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Proposal to Form an ATC Trail Maintainers Advisory Forum
Lenny Bernstein for the RPC Committee

ATC’s reorganization in 2003-2005 strengthened the organization in many ways, but its new structure has created significant barriers to communication with one of ATC’s most critical stakeholder groups, experienced trail maintainers. While, in theory, trail maintainers have a line of communication through the RPCs and the Stewardship Council, there is growing evidence that they do not feel that their voices are being heard.

The RPC Committee proposes that to give experienced trail maintainers a regular channel of communication with the Stewardship Council, ATC form a Trail Maintainers Advisory Forum. The Forum would consist of 12 experienced trail maintainers, three from each region. It would meet by Skype conference call for an hour once a quarter with the Chair of the Stewardship Council’s Trails and Camping Committee and others, if appropriate. An ATC staff member, preferably one well known to trail maintainers, should participate in the conference call. The initial purpose of these conference calls would be for the Stewardship Council member most responsible for A.T. maintenance issues to listen to key representatives of the trail maintaining community. However, we expect that the ideas discussed on the conference calls will soon generate proposals for Trails and Camping Committee and/or Stewardship Council consideration.    

Members of the Advisory Forum should be chosen by their RPCs, but should not be RPC members or Club Presidents. Each Club should recommend a maintainer to their RPC, and the RPC should select Advisory Forum members from the Club nominations. Each RPC should try to rotate Forum members among the Clubs.  Members of the Advisory Forum should serve for a single three-year term. To start, the three members nominated by each RPC should be identified as serving one-, two-, or three-year terms, then a third of the Forum should be replaced each year. The goal is to have a steady flow of fresh voices and ideas. The Advisory Forum, its members, and their role, should be publicized by ATC through all of its communications channels. Trail maintainers selected for the Advisory Forum should consider their selection an honor. 

The Advisory Forum should select the topics it wishes to discuss, but past experience would suggest that these would include concerns about:

· relationships with partners,

· training and qualification requirements

· ATC policies related to trail maintenance and use.

The Advisory Forum is not a decision-making group. However, its input should be given full consideration by the Stewardship Council and ATC Staff.

The costs of setting up and maintaining the Forum should be small. It will take staff time to set up the structure and time from the ATC staff and volunteers on the conference call. There will also be a cost associated with providing Skype headsets to those members of the Advisory Forum who do not have them. A bigger cost is likely to be in the actions necessary to respond to the concerns of trail maintainers. This will have to be managed within ATC’s budget constraints.

There is a risk that the conference calls could turn into non-productive gripe sessions. However, if properly managed, the calls should go a long way toward addressing the concerns of trail maintainers. If the Stewardship Council determines that the Advisory Forum is not contributing to improved trail maintenance or communications, it could be disbanded; however, this is neither anticipated nor sought due to the critical need to reestablish communications with the A.T.’s and ATC’s core constituency.     
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