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October 21, 2025

To: Durham County Commissioners
From: Durham Open Space and Trails Commission (DOST)
Re: Durham-to-Roxboro Rail Trail

The Durham Open Space and Trails Commission (DOST) urges you to
support the acquisition of, and development plan for the Durham-to-Roxboro
rail trail. DOST members are appointed by the City Council and County
Commissioners to advise on the development of trails to provide recreational
and environmental benefits for all residents of Durham and Durham County.
We have determined that the Durham-to-Roxboro rail trail will be of
enormous benefit to Durham, and advise that you take advantage of this
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

This trail has been publicly discussed since the 1980’s, included in the 1991
Little River Corridor Open Space Plan, 2006 Durham County Capital
Improvement Plan, and 2011 Durham Trails and Greenways Master Plan.
Thousands of hours have been invested to imagine and develop plans so
that this trail can best serve all Durham residents. The current plan
incorporates extensive community input and engagement, and garnered the
support of 81% of residents attending public sessions. It is a collaborative
effort between multiple departments in Durham and Person Counties,
Federal and State partners, and national and local non-profit organizations.

This trail supports multiple goals that Durham has adopted, as it:

e Addresses multiple policy goals in the 2023 Comprehensive Plan
(CP) including Public Spaces and Recreation (Equitable, Safe and
Well-Maintained Public Spaces, Affordable and Intentional Activities
and Events), Environment (Equitable Access to Green Spaces),
Transportation (Healthy, Safe and Dignified Transportation,
Connectivity) and Education;

e Provides resources to underserved areas of Durham County, which
have neither sidewalks/shoulders, nor access to a nearby recreational
facility. Exercise is an important part of a healthy environment' for



Durham residents (CP Policy #103), and public trails promote
physical activity for those at highest risk for inactivity.? Walking on the
street is dangerous, and studies show that people in low-income
communities and communities of color suffer much higher pedestrian
and bicycling injury and fatality rates than the general population?;

e Promotes local history, culture, small farmers and other small
businesses. Trail waysides and entry points will provide information
on area history (CP Policy #29);

e Identifies and prioritizes innovative and beneficial uses of surplus land
to provide access to green space, recreation, cultural and historical
sites. (CP Action ltem #24, Environment and Public Spaces);

e Provides a framework to help connect other greenways and parks. By
connecting parks and trails to schools, it supports CP policy #158.

While most residents support the trail, 15% of those attending community
engagement sessions strongly oppose it. We take these residents’ concerns
seriously, but want to clarify certain key pieces of misinformation:

e Crime in public spaces is always a serious concern, but 40 years of
experience with existing trails in the US show that crime on rail trails
is lower than surrounding areas.*® In a comprehensive study of 255
rural rail trails, most trails had no reported crimes over a 2-year
period of study.® The data shows that residents are safer on rail trails
than %2 mile away! The current plan incorporates lessons learned to
make new trails even safer.

e Data shows that rural rail trails have good usage and are a highly
valued amenity.>® With no sidewalks and shoulders, County residents
would walk more if they had access to a nearby, safe place to walk.’

e The rail corridor is 100 feet wide and heavily wooded, combined with
setbacks, buffers, and minimum lot sizes required by the UDO, which
are particularly large in the rural tiers. The American Tobacco Trail
demonstrates how a properly designed rail trail minimizes intrusions
on neighboring property owners. The Durham County Transportation
Office offered critics in North Durham a tour on the Tobacco trail, but
nobody participated.®

e The majority of trail funding will come from State and Federal grants,
local cost sharing and philanthropies; money which cannot be used
for other purposes. Multiple studies have shown that public rail trails
have a huge economic return on investment®, an annual average
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return of $100,000 per mile, and benefits worth at least 3 times the
cost.'®" The American Tobacco Trail, for example, is a substantial
economic engine and reduces health care spending.®

The responsibilities you have assigned to DOST include fostering the wise
use of the City's and County's natural resources and involving all segments
of the Durham community; the Durham-to-Roxboro trail fits these criteria
superbly. We urge you to take advantage of this valuable opportunity to
acquire and develop the rail trail to benefit the health and wellbeing of all
Durham City and County residents for generations to come.

Sincerely,

Maureen Quinlan, Chair, Durham Open Space and Trails Commission
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