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Dear Jefferson County Open Space Park Visitors,
It is primarily on the 230 miles of trails in Jefferson County Open Space that residents
and visitors enjoy our open lands. That’s why we created this Trails Development
Handbook—to explain the philosophy, approach, and process used to expand our
system and to give an overview of how you can be involved in proposing new trails. As
you know, trails connect us to the outdoors and nature, to our families and friends,
and to our inner selves. Hitting the trail has immediate and lasting benefits, including
improving the way we feel mentally and physically, allowing us to feel more refreshed
and creative, which often inspires new perspectives, ideas, and solutions to the
challenges we face.
In keeping with our mission to preserve open space and parklands, protect park and
natural resources, and provide healthy nature-based experiences, we believe that
trails and access to recreation opportunities—from climbing to waterways—can
be created while preserving and protecting park and natural resources. The public
reaffirmed in a 2011 survey, that you want us to strive to achieve the delicate balance
between preservation and providing nature-based experiences.
The key to this balance is thoughtful study of the resources that must be protected
and careful placement of trails and access points to lessen human impacts on nature.
Given this, the thoughtful creation of new trails requires time to study the land and
involve the community. Please review this Trails Development Handbook and consider
how you want to get involved in enhancing or stewarding our great trail system.
Happy Trails,
Tom Hoby
Director

Welcome: An Overview

Recreation trails are very important to Jefferson County residents
and visitors, and the County welcomes public participation in the
process of developing trails.

You are invited to
This Handbook is for you and others
proposal review, project planning, trail
who want to understand how proposals
design, trail construction, and stewardship.
learn about the
for Jefferson County Open Space (JCOS)
(See figure 1.) Each of the five stages is
process of developing
recreation trails—either new or rerouted—
focused on a standard (or goal) to be met by
trails in Jefferson
can be developed and are evaluated, as well
following predetermined procedures.
County, and to
as how trails are ultimately built and enjoyed participate in
The process begins when a trail proposal
in Jefferson County.
is submitted by a member of the public
proposing new trails.
The Handbook is an outcome of the
or the JCOS staff. (See page 24 for the
2014-2019 Jefferson County Open Space
types of information required in such an
Master Plan, which had rigorous public
application.)
review and comment. This is a summary document;
Using carefully established criteria, a proposal
please refer to the more detailed trails development
is reviewed in the first stage of the five-stage trail
instruction manual for more information.
development process. These criteria are used to measure
how well the proposed trail project would serve the JCOS
HOW THE TRAILS PROCESS WORKS
mission and meet the needs of the public.
Five major stages make up the decision-guiding
framework of the JCOS trails development process:

A

PROPOSAL
REVIEW

B

PROJECT
PLANNING
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C
TRAIL
DESIGN

D

TRAIL
CONSTRUCTION

E

STEWARDSHIP

FIGURE 1: HOW THE TRAILS
PROCESS WORKS At the heart

of the trails development process
are five broad stages of evaluation
and action.
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Proposals identified as priorities are then managed
and implemented through each stage of the process:
A. Proposal Review
B. Project Planning
C. Trail Design
D. Trail Construction
E. Stewardship
See section, "Trail proposal evaluation," for a more
detailed discussion of each stage of the process.
Each year, trails proposals are welcomed in August
and September, with the exact dates announced in
advance. After review by JCOS staff, trail projects are
announced the following spring. Budgets for proposed
projects are submitted the following year.
The scale and scope of each trail project determines
how and when the public is involved in that project.
Some—more extensive projects—will have considerable
public engagement, while smaller reroutes may have
much less.
It may take several years for more complicated
projects to move through the trails development process.
Those who make proposals, however, will hear about the
progress of their proposal in a timely manner.
The evaluation criteria are applied to gain greater
understanding of the potential trail and its proposed
location.
Each of the five stages (A-E) has supporting
procedures for meeting that stage’s standard. The
activities associated with each successive stage and its
standard are designed to more fully assess how well a
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TABLE 1: Trails proposals are evaluated using environment,
experience, timeliness, and readiness criteria.

First Tier Trails Criteria
Environment Would the project avoid environmentally
sensitive areas and include features or
management practices that would help
reduce impacts?
Experience

Would the project provide meaningful
experiences for visitors?

Timeliness

Would the project meet an urgent,
timely, safety, or other priority need?

Second Tier Trails Criteria
Readiness

To what degree are necessary approvals
and permits already in place, even at an
early stage?

proposal meets the guiding criteria and to what degree
of priority. Thus, a proposal may increase or decrease in
priority as it moves from one stage to the next and more
detailed information becomes available.
TRAILS ARE INTEGRAL TO LIFE IN JEFFERSON COUNTY

Here is a brief overview of what you can explore in
more detail on the following pages of this Handbook.
Having access to recreation trails is a fundamental
part of life in Jefferson County. Trails provide healthy,
outdoor recreation opportunities and also help protect
natural resources.

JEFFERSON COUNTY OPEN SPACE, COLORADO

Trails can inspire people to learn about natural
and cultural resources and can be the basis for building
constituencies for conservation. Throughout the JCOS
trail development process, particular attention is given
to potential environmental impacts and minimizing
degradation.
It takes time to plan, design, and construct a trail.
The trail development process described in this Handbook
guides JCOS staff in rigorously evaluating each trail
proposal to make certain that it would contribute to the
JCOS mission and effectively serve the public.

The second tier criteria are:
Readiness: To what degree are necessary approvals
and permits already in place, even at an early
stage? (See readiness criteria, page 11.)
It takes considerable expertise to carefully apply
the criteria to a trail proposal and determine a potential
project’s priority. Since some criteria are more important
than others, the number of criteria met does not
automatically indicate overall priority. A proposal’s
priority depends on which specific criteria are satisfied
and also how the criteria might influence each other.

CRITERIA GUIDE PRIORITIES

THIS HANDBOOK IS SUPPORTED BY NUMEROUS DIGITAL
RESOURCES

Comprehensive criteria—clear statements of the
valued aspects of trails—are used to determine whether
or not a proposal advances and what its priority is
compared to other trails projects. There are two tiers or
groups of such criteria.
The first tier criteria are:
• Environment: Would the project avoid
environmentally sensitive areas and include
features or management practices that help reduce
impacts? (See environment criteria, page 10.)
• Experience: Would the project provide meaningful
experiences for visitors? (See experience criteria,
page 10.)
• Timeliness: Would the project meet an urgent,
timely, safety, or other priority need? (See
timeliness criteria, page 11.)

TRAILS DEVELOPMENT HANDBOOK

•

There are two distinct—but linked—components of
the trails development process. One is the more constant
statement of the process, with stages, standards, and
procedures. It is described in this Handbook. The other
includes the detailed forms, instructions, and other tools
needed to carry out the process, which are maintained
digitally so that they can be revised as needed.
YOUR PARTICIPATION IS INVITED

JCOS invites you to learn about the vital and
careful process of developing trails, and to participate
in proposing new trails for our open space parks. With
support from the public, together we can protect our
resources and provide nature-based experiences through
building and maintaining trails.

3

The Benefits of Trails
People like trails! In addition to healthy physical activity, recreation
trails provide visitors with many benefits, including direct access to
natural and historic sites.

Having access to recreation trails is a fundamental
part of life in Jefferson County. For more than forty
years, Jefferson County Open Space (JCOS) has devoted
considerable resources to developing and maintaining its
trail system. In fact, a central part of the JCOS mission
is to provide for healthy, nature-based experiences. (See
page 7.) JCOS manages nearly 230 miles of trails.
These are in addition to the many trails in the county
maintained by other agencies.
STATE AND COUNTY RESIDENTS HIGHLY VALUE TRAILS

As many as 83 percent of Coloradans use trails to
recreate statewide, according to Colorado’s Statewide
Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan (2016). With
Colorado’s population projected to be among the fastest
growing in the country—and with 75 percent of that new
growth set to occur in Jefferson County and other Front
Range communities—demand for outdoor recreation in
general, and trails in particular, will surely increase.
In a 2011 survey—to elicit feedback on priorities for
future JCOS expenditures—county residents were asked
how they would allocate 100 dollars incrementally to any
of nine categories of JCOS expenditures. On average, they
said they would spend 48 of every 100 dollars on trails
and trail-related activities (JCOS 2011 Citizen Survey).
TRAILS DEVELOPMENT HANDBOOK

TRAILS PROVIDE ACCESS TO NATURE

Colorado’s 2016–2026 Statewide Trails Strategic
Plan (draft) suggests that, “Trails are some of the most
effective and economical ways to get people outdoors,
recognized as a ‘gateway activity’ that encourages
participation in other types of outdoor recreation, and
subsequently increasing support for nature stewardship/
conservation.” It is no wonder that a goal of Colorado
Governor John Hickenlooper is to have a park, trail, or
open space within a ten-minute walk of every Coloradan.
Strategically planned, designed, constructed, and
managed trails provide healthy nature-based recreation
and protect natural resources—two main responsibilities
of JCOS. With an understanding of natural and cultural
settings, trails can be created to guide people toward
meaningful experiences and destinations and away from
hazards or potential conflicts with resources.
TRAILS PROVIDE ABUNDANT BENEFITS

Trails have many other benefits. They lead visitors
through the dramatically varied landscapes of Jefferson
County, from the Great Plains to the rugged backcountry
of the Rockies. They allow people to experience diverse
plant and animal habitats, such as prairies, mountain
shrublands, and forests, as well as historic places, like the
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Baehrden Lodge, and Denver Mountain
that can strengthen the social fabric
As one Jefferson County
Parks. For example, the interpretive signs resident put it, “Open
of communities. They are spaces of
at the Walker Home Ruins in Mount
education, both formal and informal. And,
Space is the most important
Falcon Park highlight unique cultural
service provided by Jefferson in building trails together, volunteers
and natural resources in the area. Trails
and members of the JCOS youth Trail
County.”
can also be effective in educating the
Stewardship Team often develop
public about wildlife management, as
friendships and gain an expanded sense
in Centennial Cone Park, where portions of the trail are
of community and pride.
closed seasonally during elk calving and to protect winter
There is strong evidence that providing trails and
range habitat critical to the elk herd in the area.
other access to places for physical activity increases
Special design features, such as boardwalks and
the level of those activities in a community (Guide
bridges, allow visitors to get close to interesting habitats
to Community Preventive Services). Such physical
without the impacts that otherwise might result. The
activity can help to “control weight and high blood
boardwalk at the Kestrel Pond Wildlife Sanctuary in
pressure; reduce risk for type 2 diabetes, heart attack,
Crown Hill Park, for instance, provides access for visitors
and colon cancer; reduce symptoms of depression and
(when migratory birds are not present), while allowing
anxiety; reduce arthritis pain and disability; and prevent
light and air to reach the wetland crossed by the
osteoporosis and falls” (Centers for Disease Control and
boardwalk.
Prevention).
TRAILS ARE ATTRACTIVE

Trails support an active, healthy, outdoor lifestyle,
and do so in ways that are open to all. They attract
tourists and, in turn, tourism creates jobs and can make
a meaningful contribution to the local economy. Trails
increase property values and provide for interactions

The many benefits of trails make clear why they are
popular and important elements of Jefferson County.
As one county resident put it, “Open Space is the most
important service provided by Jefferson County.”

The mission of Jefferson County Open
Space is “to acquire property rights
for the preservation of open space and
parklands, protect park and natural
resources, and provide for healthy
nature-based experiences.”

TRAILS DEVELOPMENT HANDBOOK

7

8

JEFFERSON COUNTY OPEN SPACE, COLORADO

The Needs of People and the Environment Guide
Trail Development
Detailed environmental analyses and an emphasis on long-term
sustainability allow individual trail proposals to be evaluated and
compared with other proposals and priorities.

This Handbook—and the standards and procedures
it details—were created so that together the public
and Jefferson County Open Space staff can mutually
understand and support successful trail development,
and so that there is greater effectiveness and efficiency in
developing trails. The process aims for “proper location,
design, development, sustainability, and use, rather
than costly mitigation, especially for wildlife and critical
habitat resources” (2016-2026 Statewide Trails Strategic
Plan, draft).

are not static, but are adjusted as new knowledge is
gained. Early in the process, a proposal’s priority is largely
determined by its potential value; a project with higher
potential value is a higher priority. Later—after planning

ENVIRONMENTAL ANALYSES ARE CONSTANTLY REFINED

The trails development process includes detailed
environmental analyses, with an emphasis on longterm sustainability. With its clearly articulated criteria
(described below), the process allows individual trail
proposals to be evaluated and compared with other
proposals and for priority projects to be identified.
The process is designed to capture and improve
its evaluations over time. With new information—for
example, learning of the more precise locations of
sensitive wildlife habitat or potential unique visitor
experiences—evaluation of the individual trail and its
overall priority can be refined. In this way the process is
iterative: the evaluation of a trail proposal and its priority
TRAILS DEVELOPMENT HANDBOOK

FIGURE 2: With careful planning and construction, trails can
harmoniously fit their settings in ways that help keep healthy
ecosystems and create an enjoyable experience for visitors.
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and design are complete and its value has
been established—a project’s readiness for
construction also influences its priority.
CRITERIA ARE APPLIED IN TWO TIERS

The cumulative experience
of JCOS staff—along
with insights from peer
agencies—helped guide the
creation of this Handbook.

Comprehensive criteria are used to
determine whether or not a proposal
advances as a project and what its priority
is compared to any other trails projects.
The criteria for evaluating a trail proposal
are grouped in two tiers. It’s the first tier that determines
the fundamental value of the potential trail; the second
assesses the project’s readiness for construction. A
combination of these two tiers determines a project’s
priority.
The criteria used in the first tier determine if the
proposal would:

•

ENVIRONMENT CRITERIA

•

•

Avoid sensitive areas or have design features
and management practices established to reduce
impacts when it does encroach on such areas.
Design features could include boardwalks,
hardened tread surfaces, or turnpikes. Seasonal
trail closures and requirements to stay on the trail
are examples of possible management practices.
Resolve an environmentally degraded situation,
such as a severely eroding trail tread or one that is
constantly wet.
FIGURE 3: One JCOS goal is to have a trail
system with a range of trail difficulties so that
visitors can readily find a trail well-suited to
their interests and abilities.

For this reason, every JCOS trail is assigned a
Trail Difficulty Rating (TDR), expressed with
a color and shape coding similar to that used
by ski areas. Trails are rated based on criteria
such as steepness, number of obstacles, and
elevation change, with length and surface type
as contributing factors.
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•

•

• Avoid fragmenting important
habitat by carefully aligning a trail to
be less disruptive of plant communities
and wildlife.
EXPERIENCE CRITERIA

• Add a significant trail experience
unique to the state, the county, or one
of the JCOS regions. Any proposal with a
high likelihood of adding a unique
regional trail experience is important enough to
automatically be considered of the highest priority.
Resolve a situation (involving conflicting trail
uses, safety, or overuse), add an important trail
connection to an existing trail, provide access
to a significant destination (such as for wildlife
watching, history appreciation, fishing, or rock
climbing), create or contribute to a loop trail or
recognize and designate a popular informal trail
already in use.
Provide open space access for an underserved
population or address visitor desires for a specific
type of trail experience as defined by the JCOS Trail
Difficulty Ratings. (See figure 3, below.)
Be consistent with an existing plan, such as the
JCOS 2014-2019 Master Plan, the future JCOS Trails
Master Plan, Planning and Zoning Community
Plans, or included in a JCOS Region Management
Plan.

JCOS Trail Difficulty Rating
Least Difficult: grades under 6%, few obstacles,
gentle elevation change
More Difficult: grades 6–10%, some obstacles,
rolling elevation change
Most Difficult: grades over 10%, many
obstacles, steep elevation change

JEFFERSON COUNTY OPEN SPACE, COLORADO

TIMELINESS CRITERIA

Help meet an urgent, timely safety
or other priority need. Some proposed
trails are needed quickly because they
can address safety concerns, provide
public access, reduce congestion, solve
a problem, or otherwise deserve prompt
attention.

For each proposal, individual environment,
experience, and timeliness criteria are ranked as:
• Yes: proposed trail is very likely to meet the
criteria
• Maybe: somewhat likely to meet criteria
• No: not likely to meet criteria
A second tier of criteria helps evaluate how ready
a project is for construction. Initially these criteria may
only modestly affect how a proposal is prioritized, but
later these criteria are absolute requirements before a
project can be implemented.
READINESS CRITERIA

•
•

way, and floodplain permits. The State
of Colorado may require a stormwater
management plan or a cultural resources
inventory be completed. Federal permits
may be needed to ensure compliance
with the Clean Water or the Endangered
Species Acts.
• The property where the trail would
be built is already currently owned or
managed by Jefferson County Open Space
(JCOS), or the property is owned by a partnering
agency (with whom JCOS has an agreement), such
as Denver Mountain Parks, and is contiguous
to existing park. Trails are sometimes possible
on other lands, but acquiring ownership or an
easement for the trail may be time-consuming,
complicated, or even impossible.
A natural and cultural resources baseline
inventory has already been completed for this
site. Already having information about an area’s
resources can speed along the review of a trail
proposal and may mean that a proposal gets a
higher initial priority at first, because there is more
on which to base its evaluation. Such an inventory
may be completed either by the JCOS Natural
Resources Team or an outside contractor, and may
include such assessments as wetland delineations
or the identification of critical habitat.

Coloradans want access
to the outdoors, but not
all neighborhoods are well
served with convenient
trails. It is vital to provide
open space access for
underserved populations.

Verify that:
All necessary JCOS approvals have been obtained.
Required permits are in place. These may include
County permits, such as grading, trail, right-of-

•

FIGURE 4: A new, carefully
planned trail may discourage
visitors from creating informal
trails. When there is no
public trail to an interesting
destination, people tend to
make their own routes. This
can lead to redundant and even
unsafe or environmentally
damaging paths.

TRAILS DEVELOPMENT HANDBOOK
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TABLE 2: Setting proposal value and priority based on

•

environment, experience, and timeliness criteria.
If a proposal is
likely to:
•

•

Then its
priority is:

Add a significant trail experience
1. High priority
unique to the state, the county,
proposal/
or one of the JCOS regions (a
project
high-priority tier-one criterion) or,
Accomplish four or more of the other
tier-one criteria.

•

Accomplish fewer than four of the
2. Low priority
tier-one criteria or, at best, may meet project
only a handful of the criteria.

•

Not even marginally meet any
criteria and the proposed trail
risks greatly impacting its setting
environmentally.

0. Reject
proposal

If a proposed
project has:

Then its
priority is:

•

High priority for value and is ready
for construction.

1. High priority
project

•

High priority for value and is mostly
ready for construction.

1. High priority
project

•

High priority for value, but is not
ready for construction.
Low priority for value, but is ready
(or mostly ready) for construction.

2. Low priority
project
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The readiness criteria are binary; either a readiness
criteria has been met or it hasn’t. A proposed trail may
receive higher priority early in the trails development
process if some of the readiness criteria have already
been met, but this is not a requirement. All of the
readiness criteria, however, must be met before a trail
can be built.
VALUE AND READINESS CRITERIA ARE USED TO SET
PRIORITIES

TABLE 3: Setting project readiness based on proposal value and
readiness criteria.

•

•

Construction costs, including personnel time,
are already in an approved budget. Funds and
personnel have already been set aside to build,
manage, and maintain the trail.
An operations and maintenance plan is
complete. The time and other expenses of
maintaining the trail are fully understood and
documented.

The priority of a trail proposal depends on which
specific criteria are satisfied—not all criteria are of the
same importance—and also the interactions among the
criteria. Interactions between criteria may enhance or
degrade a project’s prospects. A positive interaction of
criteria, for example, would be where a new trail would
resolve a safety issue and create a loop trail. An example
of a negative interaction would be when a new connector
trail would increase visitor use, but potentially result in
congestion or safety concerns.
A proposal is determined to be of high priority
(ranked 1), low priority (2), or rejected (0) based on the
ranking system. (See table 2, this page.)

Jefferson County Open Space natural resource
specialists create natural and cultural resources
baseline inventories by defining, assembling, and
synthesizing comprehensive data describing the
natural resources of an area, and by identifying the
processes that influence those resources.

JEFFERSON COUNTY OPEN SPACE, COLORADO

By the time a trail’s alignment has
been identified in the field, the value of
a project has been established based on
the criteria, with its priority to a lesser
degree influenced by its readiness. From
that point forward, the priority of a
project is more fully influenced by its
readiness for construction. A project that
has high value and readiness is a higher
priority than one that is either of lower
value or readiness. (See table 3, page 12.)

As a proposal is evaluated,
more information is gained
about the potential trail and
its context, allowing for a
more-detailed assessment of
its priority.

AS MORE IS LEARNED, TRAIL PRIORITY
RANKING IS REFINED

As a trail proposal is evaluated, more
information is gained about the potential
trail and its context, allowing for a moredetailed assessment of how well—if
built—it may fulfill the criteria. Applying
and reapplying the criteria in successive
evaluations is guided by this Handbook,
and described subsequently.

FIGURE 5: The priority of a trail
project depends on which specific
criteria it satisfies, since some
trails criteria are more important
than others and the interactions
between criteria may enhance or
degrade a project’s prospects.

TRAILS DEVELOPMENT HANDBOOK
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Trail Proposal Evaluation
Evaluating trail proposals involves five stages, each of which has a
goal (or standard) and supporting procedures to provide guidance in
determining how—and if—a proposal should move forward.

This Handbook is part of a methodical process
for developing Jefferson County trails. The process is
presented in two major components: this Handbook,
which contains the broader, less-changing aspects of
the process and therefore can be documented in a more
stable format, and the second, which is made up of many
forms and sets of detailed instructions, comprises the
evolving, detailed tools needed to make decisions at each
stage of the process. The tools of that second component
are maintained in a digital format to make them
more accessible and readily revisable. (Aspects of the
development process are revised as more is learned with
each application of the process to a proposed project.)
The above-mentioned stages (see table 4, page
16), with their standards and supporting procedures,
are used to guide how proposals are evaluated—whether
for a new trail or a rerouted one. Various “tools”—
typically checklists or other forms—and intended
outcomes have been identified for each procedure.
In the trail development process, broad decisions
are based on more generalized information, and more
detailed information informs site-specific decisions. Thus
at each step of the process it is important to learn and
capture information for later steps.
A trail proposal’s initial priority rank is determined
TRAILS DEVELOPMENT HANDBOOK

very early in the process, using the previously described
criteria. (See pages 10-12.) Subsequently, that priority
ranking is adjusted as new knowledge is gained about the
project and its setting. Thus, over time a project’s priority
may shift. Rejecting or pausing a project may happen at
any of the stages—after any of the procedures—through
the time the trail alignment is agreed upon.

FIGURE 6: The priority of each trail proposal gets ranked very early
in the evaluation process and later that ranking may be adjusted as
new knowledge is gained about the project and its setting.
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TABLE 4: Jefferson County trails development process.
Each of the five stages of the process has a goal or standard associated
with it, and each standard is supported by detailed procedures.

Stage

Procedure

Key questions addressed by each procedure

A. Proposal Review

A1 Proposal creation

“What kind of trail is being proposed and where?”

Submitted trail proposals are
reviewed to see if they comply with
federal, state, and local regulations
and are consistent with the JCOS
vision, mission, plans, goals, and
objectives.

A2 Quick scan of trail proposal

“Are there are any obvious ‘red flags’—aspects of the
proposed trail that will require special review?”

A3 Initial analysis

“What does an initial ("desktop") review suggest about the
appropriateness of the proposed trail?”

B. Project Planning

B1 Outline of custom planning
process

“Going forward, how should the trail review and
development process be structured specifically for the
characteristics of this proposal?”

A proposed trail’s value and
preliminary priority are estimated
and possible trail corridors are
identified, all of which are evaluated
in a business case.

B2 Opportunities/constraints and
trail corridors identification

“Where are the best alternative corridor routes for the
trail?”

B3 Business case

From a comprehensive—including financial—viewpoint,
does the trail project make sense?

C. Trail Design

C1 Detailed resource studies (if
required)

“What additional background information or actions are
required before specific trail design can go forward?”

A preferred trail alignment is
identified within one of the corridors.
The cost of its construction and the
timing of its implementation are
estimated.

C2 Trail alignment

“Where is the best, specific alignment for the trail?”

C3 Detailed budget and schedule

“What will the project cost and how much time will it take to
build the trail?"

C4 Construction preparation and
permit planning

“What preparations are needed for construction?”

D. Trail Construction

D1 Construction permitting and
contracting

“Are all required permits in place for construction?”

After all permits and other
requirements are met, the trail is
built.

D2 Construction

“How can the trail be built the most efficiently and
effectively?”

D3 Closeout and review

“What did we learn from the construction process?”

E. Stewardship

E1 Visitor experience management

“Is the trail providing a satisfactory recreational experience?”

The trail is carefully managed to
provide a good experience for
visitors.

E2 Trail maintenance management

“Is the trail being managed effectively, efficiently, and
adaptively?”
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A

PROPOSAL
REVIEW

Taken together, the five stages with their standards
form a broad, logical sequence. However, the unique
circumstances of each proposal may necessitate altering
the process, based on a project’s specific details and
setting. Also, if substantial time has elapsed between
steps—perhaps, two to three years—it is important to
revisit earlier steps to determine if there have been any
substantive changes in conditions.
The five stages are described in more detail on the
following pages.

TABLE 5: Key terms in the trails development standards and

procedures process.

Related to trails:
Trail proposal: Written submittal, from the public or a JCOS
staff member, to JCOS for a new or rerouted trail.
Trail corridor: The broad swath or band of land, through
which a trail alignment is or would be routed.
Trail alignment: The route or course of a trail’s tread.
Trail project: Once the alignment of a proposed trail is
determined, the evaluation shifts from being a proposal to
a project, and its priority is much more influenced by its
readiness to be built.
Related to the trails development process:
Stage: One of the five major phases of the trails
development process.
Standard: The goal for each stage to accomplish.
Procedures: The actions carried out to realize a standard.
Outcomes: The results of carrying out a procedure,
including the decisions reached and reports written.
Criteria: Clear statements of the aspects of trails that are
valued, including environment, experience, timeliness, and

TRAILS DEVELOPMENT HANDBOOK

STAGE A. PROPOSAL REVIEW

Standard: A trail proposal is submitted—either by
a member of the public or by JCOS staff—and it is
checked for completeness. Once the trail proposal is
complete, it is reviewed to see if it appears to comply
with federal, state, and local regulations and is
consistent with the JCOS vision, mission, plans, goals,
and objectives. If no initial objections are discovered,
the proposal advances for more detailed study in the
project planning stage (Stage B).
A1: Proposal creation: Proposals may come from the
public or a JCOS staff member. Staff are available to assist
with the completion and submittal of the document.
Outcomes: Completed proposal.
A2: Quick scan of trail proposal: The proposal is
quickly scanned to determine if there are any obvious
reasons the proposal should not go forward.
Outcomes: Completed agency information form and
quick scan checklist; yes/no decision, with rationale;
next-step plan (what, who, when).
A3: Initial analysis: Using the initial analysis form
for guidance, conduct a preliminary evaluation of the
proposal, relying primarily on readily available maps,
geographic information (GIS) models, and other existing
information, supplemented with cursory interviews and
site visits.
Outcomes: Yes/no decision to move proposal
forward, with rationale; start and completion dates for
Stage B: Project Planning.
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Procedures

Stages and Standards

FIGURE 7: Diagram of Jefferson County trails development
standards and procedures process. The five stages of the process
correspond to five standards, each of which is supported by more
detailed procedures.
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B

PROJECT
PLANNING

STAGE B. PROJECT PLANNING

Standard: The nature of the trails development
effort shifts from preliminary proposal review to
project planning, as a means of evaluating the
appropriateness of the potential trail, its value, and
preliminary priority. In earlier steps the focus was
on determining if there were any obvious reasons to
reject the proposal. Now the emphasis is on how and
if the project can be successfully planned.

B2: Opportunities/constraints and trail corridors
identification: Conduct a comprehensive analysis of the
proposed site and identify alternative trail corridors using
an analysis of opportunities and constraints.
Outcomes: Outline of team participants for this step;
mapped opportunities and constraints for individual
topics; mapped composite opportunities and constraints;
maps of alternative corridors, rank ordered; planning
summary; yes/no decision, with rationale; if yes: priority
ranking; next-step plan (who, what, when).

B1: Outline of custom planning process: Customize
B3: Business case: Develop a business case for the
the trails development process for the specific project,
project based on the alternative corridors developed
and tailor a plan for public engagement. Also, set a
in the previous step. The business case is concerned
preliminary schedule and personnel requirements for this
with the organizational capabilities and impact of
proposal/project. This customization of the standard trail
the proposed project. Its purpose is to document the
development process acknowledges that
justification for a trail project, including
It takes time to plan, design,
not all of the steps of the generalized
both financial and non-financial costs
approach are appropriate for every
and construct a trail well.
and benefits. It also includes other
project.
quantifiable and non-quantifiable
If JCOS were developing
Outcomes: Outline of
characteristics of the proposed project.
just one trail at a time, it
project-specific trail development
Outcomes: Signed business case;
might reasonably take a full
process (with personnel and other
yes/no
decision, with rationale; if yes:
year to complete each of the
resource requirements); public
initial ranking; next step plan (what, who,
engagement plan; approval of customized first four stages of the trails
when); recommendation to build the trail
development process.
process; next-step plan (who, what,
in-house or by outside contractor.
when).

TRAILS DEVELOPMENT HANDBOOK
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C
TRAIL
DESIGN

STAGE C. TRAIL DESIGN

Standard: In a continuing refinement and definition
of the trail project, one (or more) of the general trail
corridors is explored for a possible alignment. If an
alignment is successfully identified, the cost of its
construction and the timing of its implementation
are estimated.
Somewhat different steps are followed for C2-4 and
all of Stage D, depending on whether the project is to be
built in-house by JCOS or by an outside contractor.
C1: Detailed resource studies (if required): Conduct
any specialized ecological studies (such as baseline
reports), real estate ownership reviews, or other missing
background work needed before the overall evaluation
can continue.
Outcomes: Baseline or other reports; property
acquisition or easement (if required).
C2: Trail alignment: Find a specific alignment for a
trail within the top-ranked corridor (from B3), if possible.
If none can be found, examine the next highest ranked
corridor. If none of the corridors appear acceptable,
reconsider if a trail is appropriate in this area. Revise the
business case (B3) if a lower priority corridor is selected.
Much of the work in this step is done in the field—
with constant reference to earlier studies—site-specific
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field information enters into consideration, information
which may be too fine-grained to have been obvious
before.
Outcomes: Flagged and mapped trail alignment,
showing associated landmarks; trail alignment displayed
on composite opportunities/constraints map; revised
business case, if corridor changes made; construction
priority ranking; next step plan (what, who, when).
C3: Detailed budget and schedule: Develop a budget
for the preferred trail alignment and estimate the time
required for construction.
Outcomes: Project plan, including: budget, schedule,
and priority ranking; next step plan (what, who, when).
C4: Construction preparation and permit
planning: Prepare the documentation, including permit
applications, that will be required to build the trail. The
extensiveness of design drawings depends on—among
other things—whether the project will be built by JCOS
staff or by outside contractors. Incorporated into the
documentation should be all relevant earlier reports
that can serve as useful references for the construction
process.
Outcomes: Construction documents (more detailed
for work by outside contractors); permits; decision to
build the trail in-house or by an outside contractor; next
step plan (what, who, when).
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D

E

TRAIL
CONSTRUCTION

STAGE D. TRAIL CONSTRUCTION

Standard: Build the trail as planned and permitted.
Construction phase closeout follows.
D1: Construction permitting and contracting:
Obtain any permits still needed.
Outcomes: Permits and contracts.
D2: Construction: Build the trail. Some trails will be
built by JCOS staff, others by outside contractors.
Outcomes: Trail construction complete.
D3: Closeout and review: Successful project closeout
will be different depending if construction has been
completed by an outside contractor or by JCOS staff.
Resolve the punch list (tasks to yet to be completed) and
reconcile job costs.
Outcomes: As-built drawings (showing map
alignment as constructed and for any structures).

STEWARDSHIP

STAGE E. STEWARDSHIP

Standard: Use adaptive management techniques to
ensure the integrity of the investment in the trail
system and positive trail visitors’ experiences.
E1: Visitor experience management: Visitor
satisfaction is measured in many ways. Surveys can
be conducted to identify the level of satisfaction of a
visitor’s trail experience and the information can be used
to direct visitor management efforts. Observations of
visitor behaviors and traffic patterns can be monitored to
ensure trail experiences are consistent with expectations.
Outcomes: Trail visitors have a positive recreational
experience and impact on the natural resources is limited.
E2: Trail maintenance management: The physical
condition of the trail system is influenced by a
combination of factors, such as trail design, volume of
use, and storms and other environmental events. The
trail system is evaluated annually through application of
the JCOS Annual Trail Assessment process and through
maintenance management prescriptions that are
developed accordingly.
Outcomes: Work plans that result in sustainable trail
conditions.

FIGURE 8: Following this trails development process makes for a
much better fit between the built trail and its environment and also
makes a trail more enjoyable for visitors.
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Public Invitation to Propose Trails Projects
Jefferson County Open Space (JCOS) highly values public
participation in developing trails. Such involvement helps create a
trail—and open space—system that is responsive to the needs and
aspirations of JCOS visitors.

This Handbook provides Jefferson County residents
and visitors an overview of how trails projects are
developed in the county and the role they can play in
the process. Specifically, they can develop and submit
proposals for a trail project (see page 24), and then
stay informed throughout the process as the proposal is
evaluated.
Proposals may be submitted at any time during
the year. Shortly after review of a proposal has begun,
the proposal will be assigned an initial priority rating,
which will determine when subsequent evaluation
will take place or if the project will be declined at that
time. Proposals are carefully evaluated in a process that
may take years to complete. Potential trails that offer
the greatest value to Jefferson County residents (as
determined by the evaluation criteria) will be given the
highest priority.
Depending on the scope and type of trail proposed,
there may be opportunities for the public to provide
specific input. JCOS may consult with stakeholders,
such as agencies managing neighboring properties (e.g.,
Denver Mountain Parks, U.S. Forest Service, and cities
within Jefferson County), advocacy groups (e.g., Colorado
Mountain Bike Association, Jeffco Horse Council), and
owners of adjacent lands (e.g., home owners associations
TRAILS DEVELOPMENT HANDBOOK

and individual private landowners). For projects that
warrant greater involvement of the general public, there
may be public meetings, focus groups, surveys, and
site visits. For some trails projects, there may also be
opportunities to help build and steward the trail.
For more information about JCOS trails, watch
for twice-a-year Trails Talk Forums, Outdoor Insights
newsletters, Panorama newsletters, news releases,
postings to social media, the JCOS webpage (jeffco.us/
open-space), signs at park trailheads, information at the
Jeffco Open Space Advisory Committee meetings, and
other public meetings.

FIGURE 9. Depending on the scope of the trail project, there will be
varying opportunities for the public to provide specific input.
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A Note to Those Proposing Trails
For the current trails proposal form, please visit:
jeffco.us/open-space/parks/trails-development-handbook

Having access to recreation trails is a
fundamental part of life in Jefferson County and
for more than forty years, Jefferson County Open
Space (JCOS) has devoted considerable resources to
developing and maintaining trails for the residents
and visitors to Jefferson County. So, thank you for
considering submitting a trail proposal for review and
evaluation. Trail proposals may be submitted at any
time of the year.
There are three broad sections to the proposal:
Section 1. General Information.
• Give us information about you—the
individual or group submitting the proposal.
This information will be used for any
communication that may be required as
the proposal moves forward. Make sure to
specify the preferred method for contacting
you
• Give the location for the proposed trail using
a Google map or the County’s Jmap, with
the general locale or specific trail alignment
marked on the map. Other types of maps
(e.g., hand-drawn, scanned) are acceptable,
but tend not to work as well. JCOS staff can
aid with mapping, if you’d like help. (Contact
us at: jeffcotrailsdevelopment@jeffco.us)

Section 2. Project Origin.
• Tell us in detail where the idea for the trail
proposal originated. This information is
important so that JCOS staff can understand
as much as possible about the history and
background of the proposal.
Section 3. Project Scope.
Explain why and where the trail is being
proposed. Please be as specific as possible about.
• What kind of use the trail is intended for
• Where the trail will begin and end
• Any connections it would make to other
parks or trails (if applicable)
• The proposed surface type
• Partnership potentials and, if so, with whom
• Experience(s) the proposed trail will provide
to visitors
• The potential difficulty of the trail (easy,
moderate, difficult)
• Why the proposal is important to you
For additional information contact us at:
Jefferson County Open Space, either by email
(jeffcotrailsdevelopment@jeffco.us) or surface mail to
700 Jefferson County Parkway, Suite 100, Golden, CO
80401.
Trails proposals may be submitted each August and
September, with the exact dates announced in advance.
Proposals are reviewed by JCOS staff and priority trail
projects are announced the following spring. Budgets for
proposed projects are submitted the following year.
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Sources of Information
Copies of the current trails proposal form and other
supporting documents are available at: jeffco.us/openspace/parks/trails-development-handbook
In addition, the following sources may provide
helpful background on trail development.

International Mountain Bicycling Association – A nonprofit educational association whose mission is to
create, enhance, and preserve trail opportunities for
mountain bikers: imba.com
Jefferson County Open Space 2014-2019 Jeffco Open
Space Master Plan: jeffco.us/open-space/plans/
open-space-master-plan/
National Park Service Rivers, Trails, and Conservation
Assistance Publications: npgallery.nps.gov/RTCA
Principles for Advancing Outdoor Recreation and
Conservation?: shiftjh.org/the-principles-foradvancing-outdoor-recreation-and-conservation/

American Hiking Society – A non-profit organization
which promotes hiking and seeks to protect and
preserve footpaths and the natural areas that
surround them: americanhiking.org
American Trails – A nonprofit organization which
advocates for various trail interests, including
hiking, bicycling, mountain biking, horseback riding,
water trails, snowshoeing, cross-country skiing,
trail motorcycling, ATVs, snowmobiling, and fourwheeling: americantrails.org

RRC Associates, Inc. , 2011, Jefferson County Open
Space 2011 Citizen Survey: Overview of Findings:
jeffco.us/open-space/documents/open-spacemaster-plan-documents/os-master-plan-resourcedocuments/2011-jeffco-open-space-citizen-survey/
U.S Forest Service Trail Fundamentals: www.fs.fed.
us/recreation/programs/trail-management/trailfundamentals/

Bureau of Land Management & Shimano Mountain Bike
Trails Guidebook:
www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/wo/Planning_
and_Renewable_Resources/recreation_images/
national_programs/travel_management/
cttm_guidance___tech.Par.94384.File.dat/Mtn.
BikeGuidebook.pdf
Colorado Parks and Wildlife Recreational Trails Program:
cpw.state.co.us/aboutus/Pages/trails.aspx
Colorado Parks and Wildlife State Trails Program, 20162026 Statewide Trails Strategic Plan: cpw.state.
co.us/trails-strategic-plan
Colorado Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation
Plan (SCORP), cpw.state.co.us/aboutus/Pages/
SCORP.aspx
Colorado Trails and Wildlife Task Force , Colorado State
Parks, Hellmund Associates. 1998. Planning Trails
with Wildlife in Mind. americantrails.org/wild
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This Trails Development Handbook is your
guide to how recreation trails are proposed,
planned, designed, constructed, and cared
for in Jefferson County, Colorado. It is also
an invitation for you to become involved in
the trails development process.

What others have to say about this new Trails Development
Handbook:
"This handbook is a thoughtful, innovative, and responsible approach
to trail development in Jefferson County."
John Stokes, Director, Fort Collins Natural Areas Department

Jefferson County Open Space
700 Jefferson County Parkway, Suite 100
Golden, CO 80401

“Learning from our partners in natural lands management is
important to staying current and in touch with best practices in
helping people experience nature. This thoughtful trails handbook
from Jefferson County helps us all to do better.”
Tracy Winfree, Director, Boulder Open Space and Mountain
Parks

jeffco.us/open-space
jeffcotrailsdevelopment@jeffco.us

"Jefferson County has such a wealth of experience ... in developing
such an expansive system of trails. The emphasis on reaching out
to the public, while clearly evaluating potential trails, is a big
improvement over the way many agencies view their trail systems.
This handbook is a good example of the evolution of trail work over
the decades."
Stuart Macdonald, Editor, American Trails Magazine
Former Director, Colorado State Trails Program

