Trail organizers starting to get on track
Iowa County officials attend workshop detailing past projects and funding options

By NICK NARIGON
Ioway Trails project leaders held a workshop in Toledo, Nov. 9, where speakers discussed several aspects of building a trail system stretching from Iowa City and Cedar Rapids through Iowa County to Marshalltown.

Representatives from Iowa, Tama, Benton and Johnson counties were present at the Making Connections Workshop, which provided information on similar projects, the economic impact of local trails, funding opportunities for trail development, trail planning and trail advocacy.

Christine Taliga, Iowa Valley Resource Conservation & Development coordinator, said the goal of the Ioway Trails system is to connect existing trails, but also provide infrastructure for new trails and design a framework for initiatives in a seven county area. 

Iowa State Design, Community and Regional Planning and Landscape Architecture students developed the plan for the Ioway Trail in 2002 and local conservation workers have taken up the cause, hoping to see the plan to fruition.

Counties included in the plan are Benton, Iowa, Johnson, Linn, Marshall, Poweshiek and Tama counties. These seven counties were identified because of their geographic location along the Iowa River. Marshall County is included because of the potential of connection with existing large trail systems such as the American Heritage Trail and the Iowa Heartland Trails.

In Iowa County, the Ioway Trail project would connect Marengo trail systems, such as Gateway Park, to the Amanas, and the Amanas trail system to Coralville. In turn, Coralville trails would connect to Cedar Rapids. In the opposite direction, the Marengo trails would connect to Grinnell, and then to Toledo, and on to Marshalltown.

The goal of the workshop was to promote the heritage, recreational possibilities and the opportunity to develop the region as a tourist destination, Taliga said.

Iowa County Engineer Vince Ehlert said with about 40 people in attendance, he was very pleased with the turnout. He said he was interested in what the other counties are doing with their trail systems, and by gauging from the reaction of the speakers, the Ioway Trail has a chance of being completed someday.

“It’s concepts that help get you funding. If the concept shows six or seven phases and you have already completed one or two, it looks pretty good,” Ehlert said.

Iowa County Supervisor Alice DeRycke, who attended the workshop, said it was interesting to learn how other counties developed trail systems and who to contact for assistance in applying for trail funding.

Jeanne Baugous, director of the Humboldt County Conservation Board, gave a presentation on the creation of the Three Rivers Trail System that runs through Pocohontas, Humboldt and Wright counties in northwest Iowa.

The process to develop the Three Rivers Trail System began in 1987, when Chicago & Northwestern Railroad announced the abandonment of its rail line from Eagle Grove to Rolfe. 

In 1988, the Humboldt County Trails Council started and promoted the use of the right of way from the former rail line as a trail, Baugous said. The acquisition of the right of way went through several tribulations due to resistance from local landowners, fear of trail users vandalizing private property and resistance from the county board of supervisors.

What helped the Three Rivers Trail System overcome the opposition was the strength and determination of the Humboldt Trails Council, Baugous said. They raised most of the acquisition money and convinced the three counties to work together.

The original Three Rivers Trail was completed in 1992, and they are building about three additional miles of trail every year, to eventually connect Calhoun, Webster and Hamilton counties to the trail system.

Robert Sueppel, Rep. Leonard Boswell’s district representative covering Iowa County, also spoke at the workshop, and said his office is available to help search for funding sources for Ioway Trails. He said he can’t do grant writing, but he is willing to write letters of support to Congressional Research Funding.

“Trail systems have been exploding over the last eight and a half years,” Sueppel said. “It seems to be something that develops economic funding and is a quality of life issue, and we will support it.”

Steve Bowman, transportation planner for the IDOT, identified several state and federal programs that provide possible funding opportunities to the Ioway Trails project, such as the State Recreational Trails Program, Federal Recreational Trails Program, the Federal Transportation Enhancement Program, the Iowa Clean Air Attainment Program and the Resource Enhancement and Protection Program.

Bowman also announced the Iowa Trails project won an award from Mid American Trails and Greenways for being the best Iowa trail project planning committee.

“I think it’s an awesome project,” Bowman said.

Terry Dahms, editor of “Trails Advocate,” the newsletter of the Iowa Trails Council, who has been instrumental in developing the trail system in Johnson County, said the key to successfully building a local trail system is local advocacy. He said the Ioway Trails Committee should be commended because of their large membership list, their Web site and the concept plan.

He said the next issue is funding, and that is the hard one.

“Trails obviously cost a lot of money,” Dahms said.

Private donations as high as $25,000 and $50,000 aren’t enough to construct a trail, he said. For million dollar federal and state grants, the county government needs to provide a local match, which is often hard to receive, he said. Due to lack of government funding, it took 15 years to build a trail from southern Iowa City to Coralville.

“Political support for trails is not good in Iowa,” Dahms said.

For instance, money was taken from the Iowa Recreational Trails Fund to pay for other government programs. It was just recently restored to $700,000 this year, Dahm said. While it’s a start, funding can improve even more, he said. 

“Trails need a constant reliable source of funding that can’t be touched,” Dahms said. “If things get tight again, they will be taking money from recreation programs.”

The Federal Transportation Bill, which is $286.5 billion, has 1.2 percent, or $3.5 billion of its total over the next five years, earmarked specifically for trails. Dahms suggested the Iowa Department of Transportation can do the same thing; earmark 1.2 percent of the Transportation Enhancement funds for trails. The state of Missouri has already done something similar; passing a resolution to earmark one-tenth of 1 percent of all sales tax toward trails.

“We need to be creative in financing trails,” Dahms said.
