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TT
he following terms are used in trail planning and design. Most of these
terms were based on terms presented in Trails Primer: A Glossary of Trail,
Greenway, and Outdoor Recreation Terms, 2001, compiled by Jim Schmid

of the South Carolina Department of Parks, Recreation and Tourism, Columbia,
South Carolina, which is posted online (as of 2006) by South Carolina State
Trails Program.

AAbbuuttmmeenntt:: Structure at either extreme end of a bridge that supports the super-
structure (sill, stringers, trusses, or decks) composed of stone, concrete, brick,
or timber. (See photograph.)

AAcccceessss  PPooiinnttss:: Designated areas and passageways that allow the public to reach
a trail from adjacent streets or community facilities.

AAcccceessss  TTrraaiill:: Any trail that generally connects the main trail to a road or another
trail system.

AAggggrreeggaattee:: Surface material made up of broken stone ranging in size from broken
stone or gravel to sand. (See photograph.)

AAsspphhaalltt  ((MMaaccaaddaamm)):: Petroleum-based surface material that provides a
smoothly paved surface that is suitable for bicycles and in-line skates. It is pre-
ferred in urban areas where trails are often used for commuting to and from
work or school.

AAtt--GGrraaddee  CCrroossssiinngg:: A trail crossing a roadway on the same elevation. Ideally, a
safe at-grade crossing has either light automobile traffic or a traffic signal that can
be activated by trail users. (See photograph.)

BBaassee:: The primary excavated bed of a trail upon which the tread, or finished
surface lies.

BBaassee  CCoouurrssee:: The layer or layers of specified material of designed thickness
placed on a trailbed to support surfacing.

BBeedd:: The excavated surface on which a trail tread lies.

BBiikkee  PPaatthh:: A facility that is designed, constructed, maintained and used primarily
for bicycle use.

BBrriiddlleewwaayy  ((BBrriiddllee  PPaatthh)):: Public or private way designed and maintained primari-
ly for equestrian use. Other non-motorized uses may be permitted.

CCaarrrryyiinngg  CCaappaacciittyy:: In a broad, generic sense, the amount of use a given resource
can sustain before an irreversible deterioration in the quality of the resource
begins to occur.
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CCeenntteerr  LLiinnee:: An imaginary line marking the center of the trail. During con-
struction, the center line is usually marked by placing a row of flags or stakes
(to indicate where the center of the trail will be).

CClleeaarriinngg:: Removal of windfall trees, uproots, leaning trees, loose limbs, wood
chunks, etc. from both the vertical and horizontal trail corridor.

CClleeaarriinngg  HHeeiigghhtt  ((VVeerrttiiccaall  CClleeaarraannccee)):: The vertical dimension which must be
cleared of all tree branches and other obstructions that would otherwise obstruct
movement along the trail. (See photograph.)

CClleeaarriinngg  WWiiddtthh  ((LLiimmiitt)):: The outer edges of clearing areas (cleared of trees, limbs,
and other obstructions) as specified by trail use.

CCoonnccrreettee:: A composition of coarse and fine aggregates, portland cement, and
water, blended to give a hard, unyielding, nearly white pavement which can be
finished to any degree of smoothness. Concrete is most often used in urban areas
with anticipated heavy use or in areas susceptible to flooding.

CCoonnttrrooll  PPooiinntt  ((TTaarrggeett)):: A features that trail users will want to naturally head
towards or try to avoid (such as a view, an obstacle, etc.). This feature should be
flagged and used to help layout a trail. (See photograph.)

CCoouurrssee:: An even layer of stones, similar to a course of bricks, that forms a
foundation, intermediate layer, or cap stone layer in a stonewall.

CCrriittiiccaall  PPooiinntt:: The outside edge of the trail. It is called the critical point because
this is where trail maintenance problems (often related to drainage) usually
begin. Rounding the outside edge helps water to leave the edge of the trail.

CCrroossss  SSeeccttiioonn  ((TTyyppiiccaall  CCrroossss  SSeeccttiioonn  oorr  TTyyppiiccaall)):: Diagrammatic presentation of a
trail or path profile which is at right angles to the centerline at a given location.

CCrroosssswwaallkk:: Any portion of a roadway distinctly indicated for pedestrian crossing
by lines or other markings on the surface. (See photograph.)

CCrruusshheerr  FFiinneess  ((CCrruusshheerr  RRuunn,,  CCrruusshheedd  SSttoonnee)):: Refers to any limestone, granite,
or gravel that has been run through a crusher that is used to form a hard tread
surface, which once wetted and compacted creates a smooth trail surface for
high-use areas.

DDiiffffiiccuullttyy  RRaattiinngg:: A subjective rating of trail difficulty based on an average user
with average physical abilities. For example the US Forest Service uses Easy,
More Difficult, Most Difficult. Many other agencies use the following:

• Easy is defined as relaxing, posing minimal difficulties and able to be
traveled with little physical effort.

• Moderate is defined as not requiring excessive or extreme physical effort.

• Difficult is defined as physically strenuous requiring excessive or extreme
physical effort.
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DDoouubbllee--TTrraacckk  TTrraaiill:: A trail that allows for two users to travel side by side or
make passes without one user having to yield the trail. Double-track trails are
often old forest roads. (See photograph.)

DDrraaiinnaaggee  DDiittcchh  ((DDiittcchhiinngg)):: Open ditches running parallel to the trail tread that
collect water and carry it away from the site. A drainage ditch is also an ele-
ment of a waterbar, providing an escape route for water diverted from the trail
by the bar.

EExxtteennddeedd  TTrraaiill:: Trails over 100 miles in length (as defined in the National Trails
System Act).

FFeeeeddeerr  PPaatthh  oorr  TTrraaiill:: A trail designed to connect local facilities, neighborhoods,
campgrounds, etc. to a main trail.

FFiillll  ((MMaatteerriiaall)):: Gravel or soil used to fill voids in trail tread and to pack behind
retaining walls and other structures.

GGrraaddee:: Slope expressed as a percentage (feet change in elevation for every 100
horizontal feet, commonly known as “rise over run”). A trail that rises 8 vertical
feet in 100 horizontal feet has an 8 percent grade. Grade is different than angle;
angle is measured with a straight vertical as 90 degrees and a straight horizontal
as 0 degrees. A grade of 100 percent would have an angle of 45 degrees. (See
“Rise and Run.”)

GGrraaddee--SSeeppaarraatteedd  CCrroossssiinngg:: Overpasses or tunnels that allow trail users to
cross a railroad right-of-way or street at a different level than trains or traffic.
(See photograph.)

GGrreeeennwwaayy:: A linear corridor of open space, usually established along streams,
ridges or abandoned rail lines, that is used for recreation or resource preservation
or restoration. A greenway can vary in width and length, and should link desti-
nations such as downtowns, historic districts, parks or nature preserves.

IInntteerrmmooddaall:: Refers to connections between modes of transportation, such as
automobile, transit, bicycle, or walking.

IInntteerrpprreettiivvee  SSiiggnn  oorr  DDiissppllaayy:: An educational sign or display that describes and
explains a natural or cultural point of interest on or along the trail. 
(See photograph.)

IInntteerrpprreettiivvee  TTrraaiill:: Short to moderate length trail (1/2 to 1 mile) with concentrat-
ed informational stops to explain associated views, natural flora and fauna, and
other features.

LLoooopp  TTrraaiillss:: Designing trail systems so that the routes form loops, giving users
the option of not traveling the same section of trail more than once on a trip.

MMooddee:: A particular form of travel, such as walking, bicycling, carpooling, bus,
or train.

MMuullttiimmooddaall:: Facilities serving more than one transportation mode or transportation
network comprised of a variety of modes.

Double-Track Trail

Grade-Separated Crossing

Interpretive Sign or Display
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MMuullttiippllee--UUssee  ((MMuullttii--UUssee))  TTrraaiill:: A trail that permits more than one user group at a
time, such as a horse-back rider, hiker, mountain bicyclist, etc. (See photograph.)

NNaattuurree  TTrraaiill:: Moderate length trail (3/4 to 2 miles) with primary function of
providing an opportunity to walk and study interesting or unusual plants or
natural features at users pleasure. The ideal nature trail has a story to tell. It
unifies the various features or elements along the trail into a related whole.
(See photograph.)

PPaatthh:: A facility that is designed, constructed, maintained and used primarily for
one form of travel, such as a bicycle path or a walking path.

PPaavveemmeenntt:: That part of a trail having a constructed surface for the facilitation
of wheeled trail traffic.

PPllaann  aanndd  PPrrooffiillee  SShheeeettss:: Drawings (usually prepared for trail construction) used
to record horizontal and vertical geometry of a trail alignment as well as other
required improvements to the trail corridor.

PPrriimmiittiivvee  TTrraaiill:: A trail, usually unpaved with a natural dirt surface, that is often
located in a natural area isolated from development.

RReeccrreeaattiioonnaall  CCaarrrryyiinngg  CCaappaacciittyy:: The number of recreational opportunities that
a specific unit of a recreation resource can provide year after year without
appreciable biological or physical deterioration of the resource or significant
impairment of the recreation experience.

RRiissee  aanndd  RRuunn:: A measurement of grades and slopes, expressed as a proportion of
the amount of vertical rise in a given horizontal run. For example, “1:4” means
that the grade or slope rises 1 unit for each 4 units of horizontal run. Taking this
one step further, 1:4 is a 25 percent grade or slope, where 25 percent is obtained
by dividing 1 by 4 and expressing the result as a percentage. (See “Grade.”)

SSeeccoonnddaarryy  TTrraaiill:: A short trail used to connect to a primary trail or a branching of
a primary trail. Secondary trails encourage movement between two primary trails
or facilitate dispersal of use through secondary branching. (See photograph.)

SShhoouullddeerr:: Usually paved portion of a highway, which is contiguous to the travel
lanes, allowing motor vehicle use in emergencies. They can also be for specialized
use by pedestrians and bicyclists.

SShhyy  DDiissttaannccee:: The distance between the trails edge and any fixed object capable
of injuring someone using the trail.

SSiiddee  TTrraaiillss:: Dead-end trail that access features near the main trail.

SSiigghhtt  DDiissttaannccee:: The visible and unobstructed forward and rear view seen by a
trail user from a given point along the trail.

SSiinnggllee--TTrraacckk  TTrraaiill:: A trail only wide enough for one user to travel and requires
one user to yield the trail to allow another user to pass.
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SSiinnggllee  UUssee  TTrraaiill:: One that is designed and constructed for only one intended user
such as hiker use only. (See photograph.)

SSllooppee,,  PPeerrcceenntt:: Number of feet rise (vertical) divided by feet of run (horizontal)
times 100 to get percent slope; example: 15-feet of rise over 100-feet of run is a
15% slope.

SSoocciiaall  TTrraaiill:: A trail or path that developed informally from repeated use.
(See photograph.)

SSooiill  CCeemmeenntt  ((cceemmeenntt--ttrreeaatteedd  bbaassee)):: A mixture of pulverized soil combined with
measured amounts of portland cement and water and compacted to a high density.
As the cementing action occurs through hydration, a hard, durable semi-rigid
material is formed. It must have a seal coat to keep out moisture and a surface
that will take wear.

SSttaannddaarrddss,,  DDeessiiggnn:: The specific values selected from the trail or greenway
design criteria become the design standards for a given trail or greenway project.
These standards will be identified and documented by the designer.

SSuubb--bbaassee:: On paved trails the sub-base lies between the sub-grade and the
trail surface, and serves as a secondary, built foundation for the trail surface
(concrete or asphalt). The purpose of the sub-base is to transfer and distribute
the weight from the trail surface to the sub-grade. The sub-base is usually a
four to six-inch graded aggregate stone (gravel), which provides bearing
strength and improves drainage.

SSuubb--ggrraaddee:: The native soil mass that makes up the primary foundation of the
trail that supports the tread surface. Topography, soils, and drainage are the key
factors comprising the sub-grade.

SSuubbssttrraattee:: Intermediate layer overlying bedrock and under topsoil. Underlying
layer of loose/soft material below topsoil.

SSuurrffaacciinngg:: Material placed on top of the trailbed or base course that provides
the desired tread. It lessens compaction of soil, provides a dry surface for users,
and prevents potential erosion and abrasion.

TTrraaiill:: An off-road facility with a permanent alignment that is open to the general
public, and that is designed, constructed and maintained as part of a public park
system used for a variety of non-motorized forms of travel including walking, hik-
ing, biking, cross-country skiing or horseback riding

TTrraaiillbbeedd:: The finished surface on which base course or surfacing may be constructed.
For trails without surfacing, the trailbed is the tread.

TTrraaiillhheeaadd:: An access point to a long distance trail often accompanied by various
public facilities, such as parking areas, toilets, water, directional and informational
signs, and a trail use register. Designed and managed for those embarking on an
overnight or long-distance trip whereas a Staging Area usually caters to day use.
(See photograph.)

TTrreeaadd  ((TTrreeaaddwwaayy)):: The actual surface portion of a trail upon which users travel
excluding backslope, ditch, and shoulder. Common tread surfaces are native
material, gravel, soil cement, asphalt, concrete, or shredded recycled tires.

Single Use Trail

Social Trail

Trailhead
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