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What are we talking about today?   

Synopsis of the ATCôs Trail 

Crew program 

Å Deep South Trail Crews 

Goals and Purpose of the 

Program 

Å History of Crew Program 

Engaging Volunteers with Trail 

Work Opportunities 

Å Keys to a positive volunteer 

experience 

Å How we ensure that experience 

o Planning, Advertising, 

Registration, Leadership, 

Safety Feedback,  

 



The ATC Trail Crew Program 

Konnarock, Rocky Top and S.W.E.A.T. 

Each is comprised of a Crew Leader, Assistant Crew Leader a 

Camp Coordinator and 8-10 volunteers.  

They each run for 5-8 day sessions and tackle a range of trail 

projects, from trail rehabilitation to shelter construction. 

They are housed at permanent, seasonal facilities that we rent 

from the U.S. Forest Service or Park Service.  

We work with about 300 volunteers from around the world each 

year.  

 

 



The Purpose and Goals of the Trail Crew 

Program 

Konnarock was originally designed as a way to 

complete the backlog of work on the A.T. and to train 

local volunteers in trail work.  

Rocky Top was designed to bring equestrian groups 

and hikers together in a politically contentious climate 

to repair damaged sections of the A.T.  

The S.W.E.A.T. Crew was established to address a 

growing backlog of maintenance in the deep 

backcountry where access significantly hindered 

workload.  



Engaging Volunteers in Trail Work-Keys 

Planning - Make sure a volunteerôs 

time is well used. 

Safety - Tasks should be 

explained, personal protective 

equipment (PPE) should be 

provided and safety should be an 

expressed priority.  

Professionalism - Treat every 

volunteer with accountability, clear 

and prompt communication and by 

providing all necessary information 

in advance.  

Dedication to the Volunteer 

Experience - People are putting 

their free time in your hands, they 

want to make sure you take it 

seriously.  

 



Additional Keys to The ATC Method 

Make the opportunities as 

inexpensive as possible 

Provide a range of opportunities 

that appeal to a wide 

demographic 

Make the work fun, educational 

and informative 

Create a family atmosphere 

Include volunteers in all levels 

of Trail Management 

Å If people are contributing their 

time, they deserve to have their 

voice heard and their ideas 

considered.  

 



Components of the A.T. Trail Crew Program 

Planning/Preparation 

Advertising 

Registration 

Leadership 

Amenities 

Tailgate Safety Meeting 

Enabling the Trail Crew 

Asking for Feedback  

 

 



Planning for a Trail Crew 

Planning is important to ensure that volunteer time is 
not wasted.  

Gather as much information as possible. Site visits by 
on-the-ground leadership is preferred. 

Provide information in case of emergencies and 
make sure volunteers know what to do. 

Crank generators and chainsaws before hand. Fill 
with new gas. Sharpen tools. Bring spare batteries 
etc. Take the dress rehearsal seriously.  

Stage tools and materials beforehand.  

Have a back-up plan. 

 



Planning for an AT Trail Crew 

Planning for major projects are done on a 5-year 

planning horizon (Think NEPA). 

Clubs, ATC and Agencies sign off on projects in 

advance. 

Logistics and Technical elements are ready a year to 

six months in advance including a tools and materials 

list. 

Ground truth access routes, evacuation routes, 

project logistics etc. Donôt ask volunteers to do 

anything that you wouldnôt.  

 

 

 

 



Advertising A.T. Trail Crews 

Alumni are the best advertising: 
keep the lines of PERSONAL 
communication open (i.e. no 
bulk mailings). 

Target your advertising based 
on the skills you need in 
potential volunteers, but donôt 
pigeon-hole yourself. 

Be clear on expectations from 
the beginning.  

Focus on the planners roughly 
six months out. Shift to the 
óimpulse buyersô six weeks out.  

Advertising is a year-round 
endeavor. Begin each cycle with 
a press release of last yearôs 
success.  



Volunteer Registration 

Volunteer registration is a two-way line 
of communication. Engage 
volunteers by providing an 
increasing specificity of information 
and asking more specific questions 
as the process proceeds. ïItôs a 
relationship. 

Multiple levels of interaction keep 
volunteers engaged after they 
register and prevents attrition.  

Registration materials must be 
clearly provide all the information 
that volunteers need to feel 
comfortable with their commitment.  

Must provide you with the 
information you need to plan for 
their involvement.  



Crew Leadership 

Crew leadership is paid and 

trained with the ñHard Skillsò 

necessary to complete the 

job: Chainsaw certification, 

trail construction etc.  

Soft skills are equally 

important: Can they teach 

their peers and seniors with 

equal success? Are they 

good supervisors? Are they 

as good in the backcountry 

as they are in an interview? 

What is their decision-

making process?  



Amenities-Base Camp 

ATC provides all the tools, gear, safety equipment and food necessary 
to complete the job.  

Base camp (think summer camp) is open to volunteers in good 
standing, on off-days.  

Include washer and drier and a stocked fridge.  

Volunteers arrive at base camp on the day before their crew session 
begins for a briefing, gear check and welcome ceremony.  



Safety 

A ñtailgate safety meetingò is 
conducted before each task 
which reviews the ñjob hazard 
analysisò for the task at hand.  

  -Itôs a review of the job, 
hazards associated with the 
work and how to mitigate those 
hazards. 

  -Mitigation techniques 
include required PPE. 

  -We have a JHA for 
everything, from trail work to 
working with a helicopter.  

  -Tailgate safety meetings 
are completed daily. 



Enabling the crew in the field.  

Crew leaders are instructors 

first, trail builders second.  

Instruction, visualization and 

repetition are the keys. 

Monitoring performance, group 

dynamics, hydration levels, 

weather, walk-ups, etc. is a big 

job and one that requires 

constant attention.  

Crew volunteers grow and 

change (hopefully learn) 

through out the week. Crew 

leaders need to give them 

opportunity to grow.  



Asking for feedback 

Ask for written feedback right away, memory 

concerning negatives will be better the sooner you 

provide information. 

Ask for feedback again 3-6 months out. Positives and 

the broader take-home will be more clear after time 

for reflection.  

Ask open ended questions, donôt assume that all 

feedback can be structured in a numbered scale.  

Compile results, look at trends and use the feedback!  



Questions?  


