when involved in long-distance trails. This is also 

discussed by Cessford (2003), who brings up the point that multi-use trails limit the costly 

replication of facilities and avoids additional associated environmental effects of multiple, 

single-use trails. Van de Vaart (1990) provides planning recommendations to help 

manage the different types of trail uses, namely the importance of working with trail users 

of various interests to understand what kind of services and facilities are necessary to 

accommodate all trail uses in a community. Spencer (2012) states a similar message, 

saying that attempts to plan for an over-generalized visitor is not an effective strategy for 

successful trail implementation; instead, it is essential to plan in ways that utilize 

substantial public participation to capture the needs and desires of what often includes 

diverse groups of recreationalists. Beyond providing what certain recreationalist groups 
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need in a trail facility, it also opens a conversation to mitigate unforeseen conflicts 

(Spencer, 2012). Both the primary research conducted by Spencer and the literature 

explored within the article (2012) present that the vast majority of trail uses and related 

conflicts were from cycling and foot traffic, although percentages often varied substantially 

depending on the particularities of a trail. In a study by Troped et al. (2001), the findings 

related to conflicts between foot traffic and wheeled traffic were that pedestrians, and 

some cases hikers, were more sensitive to the increase in usage of wheeled traffic like 

cyclists. The challenges of these conflicts were also described as a signal of success, 

considering that these conflicts have a linear relationship with total trail usage, indicating 

a desirable recreational space and even transportation corridor (Troped et al. 2001). The 

overwhelming popularity of trail facilities amongst cyclists has even proposed the 

necessity to provide additional trail spaces that accommodate multi-use standards as best 

practice (Beeton, 2006; Ryan & Winterich, 1993, Willard & Beeton, 2012). Despite the 

reported low uses of other activities, like equestrian riding (Beeton, 2006), and an absent 

amount of literature that reviewed motorsport conflicts (Spencer, 2012), problematic 

interactions with these trail users can be assumed to have more serious consequences. 

Considering that realized conflicts are rare occurrences (Spencer, 2012), these multi-use 

conflicts can be interpreted as largely an interpersonal barrier (Crawford & Godbey, 

1987). Despite this, structural interventions such as creating separate trails or 

incorporating trail design elements intended to decrease usage conflict, as a best 

practice, appear to solve this issue. Van de Vaart (1990) recommends a firm policy 

solution to specifically disallow unfavorable uses, particularly that of motorized uses on 
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the same sections of trail as non-motorized uses, as a way to outright address serious 

usage conflicts. For effectiveness, it is also stated how important it is to clearly establish 

this kind of trail use policy early on in a project’s visioning, as to limit disruption and 

ambiguity amongst trail users (Van de Vaart, 1990). The multi-use direction of The Great 

Trail failed in this regard, as over 5000 km of the trail are multi-use sections that allow for 

motorized uses during prime seasons and there remains a large amount of ambiguity due 

to the inconsistency across The Great Trail as a whole (Brown, 2017). The planning 

conducted for these motorized sections have also been criticized as being rushed and 

facilitated under haphazard circumstances due to the recent 150th Confederation 

anniversary completion deadline (Brown, 2017; Pringle, 2017). While local governments 

still maintain the discretion to allow or disallow motorized use (Hope, 1999), and some 

local governments have come up with their own  multi-use strategies, such as permitting 

motorized uses during offseason months (Byfield, 2002), the inconsistency and 

decohesion of trail uses along The Great Trail has currently prompted a legislative push 

to set minimum design and use standards for all trail segments of The Great Trail (Aunger, 

2017). In addition to multi-use standards, the lack of adequate accommodation and 

accessibility to trail facilities for individuals with disabilities and mobility challenges has 

been recognized (Haynes & Cope, 1998; Moore et al., 1996; Troped et al., 2001). The 

possibility of implementing design standards, and what these standards will include, is 

something that will have to be monitored within the future short and long-term 

development of The Great Trail.  
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2.2.3 Barriers 

Research has shown that the relationship between proximity and community use 

can be difficult to fully determine, due to there also existing psychological elements to 

one’s perception of proximity (Abildso et al., 2007; Troped, Saunders, Pate, 2005; Troped 

et al., 2001). With a large sample size of 419 respondents, Troped et al. (2001) compared 

perceived distance and actual distance to the trail access points. This study produced 

results that indicated trail groups perceived access points to their local recreational trail 

to be closer than their actual distance, while the opposite was observed with non-users 

(Troped et al., 2001). It should be noted that the average distance to the nearest trail 

access point for the survey respondents was only 0.51 miles, suggesting that there was 

a very high degree of accessibility for this community (Troped et al., 2001). Additional 

findings were that for every 0.25-mile increase in self-reported distance to recreational 

trail access, the survey participants were 0.65 times less likely to be trail users (Troped 

et al., 2001). Abildso et al. (2007) corroborated these finding through their rail-trail 

proximity and use analysis. Using a phone survey, the 788 participants were categorized 

into four distinct participant groups: within 1 mile and self-reported as close to the rail-

trails (Within-Close); within 1 mile and self-reported as far (Within-Far); beyond 1 mile and 

self-reported as close (Beyond-Close); and beyond 1 mile and self-reported as far 

(Beyond-Far) [Abildso et al., 2007]. Results demonstrated that both the Within-Close and 

Beyond-Close groups were significantly more likely to use the rail-trail facilities compared 

to their Within-Far and Beyond-Far counterparts (Abildso et al., 2007). Additionally, 

Beyond-Close groups maintained the highest percentage of rail-trail users, at 70% 
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(Abildso et al., 2007). These findings show that distance is a relative variable to both trail-

users and non-users (Abildso et al., 2007; Troped et al., 2001). Complementary research 

that present other unintuitive results about proximity to recreational trails and their 

community use have also illustrated that rural residents, in particular, are more likely to 

be motivated to travel greater distances to access recreational trails (Brownson et al., 

2004; Siderelis & Moore, 1995). These findings about trail use and accessibility show that 

proximity to recreational trails may not be as substantial of a barrier or facilitator to trail 

use as other factors, such as one’s recreational preferences or one’s awareness of 

existing recreational trails. This is another interpersonal barrier, according to Crawford 

and Godbey (1987); however, like usage conflicts, there seems to be structural solutions 

worth considering. Apart from simply building more trail, policy around easements have 

been shown to increase use of recreational trails. The Common Rights of Way policy in 

the United Kingdom, which granted access to a variety of private countryside lands has 

been commended as a substantial catalyst for increasing usage of trails amongst 

domestic and tourist community groups because of the overall ubiquity of close trail 

spaces (Countryside Agency, 2001).  

Promoting awareness of local trail facilities has been demonstrated as needing 

substantial improvement to achieve successful community use (Campbell & Lu, 2004; Lu 

& Campbell, 2008; Reed et al., 2004). Using a census-block-stratified, random sampling 

of households in a rural southeastern community of the United States, Reed et al. (2004) 

surveyed 1,112 adults about their awareness of local recreational trails. The results of the 

study were clear that community awareness of local recreational trails was low, despite 
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the presence of these facilities being near the participants surveyed (Reed et al., 2004). 

The results of the study were that only 56% of survey participants had reported that they 

were aware that the trails in question existed and, of those who reported knowing about 

the facilities, only one third reported to using them (Reed et al., 2004). Findings presented 

in Campbell and Lu’s (2008) research regarding the barriers to using a section of The 

Great Trail, in Manitoba, show that lack of awareness was reported as being the most 

substantial barrier amongst the majority of participants. As part of this analysis, Campbell 

and Lu (2008) grouped respondents into four distinct categories: Participants [users of 

the recreational trail in the last 12 months]; Ceasing Participants [previous users that have 

not used the recreational trail in the last 12 months]; Potential Participants [interested 

individuals who have never used the recreational trail]; Uninterested Non-Participants 

[uninterested individuals who have never used the recreational trail]. Despite this 

recreational trail being selected for this study because of its high accessibility, the use of 

this section of The Great Trail was exceptionally low, with only 14.9% of individuals 

reporting they have used the corridor at least once in the previous 12 months and, if 

including the participants who have stopped using the trail, only 25.2% (n = 100) have 

used the trail at least once (Campbell & Lu 2008). With this case study maintaining such 

low recreational trail use, the barriers that come simply from community unawareness are 

critical to recognize. The findings revealed that barrier statements regarding awareness, 

such as “I’m not aware of the trail” or “I do not know where to get information”, were found 

to be the top two barriers amongst all respondents and at least one of these two 

awareness statements was revealed as a top-three barrier to each distinct group, 
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including “Participants” and “Ceasing Participants” (Campbell & Lu, 2008). Ceasing 

participants have been the subject of other trail use research, which found that former 

users stopped using trail facilities because recreational experiences had begun to lose 

their novelty (Kerstetter, Zinn, Graefe, & Chen, 2002), thus suggesting that ceasing 

participants might have potential for re-motivation if aware of other accessible recreational 

trail facilities. It is also important to note that current trail users may be vulnerable to the 

same disinterest that ceasing participants have faced, making awareness strategies for 

current users important as well. An optimistic finding in Campbell and Lu’s (2008) 

research was that the biggest group of respondents fell into the Potential Participants 

category. Coupled with this group’s responses to barrier statements, which both “I’m not 

aware of the trail” and “I do not know where to get information” were identified as the 

biggest barriers, it suggests that promotional strategies could be a very feasible method 

to increase use on recreational trails.  

2.3 Geographic Information Systems, Big Data, and Localized 
Knowledge 

Methods that use geographic information systems to identify the optimal pathways 

for trail construction have been suggested as an approach that is a more systematic 

method and one that can lead to better planning outcomes (Lindsey et al., 2008; Miller et 

al. 1998; Smith, 2015). One technique is to use crowdsourced GPS data from cyclists 

and pedestrians alike, with the use of commonly used mobile fitness applications, to 

identify flows of movement and travel patterns (Smith, 2015). While this method can 

gather large amounts of data, Smith (2015) warns that there could be issues, such as 
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sample biasing or unclear travel behaviors, thus, it is recommended that this data be 

applied alongside traditional planning methods. Early discussions around applications of 

geographic information systems (GIS) for greenway suitability have focused on optimal 

pathway identification based on physical, environmental, and social geographic data 

(Miller et al., 1998), but researchers are now also acknowledging the extended utility of a 

Least Cost Path analysis to identify pathways that would be of the lowest financial cost of 

development, although this application of GIS can become ineffective in complex 

interjurisdictional trail networks that involve many stakeholders (Teng, Wu, Zhou, Lord, 

Zheng, 2011). Other limitations of GIS utility for trail network planning may be that 

quantitative GIS methodologies are ineffective in integrating or generating subjective 

data. For example, a study that used GIS methods generated dubious findings that 

suggested that the further away trail amenities (i.e. trail signage, water fountains, public 

art, picnic areas, points of interest) were from each other, the greater the amount of trail 

use (Lindsey et al., 2008). These counterintuitive findings go against established trail 

design guidelines (Van der Vaart, 1990; Walker, Evenson, Davies, 2011). These findings 

could perhaps be the result of the GIS analysis not measuring the quality of these trail 

amenities and the GIS model not being able to capture subjective variables, such as user 

awareness (Lindsey et al., 2008). In the early exploration of the utility of GIS for greenway 

planning, Miller et al. (1998) stated that GIS methods had the organizational capability of 

bringing multiple sets of knowledge together, but through real-life applications discussed 

in the literature (Lindsey, 2008; Smith, 2015; Teng et al, 2011) the limitations of the 

primarily quantitative uses of GIS analysis necessitate that these analyses be paired with 
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both qualitative methods and localized data. Public participation has been championed 

as leading to successful trail development (Timothy & Boyd, 2015) as well as facilitating 

adequate consultation and participation with aboriginal groups (Butler & Hinch, 2007). 

This kind of localized knowledge integration, both in the early visioning process and 

throughout the maintenance of trail facilities, may hold particular value because of the 

higher levels of familiarity and subsequent insights around the many different kinds of 

facets that recreational trail spaces offer and/or impact. The ability and effectiveness of 

local governments being able to gather, process, and integrate various types of data 

specific to recreational trails was a topic not found in the literature. 

2.4 Volunteers 

Given the budget constraints and increasing responsibilities of local governments 

(Agranoff, 2014), volunteer sourced capacity has needed to play a substantial role in all 

facets of recreational trail implementation (Spencer, 2013). The organization and much 

of the labor around The Great Trail are no exception to this, as it has been said to have 

mobilized over 100,000 volunteers and 400 trail coalition groups, making this collective 

effort the largest volunteer project ever facilitated in Canada (“Trans Canada Trail 

completion by 2017”, 2012). The vital role that volunteers assume in large-scale, 

recreational trails prompts the need to understand successful methods to attract and 

retain project volunteers. Functionalist theory maintains that each volunteer has unique 

reasons for their motivation which is often generated by the beneficial or meaningful 

experiences that their volunteering efforts bring to their own lives (Silverberg, Backman, 

Backman, 2000). The functionalist perspective of volunteer motivation was validated in a 
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volunteer retention analysis that generated results which showed an insignificant 

relationship between volunteer happiness and multiple facets of positive “work-place” 

culture, while the only significant relationship of worker happiness measured was the 

extent that one’s individual motives were being met (Silverberg, Ellis, Whitworth, Kane, 

2002). Other literature on volunteer management largely focuses on organizational 

culture (Barnes & Sharpe, 2009; Guo et al., 2001; McCormick, 2017). Guo et al. (2001) 

discuss how formalized volunteer management can become problematic for volunteer 

retention if the organizational structure of non-governmental organizations commit large 

portions of capital to this function without meaningful differentiation between such paid 

positions and the work that volunteers do. McCormick (2017) addresses this dichotomy 

of paid workers and volunteers as well, stating that human resource management and 

marketing strategies that are effective in attracting and retaining paid workers are not 

readily transferable in volunteer contexts. In a case study analysis of an award-winning 

city park initiative in Toronto, Barnes & Sharpe (2009) recognized that the productive and 

successful efforts of the involved volunteers were the result of their freedom to engage in 

meaningful volunteer efforts. In this case study, examples of meaningful efforts were 

integrating volunteer work with one’s social life, developing or utilizing one’s existing 

vocational skills, and providing services that matched one’s own interests (Barnes & 

Sharpe, 2009). This case study follows similar logic to functionalist theory (Silverberg et 

al., 2000; Silverberg et al., 2002) but also touches on the flexibility granted to volunteers 

(Barnes & Sharpe, 2009), highlighting the need for organizations to limit micro-managerial 

cultures. Volunteers of recreational trail networks have been shown in multiple studies 
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that personal connection to the trail space is a meaningful motivator to become an active 

volunteer (Currie, Lackova, & Dinnie, 2016; Spencer, 2012; Spencer 2013). The roles 

and responsibilities that volunteers can contribute to rail trail implementation can vary to 

accommodate the interests of any particular volunteer, but literature has identified that 

advocacy (Campbell 1996), construction (Gordon, 1996; Ryan & Winterich, 1993), 

stewardship (Luymes & Tamminga, 1995), awareness programming (Spencer, 2012), 

and even passive volunteering such as community trail policing (Luymes & Tammiga, 

1995; Rhoden et al., 2009; Ryan & Winterich, 1993) are often roles undertaken by 

recreational trail volunteers.  A sentiment that is echoed both by Ryan & Winterich (1993) 

and Bowick (1996), is that this kind of grassroot championing and development of 

recreational trails is the determining factor of successful and often quick implementation. 

Bowick (1996) also emphasizes the importance of forming an advisory committee to 

adequately approach and delegate the many tasks involved in trail development. The use 

of volunteers is foundational to this beyond financial implications, as it forms the needed 

community capacity to see the project through from its visioning, development, and 

longevity.  

2.5 Planning and Collaboration 

Delivering a large-scale trail network that can accommodate the needs of all the 

involved stakeholders is often presented as a complex and elusive task to be able to 

implement perfectly (Ryan, et al., 2006; Walker et al., 2011). According to Ahern, Byrne, 

and Leavy (2015) a complex project can be characterized by maintaining incomplete 

knowledge and project directions that are not fully specified or planned in advance. 
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Recreational trail networks meet these characteristics in many ways, such as in the ways 

they negotiate space at various scales (Erickson & Louisse, 1997; Erickson 2004; Ryan 

et al., 2006), how necessary financing can be obtained and packaged together  (Eyler et 

al., 2008; Miller & Coutts, 2018), how to manage support and opposition from 

stakeholders (Abildso et al., 2007; Ryan et al., 2006;), as well as delivering a project that 

a community actually embraces once developed (Abildso et al., 2007; Campbell & Lu 

2008; Fish & Napier, 2001; Keith et al., 2018). Ahern et al. (2015) present a theoretical 

model of successful complex project capability which describes the utility of learning from 

obstacles and emphasizes a step that is referred to as normalization, which is a step in 

which the progress of overcoming an obstacle is recognized and then informs the next 

project goal.  

Examples of this concept of normalization can be identified through both the 

historical and present momentum that has helped The Great Trail be the 24,000 km 

network it is today (Campbell, 1996; Pringle, 2017). The inconsistency of The Great Trail, 

from province to province and territory, is worth consideration through a normalization 

lens. For example, the process of acquiring land rights was streamlined in PEI and 

Newfoundland by primarily focusing on retrofitting abandoned rail corridors to service trail 

space (Bowick, 1996). For Ontario and Nova Scotia, Bowick (1996) has described the 

process of acquiring land as being complicated and a piecemeal process of acquisition 

that has had to go through a variety of different development programs. One of these 

programs that has helped provide land for trail development has been the Canadian 

Heritage Rivers System (Timothy & Boyd, 2015). Through the support of federal, 
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provincial, and territorial governments, rivers deemed as having high heritage value have 

been given the developmental support to enhance the river corridors and their nearby 

spaces for recreational purposes (Timothy & Boyd, 2015). The nomination and 

designation process of turning rivers corridors into recreational spaces under the 

Canadian Heritage River System is a multi-step process, involving background studies 

and management plans, as well as there are different jurisdictional responsibilities and 

processes depending on which regions that the river flows though; regardless of this, 

however, there is a strict series of steps and clear objectives under this system (Timothy 

& Boyd, 2015). The streamlined process of heritage river designation can be recognized 

as a way that normalization has transpired for these very specific types of corridors. 

Regarding The Great Trail, a handful of these rivers have been integrated into The Great 

Trail network, notably in the Northwest Territories, northern Alberta, and northern Ontario 

(Trans Canada Trail, 2019b). In the case of Ontario’s developed water and river corridors, 

it is worth noting that, without the almost 2000 km of dedicated waterway corridors running 

through northern Ontario, The Great Trail would not have reached its goal to become fully 

connected by August 2017 (Brown, 2017). While varying capacity issues like this suggest 

the need for more uniformed development, the challenges between provinces and 

individual municipalities make this approach somewhat unrealistic. However, the varying 

successes and developmental practices of local recreational trail implementation may 

eventually offer best practice normalization in the future.  

Research conducted by Scudo (2006) supports the idea of step-by-step 

development with findings that discuss how the process of delivering small sections of a 
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recreational trail to specific communities helped to achieve greater overall community 

support and political momentum around a nationwide trail network in Italy. In this case, 

the normalization of the recreational trails becoming community assets was a catalyst to 

new goals of additional trails that led to the formation of the nationwide trail network 

(Scudo, 2006). Through findings derived from interviews with government and non-

government agencies, Ryan et al. (2006) summarized that their key-informants believed 

that meeting the local goals of a recreational trail initiative is the first measure of 

successful implementation because, when trying to implement a large-scale recreational 

trail network, local successes extend these now normalized local capacities to be able 

provide rough models on how to fulfill more ambitious goals.  

Practitioners must also be able to know where to turn to when encountering issues 

that they may have never encountered before. Given the complexity and scope of large-

scale recreational trail initiatives, coordinated tacit knowledge transfer has been 

suggested as a crucial component to successful implementation (Erickson & Louisse, 

1997; Erickson 2004; Ryan et al., 2006). Tacit knowledge shared between colleague to 

colleague has been shown to be the most frequent form of solution-solicited knowledge 

transfer within an organizational setting (Cross et al., 2001). This colleague to colleague 

knowledge sharing dynamic has also been recognized specifically as a major 

characteristic within the field of planning, as well (Tennøy, Hansson, Lissandrello, Næss, 

2016). Cross et al. (2002) present the idea that, for the dynamic of tacit knowledge 

transfer to occur, it is dependent on meeting the four following features: knowing who and 

when to turn to help; being able to gain access to that person; the willingness of the sought 



 

 

35 

 

person to help in a meaningful way; and a degree of trust and safety in the relationship 

between the two parties. To be able to receive actionable tacit knowledge, research 

suggests that it is most commonly derived from multiple personal contacts (Cross & 

Sproull, 2004); however, social network analyses have also found that it is often a small 

number of contacts in an organization that are sought out for information most frequently 

(Cross et al., 2002). Having effective, actionable knowledge be primarily sourced from a 

small number of contacts presents a level of precariousness if these contacts can no 

longer fulfill the role of providing help, which is not uncommon given the high degree of 

rapid-turnover in businesses, public sector work, political positions, NGO’s, and even 

volunteer efforts (Beckwith, Glenzer, & Fowler, 2002; Campbell 1996; Cross et al., 2002). 

Considering these challenges, Bowick (1996) emphasizes the need to create a dedicated 

communications network and forum to be able to support the sharing between the key-

individuals and organizations that are solving trail implementation issues. Bowick affirms 

that this should be represented by an overarching, nationwide organization, which in this 

case would in fact be The Great Trail’s governing organization, the TCT; however, Bowick 

also contends that the TCT’s previous-efforts of predominantly generating support and 

soliciting funds are not enough (1996). Being able to effectively administer the funding 

and offer development support was recognized as the most difficult part of The Great Trail 

initiative (Bowick, 1996) and current grey literature suggests that it has yet to be 

streamlined by the TCT (Vigliotti, 2019).  

Based on an Active Living by Design criteria that evaluates preparation, promotion, 

programing, policy, and physical projects, Walker et al. (2011) found lackluster examples 
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of success in their wide-ranging exploration of recreational trail implementation. Many of 

the research findings presented throughout this literature review, if understood through 

this set of criteria, suggest similar lackluster results. While examples of coordination and 

cooperation have been elements that have facilitated the implementation of many of the 

recreational trails researched throughout the literature, the ways in which 

interjurisdictional and local government collaboration has been used, can be used, or how 

it may be changing in order to facilitate recreational trail implementation is incomplete and 

worthy of examination. The appearance of The Great Trail being advertised as a 

completely connected trail (Trans Canada Trail, 2019b) is overly simplistic, not only in 

physical terms, but also in partnership and capacity, of which there is a research gap 

within the literature. 
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3 Methodology  

3.1 Mixed Methodology Approach 

This research utilized both quantitative and qualitative data gathering techniques in 

the design of the research instrument, as well as it integrated quantitative secondary data 

to provide further insights surrounding the development and management circumstances 

of The Great Trail.  

There are many particularities of this research that lend itself more to qualitative 

research methodologies; however, both the quantitative data collected through the 

research instrument and the quantitative data derived from secondary sources enabled 

this research to illustrate these circumstances with additional credibility. This research 

had many research questions that needed to investigate the experiences of key-informant 

stakeholders, but the combination of qualitative and quantitative data offered the 

opportunity to consider patterns between both types of data, respective to the individual 

research subjects. This research aimed to imbed itself in a pragmatic paradigm through 

the engagement of these individuals with first-hand experiences to make justifiable 

conclusions with the complete set of data available. The pragmatism of a mixed method 

approach stems from the eclecticism of integrating an array of research tools, across 

methodological boundaries, that can better fit the research questions of project (Teddlie 

& Tashakkori, 2012) and such practices are becoming increasing utilized across 

academic disciplines (Alise & Teddlie 2010; Ivankova & Wingo, 2018). 
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3.2 Subject Selection and Sampling Procedure 

While facilitated through the TCT, a non-for-profit organization, The Great Trail is a 

project that has been and will largely continue to be delivered through the efforts of local 

government planning, development, and maintenance. Local governments also maintain 

the authority of land-use within their jurisdiction and a fundamental step to trail 

development is needing to have the approval to develop such infrastructure and to 

integrate the goals and objectives of the local municipalities. There are indeed some 

particular segments of the Great Trail that have taken on more grassroots efforts, but 

local governments across the country have generally absorbed the complete set of 

responsibilities involved with The Great Trail initiative (Bowick, 1996; Campbell, 1996). 

For this reason, investigating individual local governments in this research was the best 

way to assess the various development circumstances across The Great Trail. Involving 

key-informants from local governments was a decision taken to solicit comprehensive and 

detail-oriented data from local municipalities. The methods taken for subject selection and 

sampling are listed below in the following subsections.  

3.2.1 Inclusionary Criteria 

The study only included municipalities located along The Great Trail that had a 

population between 1,000 and 30,000 residents, as recorded by Statistics Canada’s most 

recent, 2016, Census (2019a). Choosing to involve municipalities of such size was an 

approach taken to have a more focused examination of trail development circumstances, 

particularly among municipalities with small populations. The population range roughly 

followed Statistics Canada’s definition of small population centres, with the key difference 
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that this study did not filter for populations of at least a density of 400/km², as required to 

uphold the official status of a small population centre (Statistics Canada, 2019b). The 

choice to use these parameters was also made in consideration of factors pertaining to 

the ability to narrow the analysis of this research. Being inclusive of municipalities greater 

than 30,000 residents and smaller than 1,000 would have effected the ability to compare 

the data obtained from respondents. This population range was also chosen because of 

the more favorable population growth circumstances that municipalities, characterized by 

this population range, have experienced between 2011-2016. When comparing 

municipalities with a 1,000 - 30,000 population range with municipalities that have fewer 

than 1,000 residents, there is a consistent showcasing of either more substantial 

population growth or less dramatic declines among the former group. The tabulation of 

this data can be found in Table 5.  

The inclusionary criteria of the project was also narrowed to only involve 

municipalities that had a multi-use segment of The Great Trail, primarily because of the 

assumption of inherent design and management implications involved in hosting a multi-

use trail facility. As seen in the literature (Beeton, 2006; Spencer 2012; Van de Vaart, 

1990; Willard & Beeton, 2012), there has been noted complications with multi-use trail 

conditions. With The Great Trail having established a multi-use precedent and culture 

early on its development, around the time of federal backing of the project in 1992, 

(Campbell, 1996), it is unlikely that The Great Trail will move away from these practices 

soon. This study did not specify what kinds of multi-use activities to investigate, rather it 

was inclusive to any activity on the trail, with the exception of paddling on watertrails. 
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Regardless of user participation of these activities, municipalities involved with this study 

simply had to officially offer the ability to do any combination of active recreation activities- 

predominately hiking, cycling, horseback riding, skiing, ATV, and snowmobiling. Passive 

recreation was not included as a multi-use activity due to the unavailability of such 

information on The Great Trail’s formal web resources (Trans Canada Trail, 2019a). 

With nearly 7000 km of waterway corridors and with such segments in every 

province and territory (Trans Canada Trail, 2019a), the decision to exclude waterway 

corridors is important to justify. Researchers have noted the increased interest in paddling 

and other water-activities and have argued the theoretical basis for waterways to be 

considered as trails (Timothy & Boyd, 2015); however, this study excluded examining the 

municipal development circumstances of waterway corridors due to their single-use 

offerings, the difficulty of comparing results between municipalities with or without 

waterway corridors, as well as the criticisms of the late inclusion of waterway corridors to 

The Great Trail network, described as interim trails, being used to accelerate the 

marketing of a 100% connected Great Trail (Aunger, 2017; Brown, 2017; Markusoff, 

2017). 

Beyond the inclusion of specific types of trail corridors in The Great Trail’s network 

and maintaining a municipal population size as listed above, participants needed to self-

identify as a public sector employee with a professional role in the management of their 

municipality’s segment of The Great Trail that they were representing. Additional to this, 

it was expressed to participants that they needed to be of at least 18 years of age and 
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have the proficiency to participate in a survey that was only designed and distributed in 

an English format.  

3.2.2 Identifying Potential Local Governments 

To gather an accurate and comprehensive list of local municipal governments that 

are directly connected by The Great Trail, the “Explore Map” on The Great Trail’s website 

(Trans Canada Trail, 2019a) was consulted alongside an official registry of Canadian 

municipal governments (Government of Canada, 2019). One by one, each registered 

municipality with a population between 1,000 and 30,000, as listed in the 2016 Canadian 

Census (Statistics Canada, 2019a), was included in a search query on the “Explore Map” 

and such municipalities that had the trail pass through their respective jurisdictions were 

included in a master file, of which there was a total of 319. Assessing jurisdiction often 

involved an additional cross-referencing step with municipal maps from current planning 

documents. This step was not always taken if land jurisdiction was clear, such as in cases 

where trail segments passed directly through the heart of a municipality’s downtown core. 

The process taken to compile a master list of all municipalities that The Great Trail 

intersected with was conducted with the intention of having a comprehensive and robust 

list of possible research subjects. Such a master list of municipalities was unable to be 

located, online or in print, by the researcher before the start of this research.  

Along with the names of the numerous municipalities included, information was 

also collected regarding the 2011 and 2016 census populations the municipalities, the 

types of trail corridors that passed within their jurisdiction, as well as the local government 

designation that their municipality has been labeled as. Cross referencing between the 
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“Explore Map” and official municipal maps was used to illustrate the start and end of 

specific trail segments, which helped to identify the number of individual trail segments 

that passed through each municipal jurisdiction. Measurements of these trail corridors 

were not collected one by one on a jurisdictional basis due to how time intensive such 

task would have been, considering that the total length of many trail corridors pass 

through numerous municipal jurisdictions. The total amount of municipalities that were 

qualified as potential participants the meeting the inclusionary trail characteristics have 

been tabulated and broken down by province in Table 1.  

Table 1: Number of Potential Municipal Participants by Province 

Prov. 
& 

Terr. 

AB BC MB NB NL NT NS NU ON PE QC SK YT Total 

Number of 
Potential 
Participants 

44 28 25 16 23 4 8 1 72 8 68 20 2 319 

Percent of 
Sample 

13.7
% 

8.7
% 

7.8 
% 

5.0
% 

7.2 
% 

1.2
% 

2.5 
% 

0.3
% 

22.5
% 

2.5
% 

21.3
% 

6.2
% 

0.6 
% 

100  
% 

 

3.2.3 Identifying Potential Key-Informants and Outreach 

The study was designed to involve a single public sector employee representing 

each of the qualifying municipalities that were able to participate in the study. This 

selected employee would stand in as a key-informant, as part of the inclusionary criteria 

stated that participants must maintain a professional capacity in developing their local 

municipality’s Great Trail segment. These key-informants were discovered through an 

investigation of staff directories or “contact us” webpages that were openly available 



 

 

43 

 

through the websites of the qualified local municipalities identified. In terms of the 

availability of information and the employment composition of local staff, there were many 

differences between the various local municipalities. As such, identifying potential key-

informants proved to be subjective process that utilized a degree of expertise on behalf 

of the researcher to identify the best possible key-informant source amongst the 

inconsistent information and organization of the various municipal structures/platforms. 

In the cases where the professional title of potential key-informants was made available, 

the researcher codified such roles into themes for greater methodological transparency. 

There were many instances where contact information of potentially qualified key-

informants was unable to be located. In these situations, a general inquiry to city hall was 

made. Table 2 lists the professional roles, broadly categorized by department, of the 

potential key-informants that were solicited to participate in the study. 

Table 2: Number of Potential Key-Informants by Employment Department 

Department Parks, 
Trails, 

Recreation  

Admin  Community  
Development  

Planning 
Department  

General 
Contact  

Total 

Number of 
potential 
participants 

78 53 17 26 145 319 

Percent of 
sample 

24.5% 16.6% 5.3% 8.2% 45.5% 100 % 

Due to various staff responsibilities and not having consistent access to email 

addresses of dedicated public sector professionals involved with The Great Trail, both the 

general municipal contacts and potential key-informants were asked to either participate 

themselves in the survey, if the inclusionary criteria was met, or to forward the invitation 
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along to a staff member that would be qualified to participate. An identifying question of 

which municipality the participant was representing was included to maintain clean and 

accurate data that avoided redundant municipal participation, which there were no 

instances of this having occurred. Among the 319 emails sent out, there was a total of 27 

unique municipalities that successfully completed the survey, offering a 5% participation 

rate from the solicited municipalities. Breakdowns of provincial and municipal 

departments that the participating key-informants represented can be found in Table 3 

and 4, respectively.  

Table 3: Key-Informant Participants by Province 

*Yukon, Nunavut, and Northwest Territories combined together to offer greater confidentiality due to small 
group of qualified municipalities. 

Table 4: Key-Informant Participants by Municipal Department 

Department Parks, 
Trails, 

Recreation  

Admin  Community  
Development  

Planning 
Department  

Not 
Declared  

Total 

Number of 
potential 
participants 

15 2 4 5 1 27 

Percent of 
sample 

55.5% 7.4% 14.8% 18.5% 3.7% 100 % 

AB BC MB NB NL NS ON PE QC SK YT 
NU  
NT  
* 

Not 
Declared 

Total 

4 5 0 3 1 1 8 1 0 2 1 1 27 

14.8
% 

18.5
% 

0   
% 

11 
% 

3.7
% 

3.7
% 

29.6
% 

3.7
% 

0  
% 

7.4
% 

3.7
% 

3.7            
% 

100% 
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To offer greater incentive to participate in the study, an honorarium donation was 

made to the Trans Canada Trail organization on behalf of the participating municipalities. 

This donation was made under “The University of Guelph Great Trail Research Project 

Participants” as way to reference the incentive fulfillment and maintain confidentiality 

among participants.  

3.3 Survey Design 

The research instrument used for the study was a digital survey, constructed and 

distributed through the Qualtrics web platform. The survey featured a broad range of 

questions, both open-ended and close-ended, that were tailored to gather insights into 

local development conditions surrounding The Great Trail.  

Along with the initial designation questions about municipal location and the 

professional title of participants, there were objectively framed questions that inquired 

about the number of paid staff positions involved with the local Great Trail segment and 

when the local municipality formally joined The Great Trail. The remainder of the survey 

collected subjective responses, based off the professional experiences of the key-

informant. The subjective questions included a ranking exercise paired with open-ended 

inquiries about the trail development impacts that have stemmed from various 

organizational bodies, as well as a scale exercise aimed to measure existing and future 

trail development confidences regarding various facets involved with trail development. 

The survey also featured a SWOT exercise to provide contextual information around the 

conditions of the local Great Trail segment. The questions above utilized both numeric 
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appointments, such as sliding bars and ranking, and essay text boxes to obtain a robust 

dataset that could be analyzed through both qualitative and quantitative approaches.  

The total length of the designed questionnaire was 37 questions, inclusive of the 

consent agreement and logic imbedded questions. The length of the survey was 

described to take approximately 45 minutes, but many of the respondents were able to 

complete the survey between 10 and 30 minutes. With the total length of the survey and 

the expressed option to defer any of the presented questions, there were a handful of 

instances of incomplete surveys, although this was rare occurrence. Of the total 27 

surveys used in the analysis of this research, the smallest sample size for a given analysis 

was 21 participants, or 77.7% of total surveys. The survey research instrument can be 

found in its entirety as Appendix 1.  

3.4 Quantitative Analyses 

3.4.1 Trail Settings  

Trail setting data was gathered from the Explore Map digital tool (Trans Canada 

Trail, 2019a) during the identification process of potential participants. There were two 

analyses conducted from the data gathered during this process. 

The first trail setting analysis provides a breakdown of the percentage of the variety 

of trail types, as labeled by The Trans Canada Organization, among the qualified 

participants. This analysis included all 319 qualified participants, regardless if the 

municipality participated in the digital survey. Each trail segment within each qualified 

municipality was accounted for, as such there are frequent instances of repeated counts 
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if a particularly lengthy segment crossed through multiple municipal jurisdictions. As such, 

the trail setting analysis of potential participants simply shows the percentage of trail 

setting types that the qualified municipalities have running through their municipal 

boundaries.  

 The second trail setting analysis provides a breakdown of the percentage of the 

variety of trail types, as labeled by the TCT, of the entire 24,000 km Great Trail Network. 

Each individual trail segment was recorded, regardless of qualification to participate in 

this study. As each individual trail segment was accounted for, there were no repeated 

counts of trail setting. This trail setting analysis of the entire network serves as a 

comparison to the trail settings of qualified participants. The findings of these analyses 

can be found in Figure 3 and 4. 

3.4.2 Population Change 

Population change was calculated based on the recorded populations from the 

2011 and 2016 Canadian Census. These two population figures were gathered for all 319 

qualified municipalities, as well as all municipalities within the population categories that 

were compared. Population change of qualified municipalities were provincially grouped 

and compared with the total provincial growth percentages and with the population 

change of unqualified participants (i.e. those without an appropriate Great Trail segment 

or a Great Trail segment altogether) that maintain the same population parameters (1k-

30k), by using the same formula. The findings of these analyses can be found in Table 5 

and 6. The formula used to calculate population change was as follows:  
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𝑃𝑜𝑝𝑢𝑙𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 𝐶ℎ𝑎𝑛𝑔𝑒 =
(2016 𝐶𝑒𝑛𝑠𝑢𝑠 𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑣.  𝑆𝑢𝑚 −  2011 𝐶𝑒𝑛𝑠𝑢𝑠 𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑣. 𝑆𝑢𝑚)

2011 𝐶𝑒𝑛𝑠𝑢𝑠 𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑣.  𝑆𝑢𝑚
 𝑥100 

 

3.4.3 Trail Development Confidence 

Gathering the data of trail development confidence among the participating 

municipalities was achieved through the use of a scale question that asked participants 

to provide a level of confidence, between 0 (no confidence) - 10 (very confident), for a set 

of trail development facets that were identified from the literature. There was a temporal 

analysis included in this measurement of trail development confidence, where there were 

three different questions that were framed by the three following timeframes: Short Term 

(1-4 years); Long Term (5+ years); and Previous-efforts.  

A correlation analysis was conducted on the short-term responses to see if there 

were correlation patterns between the identified trail development facets. The correlation 

method used was Spearmans Rank Correlation Coefficient (rho) for Ordinal Data due to 

using ordinal data from an independent random sample that did not follow a normal 

distribution, which the use Spearmans rho has been expressed as the most appropriate 

statistical correlation method for such situations (FitzSimons, 1999). Short-term 

responses were used as the model to base correlation, as this temporal model offered 

the best perspective of trail development confidence considering it offers the closest 
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model to capturing the current trail development confidences of present-day planning 

among the participants.  

Descriptive statistics were also used in analyzing trail development confidences. 

The means and frequencies were recorded for each temporal model. Confidence score 

subgroups, based on the confidence score awarded of each of the development facets, 

were formed due to the data showing stark extremes among participants. This was also 

chosen to reduce the skewing of the data and to have more robust frequency 

observations, both between development facets and within the temporal models. Three 

subgroups were created and are as follows: Low Confidence Score (0-3); Mid Confidence 

Score (4-6); and High Confidence Score (7-10).  

When processing the data for analysis, there were a handful of cases of data 

having been falsely recorded due to the participants’ option to defer answering questions. 

If the participant chose to defer from answering a given question, but had interacted with 

the scale (i.e clicked on the scale), then the answer was recorded as a 0. Due to this, the 

researcher cross examined every instance where a zero was recorded with other data 

provided within the survey instrument, both within the trail development confidence 

exercise and from the qualitative data provided, in order to verify responses. Falsely 

recorded data was removed and, upon the data clean-up process, all data utilized for 

these analyses were accurate. The findings produced from these trail development 

confidence analyses can be found in Figure 6.1, 6.2, 6.3 and Table 11.   
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3.4.4 Partnerships 

Participants were asked to rank various organizational bodies in order of their 

positive impact to local trail development. These involved organizational bodies were 

identified from the literature. A comprehensive list of these organizational bodies can be 

found on question 9 of the survey document in Appendix 1. Ranking was from 1 (Most 

Support) – 10 (Least Support). From this exercise, the mean was calculated for each 

organizational body as a way to highlight partners that have the most substantial roles in 

local trail development.  

When processing this data, there were instances discovered where participants 

completed the ranking in reverse, where they ranked the organizational body with the 

greatest impact to their local trail development as 10 and the least impactful 

organizational body as 1. The researcher assumes that there was confusion with the 

numbers used for this exercise, as the previous exercise utilized 10 as representative of 

a higher value. Due to this inconsistency, the researcher cross referenced all data 

gathered in this exercise with qualitative responses in order to insure the accuracy of the 

data utilized. There was no ambiguity between the rankings provided and the available 

qualitative data; as such, the accuracy of the cleaned data presented no compromise to 

the analysis conducted. The findings produced by this partnership analysis can be found 

in Table 12.   

3.4.5 Employees and Trail Committees 

Participants were asked how many dedicated, paid staff were involved with the 

development of their local trails. Means and frequencies were calculated from these 
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responses. In the rare occurrence where there was a range provided (i.e. 3-5 paid 

employees) the high end of the range was included in the analysis, as this was interpreted 

to represent the number of employees when the local municipality is at full capacity (i.e. 

employees not on temporary leave and/or including short term contract staff). The total 

mean among participants was presented alongside an insolated mean of just participating 

municipalities with 1+ employee(s) and frequency data of trail committee presence was 

included for municipalities with no dedicated paid staff. The findings produced by this 

employee and trail committee analysis can be found in Table 9.   

3.5 Qualitative Analyses 

3.5.1 Motivations for Joining The Great Trail 

An inquiry was presented to all participating municipalities about why their local 

municipality decided to pursue the development of their local segment of The Great Trail. 

These short answer responses were codified by theme and tabulated by frequency. The 

findings produced by this motivation analysis can be found in Table 8.   

3.5.2 Strengths, Weaknesses, Threats, Opportunities 

A SWOT exercise was conducted with all participating municipalities. Responses 

were both codified by theme and examined for unique perspectives. Both frequent themes 

and unique perspectives were included in a graph that compared these responses with 

categories established from total short-term trail development confidence scores (i.e. 

Confidence Score of 0-3; Confidence Score of 4-6; Confidence Score of 7-10) in Table 

10. This visualization method was chosen to compare elaborated responses within a 
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structure that depicts the general trail development circumstances that produced such 

perspectives. The findings produced by this SWOT analysis can be found in Figure 8.   

3.5.3 Partnerships and Experiential Learning 

Participants were asked to briefly describe the roles and functions of various 

organizational bodies, both formal and informal, provided to their local Great Trail 

development efforts. An inquiry about the extent to which experiential learning occurred 

within their local Great Trail development efforts was also included. Responses were both 

codified by theme and examined for unique perspectives. Based on the responses, there 

were clear distinctions between situations where there was no known involvement of a 

particular organizational body or there were partnership scenarios taking place between 

the local government and various organizational bodies. The frequency of these 

involvement differences were broken down into percentages, based on the respective 

organizational body and by the total number of responses obtained from each question. 

The frequency of certain themes were also presented as percentages, based on the same 

parameters. A substantial amount of the data presented for this analysis incorporates 

direct quotes from the participating municipalities, at times adjusted for clarity and 

confidentiality. These open-ended responses and their emerging trends are also 

compared with the established short-term trail development confidence scores as a way 

to examine relationships between data. The findings produced by this partnership 

analysis can be found in chapter 4. 
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3.6 Limitations 

This research encountered limitations, both by the design of the project and the 

timing. The design decision of the project to only include municipalities that maintained a 

population between 1,000 and 30,000 residents excluded a substantial number of 

potential municipalities from participating, of which municipalities with less than 1,000 

residents are officially recognized as rural and many municipalities above 30,000 

residents are also officially recognized as rural due to their population density; however, 

setting such strict parameters around population was a necessary limitation for this 

research, considering that the ability to conduct a large enough study to be able to 

appropriately analyze meaningful differences between the wide population spectrum of 

all municipalities was outside the scope and resources of this research. The researcher 

also recognizes that waterway trails present unique challenges in their integration and 

role as a part of The Great Trail. Involving municipalities of all sizes and being inclusive 

to all types of trail settings would have compiled a comprehensive set of data regarding 

the development of The Great Trail. Despite narrowing this research by the above trail 

setting and population parameters, the survey research instrument featured a broad set 

of questions that attempted to provide a comprehensive examination to trail development 

circumstances of the participating municipalities; however, a more narrow research 

project that specifically focused on particular trail development activities, such as funding 

or land acquisition, may have been able to generate more detailed findings.  

The timing and resources of this research had an impact on the ability for outreach 

with potential participants. One limitation was the inability to construct a set of French 
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materials necessary to engage predominately French speaking municipalities. The result 

of this was a complete lack of representation of Québec municipalities and other 

predominately French speaking municipalities across the country. Finally, the timing the 

researcher was bound to for data collection fell in July, a common time for individuals to 

take vacations, which presented a challenge to have greater representation in this 

research. Lastly, this research aimed to streamline participation by soliciting participation 

from only one key-informant from every qualifying municipality. The complexity and the 

amount of shared responsibility over the development of The Great Trail, even at the level 

of each local government, presents a limitation on consulting all possible perspectives 

that are involved with the development and management of The Great Trail.  

3.7 Research Ethics Approval 

All project contents and materials created, as well as outreach approaches utilized, 

of this research project (REB # 19-05-008) had been reviewed and approved by the 

University of Guelph’s General Research Ethics Board. As this was research involving 

human participants, comprehensive steps were taken with managing data and 

disseminating findings to ensure confidentiality of research participants. Participants were 

also given the expressed freedom to defer from answering any questions of their 

choosing, in order to establish the agency of the participants to only provide information 

they were comfortable sharing. The approval certificate of this research project can be 

found in the appendices chapter of this thesis, under Appendix 2. 
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4 Results 

4.1 Rural Canada’s Share of The Great Trail at a Glance 

4.1.1 Trail Settings 

 Among the 319 qualified municipal participants, the trail settings of local Great Trail 

segments were found to be quite diverse. The breakdown of trail settings of qualified 

municipal participants showcased that rural settings were most common, at 43%, followed 

by urban and urban-rural trail settings, at 14% each, and wilderness trail settings were 

the fourth most common, at 13%. Hybrid trail settings, despite the greater number of 

possible combinations, represent a minority of the trail settings of the qualified 

municipalities, at 30%, and single setting trails accounted for 70%. All rural trail setting 

combinations, when aggregated together, represent 67% of trail settings of the qualified 

municipalities, followed by 39% of all urban trail setting combinations, and 29% of all 

wilderness trail setting combinations. These results can be observed in Figure 3.  

 Over the entire Great Trail network, trail setting diversity is also very apparent and 

parallels the sample of trail settings from the qualified municipal participants. Reflecting 

the sample of qualified municipalities, rural settings are still the most common settings for 

Great Trail segments, at 34%. Rural trail setting combinations, when aggregated together, 

are also represent the biggest percentage of trail settings, at 44%. Another similarity that 

reflects the sample from the qualified municipality trail settings is that hybrid trail settings 

again only represent a minority of all trail settings, despite an even greater number of 
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possible combinations when considering the entire Great Trail network. The percentage 

of all hybrid trail settings within the entire Great Trail network represent an even more 

pronounced minority of trail setting types, at 19%, while single setting trails represent 

81%. A difference observed between qualified municipalities and the entire Great Trail 

network was the prevalence of wilderness trail segments. Within the entire Great Trail 

network, 36% of trail segments are characterized as including wilderness components 

and single setting wilderness trails represent 29% of trail segments, the second most 

common trail setting of the entire network.  

Figure 3: Trail Setting among Qualified Municipalities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Waterway corridors are also categorized under the wilderness setting label, but the 

breakdown used in this analysis isolated this variety of trail type for comparison with the 

qualified municipality sample, as it excluded waterway corridors. When taking in account  

Urban

Rural

Urban-Rural

Urban-Wilderness

Rural-Wilderness

Wilderness

U-R-W



 

 

57 

 

 

waterway corridors as wilderness trail segments, they represent 33% of all trail segments 

of the Great Trail, only 1% less than rural single setting trails. Including waterways, the 

aggregate of wilderness trail segment settings represents 40% of the Great Trail network. 

Another difference, when comparing the scale of entire Great Trail network with qualified 

municipalities, is that urban trail segments represent a larger share, at 20%. Conversely, 

the aggregation of all urban trail setting permutations represent a slightly smaller share, 

with 31% of all trail Great Trail segments having an urban component. These results can 

be observed in Figure 4.  

 Figure 4: Trail Setting of The Great Trail  
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4.1.2 Population Change 

There is a consistent showcasing of either more substantial population growth or 

less dramatic declines among Canadian municipalities between 1,000 and 30,000 

residents, compared to municipalities that have less than 1,000 residents. Among 

municipalities that have less than 1,000 residents, every province and territory, apart from 

Alberta and Nunavut, is seeing a decline in population among municipalities of this size. 

Among municipalities between 1,000 and 30,000 residents, there are instances of both 

greater and lower population growth compared to total provincial and territorial growth.  

Table 5: Population Change Between 2011-2016, Categorized by Municipal Size & 
Province/Territory  

 

 

Prov. & 
Terr. 

AB BC MB NB NL NS NT NU ON PE QC SK YT 

1,000 > + 
0.67
% 

-
5.32
% 

-
1.17
% 

-
3.99
% 

-
4.75
% 

-
6.75
% 

 

-
1.15
% 

+ 
9.86
% 

-
1.35
% 

-
0.12
% 

-
2.84
% 

-
0.77
% 

-
0.85
% 

1,000 -
30,000 

+ 
8.19
% 

+ 
3.78
% 

+ 
5.48
% 

-
0.15
% 

+ 
2.66
% 

-
2.25
% 

-
0.02
% 

 

+ 
11.2
% 

+ 
2.76
% 

+ 
3.77
% 

+ 
2.87
% 

+ 
7.66
% 

+ 
7.58
% 

Total + 
11.6
% 

+   
5.6 
% 

+  
5.8 
% 

+  
0.9   
% 

+  
1.2 
% 

+  
0.2 
% 

-   
0.2 
% 

+ 
10.9
% 

+  
4.6 
% 

+  
3.3 
% 

+  
3.3 
% 

+ 
6.56
% 

+    
6.8 
% 
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These instances of greater population growth are occurring in Newfoundland and 

Labrador, Nunavut, Prince Edward Island, and Yukon. Every province and territory, apart 

from New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, and Northwest Territories, is seeing population growth 

in municipalities between 1,000 and 30,000 residents. The tabulation of these findings 

can be observed in Table 5.  

Table 6: Population Change of Qualified Municipalities between 2011-2016 

 

When isolating the municipalities that were qualified to participate in this research, 

every province and territory, apart from Nova Scotia, is seeing population growth. 

Population growth is almost ubiquitously greater, or decline less dramatic, among the 

qualified municipalities compared to unqualified municipalities with the same population 

parameters. Only in Ontario, Prince Edward Island, Saskatchewan, and Yukon has this 

not been shown. When considering the total growth data of provinces and territories, 

Prov. & 
Terr. 

AB BC MB NB NL NS NT NU ON PE QC SK YT 

Qualified 

Mun. 

+ 
10.9
% 

+  
5.9 
% 

+  
7.0 
% 

+  
1.8 
% 

+ 
5.0
% 

-   
0.3 
% 

+  
3.0 
% 

+ 
15.5
% 

+  
2.4 
% 

+ 
3.6
% 

+  
4.7 
% 

+  
5.0 
% 

+ 
7.6
% 

Total 
Mun. 

1,000 -
30,000 

+  
8.2 
% 

+  
3.8 
% 

+  
5.5 
% 

-   
0.2 
% 

+ 
2.7
% 

-   
2.3 
% 

- 
0.02
% 

+ 
11.2
% 

+  
2.8 
% 

+ 
3.8
% 

+  
2.9 
% 

+  
7.7 
% 

+ 
7.6
% 

Total  + 
11.6
% 

+ 
5.6% 

+ 
5.8% 

+ 
0.9% 

+ 
1.2
% 

-
0.2% 

+ 
0.2% 

+ 
10.9
% 

+ 
4.6% 

+ 
3.3
% 

+ 
3.3% 

+ 
6.6% 

+ 
6.8
% 
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qualified municipalities are almost ubiquitously showing greater comparative growth as 

well. Only Alberta, Nova Scotia, Ontario, and Saskatchewan has this not been shown. 

The tabulation of these findings can be observed in Table 6. 

4.1.3 Joining The Great Trail 

Among the surveyed municipalities, the formal date of establishment of each 

municipality’s segment of the Great Trail ranged from the 1980s up until the 2017 100% 

connection. A tabulation of these establishment dates can be found in Table 7. Only two 

responses were recorded between the decades of 1980s and 1990s. Between year 2000 

and 2017, there were 15 recorded responses, 5 of which fell within the first decade of the 

2000s, and the remaining 10 recorded responses of this timeframe were from 2010-2017. 

There were 10 responses from participating municipalities that stated uncertainty for 

when their segment of The Great Trail was established.  

Table 7: Year Great Trail Segment Established among Municipal Participants 

 

 Numerous motivations for joining the trail were provided by participating 

municipalities. Among the participating municipalities that provided a response (n=21), 

there were clear themes that emerged. The most popular expressed motivation for 

developing the local Great Trail segment was for health and recreation goals of the 

community. The second most expressed motivation was a positive embracement and 

1980  
-1989 

 1990 
-1999 

 2000 
-2009 

 2010 
-2012 

 2013 
-2015 

 2016 
-2017 

Not  
Declared 

Total 

n=1 n=1 n=5 n=5 n=2 n=3 n=10 n=27 



 

 

61 

 

local pride of The Great Trail and its nation-wide scope. Tourism and economic 

development, coupled together thematically, were the third most expressed motivation. 

Municipal connectivity with surrounding municipalities was expressed as the fourth most 

popular motivation. Demand from the local community and interest in the funding 

opportunities attached with developing a segment of The Great Trail, thematically 

exclusive to one another, received the same amount of responses and were the fifth most 

popular motivations 

 Table 8: Motivations for Joining the Great Trail 

 

Rank Theme Frequency  
(based on n=21) 

Frequency  
(%) 

1 Recreation/Health n=10 47.6% 

2 Local & National Pride n=9 42.8% 

3 Tourism/EcDev n=7 33.3% 

4 Municipal Connectivity n=4 19% 

5 Community Demand n=2 9.5% 

5 Funding Opportunity n=2 9.5% 

6 Attraction & Retention n=1 4.7% 
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Lastly, just one municipal participant mentioned attraction and retention of residents as a 

motivating factor for developing their local segment of The Great. The tabulation of the 

expressed motivations for joining The Great Trail can be found in Table 8. 

Table 9: Paid Staff Dedicated to Local Great Trail Responsibilities  

  

Table 9 shows the mean of paid staff dedicated to developing and/or managing the 

local Great Trail segment among participating municipalities. The mean among all 

participating municipalities (n=23) was an average of 2.78 paid staff, per given 

municipality, that had a dedicated responsibility associated with developing and/or 

managing the local Great Trail infrastructure. There were 4 municipalities that expressed 

that there was no paid staff dedicated for such a role. Of these 4 municipalities without 

such paid staff, 3 expressed that there is no local steering committee that is involved with 

the development of The Great Trail either. When excluding the municipalities without 

dedicated paid staff, the mean number of staff involved with developing The Great Trail 

raises to 3.37.  

Total 
Subjects 

Total  
Mean 

Mun. with No 
Employees 

Mun. with No 
Employees 

& 
No Trail 

Committee 

Mun. with No 
Employees 

& 
Unknown Trail 

Committee 

Mean Excluding 
 No Employees 

n=23 2.78 n=4 n=3 n=1 3.37 
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4.2 Trail Development Confidence 

4.2.1 Means and Frequencies of Short-Term Trail Development Confidence 

Among all participating municipalities (n=27), the calculated mean of local 

confidence for all facets involved with progressive trail development was 5.3 on 10. 

Confidence associated with securing funding and synergizing with regional economic 

development produced the lowest mean of 4.9 on 10. Increasing trail use produced the 

highest collective mean, at 6.1 on 10. When broken down by confidence-score groups, 

different results appeared. Within the low confidence-score responses (responses 0-3), 

the lowest mean produced was regarding decreasing use conflicts and the highest 

produced mean was regarding improving capacity with formal partnerships, at 1.3 and 

2.2 on 10, respectively. Within the high confidence-score responses (responses 7-10) the 

lowest mean produced was regarding increasing political buy-in and the highest produced 

mean was regarding securing funding, at 7.7 and 8.4 on 10, respectively.  

The frequency of responses within the confidence-score groups was dynamic 

across all facets of trail development. The trail development facets that received the least 

frequent low confidence-scores (n=4) were for improving maintenance and synergizing 

with local economic development, while the trail development facet that received the most 

frequent low confidence-score was funding (n=10). Improving quality, synergizing with 

regional economic development, and improving capacity with formal partnerships closely 

followed (n=9) as the most frequent low confidence-score trail development facets. For 

trail development facets that received high-confidence scores, increasing trail usage 
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(n=15), improving trail maintenance (n=14), improving the quality (n=10), and securing 

funding (n=9) were facets that had notably high frequencies.  

Across most facets, the frequency distributions between low, mid, and high 

confidence-score groups predominately tended to represent normal distributions, with 

mid confidence-score groups representing the highest frequencies. This production of a 

normal distribution is most pronounced in synergizing with local (n=14) and regional 

(n=12) economic development. This can also be recognized with frequencies produced 

from the total mean generated by all trail development facets factored in, with total low 

(n=7), mid (n=15), and high (n=5) confidence scores being largely represented by mid 

confidence-score rating. Exceptions to these cases of relatively normal distributions can 

be recognized among increasing trail usage and improving trail maintenance, with 

distribution tendencies being left skewed towards higher confidence-scores. Other 

exceptions were found with securing funding and improving quality, which both displayed 

relatively flat distributions. A comprehensive tabulation of confidence scores of all trail 

development facets are included in Table 10.  

4.2.2 Trail Development Confidence across Temporal Models  

When including confidence scores produced in the long-term and previous-effort 

temporal models, participating municipalities largely gave higher confidence-scores for 

previous-efforts and long-term development, depicting short-term and present 

circumstances as often the most precarious timeframe for trail development. With the 

exception of synergizing with local economic development, synergizing with regional                                        
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Table 10:Trail Development Confidence by Temporal Model & Confidence-Score Group 

 

Sample 
/ 

Facet 

S. 
Term  
(0-3) 

L. 
Term 
(0-3)  

Prev. 
Effort 
(0-3) 

S. 
Term 
(7-10) 

L. 
 Term 
(7-10) 

Prev.  
Effort 
(7-10) 

S. 
Term 
Mean 

L. 
Term 
Mean 

Prev.  
Effort 
Mean 

Funding 1.9 
n=10 

1.8  
n=6 

2.3   
n=4 

8.4  
n=9 

8.1 
n=10 

8.7 
n=12 

4.9 
n=27 

5.6 
n=26 

6.3  
n=24 

Quality 2.0  
n=9 

1.5  
n=4 

1.7   
n=3 

7.9 
n=10 

8.7   
n=7 

8.3 
n=12 

5.2 
n=27 

6.0 
n=26 

6.4  
n=23 

Usage 1.6  
n=5 

1.6  
n=5 

1.0   
n=4 

8.1 
n=15 

8.2 
n=16 

8.6 
n=12 

6.1 
n=27 

6.2 
n=27 

6.2  
n=24 

Use Conflict 1.3  
n=5 

2.0  
n=4 

2.0   
n=8 

8.3  
n=9 

8.0 
n=10 

8.0   
n=9 

5.6 
n=26 

5.8 
n=26 

5.1  
n=23 

Maintenance 1.4  
n=4 

0.7  
n=3 

1.5   
n=2 

7.9 
n=14 

8.0 
n=15 

8.4 
n=12 

5.7 
n=27 

6.2 
n=26 

6.6  
n=23 

Local EcDev 1.4  
n=4 

2.2  
n=5 

1.7   
n=6 

8.2  
n=9 

8.3 
n=12 

8.3   
n=6 

5.4 
n=27 

6.1 
n=25 

4.9  
n=22 

Region EcDev 2.1  
n=9 

2.1  
n=7 

1.5   
n=6 

8.3  
n=6 

8.3 
n=10 

8.2   
n=5 

4.9 
n=27 

5.6 
n=25 

4.7  
n=21 

Buy In 1.8  
n=6 

1.2  
n=6 

1.4   
n=5 

7.7  
n=7 

8.0 
n=11 

8.2   
n=9 

5.3 
n=26 

5.6 
n=25 

5.6  
n=21 

Formal 
Partnerships 

2.2  
n=9 

1.5  
n=4 

2.0   
n=7 

7.9  
n=7 

7.4 
n=11 

8.1   
n=8 

5.0 
n=25 

5.6 
n=26 

5.2  
n=23 

Informal 
Partnerships 

1.6  
n=5 

N/A N/A 7.9  
n=9 

N/A N/A 5.5 
n=26 

N/A N/A 

Total Mean  2.6  
n=7 

2.0  
n=5 

2.1   
n=4 

7.9  
n=5 

8.0   
n=8 

8.0   
n=8 

5.3 
n=27 

5.7 
n=27 

5.5  
n=24 
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economic development, and decreasing use conflicts, all other trail development facets 

produced a “v” pattern that expressed higher confidences for previous trail development 

efforts and long-term development. This can be observed in Figure 5. The most 

pronounced fluctuations, where the short-term temporal model caused a dramatic dip 

between the past effort and long-term confidence scores, can be found in securing 

funding and improving trail quality.   

 

Figure 5: Total Development Confidence Mean by Development Facet and Temporal Model 
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4.2.3 Short-Term Trail Development Correlations 

Based on the short-term trail development confidences of the municipal 

participants, a Spearmans (rho) correlation test found that there was a high degree of 

cases that produced significant correlations between the different trail development 

facets. Table 11 displays a complete tabulation of the correlation results produced by the 

Spearmans (rho) test. The significant correlations that became apparent through the 

Spearmans (rho) involved nearly every possible combination of trail development facet. 

The short list of instances of insignificant outputs involved both the cases of synergizing 

with economic development efforts and improving trail maintenance, as well as many 

relationships associated with improving the capacity with informal partnerships. Figure 

6.1, 6.2, and 6.3 display the scatter plots of the fundamental trail development facets 

(funding, quality, formal partnerships), initially produced to suggest correlation. 

The strongest correlations produced were between synergizing with local 

economic development and regional economic development efforts (correlation of .795), 

securing funding and improving quality (correlation of .790), improving trail quality and 

increasing trail usage (correlation of .736), synergizing with regional economic 

development efforts and improving political buy-in (correlation of .734), securing funding 

and improving capacity with formal partnerships (correlation of .726)- all of which were 

significant at the level of 99% confidence. 
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Figure 6.1: Scatter Plot between Quality & Funding Short-Term Trail Development Confidences 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.2: Scatter Plot between Formal Partnerships & Quality Short-Term Trail Development 
Confidences 
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Figure 6.3: Scatter Plot between Formal Partnerships & Funding Short-Term Trail Development 
Confidences 
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Table 11: Correlations between Short-Term Trail Development Confidences 

 Funding Quality Usage 
Use 

Conflict Maintenance 
Local 
EcDev 

Region 
EcDev BuyIn 

Formal 
Partnerships 

Informal 
Partnerships 

Spearman's 
rho 

Funding Correlation 
Coefficient 

1.000 .790** .611** .708** .629** .676** .577** .635** .726** .290 

Sig. (1-
tailed) 

. .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .001 .000 .000 .080 

N 26 26 26 25 26 25 26 25 24 25 

Quality Correlation 
Coefficient 

.790** 1.000 .736** .660** .549** .570** .568** .583** .697** .379* 

Sig. (1-
tailed) 

.000 . .000 .000 .002 .001 .001 .001 .000 .031 

N 26 26 26 25 26 25 26 25 24 25 

Usage Correlation 
Coefficient 

.611** .736** 1.000 .627** .465** .444* .604** .684** .439* .192 

Sig. (1-
tailed) 

.000 .000 . .000 .008 .013 .001 .000 .016 .179 

N 26 26 26 25 26 25 26 25 24 25 
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Use Conflict Correlation 
Coefficient 

.708** .660** .627** 1.000 .448* .574** .562** .670** .522** .505** 

Sig. (1-
tailed) 

.000 .000 .000 . .012 .002 .002 .000 .005 .006 

N 25 25 25 25 25 24 25 24 23 24 

Maintenance Correlation 
Coefficient 

.629** .549** .465** .448* 1.000 .245 .227 .549** .383* .240 

Sig. (1-
tailed) 

.000 .002 .008 .012 . .119 .132 .002 .032 .124 

N 26 26 26 25 26 25 26 25 24 25 

Local EcDev Correlation 
Coefficient 

.676** .570** .444* .574** .245 1.000 .795** .698** .670** .172 

Sig. (1-
tailed) 

.000 .001 .013 .002 .119 . .000 .000 .000 .210 

N 25 25 25 24 25 25 25 24 23 24 

Reg. EcDev Correlation 
Coefficient 

.577** .568** .604** .562** .227 .795** 1.000 .734** .623** .384* 

Sig. (1-
tailed) 

.001 .001 .001 .002 .132 .000 . .000 .001 .029 

N 26 26 26 25 26 25 26 25 24 25 

BuyIn Correlation 
Coefficient 

.635** .583** .684** .670** .549** .698** .734** 1.000 .625** .284 

Sig. (1-
tailed) 

.000 .001 .000 .000 .002 .000 .000 . .001 .084 

N 25 25 25 24 25 24 25 25 23 25 
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Formal 
Partnerships 

Correlation 
Coefficient 

.726** .697** .439* .522** .383* .670** .623** .625** 1.000 .532** 

Sig. (1-
tailed) 

.000 .000 .016 .005 .032 .000 .001 .001 . .004 

N 24 24 24 23 24 23 24 23 24 23 

Informal 
Partnerships 

Correlation 
Coefficient 

.290 .379* .192 .505** .240 .172 .384* .284 .532** 1.000 

Sig. (1-
tailed) 

.080 .031 .179 .006 .124 .210 .029 .084 .004 . 

N 25 25 25 24 25 24 25 25 23 25 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (1-tailed).  

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (1-tailed) 
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4.3 Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats 

The strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats that participating 

municipalities expressed within the exercise produced a series of themes and unique 

scenarios that showed parallels with the impressions of local development circumstances 

produced from short-term trail development confidence-score groups. Figure 8 provides 

an overview of the results produced from the SWOT exercise by integrating both 

responses that received a relative degree of saturation amongst participants as well as 

unique responses that illustrate the differences observed among the short-term trail 

development confidence-score groups. Figures 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, and 5.5 present direct 

quotes selected from the SWOT exercise that express the prominent trends that 

emerged.  

4.3.1 Local Great Trail Strengths  

Among all municipal participants (n=25), the quality of the local Great Trail 

segment was the most frequently expressed response, with 20 responses that identified 

quality related elements. The responses that expressed quality as a strength for local 

Great Trail segments can be broken down into further themes, such as accessibility, built-

form, connectivity, and natural assets. Many participating municipalities expressed more 

than one of these quality elements, but municipalities with lower short-term development 

confidence tended to only present one element. Of these participants, natural assets and 

connectivity to other communities were the most common and clear responses. Figure 

7.1 illustrates this comparison. 
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Figure 7.1: Expressions of Quality as a Strength for Local Great Trail Segment between High and 
Low Confidence-Score Groups 

Regarding clarity, some unique responses needed to be inferred. For example, 

one municipality, with a low short-term development score, expressed that a strength of 

their local Great Trail segment was that it followed the local highway through the centre 

of town- this was recognized as built-form strength for its suggestion of relative centrality 

and potential for active transportation.  

High Confidence-Score Municipalities  

➢ “The local segment of the Great Trail features a variety of trail 

types/sections: paved, gravel, rugged dirt, mountain/ forest/ 

grassland/ river views! The paved converted-rail section is most 

popular section.” 

 

➢ “The local segment of the Great Trail is well groomed, and features 

beautiful scenery, local businesses on the trail, proximity to town, 

active transportation use, mature foliage.” 

 
 

Low Confidence-Score Municipalities  

➢ “The local segment of the Great Trail provides a great link between 

communities.” 

 

➢ “The local segment of the Great Trail features views.” 
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Active transportation was observed a total of four times, with only one response 

that directly mentioned such element as a strength. In total, partnerships were observed 

over five responses, with a direct mention of local support representing four of these 

responses. High usage and recreation, combined, were only observed over five 

participant responses. Economic development was mentioned three times, two of which 

were from respondents with high short-term development confidences.  

4.3.2 Local Great Trail Weaknesses  

The most pronounced weakness that was expressed by all municipal participants 

(n=24) regarded themes of funding insecurity. Funding was directly mentioned among six 

municipalities, maintenance challenges were reported among five municipalities, the 

need of greater human resources and the absence of marketing were both directly 

mentioned two times each, and there were various other unique responses regarding 

specific infrastructure needs that their local Great Trail segment requires. Regarding all 

weaknesses expressed by participants, 21 of cases can be associated thematically with 

a need for greater funding. High trail development confidence-scores did not produce less 

expression of weakness; rather, high confidence-score municipalities tended to face 

many of the same weaknesses as their lower score counterparts. Many of the 

weaknesses expressed elements that compromised the quality of the trail, particularly 

related to maintenance challenges. Figure 7.2 showcases the similarities in trail quality 

weaknesses shared by all three confidence-score groups.  
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 Figure 7.2: Local Great Trail Weakness Similarities across Confidence-Score Groups 

4.3.3 Local Great Trail Opportunities 

Among all the participating municipalities (n=24), further development, either by 

improving the existing infrastructure of the local Great Trail segment or by expanding the 

network, produced 21 responses and was the most frequently expressed opportunity. 

Leveraging the local segment of the Great Trail to stimulate economic development was 

High Confidence-Score Municipalities  

➢ “There are gaps and safety issues with the route, as it was never 

formally adopted by the municipality (down bridges, washouts, 

running through private property, on a narrow highway shoulder).” 

 

➢ “Our weaknesses include the gravel trail surfaces because of 

washouts and the trail’s elevation contains small hills that are not 

good for accessibility.” 

Mid Confidence-Score Municipalities  

 

➢ “Our local segment of The Great Trail requires ongoing maintenance 

and capital improvements.”   

 

➢ “There is the perception of a trail to nowhere because the trail has 

to move onto road.” 

 

                   Low Confidence-Score Municipalities 

➢ “There is a linkage disconnect, no continuous trail maintained, and 

many sections outside our municipality are only the shoulder of a 

roadway.” 

 

➢ “Some parts of our local segment of The Great Trail are logistically 

difficult to manage and maintain.” 

 

 

 

 



 

 

77 

 

expressed five times, all of which directly mentioned tourism as the economic industry. 

Promoting the trail, increasing recreation, improving health, and protecting the 

environment were other opportunities that were also expressed. Local efforts to improve 

formal and informal partnerships appeared in five responses, all of which were expressed 

by mid confidence-score municipalities. Figure 7.3 displays responses taken from all 

three confidence-score groups that express approaches, or lack thereof, being taken to 

pursue opportunities for further development.  

Figure 7.3: Approaches for Further Development Opportunities of Local Great Trail Segments 
across Confidence-Score Groups 

4.3.4 Local Great Trail Threats 

Funding was the most prevalent theme across all threats expressed by 

participating municipalities (n=21), with eleven responses that could be thematically 

associated with the need for greater funding. Maintenance accounted for six of these 

responses and were only expressed by mid and high confidence-score groups. Only two 

High Confidence-Score Municipality 

➢ “We are currently undergoing a study to improve the trail.” 

Mid Confidence-Score Municipality  

➢ “Working in collaboration with our neighbouring municipalities to 

develop trail-management and development strategies and cost-

sharing maintenance/upgrades to the Trail. “ 

                   Low Confidence-Score Municipality 

➢ “Numerous communities located along the same local segment of 

The Great Trail that could take more ownership.” 

 

 

Same  
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responses were provided from the five high confidence-score groups, both of which 

discussed maintenance threats. Conflicts stemming from multi-use segments of the Great 

trail were expressed four times, three of which directly mentioned all-terrain vehicle 

activities. Multi-use conflicts were expressed as threats to both the management and 

further development of local Great Trail segments. Threats regarding political and 

community buy-in for the entire local Great Trail network or for specific segments were 

expressed eight times. Examples of interplay between political/ community buy-in 

circumstances and various expressed threats, broken down by confidence-score groups, 

are presented in Figure 7.4.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

79 

 

Figure 7.4: Buy-in Threats to Local Great Trail Segments across Confidence-Score Groups 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

High Confidence-Score Municipality 

➢ “Some sections of our local Great Trail segment are low priority for 

maintenance.”  

Mid Confidence-Score Municipalities  

➢ “Motorized use on private lands that our local Great Trail segment 

runs through is causing landowners to withdraw permits.”  

 

➢ “Private landowners aren't willing to give right of way for our local 

segment of The Great Trail and past council decisions supported 

landowners over creating a linked trail.”  

 
➢ “There is a lack of resources and a lack of burning imperative for 

our local Great Trail segment.” 

                   Low Confidence-Score Municipalities 

➢ “There is no dedicated staff or knowledge of the program to 

generate greater benefits/integration of our local Great Trail 

segment.” 

 

➢ “The Rural Municipality has an opposition to trail networks.”  
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Figure 8: SWOT Analysis Based on Total Short-Term Confidence Score 
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4.4 Partnership Impacts to The Great Trail  

The responses that municipal participants (n=26) provided through the partnership 

impact ranking exercise suggested that there were both starkly different experiences with 

certain organizational bodies and relatively common experiences with others. Table 12 

showcases the calculated mean of impact rank position among the list of organizational 

bodies. Figures 9.1, 9.2, 9.3, 9.4 display direct quotes from municipal participants 

regarding their Great Trail development experiences with the various organizational 

bodies examined through this ranking exercise. Table 13 displays the perceptions of 

political buy-in for The Great Trail among government bodies. 

Table 12: Mean Rank Position of Organizational Bodies, based on Local Development Impacts 

 

 

Table 13: Perceived Political Buy-In (1 Poor – 10 Outstanding) for The Great Trail among 
Government Bodies  
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5.1 5.5 5.7 6.4 7.4 2.5 3.5 5.1 6.8 7.1 
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Local Mun. 

Other 
Local Mun. 

Mean 4.9 4.5 6.2 7.1 5.4 4.5 



 

 

82 

 

4.4.1 Local Municipal Government 

Local municipal government efforts surrounding the Great Trail initiative were 

frequently presented to have made the biggest impacts, with seven municipal participants 

stating that their local municipality ranked 1st among all listed organizational bodies. When 

including the cases where local governments were ranked between 1st - 3rd, there were a 

total of twenty-one responses. Among the group which ranked their local municipality 

between 2nd- 3rd, the 1st rank was designated to the TCT five times, regional government 

three times, and the federal government and volunteer groups two times each. The mean 

impact rank that was designated to local municipality efforts was 2.5. Due to the 

prevalence of high rankings for local municipality development efforts, there were 

instances of high local government rankings between all confidence-score groups, but 

high confidence-score groups only designated the rank of local impact between 1st – 2nd. 

Figure 9.1 displays the distribution of local government impact rankings and Figure 10.1 

displays direct quotes from municipal participants which speak to the ways experiential 

knowledge was amassed through their local Great Trail development efforts.  
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Figure 9.1: Local Government Impact Rankings (10 Worst – 1 Best) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10.1: Trail Development and Associated Experiential Learning within Local Governments 

New Exposure to Trail Development  

➢ “Our Great Trail segment is the first time that the township was involved 

with trail development, so there were many learning on the go 

opportunities.” 

 
➢ “We have had to learn everything. Developing strategies, risk 

management plans, understanding engineering and construction 

standards, establishing maintenance and discovering/adhering to 

regulation.” 

 
➢ “Trail development is new to all of us so we are learning as we go along.”  

 
                         Other Cases of Experiential Learning 
 

➢ “We have had to research the Trans Canada Trail organization’s 

requirements and structure”. 

 
➢ “As funding dollars are difficult to come by, we need to do lot of work 

ourselves”. 

 
➢ “We've tried to outsource maintenance to other groups with expertise, 

but we found the standards were not high enough”. 
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4.4.2 Trans Canada Trail Organization 

The TCT received the second highest mean impact rank, which was designated as 

3.5. The TCT was ranked 1st seven times, tied as the highest frequency of 1st rankings 

with local government efforts. The frequency of rankings between 1st- 3rd was not as high 

as local governments, but it still accounted for 14 cases. Among the group which ranked 

the TCT between 2nd- 3rd, the 1st rank was designated to local government efforts five 

times, and regional governments and volunteer groups were mentioned one time each. 

There were four cases where the TCT received a low ranking between 7th – 9th place. 

Among low-confidence score groups (n=7), two cases expressed poor rankings of TCT’s 

impact to the development of the municipalities’ local Great Trail segment. Figure 9.2 

displays the distribution of TCT’s impact rankings and Figure 10.2 displays direct quotes 

regarding how the TCT has impacted local Great Trail development initiatives.  

Figure 9.2: Trans Canada Trail Organization Impact Rankings (10 Worst – 1 Best) 
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Figure 10.2: Local Great Trail Support from the Trans Canada Trail (TCT) 

 

Positive TCT Partnership Experiences 

 

➢ “Incredible leadership and advocacy.” 

 

➢ “Instrumental in securing funding, promoting the trail and moving the 

project forward.” 

 

➢ “The TCT provides strong advocacy and guidance. Awareness of the 

trail, its potential, and opportunities for grants.” 

 
➢ “Funding, advocacy, information sharing, implementation advice.” 

 

➢ “Without financial support from the TCT we would not be able to 

proceed with the much needed capital and operational investments 

for our sections of the trail.” 

 

Mixed TCT Partnership Experiences 

 

➢ “TCT has provided significant funding opportunities to support the 

development of the Great Trail from a capital perspective. However, 

funds and support for ongoing maintenance are not available. TCT 

development policies are at odds with local policies. In our rural 

region, rail trails are shared infrastructure with motorized vehicles 

which prevents funding opportunities from the TCT. In additional, it 

has been difficult to know when or how to reach the organization for 

guidance.”  

 

➢ “Sometimes there is a bit of funding from the TCT.” 

 
Poor Trans Canada Partnership Experiences 

 

➢ “The TCT has done nothing since the designation.” 

 

➢ “The TCT has not played a role in the development of our segment 

of the Trail.” 
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4.4.3 Neighbouring and Acquainted Municipalities 

Both neighbouring and acquainted municipalities placed relatively poorly on the 

mean ranking calculation, at places 6.4 and 7.4 respectively. Neighbouring municipalities 

did, however, receive high ranking between 2nd – 3rd among five responses. Acquainted 

municipalities received two high ranking responses, which was expressed as a 1st place 

ranking for one municipal participant and 3rd for another. Despite the general poor impact 

rankings between neighbouring and acquainted municipalities, 67% of qualitative 

responses associated with neighbouring and acquainted municipal partnerships 

suggested active engagement with these partnerships to inform their own local trail 

development practices. There was no observed relationship between confidence-score 

groups and the ranking of neighbouring and acquainted municipalities. Figure 9.3 displays 

the distribution of neighbouring and acquainted municipalities’ impact rankings and Figure 

10.3 displays direct quotes from municipal participants regarding lessons learned from 

trail development efforts of other municipalities. 

Figure 9.3: Neighbouring and Acquainted Municipalities Impact Rankings (10 Worst – 1 Best) 
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Figure 10.3: Integration of other Municipalities’ Trail Development Practices into Local Great Trail 
Development 

 

Positive Integration 

➢ “The development of intermunicipal development plans with our 

neighbouring municipalities provided an opportunity to share best 

practices related to the development and maintenance of the Great 

Trail segment as well as provided an opportunity for the 

municipalities to discuss the benefits of a regional marketing strategy 

to promote tourism and economic development related to the use of 

the Great Trail segment.” 

 

➢ “Other municipalities provided great advice when requested.” 

 

➢ “Other municipalities inspired us to try harder.” 

 

➢ “Seeing what is successful in neighboring communities greatly 

impacts our decisions because our communities are close and our 

trails connect. What we do also greatly influences the other 

communities.”  

 

➢ “There was a surge of trail development in the region about 15 years 

ago, however most of these trails have gone into disrepair due to not 

designing around maintenance issues and lack of maintenance 

funding. As such, we are looking to design around standards that 

reduce maintenance and options for a maintenance fund must be 

explored.” 

Negative Integration 

➢ “Our municipality has no dedicated staff time to even look at what 

others are doing.” 

 

➢ “We are a unique municipality, so it is unlikely that many others would 

inform our space.” 
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4.4.4 Volunteer Groups 

Volunteer impacts to local developments of The Great Trail featured a slightly 

better than average impact rank mean of 5.1. Among the seven cases where municipal 

participants designated volunteer groups with a ranking between 1st - 3rd, there were two 

cases where they were ranked as the 1st most impactful organizational body to their local 

Great Trail efforts. There were six cases where volunteer groups were attributed poor 

impact rankings between 7th- 8th, and there were no municipal participants that gave a 

worse impact rating than eight. There were no patterns recognized between confidence-

score groups from the impact rank of volunteer efforts, either high or low. From the 

qualitative responses that regarded efforts from volunteer groups (n=21), sixteen cases 

expressed volunteer efforts of some kind and trail maintenance was directly mentioned 

six times. Figure 9.4 displays the distribution of volunteer group impact rankings and 

Figure 10.4 displays examples of direct quotes taken form municipal participants that 

express the impact that volunteer groups have had with local Great Trail initiatives.  

Figure 9.4: Volunteer Group Impact Rankings (10 Worst – 1 Best) 
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Figure 10.4: Experiences and Efforts of Volunteer Groups involved with Local Municipalities’ 
Segments of The Great Trail 

 
Hands-on Effort and Outreach 

➢ “Local volunteers are a critical part of maintenance of the trail and 

help promote the trail through social media and word-of-mouth.” 

 

➢ “Local organizations do clean ups along the trail, there is a local trails 

group and an active living committee that has active transportation 

as well as the trail on their agenda.” 

 

➢ “Local volunteer groups helped create The Great Trail in our area 

and are maintaining it in partnership with the district.” 

 

Planning Delegation  

➢ “A steering committee was struck to develop an Open Spaces and 

Trails Master Plan then dissolved once the report was completed in 

2013. The committee was instrumental in providing guidance to a 10-

year implementation plan.” 

 

➢ “During the initial development of our local Great Trail segment, a 

trails committee of citizens was struck to advise and support the 

development of the Great Trail route. This both helped and hurt 

development as decisions could be made based on opinion or 

emotion rather than evidence or expert advice.” 

 

Volunteer Dependency  

➢ “We would not have a trail if it wasn’t for a dedicated group of local 

champions.” 

 

➢ “Two volunteers basically do everything.” 

 
Absence of Local Volunteer Groups 

➢ “Minimal impacts from volunteer efforts. It has been the town that has 
taken the lead regarding all aspects of trails and their development.” 
 

➢ “No impacts from volunteer efforts. However the municipality is 
currently developing these relationships.” 
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4.4.5 Federal, Provincial, and Regional Governments 

The trail development impact ranking of the federal government was starkly divided 

into municipal participants who designated high impacts and municipal participants who 

designated low impacts. In total, there were 20 responses that were on either extreme. 

From the twelve responses that were designated as an impact ranking between 1st - 3rd, 

four responses received an impact rating of 1st. From the eight responses that were 

designated as an impact between 8th - 10th, three responses received an impact rating of 

10th, three responses received an impact rating of 9th, and the remaining two received 

impact ratings 8th. Among the high confidence-score municipalities (n=5), three of these 

municipalities were represented in the low federal impact ranking group. The other two 

high confidence-score municipalities were represented in the group that expressed high 

development impacts from the federal government. Among the low confidence-score 

municipalities (n=7), two responses expressed high development impacts as well, with 

one response designating a 1st place ranking and the other a 2nd place ranking. Figure 

9.5 displays the distribution of federal government impact rankings. Among the qualitative 

responses (n=20) regarding the federal government’s role in developing the municipal 

participants’ local Great Trail segment, 14 municipalities stated that they had received 

support, with twelve of these municipalities stating that the support received was in the 

form of funding and seven directly mentioning that federal funding activities were funneled 

through the Trans Canada Trail organization. Federal gas taxes were mentioned as a 

mechanism that provided funding support. One municipality that had received federal 

funding stated that federal development expectations greatly outweighed their financial 
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contributions. One municipality, which federal support of any kind could not be inferred, 

noted that the federal government sets the priorities for climate change policy, suggesting 

influence stemming from these mandates.  

The trail development impact ranking of the provincial government was starkly 

divided by numerous responses that municipal participants designated both high and low 

impacts, as well. In total, there were 16 municipal responses that were on either extreme. 

Comparing provincial impact rankings with the federal counterparts, there were more 

cases of poor impact rankings represented. There were 10 cases where the provincial 

government was designated with a ranking between 7th – 10th place, of which one 

response provided a ranking of 10th place and 3 responses provided rankings of 9th. 

Among the six cases that a high impact ranking was provided, 1 response provided a 1st 

place ranking and five of these cases also designated the federal government with a high 

impact ranking between 2nd – 3rd place. There were no clear patterns between provincial 

trail development impact rankings and short-term trail development confidence-scores. 

Figure 9.5 displays the distribution of provincial government impact rankings. Among the 

qualitative responses (n=21) regarding the provincial government’s role in developing the 

municipal participants’ local Great Trail segment, 10 municipalities stated that they had 

received support, with nine of these responses stating that the support received was in 

the form of funding and one response that discussed provincial trail infrastructure goals. 

The trail development impact rankings of the regional government were, again, 

starkly divided by numerous responses that municipal participants designated both high 

and low impacts. In total, there were 19 municipal responses that were on either extreme. 
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Similar to the provincial ranking, there were more cases of poor impact rankings 

represented. There were 11 cases where the regional government was designated with 

a ranking between 7th – 10th place, of which four responses provided a ranking of 10th 

place. Among the eight cases that a high impact ranking was provided, four responses 

provided a 1st place ranking. There were 3 cases of high impact ratings of the regional 

government that were connected to very poor rankings of both provincial and federal 

governments. There were no clear patterns between regional trail development impact 

rankings and short-term trail development confidence-scores. Figure 9.5 displays the 

distribution of regional government impact rankings. Among the qualitative responses 

(n=21) regarding the regional government’s role in developing the municipal participants’ 

local Great Trail segment, 13 municipalities responded that they had not received any 

support. Of the eight municipalities that stated they have received support, seven of these 

municipalities dated that the support received was in the form of funding. 

Figure 9.5: Federal, Provincial, and Regional Government Impact Rankings (10 Worst – 1 Best) 
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5 Discussion 

5.1 Trail Development Confidence 

The high prevalence of significant correlations produced between the examined 

facets in the trail development confidence exercise confirms the initial hypothesis that 

there is an interplay between these development facets. The examined trail development 

facets shared stronger correlations with facets that were thematically similar. Figure 11 

presents the interplay between trail development facets, simplified under the fundamental 

facets of outreach, funding, and quality infrastructure.  

This research provided a novel approach to examining capacity, one which looks at 

the subjective development confidence of key-informant practitioners. This approach 

provided a way to synchronize the experiences, expertise, and understanding of local 

circumstances from key-informants into the examination of various trail development 

facets over different temporal models. The results produced through this method uniquely 

provide perceived local capacity of developing a precariously supported initiative.  

Figure 11: Interplay Framework of Fundamental Trail Development Facets  
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The results of this exercise displayed that there are noticeable discrepancies 

between participating municipalities, where there were often extreme responses on both 

the low and high end of the confidence spectrum. This showcases that there are clear 

differences in the development capacities between communities and confirms many of 

the criticisms of underdevelopment that have been associated with The Great Trail 

(Aunger, 2017; Brown, 2017; Maruksoff, 2017). The ability to secure funding was the most 

pronounced divide between high and low confidence municipalities, but this pattern was 

not recognized in qualitative findings. This may be that, while outside funding may be 

available, it may not always be adequate for the development and maintenance needs of 

each respective municipality. This finding could also be reflective of the greenway case 

study that Erickson and Louisse (1997) presented, where funding was not the sole facet 

that should be recognized at measuring predications for successful trail implementation.  

Improving the quality of local Great Trail segments was another facet that received 

a high volume of responses of both low and high confidence scores. Quality, as a 

fundamental trail development facet, is based on harnessing adequate funding and 

meeting the design standards of other segments of a trail network. This is a difficult thing 

to achieve when there is already established inconsistency on a trail network and funding 

is seemingly not adequately available to all local municipality stakeholders. Despite the 

divided confidences around improving the quality of trail infrastructure, low confidence-

scores around decreasing trail use conflicts, increasing usage, and improving 

maintenance received relatively low frequencies. These three facets, when analyzed 

together, suggest that fewer local municipalities are concerned with their abilities to 
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maintain the status quo of their current local Great Trail infrastructure, at a minimum. 

Among all trail development facets, the means of short-term trail development 

confidences ranged from 4.9 – 6.1, a score that suggests that the perception among key-

informants is that the status quo regarding the local development of Great Trail segments 

will likely take place. This is also supported by the many facets showing a greater 

representation of mid confidence levels. While this may suggest that concerns regarding 

the state of The Great Trail could justifiably be alleviated, it is the researcher’s opinion 

that every instance of low confidence-scores being produced for any trail development 

facet is still very much a reason for concern and should be recognized that many 

municipal governments have faced, and are forecasting to face, substantial obstacles in 

developing their segments of The Great Trail.  

Across the included temporal models, short-term development confidence was 

expressed to be substantially lower for almost all trail development facets. Three 

exceptions to this were found, which included decreasing use conflicts and synergizing 

with both local and regional economic development opportunities. With these three trail 

development facets, there are consistent improvements in score from past-efforts to 

short-term confidence and long-term confidence. In these cases, it appears that 

participating municipalities have recognized that past efforts have not been as satisfactory 

as they have the potential to be. For decreasing trail use conflicts, this is something that 

the local municipality has complete authority over if the respective trail segment is only 

within their jurisdiction. The improvement of this development facet suggests that local 

municipalities may be predicting that there will be stricter trail use regulations and 
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standards on The Great Trail. Regarding the economic development facets, the linearity 

over the temporal models suggest that economic development buy-in, partnerships, and 

stimulation are more likely to manifest the longer that the trail infrastructure has been 

integrated into the community. For the other facets that expressed high confidences in 

past-efforts and long-term development, with short-term development being the most 

precarious of the included temporal models, this too suggests that many of these 

development activities take time to see meaningful results. The non-linearity of past-

efforts having received higher scores, compared to future short-term development, may 

represent the amount of work that had gone into trail implementation, which development 

has often been over longer periods of time than the 1-4 year time-frame included as the 

short-term parameters. Table 7 showcases that many trails have been established for 

longer than 5 years. The high confidence scores associated with past-efforts also 

suggests a degree of recognition to the amount of effort, labour, and resources that have 

gone into local trail implementation. The high confidence-score of past efforts reflects the 

high mean impact ranking of local municipalities in Table 12, while the high confidence-

scores in the long-term may reflect the expressed high political buy-in within local 

municipal governments, as seen in Table 13.  

5.2 Circumstances of Rural Canada’s Share of The Great Trail 

The diversity of trail settings that are represented both by the sample of qualified 

municipalities and by the entire Great Trail network suggest numerous strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities, and threats that can interpreted through the gathered 

qualitative data of this research. The strength of trail diversity can be recognized for 
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offering unique user experiences produced by the natural or built character of the trail 

settings. The most confident municipalities seem to offer this diversity contained within 

their own Great Trail segments. Municipalities with lower development confidences may 

consider development schemes that look beyond the status quo of their trail, such as 

simply serving to provide linkages to other communities or resting on the laurels of natural 

assets. This, of course, comes at a price, as evidenced by common expression of trail 

quality and maintenance as a weakness. Funding can play a vital role in providing greater 

design capacity, but it is suggested that more developed trail networks often command 

higher funding for maintenance, which is a difficult scenario to consider for municipalities 

that are already facing funding challenges with currently underdeveloped trails. With the 

population growth that has been recognized among small communities that are rich in 

recreational amenities (Johnson & Beale, 2003; Johnson & Stewart, 2005), something 

that this research on The Great Trail also suggests, there is potential to better integrate 

business and land development interests with further trail development efforts. This could 

take the form of developer impact fees, park taxes, or BIA levies that are framed around 

the presence of quality trail infrastructure supporting their business interests as well. Eyler 

et al. (2008) have observed this municipal practice and contends that is an undesirable 

strategy that produces vulnerability for local trail development. While complete 

dependency on this model is not recommended to be a primary source of financing, it 

does present a viable opportunity for small population municipalities through leveraging 

their growth and attractive amenities. Case studies by Miller & Coutts (2018) have 

displayed the potential for success that these development strategies can produce. Areas 
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surrounding Great Trail corridors can certainly be embraced as vitalization areas, if 

appropriate, which can be designed around local needs and assets. All potential 

development also has the opportunity of piggy-backing with other infrastructure that are 

associated to government sustainability mandates around air quality, flood control, heat 

island effect, and public health- a tactic that Ryan & Winterich (1993) recommend as ways 

to realize successful local trail development initiatives.  

Further development was a common sentiment across all municipal participants, but 

they varied in their approaches to realizing these developments, with more secure 

municipalities taking on more local and partnership initiatives. Outreach among 

communities that are facing development challenges should be prioritized by the Trans 

Canada Trail organization in order to foster tangible opportunities for capacity growth. 

Threats of adequate community and political buy-in were also observed, which were 

connected to underdeveloped trails and conflicts with motorized trail use. Part of this can 

be explained by issues facing the quality of the trail, something that has been iterated 

through critical studies found in the literature (Beeton, 2006; Ryan & Winterich, 1993; 

Willard & Beeton, 2012) and from the grey literature specifically discussing The Great 

Trail (Aunger, 2017; Brown, 2017; Maruksoff, 2017). Consistent design standards along 

all trail segments will be a necessary component to attempt to satisfy the goals and 

objectives of The Great Trail.  

Observed from the qualitative and quantitative data collected from this research, 

these strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats mirror the fundamental trail 

development facets that interplay with one another. Figure 12 builds on this interplay and 
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features how the outreach of different development sectors can be integrated with 

securing funding and building quality infrastructure. 

Figure 12: High-Development Partner Roles in Fundamental Trail Development Facets 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

5.3 Partnerships 

The stark differences and discrepancies observed with local trail development 

impacts provided by federal, provincial, and regional governments is cause for concern. 

Among the municipal participants’ qualitative responses, funding is commonly provided 

through these government channels, but little else. For some municipalities, there has 

been no meaningful impact or funding coming from these government bodies at all. This 

lack of support suggests local capacity issues with accessing funds through these 

mechanisms. Federal funding has played an increasingly larger role with The Great Trail 

(Stuek, 2010) and will likely become more a prominent source of funding due to official 
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lobbying efforts now in effect (Vigliotti, 2019), but as highlighted by many of the municipal 

participants, much of the federal funding is provided through the Trans Canada Trail 

organization. This mechanism of distribution may evolve and adequately satisfy financing 

for future trail development, but all tiers of government should look beyond the Trans 

Canada Trail organization to earmark direct funding to local municipalities for trail 

development projects that serve broader mandates. 

While municipal participants predominately designated their own local municipality 

with the highest impact ranking, advice and development partnerships with neighbouring 

municipalities were still very common. There were municipalities where this did not occur 

and, in these cases, there were clear capacity issues of not having the adequate 

resources to consider this as a support mechanism or not maintaining internal credence 

to the potential utility of the generation of tacit knowledge from dissimilar municipalities. 

These two sets of obstacles have prevented actionable knowledge being gathered from 

the onset, as outlined by the research conducted by Cross et al. (2002). For municipalities 

that expressed a positive integration of trail development experiences of other 

municipalities, gathering tacit knowledge was achieved through successful solicitation, 

collaboration, and direct observation. This research did not show any relationships 

between confidence scores and the proclivity to designate neighbouring/acquainted 

municipal partnerships with high impact rankings, although this does not suggest that 

these outlets have little utility, instead, it may simply present less relative utility. For some 

municipal participants, partnerships between their own local municipal government and 

other municipal governments were associated with notably high impact scores, which 
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showcases that meaningful contributions can, and are, achieved through this formal 

partnership facet.  

To the degree that experiential knowledge had been gathered from municipal 

participants, the justification for high impact rankings of local development efforts are 

evident. For some municipalities, trail development of this magnitude was a first-time 

experience and has been a learning process. With this development circumstance facing 

some municipalities, and in addition to the observed variability of impacts coming from 

other partnerships, it is concerning that so much responsibility has been delegated to 

local municipalities without consistent support. The Trans Canada Trail organization was 

often recognized as the most impactful partnership after the efforts of local municipal 

governments and the qualitative data suggests many meaningful capacity improvements 

obtained through the partnership. The most positive collaboration experiences discuss 

the Trans Canada Trail’s support often coming in comprehensive ways that include 

funding, promotion, advocacy and implementation advice; however, this sentiment was 

not universally shared and the qualitative data that speaks to precarious funding and 

inability to access support channels within the organization highlight areas for 

improvement. In the cases where there were no existing relationships between a given 

local municipality and the Trans Canada Trail organization, concerns are even greater 

and calls attention to the need for reformation of the organization’s communication and 

funding distribution mechanisms. These same recommendations have been shared 

before, notably by Bowick (1996) who emphasized the same need of a dedicated 

communications network and greater effectiveness at administering development funding 
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more than two decades prior to this research. The qualitative findings of this research 

show that there has been evolution in regards to Bowick’s sentiment that the Trans 

Canada Trail organization mainly involves themselves with promotional campaigning for 

the initiative (1996), as it is clear that the Trans Canada Organization has aided the 

majority municipalities and, for some of these municipalities, in immensely impactful 

ways; however, findings in this research show a degree of inequity among some 

municipalities, of which these systemic issues should be addressed with high priority. 

Trail development should not be deferred to the Trans Canada Trail and remove the 

jurisdiction of local government, rather the Trans Canada Trail should continue to be a 

managerial resource that extend its capacities more methodically in addressing 

problematic parts of the network. Setting consistent trail standards and assessing the 

current state of local trails will be an essential step in identifying areas in greatest need 

for intervention. Figure 13 builds on the interplay between securing funding, improving 

infrastructure, and improving outreach by highlighting the roles of advocacy partners. 

Volunteer organizations have been expressed to take on a variety of development 

responsibilities for local Great Trail segments. The majority of qualitative responses 

stated support of some capacity coming from local volunteer groups. While there was no 

correlation between improving capacity of informal partnerships and improving 

maintenance in the short-term development outputs, improving trail quality and 

decreasing use conflicts can be thematically associated with maintenance and these two 

development facets were among the few instances where there was a significant 

correlation between informal partnerships and any of the examined trail development 
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facets. Based on the qualitative and quantitative findings, volunteers associated with The 

Great Trail play important roles in the construction, maintenance, and community trail 

policing, similar to findings presented in the literature (Gordon, 1996; Luymes & Tammiga, 

1995; Rhoden et al., 2009; Ryan & Winterich, 1993).  

Figure 13: Advocate Partner Roles in Fundamental Trail Development Facets  
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Figure 14, it appears that these public participation efforts fall on the upper rungs of 

participation, which are categorized as citizen power.  

Figure 14: Eight Rungs on a Ladder of Citizen Participation (Arnstein, 1969) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The degree that the successful partnerships between volunteer groups and local 

municipal governments can also be recognized in the trail development ranking exercise, 

where all 7 participant responses that highly ranked volunteer groups also ranked local 

government efforts highly. Figure 13 places volunteer groups as an integral pillar for being 

an overarching advocacy partner for municipal trail development initiatives and simply 

states that volunteer groups should have the ability and utility to participate in all 

development facet themes. These volunteer groups also contain localized knowledge that 

can be integral to successful implementation and providing representation to local 

cultures, as also put forward by Butler & Hinch (2007) and Timothy & Boyd (2015). 
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Considering the exceptional amount of volunteers having been involved with the Great 

Trail (“Trans Canada Trail completion by 2017”, 2012) and the findings that this research 

suggests regarding notable achievements in public participation, further research on the 

current and historic practices of volunteer groups involved with the Great Trail may 

uncover progressive strategies for public participation in trail development and municipal 

planning at large.  
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6 Conclusion 

This research aimed to uncover if there are trail development capacity challenges 

facing municipalities with small populations on The Great Trail. The data of this research 

present that there are, in fact, many trail development challenges related to all examined 

trail development facets and partnerships, although these challenges are not universally 

experienced by all small population municipalities. Trail development circumstances 

among small population municipalities vary dramatically and capacity challenges are 

associated to fundamental facets of funding, outreach, and quality infrastructure. 

Experiences with formal and informal partnerships also vary, with both qualitative and 

quantitative data expressing discrepancies between the support provided through key 

partnerships, namely governmental support and the Trans Canada Trail organization. 

Despite these capacity challenges facing some municipalities, the development efforts 

that local municipal governments have delivered themselves for their own respective 

Great Trail segments were expressed to have been the most impactful contributions. 

Local municipalities have also expressed that they are more confident of the success from 

their previous Great Trail development efforts than they are in their confidence to improve 

the conditions of their local trail within the next 1-4 years. This lower expression of 

confidence changed when considering development potential in 5+ years, where there 

was substantial increase in optimism for all examined trail development facets.  

These optimistic perspectives on the future development of the Great Trail 

emphasizes the timely opportunity that this research fits within, as the research conducted 

can provide insight and recommendations for improving the development systems of the 
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Great Trail and advance the initiative forward. The development of The Great Trail, up to 

date, has provided substantial political buy-in and highly valuable development 

experiences that provide the basis to measure better approaches for continued 

development. Based on the qualitative and quantitative data accumulated in this 

research, key-partnerships need to be in place with local municipalities that can aid in 

developing quality infrastructure and provide the necessary financial resources to do this. 

At a policy level, it is recommended that The Great Trail enforce consistent design 

standards and provide consistent resources to achieve this. As displayed in Figures 9 

and 10, this initiative can be jointly conducted between key-advocacy (volunteer groups 

and the Trans Canada Trail organization) and key-development partnerships (all tiers of 

government, economic development stakeholders, and land development stakeholders). 

As a supranational organization, the Trans Canada Trail should improve their systems 

associated with communication among municipal governments and the distributions of 

funds to ensure that the most vulnerable and precarious segments of The Great Trail are 

able to reach expected standards. For municipalities with small populations, The Great 

Trail has the potential to be natural, cultural, social, and economic landmark if adequately 

implemented. Developing greater capacity and cohesion for local governments, through 

dedicated and consistent outreach partnerships that provide the necessary resources and 

infrastructure guidelines, will advance The Great Trail forward.  
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX 1: ONLINE SURVEY DOCUMENT 

Intro1 

Thank you for your interest in participating in our survey about The Great Trail, being conducted 
by the School of Environmental Design and Rural Development at the University of Guelph. We 
hope that through this survey we will be able to may compile insights for the continued 
development and maintenance of The Great Trail among small, rural communities.       

 

The online survey will take approximately 45 minutes and will include both open and close 
ended questions about trail corridor development. You have the ability to skip any question you 
would like to not answer.      
 

You've been invited to participate in this online questionnaire because you have been identified 

to fit the following inclusion criteria:    

 

• You are a public sector employee responsible for the management of a multi-use Great 

Trail segment for a community with a population between 1,000 and 29,999   

• Your local trail network includes a Great Trail segment that is not a water corridor   

• You are over 18 years of age   

• You have the ability to participate in an English survey    

If you are not a public sector employee fitting the above criteria, below the age of 18, or if you 
do not have the language ability to participate in an English survey, then you are not eligible to 
participate in this study.        

  

Are you eligible to Participate in the Survey? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No (If Selected,  Survey will be Terminated)  (2)  

o Skip To: End of Survey If Intro1 = No (If Selected,  Survey will be Terminated)  
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Intro 2  

 

As an honorarium for your participation, there will be a 50$ anonymous donation made to the 
Trans Canada Trail organization on behalf of all participants. 
  
 Potential Risks 
 Potential risks are minimal, as your identity will not be disclosed. There is a potential risk that 
you may be identified by the comments you provide during the survey. You can control this risk 
by not providing any information that you would be uncomfortable making public.  
  
 Confidentiality 
 Participation in this study is voluntary. You may refuse to participate, refuse to answer any 
questions, or withdraw from the study at any time with no effect on you. Should you choose to 
withdraw from the study, any information you provided will not be used in the study and the 
information provided will be destroyed. You can withdraw from the study by contacting the 
researcher, Timothy Hunting (hunting@uoguelph.ca), or the principal researcher/supervisor, Dr. 
Ryan Gibson (gibsonr@uoguelph.ca). 
  
 Ethics Clearance  
 This project has been reviewed by the Research Ethics Board for compliance with federal 
guidelines for research involving human participants. If you have questions regarding your rights 
and welfare as a research participant in this study (REB # 19-05-008) please contact: Director, 
Research Ethics; University of Guelph; reb@uoguelph.ca; (519) 824-4120 (ext. 56606). You do 
not waive any legal rights by agreeing to take part in this study.  
   
 Do you agree to participate in this study?   
 
 

o I Agree  (1)  

o I Do Not Agree (If Selected, Survey will be Terminated)  (2)  

 

Skip To: End of Survey If Intro 2 = I Do Not Agree (If Selected, Survey will be Terminated) 
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Q1 Which province is your local government located in? 

o Alberta  (1)  

o British Columbia  (2)  

o Prince Edward Island  (10)  

o Manitoba  (3)  

o New Brunswick  (12)  

o Newfoundland and Labrador  (8)  

o Northwest Territories  (5)  

o Nunavut  (6)  

o Nova Scotia  (11)  

o Ontario  (9)  

o Quebec  (13)  

o Saskatchewan  (14)  

o Yukon  (15)  
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Display This Question: 

If Q1 = Alberta 

Q1.1 What kind of municipality is your local government classified as? 

o City  (1)  

o Improvement District  (2)  

o Metis Settlement  (3)  

o Municipal District  (4)  

o Special Area  (5)  

o Specialized Municipality  (6)  

o Summer Village  (7)  

o Town  (8)  

o Village  (9)  

o N/A  (13)  
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Display This Question: 

If Q1 = British Columbia 

Q1.2 What kind of municipality is your local government classified as? 

o City  (1)  

o District  (2)  

o Indian Government District  (3)  

o Island Municipality  (4)  

o Mountain Resort Municipality  (5)  

o Regional District  (6)  

o Regional Municipality  (7)  

o Resort Municipality  (8)  

o Town  (9)  

o Township  (10)  

o Village  (11)  

o N/A  (13)  
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Display This Question: 

If Q1 = Manitoba 

 

Q1.3 What kind of municipality is your local government classified as? 

o City  (1)  

o Local Government District  (2)  

o Municipality  (3)  

o Rural Municipality  (4)  

o Town  (5)  

o Village  (6)  

o N/A  (8)  

 

 

Display This Question: 

If Q1 = New Brunswick 

Q1.4 What kind of municipality is your local government classified as? 

o City  (1)  

o Municipality  (2)  

o Rural Community  (3)  

o Town  (4)  

o Village  (5)  

o N/A  (7)  
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Display This Question: 

If Q1 = Newfoundland and Labrador 

 

Q1.5 What kind of municipality is your local government classified as? 

o Municipality  (1)  

o N/A  (2)  

 

 

Display This Question: 

If Q1 = Northwest Territories 

 

Q1.6 What kind of municipality is your local government classified as? 

o Charter Community  (1)  

o City  (2)  

o Community Government  (3)  

o Hamlet  (4)  

o Town  (5)  

o Village  (6)  

o N/A  (7)  
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Display This Question: 

If Q1 = Nova Scotia 

 

Q1.7 What kind of municipality is your local government classified as? 

o Regional Municipality  (1)  

o Rural Municipality  (2)  

o Town Municipality  (3)  

o Village  (4)  

o N/A  (6)  

 

Display This Question: 

If Q1 = Nunavut 

 

Q1.8 What kind of municipality is your local government classified as? 

o City  (1)  

o Hamlet  (2)  

o N/A  (3)  
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Display This Question: 

If Q1 = Ontario 

Q1.9 What kind of municipality is your local government classified as? 

o Lower Tier  (1)  

o Single Tier  (3)  

o Upper Tier  (4)  

 

 

Display This Question: 

If Q1 = Prince Edward Island 

 

Q1.10 What kind of municipality is your local government classified as? 

o City  (1)  

o Municipality  (2)  

o Rural Municipality  (3)  

o Town  (4)  

o N/A  (5)  
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Display This Question: 

If Q1 = Quebec 

 

Q1.11 What kind of municipality is your local government classified as? 

o City  (1)  

o City/Town  (2)  

o Cree village  (3)  

o Municipality  (4)  

o Naskapi village  (5)  

o Nodic Village  (6)  

o Parish  (7)  

o Regional County Municipality  (8)  

o Township  (9)  

o Village  (13)  

o N/A  (14)  
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Display This Question: 

If Q1 = Saskatchewan 

 

Q1.12 What kind of municipality is your local government classified as? 

o City  (1)  

o Northern Hamlet  (2)  

o Northern Town  (3)  

o Northern Village  (4)  

o Organized Hamlet  (5)  

o Resort Village  (6)  

o Rural Municipality  (7)  

o Town  (8)  

o Village  (9)  

o N/A  (10)  

 

 

Display This Question: 

If Q1 = Yukon 

 

Q1.13 What kind of municipality is your local government classified as? 

o Municipality  (1)  

o N/A  (2)  
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Q2 What is the name of the municipality that you work for?  

________________________________________________________________ 

Q3 What is your job title and what portion of your job is dedicated to The Great Trail?  

    ______________________________________________________ 

Q4 What year did your community formally join The Great Trail?  

     __________________________________________________________________ 

Q5 Why did your community become part of The Great Trail? 

   _______________________________________________________ 

Q6 How many (paid) staff in your community work on The Great Trail?  

    ___________________________________________________________________ 

Q7 Could you briefly describe the Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and 
Threats related to your local segment(s) of The Great Trail? 

o Strengths  (1) _______________________________________ 

o Weaknesses  (2) ______________________________________ 

o Opportunities  (3_______________________________________ 

o Threats  (4) __________________________________________ 
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Q8.1 How confident (10 Very Confident - 0 No Confidence) are you that your local 
government will be able to do the following in the short term (1 - 4 years) development 
of your local segment(s) of The Great Trail? Please answer between 0-10 for each 
slide-bar. 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
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Secure funding () 

 

Improve Quality of Trail 
(Safety/Design/Connectivity/Accessibility) ()  

Increase Usage () 

 

Decrease Usage Conflicts () 

 

Trail Maintenance () 

 

Synergize with Local Economic Development 
()  

Synergize with Regional Economic 
Development ()  

Increase Political Buy-in () 

 

Improve Formal Partnership Capacity (Trans 
Canada Trail organization, all tiers of 

government bodies) () 
 

Improve Informal Partnership Capacity 
(Volunteer groups, advocacy groups) ()  
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Q8.2 How confident (10 Very Confident - 0 No Confidence) are you that your local 
government will be able to do the following in the long term (5+ years) development of 
your local segment(s) of The Great Trail? Please answer between 0-10 for each slide-
bar. 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
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Secure Funding () 
 

Improved Quality of Trail 
(Safety/Design/Connectivity/Accessibility) 

() 

 

Increase Usage () 
 

Decrease Usage Conflicts () 
 

Trail Maintenance () 
 

Synergize with Local Economic 
Development ()  

Synergize with Regional Economic 
Development ()  

Increase Political Buy-in () 
 

Improve Formal Partnership Capacity 
(Trans Canada Trail organization, all tiers 

of government bodies) () 
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Q8.3 How successful (10 Far Exceeded Success - 0 Substantially Unsuccessful) has 
your local government been in managing these developmental activities since the 
inception of your local segment(s) of The Great Trail? Please answer between 0-10 for 
each slide-bar. 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
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Secure Funding () 
 

Improved Quality of Trail 
(Safety/Design/Connectivity/Accessibility) 

() 

 

Increase Usage () 
 

Decrease Usage Conflicts () 
 

Trail Maintenance () 
 

Synergize with Local Economic 
Development ()  

Synergize with Regional Economic 
Development ()  

Increase Political Buy-in () 
 

Form Formal Partnerships (Trans Canada 
Trail organization, all tiers of government 

bodies) () 
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Q9 Considering all the stages/elements involved in the development of your local Great 
Trail segment(s), which organizational bodies have provided the most support to your 
local government? Please rank in order of most support (1) to least support (10).  

______ Federal Government (1) 
______ Provincial Government (2) 
______ Regional Government (3) 
______ Neighbouring Local Governments (4) 
______ Acquainted (Not Directly Neighbouring) Local Governments (5) 
______ Local Municipality (11) 
______ Trans Canada Trail Organization (6) 
______ Local Volunteers, Local Champions, Local Steering Committee (8) 
______ Public Private Partnerships (9) 
______ Other (12) 

Q9.1 Please briefly describe the role and impact of the Federal Government in the 
development of your local segment(s) of The Great Trail. 

________________________________________________________________ 

Q9.2 Please briefly describe the role and impact of the Provincial Government in the 
development of your local segment(s) of The Great Trail. 

________________________________________________________________ 

Q9.3 Please briefly describe the role and impact of the Regional Government in the 
development of your local segment(s) of The Great Trail. 

________________________________________________________________ 

Q9.4 Please briefly describe the role and impact of the Neighbouring 
Local Governments in the development of your local segment(s) of The Great Trail. 

________________________________________________________________ 

Q9.5 Please briefly describe the role and impact that Acquainted (Not Directly 
Neighbouring) Local Governments have had in the development of your local 
segment(s) of The Great Trail. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Display This Question: 

If Q9 [ Local Volunteers, Local Champions, Local Steering Committee ]  >= 5 

 

Q9.6 Does your local government have a Steering Committee to guide decision-
making on your segment(s) of The Great Trail? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

o Unknown  (3)  

 

Q9.7 Please briefly describe the role and impact of the local volunteers, local 
champions, and/or the local steering committee has had in the development of your 
local segment(s) of The Great Trail. 

________________________________________________________________ 

Q9.8 Please briefly describe the role and impact that The Trans Canada Trail 
Organization has had in the development of your local segment(s) of The Great Trail. 

     _____________________________________________________ 
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Q10 What is your impression of the political buy-in and support for the development 
and maintenance of your local segment(s) of The Great Trail?  (10 Highest Degree of 
Buy In - 0 No Political Buy In) 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

Federal Government () 
 

Provincial Government () 
 

Regional Government () 
 

Local Government () 
 

Neighbouring Local Governments () 
 

Other Local Governments () 
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Q11 In what ways has your local recreational trail development team (including local 
government, steering committees, volunteers/champions) needed to learn 
experientially (learning by doing) throughout the development of your local trail 
network?  

________________________________________________________________ 

Q12 In what ways have trail development successes and challenges among other 
municipalities informed your local trail development?  

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
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