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FINAL GRANT REPORT

Submitted June 2004 by Ramblers Society

I.  Financial Accounting (see attached project budget)

As can be seen from the attached 5-year project budget, Ramblers Society has raised $XXX,000 to date, over half the projected operating expenses of the Southern Trails Initiative’s (STI) 5-year budget.  Due to pressures placed on the National Park Service, and in particular the RTCA (Recreation, Trails and Conservation Assistance), by the Bush administration, future allocations of the $XXX,000 challenge grant, payable over five years, may be in jeopardy.  $XX,XXX of these funds have been paid out to date.  While Ramblers has successfully sought foundation and corporate grants for the program, the National Parks grant would be a challenge to replace.  

Charlesville-based foundations have been especially supportive, not only in funding the program but in facilitating STI introduction to the community and advising STI Trail Project Director Bill Bolen as needed.  This multi-faceted support has been without doubt one of the program’s greatest assets.  Recreating this model of support throughout the region, perhaps focused in specific communities hosting trail groups, would be a very valuable outcome for STI.  

At this point, STI is running extremely well and is anticipated to meet its five-year goals, at which time the Charlesville-based Trail Project Director would be phased out in favor of regional coalition self-management.  Ramblers would most likely work with the Southeast Foot Trails Coalition to determine how it could best support a more independent network.

II. Project Accomplishments

Overview:  STI’s Trail Project Director, Bill Bolen, was hired in April 2003.  Assisted by two locally recruited interns, he has done an excellent job coordinating STI from the start.  His first year has been one of great activity with over 40 days spent on the road, including the three-day Southern Regional Foot Trails Conference, establishment of a Southern Foot Trails Coalition Leadership Council to replace the steering committee, recruitment of 10 new member groups, and identification of key gaps to be spanned in the planned 5,000-mile network.  The second annual baseline survey of trail group capacity will be completed in June and should provide additional measures for the program’s overall effectiveness to date.

Returning to outcomes listed in the original STI proposals is perhaps the best way to review a year bursting with activity.  Outcomes overlap somewhat, but we have elected to avoid repetition whenever possible.

Outcome 1:  Designation of 2,000 miles of new foot trails in the region.

The Leadership Council has identified five priority gaps in the planned 5,000-mile trail network, totaling approximately 700 miles, most of which involves the Mountains to Sea Trail in North Carolina.  This count includes a key 30- to 50-mile section between the Georgia-Pinhoti Trail near Dalton, GA and the Hinterland Trail, which could be potentially linked through the Pima Lake Land Trust’s planned Overmountain Connector Trail.  The Leadership Council also formally agreed to adopt the Western Appalachian Alternative as an STI priority, an alternative to ease traffic on the Appalachian Trail that would extend from Florida to New York’s Lake Champlain or beyond.  This alternative was first conceived by the region’s trail groups about five years ago and has been greeted enthusiastically by the Appalachian Trail Conference.  The Leadership Council has also continued to work with the National Geographic Society on corrections to the upcoming regional trail map, undertaken pro bono by National Geographic.  In June 2004, printed copies of a regional map in Mapquest format will be made available to the Council, as well as Memory Map maps of the five priority gaps.  During 2004, hundreds of new miles of trail were approved in the region by the USDA Forest Service, the National Parks Service, and a number of state agencies, including an impressive 175 miles on the Myron Avery Trail.

Outcome 2:  Increased diversity in trail volunteer and user demographics through Ramblers’ Healthy Trails, Healthy You.  

Healthy Trails, Healthy You was so successful in its conceptual stage that it was absorbed by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) into its new Hiking for Health campaign.  Electing not to duplicate efforts by an organization with far more resources at its fingertips, Ramblers has decided to carry out its efforts under the umbrella of the CDC, working as a partner and key advisor on Hiking for Health.  In addition to borrowing heavily from Ramblers Health Benefits of Trails fact sheet for its own fact sheet, and featuring Ramblers prominently in its Hiking for Health brochure, representatives from the CDC made presentations at two National Hiking Day events hosted by the Hinterland Trails Conference and the Myron Avery Trail in June 2004.  These two events alone attracted 375 attendees.  

Ethnic diversity has become a major priority for Ramblers nationwide. Last year, Ramblers began working with The Kerial Group, a consulting firm specializing in diversity issues for environmental groups.  Thus far, Ramblers has analyzed and made changes to all of its publicity materials and is running a pilot Work While You Play Vacation on Mt. Rogers in southern Virginia to test new recruitment and program implementation methods.  At this time, the trip is fully booked and more than half of the participants belong to ethnic minorities.  Lessons learned from these efforts will be applied to STI projects in the future.  The Leadership Council also agreed to target youth and college students during the upcoming year and has identified successful efforts within the national hiking community for further study.  Six clubs in the region have asked to participate in designing and testing a prototype. 

Outcome 3:  Increased volunteer participation in trail maintenance, construction, and advocacy.

Twenty-seven participants from throughout the region registered for Crew Leader Training in April 2004 on the Hinterland Trail.  An additional 23 people joined the training for specific sessions.  Well-trained crew leaders are critical to the success of Work While You Play Vacations, Ramblers’ chief method for providing volunteer manpower to local hiking groups and land management agencies.  Working from Ramblers’ newly published Crew Leader Manual, Volunteers for Outdoor Maine trail expert Ed Burton led the week-long session.  A larger number of trained crew leaders will enable Ramblers to place more Work While You Play Vacation groups in the region for periods of up to one week, one of the most effective ways to construct new miles of well-designed trails.  Twenty-two Work While You Play Vacations took place in the region last year with a goal of two additional offerings in 2004-05, including spring break opportunities to attract younger participants.

Following meetings with nine Congressional Representatives and two Senators during Ramblers’ Trails Advocacy Week in Washington, DC, Bill Bolen persuaded five groups to follow up his visits with letters outlining the importance of STI to their regions.  Ten groups signed on to a letter sent to USDA Forest Service Chief Bosworth regarding the negative impact of Off-Highway Vehicles on foot trails.  This marks unprecedented participation and coordination in the region for trails advocacy, especially for an initial effort, and is evidence of a growing civic awareness among grassroots groups.  

The STI network has also become part of Americans for Our Heritage and Recreation, a coalition of 5,000 groups banding together to advocate for federal open space and trails funding, specifically including the Land and Water Conservation Fund, which is being challenged at this time.  Ramblers carried out a land acquisition needs survey for the organization last year, which involved all STI members.

Outcome 4:  Increased regional awareness among the hiking public and the importance of conserving open space.

Bill Bolen has been extremely effective in publicizing STI throughout the region.  In addition to the two National Hiking Day events, Bill has appeared on network television in Eastern Kentucky four times in 2004.  Bill has also been interviewed by a number of newspapers including the Charlesville Times Free Press, and has done four radio interviews since February 2004.  This includes an hour-long interview on Charlesville’s NPR Music 88 on June 1, 2004.  STI has its own page on the Ramblers website, which receives an average of 35,000 visitors monthly.  In addition, a logo has been selected, which will help craft a recognizable identity for STI.  

The Outdoor and Leisure Development division of the Missouri tourism office (the state with the fewest trails) recently wrote, “We have realized the need to build and promote our hiking trails in Missouri.  I would like to know what we can do as a statewide tourism office to work with the Ramblers Society to get Missouri involved in the Southern Trails Initiative and other programs to promote hiking in Missouri and the Southeast.”  The Missouri Development Authority has recently joined the Ramblers Alliance of Hiking Organizations and is convening a meeting on June 11, 2004 to start a statewide organization.  Bill Bolen will be attending this meeting. 

As STI’s volunteer recruitment efforts and the trail network grow, the public will become further educated about the benefits of the trail network and hiking in general. 

Outcome 5:  Strengthened partnerships and collaboration among regional trail groups.

Partnerships and collaboration are STI’s greatest strengths at this point.  Participation in the coalition has been outstanding.  At this time, all 28 of the region’s major trail groups have joined, an increase of ten members in one year.  The fall conference, which attracted 130 attendees in Nashville, TN, resulted in replacement of the steering committee by a Leadership Council composed of one representative from each member club.  The conference received an overall evaluation of 4.7 out of a maximum score of 5 in post-event surveys.  Promoting Cultural Heritage through our Trail Initiatives, Organizational Development for Young Trail Organizations, and The Mountain Marching Mamas’ SECRETS REVEALED were the three most highly rated sessions.  

Thirty-one representatives also participated in the Leadership Council’s first annual meeting, a two-day event held at Fauntleroy State Park in Fort Cool, FL in April.  Committees, which meet by conference call, have been formed to work on the 2005 Southeastern Foot Trails Conference in Florida and to strategize on closure of priority gaps in the proposed network.

Two examples of collaboration that would not have occurred without STI include an Alabama Trails Day planned for 2005 by that state’s trail groups and joint leadership by the Foothills Trail Conference and the Primo Conservation Foundation in hosting the 3rd Southeast Regional Foot Trails Conference next year.

Outcome 6:  Increased funding for trail activities in the Southeast Appalachians.

Ramblers is in the process of reviving its National Trailbuilder Fund, which funded over 42 groups during a three-year period.  After losing its main sponsor to the dot.com crash, Ramblers has been seeking a more diversified base to renew the fund and establish an endowment for its long-term stability.  At this time, Outdoor Designs has agreed to contribute $XXX,000 over a two-year period, including a $XX,000 investment in a permanent endowment, and additional corporate support is pending.  Requests for proposals will be announced this summer with the first disbursements taking place in April 2005.  This fund will greatly benefit trail groups across the country, including members of STI, who can accomplish a great deal with small grants ranging from $1,000-5,000.

At the 2005 conference, Ramblers’ grant writing consultant will conduct a one-day workshop pro bono for attendees on grant writing and prospect research.  Part of the day will include a panel of representatives from trail groups who have already had success in fundraising, such as the Mississippi Trail Association and the Hinterland Trail Association.  She will also invite groups to submit sample proposals for critique.  

Outcome 7:  Improved communication between trail volunteers, National Park Service staff, trail users, and federal, state, and local government representatives. 

One of the outcomes of the Leadership Council meeting in April was agreement to develop an internal communications web page through Green Media Toolshed, a nonprofit media and communications organization providing support for environmental campaigns.  In addition, STI has published a monthly e-newsletter since last November from the Ramblers website (www.rambling.org/alliance/STI).  The Green Media Toolshed site is expected to be in operation in June 2004.

Bill Bolen has been very active in speaking with various groups and agencies throughout the region, as indicated in Outcome 4.  Ramblers president, Ann Tracy briefed Secretary of the Interior, Gale Norton on STI recently, a critical step in showing popular support for trails, volunteer dedication, and the importance of the Rivers, Trails and Conservation Assistance program (RTCA), which jointly supervises Bill Bolen.  The RTCA is under scrutiny at present as the Bush administration considers privatization of National Park Service operations and re-evaluates the importance each division within the Department.  Bill’s Congressional briefings have resulted in at least one follow-up meeting, alerting Congressional Representatives and Senators to the importance of trails, STI, and the RTCA’s role in their success.  Finally, Take Pride in America, a federal campaign to increase volunteer efforts on public lands, has taken notice of the Southern Trails Initiative, and is highlighting the Myron Avery Trail Association and the Hinterland Trail Conference on its web page.  

Outcome 8:  The establishment of high standards in volunteer leadership and trail design.

Groups are already benefiting simply from increased interaction.  More organizationally sophisticated groups, like the Hinterland Trail Conference, act as role models for smaller organizations and are spurred to greater achievement by the acknowledgment they receive.  Each group has its own strengths to offer and upcoming conferences will give opportunities for each to share with its peers.  

Conferences are the ideal venue for trail design and maintenance workshops, where they are very well-attended.  The 2005 conference will feature a full-day workshop by Ed Burton, author of the Volunteers for Outside Maine handbook on trail construction and considered one of the country’s experts on the topic.  Meetings and conferences also give groups the opportunity to hike each other’s trails, learning from their experience on-site.

III. Insights and Changes

Perhaps the greatest insight gained from STI thus far is how much more effective Ramblers can be as a national advocate for trails, trail groups, and hikers with representation at the regional level.  While our general assumptions in Washington, DC are often accurate, the details are sometimes not as accurate as we may believe.  For example, one of Ramblers’s chief legislative priorities at this time is to advocate for stricter regulations and enforcement of Off-Highway Vehicles.  Assuming that this was largely a Western concern, we were surprised to learn how strongly the southeastern trail groups are affected by OHV trespass.  Their input will strengthen our efforts, giving us a more accurate picture of the national situation and enabling us to support local initiatives more effectively as well.

STI will likely alter the way Ramblers carries out its work in the foreseeable future.  Should STI reach its objectives within the projected five years, it will demonstrate how temporary intervention over a substantive period of time can yield important long-term results.  Ramblers has long debated sustainable opportunities for expansion without overextending itself through the creation of permanent satellite offices and a widely disbursed staff, which can also end up completing for resources.  STI, which appears to be accomplishing its objectives on schedule thus far, offers the possibility for effective collaborations and regional initiatives in the future.

Conclusion

We cannot thank the program’s supporters enough for believing in the STI vision and helping to make it a reality.  We have felt a real sense of partnership with our Charlesville-based supporters and are grateful to them for welcoming STI to the community and region.  On behalf of hikers, conservationists, and our wildly enthusiastic STI members, we thank you for your support and hope you will continue to work with us in the future to help STI reach its full potential.
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