II. Introduction
A. Project Scope
The purpose of this study is to assess the feasibility of and to prepare preliminary planning
documents for the establishment of a continuous 15.5 mile greenway/multi-use trail along the
west bank of the Schuylkill River in Upper Merion Township, Bridgeport Borough, West
Conshohocken Borough, Lower Merion Township and the City of Philadelphia.
The study recommends appropriate management entities to control, operate, and maintain the
Trail. Potential funding sources and development strategies are formulated and sequenced into a
phased Implementation Plan. These explorations include opinions of cost for acquisition,
development, and operation of the Trail.
The strategies laid out in this report will guide subsequent project development and
implementation actions by local governments, non-profit organizations, and the private sector.

B. Project Partners
The progress that has been achieved would not have been possible without the talent and vision
of the project’s many partners. These partners generously contributed their time and ideas
through participation on the Trail Study Committee and numerous other meetings and site visits.
Funding for this study has been generously provided by two grants from The Pennsylvania
Department of Conservation & Natural Resources (DCNR) with matching funds from the
municipalities of Lower Merion, Upper Merion, Bridgeport, and West Conshohocken.
We particular appreciate the time, encouragement, and constructive criticism offered by the
officials and residents of Lower Merion, Upper Merion, Bridgeport, West Conshohocken, the
County of Montgomery, and the Fairmount Park Commission. We wish to thank as well as the
numerous property owners, agencies, residents, and other interested citizens along trail corridor
who spent much time with us both
in meetings and site visits, and who
provided much useful information
and many helpful observations.

C. Regional Context
The Schuylkill River West Trail’s
study corridor extends fifteen miles
through the suburban landscape of
Montgomery County, Pennsylvania.
The beginning and end-points of
the proposed trail are about four
and nineteen miles from Center
City, Philadelphia, a major eastcoast city of 1.5 million.
The
population of Montgomery County

Schuylkill River flows southeastward from Valley Forge
in this satellite view
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is three-quarters of a million, with much of that clustered in the southeastern portion.
Beginning at Valley Forge National Historical Park, heading generally southeast, the trail would
end at Falls Bridge, just downstream from the boundary with the City of Philadelphia. As its
name suggests, the trail would follow the west bank of the Schuylkill River to the extent possible.
As it flows the fifteen miles from Valley Forge National Historical Park to Falls Bridge, the
Schuylkill River passes through three distinct geologic zones. These have a direct bearing both
on the surrounding land forms, and on the land uses that have been established along the river.
Furthest north, roughly from Valley Forge to Bridgeport, the Schuylkill flows through Triassic
Lowlands. Bands of characteristic red shale and sandstone bedrock lie relatively flat, lending a
gently rolling character to the landscape. Next, from Bridgeport to West Conshohocken, the
Schuylkill traverses a transition zone marked by extensive limestone beds. Large-scale quarrying
of the limestone has been and continues to be a major activity in the area. Through these first
two geologic zones, the west bank of the Schuylkill River is for the most part level, gaining
altitude gradually as one moves away from the river’s edge.
The third geologic zone, from West Conshohocken to Falls Bridge, is the oldest – Precambrian
rock some 600 million years old. This Piedmont Upland has been enough of a barrier over a
long enough span of time that the Schuylkill River’s channel is offset a mile and a half by it,
resuming its southeasterly course at Riverbend. Of relevance to this study, are the narrowness of
the river valley through this zone, and the steepness of the valley.
Beginning with its settlement by Europeans
in the mid-seventeenth century, the banks
of the Schuylkill have served diverse uses
including mining, industry, and transportation. During the 1820s, the construction
of the Schuylkill Navigation allowed the
passage of canal boats. The Philadelphia
Germantown and Norristown Railroad
completed its line on the east side of the
Schuylkill River in 1835, followed shortly
by the Philadelphia & Reading Railroad’s
19th Century survey of Schuylkill river bank
line on the west side (through the Flat Rock
Tunnel) in 1840. This transportation infrastructure enabled early factory towns to thrive, among
them Bridgeport, West Conshohocken, and Pencoyd.
Downstream of West Conshohocken, River Road was once a continuous public road as far south
as West Manayunk (now called Belmont Hills). Occupying the thin strip of land between river
and railroad, River Road connected communities while offering access to the river. During the
1950s, the Schuylkill Expressway was cut into the valley wall, severing River Road in several
places. One of the goals of this study is to determine the feasibility of re-connecting the
abandoned sections and repurposing them as trails, while threading possible new alignments
through the remaining available land.
The opening of the Schuylkill Expressway in the 1950s facilitated the rapid development of
suburban housing tracts in southeastern Montgomery County. Unlike the older mill towns, many
postwar suburban subdivisions were built without safe pedestrian connections to the towns and
to each other. The result is a largely automobile-based landscape, where the high volume of
motor vehicle traffic makes pedestrian and bicycle trips unpleasant and frequently dangerous.
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D. Natural Environment
The Natural Resource Inventory and Assessment provided on the attached CD considers
potential impacts of trail construction on natural resources including woodlands, wildlife habitat,
wetlands and hydrology. Functional, scenic and amenity values are considered. The report also
makes recommendations for mitigation of impacts and restoration of disturbed landscapes. It is
anticipated that more detailed environmental inventories will be performed during the design
development phase. These inventories would precisely locate key habitat and vegetation
resources as well as degraded areas requiring regeneration.
Hydrology and storm drainage are areas of much public concern. Stream channels within the
watershed are in a degraded condition
characteristic of urbanized watersheds.
Improvement of water quality within
the Schuylkill River is an important
public policy objective. Untreated
runoff from I-76 and the Norfolk
Southern Railway are major sources
contributing
to
water
quality
degradation within the study area.
Stormwater runoff from these facilities
directly impacts downstream property
owners in some parts of the study area.
Trail construction could entail clearing
of
additional
woodland
and
impairment of the soil’s ability to retain
and infiltrate stormwater. It is
imperative that all trail construction
comply with township stormwater
management regulations.

Existing swale conveys untreated storm water discharges
from highway and railroad into Schuylkill. A comprehensive
approach to storm water design issues is required

The Schuylkill Action Network (http://www.schuylkillactionnetwork.org/) is a public interest
coalition with the following mission:
"To improve the water resources of the Schuylkill River watershed by working in
partnership with state agencies, local watershed organizations, water suppliers, local
governments, and the Federal government to transcend regulatory and jurisdictional
boundaries in the implementation of protection measures."
This organization can serve as a resource in strategically focusing and prioritizing water quality
protection and enhancement measures.
Reduced trail widths and use of pervious pavement materials are ways of reducing impacts to
slopes and woodlands. On steep slopes with shallow soils, the impacts of infiltrated groundwater
on downstream properties must be considered. Improvements to conveyance systems
discharging into a stable outfall may be appropriate at some locations.
Flat Rock Park in Lower Merion Township provides an example of possible synergies.
Construction of a linear trail through this park could be anticipated to impact visitation and
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usage. Development of a comprehensive plan for habitat enhancement and public appreciation
of this park would be a timely complement to this trail planning process.
Trail development can serve as a
catalyst for regeneration of disturbed
environments.
Landscape
and
environmental impacts of trail
development can be optimized
through
the
selection
of
an
appropriate alignment within the
corridor, application of best practices
for trail and stormwater design, and
through a strategic and synergistic
approach to additional landscape and
environmental restoration initiatives.
Possible benefits of trail development
include access for resource managers
permitting clean-up of rogue dump
sites,
stabilization
of
erosive
conditions, storm drainage improvements, and control of invasive
species, among others.

Existing rogue trail, Upper Merion Township.
Disturbed landscapes would be restored
as part of the proposed trail development

E. Goals and Objectives
This study assesses the feasibility of a recreational trail along the west side of the Schuylkill River
in Upper Merion Township, Bridgeport Borough, West Conshohocken Borough, Lower Merion
Township, and Philadelphia. The objectives of this study are to evaluate the feasibility of
proposed trail alignments, and where appropriate, make recommendations and formulate
preliminary designs to guide the creation of the Trail.

F. Trail Benefits
The Schuylkill River valley is
exceptionally rich with natural,
historical, and cultural assets. The
Schuylkill River West Trail would
enhance the quality of life for local
residents not only by providing for
recreation and appreciation of the
beauty of the landscape’s natural
scenery, but also by stimulating
economic
revitalization
of
the
traditional main streets in the valley’s
historic towns.

Trail users bring commerce to town centers.
Frosty Falls in Bridgeport will serve the Chester Valley Trail
and, if constructed, the Schuylkill River West Trail

Bringing the Trail through historic
commercial centers provides mutually for the benefit of the town and the trail users. Town
centers and their related businesses provide amenities to trail users in the form of restaurants,
hotels, shops and site-seeing. Thus, the Trail users bring a new source of income to help grow
current businesses and create opportunity for the development of new ones.
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Potential recreational business activ- ities that could be generated or expanded because of the
Trail include eateries, bed and breakfasts, bicycle rental, recreation activities, sightseeing
excursions, and bicycle related shops.
The proposed trail would enhance mobility and connectedness within Montgomery County. The
Trail would also provide safer walking and bicycle commuting opportunities to businesses, parks,
schools and the like.
Potential Connections to Other Trails and to Rail Lines
The proposed alignment of the Schuylkill River West Trail connects with a number of existing
and proposed trails. At its northern and southern ends, it would meet with the existing Schuylkill
River Trail. Open today between Center City Philadelphia and Phoenixville, PA, as well as in
other areas to the north, the SRT will ultimately stretch 128 miles north to the headwaters of the
Schuylkill. The northern terminus of the Schuylkill River West Trail, at Valley Forge National
Historical Park, would connect directly with the Park’s network of multi-use trails. Nearby are
connections to the Audubon Loop Trail and the 19-mile long Perkiomen Trail.
At Bridgeport, direct connection would be made with the multi-use Chester Valley Trail now
under development. This trail links with the Bridgeport Station of the Route 100 Norristown
High-Speed Line. In addition, the Chester Valley Trail could be followed across the Schuylkill
River to connect with the existing Schuylkill River Trail at Norristown, along with the Norristown
Transportation Center. The Schuylkill River West Trail will connect with other local trails in
Bridgeport as well.
At West Conshohocken, crossing the Fayette Street bridge would provide another connection to
the Schuylkill River Trail and to the Cross County Trail, and to the Conshohocken Regional Rail
Station.
The southern end of the proposed
Schuylkill River West Trail would connect
to the Kelly Drive and Martin Luther King
Drive segments of Schuylkill River Trail, as
well as the Wissahickon Trail and the
Cynwyd Trail (now under development).
Excellent connections to the R6 Regional
Rail Line are afforded at Belmont Avenue
(to the Manayunk Station), the Pencoyd
Bridge (to the Wissahickon Station), and at
the Falls Bridge (to the East Falls Station).

G. Projected Uses

The nearby Radnor Trail

The Schuylkill River West Trail would appeal to a broad spectrum of users. It is intended that the
highest benefit of this trail corridor will be the establishment of non-motorized connections
between towns, parks, residential and business communities, cultural, natural and historic
resources. The Trail is further envisioned as a strategic element of the future growth and
development of the region’s potential for increased markets in heritage tourism and economic
development.
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Fortunately the region has a growing network of multi-use trails, including the Schuylkill River
Trail and the Radnor Trail. These trails have sparked the interest and momentum that has led to
this study. The citizens that use these trails have realized and appreciated the many benefits of
trails and greenways and have initiated various studies and plans such as this one. Some current
uses that would be immediately enhanced include: local joggers, picnickers, hikers, and anglers;
recreational and commuting bicyclists; and employees of local businesses.

Riverside Trail at Five Tower Bridge in West Conshohocken, north from Matsonford Bridge
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H. Examples of other Long-Distance Trails
The 150 mile-long Great Allegheny Passage links Pittsburgh with Cumberland, Maryland, at

Section Map 2 of the Allegheny Trail Alliance – Note shared sections of Trail and links to services.

which point the trail connects with the C&O Canal National Historical Park, whose towpath goes
all the way from Cumberland to Washington DC. Much of the route is a rail-trail. An excellent
on-line guide is available with maps, lists of services and contacts. The evidence of trail-related
economic revitalization of the small towns through which it passes is quite evident. Over time,
the trail is being located completely off-road; however, it has made good use of on-road detours
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to provide a continuously signed route. One section of the on-line map is attached on previous
page – note how the routes use existing streets to link off-road sections.
Although bicycling and hiking are the two most popular activities, certain sections of the Trail
with grassy areas are open to equestrians, and other users include fishermen and cross-country
skiers. Most of the trail is a packed, crushed limestone surface.
Chesapeake & Ohio Canal
National Historical Park:
As noted by the National
Park Service, “Preserving
America’s colorful canal era
and transportation history,
the Chesapeake & Ohio
Canal National Historical
Park is 184.5 miles of
adventure.
Originally, the
C&O Canal was a lifeline
for
communities
and
businesses
along
the
Potomac River as coal,
lumber, grain and other
agricultural products floated
down the canal to market.
Today millions of visitors
hike or bike the C&O Canal
each year to enjoy the
natural,
cultural
and
recreational
opportunities
available.”

The C&O Canal at Harpers Ferry and Antietam

The C&O Canal begins at the fall line at tidewater in Georgetown, and heads off into the
wilderness through steep mountains. The future Gettysburg-to-Hanover Trail will link with the
C&O Canal via the Grand History Loop. Many of the rural towns along the C&O depend heavily
on trail users for their business, and vice-versa.

C&O Towpath in rural area east of Cumberland

Decorative Trail Section in Cumberland MD
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The C&O towpath varies depending upon its location in small and large towns, and rural areas.
The majority of the towpath is surfaced with crushed stone.
The Erie Canalway Trail: Named for the famous canal opened in 1825 between Albany on the
Hudson River, and Buffalo at Lake Erie, this Trail will eventually span 524 miles across New York
State following existing and previous routes of the canal. Already over 200 miles are open and in
use. Here again, the trail is an economic lifeline for many older rural towns bypassed by modern
transportation routes. In urban centers, the trail enhances the quality of life through its
recreational and non-motorized transportation assets, while giving access to the canal and
adjacent rivers.

The Erie Canalway Trail leaves streets in Syracuse and then follows the historic canal into the countryside

However, the guidebook published by Parks and Trails New York reflects the use of temporary
on-road segments linking the completed off-road sections. The sample map section (Map 19
Syracuse east) illustrated here shows the trail as it comes out of the eastern end of Syracuse.

The Trail
Trail passes
passes the
the Stockade
Stockade Historic
Historic District
District
The

Canalway Trail at Lift Lock
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Here again, as with other long-distance trails, the type and width of paving varies depending
upon location and volume of usage. Also, while some of the trail is on the former towpath, much
is also on old railbeds, as much of the old towpath was lost when the canal was significantly
upgraded to its current 200'-width and use as a barge canal in the early 20th century.
The East Coast Greenway: The Schuylkill River West Trail will hardly be an isolated trail. There
will be numerous links to a virtually endless system of eastern trails, including the East Coast
Greenway. The Greenway extends from Maine to Florida, and is planned to be an “urban
Appalachian Trail” linking cities. Of course, there is a good bit of countryside between the great
eastern cities, and as a
result, the trail’s character
varies tremendously from
one region to another. Trail
conditions and standards
vary tremendously, from
rural
towpaths
to
sophisticated
urban
waterfront
trails
in
Manhattan.
Given
the
length of the trail, and the
costs of development, it
will be some time before
the goal of an off-road trail
is reached. However, as
with the Erie Canalway
The ECG Crosses the Delaware
Trail, signage of temporary
The East Coast Greenway
River on the old Lincoln Hwy.
on-road routes is already in
place, and guidebooks are available for some sections. As an
example, the entire route through Pennsylvania has been designated and signed as “Bicycle Route E”
as part of the state’s system of state-wide bicycle touring routes.
A 40 page guidebook is available both on-line and on paper. As with the Grand History Loop,
different sections of the trail are being developed by different agencies and groups. The East Coast
Greenway Alliance acts as the principal advocate for a connected system of trails, and for the
development of the Greenway. A continuous routing from Maine to Florida should be in place in
2009.

The Schuylkill River West Trail will restore the
Towpath in Bridgeport, not unlike the Delaware Canal
Trail.
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