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Minutes of the Alabama Trails Commission 
and Advisory Board Joint Meeting 

 
Tuesday, December 10, 2024 

Innovation Depot 
Birmingham, Alabama 

11:00 AM 
 

In Person & Via Zoom 
 

Public notice of this meeting was made on November 13, 2024 through the Secretary of State’s office via 
the Alabama Department of Economic and Community Affairs in accordance with the Alabama Open 

Meetings Act. 
 

 
Alabama Trails Commission (ATC) Attendees 
Amy Rauworth 
Sen. Andrew Jones 
Commissioner Chris Blankenship 
Denson Clark  
Dr. Graham Sisson, Chair (via zoom) 
John Goff 
Mayor Johnny Smith (via zoom) 
Mike Jones (via zoom) 
Nisa Miranda (via zoom) (late arrival) 
Philip West (via zoom) 
Robby Cantrell 
 
 
Advisory Board (AB) Attendees 
Debbie Quinn (via zoom) (left early) 
Garrett Parker 
Heidi Ramey (for Tim King) 
Jared Carter 
Jason Dockery 
Jerry Bynum 
Marie Bostick (via zoom) 
Natalie Norman (via zoom) 
Ronnie Davis 
Steve Newton 
Rep. Terri Collins (via zoom) 
Will Collins 
 
Associates & Visitors 
Brandi Horton – Rails-to-Trails Conservancy (via zoom) 
Brian Rushing – The University of Alabama Center for Economic Development 
Cathy Sloss Jones – Rails-to-Trails Conservancy 
David Perry – Alabama Trails Foundation 
Ed Mizelle – Luckie 
Jack Luckie – Luckie 
Joe Watts – Alabama Trails Foundation 
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LaToya Edwards – Alabama Department of Economic and Community Affairs (via zoom) 
Lee Sentell – Alabama Tourism Department 
Sally Brown – The University of Alabama Center for Economic Development 
 
 
 
Welcome and Introductions 
 
Dr. Graham Sisson called the meeting to order at 11:15 AM and called roll.  A quorum was present for the 
Alabama Trails Commission (ATC) as well as for the Advisory Board (AB). 
 
Dr. Sisson oriented the attendees to the meeting packet and made the following remarks: 
 

• As you may recall, we discussed at the last meeting the need that many communities around the 
state have for technical support to develop project ideas and be competitive for grant funding, be it 
through Innovate Alabama, ADECA, or other sources.  The ATC & AB membership hold 
significant knowledge that can help bridge important gaps in understanding for these communities.  
We do not think these requests will be frequent and we want to stress that the services we will be 
offering are as a technical resource and reference…you will not be “saddled” with writing grant 
proposals or doing other intensive work that might be associated with “technical assistance.”  It is 
for this reason that we have changed the name of what we will be offering to “technical resources.”  
This is mostly about helping communities identify opportunities, develop ideas, and connecting 
them with potential funders such as Innovate Alabama.  At the last meeting, we only received a 
handful of completed questionnaires, so we hope you’ve been thinking about how you or your 
organization can help, and we ask that you please complete a form before you leave today. 

 
• We were recently very saddened to learn that former long-time Trails Commission member and 

friend, Jeff Pruitt, passed away on October 18.  Debbie Quinn made remarks about Jeff’s 
instrumental role in supporting Alabama trails and the ATC.  He was also a great friend of many. 

 
 
Approval of Minutes 
 
With a quorum of the ATC being present, Dr. Sisson asked for a motion for their approval of the August 6, 
2024 meeting minutes as written.  Amy Rauworth made the motion for approval, and Nisa Miranda 
seconded the motion.  Motion passed unanimously.   
 
 
Year of Alabama Trails & Collaborative Opportunities 
 
Lee Sentell made this presentation and made the following key points: 

• The “Year of” campaigns are typically year-long marketing endeavors highlighting the best tourism 
destinations Alabama has to offer.  Different topics are selected each year. 

• Often, these campaigns highlight thematic tourism trails. 
• Lee started hearing about recreational trails about five years ago and felt this would be a good time 

to highlight Alabama’s recreational trail assets. 
• The Year of Alabama Trails campaign will last for two years and is currently in development. 
• The printed guide will feature the Flagg Mountain tower. 
• Several events will be scheduled throughout the state at top trail destinations and the Tourism 

Department will be taking suggestions of destinations to include. 
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Discussion followed, with the following comments made: 
• Commissioner Blankenship added that the campaign will highlight the variety of trails throughout 

the state.  
• Jared Carter suggested creating medallions that people could collect from different locations. 
• Joe Watts commented that the Alabama Trials Foundation (ATF) is assisting in identifying the top 

trails destinations and providing logo takeaways for visitors. 
• Ed Mizelle added that the campaign should launch around the end of January or early February 

with an event that will take place at Vulcan Park and the deployment of a website.  They will target 
about 25 trails to feature.  Family destinations and accessibility will be emphasized and destinations 
will be both urban and rural. 

 
Lee turned the podium over to Cathy Sloss Jones and Brandi Horton, who made the following key points: 

• Mrs. Jones recently joined the board of the Rails-to-Trails Conservancy (RTC). 
• There is an excellent opportunity to develop a rail-trail between Aniston and Birmingham as part 

of a concept to develop a southern coast-to-coast rail trail. 
• RTC’s Celebrate Trails Day will be April 26, with hundreds of events planned across the country.  

The event will be celebrated at Pepper Place Market in Birmingham on that Saturday. 
• The week leading up to Celebrate Trails Day will feature a series of influencer bike tours upto an 

dincluding Celebrate Trails Day to highlight existing assets and promote opportunity for trail 
connectivity.  Locations will be the Chief Ladiga Trail / Anniston, Richard Martin Trail / 
Huntsville, and Birmingham.  Invitees will include elected officials, agencies, and business leaders 
as well as people from out-of-state who will publicize Alabama’s assets. 

• www.railstotrails.org is a great resource for tools and information for rail trail development. 
 
Dr. Sisson invited additional questions and comments from the group.  No questions were asked. 
 
 
Innovate Alabama Outdoor Recreation Program Update 
 
Commissioner Blankenship gave a presentation on Innovate Alabama’s (IA) outdoor recreation program, 
making the following key points: 

• IA is currently scoring applications submitted for projects in their fall grant cycle, which has $5 
million available.  They received $10 million in requests.  They plan to make funding 
announcements before the end of the year. 

• Most grant awards will be for local projects, with a $250,000 cap.  Some will be regional in scope 
and will have a $750,000 cap. 

• The next application round will take place in early summer with about $5 million available again. 
• IA is working with colleges and universities to use outdoor recreation to retain talent and to create 

outdoor recreation business accelerator programs in 2025. 
• The Seek Alabama website will be enhanced in 2025 to add destinations and a search filter to the 

map. 
• IA is planning an outdoor recreation summit for April with the help of The University of Alabama 

Center for Economic Development (UACED) and member of the ATC. 
• While not an IA project, the 2026 Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Planning process is 

underway, with meetings taking place around the state.  All members of the ATC & AB are 
encouraged to participate. 

• IA-funded mountain bike trail projects are currently underway at Oak Mountain State Park and 
Coldwater Mountain. 

• IA-funded boating access projects are underway, with ribbon cuttings at 7 locations likely to take 
place in early 2025. 

• The ATF is currently working with IA funding on Pinhoti Trail improvements. 



 

 4 

Nisa Miranda stated that collaboration on leveraging federal funding with IA funding would be very helpful.  
Commissioner Blankenship said that the timing of using IA funding as match for RTP could be difficult.  
IA’s intent is to get funding on the ground for infrastructure as quickly as possible, but some projects may 
lend themselves to this type of leverage. 

Brian Rushing asked if there is a period of performance for IA grants.  Commissioner Blankenship said 
there is not, so using IA grants as match for Recreational Trails Program and Land and Water Conservation 
Fund grants may not be a problem.   

Chase Draper, president of Birmingham Urban Mountain Pedalers, said that his organization is developing 
the first 15 miles of mountain bike trails on 1,000 acres of Forever Wild land at Tannehill.  Their ultimate 
goal is to develop the largest adaptive mountain bike trail system in the southeast.   

Dr. Sisson thanked Commissioner Blankenship and invited additional questions and comments from the 
group.  No questions were asked. 

 
Technical Resources, Member Updates, & Plans for 2025 

Mr. Rushing made the following key points: 

• Members of the ATC & AB are again invited to sign up to serve as a technical advisor for 
organizations and communities that are planning and developing trails.  The hope is to have this 
list together before IA’s next funding cycle.  The plan is to include this list in the document, along 
with links to best practice guidelines and funding sources and to update the Alabama Outdoor 
Recreation website to feature this information.   

• Members were asked to send a quick email (3-4 sentences) highlighting trails news with their 
respective organizations, which will be used to generate a bi-annual ATC newsletter for the state. 

• In 2025, we plan to reinstitute the Alabama Recreation Trails Leadership Workshops and will be 
tapping the membership to present. 

• UACED is working with IA on scheduling speakers for the outdoor recreation summit and will be 
reaching out to some of the ATC and AB members to present. 

• The 100 Alabama Miles Challenge will be officially kicking off its 2025 season on Celebrate Trails 
Day (April 26), and Mr. Rushing thanked Blue Cross & Blue Shield of Alabama and the ATF for 
their continuing support of the program.  At this point, over 7,000 people have logged almost 
300,000 miles. 

Commissioner Blankenship gave a quick update on the Sweet Trails Alabama initiative.  $1.2 million was 
given by the state to Jacksonville State University in the FY 2025 budget to fund planning for high-impact 
trail projects.  Six projects require feasibility studies and 2 require implementation plans.  Commissioner 
Blankenship and Senator Jones sit on the advisory committee for awarding that funding.   

 
Dr. Sisson set the 2025 meetings for April 9, July 30, and November 19 and asked the members to go ahead 
and put those meetings on their calendars.  All meetings will be in person as well as virtual.  Times will 
likely be at 11:00AM.  Emailed announcements will be sent out a month in advance. 
 
With no further business, the meeting was adjourned at 12:46 pm. 
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Respectfully Submitted By: 
 
 
________________________     4/15/25   
Brian Rushing       Date 
Recording Secretary 
 
 
Approved 
 
________________________     4/22/25     
Dr. Graham Sisson      Date 
Alabama Trails Commission Chair 


