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Participants in the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forests 
CoTrails Initiative workshop gather at a spot on the Anna 
Ruby Falls trail with their instructor Jeremy Wimpey to 
learn more about sustainable trail design and maintenance 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
Trail design is a fine art, as this video shows. 
 

Bob Crowell of the Chattahoochee Trail Horse Association 
(CTHA) and David Muse of the Southern Off-Road Bicycle 
Association (SORBA) work side-by-side to deberm a trail in 
the Jake and Bull Mountain trail system on National Trails 
Day 2012. 

 

 

CoTrails: Relationships Built  
for the National Forests 
     Diverse Recreationists Unite for  
     Sustainable Trail Management 

By Scott Franzén  

 
 “Trails don’t take care of themselves…we do!”  The slogan of 
CoTrails, a volunteer trail restoration organization, illustrates 
both the coalescence and sense of ownership associated with 
the initiative.  CoTrails is a collection of trail enthusiasts who 
frequent the 850 miles of trails on the Chattahoochee-Oconee 
National Forests and who volunteer to work alongside the 
Forest Service. The union of volunteers is a collaborative 
approach to trail management that seeks to provide diverse, 
quality trail experiences that are maintainable and ecologically 
sustainable. 
 
An ideal trail system meets the needs of all categories of trail 
users while minimizing environmental impacts; CoTrails 
collaborates with hikers, equestrians, environmental groups, 
cyclists and motorized vehicle enthusiasts to create a 
consistent direction for the trail systems’ goals and objectives. 
 
CoTrails is a conduit of connection for trail advocates who want 
to volunteer by:  

• Updating information on how to volunteer 
• Deciding which trails need maintenance 
• Bridging contacts between groups currently 

maintaining trails and key Forest Service staff 
 
Starting in the summer of 2010, the Forest Service pulled 
together five representatives of all trail users to brainstorm 
and explore problems, desires, and plans for the 
Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forests’ trail system.  A third 
party collaborator was hired to ensure that everyone’s 
perspectives were heard, and to maintain the balanced 
agreement between the Forest Service and volunteers.  By 
January 2012, a strategic action plan, governing Working Group 
and moniker were established; thus, CoTrails was born. 
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Mountain bikers appreciate the improvements being made 
on the trails, thanks to the work of CoTrails and Forest 
Service employees.   
 

 
Debbie Crowe, volunteer and a member of the CoTrails 
Working Group, is one of the reasons the volunteer group 
has been so successful.  Debbie is also a member of the 
Chattahoochee Trail Horse Association. 
 
 

 

CoTrails needs dedicated people like you to help make our 
trails better for everyone.  If you like to get outdoors and 
enjoy working with other dedicated volunteers,  go online 
and complete the application. 

 
 
 The eight-member Working Group is comprised of 
representatives from a variety of recreation groups such as: 
the Chattahoochee Trail Horse Association (CTHA), Georgia 
Forest Watch, International 4WD Trainers’ Association, Back 
Country Horsemen of North Georgia (BCHNG), Georgia 
Appalachian Trail Club (GATC), Southern Off-Road Bicycle 
Association (SORBA) and many more. 
 
With more than 2.2 million visitors to the 867,000 acres of 
forest each year, volunteers are essential to the maintenance 
and success of the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forests. 
“This extensive and diverse trail system is only possible 
because of the commitment and contributions of volunteers,” 
said Forest Supervisor George Bain. “In 2010, those 
contributions amounted to the equivalent of 21 full-time 
employees assisting with trail maintenance, repair and 
construction.” In 2010, CoTrails volunteers accounted for 
$819,479 of labor, allowing the Chattahoochee-Oconee 
National Forests to apportion its budget in different 
advantageous projects. 
 
Judy Toppins, a Public Affairs Officer for the Chattahoochee-
Oconee National Forest, explained that a big part of the 
success is the newfound understanding that trail users have 
about the constraints on the agency. “Users now understand 
our budget, staffing, rules and regulations,” said Toppins. With 
that understanding, tangible and realistic goals are more easily 
agreed upon. 
 
CoTrails’ reach extends far beyond trail maintenance: it 
improves forest health, protects watersheds, ensures quality 
recreational experiences, promotes healthy lifestyles and 
contributes to local and regional economies that depend on 
forest-related recreation.  
 
The Forest Service and local communities benefit from 
CoTrails, but the volunteers also are given an intangible return 
that translates into a sense of ownership of the trail system. 
The volunteers are given a chance to be a part of the 
democratic land management of a national forest. 
 
The Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forests’ staff is following 
a laissez-faire model that is untraditional of the Forest Service. 
The detached method’s intent is to provide structure, but 
remains transparent about the desires of both citizens and the 
Forest Service. CoTrails is an investment of volunteers aimed 
to initiate a culture of change rather than a temporary 
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CoTrails has helped the competing users of the trails—
horseback riders, hikers, mountain bikers—get along 
better and find solutions that work for everyone.  
 

John Campbell—dispersed recreation program manager 
for the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forests—serves as 
the lead Forest Service liaison for CoTrails, working closely 
with the volunteers in achieving the group’s goals. 
 

 
Public Affairs Officer Judy Toppins and Forest Supervisor 
George Bain represented the Chattahoochee-Oconee 
National Forests at a public meeting held in Unicoi State 
Park in Georgia last January. Over one hundred people 
came to the park to learn more about a groundbreaking 
effort by the USDA Forest Service to work with trail users 
to identify and maintain a diverse, quality trail system on 
Georgia’s national forests. 

alleviation. 
 
CoTrails initiated a transformative relationship between the 
Forest Service and Chattahoochee-Oconee trail users. The 
organization empowered volunteers to gain a sense of 
ownership over their national forests’ trails, but it has been a 
learning process along the way.  “The collaborative efforts of 
the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest and CoTrails has at 
times put both sides outside of their comfort zone,” said Trails 
Program Manager John Campbell.  “That has led to a creative 
and unique partnership that has been able to solve complex 
problems, accomplish effective trails projects and promote trail 
sustainability.”  

 
CoTrails has no definitive 
finish line.  Rather, the 
initiative is a shift in 
mentality and ownership 
that will act as a model to 
represent the new culture 

around trail maintenance, explained Allen Polk, Recreation 
Staff Officer of the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forests. 
Because of the Forest Service’s unique approach with CoTrails, 
the agency and volunteer’s perceptions of one another have 
transformed and “have led to a total cultural shift in the 
southeast,” said Polk. 
 
Both the Forest Service and volunteers are determined to 
solidify the new culture of their relationship and set precedent 
for similar organizations to follow suit. “It’s no small amount of 
work. With a few of these tasks, it might even be easier for [the 
Forest Service] to just do it ourselves. But the outcome 
wouldn’t be the same. You wouldn’t have this ownership; you 
wouldn’t have the relationships that are built. Forming those 
will be the key to long-term benefits,” said Toppins.  
 
The long-term benefits are sustainable trail systems that are 
less expensive to maintain, offer experiences for a diversity of 
trail users and have the least possible environmental impacts. 
Consequently, volunteers play a decisive role in the 
implementation of maintenance while the Forest Service 
concentrates on forest management issues. 
 
Volunteers play a critical role in helping the Forest Service 
complete its mission of sustaining the health, diversity and 
productivity of the nation’s forests. With the current national 
economic situation and federal budget pressures, an expansion 
of the current volunteer base is essential in enhancing the 
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current level of recreational opportunities on the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forests. 
 
CoTrails regularly hosts public education days, field demonstrations, inventory workshops and volunteer orientations. 
For more information on how to become involved, visit the CoTrails website.  
 
 
 

Scott Franzén is a fourth year public relations student in the Grady College of Journalism and Mass 
Communication at the University of Georgia. Scott worked in the public affairs office in the Southern Region 
for the USDA Forest Service during summer 2012, and he aspires to become a lawyer. He is on track to 
graduate summa cum laude from the University of Georgia in December 2012. 
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