
 

Recreation Economies and Sustainable Tourism: Mountain 
Biking at Kingdom Trail Association in Vermont 
Amy Kelsey, Center For Rural Studies, University of Vermont, United States of America 

Lisa Chase, University of Vermont Extension, Vermont Tourism Research Center, United States of America 

Abigail Long, Kingdom Trail Association, Vermont, United States of America 

 

Chapter Summary  
 
Rural communities that are dependent on manufacturing, mining, energy, and timber are witnessing 
population declines while amenity-rich communities are growing, particularly those with a desirable physical 
environment and a positive small town atmosphere. This trend is apparent in communities in Vermont with 
access to high quality outdoor recreation. Rural communities that have successfully branded themselves as 
hubs for nature-based tourism have much to share with communities seeking to develop their economies 
around outdoor recreation. 

The northeastern corner of Vermont, known as the Northeast Kingdom, is the most rural part of the state.  
During the past few decades, declines in the regional forestry and paper industries have resulted in the highest 
unemployment and poverty rates in the state. However, the natural environment provides opportunities to 
capitalize on outdoor recreation for community and economic development. 

In the early 1990’s, the Northeast Kingdom town of East Burke, Vermont was suffering economically. Burke 
Mountain, a ski area, brought in tourists during the winter, but the community needed additional income 
during the other seasons. The community decided to try a novel approach to tourism development at that 
time: mountain biking.  

Kingdom Trail Association (KTA), a 501(c)3 non-profit organization, was established in 1994 by a group of 
visionary residents and business leaders in the area. Their goal was “to encourage recreational use of the 
Northeast Kingdom that is ecologically sensitive and promotes the natural beauty of the region.”  Working with 
private landowners, KTA developed a trail system connecting private lands with year-round recreational 
opportunities, which has grown to include mountain biking, fat biking, hiking, running, Nordic skiing, and 
snowshoeing.  

In 2016, KTA took part in an economic and fiscal impact assessment of four trail systems in Vermont which 
estimated a total of nearly $8 million in direct expenditures annually as a result of KTA visits, including lodging, 
food and drink, gifts/souvenirs, transportation, admission fees, and equipment (See Appendix for additional 
detail). These expenditures are centered on East Burke’s downtown area, but the impacts are distributed 
throughout the region and have had positive benefits in nearby towns.   
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Kingdom Trail Association demonstrates that outdoor recreation opportunities have the potential to transform 
a downtown, an economy, and a community. This experience can serve as a case study with important 
implications for communities interested in developing recreation economies. 

Learning Objectives: 
 

1. Recognize key community characteristics that lead to successful recreation hubs.  
2. Utilize the KTA model to explore expanded public use of private lands in other regions. 
3. Identify a range of recreational opportunities that can stimulate rural economies.  
4. Assess the benefits and challenges that increased outdoor recreation bring to communities. 
5. Discuss sustainable use of human and natural resources to enhance local economies. 

The Issue, Opportunity or Trend 
 

Nature-based tourism and outdoor recreation are 
growing segments of the tourism industry worldwide 
(Nyaupune et al., 2004) and a major contributor to the 
economy of the U.S. According to the Outdoor Industry 
Association (OIA), outdoor recreation is responsible for 
$887 billion in annual U.S. consumer spending, it 
supports 7.6 million jobs across the country and 
generates $125 billion in federal, state and local tax 
revenue each year (OIA, 2017). The U.S. Department of 
Commerce’s Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) 
estimates that the outdoor recreation economy 
accounted for 2.2 percent of current-dollar GDP in 
2016. The outdoor recreation economy grew 1.7 
percent in 2016, faster than growth for the overall U.S. 
economy (BEA, 2018).  
 
National studies of outdoor recreation suggest interest 
and participation is on the rise, with certain activities 
such as mountain biking, kayaking, and viewing wildlife 
increasing while others such as hunting and fishing 
remaining stable or declining in some cases (Cordell et 
al., 2008). Almost half (49%) of the US population ages 
6 and over participated in an outdoor activity at least 
once in 2017 (OIA, 2018). Biking (including road biking, 
mountain biking, and BMX) is the third most popular 

outdoor activity by participation, involving 16% of the U.S. population (47.5 million people). Biking is close 
behind the top two activities, running and fishing, which have participation rates of 19% and 17% respectively.  
For youth ages 6-17, biking is the most popular outdoor activity by participation, attracting 24% of U.S. youth 
(12.5 million people) in 2017 (OIA, 2018).  
 

Figure 2:  A mountain biker enjoys trails managed by 
Kingdom Trail Association 
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Recreation trails are often a key pathway for the development of outdoor recreation. They represent an 
emerging approach to tourism development throughout the world, as nature-based recreation is viewed as a 
source of jobs and income that creates few public and environmental burdens. While hiking trails such as the 
Inca Trail in Peru and the Appalachian Trail in the Eastern United States have attracted tourists for decades, 
other types of trails have been developed more recently, such as the Great Texas Coastal Birding Trail, the 
Northern Forest Canoe Trail, and the Vermont Forest Heritage Trail.  
 
In many communities, trail networks are important amenities, serving both as destinations for visitors and as 
tools for attracting new residents and businesses.  Across the U.S., communities predominantly dependent 
on manufacturing, mining, energy, and timber are witnessing population declines while towns with 
established trail systems and other recreational assets appear to be more resilient (White and Hanink, 2004). 
Trails often traverse regions facing significant economic challenges due to fundamental shifts in traditional 
rural industries. While trends are complex and multi-layered, it is increasingly recognized that recreation-
based tourism can play an important role in the economic recovery of economically depressed regions by 
attracting visitors. This revenue can maintain the profitability of businesses in a time when many services in 
rural areas are increasingly centralized (Blakely and Bradshaw, 2002). 
 
Research suggests that trails are the number one amenity influencing homebuyers aged 55 and older, which 
is the country’s fastest growing demographic and the one most able to relocate and invest in a new home 
(Anderson, 2011). Nature-based tourism and trail networks appear to be an effective tool to encourage small 
business development and local entrepreneurship. Trails help attract visitors who then patronize local 
restaurants, motels, gas stations, and other businesses. Their expenditures can lead to additional job 
opportunities in the community and can maintain the profitability of local retail stores in a time when rural 
businesses are being increasingly consolidated.  

On a regional basis, the cumulative economic effects of visitors can have be significant, particularly in small, 
rural communities (Bowker et al., 2004).  By diversifying the local economic base, recreation development 
can help stabilize economic conditions in communities previously reliant on single industries (Blakely and 
Bradshaw, 2002). Trail managers have an important role in helping to open new markets and encourage local 
entrepreneurs. For example, a study of the Northern Forest Canoe Trail in northern New York, Vermont, New 
Hampshire, and Maine found that approximately 90,000 visitors paddled the waterways in six study areas. 
Their spending in remote communities created $12 million in total economic impacts and supported about 
280 jobs (Pollock et al., 2011). Trails can provide a focal point for the strategic planning, marketing, and 
management necessary for sustainable tourism development of a regional destination. Furthermore, they 
provide a useful framework for engaging area community members and businesses, as well as state and local 
government agencies in the sustainable development, management and marketing of visitor amenities in the 
region (Wray et al., 2010). 
 
There is an important link between the economic vitality of a community and local opportunities for residents 
to enjoy and preserve their natural resources. In a study assessing differences in social variables between 
“recreation and non-recreation” counties, researchers found that communities with access to outdoor 
recreation have lower poverty rates, are healthier, and are more highly educated (Johnson, 2002). In addition 
to offering recreational opportunities in safe and easily-accessed locations, trails build social capital and 
connect people to place by giving them opportunities to improve the resource (NYCPA, 2001). Studies 
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suggest that communities with outdoor recreation amenities have lower crime rates and higher community 
cohesion (Kondo et al., 2016; Weinstein et al., 2015).  Stewardship initiatives developed around trail systems 
offer residents and local businesses opportunities to collaborate and improve their community (Anderson et 
al., 1999). These findings hold true in the Northern Forest region of the U.S. where a study of mediated 
modeling concluded that quality of life for residents is a central variable closely connected with 
environmental amenities and economic factors (Chase et al., 2010). 

Numerous recent reports 
and articles seek to evaluate 
the economic impacts and 
opportunities mountain 
biking offers, both nationally 
and internationally. (Maples 
& Bradley, 2017; Hunt, 2017; 
Cox, Drew, & Dixon, 2018; 
WCMBTA, 2015; Burgin & 
Hardiman, 2014.)   
Recognizing the importance 
of outdoor recreation and 
trails for residents and 
visitors alike, Kingdom Trail 
Association (KTA) formed 
nearly 25 years ago.  KTA was 
an early adopter of outdoor 
recreation as a means to 
support a rural Vermont 
community with rich natural amenities and poor job opportunities.  It serves as an excellent case study for 
other communities considering further development of their recreational resources.  

  

Figure 3:  Kingdom Trail Association attracts guests throughout the year, 
helping to fill gaps in a local tourism economy largely driven by summer and 
winter visitors. 
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The Innovation 
Case Context 
 
Vermont’s Northeast Kingdom (NEK) consists of 
three Vermont counties: Essex, Orleans and 
Caledonia. As the name suggests, these counties are 
in the northeast corner of the state, bordering 
Quebec to the north and New Hampshire to the 
east.  The NEK is home to about 64,500 residents, or 
about 10% of Vermont’s population. The NEK’s 
counties are among the least populous and lowest 
density (people per square mile) counties in 
Vermont, and they are experiencing population loss, 
like much of the state.  These counties have the 
lowest labor force participation rates in Vermont 
and relatively high unemployment (VT State Data 
Center, 2018).  

Kingdom Trail Association currently operates in the 
four contiguous towns of East Haven, Kirby, Burke, 
and Lyndon, Vermont.  Burke, Kirby, and Lyndon fall within Caledonia County and East Haven is within Essex 
County.  Historically, the regional economy has been land-based, with agriculture and timber enterprises 
serving as the primary industries. As these industries have changed over time, employment opportunities have 
also changed, and many residents now travel to other population centers for work.  Although generally quite 
rural, the area is served by Interstate 91, which travels from Connecticut north to Quebec.  KTA is a 2.5 hour 
drive from Montreal (metro population of ~ 4.1 million) and a 3 hour drive from Boston, MA (metro population 
of ~4.6 million). KTA’s world class trails and its relative proximity to these large population centers are key to 
its continued success. 

Table 1: KTA Town Profiles* 

Town County  Population Area Median Household 
Income 

Individuals below poverty 
level 

Burke Caledonia 1501 34.02 mi² $48,148 12.4% 

East 
Haven 

Essex 300 37.4 mi² $40,750 15.3% 

Kirby Caledonia 467 24.4 mi² $61,250 7.7% 

Lyndon Caledonia 5911 39.81 mi² $40,270 21.2% 

*2012-2016 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates. 
 

Figure 4: The 
Northeast Kingdom 
(light green) draws 
participants from 
across Vermont (dark 
green), New England, 
and Quebec. 
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The landscape in the region is characterized by rolling hills, rising mountains, pristine lakes, thick forests, lush 
pastures and meandering streams.  The NEK is roughly at the 45th parallel and sees strong seasonal variations 
in weather and tourism.  Winters are long and cold, offering a four-month window (December-March) for the 
ski industry.  With the help of efficient snowmaking technology, many Vermont ski resorts stretch the season 
from November to April or beyond.  Summer and fall (June into October) offer about five months of warm and 
moderate temperatures ideal for road and mountain biking, hiking, and water activities, amongst other 
recreational pursuits.  April, May, October and November are often referred to as Vermont’s “shoulder 
seasons”, or “stick season” in fall, and “mud season” in spring. For recreation enterprises, this is a time of rest, 
planning, and recuperation, and also a time when business slows or comes to a complete stop. 

Finally, in discussing the context for this case study, it is important to note the strong civic culture that exists 
in Vermont communities.  Municipalities still hold town-wide open meetings each spring, where all residents 
may come to discuss budget and municipal concerns.  Most fire departments are volunteer-run, and many 
towns do not have their own police force.  In short, people must come together to make things happen.  
While rural life may have some disadvantages, it offers many opportunities to be involved and make a 
difference at a local level, through the local emergency rescue organization, a fire department, a recreation 
committee, or the town select board or city council.  A community-minded approach, entrepreneurial spirit, 
and landowners willing to open their private land to public use have opened the door to an array of creative 
partnerships and solutions that bolsters KTA’s success.  
 

Stakeholders Involved 
 
Local residents and business owners served as the primary stakeholders in the earliest visions of KTA, investing 
time, energy, and resources to develop the local ski hill (now Burke Mountain Resort), local cross country ski 

Figure 5: Kingdom Trail Association exists due to the generosity of local landowners who agree to host public 
trails on their open lands. 
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trails, local inns, and connections between all three.  Through a series of owners, Burke Mountain was 
continued its evolution from a one lift operation opened in the 1950s, to a larger and more regional attraction 
with a new baselodge, new chairlifts and snowmaking.  In addition, Burke Mountain Academy was emerging 
as one of the nation’s premier ski academies, attracting the country’s best up-and-coming alpine and Nordic 
ski racers.  Local inns began providing upscale lodging, allowing the area to serve a more diverse set of users.  
These inns were in need of four-season clientele,  Burke Mountain was looking to expand its seasonal base, 
interest in cross country skiing continued to grow, and mountain biking began to take hold.  These early 
stakeholders envisioned connecting the inns, the village of East Burke, and the mountain via trail, to support 
and grow recreational opportunities, and the local economy. 

Figure 6: KTA Historical Timeline 

Year: Activity 

1989: Area citizens begin riding mountain bikes on local Nordic ski trails.  
1991: Within a few years, riders from other areas are arriving to do the same thing 
1993: Residents begin asking landowners and businesses for permission to ride on private land.   
1994: KTA chartered, applied for non-profit status.  
1995: KTA nominates first Trail Manager (unpaid). 
1998: First map printed and sold through local sports store ($3/map).  Trail users must purchase for access. 
1999: First intern, with small stipend, helps with administration, marketing, and outreach 
2000: Through ongoing requests for permission, trail network reaches 50 miles, all work done by volunteers 
2001: First concerted publicity campaign, begin applying for small grants, still sell map ($5) for access 
2002: KTA hires a half-time director, maintains a summer intern. Sells season ($20) and day memberships ($5) 
2003: Strategic Planning Process. 
2004: Hires full-time Executive Director and establishes office. 
2004: Increases membership options and rates, hires summer staff for membership sales and trail work, 
fundraising concert 
2005: Hire full-time program manager, increase summer staffing, create trail patrol, purchase trail work vehicle, 
establish partnership with local xc ski businesses, where KTA does their winter Nordic trail grooming.  
2007: Board develops 5-year strategic plan, conducts a survey, increases role with winter grooming, improves 
welcome center. 
2009: Named “Best Trail Network in North America,” by Bike Magazine.  3 full-time year round staff. 
2011: Hired full-time operations manager, annual visitation reaches 50,000 
2012: 60,000 visits recorded. Host NEMBAFEST, attracts 1400 people.  First Winterbike event. 
2013: Begin managing trails for fatbiking in winter. Increasing number of fundraising events and races at KTA 
2014: NEMBAFEST brings 2800, visitation reaches 72,000 
2015: NEMBAFEST brings 3400, KTA raises $300,000 in 5 weeks to conserve land for trails. Tiki bar, food truck, 
and public restrooms established at welcome center.  Visitation = 80,000.  Four full-time staff, 22 seasonal. 
2016: Visitation = 94,000. 
2017: Strategic Planning Process. Community invited to be part of creating 3-year strategic plan, involved in 
creating Executive Director position description, and Executive Director interview process. 
2018: KTA Hires New Executive Director, Staff of 4 full-time, 27+ seasonal, 9 member board of directors, 90+ 
private landowners 
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An informal group began meeting to work toward this vision. It was a diverse group of individuals, each of 
whom had his or her own interest, but all were committed to the area and its success. Nordic and Alpine skiers, 
business owners, attorneys, timber professionals, horseback riders, mountain bikers, teachers, a local state 
representative, and the managers of Burke Mountain Ski area and Burke Mountain Cross Country ski area were 
all involved.  Figure 5 provides a brief historical timeline for context.  It wasn’t long before the NEK group hired 
a trail designer and the first trails connecting the village of East Burke to Burke Mountain Resort were created, 
setting the stage for more recreational trails. 

As the vision continued to evolve, the range of stakeholders expanded, with local landowners and local 
businesses always at the heart of the endeavor.  Other key stakeholders (Table 2) include private foundations 
and philanthropists, public sector partners, conservation organizations, and business associations.  Today, 92 
landowners host publicly accessible trails that are part of the KTA system, and local businesses continue to 
emerge to meet the needs of visitors.  
 

Table 2: Key KTA Stakeholders and Roles 

Stakeholder Primary Role 

Burke Area Chamber of Commerce Business and Economic Development 

Connecticut River Valley Partnership Program Financial Support, Technical Assistance 

National Park Service Technical Assistance 

Vermont Department of Forest, Parks and Recreation Financial Support, Technical Assistance 

Vermont Community Foundation Financial Support 

Vermont Housing and Conservation Board Technical Assistance, Conservation, Land 
Management  

Vermont Land Trust Technical Assistance, Conservation, Land 
Management  

The Windham Foundation Financial Support 

Approach Used and the Impact 
 
Key models and processes in the development and continued operation of Kingdom Trail Association are 
presented below.  The lines between these processes often blur and the approaches presented here are often 
overlapping and complementary in nature.    

1. Public Trails on Privately Held Lands 
KTA is a world class trail system built on privately held lands, with trails traversing lands owned by 92 unique 
landowners in four adjacent towns.  The organization is dependent on private landowners who embrace the 
organization’s vision and are dedicated to it.  Although this model is not necessarily new or unique, it is 
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arguably more difficult to accomplish with each passing year, as more lands are subdivided, or otherwise 
encumbered.  And unlike western US states, where large swaths of public land are often available for trail 
development, Vermont is a patchwork of private lands.  Connecting those lands with sustainable trails is a 
slow and delicate process of building and maintaining positive relationships.  In support of its landowners, 
KTA hosts an annual appreciation event.  Approximately 200 people attended a recent event, held at the Inn 
at Mountain View, an Inn still operated by the owners who helped launch KTA in its earliest day.  KTA works 
hard to convey its appreciation to its trail hosts on a day to day basis, and also provides an annual dinner with 
gift bags filled by local businesses, live music, and more.  KTA staff report that people now buy property near 
or within the network because of KTA and are eager to host and access trails.  
 
2. Creating a Demand for Services, and Filling the Gaps in a Seasonal Tourist Economy 
Local business people have and continue to play a strong role in the success of KTA.  The original grassroots 
effort to create the trail network was in some senses born of necessity.  Local businesses needed year-round 
clientele, and saw an opportunity through recreational trails. Residents were cross-country skiing and 
mountain biking on existing trails and logging roads, sometimes without permission, and as more and more 
people engaged in these activities, business owners saw an opportunity.  Perhaps they could harness this 
energy to build their community and their business.  Community members recount that in the first few years 
after the establishment of KTA, many of the visitors stayed overnight at inexpensive campgrounds and did 
not spend much money at restaurants and other establishments in East Burke. However, over time, the 
number of visitors grew and accommodations, restaurants, and other tourism amenities also evolved, 
bringing in mountain bikers of all ages and income levels.   

Today, the area offers a wide range of activities to visitors throughout the year, from hiking, mountain biking, 
and trail running to alpine skiing, cross-country skiing, and fat-biking in winter.  With the region’s largest 
groomed fat-bike trail network, KTA can offer riding nearly year-round now.  (The trails currently close for 
hunting season in November, reopen when winter conditions allow grooming, and close again for a period in 
the spring to prevent damage when soils are wet from snow melt and spring rains.) Access to this array of 
recreational activities supports a wide range of local enterprises, from year-round food and lodging 
establishments to seasonal post-ride tiki bars and food trucks.                                                                     
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 7 Professional and volunteer trail crews help create and 
maintain KTA's growing trail network 
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3. Partnerships for Success 
While the growth of the trail network and the local economy has been a largely positive and collaborative 
effort, a booming tourism industry in a small village or town also has unintended consequences.  Trails and 
the charm of the Northeast Kingdom bring people to KTA, yet the local infrastructure is limited in its capacity 
to handle increased visitation.  KTA is conscious of its growth and its impacts on the community, and works 
diligently to grow responsibly.  The organization communicates directly with local businesses and landowners 
to make sure parking is managed responsibly, and that trail users are not infringing on local businesses and 
residences.  KTA works collaboratively with the businesses and landowners to solve issues that do arise 
through proper signage, and via paid KTA ambassadors who facilitate parking and relay proper information to 
trail users. KTA is also working with town on traffic congestion and safety issues.  In a recent collaboration, 
the Town of Burke and KTA were awarded a $438,426 Northern Borders Regional Commission grant to 
rehabilitate a roadway, improve drainage, and purchase land parallel to the road to create an alternative 
route for bikes.  It is not feasible or appropriate for KTA take on a public roadway construction project on its 
own, but can do so as part of a collaborative effort.  This partnership approach is used repeatedly to work 
through the challenges that growth presents. 

4. Community Engagement, Education, and Outreach 
KTA understands the importance of community engagement and is working to bolster its education and 
outreach.  Table 3 highlights activities that are part of this ongoing process. 

Table 3: Community Engagement, Education, and Outreach 

Trail Advisory Committee 
This long-standing KTA committee is stacked with community members: foresters, teachers, former trail 
crew participants, engineers, medical professionals, and more.  Such committees bring a wealth of 
knowledge, perspective, and experience to projects, ensuring plans are well-vetted and implemented.  

Ambassador Program 
KTA Ambassadors ride trails with maps and provide directions and guidance to trail users.  They are 
stationed at intersections on trails, and assist with parking every weekend.  

Educating Trail Users    
For the most part, residents and landowners are supportive of visiting riders and cross-country skiers. 
However, there is still a sense that some people think it is their right to be on the trails, rather than a 
privilege.  KTA is developing its educational resources to help riders understand what a truly special 
community they are in, and that it is a privilege to ride the trails. 

Strategic Planning 
In 2017, the community was invited to be part of creating a 3-year strategic plan and they were also 
involved in creating the Executive Director position description, and the interview process in 2017. 

KTA AmeriCorps:  Educational Outreach Coordinator 
This KTA AmeriCorps member is responsible for creating, planning, and producing outdoor STEM education 
programming and educational events for youth in the local community and in area schools. The member 
produces educational outreach social media posts, creates trail signage to provide educational information 
to NEK area participants, coordinates local volunteers, and aids in planning and execution of educational 
aspects of KTA events.  
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Figure 8 KTA offers opportunities for a range of ages and abilities throughout the year 

Implications & Lessons learned 
 
The implications and lessons learned from Kingdom Trail Association are far-reaching and relevant at a variety 
of scales, ranging from the management of trails and infrastructure to the management of community relations 
and a focus on developing economic opportunities for the surrounding towns.                
 
KTA reports that many of the lessons for trail managers are related to infrastructure planning, construction and 
maintenance. Specifically, making sure that adequate parking and bathrooms are available for trail users is 
critical.  Siting welcome centers and other central meeting spots requires coordination with town officials to 
ensure that these structure are in keeping with community regulations and do not cause traffic congestion and 
safety concerns. Related to this, educating trail users is an important part of KTA’s ongoing responsibilities and 
an area that needs consistent investment and attention.  The need to educate trail users is essential in 
sustaining the terrain physically, and also in sustaining the relationships that support the trail network.  KTA 
has learned that visitors need reminders regarding respectful behaviors and attitudes when using the trails, 
and when interacting with local residents and businesses. Encouraging visitors to support local businesses 
creates a virtuous cycle where community residents are then more supportive of development that is in 
keeping with their sustainable tourism goals.  At the time of writing, KTA was actively applying for funding to 
complete a feasibility study on the entire trail network. The proposed study will include economic impact, will 
consider the physical impact to the communities that host the trails, and will provide recommendations on 
potential future expansion, welcome center locations, and parking locations. 

While specific decisions about infrastructure development and trail maintenance will vary from community to 
community, below are lessons learned that apply to many contexts where economies based on outdoor 
recreation are advancing in harmony with sustainable development. 
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● Coalition building:  Collaborations are important, including support from local residents and businesses 
combined with investment from external partners. 

● Knowing the trail users and customers:  On the community and the business level, knowing the target 
market is key. What do your customers need? How are your communities and businesses catering to 
these users? 

● Locating trails near downtowns:  Connecting trails with downtowns and local businesses is critical for 
stimulating economic growth. Having trails in remote areas may not result in increased tourism dollars 
spent at local businesses. 

● Understanding economic impacts:  Tracking economic impacts and maximizing their benefits for local 
residents can lead to increased support for recreation economies.  

● Planning for long-term sustainability:  Leaders must be able to navigate the local and institutional 
politics and develop structures and policies that will stand the test of time and changes in leadership.   

 
Today, Kingdom Trail Association is hailed as a success story, bringing in almost $8 million annually to nearby 
small towns in rural areas with limited economic opportunities. Developing a trail system on the scale of KTA’s 
with broad appeal may seem difficult to replicate for struggling communities. However, it is important to 
remember that many residents in nearby towns were initially skeptical about the idea of creating a destination 
for mountain biking when it was first mentioned in the early 1990’s.  

By building coalitions, knowing their target markets, and connecting trails with downtowns and local 
businesses, KTA was able to create a world-class destination for mountain biking and compatible trail uses. 
Understanding the economic impacts and planning for long-term sustainability came later, as KTA amassed 
resources and expanded on its responsibilities to engage with communities. Current successes 
notwithstanding, KTA continues to develop its trail network, improve visitor experiences and education, 
strengthen community relations, and increase economic impacts throughout the region. The lessons learned 
are changing over time, as recreation trends shift and the organization and destination mature. KTA and 
partners are continually reassessing, but they remain committed to sharing their knowledge and experiences 
with other communities interested in recreation economies and sustainable tourism. 

Discussion Questions 
 

1. What characteristics lead to community success when a small town looks to outdoor recreation to 
boost its economy?  

2. Could the KTA model of public use of private lands work in other regions?  Are there already 
examples? Where are the challenges and opportunities in your community?  

3. Does your community have access to public lands that are rich with outdoor opportunities?  Are 
there new ways they could be leveraged to support the local economy?  Think broadly of recreation - 
it doesn’t need to be action sports (wildlife viewing, bird watching, fishing, etc.)  

4. Thinking broadly, what benefits and challenges does increased outdoor recreation bring to 
communities? 

5. Do the benefits noted in response to #4 above extend to all community members, and if not, how 
can we work toward that goal? 
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Appendix 
 

Kingdom Trail Association (KTA) Annual Economic Impact (VT Trails and Greenways Council, 2016) 

$7,945,524 in direct expenditures* 

94,000 trail user-days  

75% of the trail users were from outside of Vermont.  

97% of non-resident visitors indicated that they had traveled to Vermont because of KTA.  

Visitors stayed in Vermont for an average of 2.76 days.  

Average spending per group for overnight visitors was $1,317 (group size average = 4 people)  

Average spending per group for day visitors was $376 (group size average = 3 people)   

Average spending per person for day visitors was $115.   

*The estimate of $7.9 million per year in direct economic impacts was reported to be conservative, as it included 
only “net new spending.” It also did not include indirect and induced impacts, which can be substantial.   
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