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INTRODUCTION 
 

The Emmitsburg Area Trails Task Force was formed in 2006 to analyze the feasibility of 
developing trails on land owned by the Town of Emmitsburg.  More specifically, the land to be 
considered is located west of Town, and includes predominantly the tracts of land on and 
leading up to College Mountain that are owned by the Town. 
 As outlined by Mayor Hoover in his charge to the Task Force (appended to this report, 
together with a listing of Task Force members), the issues to be addressed included locations of 
the trails, environmental protection, trail construction and maintenance, safety issues and 
overall trail management, and concepts for connecting Town trails with trails on land owned by 
Mount St. Mary’s University. 
 As part of its deliberations, the Task Force undertook to better understand the 
economic and community benefits that trail development might present, realizing that the 
question of feasibility begs the question of value and benefit.  Therefore, this report also speaks 
to the potential value that trails might offer to the Town. 
 
 
I. INITIAL SCOPE OF WORK AND A WORKING CONCEPT 
 
At its initial meeting in July 2006, the Task Force reviewed the charge and held a wide-ranging 
discussion on the subject of trail development.  The group made several assumptions, which it 
tested through the course of its examination. 
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 The first assumption made was that the best scenario for a trail would be one that is 
located on land owned by the Town and the University, thereby physically connecting the two 
communities.  The sense was that limiting trails to Town land only would be less viable and less 
attractive to users.  Accordingly, the Task Force did not consider trail development within the 
corporate limits of the Town, except insofar as the mountain trails would connect into the 
Town. 
 The second assumption, then, was that the trailhead should be located within the Town, 
as the Town and its businesses might benefit from visitors who would come to enjoy the trails.  
The best location for the trailhead, it was agreed, should be in the Town’s Community Park, 
given its proximity to the probable points of access. 
 This working concept derived in part from the initiating request to the Town to consider 
trail development for mountain-biking activities.  Mountain-biking represents a growing trend 
among recreational activity options, one that often brings economic benefits in its train. 
 The Task Force identified mountain-biking as a featured use as it considered trail 
development issues, but agreed as well that hiking is an equally desirable activity and use.  The 
concept, then, is a multi- or shared-use trail.  Equestrian use was considered as a possible 
additional use, while motorized vehicles were assumed to be prohibited as a use, given possible 
issues of liability and the friction it would create with other users. 
 
 
II. TRAIL USER SAFETY 

 
A fundamental concern associated with trails centers on the safety of users and the potential 
liability to which both the Town and University could be exposed.  Mr. Rick Sharer, from 
Ambulance Company No. 26 and a member of the Task Force, outlined concerns which the 
Ambulance Company would have with trails in its service area.  Points made by Mr. Sharer 
include the following: 
 

 Size of trails.  The trail corridors should be a minimum of 60 inches, wherever 
possible, in order to accommodate off-road rescue vehicles.  Further, there 
should be emergency access points from wider roadways (for instance, existing 
and passable logging and fire trails) at points along the trail to accommodate the 
normal emergency transport vehicles. 

 Pull-off and turnaround points.  Trail design needs to provide areas in which 
rescue vehicles can turn around.  Trail intersection points might meet this need. 

 Trail maps and markers.  Accurate maps of the trails, and effective marking of 
the trails will improve rescue response times. 

 Communications.  Possible dead spots where radios will not transmit or receive 
should be identified. 

 
Mr. Sharer also suggested that trail “rangers” who track users, misuses, and possible vandalism 
along the trail area should be a component of any trail management plan. 
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 The Task Force notes that most of the suggestions are design in nature, and could be 
addressed at relatively modest expenditures.  The group agreed that these emergency features 
and considerations should be incorporated into and at the trail design stage. 
 
 
III. LIABILITY CONCERNS 

 
The Task Force heard from Mr. David Scull, an attorney and former member of the Maryland 
House of Delegates.  He is also an avid mountain-biker, and when serving in the House was 
instrumental in securing legislation to protect municipalities and private landowners from 
potential liability resulting from the public’s use of their land and resources for recreational 
purposes.  Called “recreational immunity” laws, they have been tested in court and upheld.  
Mr. Scull provided citations and excerpts from the Maryland Code that detail these legal 
protections, and these are appended to this report. 
 In addition to the legal bulwarks cited, the Task Force agrees that a thorough and 
effective system of signs should be planned for any trail system that may be developed, and 
that such signage will both enhance trail use and serve to further protect the Town and 
University from possible legal actions. 
 
 
 
IV. TRAIL DESIGN, DEVELOPMENT, AND SUSTAINABILITY 

 
In order to better understand the intricacies of designing and building sustainable trails, Mr. 
Austin Steo, a member of the Task Force with experience in trail design, presented an overview 
of the process to the group.  While acknowledging that the land in question needs to be 
surveyed in order to identify areas to be avoided as well as areas that would permit trail 
development, the Task Force considered it crucial to better understand all of the issues 
associated with trail design, development and use. 
 A key resource for developing trails, noted Mr. Steo, is the International Mountain 
Biking Association (IMBA), of which he is a member.  IMBA has extensive experience designing 
and building mountain biking trails.  Mountain biking trails can also be used for hiking and other 
uses.  Techniques for preventing erosion along trails have been perfected, as trail design has 
achieved higher standards as the sport has matured. 
 The Task Force was impressed by the depth and comprehensiveness of IMBA’s approach 
to effective development of sustainable trails.  From the economic value that trails can bring to 
a region, instruction in how to cultivate community support and build partnerships, and 
extensive guidance in trail design, construction and maintenance, IMBA has clearly “been there 
and done that.”  Without repeating specifics in this report, it is sufficient to note that IMBA 
would serve as a tremendous resource to a local effort to develop trails. 
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V. THE TOWN’S MOUNTAIN LANDS 
 

The major portion of land owned by the Town in the mountain area, exclusive of the reservoir 
and its immediate environs, was purchased from the Ski College Mountain enterprise, with gap 
funding provided by The Conservation Fund.  In the process, conservation easements were 
attached to those tracts.  These conservation easements are jointly held by the Land Trust and 
the Maryland Environmental Trust.  The purchased tracts were originally secured and combined 
to form the Ski College Mountain enterprise in the 1980s. 

It became clear early in the deliberations that the Town could not fully account for the 
full extent of the properties it had acquired.  In particular, the deeds for the properties do not 
always have boundary lines that meet or square up.  And the Town did not fully understand the 
environmental character of the properties. 

Since these lands could form the building block for a trail system, it was necessary to 
assess the features of the properties – the flora and fauna, sensitive areas, and so on – in order 
to determine whether trails are feasible.  Ideally, the Town will develop a resource 
management plan for these properties.  In this regard, the Task Force contacted the Maryland 
Department of Natural Resources (DNR), and learned that DNR does not develop management 
plans for private landowners, offering technical assistance instead, although its first priority is 
State-owned land. 
 
 
VI. ASSESSING THE TOWN’S LAND RESOURCES 

 
The Task Force realized that it could not complete its assessment of feasibility without having a 
fuller understanding of the environmental composition of these tracts. 

There was an early window of opportunity available to apply for grants from the State of 
Maryland for design and construction of trails.  The Catoctin Land Trust, which was represented 
on the Task Force, made application and secured a grant.  Mr. George Newman, representing 
the Trust, suggested that the Trust might be willing to fund a resource assessment of the 
mountain tracts.  A resource assessment, though falling short of a resource management plan, 
would nevertheless form the basis for a resource management plan that should be developed 
in the future by the Town. 

Since the working concept was that a trail would be established on land owned by the 
Town and the University, the Task Force expanded the scope of the proposed assessment to 
include the mountain portion of University land.  The University, it should be noted, has 
maintained forest stewardship plans for its forested landholdings since 1954, and some of the 
information to be derived from the resource assessment had already been identified in the 
University’s plan. 

At the initiative of Mr. Newman, the Task Force met with Mr. Bryan Seipp of The 
Potomac Conservancy to discuss the scope of work it was considering, and requested a 
proposal.  Upon receipt of a proposal, further discussion, and the concurrence by the Board of 
the Catoctin Land Trust to fund the resource assessment, the Task Force engaged The Potomac 
Conservancy to undertake the work at a cost of $11,000.  The anticipated completion of the 
work and the report was expected to be the fall of 2007. 
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VII. COLLEGE MOUNTAIN RESOURCES ASSESSMENT 
 

From April 2007 until January 2008, Mr. Seipp and assistants walked, photographed, mapped 
and made records of the mountain lands owned by the Town and the University.  Copies of his 
report, “College Mountain Resources Assessment”, are included with this report. 
 The report concludes that trails are feasible and can be developed over much of the 
land, but notes some of the challenges to be addressed.  These challenges include: 
 

 The north side of the mountain has steep slopes, coupled with boulders and rock 
outcroppings, that will make trail establishment on the north side difficult.  
These steep slopes are on Town-owned tracts. 

 Extensive ATV use is damaging the environment in several areas, threatening the 
sustainability of the forest as well as existing trails, and new trails that the ATV 
users are creating. 

 Overall, the existing trail system is in poor condition and requires immediate 
attention. 

 Gypsy moth damage and subsequent tree mortality could make a trail system 
less enjoyable and more difficult to maintain. 

 Invasive plants, such as mile-a-minute, Japanese stilt grass, and tree-of-heaven, 
present a problem in open areas and along existing trails, and will threaten 
forest and trail sustainability unless treated. 

 A high deer population is also having a major impact on the forest environment. 
 Litter is apparent in several areas and will need to be controlled. 
 Several locations, especially along the ridge, offer wonderful views of 

Emmitsburg and the land to the north, and will require wise management and 
development to create and enhance these recreational resources and view 
sheds. 

 
While citing the different threats confronting the health of the forests and mountain 

land, Mr. Seipp offered several recommendations: 
 

1. Spray for gypsy moths (NOTE: both the Town and University did in 2008) 
2. Control invasive species (especially mile-a-minute) 
3. Close existing ATV trails that lead to and from private property 
4. Close and rehab problem trails 
5. Continue to encourage responsible hunting 
6. Post signs 
7. Organize a kick-off clean-up day 
8. Prioritize the north mountain approach 
9. Consider a stacked trail system on the summit and University side 

 
As noted previously, the resource assessment conducted by Mr. Seipp can form the 

foundation for a resource management plan that will help ensure the sustainability of the 
Town’s mountain properties.  The Task Force is very grateful and appreciative of the work 
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completed by Mr. Seipp and the Potomac Conservancy, and greatly appreciates the financial 
support provided by the Catoctin Land Trust.  The “College Mountain Resources Assessment” 
report is, and should become, a valuable resource to the Town leadership and citizens. 
 
 
VIII. MOUNT LANDS, CONCERNS, RESOURCES 

 
Mount St. Mary’s University owns approximately 1,400 acres, with close to 500 acres on College 
Mountain, above the Grotto and for the most part contiguous with the mountain properties 
owned by the Town.  There are already numerous existing trails on this land, the most 
prominent of which are two trails that lead to Indian Lookout, which is located on Town land.   
These trails originate just behind the main campus, with one trail beginning just above and 
beyond Mount St. Mary’s Cemetery, and the other beginning just behind the St. Francis statue 
located in the Grotto.  This second trail can also be accessed just beyond the University’s water 
tank and cell tower, north of the Grotto. 
 Two main issues for the University arose during the course of the Task Force 
deliberations.  The first concern is that the quiet and secluded zone around the Grotto must be 
maintained, which could limit trail activities other than walking and hiking.  The idea that the 
University land could accommodate both mountain biking and hiking/walking trails was offered 
as one way to resolve issues of protecting the zone around the Grotto.  The second concern is 
that the University would not want to serve as a trailhead site, by which the general public 
would access the trail system. 
 In addition to its large mountain landholdings and existing trails, the University could 
also bring numerous resources to any effort to develop trails.  The Mount community has heard 
about the potential to develop trails, and is quite enthusiastic at the prospect.  A strong 
volunteer core to assist in a variety of roles seems highly viable, among faculty, staff and 
students.  A well-designed trail network would also afford educational and recreational 
opportunities for students and the Mount population generally.  In particular, the University’s 
growing recreational department could conceivably serve an administrative or managerial role 
for overall trail management and maintenance. 
 
 
IX. TRAIL LOCATIONS 

 
One of the most challenging issues addressed by the Task Force concerns the connection 
between the mountain trails as conceived and the proposed trailhead in Community Park.  The 
connection must run through or along Scott Road Farm, it would appear, if the trailhead is to 
be located in Community Park. 

This farm, owned by the Town and fronting on both Scott Road and Annandale Road, is 
also under a conservation easement.  Mr. Seipp included an analysis of this farm in his Resource 
Assessment.  Scott Road Farm has several environmentally sensitive features, including wet 
soils adjacent to Tom’s Creek.  Since the Task Force began its work, the Town is considering 
plans to reestablish wetlands on the farm, and to grow warm season grasses in certain areas. 
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Trails throughout the farm could conceivably provide excellent viewing opportunities for 
wildlife as well as gentle slopes for recreational and casual mountain biking.  However, it is the 
recommendation of the forester who conducted the assessment and the intent of the Town to 
limit trail intrusion throughout the farm.  As Mr. Seipp states, “any trail building project should 
take into account all future conservation projects such as wetlands, warm season grass 
meadows and tree planting areas.  It is therefore recommended that a Farm Conservation Plan 
be prepared prior to or in conjunction with trail design or construction.”  One alternative 
suggestion made was to use the existing bridge over Toms Creek on Annandale Road and then 
have a trail located within 50’ of Annandale along the northern edge of the Farm. 

Trail development in this area is further complicated by the necessity to also cross 
portions of the Fraley Farm that border Community Park and Toms Creek.  This option is 
contingent on annexation of the Fraley Farm into the Town or by securing an easement for the 
trail.  It is the sense of the Task Force, however, that these challenges can be overcome and 
addressed with a creative and flexible approach. 
 
 
X. COST ESTIMATES 

 
A feasibility analysis for developing trails must also include an understanding of the different 
components of designing, constructing and maintaining trails, and an estimate of the associated 
costs.  There are also variables that will factor into the costs, such as the length of the overall 
trail system or network, the surfaces over which the trails will be established, and the extent to 
which volunteer resources can be retained to support the effort. 
 The estimated costs below represent recent data provided by professional contractors 
within the past five years.  In addition to these activities and their estimated costs, we have also 
identified other cost components but did not include costs estimates for these. 
 
 Activity/Project    Cost 
 

 Trail design     $2,000 to $3,000 per mile 
 

 Construction (mechanized)   $1/ft., $5,000/mi. (easy conditions) 
$2.50/ft., $13,000/mi. (typical conditions) 
$5/ft., $26,000/mi. (hard conditions) 

 
 Switchback construction   $300 to $1,000 per switchback 

 
 Wooden bridge    $20 to $25 per square foot of decking 

 
 Trailhead facilities    Restrooms:  $15,000 to $20,000 apiece 

Gravel parking lot:  $15,000 to $25,000 
 

 Trailhead kiosk    $5,000 to $10,000 
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Other Activities/Cost Elements 
 
 Material 
 Project management 
 Trail, road signage 
 Hand construction, corridor clearing 
 Equipment (purchase, rental) 
 Trail specialists 
 Marketing, printing, road signage 
 Trail maintenance, patrol 

 
If we assume that the Town would permit, and its properties could accommodate, six 

(6)) miles of trails, using construction costs that represent medium difficulty to construct, and 
using the higher end figures for the other activities (but no switchbacks or bridges), an estimate 
of costs to construct six miles of trails would be $ 171,000.  Add in 30% for other activities 
required, and the total estimate to construct six miles of trails is $222,000. 

If we add on costs for trails that would also cross land owned by the University, and if 
we estimate the total combined trail length to be 12 miles, the total estimate becomes 
$347,000 (this estimate does not include more restrooms, kiosks, or a parking lot).  To 
summarize: 
 

Estimated Costs – Trails on Town Land    $ 225,000   
Total Estimated Costs  - Trails on Town & University Land  $ 350,000 

 
It should be noted that the use of volunteers can substantially reduce the costs associated with 
trail development, in some cases up to 50% of costs.  In the present situation, however, given 
the rocky soils and steep slopes, it would be prudent to expect a smaller contribution from 
volunteer resources and a higher per mile cost for trail construction. 
 There are a variety of potential sources for funds to construct trails.  The most notable 
is the federal Recreational Trails Program (RTP), which has provided grants for over 5,000 trail 
projects in all 50 states.  These grants are available through the Maryland State Highway 
Administration.  The State also offers Transportation Enhancement Program grants for non-
traditional transportation-related projects. 
 In view of the tourist value that well-designed trails may present, local and State 
tourism programs present possible opportunities to fund aspects of a trails project.  Possible 
funding programs would include the State’s Scenic Byways program (US 15 is so designated), 
and the TRIPP (Tourism Reinvestment in Promotion & Product) program offered by the 
Frederick County Tourism Office, for assistance in marketing and product development. 
 Local recreational department budgets might also provide some funding.  In addition, 
the University may able to secure some funds through its alumni base.  More importantly, the 
University can probably assemble a strong core of student volunteers to assist in a trail 
program, with the assistance of oversight and support from the University’s administration. 
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XI. TRAILS AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT BENEFITS 
 

How will new trails benefit our community?  This is the question that will be, and must be 
asked. 
 The answer is that trails can benefit communities in a variety of ways.  At a minimum, 
trails can enhance the quality of life for local residents, in much the same way that parks and 
green space do: they invite and permit outdoor activities.  And, as realtors understand, having 
such amenities in your neighborhood will often improve and sustain home values.  Mount St. 
Mary’s recognizes that a system of accessible trails adjacent to the campus will enrich the 
experience of residential students, in part because the existing trails already do.  The same 
argument applies to the Town of Emmitsburg. 
 Beyond the immediate value trails would present to the community is the potential 
value that trails might bring in the way of tourism dollars.  Numerous studies have described 
the economic boost that trails have provided for communities, by attracting mountain bikers 
and hikers to their corner of the world.  Mountain bikers, in particular, are creating a whole 
new tourist industry on the strength of almost 50 million Americans who ride mountain bikes 
off-road, with about 7-8 million who are considered “enthusiasts.” 

The main beneficiaries of tourist-worthy trails would be the local business community.  
In particular, restaurants and the lodging industry could see increased business, as could local 
bike shops.  These potential benefits are why the Task Force is recommending that the 
trailhead should be located in Town, close to the businesses that could serve the visitors. 

A well-planned and developed trail system could become a destination site.  
Emmitsburg is situated within a region with tremendous demographics.  Roughly one-quarter of 
the population of the United States lives within a four hour drive of Frederick County. This 
quarter of the population is also the richest quarter of the entire population.  Furthermore, 
recreational destinations are in demand in the region. 

But destination sites require unique elements that the Emmitsburg area may or may not 
possess.  If a destination site is not ultimately feasible, the more compelling approach is to 
market the trails as being within a unique mix of other nearby attractions:  Catoctin Mountain 
Park and Cunningham Falls State Park, the Appalachian Trail, the envisioned “Grand History 
Loop” (a proposed regional trail network), US 15 Scenic Byway, the Journey Through Hallowed 
Ground (along US 15), Gettysburg National Battlefield, and the existing local attractions (Grotto, 
Seton Shrine).  As an example of potential links for promotion, the Indian Lookout overview on 
College Mountain has a historical connection to the Battle of Gettysburg. 

The northern region of Frederick County does not boast the most fertile soils.  Most of 
the County’s growth has occurred in the southern portion and around the expanding 
municipality of the City of Frederick.  Limited water supplies in the Emmitsburg area will also 
limit growth in this area.  For these reasons, the recreational and tourist industries should be 
seen as offering some of the better economic development opportunities for the area. 
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XII. CONCLUSIONS 
 

After reviewing all available information and entertaining the different points of view embraced 
by its members, the Task Force makes the following conclusions: 
 

1. Building trails on Town-owned land is feasible. 
 

There are no hurdles that cannot be overcome.  Nevertheless, there are a few 
prominent challenges that need to be recognized at the outset: 
- Connecting trails in the mountains with the Town is critical if the Town is to fully 

realize the economic benefits of a trails system 
- Because there are two landowners that may “contribute” land for a fully realized 

trails project, management of trail development and ongoing maintenance becomes 
an issue to be addressed and creatively resolved.  A trails project that covers land 
under more than one owner may risk failure due to the customary focus of each 
owner on their primary mission, and the consequent intermittent attention that a 
trails operation may receive. 

 
2. The potential benefits to the Town of Emmitsburg from developing trails are directly 

related to the scale of investment. 
 

If you’re going to do it, do it right.  If grants and other outside funding can be secured, 
the Town’s investment can be kept to a minimum.  But the highest return on investment 
will come if the Town (and the University, if it becomes a partner) commits to 
developing a quality product.  A quality product will include most of the following 
components or activities: 
 

1) Provide and promote trails for all abilities. 
2) Develop sustainable trails. 
3) Showcase the land’s natural beauty and views. 
4) Sign the trails well. 
5) Produce great maps to make it easy for users. 
6) Involve the community. 
7) Advertise other amenities in the area. 
8) Quantify success. 
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XIII. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

1. The Town should formalize a partnership and understanding with the University. 
 
If it’s not possible to partner with the University, the Town always retains the option to 
develop its own trails system, and has sufficient land to do so. 
 

2. The Town should support the formation of a non-profit organization that would be 
dedicated to the development and maintenance of trails, and the preservation of the 
land through which the trails run (for example, a “Friends of College Mountain”).   

 
If the Town and the University agree to allow their lands jointly to be used for the 
purpose of developing shared-use and single-use trails, it would be prudent to have a 
separate and distinct organization, operating under guidelines that both entities outline 
in formal agreements with the proposed non-profit, to manage the construction and 
maintenance of the trails.  This argument is based on the expectation that both the 
Town and University, given the myriad of responsibilities both are charged to carry out, 
may not be able to afford the concentration and focus that a successful trails program 
will require.  Or one partner might, and the other might not, at times, and the whole will 
suffer as a result. 
 
The goal, if trails are developed, is sustainability of the program through the years. 
Having an organization dedicated to trails and the preservation of the environment 
through which the trails run, with a measure of independence, may offer the best 
prospect for a sustainable program. 
 
The creation of a separate organization is an action that can be taken whether or not 
the University becomes a partner in trails development. 

 
If the Town determines that trails development is an initiative worth pursuing, these two 
actions are the first that should be addressed. 
 Finally, it should be understood that developing a fully articulated trails system and 
program will take several years to fully realize, probably on the order of 5-7 years.  
Nevertheless, it’s not unrealistic to expect that an initial series of trails could be established 
within 2-3 years. 
 The Task Force views the development of trails on and leading up to College Mountain 
as an exciting opportunity for the Town.  Trails will further enhance the tourism product that 
already exists in this area, and resonates with the natural features of the area and, as best we 
have been able to gauge, with the local community. 
 

### 


