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enjoyed cycling long distances with each other, and found that the greenways were amenable to 

long distance trips and shorter ones with their spouses.   103

Figure 5. The South Platte River Trail in Adams County, CO follows a  
Natural corridor along the River, creating a sustainable and enjoyable trailway. 

Another encouraging feature of a greenway was its level of flatness.  The most popular 

greenways visited were almost always flat.  This could exist for a number of reasons, including 

the fact that flatter land is more tolerant of high-density living, or the most scenic greenways 

followed a natural flat corridor.  Indeed, greenways that were less hilly, such as the I-205 

Multi-Use Path in Portland, featured less users even though its northern and southern greenway 

connections, namely the Marine Drive Trail and the Springwater Corridor, were well used by 

recreational users and commuters, respectively. The Midtown Greenway in Minneapolis, 

Burke-Gilman Trail in Seattle followed railways, part of a larger “rails-to-trails” development 

that is popular in repurpose-based design.  In many other cities like San Jose, Denver, and 

103 Kiel, Denver Day 1 Field Notes 
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Boulder, the decision to follow natural corridors that are flat (creeks, rivers, and hill ridges) 

creates flatter surfaces for more popular use.  

A second major design consideration is the signage on the greenway.  Wayfinding, 

placemaking, sponsorship, and identification signage all contribute to the character of a 

greenway.  Generally, the best greenways for transportation had adequate signage that allowed a 

user to know their location, distance to major destinations, and locations and directions of other 

landmarks.  On the major greenways in Denver, the Cherry Creek trail and the South Platte River 

trail, signs led to major destinations like downtown Denver, the Auraria educational Campus 

(home to three major higher education institutions in Denver), sports and entertainment districts 

like Mile High Stadium, and directions to other satellite greenways (and the neighborhoods and 

major roads those greenways served). 

In Minneapolis, signage had a few purposes as well.  The Cedar Lake trail featured 

consistent mileage markers going towards and away from downtown, and maps and other 

wayfinding markers were present along the full route, even as it left the City of Minneapolis and 

entered suburban Hennepin County.  This continuation of signage spoke to the high level of 

coordination that greenway officials conduct in order to maintain successful greenways inside 

the city and into their suburban stretches. 

Even more interestingly, consistently-spaced signage along the Midtown Greenway in 

Minneapolis featured the names of major sponsors of the greenway.  While one can take this to 

mean mere advertising, Soren Jensen of the Midtown Greenway Coalition said this sort of 

signage encouraged local businesses to become members, bolstering the small business 

community in the Midtown Section of Minneapolis, and creating better social connections 
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between the greenway and its residents.  Similar advertising could be seen for greenway 104

sponsors on the Sand Creek Regional Greenway in Denver and Commerce City, CO, where local 

industrial companies like Xcel Energy have sponsored volunteer days and greenways cleanups.  

 

In Seattle, the King County Parks and Recreation Division brands much of their 

greenways with maps and informational signage that includes their brand, creating a strong sense 

of ownership that helps build the idea of a greenway network.   An even better type of 105

placemaking signage is featured very often along the Rose Kennedy Greenway in Boston, where 

informational signs tell of the history of the greenway and describe the lush horticultural 

elements of the park. And perhaps the most innovative sign seen on a greenway is Toronto’s use 

of maple leaves.  These painted features in front of intersections and driveways along the Lake 

Shore Boulevard served as a visual que for greenway users to slow down and be vigilant for 

104 Interview with Soren Jensen, Minneapolis, 22 May 2016.  
105 King County Parks and Recreation Division, “Regional Trails in King County,” 2013 



Ecosystem Services of Greenways       48 

crossing traffic.  The cultural marker is not only a distinguishing feature of the trail (an example 

of place-making), but also a practical traffic sign. 

 

In places where signage is lacking or of a low quality, the quality of the greenway 

may be affected too.  On the Cedar Lake trail in Hennepin County, MN, maps along the trail 

were noted by other recreational cyclists new to the trail to be inadequate.  In other places like 

the High Line Canal Trail in Southeast Denver and Aurora, CO, the trail greatly lacked signage. 

In turn through-cyclists were few and far between, even though it connected to the well-used 

Cherry Creek Trail.  
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Finally, a third important design consideration for planners is the greenway’s connection 

to public transportation.  While some trails like the Guadalupe River Trail and the Coyote Creek 

Trail in San Jose lacked this entirely, others were planned to be connected to public 

transportation when the corridor was built.  One of the most clear examples is on the Lakewood 

Gulch Trail in Denver.  The eponymously named trail follows the Lakewood Gulch, a stream 

from the Front Range of the Rocky Mountains which flows into the South Platte River.  The 

greenway runs parallel with the W Light Rail line for two miles, which steadily climbs in 

elevation to the town of Golden in the foothills of the Rockies.  This connection is great for 

cyclists who may be interested in cycling down into the city, on a network of street-paths and 

greenways, but take public transportation back up the hill.  

Multi-modal commuting is a possible option for car-free commutes on greenways as 

well.  The Burke-Gilman trail has a newly designed overpass connector to the University of 

Washington light rail station, which would connect commuting cyclists coming south of the 

Burke-Gilman to Downtown Seattle on multi-modal trips.  In Portland, the newest bridge over 

the Willamette River, the Tilikum Crossing, is open to just cyclists, busses, and the MAX light 

rail service, one of the most well-designed transit-friendly, car free bridges in the world.  The 

Midtown Greenway, which sits on the land of an old freight railway, now is studying the costs 

and benefits of a potential streetcar that would run directly parallel with the Greenway, an 

initiative that the Midtown Greenway supports, and which ridership could be large.  106

106 Interview with Soren Jensen, Minneapolis, 22 May 2016.  
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Figure 8. Trails in Seattle have well-designed connections to urban building infrastructure, making 
major trails like the Burke-Gilman and the Elliott Bay Trail useful for commuting 

 

Portland’s public transportation service goes one step further: unlike most other public 

transportation agencies, the transportation agency Tri-Met has no cap on the number of bikes 

allowed on their light rails, and designates many spots for bikes.   Caltrain, a one-line 107

commuter rail service between San Jose and San Francisco, is also progressive in regards to the 

number of bikes they allow on, with designated bike cars on every train that runs, during peak 

and off-peak hours.  108

In New York, these three design considerations can help city planners implement some of 

the top greenways in the country.  Already, greenways like the Hudson River Greenway, the 

Brooklyn Waterfront Greenway, and the Bronx River Greenway feature a variety of uses, 

integrate many different users, and have unique ecological benefits, from greenhouse gas 

remissions to conservation efforts of forest ecosystems. By enhancing recreational access of our 

present greenways, users may feel more at home with their ecological setting, and feel more 

connected to the natural history of the city. 

Additionally, required signage can make our greenways more safe, useful, and 

interesting.  Uncompleted sections of the Brooklyn Waterfront Greenway and the Bronx River 

Greenway create hazardous conditions when cyclists don’t have a clear approach.  Additionally, 

it is hard to tell which cross-street you are near on some parts of the Hudson River Greenway. 

These examples of poor signage take away from the greenways’ intended use.  

107 https://trimet.org/bikes/ 
108 Interview with Sebastian Petty, San Mateo, Aug. 16, 2016 



Ecosystem Services of Greenways       51 

Figure 9. The Hudson River Greenway, looking north.  This greenway is one of the most used in the 
country, and follows the island of Manhattan almost continuously on the West Side.  

 

Finally, greenways can have huge implications in a city where public transportation is 

being choked by ridership and traffic congestion.  To encourage better harmony between our 

public transportation systems and our greenways, greenways should be reviewed along current 

transit corridors to see whether implementation would relieve traffic conditions for busses or 

congestion issues for subways.  This seems most appropriate an option for above-ground trains 

that follow street corridors like the 4 train over Jerome Ave in the Bronx, the 1 train over 

Broadway in the Bronx, and the 7 train in Queens.  
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Appendix 1: List of Cities and Greenways 

City, State Greenway Name 

Denver, Colorado South Platte River Trail 

 Cherry Creek Trail 

 Sand Creek Regional Greenway 

 High Line Canal Trail 

Boulder, Colorado Boulder Creek Trail 

 U.S. 30 Bikeway 

Minneapolis, Minnesota Midtown Greenway 

 Cedar Lake Trail 

 Hiawatha Bike Trail 

 Dinkytown Greenway 

Boston, Massachusetts Rose Kennedy Greenway 

Toronto, Ontario Lake Shore Boulevard Greenway 

San Jose, California Guadalupe River Trail 

 Coyote Creek Trail 

Portland, Oregon  Eastbank Esplenade 

 Springwater Corridor 

 I 205 Multi-Use Path 

 Columbia Slough Trail 

 Marine Drive Trail 

Seattle, Washington Burke-Gilman Trail 
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 Interurban Trail 

 Mountains-to-Sound Greenway 

 Elliott Bay Trail 

New York, New York Bronx River Greenway 

 Hudson River Greenway 

 Brooklyn Waterfront Greenway 

 

 

 

 


