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Potential Conversion of A Road to A Trail
Under Subpart A of the Travel Management Rule

Background:

The travel management rule at 36 CFR 212.5(b)(2) Identification of unneeded roads, states that “Responsible officials must review the road system on each National Forest and Grassland and identify the roads on lands under Forest Service jurisdiction that are no longer needed to meet forest resource management objectives, and that, therefore, should be decommissioned or considered for other uses, such as for trails.”  (Emphasis added).

By FY 2015, each administrative unit must complete the travel analysis process (see FSH 7709.55, chapter 20) for all roads (ML 1-5) on that unit.  A March 29, 2012 letter from Deputy Chief Leslie Weldon provides further guidance on this topic.  The travel analysis process may identify roads for potential conversion to trails.

General Guidance:

Careful consideration should be given before converting a road to a trail.  Each route should be considered individually.  It is not appropriate to convert hundreds, or thousands, of miles of road to trail on a unit without carefully considering the advantages and disadvantages.

Converting a road to a trail should not be used to solve one problem only to create another.  In particular, consideration should be given to the financial capability of the trail program to maintain potential trails, and also the suitability of using a road as a trail in terms of recreation experience, environmental effects, and needed repair or other mitigation.

Suggested Process for Considering a Road to Trail Conversion:

A recommendation should be made to the responsible official regarding whether or not a particular road should be considered for conversion to a trail.  To support a recommendation for conversion the following three criteria should be met:  

1. The converted route would meet the TMO and provide the desired recreation experience.
2. Adequate funding is available to cover the work to convert and maintain the route.
3. The environmental effects of the potential trail are acceptable to the responsible official.

To address these criteria, the following process may be used:

1. Trails managers should be actively engaged in the travel analysis process.  One way to do this is to participate on the interdisciplinary team. 
2. Prepare a draft trail management objective (TMO) for the potential trail so it is clear how the trail would be managed.  TMOs address trail type, trail class, managed use, designed use, design parameters, Recreation Opportunity Spectrum classifications, design criteria, travel management strategies, and maintenance criteria.  
3. Describe the recreation experience to be offered by the potential trail. Consider the following: 
a. Whether the potential conversion is consistent with Forest Plan goals, objectives, standards, and guidelines. 
b. Whether the potential conversion would provide quality recreation opportunities such as enhancing the connectivity of the trails, creating loops, and otherwise improving the quality of riding opportunities.

4. Identify the work needed for conversion and maintenance, and its cost.  The nature and character of a road to be potentially converted is an important factor.  For example, the cost for converting and maintaining a two-track road across flat terrain would likely be substantially less than the cost for converting and maintaining a full-bench road with large fills and culverts.  Consider the following (see Route and Area Designation Implementation Guide):
a. Carefully review and/or revise trail-specific design parameters to accommodate the managed use(s) and the designed use for the trail. Adjustments may be needed in the design tread width and grade, clearing limits, turning radii and other factors. For example, a trail prescription may identify narrowing of the tread width and clearing limit to meet the intended design parameters and provide the desired trail experience. These types of adjustments may occur naturally over time or designed and implemented through on-site field work. Design parameters for motorcycle, ATV and four-wheel-drive may be found in FSH 2309.18, 23.
b. Consider minor or major re-alignment of trail segments as needed to provide the desired trail experience.
c. Review and assess both existing and needed route structures including drainage and crossing structures. This assessment may consider opportunities to modify existing structures or to construct new structures that are more appropriate for trail vehicles.
d. Review and assess the existing signs and make appropriate adjustments before the route is managed as a trail.

5. Identify and analyze the environmental effects of the potential trail, and any needed modifications to the route.  
a. Consider the effects of the footprint of the trail, associated structures, potential water quality impacts from erosion, and anticipated changes in vehicle class and dates of use.
b. If the route dead-ends, consider whether it would encourage trespass into areas where motor vehicle use is not allowed.

6. Identify the funding source and its availability to cover the costs associated with the work to convert and maintain the trail.  



What the Directives Say:

If a road is identified for potential conversion to a trail during this process, FSM 7703.27 and FSM 2353.28j(1) should be consulted.  FSM 7703.27 states:    

When considering converting unneeded NFS roads to NFS trails or identifying coincidental NFS roads and NFS trails, consider the following: 
a.  Whether the route would provide a recreation experience consistent with desired trail management objectives (TMOs) (FSM 2353.12); 
b.   Environmental effects of the continued existence of the route; 
c.  Need for mitigation, removal, repair, or alteration of structures along the route; and 
d.  Long-term trail maintenance and available funding.
e.  See FSM 7731.11 for further direction.
FSM 2353.28j(1) states:  
NFS roads and NFS trails designated for motor vehicle use provide different recreation opportunities and may serve different purposes.  Driving on trails may present different challenges and require different skills from driving on roads.  Trails designed for motor vehicles are generally characterized by narrower treads and clearing limits, slower speeds, narrower turning radii, and a more intimate experience with the surrounding landscape than roads designed for motor vehicles.  While roads often provide a recreation experience, they are usually intended to provide access for multiple purposes on NFS lands and may connect neighboring communities.  Visitors value roads as a means of access to NFS lands and as connections between NFS destinations such as trailheads, campgrounds, and overlooks, as well as a means of recreation. 






