
                 MOUNTAINTOWN CREEK TRAIL ASSESSMENT 
Prepared for Georgia ForestWatch 
by David Govus and Joseph Govus 

May 2012 
 

This assessment was performed by Georgia ForestWatch (“ForestWatch”) with input 
from Ralph Artigliere, past president of the Blue Ridge Chapter of Trout Unlimited. 
Members of ForestWatch are regular users of the Mountaintown Creek Trail 
(“Mountaintown Trail”) for access to the area’s excellent wild trout fishing, hiking, 
hunting, botanizing, and bird watching. This assessment is informed by:  

• Field demonstrations offered as part of the USFS-CONF Collaborative Trails 
Initiative (“CoTrails”); 

• Surveys conducted by the U.S. Forest Service (“Forest Service”) in 2010;  
• Surveys by ForestWatch; and 
• International Mountain Bike Association (“IMBA”) trail construction standards. 

The intended purpose of this assessment is to examine some of the safety and user 
experience concerns regarding proposed changes in the use and routing of the 
Mountaintown and Pinhoti Trails.1  Specifically, this assessment addresses the expected 
effects of the increase in mountain biking over most of the Mountaintown Trail if these 
plans go forward. 

Trail Fundamentals 

The Forest Service’s Trails Management Handbook prescribes management of trails 
based on five “Trail Fundamentals”: Trail Type, Trail Class, Managed Use, Designed 
Use, and Design Parameters.2  These are used to identify, communicate, and implement 
Trail Management Objectives for each National Forest System Trail.  Specifically, the 
Trail Fundamentals are defined as follows:3 

• Trail Type:  “a category that reflects the predominant trail surface and general 
mode of travel accommodated by a trail.  There are three Trail Types for NFS 
trails:  Standard Terra Trail, Snow Trail, and Water Trail.” 

• Trail Class: “the prescribed scale of development for a trail, representing its 
intended design and management standards.  Trail Classes are general categories 
reflecting trail development scale, arranged along a continuum.  There are five 
Trail Classes, ranging from the least developed (Trail Class 1) to the most 
developed (Trail Class 5).” 

                                                   
1 The trail is currently a dead end because private owners deny access over their 
property at the bottom of the Mountaintown Trail. 
2 FSH 2309.18, Ch. 10, section 14 (Forest Service Trails Management Handbook). 
3 Forest Service Trails Management Handbook, Ch. 10. 
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• Managed Uses: “the modes of travel that are actively managed and appropriate 
on a trail, based on its design and management.” 

• Designed Use: “Designed Use is the Managed Use of a trail that requires the 
most demanding design, construction, and maintenance parameters and that, in 
conjunction with the applicable Trail Class, determines which Design Parameters 
apply to a trail.” There is only one Designed Use per trail or trail segment—
generally the use with the most limiting design, which may be adjusted 
somewhat to accommodate other managed uses. 

• Design Parameters: “technical guidelines for the survey, design, construction, 
maintenance, and assessment of a trail, based on its Designed Use and Trail 
Class.” 

The designed use for the Mountaintown Trail is hiker/pedestrian, and the Forest Service 
has not identified other managed uses (Table 1).4 

Trail Fundamental Mountaintown Trail 

Trail Type Standard Terra 

Trail Class 3—developed/improved 

Managed Uses -- 

Designed Use Hiker/pedestrian 

Design Parameters 24” tread width, 4’ clearing width, 10’ clearing 
height 

Table 1: Trail Fundamentals for Mountaintown Trail. 

The standard design parameters for a trail with the designed use “hiker pedestrian” and 
for a trail designated “bike” are shown in Table 2.  Class 3 pedestrian trails should have 
a grade between 3 and 12% with only short distances with pitches of 25% making up 
only a small percentage of the total trail length.  Design parameters for a class 3 bike 
trail call for a grade between 3 and 10% with short distances of pitches of 15%, again 
making up only a small percentage of the trail length.  Surface conditions for bike trails 
may include soft or unstable tread on grades of less than 5%, but only for a small portion 
of the trail.  The minimum turn radius for biking trails is 4 to 8 feet, but only 3 to 6 feet 
for pedestrian trails.  The maximum cross slope for bikes is 8% and 15% for pedestrian 
trails. 

Mountain Bike Trail Design 

As the popularity of mountain biking has increased, so has the push to develop 
recreational resources for mountain bikers on public lands.5  On some National Forests, 

                                                   
4 Attached Trail Management Objectives. 
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trails designed exclusively for mountain bikers, called “flow trails” have been 
constructed.6  These trails are designed with jumps and berms, and intended to create a 
downhill-riding experience akin to skiing or sledding.  The Forest Service often engages 
consultants with strong ties to the International Mountain Bicycling Association (IMBA) 
when developing trails for mountain bikes.7  IMBA has guidelines for the development 
of these single-use flow trails, which include: slopes of between 5% and 10%, with 
overall grades for long sections under 10% and maximum sustained trail grade of not 
more than 20%; Tread width of one to two meters; and a smooth surface (see Table 2).8  
Step-down jumps—where the takeoff is at a higher elevation than the landing—“are not 
an acceptable feature” per IMBA’s “Flow Country Trail” standards, because, unless 
correctly designed, they “result in users overshooting the landing and accelerating 
uncontrollably.”9  Trails with flow characteristics are biker-exclusive, designed to be 
attractive to bikers in part to draw them away from multi-use trails to prevent user 
conflict.10  More generally, IMBA recommends that downhill trails “should not be 
shared with other users unless those users know and accept that mountain bikers will be 
riding the trail at high speeds.  Downhill trails should be separate from trails designed 
for other users in order to avoid conflict.”11  IMBA defines a downhill trail as a single use 
trail with a vertical drop of at least 1,000 feet, and an “epic trail” as one with a drop of 
more than 2,000 feet. 

Riparian Corridor Management 

The Land and Resources Management Plan for the Chattahoochee-Oconee National 
Forest (“Forest Plan”) guides trail development in the Chattahoochee National Forest. 
In order to meet the management goal ensuring that trails do not adversely affect soil 
and water resources, “[n]ew trails other than hiking trails will be located outside of the 
riparian corridor, except at designated crossings or where the trail location requires 

                                                                                                                                                                    
5 Chavez, Deborah J. 1996. Mountain biking: issues and actions for USDA Forest Service 
managers. Res. Paper PSW-RP-226-Web. Albany, CA: Pacific Southwest Research 
Station, Forest Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture (“Chavez Report”). 
6 Jim Carleton, “For Mountain Bikers, New Ways to Go Downhill Fast,” Wall Street 
Journal (July 27, 2011). 
7 Telephone conversation between David Govus and Garrett Villanueva, an engineer for 
the Forest Service (May 24, 2012). The Chattahoochee National Forest has retained 
contractors with strong IMBA ties for the CoTrails process.  See footnote 15. 
8 See attached, excerpts from IMBA’s Flow Trails Guidance (available at: 
http://www.imba.com/model-trails/flow-country). 
9 Id. 
10 See footnotes 6 and 8. 
11 Attached, IMBA, “Fifteen Tips for Building Excellent Downhill Trails” (available at: 
http://www.imba.com/resources/freeriding/fifteen-tips-building-excellent-downhill-
trails). 
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some encroachment (e.g., to accommodate stream crossings in steep terrain, etc.).”12  
Approximately 2.9 miles of the Mountaintown Trail are in the riparian corridor and the 
Mountaintown Creek Trail system includes 22 existing stream crossings.13 

The Forest Service has partnered with Trout Unlimited to install and maintain 
numerous structures in the lower part of Mountaintown Creek Trail.14  This has created 
an expectation of access on the part of anglers.   

CoTrails 

The Forest Service has engaged contractors Applied Trails Research (Jeremy Wimpey), 
Trail Dynamics (Woody Keen), and Lay-Linn Enterprises, LLC (Scott Linnenburger) to 
assess 200 miles of trails, including the Mountaintown Trail, and to educate trail 
volunteers on assessment techniques as part of the CoTrails process.15  These 
contractors emphasize that in trail assessment the type of use expected is a critical 
consideration.  Linenburger, at a CoTrails demonstration at Green Mountain, stressed 
the important issue of the impact on user experience when a hiker encounters a fast 
moving bike on a narrow steep trail.  At one of the events, Mr. Keen asked two 
participants to run towards each other around a corner to demonstrate how grade, 
speed, and sight distance impact safety and user experience--an adequate sight distance 
for an encounter at low speed is totally inadequate for bikes travelling at 20-30 mph.  To 
keep traffic to appropriate speeds, Keen stressed that grades should not exceed 10% on 

                                                   
12 Land and Resources Management Plan for the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest 
(January, 2004), p. 2-34, Forest Wide Standard 1-134. 
13 Mountaintown Creek Trail Access Environmental Assessment, p. 20 (July 2010) 
(“EA”). 
14 EA, p. 6. 
15 Applied Trails Research: Dr. Jeremy Wimpey is the owner of Applied Trails.  He 
describes himself as a hiker and a mountain biker. The first interest listed for Trail 
Dynamics staff is mountain biking.   
Trail Dynamics:  The president of Trail Dynamics, Woody Keen, was the southeast sales 
representative for Kona Mountain Bikes for 7 years (until 2003).  He was on the board 
of directors for the International Mountain Bicycling Association (IMBA) from 2004 
until 2009, and the president of High Country Mountain Bike Association from 1993 
until 1997.  He contributed to an IMBA publication called “IMBA's Guide to Building 
Sweet Singletrack” in 2005, and another called “Managing Mountain Biking” in 2007. 
Kay-Linn enterprises, LLC:  The owner of Kay-Linn, Scott Linnenburger, was the 
“director of multiple trail programs for the International Mountain Biking Association” 
when he was the director of field programs for IMBA from 2006 until 2008.  He worked 
for IMBA from 2002 until 2008.  He is currently the Mountain Bike Liaison for the 
National Trails Training Partnership. 
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multiple use trails.  He also described a strategy to slow bikes in which roads are 
converted to meandering single track trail.16  

                                                   
16 Statements of Woody Keene at CoTrails demonstration at Bear Creek in April 2012. 
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 Grade 
Target 

(Maximum) 

Maximum 
Pitch 

Density 
Tread Width Surface 

Cross Slope 
Target 

(Maximum) 
Turn Radius 

Class 3  

Pedestrian 
Trails 

3% to 12% 
(25%) 

10-20% of 
trail 

18-36” (sgl lane); 
36-48” (dbl lane) 

Native, with some onsite 
borrowed or imported material 
where needed for stabilization 
and occasional grading  

Intermittently rough   

5% to 10% (15%) 3’-6’ 

Class 3  

Bike Trail 

3% to 10% 
(15%) 

10-20% of 
trail 

18-36” (sgl lane); 
36-60” (dbl lane) 

Native, with some onsite 
borrowed or imported material 
where needed for stabilization 
and occasional grading  

Intermittently rough  

Sections of soft or unstable 
tread on grades < 5% may be 
present, but not common 

3% to 8% (8%) 4’-8’ 

IMBA 
Mountain Bike 
Flow Trail 

5% to 10% 
(20% 
sustained) 

 1- 3 meters Generally smooth and 
consistent, constructed of soil 
and rock 

20% to 60% Avoid tight 
turns 

Table 2: Forest Service Trails Design Parameters (FSH 2309.18, Sections 23.11 and 23.13) and IMBA Flow Trail Standards



Field Surveys 

David Govus and Joseph Govus performed a field assessment for ForestWatch on April 
14, 2012. Leaves were on.  A standard Bushnell laser range finder was used to determine 
slope percentage and sight distance. Geospatial location was determined using a Garmin 
e-trex GPS unit.  Points that were steep and had limited sight distance were consciously 
sought out as these are considered to have the greatest potential for the dangerous or 
startling user encounters that are the focus of this assessment. 

ForestWatch’s assessment was informed by surveys performed by the Forest Service in 
the fall of 2010.17  One of the Forest Service’s surveys, dated October 2010, measured 
distance and grade from the top of the Mountaintown Trail to the Pinhoti Trail 
intersection.  Another Forest Service survey, dated December 22, 2010, measures 
distance and grade over the same area and includes sight distance and tread width. To 
the extent sight distances were taken with leaves off, all measurements would be 
expected to be lower in seasons when leaves are on.  It is not known what equipment or 
methods were used by the Forest Service to complete its surveys.  It is unclear whether 
the Forest Service considered other design parameters. 

 Minimum 
Sight 
Distance, feet 

(Slope at this 
location) 

Average Sight 
Distance, feet 

Average Grade Maximum Grade 

(Sight distance at 
this location, 
feet) 

Section 1: Dozer 66 

(13%) 

134 10 20% 

(244) 

Section 2: 
Dozer-Gorge  

42 

(10%) 

136 6 19% 

(141) 

Section 3: Rock 
Gorge 

53  

(22%) 

115 21 26% 

(134) 

Section 4: Below 
Gorge 

18 

(30%) 

111 6 30% 

(18) 

Table 3: Forest Service Survey Results 

Section One, “Dozer Line” 

The Forest Service survey labels the first 2,549 feet of the Mountaintown Trail starting 
at Route 64 the ‘Dozer’ Line.  This section is a logging road built by the Forest Service to 
facilitate a timber sale in the 1980s.  It is steep, very well constructed, smooth, largely 
unobstructed, and contains a dozen or more broad based water dips which bikers seek 

                                                   
17 See attached.  These surveys were completed in the fall and winter of 2010, after the 
July 2010 Forest Service release of the Draft Environmental Assessment on the 
Mountaintown Trail Access Project. 
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out for use as launches or jumps.18  Designed to redirect water that would otherwise flow 
down the trail in steep sections, the “landings” below the water dips are lower than the 
“takeoffs.”  These water dips also create a view obstruction for pedestrians coming up 
the trail (Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1: 34.869609 -84.541461.  Pedestrians coming up Mountaintown Trail have a 
limited sight below the crest of water dips in the Dozer Line section of the trail. A hiker 
would have less than 2 seconds to react to a bicycle moving at 20 mph over this crest. 

The FS survey reports a number of steep sections of trail with limited sight distance 
(Table 4), including a sight distance of 105 feet at the trailhead, with a slope of 15%, and 
a sight distance of 66 feet coupled with a slope of 13% at 658 feet from the trailhead.  
The GFW survey resulted in similar measurements in this section of the trail. Many of 
the steep slope and limited sight distance combinations occur at water bars.  For 
instance, Point G (34.870012-84.54099) is at the crest of a water bar and has a sight 
distance of 64’ and a slope percentage of 14%. Point K (34.866748-84.540667), also at 
the top of a very high water bar, has a sight distance of 60’ and a slope percentage of 
16%. 

                                                   
18 See, for example, the attached blog post by biker Jim Hodgson (“We start down and it 
really is pretty awesome. It’s wide and fast, and it has ridges made to keep the road 
from washing out every few yards. The ridges serve as pretty good jumps. I like jumps. 
I’m in the air a lot.”). 
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 Sight Distance (feet) Slope 

Trailhead (FS) 66  15% 

658 feet (FS) 66 13% 

1063 feet (FS) 244 20% 

ForestWatch Point G 
(34.870012-84.54099) 

64 14% 

ForestWatch Point K 
(34.866748-84.540667) 

60 16% 

Table 4: Section One sight distances and slopes at water bars  

Mountain bikers value this section of the trail precisely for its smooth surface and 
jumps:  

“ The first half of the trail is probably my favorite ride on the east coast. 
Its a lot of steep, technical descents with mad rocks and some fun 
whoopdeedos. creek crossings are frequent and deep.”19 

 “.. after a short eternity, i got to the mountain town trail head. I dropped 
the seat all the way down, softened up the rear shock for a plush ride, 
finished my granola bar, and set out down the singletrack. The 
waterbars provided some decent air with little effort but I was alone, so i 
didnt want to go too big. the waterbars ended right about the same time 
that i was starting to think that they would populate the entire descent.”20 

“. . . It is wide and fast, and it has ridges made to keep the road from 
washing out every few yards.  The ridges serve as pretty good jumps. . . I 
am in the air a lot.”21 

Section 2 “Dozer-Gorge” 

Section 2 is 7,438 feet long, with an average pitch of 6% reported by the Forest Service. 
This section is characterized by narrow trail and rhododendron thickets.  The FS survey 
measures trail width in this section at many points as only 4 feet.  Rhododendron 
tunnels limit sight distance and make it difficult for pedestrians to step out of the trail to 
dodge bikes. At point Q (34.85537-84.53789) in the GFW survey a rhododendron tunnel 
with a sight distance of 45 feet (Figure 2).  Once it enters this second section, 

                                                   
19 Attached Mountaintown Creek Trail Reviews. 
20 Id. 
21 See supra, note 18. 
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Mountaintown Trail is mostly in the riparian corridor and the Forest Service surveys of 
2010 identify 13 creek crossings from this section to the convergence with the Pinhoti 
Trail.  

  
Figure 2: Trail tunneled by rhododendron 
thicket at ForestWatch point Q (34.85537-
84.53789) with a sight distance of 45 feet. 

Figure 3: Trail tunneled by rhododendron 
thicket in Dozer-Gorge. 
 

  
Figure 4: Rocky tread in the Dozer-Gorge 
Section. 

Figure 5: Just above the Rock Gorge Section, 
adjacent to the highest waterfall.  This 
location has a 100 foot sight distance, a 14% 
slope, and very rocky tread. 34.85339  84. 
54086. 

Section 3 “Rock Gorge” 

The third section of trail, referred to as Rock Gorge, is 965 feet long and has an average 
grade of 22% and an average sight distance of 115 feet.  This section was created by 
Gennett Lumber Company, which blasted it into a cliff.  As a result, there is no gutter or 
shoulder--one side is a sheer wall and the other drops off into the gorge.  Cross slope 
measures are up to 50%.  This steep section of the trail is also characterized by loose 
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rock and a very narrow tread (average 4 feet reported by the Forest Service). Figure 6 
illustrates the limited sight distance and steep pitch that characterize Rock Gorge. 

 

Figure 6: Steep cross slope in the Rock Gorge Section.  Photo taken at  34.846633 -
84.549662 

 

 Sight Distance (feet) Slope 

10279 (Station 76) (FS) 88 23% 

10367 (Station 77) (FS) 70 24% 

10437 (Station 78) (FS) 134 26% 

10759 (Station 80) (FS)  53 22% 

Table 5: Section 3 sight distances and slopes  

Section 4 “Below Gorge” 

The remaining section of the trail to the junction where the Pinhoti Trail departs from 
Mountaintown Trail is flatter with many deep fords. Figure 7 shows one of these fords 
and the old Gennett bridge abutment.  The tread on this section is soft and lined with 
bike tracks even under present use (See Figure 8).  Although this section is generally 
flatter, it does contain a few steep segments with limited sight distance, including at 
Forest Service Station 139 (17559 feet) where sight distance is just 18 feet on a slope of 
30%. 
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Figure 7: Section 4 ford of Mountaintown 
Creek at the old Gennett bridge abutment 

Figure 8: Bike treads in riparian area Below 
Gorge Section. 34.84658  84.55051 

Analysis and Conclusion 

Mountaintown Trail’s Designed Use is hiking.  No other managed uses have been 
formally identified, although the Forest Service treats biking as a managed use.  The 
trail is inappropriate for bike use because it is characterized by slopes that regularly 
exceed the 15% grade maximum for bicycles and very often exceed 10%--the maximum 
slope recommended by IMBA for single-use flow trails and in the CoTrails process for 
multiple use trails.  Mountaintown Trail is a downhill trail, as defined by IMBA, 
dropping nearly 1200 feet from its origin to the intersection with the Pinhoti Trail.  
IMBA recommends that downhill trails not be shared with other users.  Further 
compounding the problems with the Mountaintown Trail are the many water bars in the 
steep, upper sections where the trail is a broad, well-maintained logging road.  This 
surface and the width of the trail allow bikers to confidently reach high speeds.  The 
water bars provide jumps for bikers, but also obstruct bikers’ view of hikers below and 
hikers’ view of oncoming bikers.  With landings below takeoffs, these water bar jumps 
are effectively step-down jumps, which are disfavored by IMBA for flow trails because, 
unless properly designed, they result in uncontrolled acceleration.  In the lower sections, 
the trail is steep and narrow with a steep cross section in some parts and rhododendron 
in others, both of which make it difficult for hikers to step off the trail to avoid oncoming 
bikers.   

The Forest Service’s file on Mountaintown Trail reveals a focus on collisions between 
bikes and pedestrians.22  This is an important concern--even as long ago as 1996 fifty-
nine percent of National Forest managers reported that they had observed or received 
                                                   
22 Information obtained pursuant to Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requests by 
Georgia Forest Watch and Trout Unlimited. Personal Communication of David Govus 
and Michele Jones, January 12, 2011. 
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reports of safety problems related to mountain bike riding—but it is not the whole 
story.23  A very important issue in trail designation and design is the perception that a 
hiker reaches after encountering fast-moving bikes on a narrow, steep trail with limited 
sight distance such as Mountaintown Trail.  Even when no collision results this 
perception of danger severely diminishes a pedestrian’s experience.  As Jim Absher, a 
social scientist with the Forest Service said, “Bikes are silent and fast. If you’ve ever 
experienced someone roaring around a corner at 30 mph, it’s terrifying. That feeling is 
the opposite of what hikers want from a forest trail.”24  At 20 mph a bike covers nearly 
30 feet per second.  On Mountaintown Trail this translates into only 1 to 5 seconds of 
reaction time for hikers and bikers encountering each other on many sections of steep 
trail with an uneven surface and steep sides with little room to maneuver.  IMBA 
recommends that downhill trails “should not be shared with other users unless those 
users know and accept that mountain bikers will be riding the trail at high speeds.  
Downhill trails should be separated from trails designed for other users in order to avoid 
conflict.” 

 The surface of the Mountaintown Trail is unstable, particularly in the Dozer-Rock 
Gorge and Rock Gorge Section, making stopping more difficult for bikes and increasing 
the erosive potential of fast stops.  In the Below Gorge section the tread becomes soft, 
leaving rutted out bike tracks.  The unstable sections exceed what is allowed by the 
Forest Service’s design parameters, which permit sections of soft or unstable tread on 
grades less 5%, and only if uncommon.  It is also inconsistent with IMBA’s guidelines 
that trail tread be generally smooth and consistent. 

Mountaintown Creek is a first class trout stream that offers quality fishing for a 
naturally reproducing Brown and Rainbow trout.  The Forest Service has partnered with 
Trout Unlimited to improve fish habitat in the creek, encouraging foot access by anglers 
and other visitors.   

The Forest Plan protects riparian corridors, placing resource management above other 
objectives.  The Mountaintown Trail is located for more than half its length within the 
riparian corridor.   

Based on what we have learned in the CoTrails process concerning the relationship 
between sight distance, grade, and speed; the Forest Service’s own design parameters 
for bike trails and riparian corridor management; and IMBA’s trail guidelines; 
ForestWatch concludes that the Mountaintown Trail is unsuitable for bikes and 
dangerous for multiple use designation.  

                                                   
23 Chavez Report, p. 8. 
24 Charles Duhigg, “Trail Traffic: Conflicts among hikers, bikers and horse riders cause 
dust-ups on the ground” Los Angeles Times (March 22, 2005) (available at: 
http://articles.latimes.com/2005/mar/22/news/os-bikers22). 
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