Protecting the Established Greenway:  Trail Stewardship and Patrol 
Most of us would agree that the growing popularity of trails represents real progress and a job well done.  However, increased public awareness and use often creates new challenges for land managers, usually in the form of greater resource impacts and increased potential for visitor conflicts.  Two projects from opposite ends of the state demonstrate an innovative way of tackling these management challenges, and illustrate how this approach can be adapted to the variety of issues and conditions found on Massachusetts trails.

Taconic Crest Trail Ridgerunner
Offering panoramic views of three states, the Taconic Crest Trail runs thirty-five miles from southern Vermont to Pittsfield, Massachusetts, following the ridgeline that defines the Massachusetts-New York border.  This popular hiking and biking trail was originally built in 1948 by the Taconic Hiking Club (THC).  The THC has more recently joined with the Williamstown Rural Lands Foundation (WRLF) to provide ongoing stewardship, and with the Massachusetts Department of Environmental Management (DEM), the New York Department of Environmental Conservation, the National Park Service, and the Appalachian Mountain Club to create a permanently protected greenway along the trail.

While periodic workdays and treks have done much for maintenance and monitoring, THC and WRLF felt it was important to establish a consistent presence on the trail.  In the summer of 1995, with the help of a DEM Greenways and Trails Demonstration Grant, WRLF hired ridgerunner Leonard "Flip" Fortin.  In addition to completing several trail rehabilitation projects on badly eroded sections, Flip conducted regular patrols of the entire length of the trail to identify blowdowns and other maintenance needs, and to monitor the effects of ongoing trail use.

In addition to these stewardship duties, Flip, identified by his special ridge- runner T-shirt, educated hikers about what he was doing and why, and provided information about the trail and user guidelines.  Hikers appreciated the opportunity to ask questions and, more importantly, to get answers.  Meeting someone working on the trail in an "official" capacity helps users realize what it takes to maintain a trail, and gets them thinking about what they can do to enhance these efforts.

New England Mountain Bike Patrol
Some 150 miles east of the Taconic Crest, but a mere 5 miles from downtown Boston, lies the Middlesex Fells Reservation, managed by the Metropolitan District Commission (MDC).  Several million people live within easy striking distance of the Fells, and a good portion of them like to hike, bike, walk, or run in the nearby woods.  This, coupled with a "no bicycles on single-track trails" policy, makes the Middlesex Fells a prime location for real and potential trail user conflicts.  As a result, the New England Mountain Bike Association and the MDC selected the Fells to host the first New England Mountain Bike Patrol unit in 1996.

The overall goal of the Patrol will NOT be enforcement, but rather educating trail users before they break any rules and serving as a liaison between mountain bikers and other user groups.  Patrollers will ride throughout the Fells during peak use periods, monitor the physical condition of the trails and Reservation as a whole, and report any problems to the MDC.  Thanks in part to grants, donations, and in-kind help from a growing list of friends and sponsors, patrollers will wear readily recognizable jerseys, and carry maps, brochures, tools, first aid kits, and even a cellular phone for emergencies.  A patrol training clinic in the spring will familiarize patrollers with the park and explore the types of questions and situations they might encounter.

It is hoped that these two efforts can serve as models for similar initiatives in other heavily-used areas.  If you are considering starting your own patrol and stewardship group, or if you would like to learn more about either of the programs described above, please feel free to contact them.  For information on the Taconic Crest Trail, contact WRLF at (413) 458-2494; for the Middlesex Fells/New England Mountain Bike Patrol, call the patrol hotline at (617) 621-9545, ext. 150.

(This article was written by Leslie Reed-Evans (WRLF) and Krisztina Holly (NEMBA), with assistance from Jennifer Howard and Peter Brandenburg of DEM.  It first appeared in the Late Winter, 1996 issue of Viewpoints: The Massachusetts Greenway and Trails Forum.)

