BACKGROUNDER
Capital Trails Network Cost Estimate
Why predict the cost of the network?
The Capital Trails Coalition seeks to create an 800-miles-plus world-class network of multiuse trails that are
equitably distributed throughout the Washington, D.C., metropolitan region. The trail network is a key strategy
in an effort to create a healthier, more connected populace. With the third-highest amount of traffic in the
nation, Metropolitan Washington, D.C., drivers spend 102 hours each year in traffic delays. 1 This cost estimate is
the next step in supporting the completion of the Capital Trails Network and providing safe access to reliable
transportation and open space for the more than 6 million people in the region. As of 2019, 469 miles of the
Capital Trails Network were on the ground, and 408 miles of planned trails were identified to complete the
network. The Capital Trails Coalition and Rails-to-Trails Conservancy (RTC) collaborated to generate a cost
estimate to provide stakeholders with information necessary to help guide the complete of network trail gaps.

How was a cost estimate generated?
Representatives from the Capital Trails Coalition held meetings with government agency staff members in each
of the jurisdictions to gather actual costs from recently completed trail projects, as well as locally known project
cost estimates. Where estimated costs were not known locally, the team aggregated regional data, including
capital improvement plans and federal funding programs, to generate per-mile cost estimates. Cost estimates
were created for project categories based on location (e.g., urban, suburban and rural) and perceived difficulty
(easier, moderate or difficult). Current cost estimates do not include costs for potential right-of-way acquisition,
which will vary by project.

What is the cost estimate?
The estimated cost to complete the remaining segments of the Capital Trails Network is $1.1 billion. At 408
miles to go, that equates to approximately $2.7 million per mile. Ten percent of the cost estimate is funded or
has funds already appropriated, reducing the total cost to $1 billion. The top 20 most expensive projects within
the Capital Trails Network account for 50% of the cost estimate. Long-distance trails and complex urban projects
comprise the top 20 most expensive projects within the network and are not representative of average trail
project costs. The Coalition has identified 11 Priority Projects across the region that fit certain criteria, an
estimated cost of $189 million.

Table 1: Capital Trails Network Cost Estimates by Jurisdiction
Jurisdiction
Arlington County
City of Alexandria
District of Columbia
Fairfax County
Montgomery County
Prince George’s
County
TOTAL

Miles to Complete
9.9
6.1
46.5
69.8
39.2
236.5

Cost Estimate
$81,562,003
$61,350,694
$282,129,010
$182,956,944
$160,913,735
$331,604,075

408

$1,100,516,460
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Investing in the Capital Trails Network Brings Outsized Benefits
This project will be one of the most efficient investments that can be made in the Washington, D.C.,
metropolitan regional transportation network. This investment will create 800 miles of additional capacity for
$1.1 billion while delivering significant benefits with respect to health, sustainability and economic activity.
Based on RTC’s Active Transportation Transforms America study, the D.C. region stands to benefit from an
additional $500 million in annual health cost savings due to increasing access to active transportation and
physical activity through the build-out of the Capital Trails Network. Furthermore, according to the American
Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials, 17 full-time equivalent jobs are created for every
$1 million spent on building greenways, sidewalks and bicycle facilities (Figure 1).
This cost estimate can be used to help this investment gain support and momentum by:
•
•
•

Serving as a resource for trail managers to better predict the cost of design and construction associated
with in-network trail projects
Documenting actual project costs and estimates that can be used by local planners and trail advocates
as cost comparisons to make the case for funding trail projects
Monitoring funding for the Capital Trails Network and pushing for more funding to be included in
municipal, county, state and federal budgets

A network of multiuse trails is key to creating a healthier, more connected Washington, D.C., metropolitan
region. This cost estimate is the next step in supporting the completion of the Capital Trails Network and
providing open space and reliable transportation for the metropolitan area.

How do I find out more?
For questions about the cost estimate, contact Leah Gerber, trail planner coordinator for Rails-to-Trails
Conservancy, at leah@railstotrails.org.
To learn more about the Capital Trails Network, visit the Capital Trails Coalition website at
capitaltrailscoalition.org, or contact Katie Harris, trails coalition coordinator for the Washington Area Bicyclist
Association, at katie.harris@waba.org.
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