HighCountryNews

PUBLIC LANDS

The nation’s trails are
disappearing

Government-issued maps offer a promise for safely exploring our public lands, but

they no longer reflect the reality of what’s actually on the ground.

This story was produced by RE:PUBLIC Lands Media and is co-published here by
permission.

Etched into sandstone, between chaparral, and along coastal ridgelines, the trails of
California’s Los Padres National Forest are fragile things even without the complication of
a rapidly changing climate. Many of them were built for purposes that no longer exist —
cattle drives, mining prospecting, early U.S. Forest Service fire patrols — while others
were packed by the footprints of the Chumash people well before the colonization of
North America. Sections of trail cling to steep slopes that seem to barely resist gravity,
shedding soil and stone with each winter storm. Look carefully and you can still see the
old bench cuts and hand-built retaining walls, half-buried or swallowed by manzanita.

Now, as droughts deepen, floods intensify and federal budgets thin, that fragility has
accelerated. Trails listed as open on official maps slip off mountainsides. Drainages
carved into sandstone blow out over the course of a single atmospheric river. What
remains is a system shaped more by erosion and abandonment than by the agencies
meant to sustain it.

Over the past decade, I've restored hundreds of miles of Forest Service trails, from the
Sierra Nevada to the eastern seaboard, often using outdated agency maps to find paths
that have otherwise been wiped out from landscapes both physical and digital. I've seen
how a single missing trail line in a dataset can alter a federal budget request by
hundreds of thousands of dollars — since appropriations requests are tied directly to the
total mileage in an agency’s database. Likewise, an “open” trail symbol on the National
Map — the collective database maintained by the U.S. Geological Survey’s National
Geospatial Program — can mask years of storm damage. Corridors painstakingly cleared
can disappear within a season without constant maintenance.


https://www.republic.land/
https://www.usgs.gov/programs/national-geospatial-program/national-map
https://www.usgs.gov/programs/national-geospatial-program/national-map

The Forest Service manages more than 370,000 miles of roads, enough to circle the
Earth nearly fifteen times, and roughly 160,000 miles of trails — 85% of the trails on
federal lands. Yet according to a 2013 Government Accountability Office report, only
about 25% of these trails met agency standards for maintenance and public and
environmental safety. Only 37% of the national trail network sees any maintenance each

year, leaving a vast nhumber of miles to fade away from the landscape and public
consciousness.

In December 2025, a stark internal report published by the Forest Service came to light
underscoring the very sorry state of our trails. In a Trail Program Status Report shared

with me and also obtained by The Washington Post, Forest Service districts reported a
loss of up to 100% of trails staff, hundreds of years of trail expertise lost, and
“widespread burnout and declining morale.” Trail miles maintained were 22% lower than
average, and the number of miles meeting maintenance standards were down 19%. It
was the lowest level in 15 years.
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This map shows the trails — depicted in gold — of the National Trails Database,
highlighting the fabric of public recreation across federal lands.


https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-13-618
https://www.washingtonpost.com/documents/35318bd9-fb41-4ae1-a63b-d816afcfcdad.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2025/12/16/forest-service-trail-maintenance-crisis/

Decades of underfunding have contributed to this decay. According to a 2022
Congressional report, the agency estimates a $460 million backlog in trail maintenance
alone, part of a larger, $10.8 billion infrastructure deficit. Natural disasters like fire, flood
and beetle kill erase infrastructure faster than staff (if they are even present) can
rebuild. Across the West, volunteers and small nonprofits have become the de facto
caretakers of national systems.

In the maps that accompany this story, I've tried to let the landscape and data tell the
story of the challenges that trails face.Each of these places tells a version of that story:
thanks to climate change, natural disasters, wildfire; and a chronic lack of resources, our
trails are vanishing faster than our ability to maintain public land.

IN LATE SUMMER, I drove 30 minutes north of Santa Barbara into the Los Padres
National Forest to ground-truth a trail I'd been studying, one that appeared clearly on
the National Map and even on the paper map I'd picked up at REI.

What had once been a route pressed with foot- and hoofprints for hundreds, perhaps
thousands, of years was now overrun by chaparral and agave. My boots sank into soft
dust as I followed the faintest suggestion of a ridgeline between manzanita, the brush
closing in until it formed a wall of branches. I pushed through thorny chamise, then
crawled under agave fronds, searching for a trail bed that, at least according to every
official source, should have been right below my hands and knees.

But there was nothing. Just a corridor so neglected it had become indistinguishable from
the rest of the hillside.

Here in the Los Padres, the Forest Service’s backlog in trail upkeep is evident. Storms,
wildfire and heavy use have eroded once-iconic routes into deep ruts, overgrown seas of
chaparral, and washouts. Of the hundreds of miles of trail in this national forest,
volunteer crews now do much of the work, leaving countless miles unmaintained and
their histories erased.


https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/R43997.pdf
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/R43997.pdf
https://www.fs.usda.gov/sites/default/files/fs-fy26-congressional-budget-justification.pdf

g/ / A VANISHING TRAIL
4 7 e
j= ol et 5 ‘ On the well traveled North Arroyo Burro Trail above
[ % l Santa Barbara, the USFS map suggests nothing exists
& at all. But the trail has decades of evidence as a path of
travel, and mortar bowls at its lower extent suggest
millennia of earlier use.

As in many national forests, deferred maintenance in the Los Padres, east of Santa
Barbara, has become a slow-motion collapse. This and the following map illustrate how
California’s dense trail network overlays steep, complex topography that far outpaces
the fundlng and staffing available to sustain it.
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Just outside Los Olivos, the century-old La Jolla Trail

passes a Chumash village site, the remains of an early
homestead, and an original Pony Express stop. But the

trailis traversable no longer, fading away into chaparral
and cactus after a decade of little to no maintenance. :




WHAT'’S BEHIND ALL THIS deferred maintenance? According to Forest Service staffing
reports from 2019, the agency’s workforce has contracted substantially over the last 30
years, losing roughly 20% of its staff. Under the Trump administration, full-time staffing
has decreased by an additional 10% due to DOGE layoffs, though this

month’s Congressional appropriations bill spared the agency the worst of the drastic
2026 budget cuts proposed by the White House last year.

Recreational trail staff, once robust in the 1980s, has dwindled with these reductions in
force, with many districts reporting zero, or just one, permanent recreation staff and
fewer than three seasonal staff to oversee hundreds of miles of trail. A July 2025
internal Forest Service report, shared with me by a confidential source, concluded that
each of the agency’s nine regions were missing up to 80% of their trail and recreation
workers.

December’s follow-up Forest Service report quoted a chorus of disaffected anonymous
rangers. “My trail program is suffering the worst morale setbacks of all my district
programs,” said one acting district ranger. "We lost 200 years of trail experience this
year,” said a forest recreation manager. One district trail manager was considering
packing in a multi-decade career altogether. "It feels like 24 years of trails and
wilderness work,” they said, “rolling back to the bottom of the hill.”

Volunteers and local stewardship groups have had to show up in force, demonstrating
the value Americans place on access to public lands. In fiscal year 2023, 71,660
volunteers contributed 2.6 million hours of service to the Forest Service, more than
double the hours logged by agency employees. Yet even that tidal wave of donated labor
can only slow, not reverse, the decline of infrastructure compounded over decades of
mismanagement.

At the highest levels of government, on both sides of the aisle, politicians acknowledge
this systemic neglect. During his Senate confirmation hearing, now-Secretary of the
Interior Doug Burgum agreed that addressing the maintenance backlog was crucial: "We
just have to make sure not just the national parks, but across the whole department, we
have to get the formulas right, because we are creating liabilities for future generations
if we are not taking care of that deferred maintenance.”

“"We lost 200 years of trail experience this year.”

WE TRUST MAPS to show us what's real. They mark the contours of belonging: where
we can go, where our shared inheritance still lies. Especially when produced by
government agencies, they underpin the laws that guarantee access, guide wildfire
response and shape billions in recreation spending. Yet for decades, even federal land
managers have struggled to keep track of where legal access actually exists: on
easements handwritten in filing cabinets, in decades-old agreements never digitized, and
on trails shown on one map but absent from another.

That's why, in 2022, Congress passed the MAPLand Act: Modernizing Access to Our
Public Land. The bipartisan bill directed the Forest Service, Bureau of Land Management,
National Park Service, and Fish and Wildlife Service to locate, digitize, and publicly
release every recorded access easement, trail, road, and boundary by 2027. On paper,



https://www.hcn.org/articles/congress-passes-environmental-funding-without-trumps-deep-cuts/?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=January%2015%2C%202026
https://www.fs.usda.gov/inside-fs/leadership/building-legacy-volunteers-national-volunteer-week?ref=republic.land#:~:text=In%20fiscal%20year%202023%20alone,in%20savings%20last%20year%20alone!
https://www.fs.usda.gov/inside-fs/leadership/building-legacy-volunteers-national-volunteer-week?ref=republic.land#:~:text=In%20fiscal%20year%202023%20alone,in%20savings%20last%20year%20alone!
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/3113?ref=republic.land
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/3113?ref=republic.land

the mandate is straightforward: consolidate a century of scattered records into a single,
authoritative digital basemap.

But the reality is far messier. The National Map lists roughly 300,000 miles of official
trails across public lands. OpenStreetMap — the public, volunteer-driven dataset that
underpins most private navigation apps, including Gaia GPS, Strava, Apple Maps and
AllTrails — adds hundreds of thousands more, capturing both sanctioned routes and
informal paths from phone GPS data. Errors and omissions in federal datasets flow
directly into these apps, but the reverse is also true: the proliferation of unsanctioned
user-generated trails feeds back into agency workloads, complicating maintenance
priorities and stretching already thin resources.

The latest MAPLand implementation update, presented at a webinar hosted by the
nonprofit group American Trails in September, showed that while agencies have made
progress compiling existing digital layers, vast swaths of paper maps, access
agreements, and legacy easements remain undigitized. Not since 2012 has the Forest
Service met its goal to get out in the field and verify 1% of its trails every year.

Not since 2012 has the Forest
Service metits goal to get out in
the field and verify 1% of its trails
every yeatr.

The effort hasn’t stalled entirely. Even as the administration proposed massive cuts to
the Forest Service’s budget, Interior Secretary Burgum funneled limited funds toward
access-related projects, including the digitization mandate, responding directly to
lobbying from groups like Outdoor Recreation Roundtable. However, this political
momentum has not solved the core problem: we need more boots on the ground.

The basemap that is emerging, while ambitious, is still incomplete and often inaccurate.
The funding is sufficient only to compile the existing digital layers — not to send staff
into the field to research paper records and trail sesgments lost to the system decades
ago. The effort has thus drifted toward producing a polished product — a clean digital
layer based on the data they already have — rather than the honest result of expensive,
on-the-ground verification.

In the end, the public may end up with a map that looks authoritative while obscuring
the very gaps the MAPLand Act set out to fix.


https://www.americantrails.org/training/national-collaboration-efforts-on-federal-trail-data-and-tools?ref=republic.land
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The Oregon Timber Trail, a north-to-south transect of the state, is impassable in spots.
Dillon Osleger

THE ISSUES ARISING FROM the Forest Service’s underfunding take on forms as
diverse as the nation itself. In Oregon’s Oakridge-to-Ashland corridor, for example,
drought and beetle kill — which worsens as climate change forces later autumn freezes
— have left entire slopes of standing dead trees. When winter windstorms roll through,
hundreds of thousands of those beetle-killed trunks come down like matchsticks. Crews
return each spring to find trails buried beneath tangles of blowdown, making once-
beloved routes impassable for months, sometimes years. The scale of disturbance is so
vast that even full trail crews, much less volunteer groups, cannot keep pace. And those
downed trees leave forests increasingly susceptible to wildfire.
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For many trails, the line still exists on paper, but the corridor on the ground has been
erased by drought-driven collapse. This map combines Forest Service tree mortality data
with trail layers to show where recreation routes are blocked, impassable or at risk from

blowdown and wildfire.
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THERE IS PERHAPS NO GREATER THREAT to the forests of the West than wildfire. A
2023 report by the nonprofit Outdoor Alliance, Wildfire and Outdoor Recreation in the
West, found that more than 5,000 miles of trail are impacted by wildfire alone every
year.

Colorado’s 2020 fire season was the worst on record, burning more than 665,000 acres
and more than 200 miles of trail. With extreme fires now six times more common than
in the 1990s, many trails simply vanish beneath deadfall and unstable slopes.

According to a 2023 analysis from the Regional Economic Development Institute,
Colorado has averaged roughly 72 wildfires a year in the 2020s — a six-fold increase
over the 1990s. Post-fire landscapes produce a second wave of destruction: deadfall that
collapses across trails, unstable slopes that slough off during storms, and safety hazards
that can keep entire networks closed for seasons at a time. Millions of dollars flow
through the federal Burned Area Emergency Response program toward roads, culverts
and utility protections, but rarely toward trail reconstruction — leaving many routes
functionally disappeared.

Colorado’s 2020 Cameron Peak Fire, illustrated in the following map, was just one of
nine significant wildfires to occur within Roosevelt National Forest in the last decade,
burning hundreds of miles of trail in a high-recreation-use district. Volunteers have
worked to restore what trail they can, all under the tacit acknowledgement that another
fire is all but guaranteed to make their work Sisyphean.

FIRE SCARS

The Cameron Peak Fire of 2020 burned hundreds of miles of trail in the
Roosevelt National Forest, 12 miles west of Fort Collins. Volunteers have worked
torestore trails in what may become a never-ending task.

Wildfire has become the dominant force reshaping recreation access in the state. This
map shows the places where burn scars and trails overlap, highlighting how delicate the
recreation infrastructure built on this landscape is. For an interactive version of this map,


https://static1.squarespace.com/static/54aabb14e4b01142027654ee/t/649dcd388c9dbf73648c777d/1688063291777/WildfireAndRecreation-WhitePaper-OutdoorAlliance-Digital.pdf?ref=republic.land
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/54aabb14e4b01142027654ee/t/649dcd388c9dbf73648c777d/1688063291777/WildfireAndRecreation-WhitePaper-OutdoorAlliance-Digital.pdf?ref=republic.land
https://csuredi.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/REDI_Fire_March25.pdf?ref=republic.land

In other words, climate change is outpacing both the physical infrastructure on the
ground — and the institutional infrastructure meant to care for it. A perfect example of
this is going on right now in North Carolina. When Hurricane Helene struck the Pisgah
and Nantahala national forests, torrential rain triggered landslides that buried trails
under tons of mud, fractured bedrock and toppled timber. Entire segments vanished in a
single night. With roads, bridges and community infrastructure devastated across
western North Carolina, emergency funds and agency staff were diverted to protect
travel corridors and utilities. Trails on public lands, already facing years of deferred
maintenance, fell to the bottom of the priority list. Many remain closed — not only
because the work is complex, but because no dedicated crews exist to reopen them,
underscoring how quickly a maintenance backlog can become a loss of access.

Climate events, in this way, do more than reshape the landscape, they pull attention and
resources away from it.
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During Hurricane Helene, landslides swallowed trails outright, with scarce crews diverted
toward damaged roads and communities instead. This map highlights how climate
events not only damage public lands but also draw attention and resources away from
places that have experienced long-term neglect.

IT IS TEMPTING TO FAULT THE GOVERNMENT ALONE for the scale of losses like these,
yet we users of public lands must acknowledge our responsibility as well. Too often,
outdoor recreation culture — and the industry that profits from it — has encouraged
people to act as beneficiaries rather than stewards, enjoying access to public lands while
contributing little to the labor or funding required to maintain them. Americans spend an
estimated $1 trillion annually on outdoor recreation. Yet the specific federal accounts
dedicated to funding its physical foundation — roads, conserved landscapes and trails —



are so limited that their totals are smaller than the annual operating budgets of some
state park systems.

FEDERAL AGENCIES SUCH AS THE FOREST SERVICE are often cited for their failure
to manage public lands effectively, offering a rationale for further budget cuts. As Jamie
Ervin, senior policy manager at the Outdoor Alliance, told me: “"Agencies’ ability to
respond to increasingly worsening climate disasters is hamstrung. Even with good
intentions from local staff and volunteers, as well as funding from Congress in the case
of disaster relief, a lessened Forest Service staff cannot organize to restore public land
infrastructure for years after wildfire or hurricanes.”

The ideal outcome would see federal agencies and the public working in concert to
maintain trails as living infrastructure, guided by accurate, up-to-date mapping and
coupled with full Congressional funding. Outdoor recreationists could play a more
proactive role as well, perhaps through an excise tax or other dedicated funding stream
that directly supports public lands. Hunters and anglers have been fueling federal
conservation efforts through excise taxes and license fees for decades.

Maps are meant to do more than chart terrain. They function as a kind of social contract
between the public and the agencies tasked with stewardship: a promise that what is
shown can be found, used and defended. Each trail denotes more than an opportunity to
recreate but a chance to stay connected with the landscape and our nation’s history
within it. As the terrain changes faster than maps or management budgets can keep up,
that contract frays. People cannot advocate for landscapes they cannot access, cannot
experience or no longer believe are intact.

We have inherited an empire of roads, trails and easements carved through nearly every
U.S. ecosystem. Some may deserve to fade back into the forest; others are lifelines for
access and identity. The challenge is choosing which lines to maintain, which to erase
and which to fight to redraw. Every map revision is a moral one.

High Country News at editor@hcn.org
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