TRAIL MAINTENANCE GUIDE

This document is only a quick reference guide for new and old trail leaders/overseers to help in maintaining the Carolina Mountain Club Trails. If you are planning to install steps, re-route, or have any doubt whatsoever as to what should be done, contact your Section Leader or the Trail Crew Supervisor. 

1. BLAZES:

A. Size:  2” x 6” vertical rectangles.

B. Painted with sharp, 90-degree corners, straight, crisp edges.

C. Blaze template can be made of cardboard to mark outline of new blaze.

D. Paint outline once on tree--can be done free hand

E. Blazes should always be vertical.  (If tree is leaning make sure blaze is straight.)

F. The face should be positioned to align with treadway.

G. Optimal blaze height from ground:  5’6”- 6’ 0” and 2-3 feet from the trail.

H. Southbound blaze should be equal distance between two northbound blazes.

I. Ideal viewing distance:  150’ or more (for a well-defined treadway:  800-1000 feet apart).

J. Trees for blazes should be large, straight and on right-hand side of trail.

K. Prepare surface of tree by scraping the bark smooth with a paint scraper without disturbing the cambium layer.  Surface should be dry, and outside temperature should be 50 degrees or higher before applying paint.

L. Paint should be high-gloss, oil-based white paint, such as Rust-Oleum, for Appalachian Trail Blazes.  It is good to always place a second coat once the first has dried.  (1/2 pint of paint should cover a 1-mile section.)

M. If trees are not available at road crossings, use a wooden or brown fiberglass post directly on the other side of road.

N. Double blazes should be used sparingly and only to alert hikers to a confusing area.  Most turns or switchbacks do not require a double blaze.  Brush can be piled to keep hikers from going off trail.

O. Double blazes should be the same height as a single blaze with a 2” space between them, one directly above the other.

P. Side trail blazes that are maintained by the GATC have the same requirements as single blazes but must be painted blue.

Q. Some tools for painting blazes are:  template, pencil, paint scraper, 1”paint brush, small container to hold brushes, flathead screwdriver or paint opener to open paint, rag, small ruler, level, mineral spirits to clean tool/brushes, aluminum foil to wrap/protect brushes.

When painting blazes, try to do a professional job and take pride in what you do.  Remember that you are not the only one that will see the blaze.  Avoid painting blazes on rocks or gnarled trees (if at all possible). 

2. TREADWAY EVALUATION & REPAIR:

A. Cupped Tread

Identified by:  Treadway that is bowl shaped and doesn’t shed water, with downhill side higher then tread surface.

Fix by:  Pulling the berm into the tread and reshaping the tread so that it has a 1-2% out slope and will shed water.

B. Slipped Tread

Identified by:  Treadway that is out sloped in excess of 3% and appears to have migrated downhill (look for areas where trail sags down between anchor trees) but can be located anywhere on side hill.

Fix by:  Re-digging the trail making sure the out slope is only 1-3% (almost imperceptible).  It may be necessary to crib (raise & support the lower edge) to bring the tread up to its former level.

C. Braided Tread:

Identified by:  More than one discernible path, where hikers are taking two or more routes around an obstacle or bypassing eroded tread on both sides.

Fix by:  Remove obstacles and narrow the tread.  Always encourage hikers to use the inside edge of side hill trail (to avoid slipped tread.)  Cut weeds farther back on side hill trail.  Where hikers avoid rutted tread, fix the erosion problem, and then narrow the treadway.

D. Rutted Side hill:

Identified by:  Cupped tread that has been neglected allowing water to run down the tread and erode it into a rut or gully.

Fix by:  Get water off trail near top of the slope with water bar.  Next, remove the built up barrier and reshape the tread so that it will shed water.  If the grade is very steep, you will need to harden the tread with rock steps or log check dams.

E. Rutted Tread:

Identified by:  Continued erosion of soil leaving loose rock and root, trail widening and developing a trench or gully due to continued soil washing away.

Fix by:  Installing water bars near top of slope and at regular intervals as needed (determined by slope: 10% grade -- 1 every 100’, 20+% every opportunity to remove water should be used.)  Also, install check dams to slow water and force it to drop its sediment.  After the erosion is in check, the tread can be narrowed and loose rock/root removed.  Finally, water bars and other drainage devices must be cleaned regularly to continue to function.

F. Eroded Tread:

Identified by:  Loose rock, exposed roots, washed piles of litter and debris, widening trail.

Fix by:  Remove water off trail near top of the slope with water bars.  Also install check dams between water bars to hold soil in place, and force any water flowing down the trail to stop and drop its sediment rather than carrying it down to the next water bar and depositing it there.

G. Wet or Boggy areas:

Identified by:  Wet areas where hikers are bypassing and widening the tread.

Fix by: Install stone steps by placing large stable rocks an easy stepping distance apart throughout the wet area.  (Rocks must be stable and not move.)  Install a Rock Box/ Causeway: -- build up area with bog resistant material that will allow water to drain away without saturating the tread.  Start by building a crib with rock or Locust logs (on down hill side of side hill, or both sides for the fall-line trail.)  Then fill crib with 6-12” of crushed rock or gravel (progressively smaller) and pack down well.  The rock may be covered with well draining (not clay) mineral soil for better footing, but this is not necessary as the packed stone is stable and will silt in eventually for a more natural surface.  This can also be used at small stream crossings.

3. Water bar Construction/Maintenance

· Choose site, angle, and length of log for water bar 
· Width of the drainage trench should be wide enough for the water to drain off and not allow leaves to build up (12”-16” wide across the bottom).
· Place in at an angle of 45 degrees.

· Extend off of trail for at least a foot with drainage ditch going even further.

· Place at top of grade to remove water before it can gain velocity.

· Additional water bars are then placed periodically down the slope if needed.

· Log water bars should be made of rot resistance wood (Locust) and be at least 6”-8” in diameter.

· Log should be seated with at least 1/2 - 3/4 of its diameter in the ground and mineral soil placed above it.  If the slope is steep, a check dam should be placed below the bar.

· Rock water bars should be made from flat, narrow rock set in a narrow but deep trench.  Rocks should be butted together or overlapped.

· Spacing of water bars depends on the steepness of the slope/trail.  With grades of 20% or more, every opportunity to remove water should be taken.

· Creative placement of bars, check dams or steps in complimentary sequence prevents bars from clogging.


3A: Maintenance of Water bars:

· Clean every 6 months. (Some may require more frequent cleaning, especially during and after the fall).

· Leaves should be raked out of water bars and the mineral soil should be removed and placed back on the trail on the down hill side of the water bar.

· Rotten logs or loose rocks should be replaced when needed.

4. DIPS

Coweta dips:  Developed for use in road construction, these drainage devices are very useful for trail construction.  With side hill trail construction, they are easily installed. In order to force water off tread way, only a 1% backward grade (1” per foot) is needed for approximately 6’-10’ followed by a slightly steeper uphill section to bring the tread back to its original up-grade.  They do require infrequent maintenance to remove any berm or trash that may have built up.

Drainage Dips:  On lesser slopes (5% or less), drainage dips may provide adequate drainage.  They are built by digging a shallow 1-foot wide ditch across the tread way at an angle sharper than for a water bar, then mounding soil 6”-8” high on the lower side so that water is forced off the trail.  The tread way above the dip should be graded into the dip and extra soil mounded below.

5. Trail Clearing

ATC STANDARD: The trail shall be kept clear of vegetation and obstructions, which unnecessarily impede foot travel.  It shall be cleared to such a width and height that a hiker with a pack can walk the trail without undue difficulty.

a. Width: Trail clearance width should be 4 feet wide, but where terrain and vegetation dictate, vary the width.

b. Height: Trail height should be 8 feet. Clear all branches that will be weighed down by rain or snow that would create an obstruction for the hiker.

c. Clean up:  When finished clearing trail, make sure you remove all cuttings by scattering them off the trail.  Weeds and light new growth may be left.  Disperse piles of bush, which appear to be unnatural and pose a fire hazard.  Drag small trees butt first off the trail to conceal their cut ends.

d. Grass Cutting:  Grass should be cut twice a year, usually late May or early June and again in September.  This will vary from section to section; however, you do want to make sure the grass is not covering the trail and the hiker has a clear view of the tread way.

6. Shelter Maintenance

· Check for leaks in roof

· Clean fire pit (remove cans, aluminum foil, etc.)

· Remove all trash and unused food (some hikers leave food that they do not need; this will attract bears and rodents)

· Replace journal when full

· Keep shelter clean

· Bear Cables should be checked for all parts in overall good working order -- cables in good shape, rodent shields in place, food hooks, tree attachment hooks, and tree bolts present and usable

Courtesy of the Georgia Mountaineer













