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Greenways for Asheville 

 

by 
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Supervisor: Michael Oden 

 

Greenways offer multiple social, environmental, and economic benefits to communities, 

which has led to their increasing popularity.  Social benefits include increased 

recreational opportunities; alternative transportation options and connectivity; 

preservation of historical and cultural landmarks; and access to nature.  Environmental 

benefits include cleaner air due to less automobile congestion; increased awareness of 

environmental issues; improved ecological balance; and disaster mitigation.  Economic 

benefits include reduced natural disaster damage and costs; increased activity, tourism 

and business opportunities; and revitalization of the area.   Implementing greenways, 

however, also face many challenges, such as funding, public support, land acquisition, 

political will, planning and maintenance.  This report looks at three case study cities: 

Greenville, SC, Chattanooga, TN, and Austin, TX to examine their successful greenway 

projects and learn best practices and implementation strategies.   The lessons learned 

from these case study cities are then used to recommend best practices to the City of 

Asheville, NC, as they embark on an ambitious riverfront greenway plan of their own.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Cities have historically developed along waterways due to the former preeminence of 

water transportation as a central link to trade and external markets.  Many cities grew up 

as transshipment points for moving goods from water born transit to rails and roads.  The 

industrial lineage of many cities can be understood in the manufacturing and warehousing 

districts along the major water way.  In the post WWII period, the role of riverside 

manufacturing and warehousing districts diminished due to technological change, most 

importantly the rise of rail and roads as primary transportation means.  As a result, many 

central districts in cities lost their status and functional roles as auto-centric development 

pulled growth away to green-field manufacturing and transportation sites linked to the 

interstate-highway system.    

 

Many cities, however, are now re-imagining the role and function of waterfront areas and 

embracing their riverfronts as vital assets that offer an opportunity for sustainable growth 

and redevelopment.  To compete with other cities in attracting new residents and 

businesses, quality of life amenities such as parks and open space are playing an 

increasingly important role in attracting and retaining population, especially younger 

generations.  Riverfronts, often underused and unattractive, offer an amazing opportunity 

for cities to reclaim and re-create public open spaces.  Through a larger network of non-

vehicular trails that connect riverfront parks to downtown, neighborhoods and other 
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destinations, greenways are capable of achieving multiple objectives which cities are 

beginning to acknowledge.  

 

For purposed of this work, a greenway is defined as  

(1) A linear open space established along either a natural corridor, such as a 

riverfront, stream valley, or ridgeline, or overland along a railroad right-of-way 

converted to recreational use, a canal, a scenic road, or other route; (2) Any 

natural or landscaped course for pedestrian or bicycle passage; (3) An open-space 

connector linking parks, nature reserves, cultural features, or historic sites with 

each other and with populated areas; and/or (4) Locally, certain strip or linear 

parks designated as a parkway or greenbelt (Little 1990, pp.1).   

 

In Asheville, NC, a city with significant natural beauty at the confluence of two important 

regional rivers, the French Broad and the Swannanoa, a riverfront revitalization effort is 

underway.  The Wilma Dykeman Riverway Master Plan, created in June 2004, is an 

ambitious plan for up to 17 miles of greenways, which will contribute to a system of 

connectivity and riverfront redevelopment.  The goal “is to make the urban riverfront so 

inviting and exciting and uniquely Asheville that you will want to BE THERE” (Wilma 

Dykeman Riverway Plan 2004).  The project has gained momentum as the city begins to 

understand the great potential Asheville’s riverfront greenway project as a major urban 
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amenity and catalyst for economic development in the central city.  The city has 

committed $4.9 million of its capital budget to be spent over the next five years on 

greenways near the urban riverfront (Barrett 2014).   

 

Progress on Asheville’s greenway plan has, however, been slow as the city continues to 

face several challenges in realizing its greenway vision.  Ten years since the creation of 

the Riverway Master Plan and 30 years since the initial vision for a greenway system was 

born, only a few segments of the plan have been implemented.  Why has the 

implementation of this compelling greenway plan been so difficult?  How can the city of 

Asheville successfully overcome its challenges and move forward to implement the 

ambitious Riverway Master Plan in a timely fashion?  My goal with this report is to 

present the benefits of greenways; identify some of the challenges Asheville is 

experiencing; and develop some best practices from case studies of successful greenway 

development projects in other cities.  Lastly, I will recommend strategies for Asheville, as 

the city moves forward in implementing its ambitious riverfront master plan. 

 

The following questions guide my research:   

1. What are the benefits and implementation challenges of greenways? 

2. What were the motivating factors or “calls to action” that initiated and led cities to 

develop greenway projects? 
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3. How can collaboration among different stakeholders be best achieved in 

greenway projects? 

4. What are the different funding mechanisms that can be used for greenway 

projects? 

5. What are some land acquisition strategies that a city can use when developing a 

greenway? 

6. What are the criteria that could be used to evaluate the success of a greenway?   

 

Three cities provide the sample for case study exploration.  They have been chosen due to 

their successful riverfront greenway project developments and their potential relevance to 

Asheville’s greenway plan and implementation challenges.  These cities were carefully 

selected because of their varying size, riverfront location, and because they stand out as 

models of sustainable development, which emphasizes the use of resources in a way that 

doesn’t jeopardize future generations’ ability to use the same resources.  The case studies 

have all successfully implemented riverfront greenways and have directly experienced 

the benefits greenways can offer.  Two of the cities; Greenville, SC and Chattanooga, TN 

are located in the same region as Asheville and are often looked towards as models of 

sustainable development, especially in regards to their riverfront greenways and 

revitalization efforts.   The third city, Austin, TX, while not located in the same region, is 

nationally recognized as a model of sustainability initiatives.  The cities vary in size, 

offering Asheville different models for long term growth projections.  In choosing to look 



5 
 

at only successful case studies, as opposed to learning lessons from projects that have 

failed, the goal is to understand the specific steps that were taken to succeed and adapt 

those accordingly to Asheville. 

Metrics of success can be challenging when it comes to trying to quantify quality of life 

issues.  Measuring success of greenways is an evolving field, and thus, this paper uses 

case studies to examine how those cities have defined and measured the success of their 

greenway projects.   Some examples of successful metrics of riverfront greenway projects 

include greater trail usage and physical activity; nearby job creation and the city’s return 

on investment (ratio of public to private investment); improvement in water quality and 

reduction in crime along the riverfront.  In Greenville, for instance, most businesses 

located along the Swamp Rabbit Trail have experienced an increase in sales and revenue 

ranging from 30% to 85% since the completion of the trail (Reed 2012).  Through 

understanding the metrics used by these cities, this research can contribute to a deeper 

understanding of a set of metrics that could be useful for Asheville and other cities 

embarking on greenway projects.      

 

This report is important to planning because the lessons learned from the experiences of 

the case studies can offer insight on how to successfully implement greenway projects in 

Asheville and other cities.  Asheville, like many cities, has made its greenway project a 

priority because local leaders believe in the potential benefits.  The urban riverfront area 
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in Asheville has been designated as an ‘innovation district’ where future growth will be 

focused.  The City of Asheville boasts strong sustainability initiatives; such as the LED 

Streetlights Program, Municipal Energy Conservation and Fleet Fuel Conservation 

Initiatives; and was recently awarded the 2010 Sustainability Award for its Sustainability 

Management Plan (City of Asheville 2010).   Asheville also has remarkable natural 

beauty, a strong tourism industry, and a highly educated and active civic body.  All of 

these assets should complement Asheville’s greenway project, which could potentially 

spark larger riverfront revitalization vision and efforts.   

 

In chapter two I will review the literature and detail key benefits and challenges 

associated with greenway development in U.S. cities.  In chapter three I will analyze in 

detail the history of Asheville’s riverfront, outline the emergence and evolution of their 

greenway plan, and present the major challenges that have hindered the implementation 

of their project.  In chapter four I will analyze the four biggest challenges that Asheville 

faces and explore how the three case study cities I have chosen; Greenville, SC; 

Chattanooga, TN; and Austin, TX have successfully advanced their greenway projects in 

light of similar challenges.  Finally, in chapter five I will provide a summary of my key 

findings, discuss best strategies and lessons learned from the case study cities and 

literature to then offer recommendations for the City of Asheville as they move forward 

with implementing their greenway plans. 
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Chapter 2: Greenway Benefits and Challenges 

 

Greenway Benefits 

Greenways can provide multiple social, environmental, and economic benefits to 

communities.  Many of the benefits generated by public open spaces and parks are 

similar to those of greenways.  The overall social, environmental, and economic benefits 

of greenways, however, are slightly greater due to their unique network of multi-modal 

trails and the connectivity and access they provide. “What greenways can do is to 

multiply the utility of existing parks – ecologically, recreationally, and aesthetically – by 

linking them together like beads on a string” (Little 1990, pp.36). 

                                          
Figure 1: Swamp Rabbit Trail, Greenville, SC (USA Today 2014) 
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Social/Cultural Benefits 

Greenways serve as linear parks that provide infrastructure, connectivity and greater 

access to a range of parks, and recreational activities and other amenities.  As a system of 

trails that is separate from the road, greenways provide opportunities for safe recreational 

activities such as jogging, walking, biking, and roller blading.  In addition to offering safe 

space for recreational activities, greenways also are typically part of a larger network of 

non-motorized trails that allow for alternative transportation and recreational options that 

are both beneficial to the health of residents as well as people without access to an 

automobile.    

 

The average American motorist drives about 15,000 miles a year (Gotschi and Mills 

2008).  Half of the trips in America, however, can be completed within a 20-minute bike 

ride, and a quarter of car trips are within a 20-minute walk.  Modest increases in 

bicycling and walking for short trips could provide enough exercise for 50 million 

inactive Americans to meet recommended activity levels (Gotschi and Mills 2008).  A 

greenway network that connects multiple destinations in a city increases the possibility of 

alternative transportation options, such as biking or walking, for residents to enjoy. 

 

Greenways also typically follow corridors that were either naturally created (river valleys 

or mountain ridges) or man-made (canals, rail lines and roadways) which can at times 
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include historically and culturally significant landmarks that are important to the city’s 

history and identity.  “River valleys, canals, roadways, and rail lines are significant 

components of our cultural heritage, as they were the early routes of settlement in North 

America.  Transportation routes often evolved from Indian trails and served as networks 

for travel, commerce, and enterprise within the New World” (Flink and Searns 1993, 

pp.167).  Greenways provide an opportunity to learn more about our past as well help 

preserve these landscapes, which are increasingly threatened due to development and 

growth in cities.   

 

When greenways follow natural corridors such as river valleys or mountain ridges and 

connect multiple different public open space or parks, a unique opportunity to access 

nature within the city is created, which is extremely beneficial to people and nature alike.  

This access to natural areas in the city provides a much needed break from the pace of 

city living and allows the opportunity for citizens to become more connected to the 

environment and our natural systems.   

Environmental Benefits 

By offering an alternative route and mode of transportation, greenways not only 

contribute to enabling healthier activity for the public, but they also contribute to a 

healthier natural environment.  Modest increases in bicycling and walking could lead to 

an annual reduction of 70 billion miles of automobile travel (Gotschi and Mills 2008).  
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Having an attractive network of trails that provide walking and biking options to work 

and recreation can contribute to the reduction of VMTs per capita. 

 

Public usage of greenways, often located near bodies of water, such as streams, rivers, 

lakes, or coastlines, increases public awareness of environmental issues impacting these 

natural assets and gives the community greater ownership of the clean-up and 

rehabilitation of these riverine systems is also achieved.  With increased awareness, urban 

waterways become more of a valued asset for communities and may accelerate efforts to 

clean up these natural assets in cities.  “More and more communities are rehabilitating 

local streams, or, in some cases, freeing them from man-made structures so that they 

become part of the fabric of local life and not merely a place for dumping refuse” (Flink 

and Searns 1993, pp.139). 

 

In developing greenways along urban waterfronts, some land acquisition often involves 

parcels of land that was previously used for industrial or warehousing purposes and is 

often contaminated to varying degrees.  This land, often some form of “brownfield 

condition” requires remediation to improve its environmental condition for safe public 

use.  While this process can be expensive, it is often less expensive than developing on 

new land because existing public services, such as roads, utilities, and other infrastructure 

are already in place.  In addition, many of these sites, if remediated, can add considerable 
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value to properties in adjacent areas instead of limiting development due to their status as 

“disamenities.”  The remediated land, now more valuable, also adds critically important 

urban park land to the city’s portfolio of useful land.  In Greenville, for instance, the 

remediation of the former textile mill and conversion into Falls Park has helped spark a 

downtown revitalization effort and created a remarkable amenity for residents in the heart 

of the city.  

 

In creating more open space for human activity, greenways also provide a natural 

corridor that is ideal for improved diversity of plants and wildlife in the urban core.  This 

increase of plant and wildlife activity can help improve air quality, attract more birds and 

pollinators and contribute to a more ecologically balanced city.  If left in their more 

natural state, especially along waterfronts, greenways can also provide an important 

natural barrier between the city’s main source of drinking water and human development.  

In this way greenways can “serve as a critical filtering zone: its wetlands can absorb 

contaminants in surface runoff, and trees, shrubs, and cover vegetation along the corridor 

cleanse and replenish the air” (Flink and Searns 1993, pp.1).  

 

Greenways can also prevent or limit development within floodplains, which could 

otherwise be bad for the watershed and lead to costly risks for cities.  Risks associated 

with runoff include pollution from septic tanks, and runoff from highways and lawn 
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chemicals can contaminate the watershed when development abuts waterways.   There 

are currently 36 million Americans who drink from water sources that don’t meet EPA 

standards, and an estimated $140 billion will be needed to make drinking water safe over 

the next 20 years (Lermer and Poole 1999).  When greenways successfully limit 

development along floodplains, they also provide a critical disaster mitigation tool during 

flooding.  Man-made solutions such as dikes and levees often cause problems for 

communities downstream and businesses and residents that build on floodplains require 

expensive interventions, such as drainage improvements, flood control projects, flood 

insurance, and disaster relief (Lermer and Poole 1999).  Greenways can provide an 

appealing alternative by creating both a buffer and amenity that can be used in normal 

conditions, but which can be quickly revived and repurposed after flood events.   

Economic Benefits 

Many of the social and environmental benefits discussed above also generate cost savings 

or added revenues to the public sector.  Increased recreational and alternative 

transportation opportunities, for instance, lead to savings in health and transportation 

costs.  Developing waterfront greenways can provide a natural filtration for drinking 

water and help mitigate natural disasters such as flooding that can be extremely 

expensive.  In addition to this public cost reduction, greenways are also often the most 

appropriate land use available, as they generally are located on property that couldn’t 

otherwise be developed, due to a floodplain, ridgeline, or railroad corridor. 
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Greenways, much like parks and open spaces, also can increase the property values in 

neighboring areas (Fausold and Lilieholm 2009; Crompton 2001; Lermer and Poole 

1999).  Many studies demonstrate that parks, greenways, and trails increase nearby 

property values.  In turn, increased property values can increase local tax revenues and 

help offset greenway acquisition costs (NPS 1995).  In Chattanooga, the assessed 

property values along the downtown riverfront increased by 127.5% in eight years, an 

increase of $11 million (Lermer and Poole 1999).  In addition, greenways often acquire 

and remediate land that was previously unused or underutilized.  In doing so, this land 

immediately increases in value and improves the value of the land around it.   

 

The new infrastructure provided by greenways helps attract people, which also leads to 

increased spending activity.  Tourism is becoming a leading industry in the U.S.  By 

attracting people to attractive and active urban centers a riverfront greenway promotes 

tourism spending that will generate tax revenues and employment.  These efforts to clean 

up the riverfront and develop infrastructure for increased activity will also improve the 

public’s perception of the riverfront and lead to the revitalization of areas of the city that 

were abandoned and left as unattractive eyesores.  Riverfront and greenway revitalization 

can transform the urban core, by integrating attractive natural areas into the urban fabric 

and making core urban districts more desirable places to spend time and money for 

residents and visitors.   
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Over time, a greenway system and infrastructure improves the quality of life of residents 

and is increasingly being seen as a valued asset that influences people’s locational 

choices.  People are not only attracted to the newly revitalized riverfront, but people are 

also attracted to cities that have made quality of life issues a top priority, with attractive 

mixes of urban and natural and recreational amenities.  Young generations are 

increasingly choosing to move to cities, and less to suburbs.  Since 2000, the number of 

young adults between 25 and 34 years old with college degrees living within three miles 

of city centers has risen by 37% (Cain 2014).     

 

As cities compete in attracting and retaining residents, quality of life is becoming a major 

factor for people in deciding which city to move to.   A satisfactory quality of life is met 

by low crime and safe streets; but also access to open space, parks and opportunities for 

more active living (Lermer and Poole 1999). Businesses are quickly learning that it is 

also advantageous to relocate to cities which are attracting young and educated people.  

Corporate CEOs have now ranked quality of life for employees as the third-most 

important factor in locating a business, along with access to domestic markets and 

availability of skilled workers (Lermer and Poole 1999).   

 

Greenways are also a less expensive investment than building roads.  According to Rails-

to-Trails Conservancy, one mile of greenway costs between $400,000 and $1 million, 
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which depends on material used, topography and size of the trail.  Construction costs for 

one mile of a four lane urban highway, costs $50 million to complete (Gotschi and Mills 

2008).  Greenways are an infrastructure investment that provide multiple benefits, are 

considerably less costly than most capital improvement projects and can achieve a variety 

of objectives.   

Common Challenges  

While the benefits or greenway and waterfront development are compelling, greenway 

projects typically face multiple challenges.  These challenges fuel opposition from some 

residents and politicians who don’t value or appreciate the benefits of these initiatives, or 

may favor other important priorities.  Some of the primary challenges include funding, 

public support, land acquisition, political will and alignments, planning and maintenance.  

Generating revenue and allocating it to greenways is always a challenge for any city.  

Cities typically rely on property and sales taxes for revenue.  Some argue, however, that 

greenways are not the best land use because they can’t generate the direct property or 

sales tax revenues associated with commercial and residential development.   

 

Others argue against greenways because they raise property taxes of adjacent properties 

and put pressure on existing residents.  Convincing people that greenways are a worthy 

investment priority and gaining public support is a major challenge given other demands 

for city funds. “Implementing a greenway plan requires a solid base of public support.  
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You need to capture the imagination and support of the community as well as those who 

control financial and regulatory resources” (Flink and Searns 1993, pp.65).  In order to 

fund the Boardwalk Trail in Austin, for instance, the city needed the support of residents, 

who voted to pass a mobility bond in 2010, which included several projects in addition to 

the Boardwalk.       

 

Another significant hurdle for greenway projects is land acquisition.  The linear nature of 

greenways often requires the acquisition of multiple privately owned parcels of land.   

While there are multiple tools that cities can utilize in land acquisition, limited funds and 

the desire to maintain positive public relations can make this particularly sensitive, 

especially when dealing with a landowner who is unwilling to cooperate.  Strong 

leadership and collaboration across city departments as well as with non-profits and other 

agencies involved in the project is extremely important to success.  For greenways that 

cross multiple jurisdictions, difficult partnerships between the city and county 

jurisdictions is critical, to ensure long-term maintenance and services. 

 

I will further explain the benefits and challenges of greenway development through a 

detailed discussion of Asheville’s greenway plan.  In looking at the history of the 

riverfront district and evolution of the greenway plan; the progress that has been 
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achieved; and the key challenges it faces, a better understanding of Asheville’s greenway 

project is provided. 
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Chapter 3: Asheville, NC 

 

Historical Perspective 

Asheville is the largest city in Western North Carolina with a population of 83,393 (U.S. 

Census 2010).  It is among six municipalities in Buncombe County (Woodfin, Black 

Mountain, Biltmore Forest, Montreat, and Weaverville) and makes up approximately 

35% of the county’s total population (Jackson 2013).  The region is predominantly 

homogenous; the city is 82% White; 12% Black (U.S Census 2012).  The medium 

household income is $42,333 (U.S Census 2012) and the largest employers in Asheville 

are Mission Hospital and the Buncombe County School District (Ashville Chamber of 

Commerce 2012).  Tourism is also a major industry; with the Biltmore Estate, the Grove 

Park Inn, and region’s natural beauty being the main attractions.   

 

Nestled in the Blue Ridge Mountains, Asheville has considerable natural beauty and is 

surrounded by multiple environmental treasures.  These treasures include the nation’s 

first national forest, Pisgah National Forest; the tallest peak east of the Mississippi River, 

Mt. Mitchel; the Appalachian Trail; Smoky Mountains National Park; Nantahala National 

Forest and several state parks.  There are also numerous lakes and rivers in and around 

the city; the most prominent being the French Broad and Swannanoa Rivers.  The French 

Broad is a unique river that flows north, and is also believed to be the third oldest river in 
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the world (RiverLink).  It flows through the heart of Asheville.  The Cherokees, the 

predominant Native American tribe of the region, called it Long Man – “whose head 

rested on the mountains, whose feet lay along the valleys, who was fed by the Chattering 

Children of all his tributary streams” (Little 1990, pp.84).   

 

The French Broad has long been a channel for industry and business in the region; 

helping transport cattle and pigs through the mountainous terrain.  It has also been the site 

of many industries within the city.  The Asheville Cotton Mill, which was built in 1887 

and produced denim and soft flannel, was the main industry along the riverfront.  The 

Mill employed 300 workers on average over the years and was central to the district’s 

growth, with the nearby Southern Railroad Depot, and a large warehouse and several 

factories across the tracks.  A small community of factory housing, recreation centers, 

bathhouses, schools, and daycare centers was eventually formed to provide for the 

workers and their families. The Earle-Chesterfield Mill, which produced mill and poultry 

feed also operated between 1905 and 1971.  Across the river was the Western Carolina 

Livestock Market, serving the region’s cattle farmers (Neufeld 2008).   

 

The Cotton Mill closed in 1953, after a failed Post-WW II attempt to modernize to 

synthetics production.  The riverfront district was slowly vacated aside from some low 

income housing units and abandoned buildings.  The district remained that way until 
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1985, when a slow transformation began and several old industrial buildings were 

converted into art studios.  Since then, 22 former factories and historical buildings have 

been converted into over 180 working art studios; prompting its official renaming to the 

River Arts District (River Arts District 2006).  It was also around this time, in 1986, that 

the initial vision for a riverfront greenway was born. 

Riverfront Greenway Development 

The long industrial past along the banks of the French Broad in Asheville has, however, 

led to many environmental concerns.  In 1951, testing of the river was done by a U.S. 

Fish and Wildlife Service scientist who found that some fish died in less than a minute 

when placed in a testing sample of the French Broad River (Little 1990). In 2012, 

researchers from Duke University conducted tests on water quality of several rivers and 

lakes in the state and the results from the French Broad turned out to be among the worst.  

Urban industry, however, is not the only culprit for the poor environmental state of the 

French Broad.  The 2012 tests done on the river outside of town near a Progress Energy 

power plant found that “the water contained arsenic levels more than four times higher 

than the EPA drinking water standard, and levels of selenium 17 times higher than the 

agency’s standard for aquatic life” (Sturgis 2012). 

 

The poor natural condition of the French Broad is what originally motivated individuals 

and organizations in the region to act.  The French Broad River Foundation, led by 
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conservationist Jean Webb, was an early advocate for cleaning up the river and 

improving its water quality.  Along with interests to clean up the river, there were also 

some individuals in the city that saw economic development opportunities because of the 

French Broad’s central location in the heart of Asheville.  The idea was to hopefully 

encourage tourists that were already lured to the city because of the Biltmore Estate, the 

Grove Park Inn, and the overall beauty of the regional, to find attraction in the riverfront 

and stay in town a bit longer (RiverLink n.d.).  
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                  Figure 2: Central Asheville Map (ESRI-ArcGIS 2014) 

 

The original vision for a riverfront greenway along the French Broad, therefore, was an 

economic development idea.   The Chamber of Commerce was given the task to figure 

out how to encourage tourists that were already coming to Asheville to extend their stays.  
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The Chamber of Commerce, along with The French Broad River Foundation, believed 

that the development of a riverfront park could be a destination that attracted people to 

the French Broad River district and would encourage visitors to stay.  A small parcel of 

riverfront property was acquired by the city from the railroad, cleaned up, and a picnic 

area and parking lot was built.  The creation of Haywood Park (now known as Jean Webb 

Park) was the first step in the larger vision of a riverfront greenway system (Little 1990).  

 

The partnership between the economic interests of the Chamber of Commerce and the 

conservation interests of the French Broad River Foundation eventually led to the 

creation of RiverLink in 1986, which is “a regional non-profit spearheading the economic 

and environmental revitalization of the French Broad River and its tributaries as a 

destination for everyone to work, live and play” (RiverLink n.d.).  Currently, they are 

focused mainly on watershed issues concerning the French Broad River, and have 

advocated for riverfront greenways due to their environmental benefits.  In 1989, the 

Asheville Riverfront Plan - a plan for the urban riverfront - was passed.  In 1991, the city 

acquired a small section of riverfront property from Carolina Power and Light Company 

and eventually converted it to a park.  The French Broad River Park, as it became known, 

was completed in September 1994 and became an additional link in the urban riverfront 

greenway.  In 1999, the city bought the old Asheville Motor Speedway (AMS) and then 

created Carrier Park as well as a small section of French Broad Greenway extending out 

of the park (RiverLink n.d.).  AMS had served as Asheville’s main race track for almost 
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40 years, officially opening in 1960 after being purchased and developed from a former 

small airport, Carrier Field (Jarrett 2010).       

 

In 2004, the Wilma Dykeman Riverway Plan was created by RiverLink, which focuses 

more specifically on the French Broad and Swannanoa Rivers corridor.  This plan 

includes a 17-mile greenway extending along the French Broad River as well as along the 

Swannanoa River from its confluence with the French Broad.   In 2006, RiverLink 

bought an old junkyard and began a remediation process in 2007 using EPA stimulus 

funds. NCDOT funded a 1.2-mile greenway from Carrier Park to Hominey Creek Park 

(Cragnolin 2014).   

 

In November 1998, the Asheville Greenway Master Plan was officially adopted by city 

council.  It was developed by Greenways Incorporated with some assistance from Trust 

for Public Land (TPL), under the auspices of the city of Asheville’s Planning 

Department.  The plan was then updated in February 2009 as a more comprehensive plan 

that includes some of the county’s greenway initiatives.  The Asheville Parks, Recreation, 

Cultural Arts, and Greenways Master Plan, as it was called at that time, was under the 

auspices of the Parks and Recreational Department.  In November 2013, the most 

updated plan was adopted by city council and included a much more comprehensive 
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multi-modal transportation focus, under the auspices of the Transportation Department 

(City of Asheville 2013).   

Recent Progress 

Now, 20 years after the initial Riverfront Plan was adopted, much of the hard work is 

beginning to pay off.  Not only has some of the land been acquired, and some of the trails 

and parks developed, but funds have recently been granted and plans are in place for 

greenway construction.  In April 2012, New Belgium Brewery (NBB) announced its 

plans to build a brewery in Asheville’s River Arts District (RAD).  NNB is the nation’s 

third-largest craft brewer and the new brewery would be responsible for East Coast 

production beginning in 2015.  NBB plans to invest $175 million over seven years and 

the brewery will create over 154 new jobs by 2020, with an average annual wage 

exceeding $50,000, plus benefits, which is 43% higher than the county’s average wage 

(Ashville Chamber of Commerce 2014). 

 

The 20-acre site of the new brewery used to be comprised of the former Western Carolina 

Livestock Market, an auto repair shop and a mini-storage facility.  To prepare for its new 

brewery operations, distribution center and tasting room, a remediation process has been 

conducted.  The company will also invest in stream restoration, storm water 

improvements, and green building technologies (Asheville Chamber of Commerce 2014).  

Company investments will contribute to planned infrastructure improvements; such as 
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roads, sidewalks, bike lanes and greenways, in the River Arts District.  NBB, in fact, was 

intrigued by the sustainability vision and greenway infrastructure plans in Asheville when 

deciding which city to establish new operations in.  A section of the greenway will be 

developed on the NBB property.  “From the deep sense of community to the rich natural 

environment and the opportunity to revitalize a brownfield site near a vibrant downtown, 

Asheville has everything we’ve been looking for in a location for our second brewery,” 

says CEO Kim Jordan (Williams 2012).  

 

The city of Asheville also received a competitive Transportation Investment Generating 

Economic Recovery, or TIGER 6, grant in September 2014.  The TIGER grant was 

pursued in order to improve infrastructure in the River Arts District that would support 

several sustainable development initiatives of the City.  Its project description states that 

it will “integrate existing master plans and revise codes and regulations to create 

sustainable development.  These plans will be demonstrated in the River Arts District, 

where affordable housing, jobs, and a multi-modal transportation network will be 

created” (City of Asheville, 2014).   

 

The TIGER 6 grant awards a total of $14.6 million, which will be allocated towards two 

city projects, the River Arts District Transportation Improvement Plan (RADTIP) and the 

Riverside Drive Development Plan.  Both projects will benefit the greenway project by 
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focusing on infrastructure improvements and creating more open space.  Infrastructural 

improvements will include greenways; a bridge reconstruction; improved intersections; 

roads, sidewalks, bike lanes, on-street parking, and storm water improvements.  The 

Riverside Drive plan will also include additional amenities by converting an existing 

building into a public space that includes exhibits, visitor information and restrooms 

(ASH 2014). 

 

In addition to all the work happening along the French Broad River in the River Arts 

District, some feasibility studies were conducted a few years ago by Buncombe County 

looking at the possibility of extending the greenway south, north and east, which many 

believe offers a lot of potential.  Feasibility studies have been done eastward on the 

Swannanoa River and north and south along US 70; NC 251.  A southbound greenway 

would connect the southern portion of the greenway at Hominy Creek to Biltmore Park, 

the farmer’s market and eventually to the arboretum.  There is tremendous opportunity 

along the southward greenway, especially due to the proximity to the Blue Ridge 

Parkway (City of Asheville 2009).   

 

While there certainly has been a lot of momentum around the riverfront greenway project 

in Asheville, many challenges persist.  As discussed in chapter 2, cities aiming to 

implement greenway projects face many challenges; such as land acquisition, political 
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institutional structure, funding and collaboration across city departments and with other 

agencies involved.  While Asheville’s challenges are not unique, they seem to be 

experiencing four particular challenges that have hindered success.   

Asheville’s Greenway Challenges 

Creating a clear vision and narrative that unites the different stakeholders and the 

community behind the greenway project still needs to be established.  Since the original 

riverfront greenway plan was envisioned and adopted, the greenway commission has 

been transferred between three different city departments as the project has evolved.  

First, it was under the Planning Department, secondly the Parks and Recreation 

Department, and now under the Transportation Department.  The greenway commission 

has been transferred around as objectives have evolved; multi-modal objectives, for 

instance, are most closely aligned with the Transportation Department. While the 

reasoning behind these changes make sense, the changes are disruptive for progress and 

create inconsistency and loss of momentum.  The Greenway Master Plan, for instance, 

has not been updated to reflect the evolving objectives of the project and has resulted in 

vague language that doesn’t create accountability for city departments and partnering 

agencies.  This has also made it easy to lose track of what the original motivations behind 

the greenway project were.  Keeping this vision clear and steady will help maintain 

support through adversity. 
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Funding is always difficult in these types of projects, given other pressing public sector 

priorities.  Much of the money recently generated that will contribute to the greenway 

project, will also be allocated towards many other larger objectives, such as 

transportation infrastructure and redevelopment.  While these projects certainly will 

benefit the greenway, the greenway development is often not the top priority among all of 

the multiple objectives.  There still remain multiple stakeholders competing over limited 

funding sources with the hopes of accomplishing multiple things.  The federal TIGER 

grant, for instance, will significantly help a section of the greenway project but is very 

competitive and likely won’t be easy to get again.  According to the DOT, total funding 

requested from 2014 TIGER applications was $9.5 billion, which is fifteen times more 

than the funding available (USDOT 2014).    

 

Establishing a strong political coalition has also proved to be challenging.  Not all 

politicians are convinced of the benefits of greenways and don’t have them high on their 

list of priorities.  This can be a challenge when it comes to allocating the funds necessary 

for the project.  The timing of the greenway project in Asheville has been particularly 

tough.  There was significant progress and momentum with greenway initiatives in the 

county that supported the City of Asheville’s initiatives.  This progress, however, was 

halted by the recession and the political changes after the 2012 elections.  The greenway 

commission at the county level was disbanded and lost significant support.  Establishing 
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a greenway system that truly achieves multi-modal and connectivity objectives will 

require more collaboration and work from the county.    

 

Land acquisition remains a major challenge to the expansion and full implementation of 

the Asheville greenway plan.  Many of the parcels of land along the riverfront were 

previously used for some kind of industrial purpose and will require a lengthy 

remediation process.   The majority of the parcels are also privately owned and therefore 

require a negotiation of terms with the landowners, not all of which have been very 

willing to work with the city.  For instance, the landowner of two small parcels – totally 

0.15 acres with a total tax value of less than $20,000 was asking $225,000 for the land.  

The property was a critical missing link in a section of the riverfront greenway plan and 

thus, the City spent years negotiating and was eventually able to settle for $50,000 and 

bought the land (Williams 2013).  RiverLink has had more success negotiating with 

landowners and receiving donations to help acquire land.  As a non-profit, however, they 

have limited funding and legal power to acquire land.  Additionally, they have other 

predominant objectives such as water quality issues, and therefore aren’t solely focused 

on the greenway project.  There has been a lack of private money dedicated to the 

greenway project. 
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               Figure 3: Asheville Greenways Map (ESRI-ArcGIS 2014; City of Asheville 2014) 

 

There have been many small victories in Asheville’s greenway plan since its inception in 

1985.  Several parcels of land have been acquired and converted into parks; Jean Webb 
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Park, French Broad River Park, and Carrier Park, and sections of greenways have been 

developed.  Revitalization efforts have also picked up in the River Arts District with the 

2014 TIGER grant being awarded, which will allocate $14.6 million to infrastructure 

improvements, including greenways.  Additionally, the New Belgium Brewery has 

already begun construction on its brewery on the other side of the river, at the site of the 

former Western Carolina stockyard.   

 

There is a lot of momentum in favor of the riverfront greenway development, but there 

still remain multiple challenges to overcome.  These challenges; maintaining a clear 

unifying vision and mobilizing public support; generating and securing more consistent 

funding sources; establishing and maintaining a strong political coalition of city and 

country officials; and negotiating land acquisition deals with private landowners for 

greenway extensions and connectivity are critical issues that remain.  In reviewing other 

case study cities that have been successful in developing riverfront greenways, strategies 

in how to transcend these key challenges will be better understood. 
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Chapter 4: Issues and Best Practices from Case Study Greenway Projects 

 

Issue 1 – Justifying a Greenway Project 

Greenways are becoming increasingly popular projects for cities, especially given their 

ability to achieve multiple objectives.  Given that each city is unique in its physical 

condition, population, needs and resources, however, the motivation behind choosing a 

greenway project can vary.  What are the distinct narratives that initially sparked a city’s 

interest in greenways?  How have these narratives aided cities in justifying a greenway 

project and achieving unity and collaboration across the city in order to get things done? 

 

In Asheville, NC, the original vision for a riverfront greenway began almost 30 years 

ago.  The French Broad River and its watershed were extremely polluted due to previous 

industrial uses along its riverbanks.  Previous land use along the riverfront consisted 

mainly of landfills, auto repair shops and stockyards, leaving multiple contaminated, 

brownfields sites.  An environmental effort to clean up the French Broad watershed was 

the initial motivator to begin work on the river.  Flood damage caused by Hurricane 

Francis in 2004 additionally motivated the city to consider alternative land usage and 

disaster mitigation strategies for the floodplain.  It is estimated that the damages 

amounted to more than $200 million, including $87 million in lost tourism (Boyle 2014).  
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The initial greenway vision was born in 1986 between the city and RiverLink, with a 

focus on water quality issues.   RiverLink has continued to be a steward for 

environmental issues and has contributed to the city’s effort through land acquisition and 

remediation, at times.  The Asheville Greenway Master Plan was first adopted by city 

council in November 1998 and has been updated several times (2009 and 2013).  The 

Greenway Master Plan recognizes the Wilma Dykeman Riverway Plan, which RiverLink 

created in 2004 and focuses primarily on the French Broad and Swannanoa River 

greenways.  The main argument used to justify the investment in and adoption of these 

plans was to clean up the riverbanks, mitigate flooding damage and make Asheville’s 

riverfronts more attractive destinations that offered recreational and alternative 

transportation options.  Why has it taken so long to implement this project?  Why haven’t 

these justifications that led to a Greenway Master Plan created more action?  How have 

the case study cities effectively mobilized their efforts to successfully implement their 

greenways? 

Greenville, South Carolina 

Greenville, SC, a town that shares a similar size, natural features and region as Asheville 

has had great success in their downtown and riverfront revitalization efforts.  Falls Park 

on the Reedy, the riverfront park that was first implemented and has served as a catalyst 

for the city and county-wide greenway efforts, is celebrating its 10th anniversary this fall.  

Prior to developing the park, the Reedy River had been practically covered up by a state 

highway and the Camperdown Bridge.  There were no public access points to the river 
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near downtown and very few people even knew the river existed.  A few individuals in 

the city finally realized how unfortunate that was and began to ponder different options to 

revitalize the riverfront; looking at the river more as an opportunity rather than a 

forgotten element of the natural landscape.   

 

Long time Mayor Knox H. White made it his goal to reshape Greenville into “the most 

beautiful and livable city in America.”  In order to do so, he decided to focus on projects 

that would revitalize downtown.  These projects were the removal of Camperdown 

Bridge and the creation of Falls Park; riverfront development and the initiation of a bike 

and walking trail system - the Swamp Rabbit Trail - throughout the city (City of 

Greenville 2014). 

 

The central location of Falls Park, adjacent to downtown and close to the zoo in nearby 

Cleveland Park made it an ideal place to focus revitalization efforts.  The majority of the 

land had previously been textile mills.  In 1967, however, the Carolina Foothills Garden 

Club was able to reclaim the 26 acres of former textile mill land.  More land was later 

donated by Furman University to create the current property.  In the late 1990s, under the 

leadership of Mayor White, the Falls Park Endowment was formed as a private charity 

that would support ongoing development (City of Greenville 2014). 
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In 2004, Falls Park on the Reedy officially opened to the public and is an attractive 32-

acre park with a pedestrian bridge in place of where the old Camperdown Bridge existed.  

The park and pedestrian bridge were intentionally designed to highlight the natural 

beauty of the river and its surroundings.  It provides a vital open public space in central 

Greenville that has become a major destination for residents and visitors alike.  

Additionally, it has been the catalyst to other development as well as the hub to 

Greenville’s hub-and-spoke trail network.  In January 2008, the Trails and Greenway 

Master Plan was adopted.  The first trail to nearby Cleveland Park (zoo) was easily 

created to make the beginning of the greenway system (Falls Park 2014).   

 

In 1999, the City of Greenville created the Greenville County Economic Development 

Corporation to purchase the former Greenville and Northern rail corridor for future use as 

a transportation link (The Reedy River Master Plan 2002).  The plan was to develop an 

18.7-mile rails-to-trails that would begin south of downtown Greenville and run north 

through the city along the river all the way to the town of Travelers Rest.  The Swamp 

Rabbit Trail, as it would become known, would serve as the main trail in the city and 

county’s trail network. In 2010, the Swamp Rabbit Trail was finished and officially 

opened to the public (City of Greenville 2014).   
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The main justifications to develop the Swamp Rabbit Trail began with a strong effort by 

the mayor to make Greenville a “more livable city.”  The downtown riverfront was the 

focal point of these revitalization efforts, which greenways contributed to.   A “hub-and-

spoke” system was created with the newly improved Falls Park representing the main 

destination, or “hub” to be connected to various other parks and destinations through 

greenways, or “spokes.”   Greenways have additionally contributed by providing safe 

recreational opportunities for city and county residents.  The project has been extremely 

successful in making the riverfront more attractive, revitalizing downtown, creating 

economic development opportunities, increasing recreational activity and providing 

alternative transportation options. 

Chattanooga, Tennessee 

Chattanooga experienced a major boom and bust like most post-industrial cities.  A 

strong manufacturing industry had generated economic growth and a population boom, 

which was later reversed once that industry declined.  While industry was strong, 

however, many environmental concerns began to develop.  Air quality declined so 

drastically that in 1969, the federal government declared that Chattanooga had the dirtiest 

air of any U.S. city.  The air was so polluted that people drove with their headlights on 

during the day, it was difficult to see the mountains from the city and pedestrians found 

their clothes covered in soot (Eichenthal and Windeknecht 2009). 
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The increasingly polluted air, rising unemployment and crime, led many middle-class 

residents to flee the city for the cleaner suburbs.  This resulted in the city quickly losing 

the tax base it needed in order to pay for basic municipal services, including police, 

sanitation and road repairs.  The city was forced to act boldly to find new ways to lure 

these residents back.  The focus of the efforts would be on improving Chattanooga’s 

quality of life with initiatives for cleaner air, open space acquisition, and the development 

of parks and trails (Lermer and Poole 1999). 

 

The focal point of these efforts was the Tennessee River, which helped the city boom 

during its industrial era, yet had since been left to neglect and pollution.  A 600-acre 

parcel of riverfront property called Moccasin Bend was the focus of an initial assessment 

done by the Urban Land Institute (ULI) in 1982.  ULI recommended that the community 

appoint a task force to focus on the future of Moccasin Bend, and concentrate 

revitalization efforts on the riverfront.  The first recommendation of the task force was 

the creation of the Tennessee Riverpark, a 22-acre parcel along the river.  The goal was to 

create this first segment of a corridor of linear riverfront parks that would reshape 

Chattanooga into a regional attraction.  The plan for the RiverPark was completed in 

March 1985 (Eichenthal and Windeknecht 2009). 
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River City Company, a private non-profit, was created to administer funding and 

implement the recommendations of the 1985 Moccasin Bend Task Force report.  Their 

first two major projects were the Riverpark and the Tennessee Aquarium.  The 

RiverPark, completed in 1989 and the Aquarium, completed in 1992, were really the 

beginning of a riverfront and downtown revitalization.  Multiple other projects soon 

followed: Walnut Street Bridge reopened as a pedestrian bridge, connecting the 

RiverPark with downtown and North Chattanooga; the Creative Discovery Museum; 

IMAX Theatre; Minor League Baseball Stadium, and two new downtown schools 

(Eichenthal and Windeknecht 2009).   

 

The main argument in developing riverfront greenways in Chattanooga sparked out of a 

dire need to attract and retain residents that were fleeing the declining city for the 

suburbs.  Greenways were part of a larger downtown riverfront revitalization effort that 

city officials decided was critical in order to save their city.  Greenways would help link 

the larger projects that were being developed along the riverfront; mainly the Riverpark 

and Tennessee Aquarium, and attract more activity and investment.  The revitalization 

efforts were extremely successful and the downtown riverfront is now a thriving area of 

the city.   
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Austin, Texas 

In Austin, the story of the trail and greenway system started with the creation of Town 

Lake.  Due to its location on the Colorado River and both Shoal and Waller Creeks 

cutting through town, Austin experienced frequent devastating floods.  The Great Granite 

Dam, Austin’s first dam was built in 1893, in an effort to control some of the flooding.  

This dam, however, was destroyed due to flooding in 1900 and later rebuilt.  The city 

continued to suffer several more devastating floods in 1915, 1935 and 1936.  At this 

point, the city was is desperate need of a solution, yet couldn’t afford to construct a new 

dam.  Fortunately, influential Congressman Lyndon B Johnson (LBJ) was successful in 

securing some federal funding and in 1940, a new, state-of-the-art dam, called Tom 

Miller Dam, was built (Ohlson 2007).   

 

A second dam, the Longhorn Dam, was later constructed in 1960 in order to provide 

more flooding control capacity as well as cooling water for the city’s new Holly Power 

plant.  The construction of this second dam, while primarily serving the needs of the 

power plant, would also effectively help create Town Lake.  The banks of this new lake, 

however, were largely full of debris and were unattractive.  It was during that time that 

Claudia Alta Taylor “Lady Bird” Johnson and LBJ came back from Washington, and 

“Lady Bird” spearheaded the beautification effort (Ohlson 2007).   
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The Citizen’s Committee for a More Beautiful Town Lake was formed in the 1970s and 

“Lady Bird” became its Honorary Chairwomen.  Mayor Roy Butler and his wife, Ann 

Butler, were also major supporters of the Trail.  The goal was to have the entire project 

finished in four years in time for the country’s bicentennial celebrations in 1976.  On July 

4th, 1976, Austin commemorated the opening of the Ann and Roy Butler Trail on Town 

Lake (Ohlson 2007). 

 

Although the Trail had been complete for over 30 years, there still remained a 1.1-mile 

gap along the south side of the river near I-35.  This gap, called the Riverside Gap, had 

not been completed because of many issues, such as private property holdings and 

topography.  An Investment Study, however, was conducted by the Trail Foundation and 

concluded that it was indeed a wise investment to close this gap highlighting four major 

points; safety, recreation, transportation, and community connectivity.  The gap caused 

trail users to cross a few busy and dangerous intersections, which negatively impacted the 

recreational and transportation experience, as well as allowed the interstate to continue to 

be a barrier for east Austin.   

 

The Investment Study was successful in garnering support for the new trail, which would 

aim to close the gap.  The new project would be called the Boardwalk.  Public and 

political support was won early on and the project moved forward relatively quickly.  In 
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2010, a mobility bond was approved and funding secured.  In 2012, construction began 

and was completed in June 2014.  The Boardwalk now provides a link that completes the 

Trail in its entirety and provides a much safer, multi-modal transportation option for 

residents and visitors alike. The timing was great for this project, as IH-35 has always 

been a barrier between downtown and E. Austin.  The Boardwalk helps provide a link 

that is a safe alternative to driving (SEC Planning 2007).  This is particularly important as 

Austin has consistently ranked among the worst cities for traffic and congestion in the 

last few years.   

 

The main justifications for developing the Boardwalk in Austin was to close the gap in 

the existing trail, which would facilitate more connectivity from East Austin, provide 

more access to safe recreational and alternative transportation options, and generate more 

economic development opportunities for businesses located along the trail.  The 

Boardwalk was completed in June 2014, and studies have not yet been conducted to 

measure its success, but it is considered extremely successful in terms of the heavy daily 

usage it receives.   

 

In each of the case study cities, greenways were justified due to their ability to achieve 

multiple objectives.  In Greenville, the Swamp Rabbit Trail has increased recreational 

and alternative transportation options, and also serves as a “spoke” in the “hub-and-
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spoke” system that connects multiple destinations including the city’s main attraction or 

“hub,” Falls Park, which has been the focal point to downtown riverfront revitalization.   

In Chattanooga, greenways have also contributed to an impressive downtown 

revitalization by connecting various riverfront destinations and helping the city improve 

its environmental conditions and attract and retain residents.  In Austin, the Boardwalk 

has successfully closed the gap in the existing hike-and-bike trail, which has enhanced 

the trail’s multiple benefits of increased recreational and alternative transportation 

opportunities and has also provided a safe link between East Austin and downtown.  

Asheville has similar justifications for a greenway project and could similarly benefit 

from a successful project that helps revitalize the riverfront, increases connectivity to 

other destinations, provides more recreational and alternative transportation opportunities 

and helps spark economic development.  The other case study cities were more successful 

at marketing their greenways as an economic development opportunity, in addition to the 

environmental and social benefits.  Asheville must similarly work towards a clear and 

consistent vision of the project that includes an emphasis on economic development in 

order to gain more support from the community.   

Issue 2 – Financing Greenways 

In 2012, the city of Asheville moved its greenway commission from the Parks and 

Recreation to the Transportation Department.  Part of the motivation was to aid in 

funding greenways because of their multi-modal transportation component.  The $14.6 

million TIGER 6 grant approved in September 2014 will focus on infrastructure and 
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transportation improvements in the River Arts District.  Of that money, $6 million will be 

allocated towards River Arts District Transportation Improvement Project (RADTIP), 

which will benefit that section of the greenway.  Other money that is designated for the 

greenway project comes from Capital Improvement Project (CIP) 2014-15 budget, which 

has allocated $4.9 million specifically towards greenways in or near the River Arts 

District. This increase in CIP funds was initiated by a property tax increase in 2012-13.  

Property taxes were increased by three cents; one cent of which was allocated to 

maintenance issues and the other two cents for CIP.  This generated $2.2 million which 

allowed the city to leverage more money by making a down payment on a larger 

borrowed sum (Barrett 2014).   

 

Like many cities, Asheville relies heavily on property and sales taxes to generate 

revenue. Asheville’s ability to generate revenue is very limited, however.  Asheville only 

makes up 35% of the counties’ total population and has never had an aggressive 

annexation policy.  In 2011, cities in N.C. loss their right to involuntarily annex other 

jurisdictions, which means they can’t expand their taxable property.  Even though many 

county residents work and shop in Asheville, the city isn’t able to successfully capture 

some of that money.  Asheville has the highest daytime to resident population ratio 

among all cities in N.C. with populations of 50,000 or greater.  In N.C., cities are 

governed under Dillon’s Law, where sales taxes are levied at the state level, collected 

locally and remitted to the state, and then redistributed to the counties in which they were 
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collected.  Buncombe County, which uses the ad valorem tax collection method, then 

distributes the money to its five municipalities.  Thus, while Asheville generates 75-80% 

of the county’s sale tax revenues, they only receive 20% of that revenue (Jackson 2013).   

 

In N.C., Hotel Occupancy Taxes are collected by the state and then redistributed to the 

different counties.  In the case of Asheville, that money is funneled through The 

Buncombe County Tourism Development Authority (BCTDA), which then redistributes 

it locally.  This year, the BCTDA plans to award an unusually large sum of $4.8 million 

to help boost tourism.  While there are many projects competing for this funding, the City 

is requesting a $3 million grant to aid in improvement plans for the River Arts District, in 

which the greenway project is included (Dixson 2014).  Of the money requested, the City 

was awarded $1.8 million for capital improvement projects along the riverfront, including 

greenways (Sandford 2014).   

 

The City of Asheville has learned to be resourceful given the many funding limitations in 

place.  In addition to these funding shortages, Asheville also doesn’t benefit from a strong 

philanthropic group, like other communities do.  They have decided to create ‘innovation 

districts’ (or municipal service districts) in order to issue special obligation bonds, which 

unlike installment financing and limited obligation bonds, don’t require collateral 

(greenways cannot be collateralized).  One of the four innovation districts in Asheville is 
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the River Arts District.  The creation of the River Arts “innovation district’ has helped 

muster $31.5 million ($14 million from TIGER 6 grant and the rest from special 

obligation bonds) to be allocated to this district over the next 5 years.  Similar to a Tax 

Increment Financing (TIF), these bonds will be paid off through revenue generated from 

a local tax within the district boundaries.  This money will directly benefit the greenway 

project, among other improvements (Dixson 2014).  The City hasn’t benefited from any 

significant philanthropic donations in its greenway efforts, however, non-profit 

organizations assisting in greenway efforts such as RiverLink are largely reliant on 

private donations. 

Greenville, South Carolina 

In Greenville, SC, The Swamp Rabbit Trail (SRT) has been a priority for the City and 

County as a means to encourage more active recreation and transportation options for 

residents.  SRT was a former rail corridor that the city was able to purchase in part and 

develop thanks to a Hospitality Tax placed on “prepared meals and beverages, including 

alcoholic beverages, beer and wine sold in the city” (City of Greenville 2014).  This 

Hospitality Tax would be applied over the next 20 years, which will generate an 

estimated $52 million.  This expected revenue allowed the city to receive a bond worth 

$40 million upfront to pay for several projects, including $2 million to purchase 10 miles 

of SRT from Greenville to Travelers Rest.  A roads referendum, which was an increase in 

sales taxes to improve roads also allocated 5% of its funds to the SRT, since it is 

considered a transportation corridor.  A federal grant of $750,000 was additionally 
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granted for infrastructure. Within city limits, the trail has mainly been funded through 

Capital Improvement Program, while the County has received funding from Greenville 

County Health System, which has committed $1 million ($100,000 per year) in order to 

use its name and logo as a marketing strategy, which is why it is named the Greenville 

Health System Swamp Rabbit Trail (Houck n.d.).   

 

None of these funding sources, however, are very consistent year after year, so the City 

had to become more creative.  The City was able to cut significant trail service and 

amenities costs by working closely with local commercial and property owners.  The City 

approached a church adjacent to the trail, for instance, and asked permission to use their 

parking lot for trail users.  A nearby gas station also agreed to allow trail users to access 

their restrooms.  The increased foot traffic has certainly benefitted local business owners, 

but none of it would’ve been possible without establishing a strong community driven 

project from the beginning (Houck n.d.).   

Chattanooga, Tennessee 

Chattanooga, TN, has been fortunate to have many local philanthropists active in the 

riverfront and downtown revitalization efforts from the beginning.  The Lyndhurst 

Foundation, (heirs to Coca-Cola bottling franchise), for instance, funded the initial Urban 

Land Institute (ULI) assessment of Moccasin Bend and creation of the Moccassin Bend 

Task Force, which sparked the original vision and riverfront revitalization work in 1982.  
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In addition, River City Company, which was chartered in February 1986 and has largely 

been responsible for revitalization and economic development efforts was initially 

capitalized with $12 million in donations from eight local foundations and seven local 

financial institutions (Eichenthal and Windeknecht 2009) and currently has a $3.2 million 

annual budget. According to River City Company, “83 percent of the riverfront and 

downtown development funding was private. Other funding sources included 6 percent 

federal, 5 percent from the city, 3 percent each from the county and the state” (Vaughen 

n.d., pp.6).  

 

The City of Chattanooga and Hamilton County share the same revitalization vision and 

have thus worked closely together to ensure that the appropriate funding and resources 

are allocated towards that effort.  They understood the potential positive impact such 

investments could have on the entire region. The Tennessee Aquarium, for instance, 

attracts more than 1.1 million visitors annually and has produced more than $133 million 

in economic impact for the community during its first year of operation. The Aquarium 

has been a major catalyst for downtown and riverfront revitalization by attracting more 

people and investment to the riverfront (Vaughen n.d.).  The construction costs of the 

Aquarium were entirely financed by private contributions; Jack Lupton donated $10 

million from his philanthropic foundation, the Lyndhurst Foundation; and another $11 

million of his own money.  Lupton was also instrumental in actively raising money from 
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other wealthy individuals in the community (Eichenthal and Windeknecht 2009).  The 

strong vision of the City and County and revitalization efforts that had already begun 

gave the investors more confidence.  

Austin, Texas 

In Austin, TX, the creation of the Ann and Roy Butler Hike-and-Bike Trail on Lady Bird 

Lake are largely due to the efforts of LBJ and “Lady Bird.”  The federal funding secured 

by LBJ to help construct the Longhorn Dam, which effectively created Town Lake, and 

the commitment of “Lady Bird” to lead the beautification efforts were paramount to 

success.  There has also been a lot of support from the community and local businesses in 

the creation of the Boardwalk.  The city invested over $1.9 million in the design and 

permitting for completing the Trail (The Trail Foundation 2014).  Intelligent Developers 

also were very willing to grant easements, knowing that the Boardwalk and Trail 

extension would greatly enhance the value of their property (Gregor 2007). 

 

The 2010 mobility bond was packaged to include the Boardwalk Trail and ended up 

providing the $20.2 million necessary to approve the project (City of Austin 2014).  The 

Trail Foundation provided the remaining $3 million in private funds to support the hard 

construction costs.  Downtown oriented businesses have helped support the Trail 

Foundation, as well as a few large donors; Mrs. Ann S. Butler, the Moody Foundation of 

Galveston, and St. David’s each contributed more than $500.000.  There were 10 donors 
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that contributed between $100,000 and $499,000; and hundreds of small donors (The 

Trail Foundation 2014).  The Trail Foundation also led a coalition of 12 different groups– 

called “Great Austin Parks” – to put pressure on elected officials to allocate an additional 

$4.75 million from the 2014 budget towards park creation and maintenance (Hoffberger 

2013).  Austin has truly been an exemplary model of public and private partnerships for 

funding its trails.     

 

While greenways generally receive funding from a city’s CIP budget, additional public 

and private funding sources is paramount to a successful greenway project.  The case 

study cities offer different strategies and lessons for financing greenways.  In Greenville, 

the former railroad corridor was purchased by leveraging debt money from revenue 

generated by a Hospitality Tax imposed on unincorporated areas outside of city limits 

over the next 20 years.  Once the corridor was purchased, the construction of the Swamp 

Rabbit Trail received funding support through a roads referendum and a federal grant.  In 

Chattanooga, the majority of funding for riverfront revitalization came from private 

investment, mainly several generous philanthropic donations.  In Austin, most of the 

money to develop the Boardwalk came from a mobility bond, which the trail was 

packaged within.  The Trail Foundation was also instrumental in raising $3 million 

through private donations.  Asheville’s greenway project could benefit from applying a 

combination of these different funding strategies, such as Greenville’s hospitality tax and 

Austin’s mobility bond.  Asheville has not been successful at generating much private 
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support for the project, and therefore, must strengthen existing funding sources and be 

more aggressive in marketing and promoting the greenway.  This will help generate more 

support through voter approved bonds and potentially from private investors.   

Issue 3 – Political Institutional Alignment 

In 2012, politics in North Carolina were altered significantly, as the G.O.P won the 

governor seat and the majority in the state legislature.  Along with the statewide political 

shift came a structural change in the county government.  Prior to 2012, there were only 

five county commissioners in Buncombe County and those commissioners were elected 

countywide.  Beginning in 2012, however, the board was expanded to seven 

commissioners, and three districts were created, which would each elect two 

commissioners and The Chairman is now the only member elected countywide.  The 

districts now have boundaries that coincide with the new state House districts (Frankel 

2012). 

 

The predominantly liberal Asheville has traditionally influenced election results in 

Buncombe County to be Democratic.  The new structural changes, however, will give 

Republicans a strategic advantage in obtaining county commissioner seats, which they 

effectively did in 2012.  Asheville’s liberal voting patterns and image make it an oddity 

in the predominantly conservative region of Western North Carolina.  This separation has 
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created considerable distrust between Asheville and Buncombe County, and the new state 

legislature.   

 

This has all had a negative impact on the momentum of the greenway project on a county 

level.  Under the leadership of the new county commissioners in 2012, greenways were 

no longer seen as a priority.  The progress made on greenways would be stalled and the 

Asheville Greenway Commission disbanded.  Now, a multi-modal transportation 

commission exists that aims to connect all elements of transportation, yet no clarity on 

greenways exists.  Funding that was being allocated for the countywide greenway plan 

would now be spent elsewhere.   

 

Many of the Republican candidates for county commissioner seats (who were elected) 

have been vocal opponents to greenways.  Commissioner Mike Fryer believes that “It’s 

wasted tax money,” and is “totally against raising taxes to build greenways.”  He even 

argues that in some cases, “greenway development can hurt the economy – questioning 

the logic of even drafting a master plan.”  Commissioner David King doesn’t consider 

greenways an important service, but instead prefers to fund law enforcement, schools and 

social services.  “Right now, we’re in a recession, and we’ve got to deal with the 

recession.  I would not be willing to raise taxes for greenways, and I would not be willing 

to take away from core services” (Frankel 2012).  
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The question now remains whether Asheville can keep momentum for its greenway 

project going in light of the political headwinds.  Establishing a strong political coalition 

that will advocate and fight for greenways will be critical.  This political coalition, 

however, must be comprised of city and county officials that represent different 

departments and political parties.  Exploring how the case study cities were effective in 

establishing political coalitions to champion their greenway projects could offer some 

different strategies and best practices.   

Greenville, South Carolina 

In Greenville, the City and County share a common goal to promote and support the 

Swamp Rabbit Trail (SRT).  The SRT is a former rail corridor of the same name that has 

historically provided a link between many local communities.  This corridor has shared 

value for jurisdictions throughout the county and the fact that the SRT has been 

successful at generating economic activity as well as promoting increased recreational 

usage has convinced the entire region that it is a worthy investment.  The City and 

County have collaborated closely all along because there is a shared belief in the overall 

benefits of the greenway for the residents’ quality of life and the community’s future.  

Within city limits, the City’s Parks and Recreation Department has managed and will 

continue to manage all phases of the trail network.  The County is responsible for 

maintenance outside of city limits.   
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Currently the City and County are working jointly to design and procure funding to 

extend the trail four miles south from downtown Greenville to the Clemson University 

International Center for Automotive Research (Bell 2014).  Other counties in the region 

are also moving forward with plans to extend the Swamp Rabbit Trail into their 

jurisdiction, while maintaining the same historic name.  Laurens County, for instance, is 

located to the south and has just revealed its plans to extend the trail roughly 40 miles 

into its boundaries.  This extension will benefit multiple small communities that will soon 

have direct access to SRT (Cary 2014).  

Chattanooga, Tennessee 

In Chattanooga, the City and County have also worked closely together from the 

beginning.  Representatives from each have been involved in the initial Moccasin Bend 

Task Force planning of the riverfront revitalization and now the implementation of the 

plan under the River City Company’s board.  These partnerships and collaboration have 

been instrumental to the success of Chattanooga’s revitalization.  The Trust for Public 

Land has also been instrumental in its role as a metropolitan coordinator.  “It organized a 

Chattanooga Greenways Task Force that represents all five groups, co-ordinates their 

efforts, and advises on funding allocation.  Elected officials control the purse strings” 

(Erickson 2004, pp.204). 
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This durable commitment of the city has been sustained by the strong advocacy and 

financial commitment of private and philanthropic partners.  Jack Lupton, for instance, 

has committed substantial personal donations as well as donations from his philanthropic 

foundation, the Lyndhurst Foundation.  This has further generated more private 

contributions to the riverfront and downtown revitalization of Chattanooga from 

community members passionate about the future of their city.   

Austin, Texas 

The Boardwalk received tremendous support from the Mayor and City Council members.  

City council has been a strong advocate for the expansion of multi-modal transportation.  

Urban parkland and trails are well supported in the city and are consistent with the goals 

and objectives of the Imagine Austin Comprehensive Plan.    This has made 

implementation and politics less of a challenge.  The recently approved Urban Trails 

Master Plan, for instance, which is under the auspices of the Public Works Department, 

incorporates the Boardwalk into its plan.  The Boardwalk, under the auspices of the Parks 

and Recreation Departments, follows the Urban Trails Master Plan closely and facilitates 

a partnership between city departments to work towards similar goals.  This collaboration 

is especially important when funding sources are limited (City of Austin 2014).  

Additionally, given the nature of the Boardwalk and its location on Lady Bird Lake, the 

county doesn’t have much of a role since the entire trail is within city limits and funding 

from the county was not a major component.  The City has implemented its riverfront 
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trails without the County’s support because it has been successful in raising the necessary 

funds from the residents of Austin.   

 

In the case study cities, political coalitions have been successfully established between 

city and county departments to advocate for greenways.  They have collaborated around a 

shared belief in greenways and the benefits that they can offer.  In Greenville, the City 

and County have worked closely in developing the Swamp Rabbit Trail, which has linked 

many smaller communities throughout the county, providing recreational opportunities 

and generating economic development.  In Chattanooga, the City and County have also 

worked closely on developing a larger network of trails that stems from the initial 

riverfront revitalization efforts in the 1980s, which benefited greatly from philanthropic 

support.  In Austin, city departments have worked closely in developing the Boardwalk 

as they have already seen the benefits that the existing trail has provided for the 

community.  In Asheville, it will be important to package the greenway project as more 

of an economic development opportunity, in addition to the environmental and social 

benefits, in order to garner the support of private sector leaders.  This will lead to more 

local support and help establish a political coalition that is necessary to successfully 

implement the riverfront greenway and maintain momentum in developing a larger 

greenway network. 
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Issue 4 – Land Acquisition 

When it comes to land acquisition for greenway projects (or any projects focused on 

enhancing the public good), cities have several options in working with private 

landowners.  The options include purchasing the land, having it donated as an easement, 

or swapping it for some other land that the city may own (Erickson 2004).  While there 

are many factors (available funding, property owners’ willingness to cooperate with the 

city, and topography of land) that influence which option is best for the city, negotiating a 

deal that benefits both parties and maintains positive relations is always the preferred 

option.  The city must maintain a positive perception among the public and an angry 

landowner can ruin a project if he/she decides to hold out. 

 

In Asheville, there has been some success in acquiring land, but it’s been a very long, 

slow and tedious process. Land acquisition is problematic.  While it can be relatively easy 

to develop parks, the linear nature of greenways make their development challenging 

because there are so many privately owned parcels of land that must be acquired and 

strung together.  Major “missing links” can reduce the function of the overall trail system.  

RiverLink has been instrumental in acquiring small parcels of riverfront properties and 

converting them to open space.   They recently purchased, for instance, a five acre 

brownfield site in a bargain sale that was a critical missing link in part of the riverfront 

greenway plan.  They will help with the remediation process and then donate the land to 
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the city to be developed into a greenway (Asheville.com 2006).  While RiverLink has 

certainly been successful in negotiating terms with private landowners and are able to 

receive donations, which the city is not able to do, they are primarily focused on the 

riverfront and therefore don’t aid in land acquisition for other greenway projects. 

 

The City of Asheville has always been reluctant to use eminent domain for greenways 

and has instead relied mainly on negotiating the terms with private landowners.  The use 

of eminent domain is controversial in the current political climate.  This has certainly 

hindered any ability to quickly acquire and convert properties into greenways.  The city 

council, however, has recently changed their approach and has approved of the use of 

eminent domain to secure easements for greenways when necessary.  Even though this is 

not the preferred option, and the city hasn’t yet used it, the perceived threat of using 

eminent domain has made negotiations with landowners easier (City of Asheville 2014). 

Greenville, South Carolina 

In Greenville, land acquisition hasn’t been that difficult.  In 1999, the City of Greenville 

created the Greenville County Economic Development Corporation to oversee the 

purchase of the former Greenville and Northern rail corridor (The Reedy River Master 

Plan 2002).  As owners of the corridor, this enabled the City to build the Swamp Rabbit 

Trail and have options to extend that same trail further north, which it plans on doing 

soon.  Much of the Trail’s route is also either along the Reedy River floodplain or within 
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Cleveland Park or Falls Park, which is all city owned land.  Land acquisition for the 

development of the Swamp Rabbit Trail, therefore, was relatively easy in Greenville 

because only one land owner was involved and the remainder of the trail was in 

designated flood plain. 

 

In the locations where the trail crosses private property, it was necessary to obtain access 

agreements those land owners.  These were easily secured largely because the City and 

County have done an excellent job of involving the public from the beginning, which has 

generated significant public support and cooperation.  The Swamp Rabbit Forum, for 

instance, was established in 2006 to help initiate conversations with landowners along the 

former Greenville and Northern Rail corridor to help establish a shared vision and 

coordinate efforts to achieve the future development of the greenway (City of Greenville 

2008).  In involving the public from the early stages and effectively conveying their 

intentions with the greenway, trust was built that helped ease what would normally be a 

land acquisition challenge. 

Chattanooga, Tennessee 

In Chattanooga, River City Company led the efforts in planning, designing, financing and 

developing the greenway.  Trust for Public Land (TPL) helped coordinate these same 

efforts on a regional level; TPL coordinated about 55 miles of trail development in the 

county and River City Company implemented about 20 miles of greenway plan within 
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the city.  In the city, land acquisition seemed problematic at first due to the abundance of 

privately owned parcels, however, it turned out much of the land was on the floodplain 

and thus couldn’t be developed for other purposes (Markeson 2007). “The initial first 

three miles of Riverwalk went across nine different properties, including the Tennessee 

Valley Authority, railroads, a community college, and several local businesses.  Also, 

seventy-five percent of the land was also in the river’s floodplain, which required special 

design challenges for erosion control and riverbank stabilization” (Vaughen n.d., pp. 9-

10).  Much of the land where the Riverwalk was developed, therefore, was not suitable 

for traditional development.  A greenway can overcome many of these topographical 

challenges and became an ideal project to develop along the floodplain.  

Austin, Texas 

In Austin, the fastest growing city in the country, acquiring land for a greenway along 

Ladybird Lake would seemingly be extremely difficult.  However, much of the land 

around Ladybird Lake was publically owned, or in undevelopable floodplain areas.  In 

constructing the Boardwalk, however, the City of Austin was fortunate to have owned 

some of the land (public park space – dog park) and the remaining privately owned 

parcels of land belonged to developers that were very willing to work with the city.  

There were four major developers and one smaller developer that immediately 

acknowledged the property value enhancements that the Boardwalk would represent and 

thus were willing to sell the land to the city as an easement or even in some cases, help 

pay for the construction of that portion of the trail (Gregor 2007).  The “Lady Bird” hike-
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and-bike trail, to which the Boardwalk would be a part of, had already proven itself to be 

successful in attracting people and business opportunities.  The 2007 Investment Study 

on the Boardwalk also provided documentation on the projects intentions; such as safety, 

recreation, transportation, and community connectivity (SEC Planning 2007).   Several 

private developers understood the economic benefits of being located adjacent to a major 

destination such as the Boardwalk and were, therefore, very supportive. 

 

In the case study cities, land acquisition challenges were eased because the greenway 

projects were predominantly located along floodplains; within previously owned city 

land; or easements were obtained from private landowners.  In Greenville, the purchasing 

of a former railroad corridor in addition to establishing public support during the early 

stages of the project helped make land acquisition possible.  The City of Chattanooga was 

able to acquire much of the land because it was unsuitable for other types of 

development.  In Austin, the success of the existing trail and support from a broad 

coalition of city officials and community members helped ease the land acquisition 

challenges.  Asheville’s greenway project along the French Broad River also involves 

floodplain issues which has made land acquisition a bit easier, but the lack of broad 

public support and the City’s hesitation in utilizing its eminent domain powers have made 

negotiations with some private landowners challenging.  Asheville’s greenway project 

would benefit from a stronger vision that encouraged more public-private support and 

fostered a stronger political coalition to help ease land acquisition challenges.  
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Chapter 5: Summary of Findings & Recommendations 

 

Greenway Benefits and Examples 

Greenways can achieve multiple objectives and provide several benefits to a city and its 

residents.  The social, environmental, and economic benefits gained through greenway 

projects make it an increasingly popular endeavor for cities of varying sizes and 

characteristics.  Social benefits include increased recreational opportunities; alternative 

transportation options and connectivity; preservation of historical and cultural landmarks; 

and access to nature.  Environmental benefits include cleaner air due to less automobile 

congestion; increased awareness of environmental issues; improved ecological balance 

through increased wildlife; and disaster mitigation.  Economic benefits include reduced 

natural disaster damage and costs; increased activity, tourism and business opportunities; 

and revitalization of the area.  

 

The case studies chosen in this paper have leveraged most, if not all, of these benefits.  In 

Greenville, Impact Studies were conducted in two separate years to help understand the 

benefits gained because of the Swamp Rabbit Trail.  In addition to the increased trail 

usage over the two years, which was predominantly for recreational purposes, there has 

also been some signs of economic development and increased business.  Five new 

businesses have opened up along the trail in response to the increase in activity and 
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demand; revenues increased as high as 100% for some shops; and local bike shops have 

benefited from the increase of up to 30% new bike users who have purchased bikes for 

the trail (Reed 2012).  

 

Chattanooga has become a well-known success story not only because of the 

improvement in environmental conditions and increased amenities, but also because of 

the immensely successful public-private partnerships that were formed and the economic 

development generated.  The downtown riverfront redevelopment involved $356 million 

in public and private investment.  The return on investment has been significant.  In the 

downtown riverfront district between 1988 and 1996, the number of businesses and full-

time jobs more than doubled, and assessed property values went up by $11 million, an 

increase of 127.5 percent.  The annual combined city and county property tax revenues 

also went up $592,000, an increase of 99 percent during that same period (Lermer and 

Poole 1999). 

 

In Austin, while the recent completion of the Boardwalk has been a huge success and 

activity has increased significantly on that side of the trail, it is too early to prove the 

success of the project.  An Investment Study, however, was put together by the Trail 

Foundation in 2007 to help make the case for the Boardwalk, arguing that because of the 

immense success of the Lady Bird Lake Hike-and-Bike Trail, the Boardwalk will 
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undoubtedly be worth the investment.  As many as 15,000 people use the Trail per day 

and up to 1.5 million visitors are attracted to the Trail every year (SEC Planning 2007).  

Given the success of the Trail over such a long period of time, the bond needed to fund 

and build the Boardwalk was voted for by the public and approved, which is a sign of 

success.  The Trail Foundation was also successful in raising $3 million dollars from 

private donors to help match the bond, which was instrumental.   

 

In each of these case studies, key elements to successfully implement greenways were 

established; such as a strong vision, financing, political coalition and land acquisition.  

The desire to improve environmental conditions along the riverfront and offer 

recreational and alternative transportation options helped justify the initial projects in 

each city.  Chattanooga also combined these efforts with larger riverfront revitalization 

and economic development goals aimed at attracting many of its citizens that had fled the 

city center for the suburbs.  To finance their greenway projects, the case study cities 

creatively raised funds through alternative sources in addition to the city’s CIP budget.  

In Austin, the Boardwalk trail was packaged as part of a larger mobility bond, which was 

approved by voters.  In Greenville, a hospitality tax was established to generate and 

secure funds that will be dedicated to greenways over the next 20 years.  In Chattanooga, 

an active philanthropic community helped fund several riverfront revitalization projects 

and helped raise revenue for greenways.   
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In all three case study cities, a strong vision and commitment to greenway development 

was shared by city and county officials, making collaboration and partnerships more 

attainable.  Public participation was encouraged in the early stages of the projects through 

effective outreach and marketing to promote greenway benefits.  Public support helped 

encourage further political support, helped generate revenue through voter approved 

bonds and helped ease land acquisition challenges.  Land acquisition was made easier due 

to the land existing in floodplains, as well as the willingness of private landowners who 

understood the value of greenways because they had been included in the planning 

process early on.    

Implementation challenges and strategies to overcome those challenges 

Asheville has experienced most, if not all, of the challenges that cities face when trying to 

plan and implement a greenway project.  The main issues it is facing include funding; 

politics; land acquisition; and a lack of a cohesive vision and/or call to action.  Funding is 

a common barrier simply because cities have limited resources and public support is 

critical when trying to pass bonds and initiatives to fund greenways.  Politically, it also 

requires some agreement within the city that a greenway project is a worthy investment.  

Once those first two barriers are overcome and the project moves on to the construction 

phase, land acquisition for greenways is particularly challenging due to the linearity of 

the trails.  It requires multiple land acquisitions of privately owned parcels.  Many 

landowners are not always eager to work with the City either because they view the 

City’s efforts to acquire land as an invasion of their constitutional private property rights.  
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Finally, without a clear plan, vision and rallying call, it is hard to maintain the focus and 

perseverance that is required to implement the greenway project.  

 

In looking at the examples of case studies used in this paper, some best practices are 

viewed: 

“Call to Action” Narratives 

The City of Greenville and its leaders wanted to create a new image for its riverfront and 

provide a higher quality of life for its people.  The cleaning up of the river, the creation of 

Falls Park and the Swamp Rabbit Trail, has provided a much needed recreational and 

alternative transportation corridor that has contributed to an improved quality of life.  

Chattanooga found itself in an even more desperate situation, with increasing pollution 

and crime and many families fleeing downtown, the city had no choice but to make some 

serious changes to its downtown and riverfront.  The investment in riverfront 

revitalization projects has entirely reshaped the city and improved the quality of life.  In 

Austin, the banks of the Colorado River had become uninviting due to debris and risk of 

flooding.  When the Longhorn Dam was completed to respond in part to flooding 

problems, while also providing a cooling zone for the new power plant, a new lake; Town 

Lake was formed.  An opportunity to beautify the banks of the new lake arose and with 

“Lady Bird” Johnson’s leadership, a vision for a Trail and new community asset was 

born. 
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Asheville shares many of the same justifications as the case study cities for a riverfront 

greenway, yet hasn’t been as successful in developing a compelling narrative to capture 

the public’s attention.  Justifications for a greenway project, such as the desire to improve 

riverfront environmental conditions; increased recreational and alternative transportation 

options; improved connectivity and economic development potential should be made 

clearer to the public.  Through effective public outreach and marketing, and a strong 

vision clearly stated in the greenway plan, excitement can be generated to help propel 

greenway projects, like is has in the case study cities.    

Funding Strategies 

In Greenville, the city successfully leveraged money from a Hospitality Tax as well as 

some other bonds to help pay for the acquisition of the old railroad corridor and 

construction of the Swamp Rabbit Trail (Houck n.d.).  Chattanooga has benefited 

considerably from multiple generous donations by several local philanthropists.  In fact, 

83 percent of the riverfront and downtown development funding was private; 6 percent 

federal; 5 percent from the city; and 3 percent each from the county and the state 

(Vaughen n.d.).  In Austin, some financial contributions were generated locally, but the 

majority of the money was raised through a mobility bond, which the Boardwalk was 

able to be packaged into due to its alternative transportation component. 
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Asheville doesn’t benefit from such an active and generous philanthropic community as 

Chattanooga does.  Hospitality Taxes are also not available for the City of Asheville as 

they are in Greenville, given the difference in state laws.  Asheville does have access to 

Hotel Occupancy Taxes but it is limited as the money first goes through the Tourism 

Development Board, and it is then dispersed across many city projects.  To finance the 

greenway project in Asheville, the City has mainly relied on money from the capital 

improvement plan budget and competing for federal and state infrastructure grants, which 

are not always guaranteed sources of funding for the future.  Asheville would benefit 

from marketing the greenway as an economic development opportunity, in addition to the 

environmental and social benefits, in an effort to get private sector actors more engaged 

in supporting and contributing funding for the project.   

Overcoming Politics 

In the case studies examined, political tensions and drama were largely avoided thanks to 

a cohesive vision that clearly communicated the greenway plan and benefits.  In 

Greenville, the City and County agreed on the vision and benefits that a greenway 

network could provide for the community and thus decided to work together on the land 

acquisition, funding and long-term maintenance plans for the Swamp Rabbit Trail.  In 

Chattanooga, the County was involved from the beginning as part of the initial task force, 

which helped create positive working relations between the City and County early on.  In 

Austin, the Trail and Boardwalk don’t involve the County because of their location 

within city limits, however, there has been considerable cooperation across city 
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departments.  The overwhelming support for alternative transportation initiatives from 

the City and residents has also contributed to a positive working environment.  

 

Asheville has experienced many challenges in creating a consistent political coalition to 

support its greenway project.  The City’s Greenway Commission has been transferred 

several times between city departments; first under the Planning Department; second 

under the Parks and Recreation Department; and currently under the Transportation 

Department.  In addition, the County’s Greenway Commission was disbanded in 2012 

due to change in leadership and limited funding.  The lack of a strong political coalition 

to support and champion the greenway project in Asheville has disrupted progress and 

has been discouraging for city employees and residents.   

Land Acquisition Strategies 

Greenville was smart to purchase the former rail corridor early on, which allowed them to 

avoid any major confrontations with individual landowners.  Chattanooga benefited from 

the assistance of the Trust for Public Land, who were instrumental in land acquisition for 

the riverfront greenway and parkland.  In Austin, land acquisition to develop the 

Boardwalk was successful thanks to the long lasting Lady Bird Lake Hike-and-Bike Trail 

that already existed, which had proven itself as a worthy investment.  The city was able to 

acquire land mainly because it lies on the floodplain where new development wasn’t 

permitted due to Austin’s long history of devastating floods. 
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Asheville has been successful in acquiring some parcels of land along the riverfront, 

because they were either abandoned brownfield sites and/or were within the floodplain.  

Acquiring the funds to purchase and, at times, perform remediation procedures has, 

however, been challenging for Asheville.  The City has also been less successful in 

negotiating terms with individual landowners along the way and has been reluctant to 

utilize eminent domain.  For these reasons, land acquisition strategies have largely been 

focused on undeveloped land outside the city.  In providing convincing evidence that 

greenways can contribute to economic development, like Austin’s Investment Study, 

Asheville could garner more support from private landowners and developers.  

Other suggested strategies  

According to D.L Erickson, there are two critical components required in developing 

greenways: establishing a greenway plan and vision that achieves multiple objectives, 

and creating an effective institutional structure.  Firstly, by having multiple objectives, 

such as riverfront restoration; economic development; increased recreational 

opportunities; and alternative transportation, support from a broader group of people is 

more likely, which will inevitably lead to greater success.  Secondly, greenway projects 

are large and complex projects that require many steps and therefore, benefit greatly from 

having many participating agencies.  Positive partnerships are key, as well as a clear 

organizational structure of roles and responsibilities (Erickson 2004). 
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According to Charles Little, there are three basic organizational approaches: A 

governmental agency; a private non-profit organization; or some combination of both to 

lead the effort.  These organizations would be responsible for the planning, land 

acquisition, funding, development and maintenance of the greenway project.   If a 

government agency is in charge, however, it should be independent of typical functional 

departments and serve more as a greenway commission, which has no other duties or 

conflicts of interest.  A public-private partnership, according to Little, is the 

organizational mode of choice and ideally would be a “single-purpose, publicly 

authorized greenway foundation, with a board of directors representing citizen 

organizations, business corporations, professional and academic associations, and 

government departments” (Little 1990, pp.181). 

Recommendations for Asheville 

1) Establish a broader and more coherent vision for Asheville’s riverfront.  To expand 

stakeholder support and realize a broader political consensus, Asheville should recast the 

riverfront development project as an economic development imperative for the entire 

five-county region.  The City has designated the River Arts District (RAD) as one of the 

main “innovation” districts due to its potential as an economic development district.  

Given the planned infrastructural improvements and RAD’s central location, the district 

has great potential to serve as a link to several local attractions; the Biltmore Estate and 

Downtown, and different neighborhoods and local institutions; West Asheville, UNCA 

and AB Tech.  A riverfront redevelopment project that promotes these assets through 
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connectivity and marketing will make RAD a premier destination and benefit many 

existing businesses; restaurants, the New Belgium Brewery, art studios, as well as attract 

new economic activity and investment.   

 

As the success stories of Austin, Chattanooga and Greenville demonstrate, emphasizing 

the economic and fiscal benefits of riverfront and greenway development can bolster 

community support and the prospects of implementation. Such benefits include the 

prevention or at least mitigation of future losses due to flood damage. Austin leaders sold 

the completion of its 1.1 mile Riverside Gap near I-35 as the best way to link a 

community (East Austin) to downtown and, at the same time, improve safety, recreation 

and transportation. Chattanooga leaders promoted riverfront development, including a 

series of linear riverfront parks, as regional attraction to lure people back downtown and 

restore the City’s reputation and finances. Greenville’s leaders sold its riverfront 

revitalization plan, including Falls Park and the Swamp Rabbit Trail, as the catalyst for 

revitalizing its decaying downtown. Once completed, Greenville’s riverfront gave rise to 

several new businesses and higher retail revenues. Chattanooga’s downtown riverfront 

spurred $356 million in public and private investment, and more than doubled businesses, 

jobs and assessed property values in less than ten years. 
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2) Revise the Asheville Greenway Master Plan.  Asheville should update its greenway 

master plan as an integral part of its riverfront development plan. This will entail weaving 

together the City’s 1998 Asheville Greenway Master Plan (as approved by City Council 

in 2009 and 2013) with RiverLink’s 2004 Wilma Dykeman Riverway Plan. More 

importantly, the updated plan should reflect a broader vision for the area, providing the 

tissue for connecting long-separated parts of the City and County, including Hominy 

Creek, West Asheville, Biltmore Park, the North Carolina Farmer’s Market and the North 

Carolina Arboretum. 

 

While the greenways priority list and subsequent map were updated in 2013, the majority 

of the plan remains within the City of Asheville Parks, Recreation, Cultural Arts and 

Greenways Master Plan of 2009.  The Greenway Master Plan should be an integral 

component of the overall riverfront development plan and incorporate the multi-modal 

objectives of the city department it was transferred to in 2010; the Transportation 

Department.  In the process of making this change, it will also be critical to rephrase the 

goals to be more clear and specific.  One way to do this is by developing goals that are 

S.M.A.R.T. (Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Realistic and Timely).  Specific goals 

should answer the six “W” questions: who, what, where, which, when and why.  

Measurable goals should be able to provide the answers to how much and how many?  

Attainable goals are possible by establishing smaller strategies and action steps that allow 

you to reach those goals.  Realistic goals should be objectives that you are able and 
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willing to achieve.  Timely goals provide a clear timeline to evaluate progress (Top 

Achievement n.d.).   

 

Many of the goals and strategies currently on the Asheville Greenway Master Plan are 

important, but don’t provide S.M.A.R.T. goals and strategies. Goal 20, for instance, is to 

“Increase the level of service and access for greenways.”  A strategy for this goal is to 

“Extend existing and develop new greenways,” and an action step is to “construct 

greenways, which are designed” (City of Asheville 2009).  This goal is not specific, nor 

measurable and provides no timeline, which makes it less attainable and realistic.  In 

2009, a level of service study was conducted and determined that while 59% of residents 

have access to greenways and trails, 82% of those trails and greenways were below user 

expectation.  Public expectations for greenways include easy access, recreational 

opportunities, and comfortable features.  Improvements could include wayfindings, 

plantings, trailheads, additional seating, better connectivity between greenways, or 

developing new greenways in areas that are underserved (City of Asheville 2009).   

 

A SMART adaptation of Goal 20, therefore, could be: to increase the level of service of 

at least 75% of existing greenways to “meeting expectations” by 2020 and design all new 

greenways to include multiple entrance or access points, emphasize connectivity, and 

provide a level of service that “exceeds expectations.”  Strategies to work towards this 
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goal would include: establish weekly trash pickup and monthly maintenance inspections 

by the city; create policy on specific amount of seating per mile of greenway; and 

prioritize new greenway development around connectivity and increased access.  Action 

steps should include: increase the enlistment of volunteers and partnering organizations 

to spearhead cleanup and planting efforts; install additional trailhead signs and establish 

an “adopt a greenway program” which will facilitate community involvement and a sense 

of ownership.  S.M.A.R.T. goals provide a clear vision, metrics for progress and a 

timeline that can maintain motivation among stakeholders and attract new supporters. 

 

The updated Greenway Master Plan should also include detailed information on land 

acquisition strategies that are available for the City.  This would act as a guiding 

document for the City, partnering organizations and residents when a land acquisition 

question or challenge arises.  Options may be organized in order of preference, but it 

should also be made clear that each situation is unique and requires a thoughtful plan.  

The City of Greenville’s Trails and Greenways Master Plan, for example, includes 

several pages within its implementation chapter on land acquisition strategies that are 

options that can be utilized.  The current Asheville Greenway Master Plan references land 

acquisition as a goal but focuses mainly on efforts to acquire undeveloped land.  Goal 22, 

for instance, is to “Increase land acquisition efforts for greenways.”  The strategy is to 

“Begin the process of finding land while it remains available and affordable to expand the 

greenway system in the future.”  An action step is to “Explore land acquisition 
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opportunities for greenways when the City acquires property for other non-recreation 

public facilities (Fire Station, Utilities, Libraries, etc.)” (City of Asheville 2009).  Once 

again, no specific strategies are mentioned, measurable objectives, or a timeline to check 

progress.   

 

3) Establish a hub-and-spoke system for facilitating the phased development of 

greenways.  The updated plan should recommend a hub-and-spoke greenway system.  

The hub, which is the focal point and main destination would be the French Broad River 

Greenway that is currently being developed.   There is already momentum (and secured 

funding) with the infrastructure improvement plans linked to the TIGER 6 grant and the 

soon-to-be completed New Belgium Brewery.   A completed greenway here will help 

serve as a pilot project and be visible for people to experience and understand better what 

greenways contribute.  As a component of a larger riverfront revitalization effort that 

aims to spark economic development opportunities, the greenway can earn some 

credibility amongst the opposition.  In Greenville, for example, Falls Park was the initial 

parkland developed and serves as a hub, while greenways act as the spokes to connect 

other destinations.  This model was very successful and became the catalyst to the 

revitalization of downtown Greenville.   
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The signature greenways in Asheville are the French Broad and Swannanoa River 

Greenways, which should be high priority greenways.  In the current Master Plan, the 

development of these trails has largely been left to the responsibility of RiverLink, with 

the city taking on a supporting role.  An action step under goal 23, for example, is to  

Aggressively advocate for other governmental agencies to begin implementation 

of the Wilma Dykeman Riverway Plan for Asheville’s signature greenways, the 

French Broad River and Swannanoa River Greenway.  Other government 

agencies should assume a leadership, management, acquisition, design, and 

construction roles.  The City and non-profit partners should play an advisory role 

(The City of Asheville 2009, pp.102).  

 

Once again, no specificity, measurability or timeliness is provided, which ultimately 

relieves all parties from any accountability. Cooperation among partnering organizations 

is critically important, yet the City ultimately has to lead this project.  A list of partnering 

organizations and what their designated role (as defined by the City) should also be 

provided in order to understand who is responsible for what.   

 

Once the section in the River Arts District is complete, prioritize the next greenways by 

emphasizing connectivity and a city-wide network.  The current Asheville Greenway 

Master Plan mentions connectivity as a goal yet doesn’t provide clear steps in how to 

achieve that goal.  The goal, for instance, is to increase connectivity to parks and 

greenways.  The proposed strategy is to “create a cohesive and comprehensive greenway 

and parks connectivity system for all geographic areas of the City.”  An action step is 
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“prioritize development of greenways” (City of Asheville 2009).  This doesn’t designate 

any responsibility, delineate a timeline or provide any measurable progress.  There are 

several trails, for instance, that have been designated as high priority trails but are 

relatively isolated and not connected to anything.  These trails: Town Branch Creek 

Greenway, Reed Creek Greenway, and Beaucatcher Mountain Greenway, could 

eventually contribute to a larger greenway network, but shouldn’t currently be high 

priority trails, given their location.   

 

Connectivity is critical to success.  It will become important to have trails that are 

continuous so that legitimate alternative transportation options can be realized.  In 

connecting different areas of the city and serving multiple functions, greenways will 

experience greater usage.  While it will certainly be important to construct the principle 

urban trails with pavement and enough width (12 feet) to fulfill multi-modal 

transportation goals, some of the secondary trails could be designed with different 

material and less width, which will help reduce some of the construction and maintenance 

costs. “That a trail be continuous does not imply that it need be continuously paved, 

especially through private-land areas” (Little 1990, pp.190).   

 

 



79 
 

4)  Designate or establish a new public-private agency to assume overall leadership for 

the project.  Asheville should restore unified civic leadership for the riverfront 

revitalization initiative. The City should leverage its recent federal grant award (and 

recent political developments) to unify the various stakeholders, including the County, 

and coordinate disparate projects in the River Arts District (e.g., greenways, roads, 

sidewalks, bike lanes, storm water improvements and amenities) under one single-

purpose umbrella group.  RiverLink maintains an active stewardship role in issues 

concerning the French Broad River watershed, yet is not specifically dedicated to the 

greenway project.  Like Chattanooga’s RiverCity Company, Asheville should create or 

establish a private non-profit to administer the initiative and oversee project 

implementation.  Like Greenville and Chattanooga, Asheville’s civic leadership should 

encourage the City and County to jointly promote the initiative and secure support from 

other institutions (e.g., UNCA and AB Tech). 

 

The new leadership entity should include all critical stakeholders. To reinforce the 

project’s economic development benefits, for instance, the new consortium should 

include the Chamber of Commerce. To accelerate its land acquisition efforts, it should 

include such groups as RiverLink and Connect Buncombe.  To improve collaboration 

among public sector entities, it should include representatives of the County as well as 

the City’s key departments (e.g., Planning, Parks and Transportation). Like the City of 

Chattanooga and Hamilton County TN, the City of Asheville and Buncombe County 
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should seize the riverfront as a generational opportunity to work together. The 

recommended public-private partnership should have a board of directors representing 

the region’s most critical civic organizations, businesses, professional associations, 

academic institutions and public sector entities. 

 

5) Engage a proven results-oriented firm with the requisite capabilities to manage and 

implement the project.  The new leadership entity should also use the federal grant to 

galvanize the creation of a more effective and accountable project management structure.  

Engaging a qualified project management firm that can professionally and effectively 

plan, assign, delegate and monitor tasks can gain immediate credibility with regional 

stakeholders, partnering agencies and/or residents.  It also can ensure consistent project 

leadership, clarify project roles and responsibilities and make better use of public funds.  

There are many options for a city in choosing which organization to contract out to.  In 

Chattanooga, for instance, Trust for Public Land (TPL) played an important role in 

providing “oversight as a metropolitan coordinator.  It organized a Chattanooga 

Greenways Task Force that represents all five groups, co-ordinates their efforts, and 

advises on funding allocation” (Erickson 2004, pp.204).  Financing was controlled by 

elected officials, but the delegation of tasks was done by an outside group.  
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6) Diversify and strengthen funding sources. It is vital that Asheville diversify, 

consolidate and leverage funding sources.  Recent funds coming from the TIGER 6 grant; 

New Belgium Brewery; and an increase in CIP budget funding, for instance, could be 

used to leverage debt funding to generate more money.  Greenville’s ability to leverage 

$40 million off of its Hospitality Tax offers a good example of this practice. Use bonding 

(like Austin’s mobility bond) to generate funding for projects would also help.  Austin 

voters approved mobility bond in 2010 and City approved funding; in 2012 construction 

began and completed in 2014 for Boardwalk. 

  

Strengthening and expanding existing revenue sources should also be applied. This could 

be done by increasing the City’s share of county’s sales tax revenues (from 20% to 75%); 

seeking a greater share of Hotel Occupancy Taxes from Buncombe County Tourism 

Development Authority (TDA) to be allocated towards the River Arts District; and by 

continuing to designate RAD as innovation or municipal service district to issue special 

obligation bonds.  It will also be important to unify these funding sources and the 

leveraging of debt financing mechanisms to support riverfront development including 

transportation, greenways and other development.   

  

Finally, Asheville should move beyond traditional reliance on property and sales taxes.  

Like Austin, there should be an effort to expand public and private partnerships for 

funding trails.  Like Greenville, the greenway project should be used to connect & secure 
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funding from community partners (e.g., Mission Hospital & Biltmore Company).  Like 

Chattanooga, state and county funding should be pursued in order match and therefore 

maximize private funds.  There also needs to be an effort to secure county commission 

support for greenways.  

 

7) Accelerate land acquisition.  Asheville should form a development authority (like the 

Greenville County Economic Development Corporation) involving the City, RiverLink 

and other stakeholders to help acquire land; and to obtain donations of land (e.g., Furman 

University in Greenville).  Eminent domain and other governmental powers to acquire 

land parcels and deputize private partners to acquire land along the riverfront should be 

used when necessary.  Like Greenville, an effort to secure agreements with adjoining 

property owners and businesses for amenities like parking and restrooms should be 

approached.  Like Austin and Chattanooga, land on floodplain for which development is 

prohibited or restricted due to topography should be acquired.  Asheville should continue 

to use private entities wherever possible like RiverLink to acquire small parcels and 

convert to open space, but also not hesitate to employ all available land acquisition 

options (e.g., outright purchase, easement donation or land swap) when necessary.  
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8) Improve public outreach and participation.  While efforts have been made to create 

strong public participation throughout this project, it can always be improved.  By 

establishing a clear plan and vision for greenways and doing extensive marketing and 

outreach, the public effectively becomes more involved and can offer input.  In doing this 

well, in fact, many of the above recommendations will become easier.  For instance, 

Asheville may lack the same active philanthropic community as Chattanooga does, but 

that doesn’t mean there aren’t wealthy, well-to-do individuals and families in Asheville.  

By creating a legitimate project that is established to succeed, and has a responsible 

leadership, some of these privately wealthy residents may be more enticed to donate.  In 

building this broad coalition of public and private partners through outreach and 

marketing, other obstacles, like land acquisition will also likely become easier.  As 

private landowners begin to recognize the success and potential of greenways, they will 

be more likely to want to collaborate and negotiate reasonable land purchasing terms for 

a greenway.   
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Appendix: City and Agency Representatives/Points of Contact 

 

Stephanie Monson – City of Asheville 

Eric Bradford – Greenworks, Asheville, NC 

Nancy Watford – RiverLink, Asheville, NC 

Marcia Bronberg – Friends of Connect Buncombe 

Yuri Koslen – City of Asheville 

Al Kopf – City of Asheville 

Lucy Crown – Buncombe County Greenway Commission 

Maggie Ullman – City of Asheville 

Mariete Echeverry – City of Asheville 

Kevin Sweat – City of Austin 

Jeff Waters – City of Greenville 

Ty Houck – County of Greenville 

David Taylor – City of Austin 

Annick Beaudet – City of Austin 

Nadia Barrera – City of Austin 

Susan Rankin – The Trail Foundation, Austin, TX 

Barbara Whitehorn – City of Asheville 

Butch Smith – Hill Country Conservancy, Austin, TX 

Kim White – River City Company  
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