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It’s easy to pick out people who are not used to being on rail-trails. They walk on the wrong side (one should stay to the right) and spread across the trail, making it difficult for other people to pass.
That’s not a complaint, just an observation – a frequent one over the past few months. And it always brings a smile.

During our time when Pennsylvania was shut down and then gradually reopened, trails stayed open and offered one of the best, safest recreational outlets for people of all ages and physical conditions. People were using trails who either had never used them before or only very rarely.
At least that was my observation – but was limited to the couple of trails that I’d been on and to the times I’d been on them. Now, thanks to the Southern Alleghenies Planning and Development Commission, we have some empirical data to back up those observations.

Southern Alleghenies is a planning organization that covers Bedford, Blair, Cambria, Fulton, Huntington and Somerset counties. Outdoor recreational activities and resources are among its areas of interest.
In late 2018 and early 2019, Southern Alleghenies deployed nine infrared trail counters – one each on the Shuster Way Heritage Trail in Bedford, the James Mayer Riverwalk in Johnstown, the Path of the Flood in South Fork, the Old Pennsylvania Pike Trail in Breezewood, Somerset Lake in Somerset and Thousand Steps in Mapleton – and three at trailheads on the Huntingdon & Broad Top Trail in Riddlesburg, Cypher and Tatesville.
During 2019, the trail counters enabled Southern Alleghenies to establish initial counts for average visitors per month among other measurements on all of those trails. Which was serendipitous timing, because the 2019 data now can be used as baseline data to compare with counts of trail usage during the state shelter-at-home and yellow phases.
The results are impressive and document how dramatically and universally trail usage increased within our region during those periods.
The most-impressive results were seen on Thousand Steps, which is located along U.S. 22 near Mount Union. In 2019, visitors per month averaged 2,164.5 and the peak usage of 2,814 was in August.
During March of 2020 – the first month of the shutdown – 4,540 people walked the Thousand Steps. The numbers were 4,443 in April and 7,241 in May. The monthly average for that period was two and a half times the monthly average in 2019.

Two of the three H&BT Trail counts also showed dramatic increases. Tatesville’s counter reported counts of 571, 650 and 753 for March, April and May respectively, for a monthly average that was more than twice that recorded in 2019. Riddlesburg’s usage numbers were lower but still 84 percent higher than the prior year’s average.
The James Mayer Riverwalk (my “home” trail) usage numbers aren’t as dramatic but results there still were impressive. Compared to a 2019 monthly average of 696.8, a total of 827 people used the trail this March, 1,066 used it in April and 1,515 in May for an average of 1,136 – a 63 percent increase.
The Path of the Flood’s numbers were similar. Compared to a monthly average of 389.5 in 2019, the average was 623 for March through May of 2020 – a 60 percent increase.

The Shuster Way Heritage Trail also showed increased usage: 1,593 in March; 1,301 in April; and 1,685 in May; for an average monthly usage of 1,526, a 45 percent increase compared to the monthly average of 1,051 in 2019.

The other three trails had counts that read oddly, which suggests there may have been technical problems with those infrared counters.

But these snapshot comparisons of 2019 and 2020 usage numbers strongly suggest that many more people used trails as a much-needed recreational outlet during a very challenging period – rather dramatic evidence that trails are becoming increasingly important resources for our health and quality of life.
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