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Introduction 

Benefits of Trails in Flathead County 
The networks and connections proposed in this Trails Plan can bring a wide range of benefits to 

Flathead County, including increased business revenue, improved public health, higher property 

values, and improved quality of life. A growing body of research—including research specific to 

Montana—measures how trails bring benefits to communities.  

Business Impacts 

Trails can generate business impacts and create new jobs by attracting visitors, especially 

overnight visitors. Destination trails attract visitors from outside the local area who travel 

specifically to use a trail. This results in greater business revenue, employment, employee earnings, 

and tax revenue. The economic impact from trails is highest when a trail is connected to local 

businesses that cater to trail user needs, including restaurants, grocery stores, camping and hotels, 

guide services, and gear stores. This connection can occur directly through trail spurs that link to 

commercial centers as well as through signs at trailheads or shuttles between a town and the 

trailhead. 

 

Two recent Montana studies highlight the economic impact of trails in two Montana communities. 

In Whitefish, the Whitefish Trail is associated with $3.2 million in new consumer spending 

annually, supporting 68 jobs. In Helena, the South Hills Trail System supports $4.3 million in 

visitor spending annually, supporting 60 jobs.  

Public Health 

Trails can improve public health by increasing physical activity and providing safer transportation 

routes for pedestrians and cyclists. Trails often encourage inactive people to become active, and 

trails modestly increase the activity levels of already-active residents. Because they provide a safe 

environment, trails are the only place where many residents exercise. The gains in physical activity 

are most significant in rural places with few parks and narrow road shoulders. Increased physical 

activity is highest among people at greatest risk of inactivity, including people with low income, 

low education attainment, and the elderly. 

 

In Billings, Montana, existing trails and pathways that encourage active transportation result in $1 

million in annual health care cost savings. Their Bikeway and Trail Master Plan Update projects 

additional health care cost savings of $370,000 to $2.8 million annually.  

 

In Flathead County, our survey found that 45 percent of residents use trails at least once per week. 

This level of use shows that our trails play an important role in helping residents stay physically 

active, improving public health.   

Property Value 

Trails can be associated with higher property value, especially when a trail is designed to provide 

neighborhood access and maintain residents’ privacy. Trails, like good schools or low crime, create 

an amenity that results in a higher price for nearby homes. Trails are valued by those who live 

nearby as places to recreate, convenient opportunities for physical activity and improving health, 

and safe corridors for walking or cycling to work or school. Home value is not property owners’ 

only concern. Legal, well-marked access eliminates problems with trail users trespassing. 

 

https://headwaterseconomics.org/economic-development/trails-pathways/whitefish-trail-use/
https://scholarworks.umt.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1366&context=itrr_pubs
http://ci.billings.mt.us/DocumentCenter/View/34091/Billings-Bikeway-and-Trails-Master-Plan?bidId


 

2 
 

Homes near trails generally are worth between five and ten percent more than otherwise identical 

homes without trails nearby. In Methow Valley, Washington, homes within one-quarter mile of 

trails have a nine percent price premium.  

Quality of Life 

Trails can measurably improve a community’s quality of life by providing opportunities for social 

connection and safe places for recreation and commuting. Trails are an amenity that keep existing 

residents and attract new people, an asset that contributes to community identity. These benefits 

focus on residents, rather than visitors. As such, the trails that can bring the greatest benefits to 

residents often are close to where people live and work, providing physical connections within a 

community.  

 

In Whitefish, summer and winter recreation, in addition to community character, are the most 

important reasons why residents move to or stay in the area. In Whatcom County, Washington, 95 

percent of long-time residents—many of whom are mountain bikers, hikers, and trail runners—

state that trails are important to their decision to stay in the area. 

 

Ninety-five percent of respondents use trails in the Flathead Valley at least once a month. This 

widespread frequent use highlights the role trails play in creating a community identity and shared 

experiences.  

 

Stakeholders and Planning Process 
This update to the Flathead County Trails Plan, originally adopted in 2010, was initiated by the 

reconvened PATHS Advisory Committee. The planning process included monthly meetings open 

to the public and attended by Flathead County staff, planning staff from local municipalities, 

representatives from the US Forest Service, National Park Services, MT Fish, Wildlife and Parks, 

local community foundations, and area recreational groups and non-profits. The first planning 

meeting occurred in August 2017 and monthly meetings were held on the 3rd Wednesday of the 

month and advertised in the Daily Interlake Daybook. In addition to these meetings, a number of 

outreach activities were conducted to solicit input from the community. An online survey assessing 

the existing conditions, trends, and values of the community with regard to existing and proposed 

trails. The survey was open between February and June 2018 and advertised on Flathead County 

Department websites, advertised in the newspaper, and distributed by community group social 

media platforms. In addition to the online survey, two open house meetings were held at the 

Flathead County Fairgrounds on March 21 and May 22, 2018 during which time the public was 

invited to provide input on large maps and through paper copies of the survey. Public input was 

reviewed at the PATHS general planning meetings and recommendations incorporated into the 

updates outlined in this plan.    

Relationship to Flathead Planning Documents 
Growth Policy – On October 12, 2012, the Flathead County Board of Commissioners adopted an 

update to the Flathead County Growth Policy (Resolution #2015R). The Growth Policy was 

established to identify a collective vision for growth in Flathead County. The document includes 

a Park and Recreation element, which recommends the creation of “a committee to determine and 

prioritize areas for bike path easement acquisition and construction, prioritize use of funds, guide 

grant applications, identify roads that should have bicycle lanes, determine maintenance funding 

mechanisms, and set county-wide bicycle path/lane construction standards.” The PATHS 

https://d3mqmy22owj503.cloudfront.net/40/500040/files/Methow-Trails-EIA-FINAL--1-.pdf
https://headwaterseconomics.org/economic-development/trails-pathways/whitefish-trail-use/
http://headwaterseconomics.org/trail/79-whatcom-mountain-bike-rider-survey
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Advisory Committee reconvened to comply with this policy by updating the Flathead County 

Trails Plan to ensure the vision for trail development is in line with the community’s desires. 

Parks and Recreation Master Plan - The Parks and Recreation Master Plan, adopted in 2009 

(Resolution #2015L), expands the analysis that is contained within the Growth Policy and provides 

programmatic recommendations for park and recreation development, including substantial 

discussion on the topic of trails. The Trails Plan provides specific recommendations regarding a 

county trails network as an element of the overall Parks and Recreation Program. The Trails Plan 

is intended to be adopted by reference into the Parks and Recreation Master Plan and, therefore, 

the Growth Policy.  

Neighborhood Plans - Neighborhood Plans address an array of specific criteria at a localized 

“neighborhood” scale in greater detail than the more generalized Growth Policy. The process of 

trail project selection and design should entail consultation of an adopted Neighborhood Plan when 

a proposed trail project occurs within a Neighborhood Plan area.  

Other County Plans - To ensure effective implementation, it is recommended that the Trails Plan 

/ community recommendations be incorporated by reference into all other pertinent county plans 

and documents, including the Flathead County Subdivision Regulations and the Flathead County 

Capital Improvement Plan.  
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Chapter 1:  Mission, Vision, and Goals 

Mission 
The Flathead County PATHS Advisory Committee will update the comprehensive Trails Plan for 

Flathead County. 

Vision 
Safe and convenient networks of multi-use trails connecting Flathead County communities, 

schools, parks and public lands for the benefit of our families, our economy and our environment. 

Goals 
1. Continue to plan, build, and maintain a network of pathways and routes that facilitate 

connections to residential areas, schools, parks, recreation areas, public lands, and 

permitted private lands. 

2. Establish an effective administrative framework for new and established trail systems that 

ensures proper maintenance and funding by incorporating private, public and community 

partnerships over the next 20 years. 

3. Enhance safety of new and existing trail networks through planning, design, and education. 

4. Ensure cooperative efforts of all user groups and entities for the realization of four-season 

opportunities for motorized and non-motorized users on public and permitted private lands. 

5. Create an all-inclusive mapping system for trail users and provide collective spaces where 

trail information, conditions, and maintenance can be accessed and used as an economic 

tool to assist in the marketing of the Flathead Valley as an outdoor recreation destination. 
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Chapter 2: Trail Network 

Trail Network Components 
This plan outlines and proposes an interconnected network of multi-use trails throughout the 

county for safety, transportation, recreation, health and other purposes. Rather than describing the 

trails system in terms of specific facilities, this plan designates each existing and proposed trail in 

terms of its primary function as an arterial trail, connector trail or recreational trail. 

Arterial trails provide direct commuter routes between major communities. Connector trails 

provide safe, transportation routes linking common destinations within and between communities 

and serve as collectors for arterial trails. Recreational trails respond to the needs of communities 

throughout the county for recreational amenities. 

Specific trail types are not proposed in this plan because the recommendation is dependent on 

circumstances that change over time, such as traffic congestion, demand, site constraints and 

available funding, including the contributed resources of future trail proponents. The most 

appropriate and feasible trail type for different locations and situations will be determined based 

upon specific site evaluation and planning. This statement is particularly pertinent to arterial trail 

routes located along roads. While it is preferred to construct pathways along all arterial trail routes 

wherever feasible, circumstances may dictate that a shared roadway will have to suffice for many 

years until demand and funding allow for road reconstruction and/or trail development. 

Arterial Trails - Arterial trails provide direct commuter routes between Flathead County’s major 

communities, Glacier National Park and Flathead Lake. They feed traffic to and collect it from the 

rest of the countywide trail network and should be constructed to a high standard. Ideally, these 

trails will be located along a separate easement(s) such as along a watercourse, rail line, ridgeline, 

or utility right-of-way. However, given limited opportunity, most will be located on or along 

county roads and state highways. For safety and optimal user experience, grade-separated 

pathways are the preferred facility for arterial trails, particularly alongside high-speed, high-

volume motorized traffic.  

Connector Trails - Connector trails provide safe, transportation routes linking common 

destinations within and between communities and serve as collectors for arterial trails. These trails 

should provide routes between higher density residential areas and schools, business and 

commercial centers, parks, cultural attractions and public lands. When a proposed trail is located 

within an adopted Neighborhood Plan area this Trail Plan’s recommendations should be 

augmented by more-detailed Neighborhood Plan recommendations based upon identified needs 

for local trail connections between residential areas, existing connector and/or arterial trails, and 

community facilities. Most connector trails will be located near communities where there is local 

demand for an enhanced user experience and available rights-of-way. Connector trails will likely 

differ depending on user type. Pedestrians may use sidewalks while bicyclists may use a shared 

roadway.  

Recreational Trails - Recreational trails primarily provide recreation destinations rather than 

transportation corridors. Recreational trails respond to the needs of communities throughout the 

county for recreational amenities.  

Recreational trails may be located on private, municipal, county, state, and/or federal lands. These 

trails may be aligned through parks, forests and open lands, along streams, rivers, and the perimeter 

of lakes within the county. For purposes of continuity and/or expediency, proposed recreational 
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trail routes may make use of existing backcountry roads or old logging roads. A prime example of 

this is the Foy’s-to-Blacktail Trail linking Foy’s Lake and Herron Park with the Blacktail Mountain 

Ski Area via a series of existing backcountry roads and backcountry trails primarily on the National 

Forest and lands currently owned by Weyerhauser and F.H. Stoltze. Effected private landowners 

restrict this trail to non-motorized users.  

Water Trails are recreational trails that incorporate the idea of a linked system of access points, 

picnic sites and camping areas connecting the parks, lakes, rivers and streams of the county. Formal 

establishment of water trails will likely require shared interest and cooperative efforts between the 

county and other state and federal agencies. The distinction between recreational and commuter 

trails is not absolute. Recreational trails may serve a transportation function for some users, just as 

there will be a recreational component to the use of arterial and connector trails. 

Existing Trail Network 
The existing trails map accompanying this plan depicts the existing trails located throughout 

Flathead County and is organized by trail network component type (arterial, connector, and 

recreational trails). This map will only be accurate until new trails are built. The interactive map 

produced as a result of this plan can be used in the future as an existing trail network plan as it will 

be updated as new trails in Flathead County are built.  

Future Trail Network  
The future trails map accompanying this plan (Appendix M) depicts the proposed routes for the 

major network components – arterial, connector and recreational trails. Consistent with goals and 

policies of this Trails Plan, the map depicts a long-term vision for an integrated countywide trail 

network. Its realization will occur incrementally as trail user demographics and their demands 

change, roads are constructed or rebuilt, land is developed, and trails projects are prioritized and 

funded. It is hoped that this visual display of a functional countywide trail system will help 

energize trails proponents from all sectors of society to work with the county trails program in 

realizing the vision. This future trails map is used in conjunction with the Subdivision Regulations 

to ensure easements are dedicated during subdivision review. 

Trails and Trail Types 
Trail - Used in a broad sense referring to multi-use routes. It also is used to describe routes along 

shared roadways where bicyclists and pedestrians are directed and accommodated. 

Pathways - Pathways (also called “shared use pathways”, “multi-use pathways”, or “grade-

separated pathways”) are physically separated from motorized vehicular traffic by boulevards, 

open space, and/or a barrier, and have minimal cross-traffic. They can be located either inside a 

road right-of-way or within an independent right-of-way or easement. Pathways offer 

opportunities not provided by the road system such as safe and direct commuter routes that 

preclude motor vehicles. They also may be designed to circumvent obstacles, provide recreation 

in a natural setting and provide for connection of community features. 

Shared Roadways - Most bicycle travel in the United States occurs on roads shared with motor 

vehicles. Montana statutes (MCA 61-8-602 through 608) make bicyclists legitimate road users and 

define requirements of bicyclists using roadways. Pedestrians also will walk along roads, 

particularly near residential areas, when sidewalks or pathways have not been provided. Many 

county roads are capable of safely accommodating multi-use users in their current condition. Some 
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of the roadways designated as trails in this plan will need no special facilities other than signage 

as bike routes due to low traffic volumes and slow speeds.  

Bike Lanes - Bike lanes are portions of roadways designated for the preferential or exclusive use 

of bicyclists. They provide for more predictable movements by both bicyclists and motorists, and 

are utilized primarily by experienced, commuting cyclists who desire a convenient, direct route to 

their destinations. Bike lanes are generally established on urban arterials or collector streets where 

there is significant bicycle demand and where motor vehicle speeds are relatively high. 

Sidewalks - Sidewalks are usually found in city street cross-sections along with concrete curbs 

and gutters. Some rural roads that pass through community commercial districts have sidewalks 

and larger county residential areas developed in the future may include sidewalks for internal 

pedestrian use. These should connect with the county’s trail network. Sidewalks are only 

appropriate for pedestrians.  

Backcountry Trails - Backcountry trails are recreational facilities usually located on public and 

sometimes private lands and often traverse forested terrain. Commonly constructed as 24–42” wide 

natural-surface trails, these trails are attractive to a multitude of users. 
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Chapter 3: Administration and Funding 
A well-defined administrative framework is necessary for successful trail program 

implementation. The trail network envisioned by this plan can be implemented only if a county- 

sanctioned entity takes lead responsibility for directing a program of planning, advocacy, fund 

raising, acquisition, construction, maintenance and monitoring. Dedicated staff is needed for 

steady program implementation, to take advantage of opportunities as they arise, to maintain 

assets, and to ensure trails are considered as a routine part of county planning and administration.  

While some communities have experienced a level of success with trail development efforts led 

by the private sector and supported by county departments, this method may be unreliable and 

insufficient for a successful county-wide program. The county government must take an active 

lead role in administration of a trails program in cooperation with private sector and public groups. 

Given the breadth of challenges presented by such an undertaking, it is advantageous to maintain 

existing departmental cooperation and establish new partnerships that can capitalize on the 

strengths and capacity of other entities.  

In addition to the Board of Commissioners, the current administrative contributors to Flathead 

County’s trails program include the Flathead County Parks and Recreation, Road and Bridge, 

Planning and Zoning, and the Flathead County Grant Administrator. These departments are crucial 

to the implementation of county policies developed to ensure efficient trail selection, monitoring, 

public involvement, funding and maintenance. 

Parks and Recreation Department - The Parks and Recreation Department currently oversees 

park acquisition and development and has an inventory of over 80 parks. The Department currently 

monitors the status of Flathead County owned/sponsored parks and trails and has been involved in 

trail selection during Community Transportation Enhancement Program (CTEP) projects. The 

department works closely with the Flathead County Weed Control District and the Flathead 

County Road and Bridge Department to ensure maintenance-related activities are completed, as 

needed. With the implementation of this updated plan, the Department may be more involved with 

administrative responsibilities of trail development and the Flathead County Parks Board and 

PATHS Advisory Committee should be more involved with trail prioritization and public 

involvement.  

Road and Bridge Department - The Road and Bridge Department has historically been tasked 

primarily with maintenance-related projects.  Input in trail selection of CTEP projects by the 

department has historically been sought to assess the technical side of trail development and their 

involvement should continue in the future. The Road and Bridge Department performs/contracts 

out maintenance responsibilities for existing trails (i.e. snow plowing, pavement patching, etc.) 

and should be involved with the Parks and Recreation Department in maintaining an inventory of 

the status of existing trails and maintenance responsibilities. 

Planning and Zoning Department - The primary responsibilities of the Flathead County 

Planning and Zoning Department have historically involved enforcement of trail-related policies 

during subdivision review and implementation of the Community Transportation Enhancement 

Program (CTEP). As the CTEP program has been phased out and replaced by the Transportation 

Alternatives (TA) grant program, these administrative duties will likely shift to the Flathead 

County Parks and Recreation Department with assistance from the Flathead County Grant 

Administrator. The Planning and Zoning Department will continue to administer subdivision 
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regulations relating to easement acquisition for trails and can assist, as needed, with research and 

planning. 

Flathead County Grant Administrator - This grant writing position within the Flathead County 

Commissioners’ Department is responsible for assembling grant applications for County-initiated 

projects. While the Grant Administrator has not historically been involved in trail administration, 

the recent changes in state/federal funding towards competitive grant applications rather than 

yearly designated funds could require more assistance in future trail development grant 

applications. The County Grant Administrator could also assist in researching other funding 

sources for trail development and maintenance as they become available.  

In addition to county departments and employees, the following entities are crucial to 

administering a comprehensive trail program: 

PATHS Advisory Committee - The PATHS Advisory Committee was originally convened to 

develop a Trails Plan under guidance from the National Park Service’s Rivers, Trails, Conservation 

Assistance Program with a committee lifetime limited to a couple of years. It may be beneficial to 

expand the scope of PATHS to be charged with various trails-related tasks such as assisting in 

prioritization of trail development; actively networking with members of the public and private 

sectors to establish trail development opportunities; actively networking with members of the 

general public to raise money for maintenance purposes and ‘matching funds’ for grants; providing 

trail-related comment as applicable in the subdivision review process to promote implementation 

of the Trails Plan; encouraging county planning and capital improvement efforts appropriately 

consider trails; assisting with fundraising efforts by writing or reviewing grants; and generally 

advocating for development of the trails system. 

Non-Profit Organizations - Private sector organizations have been instrumental in implementing 

the county’s trails program to date. In Flathead County and other Montana communities, land 

trusts, service organizations and recreation clubs have spearheaded efforts to develop trails and to 

organize volunteers to adopt trail segments, hold clean-up events, and rebuild degraded sections. 

These organizations can provide the necessary passion to build community support, raise money, 

develop momentum, and lead projects. 

In the event a private sector organization or individual wishes to contribute to the trails program 

through volunteer trail construction within public easements/right-of-ways, the organization 

should discuss the scope and methods of the anticipated efforts with the PATHS Committee and 

obtain formal written consent from the Parks Board prior to commencing proposed activities. Trail 

construction is expected to meet applicable technical specifications where appropriate, particularly 

with those requirements mandated by the American Association of State Highway and 

Transportation Officials (AASHTO) and the Americans with Disability Act (ADA).  

Recommended Administrative Structure   
Historically, county trail development has not been pursued in an organized manner regarding 

administration, implementation and maintenance. Existing county trails have generally been 

developed in response to pressure from local interest groups, funding source and departmental 

interests. Public opinion surveys conducted for this plan clearly indicate the public’s interest in an 

effective and expanded trails network; implying the need to expand and improve the county’s trail 

program. It is recommended the Board of Commissioners clearly delegate and fund one county 

board or department to manage the county’s trail program to ensure efficient, proactive progress 

towards trails program administration and implementation. 
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The Parks Board appears best situated for the role of primary administrator and implementer of 

the county’s trails program in terms of mission compatibility and customers served, as the Board 

oversees both the Parks and Recreation Department and PATHS Advisory Committee. The 

management of trails by the Parks Board is implicitly implied by the Growth Policy and the Parks 

and Recreation Department is knowledgeable of multiple recreation needs of the diverse 

recreational users. The Department has undertaken planning, outreach and education efforts on 

behalf of parks. As trails are essentially linear parks, it is a natural fit for trail management to be 

handled by the County Parks and Recreation Department.  

If delegated by the Commission, the Parks Board should generally coordinate all aspects of the 

trails program, oversee the PATHS Advisory Committee and act as liaison with associated county 

departments, private and public partners, and volunteers. Adequate funding resources should be 

appropriately directed to involved departments based commensurately upon actual work efforts 

resulting from the additional trails program responsibilities. Departmental requests for funding 

should be based upon annual trails project prioritization by the Parks Board. 

The PATHS Advisory Committee is recommended to be a long-term advisory committee to the 

Parks Board, appropriately staffed by volunteers appointed by the Parks Board by volunteers, 

including individuals from broad user groups, Forest Service, DNRC, outdoor/health-related 

government organizations, community groups, and involved county department employees. 

PATHS would be charged with the tasks described above and any others deemed necessary by the 

Parks Board in implementing the trails program.  

Trail Selection Criteria 
As previously noted, a comprehensive trail program requires clear direction on where and what 

types of trails should be developed. The vision and goals outlined in Chapter 1 were established 

via multiple meetings during this Trails Plan update, and input from the public was gathered during 

the public meeting held in March 2018. These goals should be utilized by trail developers- public 

and private- in prioritizing trail projects. Specifically, a prioritization and ranking system should 

be developed by the PATHS Advisory Committee and/or the Parks Board. A prioritization and 

ranking system will ensure the trails needing the most attention receive maintenance (see Appendix 

G). 

Funding 
Providing funding for county departments charged with implementing and maintaining the trails 

program is necessary in order for the work to be prioritized and accomplished. The primary source 

of funding for trail development and maintenance of county sponsored trails will likely come from 

grants and private fundraising via local community groups. Pending widespread public support for 

the trails program, taxpayer funding may be a future option. The following are potential sources 

of funding that the county should seek, as multiple sources of funding may be needed to meet the 

project needs. 

Grants and Reimbursement Programs – Appendix F lists many public and private sources of 

grants for trail development. Two commonly used funding sources in Montana are the Recreational 

Trails Program (RTP) and Transportation Alternatives (TA), both part of the Federal Aid Highway 

Program and administered by the State. Reimbursement programs and most grants are appropriate 

for trail development projects and could be sought for some maintenance projects.   

Fundraising by Non-Profit and Community Groups – Community groups and non-profit 

partners may take responsibility for trail program fundraising efforts and to build community 
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support for specific projects. Tools could include selling memberships, holding fundraising events, 

writing grants, and soliciting donors for a maintenance endowment fund. These funds will likely 

be required as “matching funds” for grants and reimbursement programs that cover the entire cost 

of a trail project. 

In-Kind Donations – Individuals, organizations and businesses sometimes are willing to donate 

land, labor, equipment or materials to community projects, such as trail construction. These 

donations often can be used as part of the required match for grants or reimbursement programs. 

Taxes – A property mill tax levy could be used to create a long-term funding source for 

maintenance and operations. Since the county has reached its mill levy ceiling, a general election 

vote would be necessary to approve an increase in property taxes. A special improvement district 

or park maintenance district could be established to tax residents in defined neighborhoods 

serviced by trails. Under certain circumstances, these districts can be established and activated as 

taxing entities when trail maintenance funding is needed. Other types of taxes that have been used 

elsewhere for this purpose include impact fees, real estate transfer taxes, resort taxes and local 

option taxes on vehicle registrations.  

Bond Initiative - County Commissioners can ask electors to approve a bond for trail development 

if the ceiling on bonded indebtedness has not been reached. Bonds allow communities to borrow 

money which they often pay back over time through property taxes. Bond money can be used only 

to acquire lands and construct projects, not to maintain or manage them.  

Other Sources - Under certain circumstances, and if the Parks Board so decides, excess park land 

may be sold and used as the Parks Board deems appropriate. In accordance with 76-3-621, MCA, 

it may be more advantageous in some situations to accept cash-in-lieu funds rather than land due 

to parkland dedication requirements. While some of these funds may be used to support elements 

of the trails program, these monies are not dedicated to such use. 
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Chapter 4: Maintenance and Safety 

Trail Maintenance 
As discussed in the introduction of this plan, there are numerous benefits of having a well-

connected trail network, but these benefits are only reaped if the trails are maintained. A 

comprehensive trail maintenance plan depends on addressing needs of existing trails and 

establishing policies for how future trails will be maintained. Flathead County is more likely to 

sponsor trails with solid maintenance provisions outlined at the beginning of the trail development 

process. Understanding different trail types and the maintenance requirements of each type of trail 

is crucial to formulating policies to implemente coordinated maintenance efforts.  

Maintenance Types 

There are two types of maintenance: routine and non-routine activities. Routine maintenance 

includes activities that are conducted on a scheduled and consistent basis and include activities 

such as sweeping, mowing, snow removal, and weed management. Non-routine maintenance 

consists of activities that may or may not be scheduled and are typically required only once or a 

few times during the life-cycle of a trail. These maintenance items includes activities such as 

pavement preservation, culvert replacement, and sign repair and replacement.  
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The above table comes from the Trail Asset Management Plan created for the City of Billings and 

Yellowstone County in 2011. The table notes the best practices for trail maintenance for different 

trail types. It should be noted that these practices are ideal for trail maintenance and actual practices 

will be determined by site-specific needs. 

Currently the 21.75 miles of County-maintained trails are taken care of by the Flathead County 

Road and Bridge Department and the Flathead County Weeds, Parks, and Recreation Department. 

Some activities, such as snow removal around schools, are contracted out by the Road and Bridge 

Department to ensure consistent and timely completion and costs are negotiated each year.  

Maintenance Costs / Equipment 

As the diagram above suggests, older trails will need increasing maintenance/repair work while 

newer trails likely won’t need significant repair for many years. More than half of the trail system, 

11.5 miles, is over 10 years old and may soon be subject to costly repair work. According to 

national and state research, maintenance costs range from $1,006 per mile for non-asphalt surface 

trails to $1,971 per mile for asphalt trails (Rails-to-Trails, 2015). As would be expected, 

maintenance on natural surface trails is usually less expensive and volunteers can provide a level 

of skill required to maintain these types of trails. Because the majority of the county-maintained 

trails are hard surfaced, this plan will focus on maintaining these types of trails. Below is a 

breakdown of estimates of each maintenance activity (MDT Shared Use Paths Inventory and 

Detailed Maintenance Plan, 2015) for an average hard surface trail: 

 General maintenance costs include: 

 Mowing (5’on each side) - $40 per mile 

 Sweeping and cleaning - $85 per mile 

 Snow removal - $85-$95 per mile* 

 Cleaning drainage structures - $51 per mile 

 Weed control - $87 per mile** 

 

 Pavement preservation costs include: 

 Minor crack sealing - $1,600 per mile, to be scheduled every 4 years 

 Major crack sealing - $4,800 per mile, as needed 

 Hand patching - $300 per mile, as needed 

 Machine patching - $3,075 per mile, as needed 

 Fog sealing - $1,100 per mile, to be scheduled every 8 years 

 Surfacing overlay - $29,500 per mile, to be scheduled every 25 years 

 
*Actual figure from 2015-2017 service contracts with Flathead County Road and Bridge Department 

**Based on weed control along trails in Yellowstone County/City of Billings (Trail Asset Management Plan, 2011) 

While these figures do not include the cost of equipment, most equipment (e.g. vehicles, sweepers, 

etc.) is available within the County’s resources. Chemicals, spray equipment including trucks, can 

be provided by the Weed/Parks/Recreation Department. Large equipment, trucks, front end loaders 

and asphalt can be provided by the Road & Bridge Department. 
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Maintenance Administration 
Local Government 

Administering maintenance activities must involve active cooperation between Flathead County 

and local groups. It is critical that there is clear communication from the beginning about the 

responsibilities of each entity. Spearheading the maintenance program should fall on the shoulders 

of the Flathead County Parks and Recreation Department. As noted above, the Flathead County 

Parks and Recreation Department, Road and Bridge Department, Planning and Zoning all work 

together to administer the trails plan, including the maintenance responsibilities. The Parks and 

Recreation Department should establish a point of contact who will coordinate trail related 

responsibilities of the other county departments.  

In addition to coordinating general interdepartmental maintenance efforts, the Parks and 

Recreation Department should regularly perform comprehensive inventory of conditions of county 

trails. These inventory efforts can be done by local engineering firms or done in house, depending 

on availability of funds. Each trail should be evaluated uniformly based on standard trail rating 

methodologies, such as the Pavement Surface Evaluation Rating (PASER) for paved trails or Trails 

Assessment and Condition Survey (TRACS) for soft surface trails. These inventories should be 

conducted routinely, usually every few years, and should be completed around the same time each 

year. Notes on reoccurring issues, such as ponding, erosion, or debris, should be noted as well.  

Information collected by the trails inventory should be compiled to create a maintenance 

prioritization list to be established as part of the county’s Capital Improvement Plan (CIP). This 

prioritization list should be informed based on data collected from the trails inventory, general 

pavement preservation timelines, and use by the general public. After maintenance priorities have 

been established, cost estimates should be developed and a detailed project sheet completed for 

inclusion in the plan. While the CIP is a planning document established for planning capital 

expenses over a 5-year period, each maintenance item should be reviewed yearly by the Parks and 

Recreation Department and Road and Bridge Department to update the maintenance timeline, if 

needed. In addition to the CIP, major maintenance projects should be included in the yearly 

Strategic Plan and budget of the Parks and Recreation Department and Road and Bridge 

Departments. 

Inclusion of maintenance work in the CIP should not preclude actively seeking grants for 

maintenance work. Although most grant programs offer funding for trail construction only, state 

and federal agencies have begun to acknowledge the need for grant funding for maintenance work. 

As major maintenance projects are scheduled, Flathead County should apply for grant funding for 

major maintenance projects. Because most grants require preliminary engineering and cost 

estimates to be furnished at the time of application, it is important that funding opportunities and 

application timelines are regularly tracked.  

Local Trails Groups/Non-Profit Organizations 

Ongoing trail maintenance is a major endeavor, and because of this, Flathead County relies on 

support from local trail groups to assist with the maintenance obstacle. When any new trail that is 

accepted and maintained by Flathead County is constructed, a maintenance agreement is entered 

into with the local sponsor who is required to raise a portion of maintenance costs to be used by 

the county for future maintenance work. These funds are maintained in separate trail accounts to 

be used for maintenance of that trail only. The purpose of the project maintenance fund is to 

generate revenue off the principal amount for routine maintenance of the project and for the 
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principal to be available as needed over time for larger trail expenditures. An example of the trail 

maintenance agreement is located in Appendix I.   

An alternative or supplement to the seed fund required as part of the maintenance agreement could 

be to establish an endowment fund that will generate on-going revenue at a rate likely higher than 

that accrued in the Flathead County accounts. 

As more trails are developed and the maintenance cost per trail mile continues to increase, the 

county will likely recognize the advantages of using volunteers to assist with maintenance 

activities. Volunteer programs can increase awareness of trails, create a sense of community pride, 

and provide skills needed for maintaining quality trails. To date, the use of volunteers has been 

limited due to perceived risks of allowing volunteers to work on behalf of the county. While some 

trail maintenance activities are clearly more hazardous in nature than others, some activities, such 

as sweeping, removing debris, collecting trash and animal waste would appear to be appropriate 

activities for volunteers. Trails routinely cleared of trash and obstructions are more likely to be 

used and enjoyed.  

Because of the value of volunteers, it is strongly encouraged that the county adopt a program that 

address the obstacles and liabilities that are inherently associated with volunteer work. A uniform 

training program with standards that volunteer groups can adhere to will provide guidance for 

community groups and reduce risks assumed by the county. This program should incorporate an 

element of training, planning, and liability coverage requirements. Because even minor trail 

maintenance work can include unforeseen hazards, each volunteer should be trained on how to do 

the work, what specific risks are involved with each activity, and what protective measures need 

to be taken to avoid accidents. In addition to training, volunteers should be associated with a group 

that has a detailed plan of the work to be done. Not only does a plan ensure volunteers understand 

what work they need to do, but it also provides the county with an understanding of what will be 

done and prevents unnecessary work that does not further the goals of the county trails plan. 

Finally, each organization needs a clear understanding of the insurance requirements that must be 

obtained before volunteers can work on behalf of Flathead County. 

Trail maintenance is a multifaceted effort that involves cooperation between departments within 

the county and between the county and local trails groups/non-profit organizations. Because of the 

sheer number of individuals included in the trail maintenance administration, it is also strongly 

suggested that the Trails Coordinator position is created within the Flathead County Parks and 

Recreation Department. In addition to assisting communities in planning, researching and 

obtaining funding, and coordinating construction of new trails, the Trail Coordinator can 

administer maintenance agreements, maintain trail condition inventories, coordinate work between 

county departments, develop a comprehensive volunteer training program, and apply for funding 

for major maintenance work. Ensuring that the county has a designated point-of-contact for all 

trail-related development and maintenance responsibilities will increase the likelihood that the 

trails that are constructed are adequately maintained.  

Trail Safety 
Just as trail maintenance is an ongoing effort, ensuring trails are designed and used in a safe manner 

is an ongoing effort. Because proper use and safety is a goal supported by this plan, it is important 

that proposed trails adhere to standards for construction. Trail design depends on a number of 

factors, including proximity to urban centers, anticipated use, and the local environment; thus, a 

one-size-fits-all design is not appropriate. However, all trails should adhere to sound engineering 
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principles and industry standards no matter what type of trail is designed (i.e. urban/suburban, 

rural, or primitive trail).  

The standard for multi-use urban/suburban trails should roughly follow the guidelines established 

by the American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials’, Guide for the 

Development of Bicycle Facilities (AASHTO Bike Guide, 1999). The AASHTO Bike Guide is 

recommended as minimum guidelines for bicycle transportation facilities and shared use paths, 

but not for bicycle trails intended for rough terrain mountain bike use. In addition, the American 

Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials, Guide for the Planning, Design, and 

Operation of Pedestrian Facilities (AASHTO Pedestrian Guide, 2004) is recommended as 

minimum guidelines for the construction and design of sidewalks and street crossings, and may be 

appropriate for pedestrian trails serving a transportation purpose. More rural trails, including those 

found on state and federal lands will likely have specific design standards such as the Standard 

Specification for Construction of Trails and Trail Bridges on Forest Service Projects established 

by the US Forest Service. Most trails developed by the county in conjunction with local sponsor 

groups are constructed using state or federal funding which requires compliance with accepted 

engineering standards. Private individuals or subdivision HOAs who construct trails open to the 

public should be strongly encouraged to have the trail designed by a certified engineer to avoid 

trails that do not meet the connectivity and safety goals promoted by this plan. All proposed multi-

use bicycle and pedestrian trails should incorporate ADA standards. 

Proper use and trail etiquette is another crucial component that must be addressed to ensure trail 

safety. The trails survey conducted between February - June 2018 showed that 21% of trail users 

experienced a conflict or problem on a trail in Flathead County. While clearly not the majority of 

trail users, problems among different users can be overcome through appropriate trail design and 

educational programs designed to promote responsible trail behavior. The Federal Highway 

Administration’s publication on multi-use trail conflicts notes that the most common techniques 

for overcoming conflict include signage, education, meeting with user groups, expanding facilities, 

police or ranger patrols, enforcement of regulations, brochures or articles in local newspapers, 

speed limits, volunteer trail patrols, partial closings, and bicycle bell giveaway. 

 While trail etiquette is ultimately the responsibility of all trail users, an active program geared 

towards schools, outdoor recreational groups, and park users as well as safety-related signage 

could impact perceptions of different users and behaviors on trails. As a component of trail safety, 

it should be a primary responsibility of the Flathead County Parks and Recreation Department to 

oversee such a program. 
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Chapter 5: Comprehensive Map 

Goal #5 outlined in Chapter 1 discusses the need to, “Create an all-inclusive mapping system for 

trail users and provide collective spaces where trail information, conditions, and maintenance can 

be accessed and used as an economic tool to assist in the marketing of the Flathead Valley as an 

outdoor recreation destination.” During the updating of this plan, the PATHS Committee worked 

with the Flathead County Geographic Information System (GIS) Department to establish an 

interactive mapping system that illustrates all existing official trails in Flathead County. At 

minimum, each trail has information regarding trail classification (arterial, collector, recreational), 

trail type (allowed use), and surface type. Moving forward, the GIS Department will require these 

attributes for new trail information as it is added to the GIS database. Still keeping in mind the 

need for an inclusive countywide map of trails, the PATHS Committee worked with the Flathead 

County GIS Department to ensure at least three attributes were available for each trail.  

The map also shows the proposed trail network (see Figure 1). While this is largely in existence 

for the establishment of easements as properties go through the subdivision review process, this 

proposed trail network layer also serves as a way for citizens to see where trail building interest is 

located within Flathead County.  

While it would be ideal to have the map updated to include up-to-the-minute trail 

closure/maintenance information, the existing budget and plan timeline precluded this from 

happening. To ensure this interactive map is kept up-to-date, a representative from the Flathead 

County Parks Department or the PATHS Advisory Committee should be established as a liaison 

between agencies developing new trails and the Flathead County GIS Department.   
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Figure 1: Trail Interactive Mapping System 
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Chapter 6: Implementation 

The following list cites the actions needed to implement the goals listed in Chapter 1 and discussed 

in the later chapters. Each item has been taken from the chapter referenced at the end of each 

element. 

 

1. It is recommended the Commission clearly delegate and fund one county board or department 

to administer the county’s trail program to ensure efficient, proactive progress towards trails 

program administration and implementation. The Parks Board appears best situated for the role 

of primary administrator and implementer of the county’s trails program in terms of mission 

compatibility and customers served, as the Board oversees both the Parks and Recreation 

Department and PATHS Advisory Committee.  (Chapter 2) 

2. The PATHS advisory committee is recommended to be a long-term advisory committee to the 

Parks Board, appropriately staffed by volunteers appointed by the Board by volunteers, 

including individuals from broad user groups, Forest Service, DNRC, outdoor/health-related 

government organizations, community groups, and involved county department employees. 

(Chapter 2) 

3. As previously noted, a comprehensive trail program requires clear direction on where and what 

type of trails should be developed. The vision and goals outlined in Chapter 1 were established 

via multiple meetings during this Trails Plan update and input from the public was gathered 

during the public meeting held in March 2018. These goals should be utilized by trail 

developers- public and private- in prioritizing trail projects. Specifically, a prioritization and 

ranking system should be developed by the PATHS advisory committee and/or the Parks 

Board. (Chapter 3) 

4. Because of the value of volunteers, it is strongly encouraged that the county adopt a volunteer 

program that address the obstacles and liabilities that are inherently associated with volunteer 

work. A uniform training program with standards that volunteer groups can adhere to can 

provide guidance for community groups and reduce risks assumed by the county. (Chapter 3) 

5. In addition to coordinating general interdepartmental maintenance efforts, the Parks and 

Recreation Department should regularly perform comprehensive inventory of conditions of 

county trails. These inventory efforts can be done by local engineering firms or done “in 

house”, depending on availability of funds. Each trail should be evaluated uniformly based on 

standard trail rating methodologies such as the Pavement Surface Evaluation Rating (PASER) 

for paved trails or Trails Assessment and Condition Survey (TRACS) for soft surface trails. 

These inventories should be conducted routinely, usually every few years, and should be 

completed around the same time each year. (Chapter 3) 

6. Information collected by the trails inventory should be compiled to create a maintenance 

prioritization list to be established as part of the county’s Capital Improvement Plan (CIP). 

This prioritization list should be informed based on data collected from the trails inventory, 

general pavement preservation timelines, and use by the general public. (Chapter 3) 

7. As major maintenance projects are scheduled, Flathead County should apply for grant funding 

for major maintenance projects. (Chapter 3) 
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8. When any new trail that is accepted and maintained by Flathead County is constructed, a 

maintenance agreement should be entered into by the local sponsor who will be required to 

raise a portion of maintenance costs to be used by the county for future maintenance work. 

(Chapter 3) 

9. Because of the sheer number of individuals included in the trail maintenance administration, it 

is also strongly suggested that a Trails Coordinator position is created within the Flathead 

County Parks and Recreation Department. (Chapter 3) 

10. While trail etiquette is ultimately the responsibility of trail users, an active program geared 

towards schools, outdoor recreational groups, and park users as well as safety-related signage 

could impact perceptions of different users and behaviors on trails. As a component of trail 

safety, it should be a primary responsibility of the Flathead County Parks and Recreation 

Department to oversee such a program. (Chapter 3) 

11. Trail design depends on a number of factors, including proximity to urban centers, anticipated 

use, and the local environment and thus one-size-fits-all design is not appropriate. However, 

all trails should adhere to sound engineering principles and industry standards no matter what 

type of trail is designed (i.e. urban/suburban, rural, or primitive trail). (Chapter 4) 

12. To ensure this interactive map is kept up to date, a representative from the Flathead County 

Parks Department or the PATHS committee should be established as a liaison between 

agencies developing new trails and the Flathead County GIS Department. (Chapter 5) 
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Appendix A: Participant Biographies 

Flathead National Forest 

In the heart of the Rocky Mountains, west of the continental divide and just south of the Canadian 

border, lies the 2.4 million acre Flathead National Forest. Home to lynx, grizzly bear, and bull 

trout; with numerous lakes, streams, and rivers to enjoy, the forest is the premiere destination for 

visitors looking to experience natural landscapes of the American West. Visit one of the three 

wilderness areas, such as the famous Bob Marshall Wilderness, for a rare glimpse at undeveloped 

areas with outstanding opportunities for solitude. Celebrated for its water, wildlife, and wilderness 

the Flathead National Forest has abundant recreation opportunities and outstanding natural 

resources with 2000 miles of trails! 

Glacier National Park 

The National Park Service preserves the natural and cultural resources and values of the National 

Park System for the enjoyment, education, and inspiration of this and future generations. The Park 

Service cooperates with partners to extend the benefits of natural and cultural resource 

conservation and outdoor recreation throughout this country and the world. 

Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks 

Montana is a place where people have abundant opportunities to connect with the world-renowned 

fish, wildlife, and State park resources that define our state, and where a responsive and relevant 

Fish, Wildlife and Parks (FWP) agency has the resiliency and public support it needs to lead the 

way in making sure these resources remain an essential part of Montana’s culture, economy, and 

high quality of life. Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks, through its employees and citizen commission 

and board, provides for the stewardship of the fish, wildlife, parks, and recreational resources of 

Montana, while contributing to the quality of life for present and future generations. The State 

Parks Division of FWP administers the Recreational Trails Grant Program, the Snowmobile Trail 

Grooming Program, and Off Highway Vehicle Trail Program. 

City of Kalispell 

The city of Kalispell is the commercial and governmental center of the Flathead Valley with a 

diverse economy, robust employment, and vibrant neighborhoods offering a variety of housing 

options; where community history and culture are celebrated, parks are abundant and well-

maintained, greenways and trails connect the community, and public services provide for the needs 

of residents and visitors alike, while looking forward to future growth. 

City of Whitefish 

The City of Whitefish strives to have a connected and continuous network of well-maintained, 

shared use paths, urban trails, bike lanes, signed bike routes and sidewalks between residential 

areas, schools, parks and downtown that are safe, convenient and comfortable for locals and 

visitors to use for both recreation and active transportation. The Bicycle and Pedestrian Advisory 

Committee has been working since 2000 to promote continued development of pedestrian and 

bicycle trails, pursuant to the Bicycle & Pedestrian Master Plan including the Whitefish River 

Trail. Additionally, the City has worked collaboratively in partnership with Whitefish Legacy 

Partners in the development of the Whitefish Trail. 
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Kalispell Chamber of Commerce Convention & Visitor Bureau 

The Kalispell Chamber of Commerce Convention & Visitor Bureau’s strategic initiatives are to 

promote an active and vibrant community, grow Kalispell as a regional trade center, improve the 

area’s infrastructure, and accelerate non-resident tourism growth. A cohesive trail system that is 

well maintained and mapped is a significant component of the outdoor recreation offerings that 

attract visitors to the county, many of which become residents. The Kalispell COC/CVB is pleased 

to be part of the PATHS Advisory Committee to assist with updating the Flathead County Trails 

Plan. 

Rotary Club of Bigfork 

The Rotary Club of Bigfork is interested in developing funding mechanisms to fund maintenance 

of existing and future non-motorized trails in and around Bigfork. Some areas of interest include 

unfinished sections of Swan River Road, from Highway 83 south to Highway 209, Highway 83 

from Swan River Road west to Highway 93 and south to Bigfork, and the Bigfork Trail Network 

along the lower section of the Swan River. 

The Flathead Land Trust 

The Flathead Land Trust is dedicated to the conservation of northwest Montana’s land and water 

legacy primarily through voluntary agreements with private landowners. Some properties we help 

conserve in perpetuity include public trails and we work to help expand recreational opportunities 

where appropriate. We are happy to contribute our knowledge and expertise as part the PATHS 

Trail Plan Update working group to develop a community vision for a robust and successful 

countywide trail system.  

Montana Conservation Corp 

Montana Conservation Corps (MCC) is a 27 year-old private non-profit, of which the Northern 

Rockies regional office is in Kalispell. The mission of the MCC is to "Inspire young people through 

hands-on conservation service to be leaders, stewards of the land, and engaged citizens who 

improve their communities". The MCC strives to be a reliable, effective resource for federal, state, 

county and municipal land managers as they stretch budgets, and their work forces, to address 

the ongoing and backlog maintenance of their infrastructures. 

Flathead Snowmobile Association 

The Flathead Snowmobile Association (FSA) is a membership of snowmobilers and outdoor 

enthusiasts, who endeavor to educate the public about the sport of snowmobiling, enhance the 

riding experience in our area, promote safety, and provide opportunities for family recreation. The 

FSA works closely with the Montana Snowmobile Association (MSA) and other clubs around the 

state to promote winter recreation. Virtually all of our trails are multi-use trails used by cross-

country skiers, fat-tire bikers, tracked ATVs, etc. We have worked extremely hard to secure access 

to 200 miles of groomed trails and thousands of acres of public lands. We work with the US Forest 

Service, Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks, Montana DNRC, Flathead County, and private 

landowners such as Weyerhaeuser, Stoltz and others. 

Northwest Montana Back Country Horsemen  

The purpose of the Northwest Montana Back Country Horsemen is to perpetuate enjoyable 

common sense use of horses in the backcountry; assist government agencies in maintenance and 

management of the resource; and educate, encourage and solicit active public participation in wise 
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and sustaining use of horses and use by people commensurate with our heritage and the 

backcountry resource. Our Vision is to ensure stock use continues on public lands and to expose 

the wonders of our wilderness and wild places to the generations through fun, inspiring and thought 

provoking programs and partnerships; to encourage responsible horsemanship by teaching Leave 

No Trace principles in the backcountry. We will be able to contribute to the Trails Plan by 

volunteering our time to clear and repair trails, to provide pack support for MCC Crews, Forest 

Service crews, and other partners needing pack support.  To provide education on Leave No Trace 

Principles, trail etiquette, packing, and defensive horse safety. 

Lakeside Community Development Foundation 

Working on behalf of the Lakeside Community Development Foundation, a 501-3C organization, 

Johanna Bangeman has led the effort to connect communities along the western shore of Flathead 

Lake safely. Johanna served on the original PATHS Advisory Committee during the original 

writing of the Flathead County Trails Plan. Johanna and the Lakeside Community Development 

Foundation are committed to connecting communities safely which will allow visitors and 

residents to enjoy healthy lifestyles and bring economic benefits to the community of Lakeside. 

Rails to Trails of Northwest Montana 

Rails to Trails of Northwest Montana is a not-for-profit organization formed of active concerned 

citizens committed to converting abandoned railroad beds into non-motorized recreational trails 

since 1988. The regular monthly meeting is the first Monday of each month in the Montana Fish, 

Wildlife, and Parks Building in Kalispell.  

Whitefish Legacy Partners 

Whitefish Legacy Partners (WLP) is a non-profit organization whose community-minded vision 

ensures conservation, recreation and education on the lands around Whitefish for future 

generations. WLP works with a wide range of partners and the public at large to create and sustain 

high quality, year-round recreation opportunities while ensuring watershed protection, wildlife 

habitat connectivity, sustainable forestry, and community-based outdoor education opportunities. 

This work will leave a lasting legacy that will include a 55-mile natural surface loop trail around 

Whitefish Lake with permanent conservation, ongoing community stewardship, and continued 

growth of the local economy. WLP is engaged with the local communities and Flathead County 

as an interested party and willing partner to support trail planning, development, construction, and 

ongoing maintenance to provide high quality recreation, community-driven conservation, and 

education opportunities now and for future generations. 

Gateway to Glacier Trail 

Gateway to Glacier Trail (G2GT) is a non-profit citizens’ organization with a goal of building a 

safe non-motorized path from Columbia Falls to West Glacier, Montana. The citizen group came 

together in 2011 to advocate and raise funds for a non-motorized trail connecting to the existing 

Hungry Horse to Coram Trail. The group has received grants, including the Community 

Transportation Enhancement Program (CTEP) funds and Federal Land Access Program (FLAP) 

funds, successfully negotiated easements with Columbia Falls Aluminum Company, and 

negotiated with the Montana Department of Transportation regarding future reconstruction of 

Highway 2 through Badrock Canyon to include a non-motorized trail.  
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Foy’s to Blacktail Trails 

Foy's to Blacktail Trails works to provide access and long-term stewardship of the trails and lands 

connecting Herron Park to the forest lands at Blacktail Mountain. Our involvement with the 

PATHS project is to help serve other trail organizations with similar missions, to increase 

connectivity of the trail systems, and to help improve the trail user experience in Flathead County. 

Glacier Nordic Club 

Glacier Nordic Club, Inc. (GNC) is a 501(c)3 nonprofit established in 1984.  The Glacier nordic 

mission is to promote and inspire a life-long love of cross-country skiing. We groom 12 kilometers 

of trails at the Glacier Nordic Center at the Whitefish Lake Golf Course as well as operate a rental 

and lesson shop there.  We also groom and maintain part of the Big Mountain Nordic Trails, 

including a trailhead on Big Mountain Road that we co-built with Whitefish Legacy 

Partners.  GNC offers ski education programs for ages four to adults, beginning skiers to 

competitive racers and has taught many Flathead Valley residents to ski.  Visit 

glaciernordiclub.com for more information, maps of our courses and daily trail reports.  We can 

be reached at 406.862-9498 in the winter or 406.253.0361 the rest of the year. 
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Appendix B: Public Input Survey 

2018 Flathead County Trails Survey 

In order to update the Flathead County Trail Plan, we are seeking user and community 

input to ensure we are providing the services trail users want and need.  Please take 2 - 3 

minutes to fill out this survey.  Your participation is greatly appreciated. 

1. What is your zip code? 

 

 

2. Identify your age group: 

 

15 and under  16-25    26-35  36-45  46-55  56-65  66+ 

 

3. What is your gender? 

 

Male   Female  Prefer not to answer 

 

4. How often do you use Flathead County Trails on a monthly basis? 

 

0  1-2  3-5  6-10  11 and higher 

 

5. What are your primary activities on the trail? (Circle all that apply) 

 

Walking  Hiking  Biking  Jogging/Running Horseback Riding 

  

X-Country Skiing Snowmobiling  ATV  Motorcycle Do not use trails 

 

6. How do you get information about trails? (Circle all that apply) 

 

Word of Mouth Road Side Signage Parks Department Recreational Shops 

 

Visitors Centers Internet Maps  Other (please specify): 

 

7. Would you use an online interactive trail map?  

 

Yes  No  Prefer Paper 

 

8. In your opinion, the cleanliness of the trails are: 

 

Excellent  Good  Fair  Poor 

 

9.  In your opinion, the maintenance of the trails are: 

 

Excellent  Good  Fair  Poor 

 

10.  In your opinion, the trails are well signed for safety and trail rules 
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Excellent  Good  Fair  Poor 

 

11.  In your opinion, parking to access the trails is: 

 

Excellent  Good  Fair  Poor 

 

12.  Have you had any conflicts or problems on the trails? 

 

Yes  No   

 

Comments:  

 

 

13.  How should trails development and maintenance be funded? (Circle all that apply) 

 

Private Organizations  Public Funds  User Fees  Donations 

 

Volunteer Time 

 

14.  What areas (community or general area) would you like to see new trails added in 

Flathead County and what type of trail would you want? (Select trail type from 

question 5) 

 

 

 

 

 

15.  Additional Comments:  
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Appendix C: Survey Findings Summary 

Bike Path Expansion: 

A significant amount of community members would like to see paved bike paths connecting the 

three cities: Kalispell, Whitefish, and Columbia Falls. Specifically, many respondents suggested a 

path along Whitefish Stage to connect Kalispell and Whitefish and also along Highway 40 to 

connect Whitefish and Columbia Falls. It was stated multiple times that this would increase the 

safety for those who desire to commute from city to city via bikes.  

There was also a desire for bike path connections between Somers, Bigfork, and Lakeside. A few 

comments mentioned the idea of connecting existing isolated trails and creating a bike path around 

Flathead Lake.  

Favorite Trails: 

The results of the survey found that Flathead County community members are highly appreciative 

of the trails in this area and would strongly support the improvement of these trails. Among the 

favorites are Herron Park, Pig Farm, Foys to Blacktail, Lone Pine, Rails to Trails, and the 

Whitefish trails. Another favorite mentioned was the Swan River trail, however, many respondents 

reported that they would like to see it completed and connected to surrounding areas. It is 

dangerous around Echo Lake because there is a blind corner near Alpine Drive. 

Trail Maintenance: 

Many of the survey respondents reported that the Flathead County trails need better maintenance. 

There were several complaints about dog and horse waste. The community members would like 

to see increased efforts on dog and horse waste removal along with snow removal during the winter 

months. Some comments revealed a desire for the county to address the use of volunteer trail 

maintenance because there are many trail users who would be willing to help out with this issue.  

Another common trend of the data demonstrated a concern for trail users that do not keep their 

dogs on a leash. This has created conflict with horses, other dogs, and people who do not like dogs. 

A few respondents reported wanting trails that would allow use of electronic collars and/or voice 

restraints for dogs instead of on-leash only trails. However, most respondents believed that dogs 

need to be on a leash to reduce conflict with other trail users.  

Dangerous Areas: 

The overwhelming response from the survey regarding dangerous areas was that this community 

needs safer highway and bridge crossing and bike lanes on the busier streets in Kalispell. 

Specifically, the dangerous areas mentioned in the survey include the Flathead River Bridge, Foy’s 

Lake Road, and Highway 206. Part of the problem is the lack of snow removal on the sidewalks 

and highway shoulders in the winter.  

General Improvements: 

A large number of respondents reported needing separate trails for bikers, horse riders, dog 

walkers, and runners. There were several mentions of conflict between bikers and horse riders. 

Safety education to inform bikers that they need to be aware of horses could be a solution to this 

problem, if separating the trails is not possible.  A reoccurring trend of the feedback was the desire 

for an online map of area bike trails and a need for better parking for horse trailers.  

Summary: 
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Overall, the survey results concluded that the Flathead County trails are a great investment because 

they improve community health, provide opportunities for people to enjoy the outdoors, and attract 

visitors to Flathead County. There were many comments of praise and thanks for the trails 

currently available. Yet, community members would love to see further expansion and better 

maintenance of existing trails, especially during the winter. Furthermore, the respondents of this 

survey expressed a strong desire to connect Kalispell, Whitefish, and Columbia Falls through 

paved bike paths. In conclusion, this survey revealed some of the favorite trails in this county while 

also shedding light on many areas that need improvement.  
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Appendix D: Survey Results   
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Appendix E: Trail Development Checklist 
□ Gather community support via a local sponsor group and define the proposed trail scope 

and potential source of funding. 

□ Review the trail project with criteria outlined in the Trail Evaluation Form (Appendix E)  

□ Submit an Agenda Request Form to the County Parks Department to discuss trail potential 

at a Parks Board. Information that should be provided to the Board should include: 

 Trail project scope, estimated cost, and description of local sponsor group 

 Description of proposed funding source, grant requirements and if matching funds 

have been obtained, if applicable 

 Trail Evaluation Form written assessment  

□ With a positive recommendation from the Board, work with Parks Department, Planning 

and Zoning Department, and County Grant Administrator to: 

 Put together agrant application  

 Establish a maintenance agreement 

□ Schedule a meeting with the County Commissioners for final approval of sponsorship of 

the trail.  

□ If the grant is awarded, establish a Project Specific Agreement (PSA) to be approved by 

the Flathead County Commissioners. 

□ Work with the Parks Department and Grant Administrator to satisfy the requirements of 

the grant/maintenance agreement. 

□ Once the trail is established, encourage volunteers to go through volunteer training with 

the Parks Department. 
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Appendix F: Grant/Reimbursement Programs 
   

Name Description Who may apply? Eligible activities Grant Type 

Transportation 

Alternatives (TA)                                     

Authorized under the Fixing America's Surface Transportation 

(FAST) Act, the program is funded by the set-aside of Surface 

Transportation Block Grant program and administered by Montana 

Department of Transportation. The program replaces the 

Community Transportation Enhancement Program (CTEP) funded 

by the ISTEA, TEA-21, and SAFETEA-LU Acts. Unlike the CTEP 

program, the TA program is a competitive grant program in which 

projects are selected from a pool applicants from the State of 

Montana.                                                                                                              

*The Safe Routes to School Program has been eliminated as a 

separate funding source but projects that previously qualified for 

funding can be sought through the TA program. 

Local governments, tribal 

governments, transit 

agencies, natural resource 

or public land agencies, 

school districts, local 

education agencies, 

schools; local or regional 

governmental agency 

with responsibility for 

oversight of 

transportation or 

recreational trails. 

Construction, planning, and design of on-road and off-road trail facilities for 

pedestrians, bicyclists and other non-motorized forms of transportation including 

conversion of abandoned railroad corridors for trails; pavement preservation; 

construction of turnouts, overlooks, and viewing areas; community improvement 

activities including vegetation management in transportation rights-of-ways; 

environmental mitigation ; Construction, planning, and design of infrastructure 

related projects on any public road or any bicycle or pedestrian path in the 

vicinity of schools that will improve students' ability to walk and bike to school; 

non infrastructure related activities including  public awareness campaigns, 

incentive programs such as mileage clubs, increased traffic enforcement near 

schools, and educational sessions for students 

Matching program:  13.42% / 

86.58% 

Recreational Trails 

Program (RTP) 

This is a subcategory of the Transportation Alternatives Program 

(TA) funded by the FAST Act but is administered by the Montana 

Fish, Wildlife and Parks. The program provides funds to develop 

and maintain a broad range of recreational trails and trail-related 

facilities. 

Federal, state, county, or 

municipal agencies, 

private associations and 

clubs 

Construction and maintenance of recreational and transportation-oriented trials, 

environmental protection, safety, and ethics education programs, restoration of 

areas damaged by trail use, ADA accommodations, trailhead facilities, 

acquisition of easements and fee simple title for trails, signs and traffic control 

Matching program:  20% / 80% 

Land and Water 

Conservation Fund 

(LWCF) 

This is a grant program administered by the Montana Fish, Wildlife 

and Parks and is comprised of two sides-the state side and the 

federal side. The state side of LWCF allows states to assist their 

political subdivisions by providing grants for acquisition and 

development of public outdoor recreation areas and facilities. 

Cities or towns, counties, 

school districts, state 

agencies, and tribal 

governments 

Outdoor recreational facilities including: ball fields, open space acquisitions, golf 

courses, public parks, swimming pools, skating rinks, picnic facilities, 

playground equipment, snowmobile facilities, and walking trails. Facilities 

directly supporting outdoor recreation areas, such as restrooms and maintenance 

sheds, also are eligible. 

Reimbursement of up to 50% total 

costs 

Federal Land Access 

Program (FLAP) 

The Federal Lands Access Program (FLAP) was established under 

the Moving Ahead for Progress in the 21st Century Act (MAP-21) 

and continued under the Fixing America’s Surface Transportation 

(FAST) Act and administered by the Federal Highway 

Administration. The program makes funds available for projects 

that provide access to, are adjacent to, or are located within Federal 

Lands. Priority is given to projects accessing high-use Federal 

recreation sites or Federal economic generators, as identified by the 

Secretaries of the appropriate Federal land management agencies. 

State, local facility 

owners and operators 

(Title or maintenance 

responsibility is vested 

with State, County, Local 

Government, or Tribe) 

Transportation planning, research, engineering, preventative maintenance, 

rehabilitation, restoration, construction and reconstruction of Federal land Access 

Transportation Facilities (FLATFs), adjacent vehicle parking areas, acquisition 

of scenic easements, provisions for pedestrians and bicycles, environmental 

mitigation projects, construction/reconstruction of roadside rest areas, other 

appropriate public road facilities, operation and maintenance of transit facilities 

Matching program: 13.42% / 

86.58%  
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Rivers, Trails, and 

Conservation Assistance 

Program (RTCA) 

The RTCA program is administered by the National Park Service 

and offers planning and organizational assistance for local 

community projects promoting nature-based recreation and 

environmental, historical, and cultural conservation projects. 

State and local agencies, 

tribes, nonprofit 

organizations, or citizen 

groups 

Nature-based recreation development, conservation projects, greenways and trail 

development enhancement, river restoration and watershed planning, open space 

preservation or planning, recreational access or water trails. 

NPS Staff assistance 

Secure Rural Schools 

(SRS) 

Project funds may be used by the Secretary for the purpose of 

making additional investments in, and creating additional 

employment opportunities through, projects that improve the 

maintenance of existing infrastructure, implementing stewardship 

objectives that enhance forest ecosystems, and restoring and 

improving land health and water quality. 

US Forest Service Road, trail, and infrastructure maintenance or obliteration; Watershed restoration 

and maintenance; Restoration, maintenance and improvement of wild-life and 

fish habitat; Improvements in forest ecosystem health; Soil productivity 

improvement; Control of noxious and exotic weeds; and Reestablishment of 

native species. 

100% funding 

Payment in Lieu of Taxes 

(PILT) 

Payments in Lieu of Taxes (PILT) are Federal payments to local 

governments that help offset losses in property taxes due to 

nontaxable Federal lands within their boundaries. Flathead County 

receives an annual payment from the Federal Government based on 

the number of acres of qualified Federal land located within its 

jurisdiction.  

Flathead County Any governmental use 100% funding 
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Appendix G: Trail Evaluation Form 

This trail evaluation form is intended to provide objective consistency to the evaluation and 

prioritization of trail project proposals through consideration of potential limiting constraints and 

a standard list of relevant criteria. This form should be shared with trail proponents so their 

proposals can fully address relevant evaluation factors.  

Section 1- Administrative/Implementation Constraints 

Administrative/planning activities precede design and construction of a project. This section is 

used to help understand a project proposal’s “real world” issues, opportunities and limiting 

constraints, which have bearing on the ability of a project proposal to be efficiently administered 

and realistically implemented.  

Instructions: Evaluation of the following considerations is intended to be performed by the Parks 

Board or its assignee(s). In order to ensure efficient productivity and maximization of resources, 

each consideration outlined in this section shall be affirmatively met for any proposed trail project 

prior to further expenditure of resources. An attached narrative should thoroughly address each 

consideration, accompanied by supporting documentation/evidence. A written conclusion shall 

identify whether or not the project proposal merits ranking and prioritization for programming and 

implementation via Section 2 of this form. 

 Describe how the community will benefit and any expressed local support and/or 

opposition to the proposed project.  

 Is the funding source identified? Has funding, matching funds, and/or in kind donations 

(land, labor, equipment) been pledged and secured? 

 Can the project be implemented in existing public easement(s)/right-of way? If not, can 

necessary easements/right-of-way be acquired at a reasonable cost from willing owners? 

Are any owners unwilling to participate and cooperate with the project?  

 Has a commitment been made for an adequate maintenance mechanism? Does the 

proposal represent a judicious use of limited financial resources?  

 Describe any anticipated construction challenges.  

 Do the benefits justify the anticipated expense?  

 May impacts on natural resources or landscape features be reasonably mitigated?  

 Does the proposal secure valuable public access in imminent danger of being lost? 

Section 2- Trail Function  

This section is used to comparatively rank the value of specific trail project proposals to the goals, 

policies, and objectives of the Trails Plan. When the county is considering the next trails project 

to program or a prioritized list of projects, priority should be based on the greatest “Total Score” 

of this Trail Functions section in conjunction with conclusions from Section 1.  

Instructions: The nine criteria are weighted to reflect their relative importance of a project 

proposal to the Trails Plan. Each reviewer should 1) assign a “Value” (0-4) to each criteria, 2) 

determine the “Score” for each criteria by multiplying the “Weight” by the “Value”, and 3) add all 

criteria scores to determine “Reviewer Total Score”. Average the “Reviewer Total Scores” to yield 

the proposal’s “Trail Function Total Score”. 
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Trail Function Criteria 
Weight 

1-3 

Value 

0-1-2-3-4 

Low- High 

Score 

Connects existing trail segments (enhance utility through trail 

network continuity) 

3   

Provides safe pedestrian and bicycle access to schools, 

libraries or other community centers 

3   

Provides safe connection between communities and parks/ 

public lands or between critical gaps in trail network 

3   

Services large proportion of population and/or anticipated 

demand 

3   

Provides needed safety improvement 3   

Creates a grade-separated pathway 2   

Provides trailhead facilities 1   

Provides a quality recreational experience 1   

Total Score  
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Appendix H: Parks Board Meeting Item Request Form 

FLATHEAD COUNTY WEED/PARKS/RECREATION & 
BUILDING MAINTENANCE 

1257 Willow Glen - Kalispell, MT  59901 
(406) 758-5798 OR (406)758-5800        

FAX:  (406)758-5888 

  

CONRAD ATHLETIC COMPLEX 758-5805 
 
 

Agenda Request Form 
 
Date: _____________________________ 
 
Date of meeting: _________________________________________ 
 
Name (Individual or group):______________________________________________________ 
 
Address: _________________________________________________ Zip: _______________ 
 
Phone Number: _________________________Email:_________________________________ 
 
Brief description of topic to be discussed: ___________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 

**Please attach one copy of documents pertaining to the topic** 

  
Signature: __________________________________ 

Instructions for Agenda Request Forms 

The Flathead County Weed, Parks and Recreation Board generally meets on the first Monday of 
each month at 8:30 AM in the conference room of the Flathead County Weed/Parks/Recreation 
shop located at 311 FFA Drive in Kalispell, MT.  All meetings are open to the public. Members of 
the public wishing to present an item/request to the Board for consideration should provide this 
form along with any documents pertaining to the request to the Flathead County Parks 
Department at least 2 weeks prior to the requested meeting. Agenda items are granted on a “first-
come, first-serve” basis.  

 For trail related agenda items (trail construction, easement acquisition, maintenance, etc.) 
please provide review the Trail Evaluation Form (Appendix E) found in the Flathead County 
Trails Plan and provide a written description of how the proposal meets these criteria.  

 For park related agenda items (proposed parks, park acquisition, park amenity, etc.) please 
review the ‘Recommended Procedures for Evaluating Park Project Requests’ found in the 
Flathead County Parks and Recreation Master Plan and provide a written description of how 
the proposal meets the criteria. 

 For weed related agenda items please review the Flathead County Weed Management Plan  
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Appendix I: Sample Trail Maintenance Agreement 

AGREEMENT 

BETWEEN FLATHEAD COUNTY AND ___”LOCAL SPONSOR GROUP”____________, 

CONCERNING TRAIL FINANCING AND MAINTENANCE 

 

1. Recitals 

A) Flathead County (County) has submitted an application for the ______”Name of 

grant”______ as the sponsor for the construction of an approximately __X mile, 

surface type___ path located in Flathead County along _____Location_________ 

known as the ______Path name_______ (Project).  

B) The grant application requires a matching fund of ___X%____ of the total 

construction costs which the ______”Local sponsor group”____ (Sponsor) has 

indicated they will be responsible for raising as indicated by a Project Specific 

Agreement dated ___Date____.  

C) ____”Local sponsor group”____ (Sponsor) has agreed to provide an amount equal to 

10% of the total anticipated trail construction of ___Construction related cost______, 

for use as the maintenance fund ‘seed’ required by the Flathead County Trail 

Administrative Policies adopted by the Flathead County Board of Commissioners on 

__Date___. 

2. OBLIGATIONS- County 

County will act as the designated applicant for the _____Name of grant________ and 

will be responsible for fulfilling the requirements contained in the Project specific 

Agreement.  

Within 5 years of ‘substantial completion’ of the project, Flathead County will match the 

amount in the maintenance fund account, up to 50% of the Sponsor provided 

maintenance fund ‘seed’. 

3. OBLIGATIONS- Sponsor 

A project maintenance fund account unique to the project has been established with the 

Flathead County Treasurer’s Office (A101- _______account number_________). The 

account contains ___$X______ provided by the Sponsor and the purpose of the project 

maintenance fund is to generate revenue off the principal amount for routine maintenance 

of the project and for the principal to be available as needed over time for larger trail 

expenditures.  

4. THE PARTIES FURTHER AGREE THAT: 

A) All portions of the trail shall be situated on permanent public access easements. 

B) The trail is not intended by the County to be plowed or groomed for winter use. 

 

 

DATED_________________________  DATED___________________________ 

(LOCAL SPONSOR GROUP)   BOARD OF COUNTY COMMISSIONERS 

       Flathead County, Montana 

 

 

By______________________________   By______________________________ 

 (Name)       (Name), Chair 
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Appendix J: Trail Etiquette1 
 

Sharing the Trails 

Some of the trails you'll visit on the forest are multiple-use, meaning that hikers, mountain bikers, 

horseback riders and off-highway vehicle riders may all share the same trail. A basic etiquette rule 

is Wheels Yield to Heels. Keep this in mind when approaching other trail users. Bicyclists or 

motorized vehicles yield to all other users while hikers, walkers, yield to horseback riders. 

Safety on the Trail 

It is every trail users responsibility and right to 

ensure their own safety and expect safe 

practice from other trail users. Exercise 

caution at all times, follow guidelines and 

rules of the trails. Preventing accidents or 

injuries is the first step, acting responsibly if 

something does happen is the second. Always 

think clearly! 

What is Trail Etiquette? 

Trail etiquette can be described as the polite 

way to use trails. It outlines guidelines for the 

many users that ride, walk, hike, or bike trails. 

If you have never considered trail etiquette to 

be one of the more important aspects of trail 

use, you may want to reconsider. Trail etiquette should be a major part of any trail users experience. 

Trail use is a privilege that cannot be abused or disrespected, so making trail etiquette a priority 

allows everyone to enjoy the outdoors and have a good time while being safe and courteous. Also 

remember everyone is out there for the same reasons, to enjoy nature and to enjoy what they are 

doing. 

When travelling multi-use trails, you may encounter many different forms of trail use, such as 

hikers, bikers, off-road vehicle users, horseback riders, etc. Therefore the user must adjust to 

different regulations (who passes first, who slows down, who gets the right of way). 

If trail users conduct themselves in an appropriate manner, respect the environment and the other 

users, the trail experience will only get better. Keep safety and etiquette in mind when you are 

participating in trail use, this way trails will stay in good condition and the privilege will remain 

accessible for everyone. 

Basic Trail Etiquette 

 Be aware of other trail users. 

 Stay to the right of the trail (except when passing). 

 Slow down at corners. 

 Always clean up after yourselves. 

 Obey all the trail rules. 

 Give a clear warning signal when passing: call out passing on your left. 

 Always look ahead and behind when passing. 

 Travel at reasonable speed. 

                                                 
1 Sharing the Trails. US Forest Service, www.fs.usda.gov/detail/btnf/recreation/?cid=fseprd509212. 
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 Keep pets on a leash in congested areas. 

 Move off the trail when letting others pass. 

 Yield to other trail-users when entering and crossing trail. 

 Do not disturb wildlife. 

 Stay on the trail (respect the environment, do not venture off the trails). 

 Do not litter. 

 Do not drink or contaminate water sources (wash 100 feet away from any nearby water 

source). 

 Use provided toilet facilities (if you are unable to find a facility, dig a hole 6 inches deep 

at least 200 feet from any open water). 

 Do not make fires in new fire rings (use picnic areas and existing rings if provided). 

 Respect wildlife. Your surroundings are home to many plants and animals: you are the 

visitor. 

 Obey all posted signs. These indicate special restrictions that apply to the trail you are on. 

Hiking with Animals 

 Clean up after your animals. 

 Keep them on a leash or lead where required or in crowded areas. 

 Give larger animals right of way. 

 Do not let your animal disturb wildlife or others. 

 Keep them on the trails. 

General Trail Etiquette for Certain Activities 

Hikers, Walkers, Backpackers 
 Move off the trail whenever possible for other trail users. 

 When meeting someone riding a horse, step off the trail to the downhill side and speak 

calmly. That allows the horse to recognize you as human. 

 Dogs can potentially frighten horses. Be sure to keep your dog quiet, close to you and still 

when sharing a trail with horseback riders. 

 AVOID SPREADING SEEDS: Help keep weeds out of our forests. Noxious weeds 

threaten our healthy ecosystems. Stay on trail, drive on designated roads, use weed-free 

hay, check your socks, for hitchhikers when you get back to the trailhead. Let’s keep our 

forests strong and clean. 

 When hiking in a group, hike single-file, never taking up more than half the trail, and stay 

on the trail itself. Over time, off-trail use can badly erode switchbacks and destroy drainage 

diversions. When a group meets a single hiker, it’s generally preferable for the single hiker 

to yield and step safely to the side. 

 Hiker v. hiker: hikers going uphill have the right of way. On occasion an uphill hiker may 

let others come downhill while they take a breather, but remember that’s the uphill hiker’s 

call. 

 Mountain Bikers, Bikers 

It is important that you let your fellow trail users know you’re coming - a friendly greeting is a 

good method. Anticipate other trail users as you ride around corners. Bicyclists must yield to other 

non-motorized trail users, unless the trail is clearly signed for bike-only travel. Bicyclists traveling 

downhill yield to ones headed uphill, unless the trail is clearly signed for one-way or downhill-

only traffic. In general, we ask that bikers make each pass a safe and courteous one. 

 Know your ability, equipment and the area. 
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 Move off the trail for less mobile users, including hikers and horseback riders. 

 Do not ride under conditions where you leave evidence of passing, i.e. after rain. 

 Stay on the trail. 

 Do not ride through streams. 

 Make presence known at corners or blind spots. 

 Control your bicycle. 

 Always yield trail. 

 Conscientious mountain bikers will call out as they come down steep slopes or blind 

switchbacks, and should also let you know if there are other bikers following them. 

 Bikes should never pass a horse from behind. Call out that you want to pass, so the rider 

can turn the horse around to face the bike. When a horse is coming towards you, bikers 

should stop, move to the downhill side of the trail and say "hello."  If the animal appears 

anxious, bikers should consider taking off backpacks or helmets and dismounting bikes. 

 AVOID SPREADING SEEDS: Help keep weeds out of our forests. Noxious weeds 

threaten our healthy ecosystems and livelihoods. Stay on trail, ride on designated roads, 

check your socks, and bikes for hitchhikers when you get back to the trailhead. Let’s keep 

our forests strong and clean. 

 Equestrians 

 Practice minimum impact techniques. 

 Observe speed limits. 

 Always clean up after your horse. 

 Avoid campsites used by other trail users. 

 Keep horses in campsite only long enough to unpack or pack them. 

 Stock tied to trees ruins trees and turf: do so only for a short time. Use tie lines. 

 Never tie horses within 200 feet of lakes, streams or springs. 

 AVOID SPREADING SEEDS: Help keep weeds out of our forests. Noxious weeds 

threaten our healthy ecosystems and livelihoods. Stay on trail, use weed seed free hay, 

check your socks, clothing and horse tails for hitchhikers when you get back to the 

trailhead. Let’s keep our forests strong and clean. 

ATVs, Motor vehicles, electric bicycles, off-highway vehicles 
 Approach pedestrians slowly, pull over and turn off your engine. 

 When passing someone, follow at a safe distance until you reach a safe place to pass: pass 

slowly. 

 Minimize noise with proper care and operation of your vehicle. 

 Respect trail closures. 

 Stay on the trail. 

 Do not ride on areas that are either wet, have loose soil, steep slopes, meadows or swamps. 

 Motorized vehicle riders should stop their vehicle, turn off the engine and let horseback 

riders pass. Additionally, motorized users should allow the horses to move a considerable 

distance down the trail before starting the engine back up. 

 AVOID SPREADING SEEDS: Help keep weeds out of our forests. Noxious weeds 

threaten our healthy ecosystems and livelihoods. Stay on trail, drive on designated roads, 

check your vehicle for hitchhikers when you get back to the trailhead. Let’s keep our forests 

strong and clean. 
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During hunting season: 

 Hikers should wear at least one article of hunter orange viewable from all directions such 

as a hat, jacket, or vest. Cover your backpack with orange. 

 Horseback riders should wear a hunter orange vest and helmet cover. Use a hunter orange 

vest or rump sheet on your horse. 

 Dogs should wear hunter orange or other visible color, like a vest, leash, coat, shirt or 

bandana  
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Appendix K: Trail Specifications2 

While it is most common for use modes to be combined on trails or within corridors, Iowa Trails 

2000 discusses each mode to ensure that the needs of various users are thoroughly considered. 

When combining use modes, the guidelines for each mode should be consulted and the most 

stringent should be used (see "Multi-Use Corridors"). The modes considered include 

hiking/walking, bicycling, in-line skating, equestrian, snowmobiling, off-highway vehicles 

(OHVs), and motorcycles (canoe trail designation is covered later). Each of these use modes is 

described below, and guidelines are set forth relating to the following design considerations. 

 Clear Trail Width refers to the width of the traveled part of the trail that is free of 

protruding objects and obstacles, such as trees and overgrown vegetation (see Figure 4-5). 

 Clear Zones refer to the area on each side of the trail between the traveled surface and any 

obstructions, such as trees, walls, or fences (see Figure 4-5). 

 Vertical Clearance refers to the height above the trail which is free from protruding 

objects and overhead obstructions, such as tree branches or bridges (see Figure 4-5). 

FIGURE 4-5: TRAIL DIMENSIONS 

 

 Trail surface refers to the type of surface on the traveled part of the trail, such as asphalt, 

concrete, granular, or alternative. Surface quality is affected by tread obstacles, such as 

roots or rocks, and by any openings such as gaps and grates located within the trail surface. 

 Drainage refers to techniques used to move and keep water off the trail and trail 

embankment. 

                                                 
2 Iowa Trails 2000 

https://iowadot.gov/iowabikes/trails/chapter-four-design-guidelines/section-3-use-modes 

https://iowadot.gov/iowabikes/trails/CHPT04-4.html
https://iowadot.gov/iowabikes/trails/CHPT04-6.html


 

Flathead County Trails Plan, 2018  75 

 Alignment refers to the horizontal curvature of the trail. 

 

 Profile refers to the vertical curvature of the trail. 

 

 Edge protection refers to any protective barrier designed to separate the trail from its 

surrounding environment, such as a fence or curb. As a general rule, curbs should not be 

less than 4 inches in height. Other types of edge protection are discussed, where 

appropriate, under each trail mode. 

These design guidelines are meant as general recommendations. Many of the design considerations 

listed above will be impacted by local conditions, such as topography, right-of-way width, and 

intensity of use. Each trail project is unique, and while these guidelines should be employed 

wherever possible, deviations may occur. 

Hiking/Walking Trails 
Pedestrian facilities can take several forms. Hiking/walking trails, sidewalks and pedestrian trails 

provide different user experiences for pedestrians. 

Hiking/walking trails, covered in this section, are facilities used exclusively by pedestrians, and 

are typically found in natural areas. They offer a low-impact means of allowing pedestrians to 

come in contact with the natural environment. Hiking/walking trails are used by a variety of people 

with a broad range of abilities, skill levels, and desired experiences, and should be designed to 

accommodate all persons. New and reconstructed trails should be made as accessible as possible 

while maintaining the essential character of the resource. Furthermore, all trail amenities, such as 

restrooms, drinking fountains, and picnic tables should comply with the ADA accessibility 

guidelines. Because of their rustic nature, the guidelines for hiking/walking trails are very general, 

and trail design will be primarily determined by site conditions. 

Clear Trail Width 
 Recommended clear trail width for hiking/walking trails: 4 feet (this may be reduced based 

on site conditions and desired trail experience) (see Figure 4-6). 

 Hiking/walking trails should include widened areas at regular intervals to allow users to 

pass one another. These widened areas should be at least 5 feet by 5 feet. 

 In urban or suburban locations, hiking/walking trails should be set back at least 5 feet from 

any roadway curb. 

Clear Zones 
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Hiking/walking trails do not typically require clear zones, since users are moving at relatively slow 

speeds. In natural areas, underbrush should be trimmed so that it does not hang over the trail edge 

or obstruct the traveled way. 

FIGURE 4-6: TRAIL DIMENSIONS FOR HIKING/WALKING TRAILS 

 

Vertical Clearance 

 Hiking/walking trails should maintain an 8-foot minimum vertical clearance (see Figure 4-

6). If the hiking/walking trail is used by cross-country skiers during the winter months, the 

average snow level should be added to the 8-foot minimum. 

Trail Surface 

 Hiking/walking trails may be surfaced with wood chips or crushed stone, or may be made 

of compacted earth. In any case, the surface should be firm and stable. It should be noted, 

however, that wood chips are not considered an accessible surface. 

 In wet areas a boardwalk is recommended (see "Wetland Boardwalks"). 

 Any tread obstacles, such as rocks or roots, imbedded into the trail surface should be less 

than 2 inches. 

 Any openings within the trail surface, including on bridges, should not permit passage of 

a 0.5-inch diameter sphere and should be perpendicular to the dominant direction of travel. 

Drainage 
Because users of a hiking/walking trail will come in direct contact with the trail surface, drainage 

is very important. Natural surface trails can become watercourses during heavy rains, causing 

severe erosion. The following methods effectively move water off the trail. 

 In flat areas, the trail should be cross-sloped or crowned at approximately 2 percent. 

 Where a trail is benched into a slope, a swale on the uphill side should be considered to 

catch water before it crosses the trail. 

 Culverts may be necessary to move water under the trail. 

 Disturbed areas should be seeded and mulched or sodded to prevent erosion. 

Alignment 

https://iowadot.gov/iowabikes/trails/CHPT04-5.html
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Users of hiking/walking trails can navigate even the tightest of turns. Alignment guidelines are not 

necessary for hiking/walking trails. 

Profile 
It is recommended that no more than one-third of the total trail length for a hiking/walking trail 

exceed 8.3 percent. In addition, the following guidelines should be followed: 

 Trail grade may be 5 percent or less for any distance. 

 Trail grade may be 8.3 percent for a maximum distance of 200 feet. 

 Trail grade may be 10 percent for a maximum distance of 30 feet. 

 Trail grade may be 12.5 percent for a maximum distance of 10 feet. 

The trail grade between the maximum grade segments should return to 5 percent for a minimum 

distance of 5 feet to allow resting opportunities for people who have difficulty traveling over 

sloped surfaces. 

If, due to local topography, the trail would be steeper than the above recommendations permit, 

switchbacks should be used to lessen the overall slope. 

Edge protection 
Edge protection is not required on a hiking/walking trail; however, if provided it should be at least 

4 inches. Pedestrians with vision impairments tend to adjust their obstacle detection to a slightly 

higher level on hiking/walking trails because of all the small obstacles contained within a natural 

trail surface. Edge protection that is at least 4 inches high is much more likely to be detected. 

Pedestrian Trails 
Pedestrians are typically accommodated with other trail users such as bicyclists and in-line skaters, 

within a multi-use corridor. In some cases, however, pedestrians may be accommodated on an 

exclusive trail, as a means of separating pedestrians from faster moving bicyclists and in-line 

skaters. 

Where pedestrian use is expected, facilities should be accessible to a variety of people with a broad 

range of abilities, skill levels, and desired experiences, and should be designed to accommodate 

all persons. New and reconstructed trails should be made as accessible as possible while 

maintaining the essential character of the resource. Furthermore, all trail amenities, such as 

restrooms, drinking fountains, and picnic tables, should comply with the ADA accessibility 

guidelines. 

Pedestrian trails, unlike hiking/walking trails, are designed for a more formalized trail experience. 

Whereas hiking/walking trails may be quite rugged, pedestrian trails are typically designed for 

more leisurely walking on finished surfaces. 

Clear Trail Width 
 Recommended width for pedestrian trails: 5 feet. 

Clear Zones 
Because of the relatively slow speed of pedestrians, clear zones are not necessary. 

Vertical Clearance 
 Pedestrian trails should maintain an 8-foot minimum clearance. If the hiking/walking trail 

is used by cross-country skiers during the winter months, the average snow level should be 

added to the 8-foot minimum. 
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Trail Surface 
Pedestrian trails, as discussed above, will almost always exist in conjunction with non-motorized 

multi-use trails. Their surface, therefore, should be the same as that used for the adjacent multi-

use trail. Where pedestrian trails occur alone, they may be asphalt, concrete, or granular. Whenever 

possible, the surface of a pedestrian trail should be smooth and free of tread obstacles. Any 

openings imbedded into the trail surface should not permit passage of a 0.5-inch diameter sphere 

and should be perpendicular to the dominant direction of travel. 

Drainage 
 Pedestrian trails should have a 2 percent cross-slope. 

Alignment 
Users of pedestrian trails can navigate even the tightest of turns. Alignment guidelines are not 

necessary for pedestrian trails. 

Profile 

It is recommended that no more than one-third of the total trail length for a pedestrian trail exceed 

8.3 percent. In addition, the following guidelines should be followed: 

 Trail grade may be 5 percent or less for any distance. 

 Trail grade may be 8.3 percent for a maximum distance of 200 feet. 

 Trail grade may be 10 percent for a maximum distance of 30 feet. 

 Trail grade may be 12.5 percent for a maximum distance of 10 feet. 

The trail grade between the maximum grade segments should return to 5 percent for a minimum 

distance of 5 feet to allow resting opportunities for people who have difficulty traveling over 

sloped surfaces. 

Edge protection 
Edge protection is not required on a pedestrian trail; however, if provided it should be at least 4 

inches. 

Bicycle Trails 
There are extensive guidelines that have been established for bicycle facilities. Bicycles, however, 

are unlikely to ever enjoy exclusive use of a trail facility. In most cases, bicycle trails will also 

accommodate pedestrians and in-line skaters on a single paved treadway. 

Because bicycles typically travel at higher speeds than pedestrians, trail geometrics are a major 

consideration. The AASHTO Guide is an invaluable resource when designing bicycle trails. The 

guide gives detailed information on alignment and profile layout and design. 

Clear Trail Width 
 Recommended width for two-way bicycle trail: 10 feet (may be increased to 12 feet 

depending trail traffic) (see Figure 4-7). 

 Recommended width for one-way bicycle trail: 6 feet (Separated one-way trails in the same 

corridor should have a minimum 2-foot median between them). 

Clear Zones 
 Bicycle trails should maintain a minimum 2-foot graded area on each side of the trail, 

graded at a maximum slope of 6:1 (see Figure 4-7). 
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 Bicycle trails should maintain a minimum 1-foot buffer zone between the edge of the 

graded clear zone and any fixed objects such as signs or trees. On bridges this guideline 

does not apply (see Figure 4-7). 

FIGURE 4-7: TRAIL DIMENSIONS FOR BICYCLE TRAILS 

 

Vertical Clearance 
Bicycle trails should maintain an 8-foot minimum vertical clearance (see Figure 4-7). 

Trail Surface 
 Asphalt or concrete are the preferred surfaces for bicycle trails. 

The surface of a bicycle trail should be smooth and free of tread obstacles. In some cases, granular 

surfacing may be used as an interim solution. Granular trails can be difficult to maintain, and can 

be harder on bicycles than paved trails. In addition, granular surfacing eliminates use of the trail 

by in-line skaters. Any decision to use granular surfacing for bicycle trails should be carefully 

evaluated. 

Drainage 
It is very important that bicycle trails are well drained. Standing water on the trail will adversely 

affect the trail surface and decrease the life and quality of the trail. 

 Bicycle trails should not exceed a uniform cross slope of 2 percent (see Figure 4-8). 

Crowning of the trail at 2 to 3 percent is acceptable, but may be more difficult and costly 

to construct (see Figure 4-9). 

 Where a trail is benched into a slope, a swale on the uphill side should be considered to 

catch water before it crosses the trail (see Figure 4-10). 

 Culverts may be necessary to move water under the trail. 

 Disturbed areas should be seeded and mulched or sodded to prevent erosion. 
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FIGURE 4-8: TRAIL CROSS SLOPE 

 

FIGURE 4-9: CROWNING OF A TRAIL 

 

FIGURE 4-10: TRAIL WITH DRAINAGE SWALE 

 

Alignment 
The design of bicycle trail alignment can be as complex as roadway design. Many factors must be 

taken into consideration, including design speed, the surface type, and sight lines. The AASHTO 

Guide and "Minnesota Bicycle Transportation Planning and Design Guidelines" offer detailed 

information on alignment and superelevation. In general, a typical curve radius for a bicycle trail 

will be approximately 100 feet. 

Another issue to consider when designing a trail’s alignment is visibility on horizontal curves, 

which is based on stopping sight distance. Stopping sight distance refers to the amount of time it 

would take a user to stop once an obstruction has come into view. As a general rule, the distance 

a user can see along the trail should never be less than the distance it would take that user to stop. 

Procedures for determining stopping sight distance are detailed in the AASHTO Guide and should 

be applied to both alignment and profile. 
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Profile 
The profile of a bicycle trail is also a major consideration which requires detailed analysis and 

design. Issues to consider when designing a trail’s profile include steepness (or overall grade of 

the trail) and stopping sight distance (discussed above). The following recommendations are for 

general planning purposes only. Final trail design requires more detailed analysis based primarily 

on the AASHTO Guide. 

 Maximum recommended grade for bicycle trails: 5 percent. 

 Grades on bicycle trails steeper than 5 percent are possible, but should be restricted to 

distances as indicated in the AASHTO Guide. 

Stopping sight distance applies to vertical curves (hills) just as it does to horizontal curves. This 

consideration is especially important on downhill sections, as speeds will be higher. As described 

above, the AASHTO Guide is an invaluable resource for detailed trail design, and should be 

consulted during the final design process. 

Edge Protection 
Edge protection, typically in the form of fencing, is required on bicycle trails only in areas where 

safety is a concern. Such safety considerations should be evaluated in detail during the final design 

of the trail. If fencing is provided, it should be at least 42 inches high. Some possible situations 

where fencing might be warranted include: 

 Locations where the land on either side of the trail drops off steeply. 

 Locations where sharp curves may cause users to lose control and leave the trail. 

 Locations where adjacent uses, such as railroad tracks or active industry, may cause a threat 

to trail user safety. 

 Bridges. 

Where fencing is included, rub-rails should be installed for the safety of bicyclists and wheelchair 

users. Rub-rails should be installed at ground level and at the general level of an adult bicyclist’s 

handlebars. 

Mountain Bike Trails 
Mountain bike trails are typically rugged, off-road facilities. They have far less stringent guidelines 

than non-motorized multi-use trails, but can accommodate only one type of bicycle. The hallmark 

of mountain bike trails is the "single track," which is a narrow pathway with many hills and sharp 

turns. Such facilities can vary greatly in difficulty. 

Recently, there has been a surge of people who recreate in off-road wheelchairs that are designed 

similarly to mountain bikes. However, not every mountain biking trail will accommodate the 

additional width of off road wheelchairs (approximately 28 to 34 inches). Therefore, trail designers 

should post objective information about the minimum clear width of the trail, so people who use 

off road wheelchairs can make informed recreation decisions. 

Clear Trail Width 
 Desirable width for mountain bike trails: 2 feet (see Figure 4-15). 

Clear Zones 
 Shrubby vegetation should be removed to a distance of 3 feet on each side of the tread. 

Established trees and grasses may remain (see Figure 4-15). 

  
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FIGURE 4-15: TRAIL DIMENSIONS FOR MOUNTAIN BIKE TRAILS 

 

Vertical Clearance 
 Mountain bike trails should maintain an 8-foot minimum clearance (see Figure 4-15). 

Trail Surface 
 Preferred surface for mountain bike trails: compacted earth. 

Drainage 
Without proper drainage, mountain bike trails may become severely eroded. Several options exist 

for properly draining mountain bike trails. 

 Mountain bike trails should be cross-sloped at 3 to 5 percent. 

 Flexible waterbars or swales should be used to remove water from trails. 

 Special consideration should be given to placement of trails. 

Alignment 
Alignment of mountain bike trails will primarily depend on the difficulty of the trail to be 

constructed. In general, the tighter the turn, the more challenging a trail may become. 

Profile 
 Maximum overall grade for mountain bike trails: 10 percent. This level of steepness will 

allow minor increases or decreases in slope to avoid obstacles. Dips and inclines should be 

built into the trail to provide interest and facilitate drainage. 

Edge Protection 
Edge protection is not usually required for mountain bike trails. In areas where safety is of great 

concern, fences with a minimum height of 42 inches should be installed. 

Snowmobile Trails 
Snowmobile trails are unique among the trail modes considered in Iowa Trails 2000 because their 

use will only take place in winter. This seasonal dependency necessitates some unique design 

considerations. In addition, snowmobiles are capable of high speeds, increasing the need for safety 

through trail design. As with all motorized trails, signing should be used to warn non-motorized 
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users of the predominate use mode. In some situations clearly indicated dual trails can be indicated 

for the safe sharing of a corridor by motorized and non-motorized users. 

Clear Trail Width 
 Desirable groomed surface for one-way snowmobile trails: 8 feet (see Figure 4-17). 

 Desirable groomed surface for two-way snowmobile trails: 10 feet. 

 At sharp corners or unusually rugged terrain, the trail should be widened to accommodate 

grooming equipment and provide user safety. 

The groomed surface refers to the area which is free from branches, large rocks, brush, stumps, 

and other obstructions that would create an uneven and unsafe surface even when the trail is 

covered with snow. 

FIGURE 4-17: TRAIL DIMENSIONS FOR SNOWMOBILE TRAILS 

 

Clear Zones 

 Snowmobile trails should maintain a 2-foot clear zone on each side of the groomed surface 

(see Figure 4-17). 

Vertical Clearance 
 Snowmobile trails should maintain at least 10 feet of vertical clearance above the average 

snow level to accommodate grooming equipment (see Figure 4-17). 

Trail Surface 
Many snowmobile trails are enjoyed by other trail users during the summer months. In these 

situations, the surface should be designed according to the needs of the additional user. If the trail 

is not used during the summer, a variety of surfaces are possible because the trail will be buried 

with snow for snowmobile use. The surface should be relatively flat and free from obstructions as 

listed above. 

 Snowmobile trails may exist on an otherwise unprepared surface, provided that stumps, 

brush, and other obstructions are removed. Snowmobile trails within road rights-of-way 

demonstrate this type of surface. 

 Snowmobile trails may exist on crushed stone surfacing. 

 Snowmobile trails may exist on wooden bridges or boardwalks when crossing watercourses 

or wetlands. 
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 Placement of snowmobile trails on asphalt surfaces should be avoided, as studs will cause 

damage to the asphalt. When implementing a snowmobile trail along with an asphalt trail, 

a natural surface corridor should be provided and clearly marked for snowmobile use. 

Alignment 
 Minimum forward visibility for snowmobile trails: 50 feet. 

 Minimum radius for snowmobile trail curves: 25 feet. 

 Where hazards exist (such as a steep drop-off) near a curve, the trail should be 

superelevated. 

Profile 
 Maximum slope for snowmobile trails: 12 percent. 

 Maximum grade for shorter slopes (100 feet) on snowmobile trails: 25 percent. 

 Snowmobile trails should ascend steep slopes at right angles to the contour lines (directly 

up the fall line). Ascending such slopes at angles could cause sliding of snowmobiles and 

slope erosion. 

Edge Protection 
Edge protection is not usually required for snowmobile trails. In areas where safety is of great 

concern, fences should be installed. 

Other Points to Consider 
 Water crossings: Even though ice may be in place for much of the snowmobiling season, 

water crossings without bridges are not acceptable as part of a snowmobile trail. 

 Exposure: In order to extend the snowmobiling season, trails should be placed, wherever 

possible, to retain snow cover. Tree lines, woods, valleys, and north-facing slopes are areas 

that tend to retain snow, and these areas should be sought out for snowmobile trails. 

 Signage: The Iowa Department of Natural Resources has developed uniform signage for 

snowmobile trails. The DNR’s signage scheme should be used for all snowmobile trails. 

These signs should be installed before the first snowfall and removed in the spring. 

 Maintenance: Snowmobile trails require a significant amount of maintenance, since winter 

storms can take their toll on trailheads, signage, and the groomed trail itself. Such 

maintenance issues should be considered during the initial planning stages of the project. 

 Noise abatement: There is the potential for disturbance from snowmobile noise. For this 

reason, snowmobile trails should be placed as far as possible from residential areas. Other 

noise abatement possibilities include placing the trail behind existing vegetation or within 

valleys. In addition, sound monitoring and enforcement should be initiated to ensure that 

machines do not exceed the legal limits. 

Off-Highway Vehicle Trails (3- and 4-wheeled) 
As with snowmobiles, off-highway vehicles (OHVs) are capable of high speeds, and safety is a 

primary consideration in the establishment of design guidelines. OHV trails may exist as either a 

nodal or linear facility, with nodal facilities offering looping trails within one designated area or 

park, and linear facilities offering connections between riding parks, communities, and support 

services. As with all motorized trails, signing should be used to warn non-motorized users of the 

predominate use mode. In some situations clearly indicated dual trails can be indicated for the safe 

sharing of a corridor by motorized and non-motorized users. 

The Iowa Department of Natural Resources has recently established a policy regarding the 

acquisition and development of OHV parks (nodal facilities).  
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The following guidelines generally hold true for trails in both nodal and linear facilities. 

Clear Trail Width 
 Recommended width for a one-way OHV trail in a wooded area: 5 feet (see Figure 4-18). 

 Recommended width for a two-way OHV trail in a wooded area: 8 feet. 

 Recommended width for a one-way OHV trail in an open or grassy area: 4 feet (see Figure 

4-19). 

 Recommended width for a two-way OHV trail in an open or grassy area: 8 feet. 

 Trail width on switchbacks or in areas with steep side slopes should be increased by 6 to 

20 inches. 

 On sharp curves, trail width should be increased by 1 foot. 

FIGURE 4-18: TRAIL DIMENSIONS FOR ONE-WAY OHV TRAILS IN WOODED 

AREAS 

 

FIGURE 4-19: TRAIL DIMENSIONS FOR TWO-WAY OHV TRAILS IN OPEN AREAS 

 

Clear Zones 
 OHV trails should maintain a 1-foot minimum clear zone on each side of the trail (see 

Figures 4-18 and 4-19). 
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Vertical Clearance 
 OHV trails should maintain a vertical clearance of at least 9 feet (see Figures 4-18 and 4-

19). 

Trail Surface 
 OHV trails should have a natural surface. 

 OHV trails should be placed on soils that are resistant to erosion. Sandy soils should be 

avoided. County soil survey maps should be consulted to determine the best location for 

an OHV trail. 

 The OHV trail surface should be free of logs, large rocks, stumps, brush, and other 

obstructions, unless a more challenging experience is desired. In such a case, some 

obstacles may be left in place. 

Drainage 
Improper drainage on OHV trails can lead to rutting and severe erosion. Trails can be drained by 

using changes in grade or rolling drain dips. Waterbars should be used as a last resort, as they 

increase maintenance costs. 

Alignment 
 Minimum radius for curves on OHV trails: 10 feet. 

 OHV trails should be widened slightly at curves for safety reasons (see "Clear Trail Width" 

above). 

Profile 
 Variety in grades for OHV trails is recommended, as it increases the challenge and 

desirability of the trail, and facilitates drainage. 

 Minimum slope for OHV trails (for drainage purposes): 2 percent. 

 Maximum continuous slope for OHV trails: 8 percent. 

 Maximum grade for shorter slopes (100 feet) on OHV trails: 15 percent. 

Edge Protection 

Edge protection is not usually required for OHV trails. In areas where safety is of great concern, 

fences should be installed. 

Other Points to Consider 
 OHV parks: Facilities specifically designated for OHV use can offer great challenge and 

variety. Such parks are typically designed with a system of loops, beginning at a trailhead 

and possibly offering several loops of different ability levels. OHV parks are likely to be 

shared by motorcyclists, so loops should be planned for these users, as well. 

 Erosion: To reduce the potential of erosion, OHV trails should avoid unstable soils and 

provide adequate drainage, especially on steep slopes and hillsides. 

 Noise abatement: OHVs may reach noise levels significantly higher than allowed by the 

Code of Iowa. Natural buffers such as hills, ridges, and existing vegetation can help to 

mitigate noise impacts. To reduce noise conflicts, OHV parks should have regular sound 

level monitoring to ensure all OHVs comply with the Iowa Code. 
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Appendix L: Draft Trails Coordinator Job Description 
 

 
 

 DRAFT Trails Coordinator 
Department:  

Parks and Recreation 
Reports To:  

Parks and Recreation Director 

 Job Status:  

Full Time, Regular 

Position Summary: 

This position is responsible for preliminary trail development planning, ongoing use planning, 

volunteer coordination, public communication, grant management, and assisting with trail 

maintenance projects. 

Essential Functions:  

1. Manage the public process for trail planning and maintenance projects. 

2. Manage and facilitate the grant process; complete and submit all required reports. 

3. Work as volunteer coordinator in recruitment, training, and implementation of volunteer 

projects. 

4. Administer maintenance agreements for County sponsored trails.  

5. Maintain trail condition inventories.  

6. Manage all County trail maps, signage, wayfinding and gates necessary for proper trail 

usage. 

7. Serve as the primary point-of-contact for all trail user groups, advisory groups, and 

citizens. 

8. Oversee and manage all trail-related agreements. 

9. Track upcoming trail projects, create maps for future trail proposals, map trail 

maintenance areas, coordinate interdepartmental work, and write trail condition reports 

for local leaders. 

10. Perform necessary work and build effective working relationships with applicable 

internal/external stakeholders and user groups. 

11. Act as a liaison between the County government and municipalities of Columbia Falls, 

Whitefish, and Kalispell.  

12. Ensure that trail/park user and citizen groups participate in route planning, design, and 

trail usage; coordinate with local interest groups to optimize trail stewardship and 

involvement. 

13. Research, develop and make presentations to local groups regarding trail/park issues. 
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14. Ensure proper and responsible communication about trail opening, closings, 

maintenance, etc. 

15. Perform related tasks as assigned. 

Minimum Position Qualifications: 

Education: 

A combination of education and/or experience working in one or more areas of planning, 

recreation, environmental studies, and resource management.  

Skills: 

 Demonstrate strong oral and written communication skills, facilitation, negotiation 

and interpersonal skills, including experience with public speaking 

 Ability to work independently 

 Planning, organization, and problem solving skills 

 Ability to be innovative in promoting collaboration across organizations 

 Experience working with volunteers 

 Proficiency in word processing, spreadsheet, database, email, GIS, and other office 

software 

 Knowledge and experience in trail development would be an asset 

 Strong interpersonal, organizational, multi-tasking, negotiation and analytical skills 

with the ability to work independently within a team 

 Ability to obtain a Montana Driver’s License 

 Ability to work occasional evenings and weekends  
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Appendix M: Proposed Trail Network 


