Trail trampling and
deterioration studied

A research biologist with the
Aldo Leopold Wilderness Re-
search Institute in Missoula,
Montana, conducted experi-
ments to evaluate the effective-
ness of two recommended
Leave-No-Trace practices—re-
moving boots and using a
geotextile groundcloth known
as scrim (Cole, D. N. 1997. In-
termountain Research Station.
Research Paper INT-RP-497).
In four different vegetation
types, 6% more vegetation
cover was lost when hikers
wore lug-soled boots than when
they wore lightweight running
shoes. One year after trampling,
however, the magnitude of
cover loss did not differ between
the two treatments. The differ-
ent footwear had no effect on
vegetation height. In another
experiment, the short-term loss
of vegetation from trampling
was half in two different types
of vegetation that were covered
with geotextile groundcloths
than in uncovered vegetation.
Although lightweight shoes and
geotextile groundcloth did no
harm and provided short-term
benefits, they provided no long-
term benefits or meaningful re-
duction of adverse effects on re-
sources.

An unrelated study in western
Montana explored the relative
deterioration of trails attributable
to different types of recreational
use (Influence of llamas, horses,
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and hikers on soil erosion from
established recreation trails in
western Montana, USA. Environ-
mental Management 22(2):
255-62). The research had the
primary objective of assessing the
relative effect of horses, llamas,
and hikers on sediment yield af-
ter a simulated rainfall on estab-
lished trails. A secondary objec-
tive was a better understanding
of the mechanisms by which trail
traffic increases erosion. The se-
lected study site was a 1.0-1.5-m-
wide trail section of Winkler
gravely loams (soil consisting of
clay, silt, and sand) with little en-
trenchment at an elevation of
1,250 m (4,100 ft). The habitat
was Douglas fir and heath. Vari-
ous trail traffic across seven plots
was applied during June and July.
Hikers wore non-lug-sole boots;
horses were fitted with cleated
shoes. Data were collected in dry
conditions and after simulated
rainfall. Under dry and wet con-
ditions, more sediment for ero-
sion was made available by
horses than by llamas, hikers, or
no traffic. More sediment became
available for erosion from use by
llamas than from no traffic, but
yield of sediment for erosion did
not differ between llamas and hik-
ers. Traffic did not increase soil
compaction on wet trails but de-
creased soil bulk density on dry
trails. The decreased soil bulk
density negatively correlated with
increased sediment yield and
seemed to increase trail rough-
ness for horses but not for llamas
or hikers. The data may assist
managers with determining trail
use by type of user.



