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Session Outcomes:

 Participants will understand challenges the agency 
faces maintaining the trail system.

 Participants will learn about programs and strategies 
that have been explored at the national and regional 
level to engage volunteers and partners.

 Participants will be asked to discuss their ideas for 
methods to better engage volunteers and partners in 
trail maintenance, and offer an assessment of whether 
the goals of the Act might be realized.



Trail Maintenance Crisis

 Often created for 
purposes other than 
recreation (timber, fire, 
grazing, game trails, etc.)

 Flat or declining federal 
appropriations

 Increasing public 
recreational use

 Loss of “technical know-
how” within the agency

 Agency competing 
priorities

Scapegoat Wilderness, MT



Challenges Created By 
Poorly Maintained Trails
 Accumulated downfall 

making trails impassible 
or resulting in trail 
braiding (work arounds)

 Eroded tread resulting in 
rilling, wash outs, etc.

 Failure of erosion-control 
structures, sedimentation

 Trail bridges becoming 
unsafe

 “Loss of trail” and public 
access as vegetation 
regrowth blocks and 
obscures the trail Clearwater NF, Idaho



Government Accountability 
Office (GAO) Report - Request



GAO Report - Results

 Significant backlog exists. 
 Only one-quarter of trails 

maintained to standard

 Two-thirds receive no regular 
maintenance

 $314M long term backlog + 
$200M in annual need

 Backlog expected to grow 
(beetle-kill, wildfire, wind-
throw)

 Agency needs to do a better 
job of managing volunteer 
and partner resources

GAO-13-618



GAO Report - Factors 
Complicating Trail Maintenance 
Efforts

 Origin and sustainability of existing trails

 Agency policies and procedures, including lack of 
standardized training in trails field skills

 Management of volunteers and other external 
resources
 Burden of managing volunteers

 Lack of training on volunteer management

 Failure to establish volunteer management as a clear 
expectation for US Forest Service staff



GAO Report –
Recommendations
 Evaluate the long-term sustainability of the trails 

network; Develop options for closing the gap between 
resources and system size

 Increase training on sustainable trail management

 Improve recruitment/retention of trail staff

 Improve management of volunteers; Create volunteer 
management expectations for trails staff



GAO Report – Forest Service 
Response
 Statement of Action 

(formal response to 
GAO report)

 Trails Connect! 
Dialogue held by Chief 
with stakeholders

 National Strategy for a 
Sustainable Trail System

 10-Year Sustainable Trail 
Stewardship Challenge

https://www.fs.fed.us/managing-land/trails/10YTC

https://www.fs.fed.us/managing-land/trails/10YTC


National Strategy for a Sustainable Trail System
Capacity is the bottleneck



Volunteer-based 
solutions are only 
one component of 
comprehensive 
reform
Volunteers are additive, but should not be seen as a 
replacement or intended to supplant professional 
agency trail crews



Campaign Goals

1. Elevate Priority of U.S. Forest Service Recreation and 
Trails Program
 Within the agency/Department of Agriculture
 Within the eyes of Congress
 Among regional/national trails community

2. Begin to reverse the trail maintenance backlog
3. Demonstrate the linkage between a robust trails 

infrastructure and the nation’s expanding recreation 
economy

4. Make the case before Congress for increased trails-
related appropriations for the Forest Service



Unifying the Trails and 
Recreation Community



National Forest 
System
Trails Stewardship 
Act 
H.R. 845
S. 1110
114th Congress



An Act of Congress:

To direct the Secretary of Agriculture
to publish in the Federal Register 
a strategy to significantly increase 
the role of volunteers and partners 
in National Forest System trail 
maintenance and for other 
purposes.

Public Law 114-245  16 USC 583k et seq.



Trails Act Requirements

 Develop and publish 
Volunteer/Partner Trail Maintenance Strategy

 Aim to double trail maintenance by volunteers and 
partners

 Explore and study approaches  
to increase trail maintenance: 
 Fire Crews
 Trail Maintenance Priority Areas
 Outfitter/Guide Pilot Program

 Report on findings and recommendations



Trails Act Findings – Sec. 2

 158,000 miles of trail within the FS trails system
 All types – hiking, biking, horseback riding, water, 

motorized
 GAO – only ¼ to standard, $314 million backlog and 

annual backlog of $210 million
 Threats to access, environmental damage and public 

safety from backlog
 Budget limitations require more efficient use of 

existing resources
 Volunteers, partners, outfitters and guides play 

important role – Strategy needed
 Note emphasis on no new funds, but improved 

efficiency



Volunteer & Partner Strategy 
– Sec. 4
 Within 2 years, Forest Service must publish a strategy to 

significantly increase use of volunteers and partners in 
trail maintenance

 Strategy must do the following: 
 Augment agency employee capabilities 

 Provide volunteer opportunities in all USFS regions

 Address barriers to volunteerism

 Prioritize volunteerism in regions with severe need.

 Goal: Increase volunteer maintenance by 100% in 5 years



Strategy Sec. 4 (cont’d)

 Study the use of fire crews in trail maintenance; If 
feasible, incorporate

 Extend coverage of Volunteers in Forest Act to 
volunteers of partner organizations

Effect = treats volunteers as federal employees for purposes 
of:
 Liability claims against the volunteer

 Workers compensation claims by the volunteer
 Loss of property claims by volunteers incidental to 

volunteer service

 Share the cost of claims arising out volunteer trail 
maintenance across all Forest Service units
 Costs previously borne by local units (national forests)
 Created a strong disincentive to recruit volunteers



Strategy Sec. 4 (cont’d)

 Consult with stakeholders in developing the strategy

 Require units (national forests) to develop local 
strategies

 Report to Congress within 3 years on the impact of the 
strategy in reducing the backlog



Priority Maintenance - Sec. 5

• Select 9-15 priority areas for increased maintenance 
accomplishments (with at least one in each USFS Region)

• Develop an approach for substantially increasing 
maintenance accomplishments in each priority area



Priority Areas – Sec. 5

 Criteria: 
Well-defined area on National Forest System land 
where lack of trail maintenance has led to: 

1. Reduced access to public land

2. An increase, or risk of increase, in harm 
to natural resources

3. Jeopardized public safety

4. Resulted in trails being impassable by the intended 
managed users

5. Increased future deferred trail maintenance costs



Priority Areas

Additional criteria after Public Input
National Selection Considerations:

A. Urban-proximate & remote areas
B. Motorized & non-motorized trails
C. Provide underrepresented communities 

greater opportunities to connect with NFS lands
D. Identified trail maintenance backlog 
E. Damage from catastrophic events
F. Variety of areas & approaches, including 

volunteers/partners available to assist



Cooperative Agreements -
Sec. 6

 Authorizes Forest 
Service to enter into 
cooperative 
agreements to carry 
out the legislation



Stewardship Credits for 
Outfitters & Guides - Sec. 7
 Establish a pilot program 

on 20+ units to offset 
permit fees with costs of 
trail work performed by 
an outfitter or guide 

 Includes safeguards:
 Select units where pilot 

program will increase 
maintenance

 Establish terms to ensure 
work meets national 
quality standards and 
trail maintenance 
objectives 



Priority Areas

https://www.fs.fed.us/managing-land/trails/priority-areas

https://www.fs.fed.us/managing-land/trails/priority-areas


Developing comprehensive and 
lasting solutions to trail 
maintenance backlog
 Enhanced volunteerism and partnerships
 Finding new ways to do business
 Administrative reforms that place a high 

priority on training and retaining professional 
line staff

 Finding new funding mechanisms for trails 
and recreation

 Enhanced appropriations—Congress must
do its job in supporting land management 
agencies



New Funding Mechanisms

National Wilderness 
Stewardship Alliance

National Forest 
Foundation



15-minute break





Welcome to the Southern Region Y’all!!!



Southern Appalachians Priority Area

6 National Forests, 1,756 Trails = 6,347 miles   
28.8% Meeting Agency Standards



Priority Area Strategy and Shared Stewardship

 Volunteer Capacity 
Enhancement

 Southern Apps Collaborative
 Engaging Partners in the Solutions
 Trails Training
 Community Engagement
 Shared Stewardship

 Integrated Fire and Resource 
Interns

 SCA Traveling Trail Crew
 Continued Support of our 

Partners



R8 Capacity Enhancement: Heart of our Priority Area Strategy

6 Sub-Regional VSP Coordinators

 3 FS GS-12 NTE (3 years)

 3 Greening Youth Foundation GS-12 
Equivalents (3 years)

 Focused on Creating the Relationships 
Necessary to Place Partner Employees as 
Volunteer Coordinators on Every District

 Skilled and Able to Provide Expertise in VSP 
Partnership Development and Management 



Integrate
d Project

Traditional 
Approach

State and 
Federal 
Partners

FS 
Regional 
Office 
and Field 
Staff

Select 
Nonprofit 
Partners

Universities

Regional 
Office PLC 
Program

Prescribe
d Burn 
Crews

Planting 
Crews

NNIS 
Crews

Wildlife 
CrewsForest/      

District 
Volunteer 
Programs

Communi
ty 
Volunteer
s

Military Groups

Nonprofit 
Volunteers

Corporate 
Volunteers

Internships 
(RAP, ACES, 

PLC)
Public Affairs 
Specialists

Archaeologist
s and 

Biologists

Engineers

Planners

Timber 
Markers

Fire Specialists



Shared Stewardship





Contacts
Randy Rasmussen

Director, Public Lands and Recreation

Back Country Horsemen of America

WildernessAdvisor@bcha.org

Randy Welsh

Executive Director

National Wilderness Stewardship 
Alliance

randy@wildernessalliance.org

Paul Sanford

National Director of Recreation Policy 

The Wilderness Society

Paul_Sanford@tws.org

Deborah Caffin

Trails Program Manager

U.S. Forest Service, Southeast Region

dcaffin@fs.fed.us

mailto:WildernessAdvisor@bcha.org
mailto:randy@wildernessalliance.org
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mailto:dcaffin@fs.fed.us
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