Acquisition of the

TURTLE CREEK RAILROAD CORRIDOR
for the Westmoreland Heritage Trail

Linking Community Centers within a Regional Greenway
Prepared by the Regional Trail Corporation in partnership with Westmoreland County Parks
and Recreation Citizens Advisory Board and the Westmoreland Land Trust, August 2013

Images on cover include (from upper left, clockwise, then center):
Trafford Borough Municipal Center – at 414 Brinton Avenue in Downtown Trafford.
Mural painted by Berry Breene and Laurie Shapiro of Sprout Public Art in 2010;
Photo by Jeff Richards, 2013.
Trafford – Conceptual view of Cavitt Avenue and Fifth Street, with envisioned
improvements. Prepared by Barry Gribe Illustrator for 2010 Trafford Borough
Comprehensive Plan with Core Area Revitalization Strategy and Downtown Trafford
Master Site Plan.
Westmoreland Heritage Trail – near Saltsburg, mile post 1½; following opening of
Phase I in 2008. Photo by John Sopko.
Turtle Creek Industrial Railroad – over Turtle Creek at Penn Township/Monroeville
bridge, in ‘the Gorge’. Photo by Malcolm Sias, during Steering Committee field view
tour in 2010.
Newlonsburg in Murrysville, view looking north along School Road toward Route 22.
Photo by Jeff Richards, 2013.
Westmoreland Heritage Trail – east of Slickville, mile post 3 ¼. Photo by John Sopko.
Center: Group picture during field view, 2.3-mile educational walk of June 17, 2010
from B-Y Park to Saunders Station Road, done as part of preparing the Turtle Creek
Greenway Plan by Mackin published February 2011. Photo by Noel Grimm.

REGIONAL TRAIL CONNECTIONS
in Allegheny and Westmoreland Counties
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Development of the Westmoreland Heritage Trail (WHT) along the 9-mile
Turtle Creek Railroad Corridor (TCRR) from Trafford to Export is an
important link in the long term goal to connect two National Recreation
Trails—the West Penn Trail with the Great Allegheny Passage (GAP).

TURTLE CREEK RAILROAD CORRIDOR
for Westmoreland Heritage Trail & Greenway
PROJECT DESCRIPTION – Acquisition through Phase I Design
Introduction
Envisioning, promotion, research, planning, development, and fundraising for the
Westmoreland Heritage Trail and Turtle Creek Greenway have been underway since the late
1990s. The vision for a 22-mile “Saltsburg to Export to Trafford Rail Trail” was promoted in
Parks Horizons: A Comprehensive Plan for Parks, Recreation and Open Space, which was
adopted by the Westmoreland County Commissioners in 2000. It identified this rail corridor as
having the most potential in the County to be a hiking/biking trail. In 2002, with funding from
DCNR, the Saltsburg to Trafford Trail Feasibility Study was completed by Mackin Engineering
Company. Development of this Rail Trail has been proceeding gradually over the past decade,
with 5 miles of the Westmoreland Heritage Trail (WHT) constructed from Saltsburg to
Slickville opened in 2008, and 3.7 miles of the WHT from Slickville toward Delmont under
construction with an opening anticipated in summer 2013. An engaging planning process in
2009 - 2011 led to the publication of the Turtle Creek Greenway Plan (Mackin Feb. 2011).1
This Plan focuses on the western end of the Saltsburg to Trafford Corridor, from Trafford to
Duff Park in Murrysville. It involved a 24-member steering committee, stakeholder interviews,
public meetings, landowner surveys and meetings, and field demonstration events.
Acquisition of the subject 8.9-mile segment of the Turtle Creek Railroad Corridor is a key step
in realizing the broader rail trail and greenway vision. Since 2008, the owner of the Turtle Creek
Industrial RR had been opposed to selling the railroad corridor; now however, that has changed,
and a sale price has been agreed upon. The urgency for this project is that we now have a
willing seller. The opportunity for acquisition is at hand.
The 8.9-mile acquisition segment will provide public access to urbanized, mixed-use
community centers as well as to lands of high conservation/recreation value. Businesses and
civic life in downtown Trafford and South Murrysville will be enriched by development of the
rail-trail. Smart Growth development in these traditional community centers will be compelling.
The rail-trail in this context will serve transportation as well as recreational aspirations.
(a.) Project Location and Scope
This project proposes the acquisition of 8.9 miles (97.37 acres) of under-utilized railroad
corridor along Turtle Creek from downtown Trafford to Export, which will become part of the
Westmoreland Heritage Trail (WHT). The project will advance engineering and design for
portions of the rail-trail within the Turtle Creek Greenway. It is located in Westmoreland and
Allegheny Counties and within the Municipalities of Trafford, Penn Township, Monroeville,
and Murrysville.
1

The complete, 400-page Turtle Creek Gorge Greenway Plan may be viewed at the Westmoreland County Parks Department
website, www.co.westmoreland.pa.us/parks, under the Parks Horizon Plan.

(b.) Consistency with Comprehensive Plans
The project is consistent with existing county and local comprehensive plans. References to
these plans are as follows:
County Plans:
Westmoreland County: The acquisition and construction of a biking and hiking trail along this
under-utilized railroad corridor is recommended in Parks Horizons: A Comprehensive Park,
Recreation and Open Space Plan for Westmoreland County, PA (2000). The Plan contains
three recommendations related to trails that this project helps fulfill. The first is to “create new
trails”. The second is to “provide for future park and recreation needs by adopting a proactive
approach to securing and/or controlling land.” The third is to “monitor the availability of
railroad or utility corridors as related to the County-wide Parks, Trails and Greenways Master
Plan.” (See Map 27, “Saltsburg to Export to Trafford Rail Trail”, page 6.6 of Parks Horizons.)
Regional Trail Corporation (RTC) has been proactive in monitoring the availability of the
Turtle Creek Industrial Railroad for the past 13 years; now, finally, the opportunity to
purchase 8.9 miles of the corridor from a willing land owner has come about.
In 2008, Westmoreland County adopted New Horizons: A County-Wide Greenways and
Blueways Network. Now named the “Westmoreland Heritage Trail” (WHT), with 9 miles built
or open by summer 2013, the WHT is confirmed in New Horizons as one of 21 corridor
projects within Westmoreland County, and highlighted as a demonstration project (see pages
35, 44, and 49 of New Horizons).
Allegheny County: Allegheny Places, Comprehensive Plan for Allegheny County, PA (2008),
Greenway Plan “includes and proposes connections to the Westmoreland Heritage Trail in
Westmoreland County” (see Chapter 4, page 9).
Local Plans:
The acquisition and construction of a biking and hiking trail within this railroad corridor
dovetails with the Comprehensive Plans of the local municipalities, referenced as follows:
Trafford Borough: The “Comprehensive Plan cites the completion of the trail from Export to
Trafford as a key element in revitalization strategies.” (See Mayor’s letter of support in
Exhibit 11.)
Penn Township: The Comprehensive Development Plan (2005) cites an over-reaching desire to
retain their rural characteristics and states the goal for preferred development to include an
“Open Space System”…“to provide a series of greenways, linear paths and parks” (see
Executive Summary, page 48).
Municipality of Monroeville: The Municipal Comprehensive Plan (2006) identifies and maps
“Open Space and Linear Linkages” (pp. 34-36), which includes a trail linkage along Turtle
Creek. Monroeville’s Inter-Park Trail System map shows the Turtle Creek trail linkage with
connections to numerous trails throughout southeastern Monroeville.
Municipality of Murrysville: The Murrysville Comprehensive Plan includes the Westmoreland
Heritage Trail, all 8.3 miles of it within Murrysville. The Comprehensive Plan is currently being
updated and references to the Turtle Creek Greenway plan and trail corridor are frequent (see

www.murrysville.com/blog/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/2104-MCP-PC-PowerPoint-Presentation-1-15-13-for-G.-Hoffman.pdf)

(c.) Positive Economic Development Impact
Referring to The Great Allegheny Passage Economic Impact Studies 2007-2012 for The
Progress Fund’s Trail Town Program, Laurel Highlands Visitors Bureau, and Allegheny Trail
Alliance reports prepared by Campos, Inc.: “Trail-specific economic studies between 1998 and
2012 have demonstrated that the annual economic impact of trails is substantial, that they
support jobs and spur business development.” The Great Allegheny Passage (GAP) economic
impact study, completed in 2008, "confirms that trails are an important economic infrastructure
for PA that are spinning off economic benefits on an annual basis in addition to significantly
contributing to our quality of life." The study documented "Over $40 million in annual direct
spending and another $7.5 million in wages attributable to the trail market. Business owners
indicated that 25% of their gross revenue was directly attributed to trail users. Two thirds of
business owners reported experiencing some increase in revenue due to proximity to the trail”.
The study states that "The Great Allegheny Passage is a case study in how communities can be
reborn and revitalized with strategic green/recreation infrastructure investments." Based on the
proven success of the GAP and other rail-trails, we are confident that acquisition of the Turtle
Creek Railroad corridor will add another link in the development of the Westmoreland Heritage
Trail (WHT) and spur local economic development and revitalization of the downtown areas of
Trafford, Murrysville, and Export.
Based upon experience from the GAP, we anticipate that 10-12 new businesses and 22-25 new
jobs along the Turtle Creek trail corridor in either Trafford or Murrysville will be created within
5 years following development of the WHT. Part of this job growth will be in existing
businesses along the corridor. Economic development will likely be in retail, restaurant/food
services, lodging, recreational facilities, shuttle services, and outdoor/sporting goods businesses.
In eastern PA, the Lebanon Valley Rail-Trail is similar to the WHT in terms of suburban
context, length, regional demographics, and user characteristics, and has documented an
economic impact in 2011 of $1,326,117 (including $875,320 directly into the local economy).
See: http://www.dcnr.state.pa.us/cs/groups/public/documents/document/dcnr_009851.pdf
The economic impact in health-care savings associated with development of the WHT will be
profound. A rail-trail in our communities increases opportunities for daily exercise; more
exercise means less obesity and better over-all health. In The Health Benefits of Parks by the
Trust for Public Land (TPL), 2006, the national health-care cost in 2000 for obesity was
estimated at $117 billion, or about $416 per person (society-wide). For Westmoreland County’s
365,000 residents (2010), that’s a cost of about $152 million (in 2000 dollars) per year. This railtrail would reduce these expenses and enable our population to be more economically vibrant.
(d.) Historical and proposed use of the land
In 1891, six and one half miles of the Turtle Creek Valley Railroad, as a subsidiary of the
Pennsylvania Railroad led by George Westinghouse, Jr., was opened between Trafford and
Murrysville. A year later, the Turtle Creek Branch was extended to the Export Mine in what is
now the Municipality of Export. In 1917, the rail line was extended further east to the
Slickville Mines. Over the years, Consolidated Rail Corporation succeeded Penn Central
Transportation Company, which had succeeded Pennsylvania Railroad, as owner of the Turtle
Creek railroad line. The Export coal mine closed in 1952. In 1982, Dura-Bond Protective

Coating, Inc., with manufacturing facilities in Export, purchased 9.8 miles of the line from
Consolidated Rail. Dura-Bond has used the line since 1982 to move pipe, manufactured
products, and other materials to and from market via the Turtle Creek Industrial Railroad line.
Proposed use of the land
It is proposed that this 8.9-mile by 60-foot wide (on average) segment of the Turtle Creek
Industrial Railroad be rail-banked as a rail corridor and then developed as a rail-trail for walkers,
hikers, bikers, cross-country skiers and pedestrians, for recreation, tourism, and for commuting
to work, doing local errands, shopping, or going out to eat.
(e.) Estimated start and end dates of construction
Pre-Phases construction – work would follow on the heels of the seller removing the steel
rail and wooden railroad ties and consist of relatively simple actions by Westmoreland County
and/or Municipalities DPWs, WHT Chapter members, and volunteers, aimed at making a rustic
hiking trail and installing controls to reduce access to the corridor by ATVs. This pre-phase
construction would be on-going, roughly between 2014 – 2016.
To ‘upgrade’ the rustic hiking trail to an ADA-compliant rail-trail with trailheads, parking,
drainage improvements, gates, bridge decking, road crossings, etc. will require additional
funding and is work Westmoreland County would put out to bid and engage qualified
Contractor(s). This construction could be implemented as follows:

Phase I – start construction in 2015 and complete Phase I in 2015.
Phase II – start construction in 2016 and complete Phase II in 2017.
Phase III – start construction in 2018 and complete Phase III in 2019.

The above time estimates are subject to success in securing funding for construction and assume the over-all 8.9-mile rail-trail
construction is broken into three phases, with an average of approximately 3 miles per construction phase.

(f.) Municipalities that will participate in and benefit from the project
The Municipalities of Trafford Borough, Penn Township, Monroeville, and Murrysville will
each participate in and benefit from this project. For these communities, this will be their first
rail-trail. Because this is primarily a land acquisition project, their participation will largely be to
(1.) take part in planning, eg. for selection of locations for public access and providing input on
trail planning and design, (2.) provide assistance roughing in the interim rustic hiking trails; and
(3.) participate in marketing and fundraising. Residents in the adjacent Municipalities of Export
and North Huntingdon will also benefit, by virtue of proximity to the proposed new rail-trail.
(g.) Existing Greenways, recreational or trail facilities in the area to be served by this project
Greenways – The Turtle Creek Greenway will be served by the development of a rail-trail along
the subject Turtle Creek Industrial Railroad corridor. The 8.9-mile long by 60-foot wide rail-totrail corridor will become the backbone of the existing and envisioned Turtle Creek Greenway.
Recreation or trail facilities – This project will provide access to and link facilities, including:
Trafford – Community Center/Public Library, Penn Forest Football/soccer clubs, and B-Y Park;
Penn Township – Fish & Game Fishing access at Saunders Road to Turtle Creek;
Monroeville – Bel Aire Pool facility, Heritage Park, Valley Park; Plum Creek Trail link; and,
Murrysville – Haymaker Field, Murrysville Community Center, Duff Park, Marlee Acres Park.

May 9, 2013

To whom it may concern,
I am writing on behalf of the International Mountain Bicycling Association to express our
support for the purchase of the Turtle Creek Industrial Railroad right of way in Westmoreland
County.
IMBA works hard to promote access to recreational opportunities and the public appreciation of
open space. The transition of railroad corridors to rail-trails is one of the most successful ways to
reengage citizens in the outdoors. The opportunity to connect the various municipalities along
the rail line provides a chance to create a community.
IMBA applauds Westmoreland County for taking the long view towards connectivity of our
natural resources. The ability to “ride to the ride” is a core value of the IMBA and is indicative of
the liveable communities our members choose to live in. By connecting the existing bike
facilities in four communities via sustainably designed, natural surface trails, the Turtle Creek
Greenway will be held up as a model for other communities. Locally, IMBA works through our
affiliate, the Pittsburgh Trail Advocate Group (PTAG). PTAG has successfully worked to
improve parks throughout the region, especially those in Westmoreland County for all users,
while decreasing the maintenance burden for the municipalities.
In summary, we would like to express our strong support for this land purchase.
Sincerely,

Frank Maguire
IMBA Regional Director, Mid-Atlantic

Boulder, Colorado – Hood River, Oregon – Harrisonburg, Virginia – Collingwood, Ontario

PROJECT LOCATION MAPS

Map exhibits include:
Project location within the Allegheny and Westmoreland County region, and its
importance as part of a regional trail connection between the West Penn Trail and the
Great Allegheny Passage.
USGS Topographical Exhibit, identifying the 8.9-mile Turtle Creek Railroad Corridor.
Turtle Creek Greenway Plan, Map 3.1A – Trafford to Penn Township along the Turtle
Creek Railroad, by Mackin, Feb. 2011.
Turtle Creek Greenway Plan, Map 3.1B – Penn Township and Monroeville along the
Turtle Creek Railroad, by Mackin, Feb. 2011.
Turtle Creek Greenway Plan, Map 3.1C – Monroeville and Murrysville along the Turtle
Creek Railroad, by Mackin, Feb. 2011.
Turtle Creek Greenway Plan, Map 3.1D – Murrysville along the Turtle Creek Railroad,
by Mackin, Feb. 2011.
Turtle Creek Greenway, Map 4.1 Implementation Plan extended to Export, based on
Mackin map and assembled by Westmoreland County Bureau of Parks & Recreation,
Feb. 2013.

Acquisition of the

Turtle Creek
Railroad Corridor
From Trafford to Export

Corridor contains 97 acres and
is 8.9 miles long

Turtle Creek Railroad Corridor

North

From USGS Topo 2010, Braddock and Murrysville Quads, 7.5 min series

