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Welcome, Trail Adopter!

Thank you for volunteering to adopt a section of
the North Country National Scenic Trail (NCT).
This handbook is your guide to understanding
your role, and how to keep your trail segment safe,
well-maintained, and enjoyable for trail users.

You'll find simple checklists, tips, and standards
for trail maintenance.

Our goal is to help you succeed while enjoying
your time on the trail!
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As a Trail Adopter, you are a representative of
the North Country Trail Association (NCTA)
and the National Park Service (NPS), who

work in partnership to manage and sustain the
NCT. Adopters work most closely with NCTA
volunteer Chapters. Contact Chapter officers
(e.g. President, Vice President, Trail Coordinator)
for supplies, assistance with larger tasks, and
more. You may also interact with other federal
or state agencies or private landowners on your
trail segment, and it’s critical to follow their
guidelines for trail maintenance to remain a
good ambassador for the trail.
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Safety

Your safety is the top priority. Before heading out, take time to understand the
resources available to you and familiarize yourself with any environmental

hazards you might encounter. Safety resources can be found online at
northcountrytrail.org. When on the trail, know the limits of your training and
ability, don’t hesitate to walk away from unsafe situations, and always call your

local Chapter for assistance when needed.

JOB HAZARD ANALYSIS

All NCT volunteer positions have
an associated Position Description

and Job Hazard Analysis documents.

Adopters should review the Trail
Construction and Maintenance
Volunteer documents to ensure
you are familiar with the duties of
your position, safety precautions,
and potential hazards.

INJURY REPORTING

In the event of any injury or
near-miss on the trail, Adopters
should contact NPS or NCTA staff
as soon as possible and follow

the process as outlined in the /njury,
Near Miss and Exposure Procedure.
All significant work-related injuries,
occupational diseases, near-misses,
and hazardous conditions should
be reported.

VIP Program

EMERGENCY RESPONSE PLAN

Establishing an Emergency
Response Plan (ERP) before leaving
the trailhead helps volunteers
provide a fast response in an
emergency. A template ERP form
and instructions are available to
guide volunteers in the process of
developing a plan. As Adopters
frequently work independently, this
can be a critical tool for your safety.

PERSONAL PROTECTIVE
EQUIPMENT

Personal Protective Equipment (PPE)
includes sturdy boots or shoes,
safety glasses, hard hats, gloves, and
more. Familiarize yourself with the
equipment needed to carry out your
duties. Ask your Chapter for the PPE
you need.

AIUNCT volunteers may sign up under the NPS Volunteers-In-Parks (VIP)
program, which provides important protection for NCTA volunteers. All VIPs
are entitled to the same injury considerations that NPS employees receive
(provided they are operating within their approved scope of duties and NPS
policies). Additionally, VIPs are recognized for their contributions and earn
annual recognition items based on hours of service, and are eligible to attend

certain skills and leadership training.

More information on the VIP program is available on the NCTA and

NPS websites.
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Trail Adopter Responsibilities
You play a key role in taking care of the North Country Trail. Your main
responsibility is to familiarize yourself with your trail section and develop
a plan for keeping it open, well-maintained, clearly marked, and a joy to hike
for everyone.
Routine tasks:
Walk your segment at least 3 times a year to check its condition
Repaint blazes every 4 years, or as needed
Maintain signs and markers making sure they’re visible and in good shape

Clear branches and brush from the trail

Remove fallen trees or limbs blocking the trail (within your skill and level
of training)

Mow your segment (if applicable) at least twice per summer; more often
as needed

Do minor tread repair to minimize erosion and create a smooth trail tread

Visually inspect bridges and other structures, and document necessary
repairs

Pick up any litter

Maintain campsites and facilities

Inspect register boxes; stock and repair them as needed
Ask for help from Chapter leadership for larger tasks

Be a good ambassador with landowners and agency partners
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Blazes

PAINT BLAZES

Blazes are the primary and most important method of permanently marking
the trail route to help hikers stay on the correct path.

Blue blazes White blazes
mark the main trail. designate side trails.

Painted blazes should be 2” x 6” vertical rectangles painted on trees along
the trail. Use blue Nelson Boundary Paint for the main trail and white Nelson
Boundary Paint for side trails. Send requests for paint to your Chapter officers.
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Blazing tips:

® A 1-inch brush is recommended for neatly painted blazes with sharp corners
and clean edges.

©® Paint blazes about 6 feet high for maximum visibility.

® Select trees with a clean, smooth surface that has been prepared, so the
paint adheres well.

o Do not remove too much bark in preparing the surface - reaching the
cambium layer (the growing part of the trunk) will damage the tree.

® Unwanted blazes on abandoned or rerouted trail sections should be
scraped with a wire brush and then neutralized with grey or green paint.
When obliterating blazes, blend the edges unevenly into the rest of the tree
to give a more natural appearance.

® Avoid blazing rocks and trail structures. Signposts can be used in the
absence of trees.

® Follow the guidelines in the NCT Handbook for blazing roadwalk, and do
not blaze roadwalk segments without permission.
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Placing blazes:

URBAN BLAZES

The Urban Blazing System is intended
to be used within communities.

This system includes metal plates
with mounting brackets and decals
in a variety of configurations and
can be requested by Chapter officers
from the NPS.

Place blazes so that a hiker can see only one blaze at a time. Within
a few steps of passing a blaze, the next one should become visible.

Choose blaze locations that are visible year-round, considering
vegetation growth.

Use caution to not overblaze the trail, causing “sign pollution.”

Place on carefully selected trees, on the outside of a curve, close
to the trail, and not blocked by other trees or shrubs.

A tree that is highly visible from one direction may not be as visible

from the other direction. If it is highly visible from both directions, paint a
blaze on both sides of the tree. If it is not, choose another tree for

the second blaze.

Use larger trees wherever possible.
Clearly mark all junctions and road crossings.

Use offset blazes before important turns: Two blazes placed on the same
tree with the top one offset in the direction of the turn. Use offset blazes
only when needed, not at every bend in the woods. Reinforce the turn
with a regular blaze shortly after the junction.

Avoid using custom symbols to mark major turns (e.g. arrows, slanted
blazes, etc.).
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Signs
Trail signs help hikers know where they are, where they’re going, and what’s
allowed on the trail. They also help identify the trail and land ownership.

Adopters most frequently place on trail sign posts (typically Carsonite posts).
The placement of larger signs, such as trailhead kiosks and highway signs, is
managed by Chapter leadership in cooperation with NCTA and NPS staff and
local land managers.

The Trail Adopter’s responsibility is to ensure trail signs are optimally located,
clear of vegetation, and in good condition (not faded or damaged).

More, up to date, information on signs can be found in the North Country Trail
Handbook, and signs can be obtained through your Chapter.

CARSONITE POSTS

Carsonite posts are flexible signposts with decals showing trail information.
They should be located at both sides of every road crossing, just inside the
woods so that they are not destroyed by road maintenance equipment, on both
sides of formal trail junctions or access points; and anywhere the trail leaves a
parking lot or trailhead.

Each post should include the following decals beginning a half-inch below the
top of the post in the following order, facing the direction in which the trail is

accessed. It is recommended you first check with the land managers, as some
may want decals placed in a different order.

1. Official North Country
National Scenic Trail emblem

2. Brown Regulatory Strip
(shows allowed uses like
hiking, biking, or horses)

3. Optional “no” symbols
(only use if there’s a real
problem, like ATVs)

4. Agency logo as needed
(e.g. DNR, USFS)

5. Arrow on the back if the
trail turns sharply, reinforcing
any offset blazes.
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Carsonite posts may also be used
with blue blaze decals (instead of the
full suite of decals mentioned above)
where trees are not available to blaze.

Side trails (to water, campsites, or
parking) need their own post at the
junction with the main NCT. These
posts should include:

1.  Destination symbol
(tent, water, parking, etc.)

2. An arrow pointing down the
side trail

3.  Optional distance numbers,
if helpful

Installing Carsonite Posts:
You'll need a special post driver to avoid damaging the post. Request one
from your Chapter officers.

Always wear leather gloves when handling fibrous Carsonite posts! The fibers can
splinter and painfully embed in your fingers.

Steps:

(O Pick a visible, protected spot. The edge of the woods line can be
a premier location, but be sure to avoid tree roots.

Clear duff and debris away from the installation site.
Use a pilot hole driver or rock bar if needed in rocky soil.

Place the toe of your shoe against the bottom of the post to help keep
it vertical as you begin driving.

Start with light taps to get it straight, then hammer firmly.
Drive it to the black depth mark (about 18").

Tamp the ground around the post to pack down the dirt. This can
also straighten the post if it has a slight lean.

Clean the decal display area of the post using a clean rag and window
cleaner (if available).

O O OO0 OO0OO

Apply decals in the correct order shared above. Ensure the decals
are centered and all air bubbles are smoothed out.
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Removing Carsonite Posts:

Because of their design, Carsonite posts may require a shovel to remove. If a post
is damaged beyond reuse, dig it up and properly dispose of it. However, if there are
18 to 20-inch undamaged portions, these can be cut to size with a hacksaw and
saved for future use (affixed to an existing wooden post).

NCT EMBLEMS

These rounded triangle emblems are
the official insignia for the NCT.

Per the National Park Service, they
are to be in place only on all certified
segments of the trail. The emblems
are available as stickers for Carsonite
posts or various-sized signs that can
be mounted on wooden posts, kiosks,
etc. Emblem signage should be located
on each side of road crossings and
major access points.

DESTINATION AND IDENTITY SIGNS

Destination signs indicate direction and distance to points of interest, roads, etc.
Identification signs name natural features, cultural points of interest, etc. The
Adopter’s role is to ensure these signs are in place, in good shape, and that they
are securely hung. Chapters can assist with production of new signs.

These signs should be affixed to wooden posts (never trees) and adhere to the
following guidelines:

o Routed, wooden signs on a natural colored board

o Small but legible (> 1") text

® Treated and sealed to protect from weather

©® Use appropriate hardware such as carriage bolts or lag screws
® Angle post tops to shed water

® Treated 2" x 4" cleats nailed to the bottom sides of posts, placed
underground to prevent removal
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PRIVATE PROPERTY SIGNS

When the NCT crosses private property, Adopters should place private property
decals or signs where the trail enters the property from both directions. This alerts
hikers that they are passing through private property, encourages courteous trail
use, and reinforces any regulations specific to that property. Signs should be
routinely checked to ensure they are in good condition.

Corridor Maintenance

Adopters ensure the trail is clear

of vegetation and obstructions.
Adopters typically open the trail
corridor in spring, before the busy
trail use season. Depending on the
vegetation, multiple visits per season
may be needed. Adopters should be
mindful of the trail segment’s clearing
limits and mowing restrictions.

PRUNING
The trail corridor should be cleared to
be at least 4 feet wide and 8 feet high
(clearing limits may vary by segment).
Follow these clearing best practices:
Cut limbs flush with the trunk
Cut small brush stems flush with the ground
Pull stumps to prevent tripping hazards

Cut wider than the trail tread width, to prevent vegetation from growing
back too quickly

Move all cut material off the trail and out of sight. Place the cut ends away
from the trail and leaves/needle ends toward the trail wherever possible.

Leave large logs near trailheads to discourage prohibited vehicles, but
leave room for mowers and hikers to pass

If a log cut from the trail is big enough for a hiker to sit on and rest,
consider placing it alongside the trail for a resting spot.

Note locations of trees that will require trained sawyers and report to
your Chapter
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MOWING

Mowing is an important component
of clearing the NCT, especially
where the trail runs through open
fields, clearcuts, or sunny areas.
Most Chapters have large, walk-
behind brush mowers available for
Adopters. These mowers can handle
grasses, ferns, briars, and saplings
up to 2 inches thick.

Mowing standards include:

Mow every 4-6 weeks from May 15
to August 15 or when the vegetation
exceeds 12 inches in height.

Mow a minimum of twice per year
(more in fast-growing areas)

Mow one side of the trail to a
turn-around point, and return

on the other side. One pass in

each direction is generally sufficient.
Don’t leave the piled mowed grass
and woody debris in the middle

of the trail.

Mow campsites and trailheads, and around benches, Carsonite posts,
and other signs.

In areas with fast-growing vegetation or in tall prairie that can bend
over when wet, mow a wider swath.

VISTA MAINTENANCE

Some spots offer beautiful, long-distance views that add significantly to
the hiking experience. Help keep these open by periodically cutting back
vegetation where it’s safe to do so. If there’s potential to create a new vista,
speak with your Chapter and land manager first.

NCTA TRAIL ADOPTER HANDBOOK
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Tread and Structure Maintenance

TRAIL TREAD

The trail tread is the surface hikers walk on. Your goal is to keep it smooth, stable,
and well-drained. The general rule of thumb is to keep hikers on the trail tread a
nd water off of it. As new trail is constructed or an older trail segment is relocated,
it should be designed and built to meet the standards outlined in the North Country
Trail Handbook for Trail Design, Construction and Maintenance. Existing trail tread
should be continually monitored as problems needing corrective measures can
develop over time.

Avoid steep slopes. Trails should rarely exceed a 10% grade.
On hillsides, keep a 5% outslope so water drains off.

Watch for berms (raised outer edges) that trap water and remove them
to prevent erosion.

Look for erosion channels forming. These are signs water isn’t draining
properly.

If the tread narrows below 24 inches, it may need to be rebuilt.

Drainage features (waterbars, trenches, culverts, etc.) should be routinely
checked and cleared of vegetation and soil.
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TRAIL STRUCTURES

Trail structures help hikers cross water, mud, or sensitive areas. The most
commonly occurring structures include bridges, boardwalks, and puncheon.

Bridges are typically 36 inches
wide and will have handrails when
they cross deep dry ravines, or
potentially dangerous water.

Boardwalks look like elongated
docks with the surface boards
perpendicular to the direction

of the trail, usually used in areas
of standing water. Boardwalks
are typically 36 inches in width.
Boards and toe rails should be
appropriately spaced so rain and
melting snow can seep between
between the boards rather than
pooling on top of the deck boards.

Puncheon consists of parallel
planks running in the same
direction as the trail, usually used
in shallow, seasonally wet areas
where the water level would not
cause the structure to float. The
planks rest on sill logs, which rest
on the surface of the ground.
Most puncheon have a minimum
of two 2" x 10" planks width, but
may be built to a wider standard
depending on trail use.
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As a Trail Adopter, your role is to keep a close watch on trail structures, repair
what you can, and report conditions to your Chapter leadership. A thorough
inspection should be completed annually. Routinely clear leaves, soil, or
vegetation that could trap moisture, and ensure all structures are level and
sturdy. Chapters have also identified multiple strategies to ensure structures
remain non-slip. Check with your local Chapter to learn if they have a
preferred method.

Support Facilities

CAMPSITES

In areas where dispersed
camping is not permitted, it

is optimal to have designated
campsites every five to eight
miles along the route. The
availability of campsite locations
is limited by landowner/land
manager permission.

If your section includes a
campsite:
Mow the area including tent pads, latrine trail, water source path, etc.

Check the latrine. Is it clean and in good repair? If full, it will need to be
moved.

Ensure there’s only one fire pit. Remove extras by scattering rocks and
ashes and covering with leaves.

Remove any litter.

BENCHES

Benches are often placed at scenic spots or vistas. If your section includes
any, inspect them like any other structure to ensure sound and safe condition.
Routinely clean and mow around them.

NCTA TRAIL ADOPTER HANDBOOK
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TRAILHEADS

Formal trailheads may include parking and a kiosk. Generally, trailheads are found

at major road crossings or near the boundaries of major blocks of public land.

If you have a trailhead in your
section:

Check for vandalism and report
issues to the land manager or your
Chapter leadership.

Make sure that the kiosk and any
interpretive panels or signs are in
good condition.

Keep the area mowed and litter-
free.

REGISTER BOXES

These boxes contain logbooks
that help track trail use and collect
feedback.

If your section includes a
register box:

Ensure the box is in good repair
with functioning door and latch.

Remove bugs, rodents, or nests.

Make sure the register is dry

and there is a pencil available.

A heavy-duty waterproof bag is
recommended to keep everything
dry and contained.

Check register entries for any
feedback.

When full, replace the book and
give the old one to your Chapter for
records.

Clear vegetation around the
register box.
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Conflicting Uses

The NCT was designed and constructed primarily as a hiking and backpacking
trail. Learn the allowed uses on your trail segment and watch for evidence of
unauthorized use. Report any misuse to the land manager. Remember that you
can always install “no” decals in appropriate locations when recurring abuses are
anticipated or discovered.

Litter

Litter is especially common near roads or other high-use areas. Pick up trash
while wearing gloves and appropriate PPE. For large dump sites or hazardous
items, report to your Chapter or land manager, and consider organizing a
workday to address.

Landowner Appreciation

Without the cooperation and permission of both public agencies and private
landowners, the NCT could not exist. Chapters and staff are the leaders on
landowner and land manager relationships but as an Adopter, you may have
contact with these hosts. Respect their guidelines for the trail and serve as a good
ambassador for the NCT, passing any issues back to the Chapter as needed.

Natural and Cultural
Resources Protection

Guidelines or practices may be prescribed by land managers or the National Park
Service to aid in the protection of natural and cultural resources that are near
the trail. While the presence of a protected resource is often already known and
accounted for, it is possible you could unexpectedly encounter protected wildlife
or a previously unknown historic feature during trail work. This might include
seeing a bat roosting in a tree you are about to trim, or finding what looks like
an old artifact buried in the trail tread you are repairing. You can learn more
about protected resources in your trail area from land managers, the National
Park Service, and your Chapter. If you think you have spotted or encountered
protected wildlife or a potential cultural resource, stop work, leave it where it is,
and report it promptly to the land manager and your Chapter.
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Calling for Help

You're not expected to handle everything! Call your Chapter if you see:

Lots of trees down from storms

Large amounts of trash or illegal dumping

Trail sections that are overgrown beyond what you can handle
Serious erosion or tread damage

Bridges or structures that need repair or replacement

Anything beyond your skill, ability, or training level

Final Thoughts

Trail Adopters are an essential part of the North Country Trail community.
Your efforts make the trail safer, more beautiful, and more enjoyable for
everyone, today and for generations to come.

Take pride in your section and enjoy every step!
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northcountrytrail.org @northcountrytrail

229 E. Main Street (616) 897-5987
Lowell, Ml 49331 (866) 445-3628 (toll free)

hg@northcountrytrail.org
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