
National 
Recreation 

Trails
Preserving and Celebrating

Our Nation’s Pathways



What are they?

• Nat ional Tra ils  Sys te m  (NTS) Act  of 19 6 8 .

• Exis t ing land-bas e d and wate r-bas e d t ra ils  tha t  provide  
c los e  to  hom e  re cre a t ion opportunit ie s  on Fe de ra l, Sta te , 
Triba l, and local lands , and conne ct  to  NTS t ra il ne tworks .

• Re cognize d and de s ignate d by e ithe r the  Secretary of 
Interior or Secretary of Agriculture . 

National Recreation Trails



Why National Recreation Trails?
Calls  for e s tablis hing t ra ils  in both urban and rura l s e t t ings  for 

pe rs ons  of a ll age s , inte re s t s , s kills , and phys ical abilit ie s . 



NRT Goals
• P rom ote  the  us e  and care  of e xis t ing 

t ra ils  and s t im ula te  the  de ve lopme nt  
of ne w t ra ils  throughout  U.S.

• P rovide  re cre at ion acce s s  for urban 
and rura l com m unit ie s

• Econom ic de ve lopme nt  through 
tourism

• P rovide  he althy re cre at ion 
opportunit ie s
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NRTs of all Kinds
All trail user types, all terrain and setting types, 
and vary in length from less than a mile to 1500 
miles

Currently there are over 1,300 NRTs 
in all 50 states, including the District 
of Columbia and Puerto Rico.

First NRTs
• Schockaloe Trail, MS – 1969
• East Bay Skyline Trail, CA – 1970
• Gabrielino Trail, CA – 1970

Newest NRTs
• 2020 - 31 new NRTs
• 2021 - 10 new NRTs
• 2022 - 9 new NRTs



Trail Eligibility
• A trail is  a  t rave l way e s tablis he d e ithe r through 

cons t ruct ion or us e  and is  pas s able  by a t  le as t  one  or 
m ore  of the  following, including but  not  lim ite d to: foot  
t ra ffic , s tock, e que s t rian, wate rcraft , bicycle s , in-line  
s kate s , whe e lchairs , cros s -country s kis , off-road 
re cre a t ion ve hicle s  s uch as  m otorcycle s , 
s nowm obile s , ATVs , and four-whe e l drive  ve hicle s .

• Roads  and highways  s uitable  for pas s e nge r car t rave l 
a re  not  e lig ible  for NRT de s ignat ion.
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Trail Eligibility
• The  t ra il m us t  be  ope n to  public  use , have  no 

gaps , and be  de s igne d, cons t ructe d, and 
m ainta ine d according to  be s t  m anage m e nt  
pract ice s , in ke e ping with the  use  
ant icipate d. Tra ils  tha t  de m ons t ra te  s ta te -
of-the -art  de s ign and m anage m e nt  are  
e spe cia lly e ncourage d to  apply for NRT 
de s ignat ion.
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Trail Eligibility

• The trail is in compliance with applicable 
land use plans and environmental laws.

8



9

Trail Eligibility
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• The trail is in existence and will be 
available for public use for at least 10 
years.
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Trail Eligibility

• All public and private property owners 
of trail lands or waters have been 
notified and have given their written 
consent and support for designation .
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• Trails on state, local government, or 
private land (anything other than 
federal) must have a letter of support 
from their appropriate state trail 
administrator.
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Trail Eligibility



Benefits of NRT De s ignat ion
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Re cognit ion, Le git imacy, P artne rs



NRT Database
Database of over 1,300 searchable trails 

https://www.nrtdatabase.org/index.php?p=NRTDatabase/index.html
https://www.nrtdatabase.org/index.php?p=NRTDatabase/index.html
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Free signs for all current NRTs

• Free plastic signs (3.5” and 8”)
• Low cost metal signs (3.5” and 8”)

Future Plans...
• Signage programs that provide free signs 

and sponsorship to support ongoing 
maintenance through Smart Outdoor .

Signage

https://www.americantrails.org/resources/smart-outdoor-is-bringing-digital-signs-to-trails-in-new-york-and-beyond


Annual NRT Photo Contest

Recognition for your trail through great photography 
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300+ individuals in all 50 states committed to improving NRTs
NRT Ambassadors are:

• Trained for safety and consistency of data gathering.
• Tasked with reaching out to trail managers and agency staff to build 

understanding of the NRT Program and ensure the trail meets standards of 
quality.

• Help to identify centerline GPS tracks and ensure quality information on each 
NRT.

Future Plans…
• American Trails is working with app developers to create an app that 

streamlines ambassador tasks and connects land managers with the public .

NRT Ambassador Program
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While there is no direct funding for NRTs,
being an NRT can improve your fundraising opportunities

• Many State Recreational Trails Program funding provides priority to trails 
that are a part of the National Trails System.

• NRT status provides outside acknowledgement of trail quality and 
legitimizes your trail in a very tangible way, which can improve your 
fundraising story.

Future Plans…
• American Trails has built a national “Trail Fund” that may prioritize 

funding for diverse NRTs.

Improved Funding Opportunities



How to Become an NRT
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•

The  proce s s  for diffe re nt  type s  of t ra ils



Application Process
U.S. Forest Service
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If your trail is on federal land administered by (or 
associated with) the US Department of Agriculture:

The USDA Forest Service has authority for designating NRTs on land 
administered by the Department of Agriculture (National Forests, 
National Grasslands, and National Recreation Areas) and associated 
lands.

Proposed NRTs on U.S. Forest Service lands are nominated and 
approved using an internal application with specific criteria.



Application Process
U.S. Forest Service
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Designation Process:
● Re com m e ndat ion & Approval
● Trail Locat ion De script ion
● Trail His tory
● Trail De script ion & Manage m e nt  Obje ct ive s
● Be s t  Manage m e nt  P ract ice s
● Asse s sm e nt  of Im pacts
● P ublic Use  Sta te m e nt



Application Process
De partm e nt  of the  Inte rior

21

If your t ra il is  on Fe de ra l, Sta te , or local land (othe r than U.S. Fore s t  Se rvice  land):

The  De partme nt  of Inte rior has  authority for de s ignat ing NRTs  on a ll lands  othe r 
than those  adminis te re d by the  De partme nt  of Agriculture .

P ropose d NRTs  on Fe de ra l, Sta te  , Tribal, and local lands  (othe r than U.S. Fore s t  
Se rvice  lands ) are  nominate d and approve d following a  public  applica t ion with 
spe cific  crite ria .



Application Process
De partm e nt  of the  Inte rior
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De s ignat ion P roce ss :
1) Trail Inform at ion
2) Contact  Inform at ion
3 ) Owne r Conse nt  & State  Support
4 ) If any port ion of the  t ra il is  on non-Fe de rally m anage d land, a  le t te r from  the  re spe ct ive  

Sta te  Trail Adm inis t ra tor is  re quire d
5 ) Trail P hoto(s ) and Map
6 ) Addit ional Support  Mate ria ls
7) Signe d Signature  P age
8 ) Applicat ion Re vie we d by Inte rage ncy Staff
9 ) Approve d applicatons  subm it te d to  the  Se cre tary of the  Inte rior for offic ia l de s ignat ion

* De adline  to  subm it  applicat ion is  Nove m be r 1
* Nat ional wate r t ra ils  have  s light ly diffe re nt  applicat ion que s t ions  to  focus  on be s t  

m anage m e nt  pract ice s
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• Recognized by the federal government, with the consent of 
any Federal, State, Tribal, local, nonprofit, or private entity 
having jurisdiction over the lands the NRT traverses.

• All potential trails must apply for the distinction of a NRT.
• Upon designation as a NRT, all management responsibilities 

remain with the existing land management entity.
• National water trails (NWT), a subset of the NRT system, are 

water -based recreation trails. The category of NWT was 
authorized in 2012 under Secretarial Order 3319.

NRT Frequently Asked Questions



https://www.americantrails.org/national -re cre at ion-t ra ils
Vis it  the  Am e rican Tra ils  we bs ite

For More  Inform at ion and De ta ils  about  How to Be com e  an NRT

nrt@am e ricant ra ils .org
You can a lso e m ail

Thank You!

https://www.americantrails.org/national-recreation-trails
mailto:nrt@americantrails.org
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