
railstotrails u spring/summer.1216

By Bryce Hubner

For many, California is at once 
revered and reviled, progressive 
and backward, emblematic of 

both realized American Dreams and 
crushing disillusionment—a tinsel-
laden enigma.

For anyone who’s seen it in person, 
though, the Golden State’s diverse nat-
ural beauty is unequivocal. Sometime 
in the future, that natural beauty will 
unite the state’s great urban centers, 
mass transit and regional park networks 
by way of far-reaching paths such as the 
1,200-mile California Coastal Trail.

The trails are a great dream that will 
change the way the state and its resi-
dents—and perhaps those who visit or 
judge California from afar—navigate 
transportation, public health and the 
environment. Here’s a look at a few 
people who are leading inspired initia-
tives to deliver the future now. 

Emerald Necklace
With a shrinking water supply and the 
largest population of any county in the 
nation—almost 10.5 million people, more 
populous than all but eight states—no place 
is in greater need of rethinking green space 
and watersheds than Los Angeles County.

“When I first moved here, I was shocked 
by how lacking the parks, waterways and 
tree canopy are. It looks like an asphalt 
quilt,” says Claire Robinson, founder and 
managing director of Amigos de los Rios, 
a nonprofit organization with the stated 
mission to realize “an interconnected loop 
of parks and greenways connecting 42 cit-
ies and over 2,000,000 residents of the Rio 
Hondo and San Gabriel River watersheds 
in L.A. County.” 

Robinson conceived the idea for the 
Emerald Necklace and named it after 
Boston’s famous water and parks network. 
One reason for the moniker is that Los 

CaliforniaDream
Angeles’ linked parks, like Boston’s, resem-
ble a chain of green jewels when viewed on 
a map.

An academic who’s taught architecture 
and city planning at several of the country’s 
top universities, Robinson says she first 
engaged the idea after seeing a “brilliant 
1930s parks plan for the L.A. County 
basin” that was co-drafted by Frederick 
Law Olmsted Jr. A great conservationist, 
Olmsted was the son of Frederick Law 
Olmsted, a pioneer of landscape architec-
ture in America and the mastermind behind 
Boston’s Emerald Necklace. Working with 
students from the University of Southern 
California and other local universities, 
Robinson began modifying the 1930s plan 
eight years ago to accommodate 21st centu-
ry constraints. In 2005 she formed Amigos 
to help carry out and support the mission.

“It’s a shame that no one in the ’30s saw 
the genius of [Olmsted Jr.’s] plan, because 
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dations, including L.A. County, the 
National Park Service, the Sierra Club, 

The Wilderness Society, the California 
Community Foundation and retailer REI. 

Rails-to-Trails Conservancy (RTC) has 
helped Amigos on several fronts, including 
provisions for a park entrance along the 
Rio Hondo, funding to help with volunteer 
coordination and stewardship, and best-
practice consultation for infrastructure con-
versions and legacy programming.

“We’ve worked with RTC in imple-
menting its Rx for Health initiative, which 
is particularly helpful for our disadvantaged 
youth,” Robinson says. “In part because of 
the lack of green and play spaces, a lot of 
very young children are developing diabe-
tes. Rx for Health encourages them to walk, 
hike or bike instead of simply going to a 
doctor and getting medicated.

“We’re also working to connect our 
parks and trails with a really innovative 
regional transportation plan—led by 
the Southern California Association of 
Governments in conjunction with the 
Metropolitan Transit Authority—to expand 
the transit lines crossing the county,” 
Robinson says. 

“Along with those mass transit con-
nectivity opportunities, our plan connects 
the ocean and the California Coastal Trail 
to the Rio Hondo and San Gabriel rivers 
and eventually [onward to] the Pacific Crest 
Trail, which runs from Canada to Mexico. 
We definitely see our work as a microcosm 
of a national trail system, connecting us 
to [parts of] California and the rest of the 
country.”

Bayshore Bikeway
Speaking of connectivity and the California 
Coastal Trail (CCT), the San Diego 

Association of Governments (SANDAG) 
is slowly but surely implementing its vision 
for a 24-mile, Class I bikeway that traces 
San Diego Bay, coincident with the CCT. 
Efforts to realize the Bayshore Bikeway, as 
it’s now called, were spawned in the late 
1970s when San Diego had an opportunity 
to repurpose the out-of-service Coronado 
Belt Line railway, which ran from the famed 
Hotel del Coronado around the southern 
end of San Diego Bay. 

“I’ve been involved since 1990, when 
SANDAG took the lead on the Bayshore 
Bikeway,” says Stephan Vance, SANDAG’s 
senior regional planner. “Led by Greg Cox, 
who was mayor of Chula Vista at the time, 
we put together a sort of ad hoc working 
group that met quarterly in an effort to try 
and stitch together a complete trail. Two 
decades later, it finally looks like [we’ve got 
enough cooperation among the municipali-
ties, state and federal governments] to make 
it happen.”

Cox, now San Diego County supervisor, 
had been part of the bikeway effort for a 
decade when he asked SANDAG to help in 
1990. “In the 1980s, each of the five cities 
on the San Diego Bay—Imperial Beach, 
Chula Vista, National City, Coronado and 
San Diego—really started to see the value 
of the project in terms of public health and 
transportation. We all went to work togeth-
er through SANDAG because it has the 
best access to funding sources,” Cox says.

To date, the bikeway has been com-
pleted on large, scenic marine stretches—
through the San Diego National Wildlife 
Refuge and along what’s known as the 
Silver Strand, a thin strip of peninsula that 
shoots north from Imperial Beach to tour-
ist hotspot Coronado. Now, Cox says, the 
challenge is to connect bits of bikeway on 

it connected the Angeles [National] Forest 
and San Gabriel Mountains to the ocean. It 
would have been fantastic,” says Robinson. 
“A lot of the problems [in Los Angeles ema-
nate from the fact that] we’re segregated. 
There’s no mass transit that unites us and 
mixes people up, and the car culture keeps 
people very separate in the worst way. If 
you have major, connected regional parks, 
people from all walks of life can move. We 
want non-vehicular transportation and con-
nection to local neighborhoods and habitat 
restoration—reclaiming areas along the 
urban channels and getting people excited 
about how much our quality of life will 
change if we are able to fully implement this 
green infrastructure.”

Though Robinson has been the Emerald 
Necklace catalyst, she says the Amigos 
movement has been carried forward by 
close partnerships with numerous govern-
ment agencies, advocacy groups and foun-
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Rio Vista Park, part of Los 
Angeles County’s Emerald 

Necklace of parks and 
greenways. 
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the urban, eastern interior of the bay. Cox 
estimates that the Bayshore Bikeway is a 
little more than half complete, with current 
work under way on a 1.7-mile stretch in 
Chula Vista and another 2.8-mile stretch in 
National City.

Starting in the 1980s with funds 
from the California Department of 
Transportation (CalTrans), development of 
the bikeway has been funded by an amal-
gam of local, state and federal transporta-
tion grants, and a 40-year bond initiative 
backed by a half-cent county sales tax. 

“We’re a self-help county here in San 
Diego, and we hope to leverage that bond 
so that we can complete the work early and 
service the debt early,” Cox says. “But I 
should add that we’ve also benefited greatly 
from the likes of the California Coastal 
Conservancy, which recently granted us 
$2.5 million to get one of our current bike-
way stretches under way.”

Elaborating on the self-help notion, Cox 
adds that, when a section of the Bayshore 
Bikeway is finished, the city through 
which it runs takes responsibility for its 
maintenance.

“Once the bikeway is completed, I 
think you’ll find a significant mode shift, 
getting people out of their cars and traf-
fic and riding bicycles—a much healthier 
way to commute,” Cox says. “The bike-
way is also forming a sort of urban spine 
that’s going to unite our region’s parks 
and trail systems with the California 
Coastal Trail, the California Riding and 
Hiking Trail and eventually the Pacific 
Crest Trail. It’ll encourage more people to 

[explore great spaces off 
the beaten path].”

San Francisco Bay and 
Beyond
In the San Francisco 
Bay Area, the East Bay 
Regional Park District’s 
trail program manager, 

Jim Townsend, is spearheading the Green 
Transportation Initiative.

“We’re linking buses, trains and Bay 
Area Rapid Transit [BART] with schools, 
consumer centers and residential districts,” 
Townsend says. “The aim, of course, is 
to get people to leave their cars in their 
garage—where cars belong—and use our 
trail system as a non-motorized, green trans-
portation network to access [mass transit].”

Townsend says that, within Alameda 
and Contra Costa counties alone, there are 
more than 1,200 miles of trails, of which 
about 175 miles are paved and already pro-
vide access to non-motorized transportation 
alternatives. A number of these trails follow 
existing or former rail corridors, including 
the Iron Horse Regional Trail, a National 
Millennium Trail.

Spreading Their WingS
To show the profound impact trails and parks can have on a community in need, some-
times a simple anecdote is best. Amigos de los Rios founder Claire Robinson shares this 
story of how Los Angeles County’s emerald Necklace of parks and greenways gave a few 
kids some butterflies:

“At one of our parks projects on the Rio Hondo, we went in and asked local children 
what kind of play area they would like, thinking they’d ask for monkey bars, swing sets 
and slides. instead, to the last one, they said what they wanted was a place where real, 
live butterflies and real, live birds would come. They had seen pictures of them in books, 

but they wanted their park to be a place where butterflies and birds could be 
seen. They were telling us, ‘Hey, think about the bigger picture and a better 

balance of nature.’ so, in the end, we built butterfly habitat with a trail 
around the edge and a butterfly-themed play area. After it was done, 

one of the kids said, ‘We might never go to Disneyland, but this is our 
version.’ We called the area gibson-mariposa Park—gibson for the 

street, and mariposa, the spanish word for butterfly.”

Many of the greater region’s trail systems 
are linked by stretches of the San Francisco 
Bay Trail and the Bay Area Ridge Trail, 
both of which connect to another relatively 
new trail initiative and mass transportation 
endeavor, the Napa Valley Vine Trail.

The Vine Trail—planned as a 10-foot-
wide, 44-mile, Class I bike and pedes-
trian pathway through the heart of Napa 
Valley—was conceived by entrepreneur 
Chuck McMinn, who owns and operates 
Napa’s Vineyard 29 winery.

“I’m not an avid biker,” McMinn says. 
“But my wife and I love to rent bikes 
whenever we travel, and when we first 
moved to Napa, I couldn’t understand why 
there was no bike trail here. A few years 
ago I posed the question to the vintners 
association, and they thought it was a 
great idea. Then I went to the Land Trust 
of Napa County, and they also thought it 
was a great idea. Together, they eventually 
provided the seed money for what is now 
a nonprofit organization called the Napa 
Valley Vine Trail Coalition.”

The coalition comprises more than 27 
diverse organizations, from wine interest 
groups to the California Highway Patrol, 
the Sierra Club and the Clif Bar Family 
Foundation. What makes it so different 
from other bikeway support organizations, 
though, is that huge portions of the funding 
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When fully completed, the Bayshore Bikeway 
will stretch 24 miles around San Diego Bay; 
(inset) Supervisor Greg Cox celebrates a ribbon 
cutting for a trail section through San Diego 
Bay Wildlife Refuge, connecting Chula Vista to 
Imperial Beach. 
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are being raised privately; the coalition has 
agreed to pay for 50 percent of the design 
engineering and 20 percent of construction 
through its philanthropic arm.

McMinn says eight of the 44 planned 
miles have already been completed. When 
finished, the Vine Trail will run south from 
Calistoga to Solano County’s Vallejo Ferry 
terminus—allowing anyone who lives in 
San Francisco to ferry across San Francisco 
Bay, then hop on a bike and partake of vir-
tually all Napa has to offer via the trail.

Again, the fact that the Vine Trail con-
nects to the San Francisco Bay Trail and 
the Bay Area Ridge Trail means it ulti-
mately will connect to the rest of the state 
and country.

“It’s really an inspiring network,” 
Townsend says. “You can take the Juan 
Bautista de Anza National Historic 
Trail from the border of Mexico and 
Arizona to the San Francisco Bay, and the 
Mokelumne Coast to Crest Trail from 
the Bay to the High Sierra and beyond. 
Someday we’ll have true connectivity 
throughout the East Bay, the greater Bay 
Area, the state and the nation.”

Bryce Hubner is a freelance travel and sports 
writer. As a former mountain guide who splits 
his time between Oakland and Lake Tahoe, 
Calif., Hubner has spent much of his adult life 
in the state’s city and rural parks and looks for-
ward to a day when they’re all connected. sH
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In 2011, families 
enjoy the first open 
section of the Napa 
Valley Vine Trail. 


