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2. Creating and
Managing Greenway
and Trail Organizations

Forming the Organization

An agency or non-governmental organization (NGO)
may take the lead on a greenway or trail project, or
citizens may band together to form an ad hoc committee
to start the process. Either the manager assigned by the
agency, staff of the NGO, or a volunteer from the grass
roots level will need to provide leadership from this stage
onward. Leadership is the key ingredient in
transforming vision into reality.

The ideal candidate for project leader will have strong
communication skills and ability to foster teamwork.
He or she will have knowledge of how government
works and an understanding of local politics. The leader
will also be a person who is sensitive to the needs and
desires of many different types of users and who has
tenacity and patience. The leader must be open to
continual learning.
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Duties will include but not be limited to: understanding
the vision and the overall process and articulating them
to others; guiding planning to accomplish each step;
obtaining commitments and support; building
relationships and partnerships; and building an
organization or coalition of organizations. The leader
will also conduct meetings and make presentations.

No one person is likely to have all the abilities and
personal resources to carry an entire greenway or trail
project single-handed. The most important thing to
realize is that much of the work will be done by a team
of interested people from all walks of life and in
cooperation with professionals from numerous agencies.
To do that, the leader must concentrate on building the
organization and effective parmerships.

The organization, agency, team, or coalition engaged
in the project will need to recruit other people with the
necessary talent and commitment to undertake specific
tasks at each stage of the project. Some of those tasks
are listed below.

Recruiting Initial Support - In a citizen-led effort, the
person or persons with the original vision may spread
that vision informally among friends, colleagues, and
families. Often fellow members of an existing club or
organization are recruited as the first enthusiastic
supporters. Begin by gathering to discuss the
possibilities. Take a trip together through or along the
corridor, being careful not to trespass. Discuss your
vision of what you could be looking at. Accept input
from everyone. If people begin to contribute their own
ideas at this early stage, they are more likely to remain
involved with the project.

Forming a Steering Committee - When a project is
being led by an existing agency or NGO, form a steering
committee. While you will welcome all those with

interest in the project as supporters, and possibly as
members in an organization, “hand pick” the steering
committee members based on their talents, abilities,
resources and commitment. Try to recruit representatives
of all the communities along the corridor and
representatives of potential user groups. Be sure to
include residents in the neighborhood of the corridor
and individuals in the business and civic communities
as well.

The management agencies for any independently
managed properties such as preserves, parks, and state
forests in the corridor should be invited to steering
committee meetings.

Defining a Purpose - A very important task at the first
meeting of the Steering Committee is to define a purpose.
Is your mission to convert a rail line to a trail, tumn it
over to the county recreation department and then
disband? Is it to foster and promote greenways
throughout a certain geographic region indefinitely?

The one who convenes the meeting may continue to
act as chairperson or a chairperson may be elected. A
recorder or secretary should be appointed. Although
informal steering committees most often operate by
consensus in making decisions, some decisions are
important for future reference and should be recorded
in minutes.

Choosing a Name - Another early job of the steering
committee is to select a name for the greenway or trail.
Name selection is important since it will distinguish the
corridor from others, and will often be the very first
words anyone hears about your project. It will denote
the function of the corridor and connote something of
local history, culture, and landscape. Begin using the
name as soon as possible to build an identity for the
corridor.
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Obtaining Non-profit Status - If an existing not-for-
profit group or government agency does not take the
lead on a greenway or trail project, a separate non-profit
organization will need to be formed to raise funds by
charitable contribution, receive grants, and hold titles
and easements. Section 501(c)(3) of the US Internal
Revenue Code of 1986, defines and limits the activities
and benefits for directors and officers of not-for-profit
organizations. For more information visit the IRS
website at http://www.irs.ustreas.gov.

Your organization will need to file articles of
incorporation and adopt formal by-laws. You should
obtain legal advice to guide you in the process. The
organization formed may be a trail conservancy, a land
trust, or an alliance of other organizations. You may
consult with the other not-for-profit organizations in
your area for advice, but there are some basic reasons
for organizing as a corporation. One very important
reason is so that the organization members are protected
from personal liability in the operation of the facility
and so that liability insurance can be obtained where
necessary. You will also need to be a corporation to
hire personnel, enter into contracts, and borrow money
for development or operations.

Tax-exempt status begins with filing under Sections
170(h) and 501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code.
To receive tax-exempt status, earnings must not accrue
to the directors, officers, members, or anyone else.
Certain types of lobbying and political activities are also
regulated. To file, you should request Forms 1023 and
1024 as well as Publication 557 from the IRS.
Publication 557 will guide you through the necessary
forms. Beware of using the word foundation in your
application or as part of your organization name.
Foundations do not enjoy all the tax benefits that public
charities do. The IRS awards tax-exempt status
retroactively to the date of filing. You should be able to

start accepting deductible donations as of this date, but
confirm this with your lawyer or the IRS.

Sharing Your Vision - Sharing the vision means
reaching out to key members of the community and to
the general public with information about your proposed
project. This may involve introducing these persons to
the concept of greenways and trails for the first time
and educating them about their benefits. Support will
ultimately come primarily from those who intend to use
the greenway or trail, but non-users can also be important
allies. Community leaders and individuals with an
interest in overall quality of life and the economic
development potential of the community may provide
key support without having a personal interest in using
the facility.

Building, Strengthening, and
Managing Your Organization

Building, strengthening, and managing your
organization effectively involves not only attracting and
maintaining members, but also deciding on a
management structure for the organization and
developing and implementing a strategic plan. Most
greenway and trail groups handle these diverse tasks
by finding individuals to take the responsibility, or by
forming subcommittees. The paragraphs below include
information on key tasks.

Recruiting Supporters, Members, and Volunteers -
The minimum level of individual support is simple
approval of your concept and endorsement of your plan.
At a higher level of support, you want people to join a
greenway or trail organization, and participate in
meetings and events. At the most enthusiastic level of
support, citizens will become active volunteers and
provide sustained efforts in making the vision a reality.
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It takes time, energy, and money to recruit supporters,
members, and volunteers. Interested citizens can
demonstrate their support by attending public meetings
and writing letters. Membership dollars and donations
can provide operating capital, and volunteers can
provide labor on all types of activities and connections
to the community. Potential supporters, members, and
volunteers may be solicited through articles in the paper,
interviews onradio and TV, and presentations to clubs
and organizations. Volunteers may be recruited from
agencies such as the Retired Senior Volunteer Program
(RSVP) and the Service Corps of Retired Executives
(SCORE). Consult your local telephone directory for
contacts.

Holding On to Supporters, Members, and Volunteers
- If it takes effort to recruit citizens to your cause, it
takes even more to hold on to them. The cost of initially
recruiting a member and processing the membership
may be such that no net income is realized by the
organization until that member renews or is persuaded
to give at a higher level.

Public Relations/Marketing - Writing, editing, layout,
and design; photography and videography; publishing;
public speaking; and creating audio and video tapes are
capabilities that will be needed by the organization. An
individual or individuals with media experience or
public relations training should be recruited to lead this
effort.

Fundraising - Grant writing, charitable foundation
work, organizing fundraising events, and designing and
marketing logo-bearing merchandise are required for
the organization to succeed. A well-known community
fundraiser should be recruited to lead this effort.

Work Projects - Clean-ups, preparing large mailing,
distributing materials, construction projects, staffing

events, and assisting with inventories will reqmre special
effort to organize and execute. Scouting groups, RSVP,
and civic organizations, such as the Jaycees, can be
recruited to assist with specific projects.

Managing the Organizational Structure - Managing
the organization involves tasks such as convening
meetings, providing information, raising operating
funds, maintaining an office, and offering membership
services. You will want the most efficient management
possible so that valuable resources can be focused on
the greenway or trail project itself.

Consider hiring a consulting firm for management, or
cooperating with an existing non-profit group. This
may be more cost-effective than establishing your own
office and staff and will take advantage of the contacts
and expertise of people already in the field.

Creating the Strategic Plan - If you are building an
organization, it is useful to develop a written strategic
plan. When your members, partners, and other
stakeholders see that a firm plan to undertake specific
actions is in place, their enthusiasm can be tuned into
active participation. The plan should come from the
stakeholders with the aid of an experienced facilitator.

Creating the Vision is the process of determining what
the organization should be in the future.

The mission statement is the first step in a strategic
planning process. It states how the common interest of
those involved is intended to be turned into action.

Defining goals is the second step in the process. Goals
may include acquiring land, creating interpretive
programs, strengthening the organization, making the
public aware of the benefits of greenways and trails,
and connecting to other organizations. A goal is a
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