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Alabama Department of Economic and Community Affairs 
Community and Economic Development Programs Division 
Attn: Crystal Davis, Recreation and Conservation Programs Manager 
P. O. Box 5690 
Montgomery, Alabama 36103-5690 
 
Dear Ms. Davis, 
 
Please accept my support and recommendation of The University of 
Alabama Center for Economic Development’s application for funding to 
produce and install important signage as part of the implementation of 
the first phase of the Cahaba Blueway Initiative. 
 
For the past several years, the Cahaba River Society has worked in 
collaboration with UACED, the National Park Service’s Rivers, Trails, and 
Conservation Assistance Program, the Nature Conservancy, and the 
Freshwater Land Trust to develop plans and strategies to create a formal 
recreational water trail on the Cahaba River from Trussville to the 
confluence with the Alabama River at Old Cahawba.  We have seen 
significant positive outcomes with respect to quality of life, economic 
impact, and river conservation as similar recreational water trails have 
been implemented elsewhere in the Southeast and around the country.  
Without a doubt, the Cahaba Blueway initiative will similarly benefit 
communities all along the Cahaba. 
 
We at the Cahaba River Society are excited that UACED is facilitating 
multiple public-private partnerships to bring this important project to 
fruition, and we sincerely hope that your agency will consider becoming a 
partner as well. 
 
If you have any questions at all regarding our endorsement of this project, 
please call me at (205) 532-3080 or email me at 
beths@cahabariversociety.org. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
 
 

Beth Stewart 
Executive Director 
	  







Cahaba	Blueway	Implementation	Project	Narrative	
	
As	a	University	of	Alabama	Center	for	Economic	Development	(UACED),	the	Cahaba	
Blueway	 Initiative	 is	 working	 to	 transform	 the	 Cahaba	 River	 into	 an	 attractive	
recreational	tourism	destination	that	will	benefit	economic	development,	quality	of	
life,	and	river	conservation	along	its	191	mile	length.		UACED	is	accomplishing	this	
goal	 by	working	with	 communities	 to	 create	 a	 system	of	 high‐quality	 river	 access	
points	 that	 are	 safe,	 environmentally	 sustainable,	 durable,	 and	 informative.		
UACED's	goal	is	to	designate	the	first	18	official	Cahaba	Blueway	sites	in	2016‐2017	
and	to	promote	the	system	to	the	public	as	a	recreational	resource.		Four	of	the	18	
sites	have	funding	designated	for	infrastructure	improvements	and	signage	and	14	
have	sufficient	infrastructure,	but	do	not	yet	have	funding	for	signage.	
	
Total	 project	 cost	 is	 estimated	 to	 be	 $120,800.	 	We	 are	 requesting	 $35,000	 in	
support	 from	 the	 Recreation	 Trails	 Program.	 	 We	 have	 received	 a	 funding	
commitment	of	$3,483	from	the	Tombigbee	RC	&	D	Council,	and	the	Alabama	Trails	
Foundation	(a	project	partner)	has	submitted	on	behalf	of	 the	project	requests	for	
funding	 from	 three	 private	 foundations,	 which	 are	 currently	 under	 review.	 	 Out	
funding	 requests	 are	not	 funding	 any	 staff	 time	or	 overhead;	 all	 awarded	 funding	
will	go	entirely	to	project	 implementation.	 	Approximately	$29,300	of	UACED	staff	
time	and	expenses	over	the	next	year	as	primary	program	coordinator	will	be	an	in‐
kind	contribution	to	this	project.	
	
As	 one	of	 the	most	 biologically	diverse	 and	beautiful	 rivers	 in	North	America,	 the	
Cahaba	 is	 a	 nationally	 significant	 natural	 resource	 that	 flows	 through	 the	 "back	
yard"	of	Birmingham	and	continues	southward	into	some	of	the	poorest	counties	in	
Alabama.	 	 While	 the	 Cahaba	 serves	 as	 a	 major	 drinking	 water	 source	 for	
Birmingham	and	 is	 an	attractive	 feature	 for	 residential	developments	 to	overlook,	
the	 river	 has	 been	 largely	 undervalued	 as	 an	 asset	 in	 Birmingham	 and	 other	
communities	 ‐	 a	 fact	 that	 has	 contributed	 to	 a	 deficit	 in	how	we	have	 collectively	
stewarded	 the	 river.	 	 However,	 the	 Cahaba	 has	 significant	 potential	 to	 become	 a	
regional	 and	even	national	 recreational	destination	 that	will	not	only	enhance	 the	
quality	 of	 life	 for	 Birmingham	 and	 North‐Central	 Alabama	 residents,	 but	 also	
support	 economic	 development	 in	 this	 region	 through	 attracting	 recreational	
tourists	to	paddle,	float,	swim,	fish,	and	observe	wildlife.		Comparable	“water	trails”	
created	 elsewhere	 have	 resulted	 in	 direct	 annual	 economic	 impacts	 to	 nearby	
communities	of	 several	million	dollars,	 and	we	anticipate	 similar	positive	 impacts	
once	the	Cahaba	Blueway	is	fully	developed.		By	sustainably	developing	the	Cahaba	
River	 into	 an	 economic	 and	 quality‐of‐life	 asset,	 we	 will	 also	 incentivize	
communities	 to	 be	 better	 stewards	 of	 this	 important	 resource,	 resulting	 in	more	
positive	conservation	outcomes	for	the	river.		UACED's	Cahaba	Blueway	initiative	is	
a	collaborative	effort	among	public	and	private	partners	to	establish	the	Cahaba	as	
an	economic	and	quality‐of‐life	asset	by	creating	a	network	of	safe,	environmentally	
sustainable,	 durable,	 and	 informative	 recreational	 access	 points	 along	 the	 river.		
Through	 funding	 provide	 by	 the	 “Sappi	 Ideas	 that	 Matter”	 Program	 and	 the	
Community	 Foundation	 of	 Greater	 Birmingham	 and	 assistance	 provided	 by	 the	



National	 Park	 Service's	 Rivers,	 Trails,	 and	 Conservation	 Assistance	 Program,	 we	
have	completed	development	of	a	branding	package	for	the	Cahaba	Blueway	as	well	
as	 guidelines	 for	 site	 development	 and	 informational	 signage.	 	 We	 have	 also	
completed	 a	 canoe	 launch	 improvement	 project	 in	 cooperation	 with	 the	 City	 of	
Irondale	 at	 the	 Grants	Mill	 access	 to	 demonstrate	 Cahaba	 Blueway	 best	 practices	
concepts	 for	 site	 development.	 	 UACED	 is	 working	 as	 the	 primary	 initiative	
coordinator,	 conducting	 outreach	with	 city	 and	 county	 governments	 and	multiple	
private	 partners	 to	 educate	 them	 about	 the	 initiative	 and	 to	 create	 steering	
committees	and	public	engagement	processes	that	are	guiding	the	implementation	
of	the	Cahaba	Blueway	system	at	the	local	level.			
	
We	 have	 identified	 29	 prospective	 Cahaba	 Blueway	 sites	 from	 Trussville	 to	 Old	
Cahawba	that	will	provide	water	access	at	intervals	of	8	to	10	miles.		Working	with	
local	 partners,	 we	 have	 determined	 that	 18	 of	 these	 sites	 have	 sufficient	
infrastructure	 (or	 infrastructure	 under	 development)	 to	 warrant	 official	 Cahaba	
Blueway	 designation	 in	 2016‐2017.	 	 The	 remainder	 of	 the	 sites	 are	 in	 need	 of	
significant	 infrastructure	improvements,	and	over	the	next	5‐10	years,	UACED	will	
be	 working	 with	 local	 steering	 committees,	 partners,	 and	 public	 stakeholders	 to	
design,	 fund,	 and	 build	 the	 needed	 infrastructure	 at	 these	 locations.	 	 UACED	 is	
working	to	officially	debut	 the	Cahaba	Blueway	system	in	2016‐2017	by	outfitting	
the	18	 sites	previously	mentioned	with	 a	 complete	 set	 of	 informational	 signs	 (we	
are	 requesting	 funding	 from	 the	Recreation	Trails	 Program	 for	 14	 of	 these	 sites),	
creating	a	high‐quality	website	as	a	primary	platform	to	educate,	engage,	and	inform	
the	 public	 about	 the	 Cahaba	 Blueway,	 and	 developing	 and	 implementing	 a	media	
plan	 to	 publicize	 the	 Cahaba	 Blueway.	 	 We	 are	 working	 with	 the	 local	 steering	
committees	to	select	appropriate	signs	from	the	“menu”	of	options	presented	in	the	
Cahaba	 Blueway	Wayfinding	 Guidelines	 (3‐5	 signs	 per	 site),	 identify	where	 those	
signs	are	to	be	located	at	each	site,	and	develop	sign	content	that	will	be	appropriate	
for	 each	 situation.	 To	 view	 the	 Cahaba	 Blueway	Wayfinding	 Guidelines,	 visit	 this	
link:	 https://drive.google.com/open?id=0B4wI_0nMmfKEel9SUHM2QVZHT2M.	 We	
will	 engage	 the	services	of	a	graphic	designer	 to	produce	 the	 final	 layout	 for	each	
sign,	and	hire	a	sign	vendor	to	fabricate	and	install	the	signs.		The	website	will	be	an	
online	 communications	 platform	 that	 will	 provide	 information	 about	 the	 Cahaba	
Blueway	initiative,	give	details	about	 infrastructure,	available	activities,	and	points	
of	 interest	 at	 Cahaba	Blueway	 access	 areas,	 as	well	 as	 capture	 public	 stakeholder	
comments	to	inform	program	implementation	at	the	local	level.		In	order	to	ensure	
that	 we	 inform	 the	 public	 as	 efficiently	 and	 effectively	 as	 possible	 about	 the	
existence	 of	 the	 Cahaba	 Blueway	 as	 a	 recreational	 resource,	 we	 will	 engage	 a	
marketing	professional	 to	develop	a	plan	 for	securing	earned	and	paid	media,	and	
proceed	to	implement	this	plan	leading	up	to	and	for	several	months	following	the	
Cahaba	Blueway's	debut.			
	
Brian	Rushing	is	Director	of	Economic	Development	Initiatives	at	UACED	and	serves	
as	 the	Cahaba	Blueway	 coordinator.	 	Brian	has	 an	M.S.	 in	 environmental	planning	
and	management	and	and	M.B.A.,	 and	has	over	13	years	of	 experience	working	 in	
the	nonprofit	sector	facilitating	creative	public‐private	partnerships	that	benefit	the	



environment,	 the	 economy,	 and	 quality	 of	 life	 in	 Alabama	 communities.	 	 He	 has	
primary	responsibility	for	this	project.	
	
The	increased	use	of	the	Cahaba	River	for	recreation	by	local	residents	and	out‐of‐
area	 visitors	 will	 demonstrate	 the	 success	 of	 our	 initial	 program	 launch.	 	 Pre	 an	
post‐implementation	 user	 counts	 at	 strategic	 locations	 along	 the	 river	will	 reveal	
these	 trends,	 and	 we	 anticipate	 conducting	 a	 user	 survey	 following	 full	 project	
implementation	 in	 order	 to	 capture	 the	 full	 spectrum	 of	 beneficial	 economic	 and	
social	impacts.	
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