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Project Summary 

Inventory of Rail Tourism Resources in Northwestern Ohio 

 

Railroads are a huge part of the Ohio’s tourism niche and accounts for about 6% of the 

tourism dollars in the State.  Programs for rail tourism include short train rides, railroad 

park observations, museum visitations, and special events, such as rail fairs, festivals and 

days.  Rail tourism provides potential economic benefits for these towns as a means of 

business and heritage identity.  Despite the interest in rail tourism, little research has been 

done to examine the profiles of rail enthusiasts and economic impacts of rail tourism on the 

local communities.  In particular, many towns neglect the potentials of using railroads as a 

tourism resource to revive the economy.  Given the prominence and potential of rail 

tourism, we propose to extensively investigate rail tourism along Lake Erie in Ohio by 

focusing upon the profiles of rail enthusiasts and economic benefits for local communities.  

The objective of our research is twofold: (1) identify the problems and prospects of rail 

tourism; and (2) Economic impact of rail tourism as it relates to substantial economic 

expenditures. 

After extensive literature reviews, site visitations will be arranged and conducted to study 

the selected rail destinations and museums along Lake Erie.  The infrastructure, facility, 

tourist arrivals and expenditures will be collected and analyzed.  It is anticipated that 

approximately 10-15 railroad destinations will be selected and extensive field trips will be 

undertaken in from July 2012 to January 2013.  In addition, interviews will be conducted 

with rail enthusiasts to gauge their demographics, motivations, and spending for travel.  

Data analysis will be done by three specific stages: (1) the SPSS software will be used to 
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input survey data; (2) the IMPLAN software will be utilized for economic impact analysis; 

and (3) the GIS software will be utilized to plot the maps of rail tourism sites, to ascertain a 

clear distribution of the sites, and to seek collaborations with rail tourism businesses in 

Ohio. 

This project will yield economic impacts of rail tourism in local communities and present a 

profile of rail tourists for marketing.  It will reach out to various organizations across the 

State whose members represent employees, volunteers, museums, and collection groups 

centered on rail tourism.  In particular, it will attract more external funding from Ministry 

of Transportation and local Convention and Visitors Bureaus that can benefit from the 

development of rail tourism.   
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Application Narrative 

Inventory of Rail Tourism Resources in Northwestern Ohio 

 

Ohio has the highest number of public highway crossings of train tracks in the US due to its 

flat geography and everyone in our state is approximately within 10 miles of a railroad 

track.  Railroads are a huge part of the State’s tourism niche and accounts for about 6% of 

the tourism dollars in the State (Sentinel-Tribune, April 19, 2006). Rail tourism provides 

potential economic benefits for these towns as a means of business and heritage identity. 

For example, the town of Deshler, Ohio located about 25 miles away from Bowling Green, 

was ranked as one of top ten towns for rail enthusiasts according to Wall Street Journal 

(May 19, 2007).  The town caters to rail nostalgia with a city park at the diamond-shaped 

crossing of two busy CSX Railroad tracks with picnic facilities and a speaker to broadcast 

the track controllers’ conversations.  

Despite the interest in rail tourism, little academic research has been done in the US to 

examine the profiles of rail enthusiasts and the economic impacts of rail tourism on the 

local communities.  In particular, many towns in the Midwest often neglect the potentials of 

using railroads as a tourism resource to revive the economy. Given the prominence and 

potential of rail tourism, we propose to extensively investigate rail tourism along Lake Erie 

by focusing upon the profiles of rail enthusiasts and economic benefits of rail tourism in 

local communities.  In order to achieve this objective, we will engage in three research 

stages as follows: 
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1. The first stage includes an extensive literature review in the fields of regional 

planning and tourism policies.  The status of rail tourism and the process of 

community engagement in Ohio will be closely examined by the history of railroads 

and tourism development in selected towns along Lake Erie in Ohio.  Specifically, 

regional plans by governments related to the rail tourism initiatives will be 

reviewed to understand the issues of concern to planners in the region.  

2. After analysis of current published literature, a variety of rail destinations will be 

identified for site visits and review.  These include four major areas for site 

visitation: (1) Scenic railroads and the railroad observation parks:  These are the 

most popular sites that attract rail tourists and enthusiasts and generate the most 

visible benefits for the communities.  The examples are and Jefferson Depot; (2) 

Railway organizations for travel and tourism: By serving as Destination Marketing 

Organizations (DMOs), these groups raise the awareness of rail tourism and 

promote destination travel.  Well-known organizations for rail tourism include 

Cuyahoga Valley scenic railroad and Midwest Railway Preservation Society in 

Cleveland; (3) Rail excursions companies: These companies provide tourism 

opportunities for individuals interested in rail tourism with short rides to selected 

destinations.  Examples of rail excursion companies are Ashtabula’s Carson & 

Jefferson railway; and (4) Railway museums: These sites provide representations of 

community culture and heritage relating to railroads. Among the museums that we 

will visit are the Toledo, Lake Erie and Western Railway and Museum located in 

Waterville and Conneaut Historical Railroad Museum. 
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3. Site visitations will be arranged and conducted to study the above rail destinations 

and museums. The infrastructure, facility, tourist arrivals and expenditures will be 

analyzed.  It is anticipated that approximately 10-15 railroad destinations will be 

selected and extensive field trips will be undertaken. During the site visits, we will 

undertake the following research activities: (1) Survey railway infrastructure in 

these selected towns.  The infrastructure encompasses a variety of facilities and 

amenities to attract tourists, such as the quality of the railway, the availability of 

observation areas, the quality of museums and the nearby hotels and restaurants; 

and (2) conduct interviews with rail enthusiasts to gauge their demographics and 

expenditures of travels so that we can gauge the potential economic benefits for the 

sites and the local communities. 

The priority of this study aims to explore the estimation of the total contribution to local 

and regional economies attributable to rail tourism spending.  Besides the SPSS software 

for the statistical analysis, it is proposed to use the Geographical Information System (GIS) 

for the spatial analysis and Impact Analysis for Planning (IMPLAN) to assess the economic 

impact of rail tourism in Ohio.  Quantifying total employment, income, value added, taxes, 

and total sales will allow tourism agencies, land use planners, and policy makers to 

estimate benefits accrued from various land management options related to rail tourism 

development.  With respect to spatial analysis of rail tourism, Geographical Information 

System (GIS) have great potential to understand the origins of the tourists, patterns of 

travel, and rail infrastructure in Ohio.  GIS can describe and identify transportation 

network elements geometrically, thematically and topologically which help understand the 

scales of rail tourism and spatial distribution for tourism development. 
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Two research assistants will be hired from June 2012 to 2013 to assist the surveys. The 

survey is comprised of four components: (1) profiles of rail enthusiasts along Lake Erie 

including travel distance, factors influencing the travels, the importance of travel decision 

making, accommodation used for rail tourism; (2) expenditures for travel in different 

categories; (3) socio-demographics; and (4) open-ended comments to improve rail tourism 

experience.  

We anticipate that rail tourism along Lake Erie provide significant revenue infusions to the 

region year round.  Rail spending flows directly to local stores, hotels and motels, 

restaurants and retail outlets.  There will be three major deliverables for the proposed 

project: (1) publication, including the detailed report to analyze collected data, feasibility 

study of the rail tourism along the Lake Erie, the profiles of rail enthusiasts, and economic 

impacts of rail tourism; (2) brochures, the published brochures mapping the location of the 

rail tourism destination as well as the introduction of the rail tourism.  They will be 

distributed to the State agencies, Convention and Visitors Bureaus, hotels and motels, and 

the Destination Marketing Organizations; and (3) online information.  The findings will be 

posted on the Ohio Coastal Tourism website. 
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Budget Justification 

This project will run over a 7-month period.  The funding request includes support for one 

research assistant who will work with the principal investigator by conducting on-site 

surveys and assist with data inputting and analysis.  The economic modeling software, 

IMPLAN, and the GIS software will be provided by the University.  Extensive travel will be 

required to collect reliable data by the research assistant and investigator.  The detailed 

budget is as follows: 

1. One research assistant.  He/she will work 130 hours per semester at $10 an hour.  The 

research assistant will work with the principal investigator by conducting on-site surveys 

and assist with data inputting and analysis.  The total, which includes fringe benefits (17%), 

budget is $1,521. 

2. Travel mileage.  It is estimated about 4,760 miles (at $0.315 per mile) will be traveled by 

both the assistant and investigator for selected locations.  The research assistant needs to 

travel to the same locations at various periods of time in order to conduct survey and to 

interview rail tourists.  In addition, investigator will travel to visit Convention and Visitors 

Bureaus in various Counties to provide information for rail tourism.  The total request is for 

will be $1,479. 

3. There is no request for software and supplies.  The University will provide the GIS and 

IMPLAN to facilitate the data analysis.  The internal resource will significantly reduce the 

cost of this research.  
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