
Sierra National Forest    G-1   

APPENDIX G  – TRAIL STANDARDS 
This Appendix provides Forest Service direction for planning constructing and managing NFTS 
trails and trail projects. These standards apply to the Sierra National Forest Travel Management 
Project. There standards are in two components: the National Quality Standards for trails; and the 
conducting of maintenance activities that fully restore the trail to the planned design standard. 
The planned design of a trail is based upon the Trail Fundamentals. The Trail Fundamentals are 
five concepts that are the cornerstones of Forest Service trail management, including Trail Type, 
Trail Class, Managed Use, Designed Use, and Design Parameters.  

G.1 National Quality Standards 
Forest Service direction for National Quality Standards for Trails is found in the Forest Service 
Manual (FSM) 2353.15 - National Quality Standards for Trails. This section states to apply the 
National Quality Standards for Trails in the planning, construction, maintenance, condition 
assessment, and management of NFTS trails, in accordance with FSH 2309.18, section 15.  

Forest Service Handbook 2309.18 section 15 describes the established desired outcomes for 
NFTS trails managed at a full-service level. These standards also form the baseline for estimating 
the cost of managing NFTS trails. The National Quality Standards for Trails consist of five key 
measures: health and cleanliness, safety and security, condition of facilities, responsiveness, and 
resource setting.  

Three of the 16 standards are considered critical. If any of these standards is not met, the resulting 
conditions pose a high probability of immediate and permanent injury to persons or property. 
Action is to be taken as soon as practicable to correct or mitigate the problem. Corrective or 
mitigating measures may include closing the trail, portions of the trail, or associated trail 
structures to public use.  

In addition, the Forest Service is to take mitigating steps if conditions, facilities, or services 
addressed by noncritical standards decline to the point where visitor’s health or safety is 
threatened. Examples include repairing the trail, portions of the trail, or associated trail structure 
or removing trail structures that are in disrepair and no longer needed. 

Finally, the National Quality Trail Standards describe outputs customers can expect to encounter 
when visiting any System Trail.  
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Table G- 1. National Quality Trail Standards 
Trail Key Measure: HEALTH AND CLEANLINESS 

Healthy environment for users and employees. 
No threat of disease or infection. 

Trails free of litter and graffiti. 
Standard  Crew Type  Tasks  

1. Visitors are not 
exposed to human 
waste along trails.  

Trail 
Operations  

Pick-up, remove and dispose of human waste 
visible on or along the trail.  

2. The trail and 
trailside are free of 
litter.  

Trail 
Operations  

Pick-up, remove and dispose of litter visible on or 
along the trail.  

Pick-up, remove and dispose of dog waste visible 
on or along the trail corridor.  

3. The trail and 
trailside are free of 
graffiti.  

Trail 
Operations/ 
Trail 
Maintenance  

Remove graffiti from constructed features using 
appropriate, cost-effective and environmentally 
acceptable techniques. Methods can include 
sandblasting and the application of cleaning 
compounds.  

Remove graffiti from natural features using 
appropriate, cost-effective and environmentally 
acceptable techniques. Methods can include 
sandblasting, the application of cleaning 
compounds, or the application of masking materials 
such as paints that blend in with natural colors. 

Trail Key Measure: RESOURCE SETTING 
Trail development is consistent with  

ROS objectives and FLMP prescription. 
Adjacent resources are maintained or enhanced 

Scenery management is consistent with trail objectives. 
Density of users is appropriate. 

Standard  Crew Type  Tasks  
1. *Effects from trail 
use do not conflict with 
environmental laws 
(such as ESA, NHPA, 
Clean Water, TES, 
etc.)  

Trail 
Manager  

Trail 
Maintenance  

Trail 
Operations  

Trail 
Operations  

Initiate Analysis  

• Identify need for appropriate specialist analysis.  
• Participate as needed in the determination of 

mitigation choices/options. (Identify 
conflict/problem and tasks to resolve 
conflict/problem.  

• If mitigation includes ground-disturbing activities 
(i.e., maintenance) identify environmental 
analysis costs under appropriate COF 
standard.)  

Mitigate  

• Physically close the trail with barrier, fences or 
signs.  

• Post warning or detour signs.  
• Patrol the trail to ensure users do not use 

protected areas.  
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Standard  Crew Type  Tasks  
2. Resource 
management adjacent 
to and along the trail 
corridor is consistent 
with Recreation 
Opportunity Spectrum 
(ROS) objectives and 
desired  

Trail 
Manager  

Review land management proposals and determine 
if the proposal is consistent with the Forest Plan 
prescription direction for that trail.  

Trail Key Measure: SAFETY AND SECURITY 
Safe environment for users and employees. 

Uniformed Forest Service personnel are present. 
Abusive and nonconforming activities are controlled 

Risk of crime is eliminated 
Standard  Crew Type  Tasks  

1. *Hazards do not 
exist on or along the 
trail.  

Trail 
Manager  

Trail 
Maintenance  

• Conduct prescribed safety inspections.  
• Identify mitigation tasks  
• Fence off sloughs.  
• Close/fence off hazardous  

2. Enforce laws, 
regulations and special 
orders.  

Trail 
Operations  

• Enforce regulations upon contact with users 
engaged in prohibited activities.  

• Respond to complaints from third parties.  
• As discretion warrants, counsel or advise users 

engaged in prohibited activities on the effects 
and impacts of their actions.  

Trail Key Measure: RESPONSIVENESS 
Experience meets visitor expectations, needs and preferences. 

Information and interpretive services are available. 
Appropriate amenities are available 

“Good Host “ approach is implemented and apparent 
Standard  Crew Type  Tasks  

1. *When signed as 
accessible, trails meet 
current accessibility 
guidelines.  

Trail 
Operations  

• Check accessible trail features and accessibility 
signing at appropriate frequencies to ensure 
accessibility signing is accurate and meets 
current agency guidelines.  

• If features signed as accessible do not meet 
accessibility guidelines, remove or correct 
inaccurate signs, or schedule signs for removal, 
upon discovery.  

2. Information is 
posted in a user-
friendly and 
professional manner. 

Trail 
Operations  

Post applicable trail use and trail management 
information in appropriate locations at the termini or 
along the trail.  

3. Visitors are provided 
opportunities to 
communicate 
expectations and 
satisfaction. 

 • Distribute visitor comment cards as the 
opportunity arises.  

• Provide distribution and collection information to 
users.  

• Provide comment card receptacles at trailheads 
and other contact points.  
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Trail Key Measure: CONDITION OF FACILITIES 
Trail facilities look good. 

Trail facilities are in good repair 
Trail facilities are appropriate 

Trail facilities function 
Standard  Crew Type  Tasks  

1. The trail and its 
structures are 
serviceable and in 
good repair throughout 
the designed service 
life.  

Trail 
Maintenance  

• Inspect trail bridges and other trail structures 
with high-hazard potential.  

• Conduct condition survey assessments per 
agency protocols.  

• Perform annual or cyclic work to restore 
damaged, broken, or worn-out fixed asset, 
component, or item of equipment to normal 
operating condition  

• Perform scheduled servicing, repairs, 
inspections, adjustments, and replacement of 
parts that result in fewer breakdowns and fewer 
premature replacements, and help achieve the 
expected life of the fixed asset.  

• As appropriate, analyze environmental impacts 
of ground-disturbing activities.  

2. Trails in disrepair 
due to lack of 
scheduled 
maintenance, or in 
non-compliance with 
safety codes (e.g. life 
safety, OSHA, 
environmental, etc.) or 
other regulatory 
requirements 
(ABA/ADA, etc.), or 
beyond the designed 
service life, are 
repaired, rehabilitated, 
replaced, or 
decommissioned.  

Trail 
Maintenance 

• Perform work to restore a damaged, broken, or 
worn-out fixed asset, component, or item of 
equipment to normal operating condition.  

• Renovate or restore existing fixed asset or any 
of its components in order to restore the 
functionality or life of the asset.  

• Substitute or exchange existing fixed asset or 
component with one having essentially the 
same capacity and purpose.  

• Demolish, dismantle, remove, obliterate and/or 
dispose deteriorated or otherwise unneeded 
asset or component, including necessary 
cleanup work.  

• As appropriate, analyze environmental impacts 
of ground-disturbing activities  

• Conduct, per agency protocols, condition survey 
assessments that have been deferred  

• Survey features to obtain detailed information 
required for subsequent design.  

• Design features requiring repair, rehab or 
replacement.  

• Prepare, administer and inspect deferred 
maintenance contracts  
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Standard  Crew Type  Tasks  
3. New, altered, or 
expanded trails meet 
Forest Service design 
standards and are 
consistent with Forest 
Plan prescriptions.  

Trail 
Maintenance 

• Erect, construct, install, or assemble a new fixed 
asset. 

• Perform work to change the function of an 
existing fixed asset. The capacity or size of the 
fixed asset is not significantly changed.  

• Increase the capacity or size of an existing fixed 
asset to serve needs different from, or 
significantly greater than, those originally 
intended.  

• As appropriate, analyze environmental impacts 
of ground-disturbing activities in existing 
developed sites or on existing system trails  

• Survey features to obtain detailed information 
required for subsequent design.  

• Design features to be altered, expanded or 
constructed in existing developed sites or on 
existing system trails.  

• Prepare, administer and inspect contracts for 
feature alteration, expansion, or new 
construction in existing developed sites or on 
existing system trails.  

G.2 Planned Design Standard 
The planned design of a trail is based upon the Trail Fundamentals. The Trail Fundamentals are 
five concepts that are the cornerstones of Forest Service trail management, including Trail Type, 
Trail Class, Managed Use, Designed Use, and Design Parameters.  

A Trail Type is a category that reflects the predominant trail surface and general mode of travel 
accommodated by a trail. There are three Trail Types for NFS trails: Standard Terra Trail, Snow 
Trail, and Water Trail. The trails identified in this analysis are Standard Terra Trail Motorized. 

The Trail Class is the prescribed scale of development for a trail, representing its intended design 
and management standards. Trail Classes are general categories reflecting trail development 
scale, arranged along a continuum.  

There are five Trail Classes, ranging from the least developed (Trail Class 1) to the most 
developed (Trail Class 5): Trail Class 1-Minimally Developed; Trail Class 2-Moderately 
Developed; Trail Class 3-Developed; Trail Class 4-Highly Developed; Trail Class 5-Fully 
Developed. The motorized trails identified in this analysis are a mixture of Trail Class’ 2 and 3. 
The Trail Class is applied that most closely reflects the management intent for the trail or trail 
segment, which may or may not reflect the current condition of the trail. 

Managed Uses are the modes of travel that are actively managed and appropriate on a trail, based 
on its design and management. Managed Use indicates management’s intent to accommodate a 
specific use. There can be more than one Managed Use per trail or trail segment. For example, a 
trail designed and managed as an ATV trail may also be managed for motorcycle use. Bicycles 
may also be allowed on the trail. 

Designed Use is the Managed Use of a trail that requires the most demanding design, 
construction, and maintenance parameters and that, in conjunction with the applicable Trail Class, 
determines which Design Parameters apply to a trail. There is only one Designed Use per trail or 
trail segment. In some situations, when there is more than one Managed Use identified for a trail, 
the Designed Use may be readily apparent. For example, on a trail that is actively managed for an 
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ATV and motorcycle use, ATV use would be the Designed Use because it requires wider tread 
widths and has a lower tolerance for surface obstacles and steep trail grades.  

Design Parameters are technical guidelines for the survey, design, construction, maintenance, and 
assessment of a trail, based on its Designed Use and Trail Class. Design Parameters reflect the 
design objectives for NFS trails and determine the dominant physical criteria that most define 
their geometric shape. These six criteria include: 

Table G- 2. Trail Design Parameters 
Tread Width Expressed in terms of single lane, double lane, and the minimum tread width 

on trail structures 

Surface Expressed in terms of surface type, protrusions, and obstacles. 

Grade Expressed in terms of Target Grade, Short Pitch Maximum Grade, and 
Maximum Pitch Density 

Cross Slope Expressed in terms of Target Cross Slope and Maximum Cross Slope. 

Clearing Expressed in terms of width, height, and shoulder clearance. 

Turns Expressed in terms of the turning radius. 

 

In conclusion, there are two goals in using each of the Trail Fundamentals to determine the 
planned design standards of a trail:  

• To provide trails that are consistent with the applicable land management plan, 
provide opportunities for satisfying recreation experiences harmonize with and 
provide opportunities for enjoyment of the National Forest setting, and minimize 
maintenance costs.  

• To design, construct, and maintain sustainable trails, that is, trails that withstand the 
wear and tear of normal traffic and reasonable user behavior during the managed 
season of use and that have minimal negative effects on adjacent resources. 
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