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Where Wtll You Rtde, DI'ive, 
Race, Compele, Raise foals, 

and Gmw Jlay? 
All information offered by ELCR is intended for the sole express purpose of assisting landowners ~nd 

equestrians in the identification of issues and solutions related to the advancement of land conservation 
to sustain horse-related activities. ELCR is not engaged in rendering legal , tax, accounting or other 
professional service. 

July 2009 USPC article 
Sustainable Trails for Equestrian Use-Design, Construction, Maintenance and Proper Use Make A Difference 
By Susan Stormer of S&S Trail Services, LLC (former USPC member) and 
Deb Balliet, of the Equestrian Land Conservation Resource 

People have been riding horses on trails for millennia. and 
this activity can bring great joy to the I ives of people and the 
horses they care for. A trail that was designed and built with an 
eye towards environmental and social sustainability can allow 
riders to explore beautiful landscapes with minimal impact and 

,.. without evidence of their passing. A good trail can also provide 
an oasis of natural sereni ty within the confines ofa largely urban 
environment - picture a bridle path winding through the trees 
in Central Park in New York City. 

Conversely, a poorly built tra il or one that was not designed 
but simply created through unplanned user acti vity can lead 
to a lackluster experience. It may simply be unpleasant due to 

I bad choice of path within the landscape, or it can be downright 
j dangerous due to many fac tors. 

Building Sustainable Trails 
I The purpose of a sustainable trail is to provide users a way 
, to access natural areas on a defined path that is resistant to 

erosion and causes minimal damage to the environment. Water 
is the primary cause of erosion on trails. This concept was 
summarized neatly by trail building professional, Mike Riter, 
"Water always wins, the trick is is not letting it play the game." 

Many trail building techniques have been developed to 
minimize the impact of water on the trail. A sustainable tra il 

1 does not follow the fall line (the steepest route of descent down 
a hill), but rather goes with the contour of the land. This keeps 
water off the trail and minimizes erosion. It is relatively easy to 

, ' route a trail in the lowest elevation area ofa particular landfom1. 

However, this is where water will naturally pool and the trai l 
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·11 · -•t -111d unusable for lone. periods atlcr a rain event. wr rcm:11n "1.: , ~ 

Whenever pr1ssible. design and build trails on 

a side slope . 

If damp ground must be crossed, then har~ening the surf~ce or 
raising the trail tread above the ground will make the trail last 
longe;. Several rock armoring techniques can be found online 
at ,;w ,l'.imba.comlresources. If bridges are necessary, design 
and construction for horses requires special consideration -
including load, approach and tread surface. Bridge load limits 
are a critical factor, as the weight and way of travel by horses 
is far more significant than pedestrian or other trail users. For 
more information, consult the Equestrian Design Guidebook 
for Trails , Trailheads and Campgrounds, published by the 
USDA Forest Service in cooperation with the US Department 
of Transportation. (See sidebar) 

Animals will often wear a path by traveling from food to 
water to shelter, but this should not be considered a "trail" for 
horse and human recreational use. Usually game trails run too 
steeply down the fall line, so a more sustainable route should 
be chosen. It can be human nature to want to follow the path of 

Newly constructed trail. 
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d to continuall y 
Proper constrnction greatly reduces the nee end more 
repair and maintain trail s, which allows you_ to ~~ pplies to 
time riding. The adage, "Do it right the first ume. a 
trail building as well. 

Trail Maintenance . once a 
. d. amtenance. 

Even the best built trails need peno ,c m t. n that 
h d veoeta 10 

season, or as needed, trim back branc es an °
11 

t· ees to 
d ove fa en r 

encroaches on the travelled space an rem h health 
. • dtail Forte encourage nders to stay on the designate r · rly 

· limbs prope · 
of the trees and shrubs it is important to tnm II 

' ·t ainJ·uncture. a Tree branches should be cut back to the nex m h 
II tray branc es the way to the trunk if necessary. Do not a ow s 

. . · s inJ· ury to the to "poke" mto the trail as these can cause senou 

. ' 1 I eight for horse horse or nder. The recommended c earance 1 

trails is I 0- 12 feet of vertical or overhead clearance. 

If puddles form on the trail, corrective action is needed. Cuni~g 
a small channel in the dirt is ineffective, as doing so will 
simply fill in the channel with silt and eliminate the intended 
effect. Instead, install knicks and/or rolling grade dips. To do 
so, carve a wide, shallow drain (called a knick) the same size 
as the puddle which will keep the area drained in the future. 
A rolling grade dip (RGD) is a modern and more sustainable 
alternative to the water bar. On an older trail that is too steep. 
installing a RGD forces water off the trail by creating a raised 
mound of dirt immediately downhill of a knick. 

Proper Use by Trail Riders for Sustainability 
To extend the life of a sustainably built trail and to reduce the 

need for trail maintenance, follow this simple rule - don t 11sc 

trails when they are wet and muddy! Riding wet trails causes 
significant damage because it greatly magnifies the erosion 

process. Additionally, "post holes" that are left behind by hooves 

can also harden over time and lead to trip hazards for horses. 

Failure to follow this rule and lack of funds for maintenance 

is what often forces public land managers to close trail s to 

equestrian use. To help keep horse trails open. ride on trail s 

designated for horses, stay off trails when wet and assist the land 

o~ne_r/manager ?Y participati~~ !n sustainable trail pl anning. 
bu1ldmg and mamtenance act1v1t1es. Your participation in the 

sustainable trail activities will help create a w in-win situation 
for all equestrian trail users and the landow11ers ai1d · 

. . · agencies 
on whose trails we nde . 

We hope that this information wi II help you to 111ak -
1 . . e your tra1 s 

more sustamable, safe and en1oyable for horseb k ·d· 
11

-. ac , n mg. 
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Ari Eroded Falt Line Trail 

Equestrian Trail Building & Maintenance 

Resources 

Would you or your club benefit from trail maintanance 

and construction training? A number of excellent 

resources are available to you including: 

I. Equestrian Design Guide Book for Trails, Trailheads 

and Campgrounds (USDA Forest Service Technology 

& Development Program) The Guidebook is.free and 

one copy per address is available at: 

http:/lwwwfhwa.do1.govlenvironme111/ rectrails/ 

trailpub./11111. 

2. Geosynthetics for Trails 

in Wet Areas: 2008 Edition 

(USDA Forest Service 

Technologty & Development 

Program) This publication is 

free and one copy per address 

is available at: 

http://www.jhwa.dot.gov/ 

envi ronmenta/lreclrai Isl 

trailpub.htm. 

3 . Obtain a copy of 

Recreational Horse Trails in 

Rural and Wildland Areas -

Design, Construction and 

Maintenance. You can 

purchase the book for $50 

through the Department of 

Forestry & Natural Resources, 

Clemson University 261 

Lehotsky Hall Clemson SC 

29634, wv.n,i~clemson.edu/forl 

and click on FNR stores. 

htlp:l/www.c/emson.edu/ 

cajlsldepartments/forestry/ 

fnr_store.html. 

4- Visit www.trailstraining. 

ne~ for trail building, 

~atntenance and training 

mformation. You can also find 

a schedule of trail training 

classes, professional 

trainers and their contact 

inf orma~ion, and other state by 

state trail training resources. 
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