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Background
The development of multi-purpose recreational trails has become an increasingly popular
phenomenon in communities across the country. Since the early 1990s, numerous successful
trail development projects have been employed throughout the country, and trends suggest that
trail usage is increasingly popular in communities that have developed trail systems. These
systems may be used for recreation, commuting, or as green space providing habitat for a variety
of birds and small animals. Agencies at all levels of government have made commitments to
developing viable trail systems. Within the De Kalb urban area, the De Kalb-Sycamore Area
Transportation Study (DSATS) coordinates all transportation-related projects. This area includes
the City of De Kalb, City of Sycamore, Town of Cortland, and Northern Illinois University.
Objective
As part of its transportation planning responsibility, DSATS maintains the Bike and Pedestrian
Plan for the region. The current plan contains existing trails and proposed future trails based on
potential residential growth. However, DSATS did not have up-to-date information on trail
usage by community members, or information on current conditions of the existing recreation
trails. The main objectives of this project were to: 1) provide estimates of trail usage through
average daily traffic counts at select trail sites; 2) survey community members on the nature and
frequency of their use of recreational trails; and 3) survey Northern Illinois University student
populations on their awareness and usage of community recreational trails. This project was
conducted by students in the Department of Geography at Northern Illinois University enrolled
in the fall semester class, GEOG 490/690, Community Geography.
Project Design
The first objective of the project was to provide average daily traffic count data for select trails.
With input from DSATS staff, three trail locations were chosen for data collection: at Hopkins
Park Trail in De Kalb, along the De Kalb – Sycamore Trail (also known as the Peace Rd. trail)
between De Kalb and Sycamore, and at the head of the Great Western Trail in Sycamore.
Observations were conducted in two-hour intervals over a three week period, with the main
focus on weekday usage. The second and third project objectives were undertaken through the
use of Internet-based surveys. This mode of data collection was chosen because of its potential
to reach the broadest segment of community residents, as well as Northern Illinois University
student populations. The surveys were designed to collect a variety of quantitative and
qualitative data. Both surveys were reviewed and approved by the Northern Illinois University
Office of Research Compliance as human subjects research. The surveys were advertised on the
NIU campus and at local libraries, grocery stores, and recreational facilities – including both the
De Kalb and Sycamore Park Districts and the YMCA. Links to the trail usage survey were also
provided online through the DSATS, De Kalb Park District, and Sycamore Park District
websites.
The Surveys
Two separate surveys were created to address objectives (2) and (3) of the project. Both were
created and posted online through Survey Monkey (www.surveymonkey.com) using an account
held by Dr. Krmenec. The first survey, referred to as the Trail Usage Survey, focused on

frequency of trail use, how residents use the trails, their purpose (recreation vs. commuting), and
perceived needs for trail improvement. The latter included an open-ended response item where
survey participants could comment on specific improvement needs or general concerns. The
second survey, referred to as the Trail Awareness Survey, targeted only NIU students. The main
questions there asked whether the respondent used any of the community trails, whether they
were aware of each of the main trails in the trail system, and what sorts of information or
improvements would likely increase their usage of the trail system. Individual questions in both
surveys are revealed, along with a summary of responses, in the Data Results section below.
Geospatial Data
The geospatial data for the maps produced in this project report came from a variety of
different sources. Most of the geospatial base data were obtained from DSATS, with origin
either from the City of De Kalb or De Kalb County. Though otherwise of sound quality, the trail
geospatial data from DSATS were incomplete. Missing were the Dresser Road Trail, completed
in 2010, and the portion of the De Kalb – Sycamore Trail running from IL-23 north to Il-64.
Geospatial data for the Dresser Road Trail were compiled by Dr. Krmenec using differential
GPS equipment (Topcon GMS-2 with CORS beacon correction); data for the De KalbSycamore Trail were digitized by Dr. Krmenec from 1-meter resolution, 2010 NAIP imagery.
Data Results
The results from the traffic count, Trail Usage and Trail Awareness surveys are summarized in
this section.
1) Recreation Trail Traffic Counts
The following charts and graphs summarize traffic count observations on three recreation trails:
Hopkins Park/De Kalb Kiwanis Trail, De Kalb – Sycamore Trail, and the Great Western Trail.
Before reviewing the results, it is important to note, first, that traffic counts were conducted at a
single point on each trail and, second, that traffic count survey coverage was not uniform across
the three survey sites. Usage of the Great Western Trail was recorded over five 2-hour blocks.
Traffic counts were conducted at the De Kalb – Sycamore Trail sampling location over nine 2hour blocks of time. Finally, traffic counts were conducted at the Hopkins Park site for a total of
fifteen 2-hour sampling periods.
Bicycling was the predominant mode of usage at all three sampling sites, ranging from a high of
48% on the De Kalb-Sycamore Trail to a low of 33% at Hopkins Park on the De Kalb Kiwanis
Trail. 30% of users were engaged in jogging/running on the De Kalb – Sycamore Trail, versus
23% at Hopkins Park and 21 % on the Great Western Trail. Nearly as many persons were
observed walking at Hopkins Park (30%) as bicycling (33%). However, walkers constituted less
than 21% of trail users on the Great Western and De Kalb- Sycamore trails. Modest numbers of
skaters were observed at the Hopkins Park (14%) and Great Western trail sites (12%). Bicycling
was the predominant usage mode on both the Great Western and De Kalb – Sycamore trails
across all sampling periods and dates at both sites. Other than that, there is no consistent pattern
in trail use mode across all sampling days and times at any of the trail sampling sites.
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For planning and engineering purposes, traffic count data are usually standardized to control for
variable lengths of survey observations. Such standardization is particularly important in the
context of these trail usage data as the total hours spent the Hopkins Park trail site are triple the
hours spent at the Great Western Trail site. The map below shows standardized traffic counts at
the three trail sites in terms of # persons per hour. This measure is calculated as the total count
of person traffic, across all survey days and times, divided by the total number of hours spent at
each site. As is shown in the map legend, the Great Western Trail and the De Kalb – Sycamore
Trail (at Barber Greene Rd) both average 7 persons per hour whereas the De Kalb Kiwanis Trail
at Hopkins Park averages 31 persons per hour. The larger volume of traffic at Hopkins Park
owes to several factors. First, Kiwanis Trail at Hopkins Park is easily accessible from several
residential neighborhoods. Second, at this location the trail provides access to a variety of retail
and other services. Third, the park itself may be a destination because of its natural settings and
recreational activities. In contrast, the Great Western and De Kalb – Sycamore trails are more
rural/remote and less connected to residential neighborhoods. Given its location and natural
setting, the Great Western Trail is more likely to be an end-destination for users than is the De

Kalb - Sycamore Trail. However, at certain times of day and/or days of the week, commuting
traffic is more likely observed on the De Kalb – Sycamore and De Kalb Kiwanis trails.

2) The Trail Usage Survey
The first question of the trail usage survey asked respondents to identify their place of residence.
As is shown here, the majority of respondents answered De Kalb (63.6%). Nearly 24% of
respondents answered Sycamore and less than 3% answered Cortland.

The next set of questions are similar in composition, with the first part asking if the respondent
or members of their household used a specific trail and the second part asking how often they
used the trail. If the respondent’s answer to the first part of the question was “No,” then the
survey automatically skipped them over the second part asking frequency of use. The online
survey included map images of each trail or trail section so that those unfamiliar with trail names
could identify the trail in question. The trails, and trail segments, identified in these questions
included: 1) the Great Western Trail; 2) the Sycamore Bike Path; 3) the De Kalb – Sycamore
Trail (3 segments); the De Kalb Kiwanis Trail (4 segments); the De Kalb Nature Trail; the
Dresser Road Trail; and the Mason Park – Devonaire Farms trail. Note that the percentage using
or not using the trail/trail segment is based on the number of complete responses. The number
skipping the question ranged from 25 to over 70. Questions relating to trails or trail segments
later in the survey tended to be skipped more than those listed near the beginning of the survey.
Usage of each of the trails or trail segments is detailed in the graphics below. As these are both
Sycamore trails, it is notable that the proportions of respondents reporting that they use the trails
are both significantly greater than the proportion of respondents from Sycamore. Such a result is
not surprising for the Great Western Trail as that facility is used by runners, bikers and nature
enthusiasts from throughout the county. Note that there is nearly a 50-50 split between users and
non-users of the Sycamore Bike Path. Several responses to the trail improvement question cited
lack of on-road signage as an impediment to use of the Sycamore Bike Path.

These graphics show that the main sections of the De Kalb – Sycamore Trail have a fairly high
rate of usage. More than 50% of respondents indicated that they used the sections between IL-64
and Bethany Rd. and between Bethany Rd. and Pleasant St in De Kalb. Nearly 50% also
reported using the section between Barber Greene Rd. (Tails) and IL-23. This is the one trail
cited most in the improvement question as having serious maintenance problems. In fact, both
the Bethany –to- Pleasant and Barber Greene –to- IL-23 trail segments were cited by respondents
as needing immediate maintenance.
The next series of graphs report respondents’ usage of various segments of the De Kalb Kiwanis
Trail, from Hopkins Park at its northern-most extent to Lions Park at Taylor Street. The De Kalb
Kiwanis Trail is the most popular of all trails in the De Kalb – Sycamore area. Roughly 2/3 of
all respondents indicated that they used segments of the trail from Greenwood Acres to Hopkins
Park, from Hopkins Park to N 1st Street at Clinton Rosette Middle School, and from N 1st Street
to NIU’s east lagoon. Nearly 50% also reported using that segment of the trail between Prairie
Park and Lions Park. Several respondents cited the Kiwanis Trail, particularly around Hopkins
Park, as the crown jewel of the community’s trail system. However, many also noted perceived
safety and security concerns with the trail segment running through Prairie Park; all of those
negative comments occurred in survey responses received after the report of a body discovered
in Prairie Park in late October. Regardless of the unfortunate event from this fall associated with

Prairie Park, several respondents did indictate positive e impressions of this latter segment of the
Kiwanis Trail, and especially for its natural setting.

The three remaining trails for which respondents were queried on usage are the De Kalb Nature
Trail, the Dresser Road Trail, and the Mason Park – Devonaire Farms Trail. According to
respondent comments, these three were seen as the least connected to other community trails. Of
these three, the De Kalb Nature Trail has the greatest utilization. Indeed, this trail ranks second
behind the De Kalb Kiwanis Trail for proportion of respondents reporting use of the trail, at
slilghtly more than 60%. The other two trails have the lowest usage rates, with Dresser Road at
about 18% and Mason Park-Devonaire Farms at roughly 24%. Besides being two of the newest
trails, they are also least accessible from other system trails.

The next series of questions in the Trail Usage Survey address how people use the community’s
recreational trails. In terms of mode, the most popular usage of the trails is for bicycling. More
than ¾ of all respondents indicate that they bicycle on one or more trails. Next most popular was
walking, at 55%, followed by running/jogging at 41%. This question was formatted to allow
more than one response; hence the response percent totals is greater than 100%.

The vast majority of respondents (88.8%) indicate that they use community trails primarily for
exercise or relaxation. Eleven percent report that they use the trails primarily for commuting.
The second graphic below shows the distribution of trip types for those reporting their primary
use as commuting. Again this question was formatted to be skipped if the respondent answered
exercise/relaxation as their primary use. Of the 21 survey respondents using the trails for
commuting, a majority reported trisp to/from work, trips for shopping, visiting friends, and travel
for sports or entertainment activities as major purposes for their commutes.

The final question in the Trail Usage Survey asked respondents their perception of the one or two
major needs for the community trail system. Possible answers included access, connectivity,
maintenance, crossing traffic intersections, nearby traffic speed or volume, trail congestion,
visibility, personal safety, trail maps, and other. By far the most cited need was for improved
connectivity between trails. 68% of those responding to this question checked connectivity as
one of their responses. The second-most cited need was trail maintenance, checked by 38% of
respondents. Tied for third in terms of needs were personal safety and trail maps, recorded by
29% of respondents. Close to 1/5 of respondents noted access to trails and crossing traffic
intersections as among the greatest needs. Less that 14% of respondents indicated visbility as a
concern and less than 6% noted nearby traffic, trail congestion, or other as greatest needs.

Those that responded to the trail needs question were invited to submit specific comments in an
open-ended response box. As one might imagine, the comments were quite varied in scope and
detail. However, we were able to group respondents’ comments into three main themes: those
focused on connectivity; those addressing maintenance concerns; and those relating to personal
safety. Those groupings of comments, corrected in most instances for spelling or typographical
errors, are presented in the Appendix to this report.
Estimates of Trail Traffic Volume
Each of the questions in the second part of the Trail Usage Survey on whether the respondent
used a specific trail included a follow-up question asking how often they, or their household used
the trail during an average week. Responses were collected in an open-ended question, thereby
allowing all manner of numeric responses. Though not as reliable as actual traffic count data,
these self-reported usage volumes provide yet another perspective on how often the community’s
trails are used. So as to provide some measure of standardization, we summarize these selfreported data in a series of trail traffic maps. The following series of maps illustrate the number
of respondents reporting that they used the trail, or trail segment: i) less than once a week; ii) 1 to
3 times per week; iii) 4 to 6 times per week; iv) 1 to 2 times per day (reported as 7 – 14 times per
week); and v) more 2 times per day. We also include a map showing the average frequency of

trail use per week among all respondents, calculated as the total number of reported trail uses
divided by the number or respondents reporting any numeric quantity of use.

This first map illustrates what might best be labeled “sporadic” users of the trails. These are
individuals that use a trail or trail segment less than once a week. The map shows fewer sporadic
users on the Mason Park –Devonaire Farms Trail, the Dresser Road Trail and the Sycamore Bike
Path. Higher numbers of sporadic users are found all along the De Kalb Kiwanis Trail, on the
De Kalb Nature Trail, on the main segment of the De Kalb – Sycamore Trail, on the Lowes –toTAILS segment of the De Kalb – Sycamore Trail, and on the Great Western Trail.
The next two maps show the relative number of users reporting 1-3 trail trips and 4-6 trail trips
per week. These could be called more regular users of the trail. In both maps, we see that the De
Kalb Nature Trail and the De Kalb Kiwanis Trail between Hopkins Park and Greenwood Acres
Drive have the higher volumes of regular users. Note that the data scale in the legend is unique
to each map. Thus, for example, all data five categories on the 4-6 times per week map would
fall in the lowest volume data category on the 1-3 times per week map. Comparing the data
legends across all maps, however, shows that vast majority of respondents use any trail or trail
segment at least once a week, but no more than three times per week.
The last two maps illustrate use patterns among those using the trail daily or multiple times per
day. Notice the data scale in the legends of both of these maps. The overall number of very
frequent trail users is small. Again the De Kalb Nature Trail emerges as having the highest
number of daily users, followed by the De Kalb Kiwanis Trail between Greenwood Acres Drive
and Hopkins Park and between Prairie Park and Lions Park. The De Kalb Kiwanis Trail
between NIU and N. 1st Street (Clinton Rosette Middle School) has the highest number of very
high frequency users ( more than twice per day).
The final map illustrates average number of trail uses per week, per respondent that reported
using that trail or trail segment. Here we see that the De Kalb Kiwanis Trail between NIU and
N. 1st Street (Clinton Rosette Middle School) has the highest trip count per week. The De Kalb
Nature Trail, the De Kalb Kiwanis Trail between N. 1st St and Hopkins Park, and two segments
of the De Kalb – Sycamore Trail (from IL-23 to Barber Greene Rd. and from Bethany Rd. to IL64) have the next highest average trip counts per week. The lowest average trip counts per user
are seen on the Dresser Rd. Trail and on the Great Western Trail.

3) The Awareness Survey
The second survey was designed for NIU students to document their awareness and usage of
community recreational trails. This survey consisted of five questions: one on awareness, two on
usage, and two on the potential for increasing student usage. The awareness survey was posted
online, similar to the Trail Usage Survey. Posters advertising the survey were distributed across
campus, in academic and non-acedemic buildings, in residence halls, and at campus bus stop
kiosks. Unlike with the Trail Usage survey, there was no opportunity to advertise the awareness
survey on high volume websites frequented primarily by students. Consequently, the overall
response rate to this survey was extremely low. A total of 49 individuals participated in the
survey.
The first question in the survey asked the respondent how familiar they were with local
recreation trails. This question purposefully did not identify any of the community’s recreation
trails by name. Not surprisingly, close to 50% of survey respondents reported that they were
unfamiliar with the community’s recreation trail system. 28% indicated that they were
somewhat familiar and 21% indicated that they were moderately familiar with local recreation
trails.

The next question in the awareness survey asked respondents if they used any of the local
recreation trails. In this case specific trails were identified. Respondents were given the choice
of three answer option: yes, they used that trail; no, they did not use it; and no, they were not
familiar with the trail. The final answer option was included as a check against responses to the
awareness question (q1) and as a means to elicit more information about awareness of individual
recreation trails in the community. The summary of responses to this questions show that
majority of NIU students are largely unaware of local trails. Roughly 60% indicated that they
were unfamiliar with the De Kalb – Sycamore Trail and the Sycamore Bike Path. Close to 2/3
indicated they were unfamiliar with the De Kalb Nature Trail and De Kalb Kiwanis Trail. And
close to ¾ indicated that they were unfamiliar with the Great Western Trail, the Dresser Road
Trail, and the Mason Park – Devonaire Farms Trail.

The majority of respondents reported that they did not use any of the trails. The one exception
was that 55.1% of the respondents reported that they used the NIU east campus trail (the portion
of the De Kalb Kiwanis Trail running through campus). Smaller numbers of students reported
using the De Kalb Kiwanis Trail (24%) and the De Kalb Nature Trail (22%).
The second usage question asked respondents how they used the trails (mode of use). Here, the
vast majority reported walking as their primary mode (73%), followed by bicycling (51%) and
running/jogging (39%). The percentages for walking vs. bicycling reported by NIU students are
roughly opposite what community members reported in the Trail Usage Survey. However, the
percentages indicating running/jogging are nearly equal. That more students report walking on
the trail, as opposed to bicycling, probably speaks to their more limited transportation options.

The next two questions focus on students’ potential use of the community’s trails. If NIU
students knew more about the trails in the area, 40.8% of respondents said they would definitely
use the trails. 49% of respondents said they would possibly use the trails and the remaining
10.2% report that they would still not be inclined to use the trails.
The final question in this survey asked students what could be done to improve their awareness
and usage of trails. The two most popular responses, recorded by 81% and 73% of respondents,
were trail signs and trail maps. Given that most students indicated that they were unaware of

community trails and that most indicated a lack of familiarity with specific trails, this result is
logical. More than half of those surveyed said that if trails were improved to incorporate
connectivity between trails, usage would increase. Of those surveyed, 37.5% said adding more
trails and bike paths in the area would increase usage and awareness of existing trails. This
question also correlates with improving connectivity between trails. Just 20.8% reported that
there is a need for bike and stroller carriers on Huskie busses. Finally, 2.1% reported that some
other factor would increase awareness and usage of area trails.

Project Limitations and Recommendations
This project was undertaken by a team of students in the Fall 2010, Community Geography
course (GEOG 490/690) at Northern Illinois University. The project was constrained in several
non-trivial ways by the timing of the semester and the availability of the students. Ideally, both
the traffic count and trail usage surveys should be conducted during the summer or early fall.
And separate traffic count survey should be conducted for weekday and weekend usage patterns.
Should the project be extended or repeated, we would recommend the development and use of a
more standardized traffic counting process on the trails. For example, traffic counts should be
taken on every trail in the area. In order to get a more comprehensive viewpoint of trail usage,
background literature suggests counts should be taken on each trail at the same time on multiple
days. Both of these objectives could conceivably be addressed with an automated traffic count
technology designed for pedestrians/bicyclists. Because of the time frame of this project (fall)
and the nature of a community that contains university, traffic counts could also be repeated in
the summer months to reflect changes in usage. A future project may want to focus on seasonal
patterns of trail usage, particularly summer vs. fall usage.
In regards to the usage and awareness surveys, both were operationalized through an Internet
(fee-based) survey service. Both surveys ran for four weeks, which should have been more than
sufficient to capture a broad spectrum of targeted populations. However, the vast differential in
number of responses points to questions of advertising/promotion effectiveness. Both surveys
were advertised publicly via paper posters with tear-offs containing the survey URL address.
The trail usage survey was also advertised on the DSATS website, as well as sites hosted by the
De Kalb and Sycamore park districts. Still, the vast majority of usage respondents were De Kalb
citizens. More effort could have always been made to reach out to Sycamore and Cortland
community groups, including school groups, PTAs, and sports/recreational clubs in the three
communities. Should the trail awareness portion of the project be repeated in the future, there
should be a greater effort in reaching out to the NIU students. Background literature suggests
various ways to incorporate the students’ voice. In order to get a more accurate reading of what
NIU students know about the trails, surveys could be given out in all residence halls. Students
could also be reached through various media formats such as official NIU email or websites,
large enrollment classes like UNIV 101, or the campus newspaper.

