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Trails add value to new homes 

What community amenity gives the developer/builder the highest return on the investment in 
new homes for the real estate market? 

By Randy Martin 
Trailscape.net 

IN THE LAST FEW YEARS, it has become clear 

that natural surface trails are the lowest-cost 

amenity for a developer to build and 
maintain. More importantly, however, is that 

in surveys across the nation, trails are the 

most popular amenity preferred by home 
buyers and usually consume very little 

residual (buildable) land. 

Given those advantages, it is surprising how  

little serious consideration has been given to 
such a high-yielding amenity. In this 

challenging market, we believe it is time that 

trails are given the respect they deserve. 

With the help of Merit Property Management  

and The Planning Center, we have compiled a 
 

list of amenities with estimates of cost, and 

cost per unit for construction and 
maintenance. We have also indicated the 

results of an American Lives survey of the 

popularity of various amenities. Of course, 
the actual costs will adjust depending on limitless variables, but what is most important is the 

comparison of one amenity to another, in both the cost category as well as desirability.  

 

What is astounding is that for an initial cost well under $1,000 per unit and a maintenance cost of 
less than $1 per month per unit, a project can have the amenity that 80 percent of buyers want— 

natural surface trails.  

Based on only a three percent increase in value to the homes by the addition of the most popular 

amenity, a $520,000 investment would yield $7,200,000 in value.  

This represents a return of 14 times the investment! In most cases, this value would be realized 

during sellout, through higher sales rates rather than higher prices. 

A recent survey shows that 79% of home buyers 
want walking and biking paths 
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Common concerns regarding natural surface trails 

“We don’t have enough land.” Trails are best built on slopes where homes are not built, so little 

land is lost. You might also look outside your property. With some effort and a little cash, you 
may be able to get easements across the neighbor’s property as long as you are willing to let 

them use your trails.  

“What about liability?” Most liability is covered by the Recreational Use Statutes in your state. 

Whatever liability is left can be covered reasonably by insurance. See Trailscape.net for a link.  

“Our land is flat.” Natural surface trails are not a great option on flat land; however, if you have 

a way to generate excess dirt (such as by digging a lake) you can use the dirt to build a large 
enough berm to make natural surface trails.  

“We only have a few lots.” Natural surface trails start to make financial sense with as few as 10 
home sites.  

It has been our experience that developers often assume that existing farm or fire roads on 
adjacent land will suffice as trails. While any access to nature will be greatly appreciated, trails that 

have been designed and engineered to meet the needs of a wide variety of user groups will 

maximize the value to the customer. 

 

If executed well, people will drive across town to experience the trails. Trails can also provide an 

alternative transportation network to schools, shopping, or visits with neighbors— that can address 

the concerns of the growing segment of the population that is eager to reduce car trips because of 
high gas prices and environmental issues. 

Great trails require thoughtful design and construction by people who are specifically trained and 
experienced in the engineering of sustainable trail networks. In addition, having an experienced 

marketing company demonstrate the benefits of trails will help maximize the value. The bottom line 
is that there is no better low-cost/high-impact amenity than natural surface trails. Trailscape has 

developed experience and expertise implementing a sought-after trail system in several 

communities. 

About the Author 

Randy, an avid cyclist and trail runner, is a development partner on two California projects on the 

edge of the Sierras where natural surface trails are a primary amenity. He can be reached at 

Randy@trailscape.net or (530) 852-5155. The website is at Trailscape.net. and several movies are 
available at www.youtube.com/trailscape. 
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