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Parks Canada has adopted a Trail Classification System providing the framework for the planning, development, 
management, and promotion of trails within all its sites. Classification is made up of two components: 1) trail type 
and 2) trail rating. The trail type provides the trail specifications (for Parks Canada’s staff), and the trail rating 
describes the trail difficulty (for visitors). Based on these two components, trails are broken down further into the 
following classes (refer to the Trail Classification System table or guides for details):

• Trail type: 1, 2, 3, and 4
• Trail rating: easy, moderate, difficult, and route

A trail has always two class attributes (e.g. Type 1 – easy, Type 1 - moderate). The trail principles refer to these 
classes to provide examples and facilitate understanding.

The following core trail principles 
and principle-based guidelines 
apply to all trail development and 
upgrades. They provide direction 
to the planning, development, 
and management of trails to 
ensure an integrated approach 
fundamental to successful and 
sustainable trail systems. The 
principles and guidelines flow 
from Parks Canada Agency’s 
mandate, which contains three 
key elements (protection, 
education, and visitor experience), 
and integrate the four elements 
of successful and sustainable 
trail systems (natural and cultural 
resources, visitor needs, trail 
design, and trail management).

Successful and sustainable trail systems integrate these four 
considerations: 

Natural and Cultural Resources: Resources determine where, 
how, and what type of trails are built to ensure they respect the carrying 
capacity of the land and cultural resources.

Visitor Needs: Trails that meet visitor needs minimize impacts 
on resources by reducing the creation of informal trails, minimizing 
maintenance requirements, and improving visitor experience.

Trail Design: The physical trail (i.e. where, how, and what type of trail 
is built) minimizes the impact on resources, improves visitor experience, 
and decreases the costs of construction and long-term maintenance.

Trail Management: Management, maintenance, and monitoring 
of trails is essential to mitigate impacts on resources, minimize 
deterioration of trails, ensure visitor safety, and improve visitor 
experience.

Trails are valued asset as they are 
one of the key ways that Parks Canada 
Agency delivers upon its mandate.

Protection: Trails help achieve 
resource protection objectives through 
appropriate routing, design, and 
construction.

Education: Trails facilitate 
interactions with landscapes and 
places, and support learning.

Visitor Experience: Trails are a vital 
visitor experience product and lead 
visitors to inspirational places and 
experiences through the year-round 
practice of various activities.
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Principle 1: Respect the Character of the Place
Trails and the activities they facilitate respect the value of 
heritage places and/or the unique character of a specific 
protected heritage place.  

Principle-based Guidelines:

1.1 Respect Cultural Landscape Patterns. Trail layout and design is 
informed by cultural landscape patterns and consideration is given to trails 
that are part of a circulation system that defines the character of an historic 
place. Many trails that remain today were used by Indigenous groups to 
access traditional use areas and spiritual places, and these groups may 
wish to preserve the sanctity of those places by limiting access.

1.2 Fit in the Landscape. Trail types fit into the surrounding landscapes so 
they don’t look out of place and respond to the experience that visitors are 
seeking. Trails follow natural contours so they do not leave a scar in the 
landscape.  

1.3 Ensure the Right Trail and Activity for a Given Area. There is a 
balance between the needs, expectations, and preferred experiences of the 
visitors and the land type (i.e. park zoning) and/or environment where the 
trail is or will be located. For example, a highly developed paved trail may 
not be appropriate in a remote area or a park Zone II (wilderness areas), but 
may be appropriate close to a visitor center or in a park Zone IV (outdoor 
recreation).

Principle 2: Respect Natural and Cultural 
Resource Protection Goals
Trails and the activities they facilitate are consistent with 
resource protection goals. Natural and cultural resources 
determine where, how, and what type of trails are built to 
ensure that trails respect land capacity and cultural resources.  

Principle-based Guidelines: 

2.1 Ensure Ecological Integrity. Trails avoid sensitive ecological areas such 
as wildlife corridors and rare ecosites. When trails intersect with sensitive 
areas, appropriate measures are put in place (e.g. timely construction 
work, appropriate construction techniques, seasonal closures, buffers, 
visitor information). Consideration is given to trail density and habitat 
fragmentation.

2.2 Protect and Present Cultural Resources. Trails provide a unique 
perspective on the heritage area while ensuring the protection of cultural 
resources with appropriate routing, design, and construction techniques. 
In certain cases, trails should avoid sensitive cultural areas, while in others, 
railing, guards, or boardwalks may be appropriate to protect cultural 
resources. 
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2.3 Avoid Areas Off-limits to Visitors. Trails should be located far 
enough from areas which visitors should avoid so they do not provide 
views to these areas. If trails offer views to areas that may attract visitors 
(e.g. water bodies, cliffs), visitors are more likely to create informal trails to 
access these areas.

2.4 Relocate, Close, and Restore Inappropriate Trails. Relocation of 
trails, or sections of trails, is considered when existing trails fail to meet 
ecological, cultural, and visitor experience goals. Candidates for trail 
closures include fall line sections, steep grades, and inadequate drainage. 
Closed trail sections are properly restored and visually unnoticeable so 
visitors are not tempted to use them.  

2.5 Use Previously Disturbed Areas. The use of disturbed areas to locate 
a new trail or relocate a trail is encouraged and is an opportunity to reclaim 
the land. 

Principle 3: Facilitate Opportunities for 
Meaningful and Enjoyable Visitor Experiences
Trails facilitate activities that contribute to a sense of 
connection to place. Trails respond to the needs and 
interests of users and may provide participants with a sense 
of personal growth and accomplishment. 

Principle-based Guidelines:

3.1 Consider Visitor Safety. The layout and design of trails is an important 
consideration in mitigating risks from a variety of natural hazards (e.g. 
human-wildlife conflict, avalanche, rock fall, cliff, unstable ground). A 
maximum effort is made to mitigate risks on a Type 1 – easy trail (e.g. 
barriers, railings, secure surfacing), while a low effort is required for a Type 
3 – difficult trail. Similarly, risk identification is highly detailed in a Type 
1 – easy trail (e.g. cautions, warnings signs, and brochures) while a less 
detailed explanation is required for a Type 3 – difficult trail.  

3.2 Minimize and Mitigate Human-Wildlife Conflicts. In areas 
frequented by bears or other wildlife, trails should be laid out to reduce 
the possibility of confrontation or disturbance. Sight lines, ambient noise 
levels from rivers or streams, abundant natural food sources, and other 
factors may influence the layout and design of trails. 

3.3 Meet the Needs of the Users. Each trail user type (e.g. pedestrian, 
mountain biker, equestrian, skier), has their own needs and desires. By 
providing the trail experiences visitors are seeking, there is a greater 
chance of keeping them on the trails.   
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3.4 Provide Access to Visitors with Limited Mobility Where 
Possible. Pedestrian trails are designed with consideration for 
accessibility where the technical requirements are practical (i.e. the terrain 
allows) and do not alter the setting or the function of the trails and their 
related facilities. 

3.5 Offer Diversity. The ideal trail system offers a range of difficulty levels 
and a variety of trail experiences (i.e. trail types). While the trail offer 
should match target markets, diversity is a must. A trail system that offers 
easy trails at the trailhead and difficult trails further away opens up the 
network to all levels of users, distributes them throughout the system, and 
reduces potential conflict.  

3.6 Favour Shared-Use Where Possible and Minimize User 
Conflicts Through Design. Shared-use trails offer multiple advantages 
including cost efficiency and reduction in trail volume. Potential user 
conflicts (e.g. speed of mountain bike users vs. hikers) can be addressed 
through proper trail design. Tactics to reduce speed (e.g. trail flow/turns, 
choke points, anchors) are effective and enhance visitor experience. For 
shared-use trails, the users with the greatest number of requirements 
should dictate the trail specifications. If trail uses are incompatible, single-
use trails should be considered.

3.7 Foster a Sense of Arrival. The trailhead is a welcoming area and 
provides convenient trail-related amenities (e.g. trailhead kiosk, toilet, 
bench, parking lot, pedestrian crossing). The beginning of the trail(s) is 
clearly marked and the trail is well-linked to the trailhead amenities.  

3.8 Provide Loops within the Larger Trail System. Trail loops 
are appealing to visitors as they offer variety in difficulty, length, and 
experience. Different loop configurations exist: single loop, stacked loop, 
satellite loop, spoked wheel, and maze. As for linear systems, they are 
typically used for long distance and goal-oriented trails (e.g. West Coast 
Trail in Pacific Rim National Park Reserve), or for travel along water bodies 
(e.g. promenade along a beach, trail along a canal). Assessment should be 
made to determine which form of trail layout is appropriate for the existing 
terrain, trail user type, and target market.

3.9 Connect Destinations. Trails should offer connection to adjacent trail 
systems and to destinations where trail users want to go. Connection trails 
(whose primary purpose is to connect destinations; e.g. fishing or climbing 
areas), give consideration to efficiency, allowing visitors to access their 
destinations by a relatively direct route.    

3.10 Create New Destination Opportunities. The best trails offer 
destinations along the way (e.g. viewpoint, platform, summit, hut/shelter) 
to enhance visitor experience, encourage continuation along the route, 
and foster a sense of accomplishment. 
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3.11 Facilitate Navigation. The trail system is easy to navigate with a simple 
layout, a limited number of trail intersections, and an appropriate level of 
signage (e.g. more signage provided on a Type 1 - easy trail than a Type 
3 – difficult trail). Signage includes trailhead information, route markers, 
trail orientation maps, and direction signs (e.g. direction, trail rating, and 
distance). 

3.12 Address Trail User Comfort. Trails consider climatic factors that may 
affect users and offer a balance of sun and shade (summer), and wind 
protection (winter). Natural elements offering protection are complemented 
with built elements where required (e.g. wind shelters, warming huts). 
Consideration is also given to the physical abilities of visitors and target 
markets groups. Rest areas, furniture, or other seating options should be 
provided according to type of trail and user requirements (e.g. benches 
located after short abrupt slopes and at regular intervals on a Type 1 – 
easy/moderate trail to accommodate seniors).   

3.13 Consider Trail Flow. Fast-moving trail users or travellers, such as 
mountain bikers and runners, experience trails in a similar way. For these 
users, trail flow (i.e. tight and technical turns vs. open and sweeping turns) 
is important, from both a safety and a playfulness perspective. Regardless 
of the type of flow, consistency is important. Abrupt transitions from one 
type of flow to another should be avoided.

3.14 Filter Users Based on their Trail Abilities. For technically difficult 
trails (e.g. moderate to difficult mountain biking trails), a challenging trail 
feature is incorporated into the beginning of the trail in order to provide a 
representation of what is to come and give users the opportunity to decide 
whether to continue on, based on their own technical abilities.

3.15 Allow for Expansion. Trail networks allow for future opportunities and 
consider potential links to adjacent trail systems.  

Principle 4: Promote Understanding and 
Appreciation
Trails provide opportunities to enrich understanding and 
appreciation of protected heritage places and may foster the 
support of, and involvement in, resource stewardship.

Principle-based Guidelines:

4.1 Offer Learning Opportunities (Informal). Trails provide enough 
variety to give an overall appreciation of the area through which they pass. 
Large-scale vistas show the form and patterns of a landscape and provide 
opportunities for understanding the processes that shaped it, while short-
range views focus on landscape details (e.g. features of natural or cultural 
interest).
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Principle 5: Value and Involve Local Communities 
Trail planning, implementation, and management create 
opportunities for the active involvement of trail users and 
local communities, while respecting the rights, interests and 
values of Indigenous peoples, and the interests and value of 
stakeholders.

Principle-based Guidelines:

5.1 Engage Early and Broadly. Stakeholders and partners, representing a 
wide range of interests, are involved early in the trail planning process in to 
order to build support and to better address needs and constraints.   

5.2 Engage Indigenous Groups. As many trails are significant to 
Indigenous groups and/or traverse traditional use areas, engaging them in 
trail project planning can unveil and highlight these special places, while 
ensuring their respect and protection. These groups may also wish to limit 
access to certain areas.

5.3 Promote Trail Stewardship. Partnerships and volunteer opportunities 
play an important role in building respect for the trails among users. 
Mutual benefits obtained through partnerships with local groups include 
trail maintenance, monitoring, and volunteer trail building.

Principle 6: Use Appropriate Design Approach 
and Construction Techniques
Appropriate design approach and construction techniques 
minimize the impacts of trails on resources, improve visitor 
experience, and decrease the costs of construction and 
long-term maintenance. 

Principle-based Guidelines:

6.1 Work With the Landscape. Simple trail engineering is better from a 
cost, landscape intrusion, ecological, and maintenance standpoint. Costly 
engineered solutions, such as boardwalks, are used as a unique visitor 
experience and to minimize impact in sensitive areas.  

6.2 Plan and Adapt to Climate Change. Climate change is a long-
term shift in weather conditions measured by changes in temperature, 
precipitation, wind, snow cover, and other indicators. In addition to 

4.2 Integrate Interpretation Opportunities (Formal). Trail interpretation 
ties to themes and messages identified in the strategic planning direction. 
The interpretation themes and messages inform the layout and design of 
interpretive trails to ensure a coherent and enhanced learning experience. 
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these gradual changes and their impacts on the landscape ecology (e.g. 
thawing permafrost, melting glaciers, invasive species expansion), the 
frequency and severity of extreme weather events is expected to increase 
(e.g. rain, wind, storm surge, wildfire). These events have impacts on 
visitor experience (e.g. alteration of scenic value) and visitor experience 
infrastructure (e.g. flooding, erosion) especially in coastal zones and 
riparian areas. Consideration is given when planning and designing trails 
and trail-related infrastructure to adapt to and mitigate the impacts of 
climate change. Adaptation measures include moving infrastructure away 
from areas at risk, elevating structures to allow the water to flow, etc.      

6.3 Eliminate Short-term Solutions. In the long run, short term fixes (e.g. 
adding switch backs to avoid stairs, or adding erosion control measures 
on a fall line trail) are more costly, require more maintenance, and detract 
from the visitor experience. Long term solutions, such as proper trail 
reroutes and construction techniques, should be prioritized. 

6.4 Limit Tread Erosion Through Proper Design. Ideally, a trail would 
simultaneously incorporate these five essential design elements (taken 
from Trail Solutions IMBA’s Guide to Building Sweet Singletrack):

•	Half Rule: the grade of the trail should not exceed half the grade of the 
sideslope that the trail traverses.

•	  Ten Percent Average Guideline: an average trail grade of ten percent 
(10%) or less is desirable. Ten percent grade applies to most soil types, 
minimizes user-caused erosion, allows design flexibility, helps future 
reroutes, and accommodates undulations.

•	  Maximum Sustainable Grade: while the 10 percent (10%) average trail 
grade provides a guideline to plan sustainable trails, maximum grade is 
based on local conditions and use of trails. 

•	Grade Reversal: frequent grade reversals force water to exit the trail 
before it causes erosion.

•	Outslope: outsloping the trail tread between two and five percent (2-
5%) encourages the water to sheet across the trail and off the slope 
instead of funneling down the trail’s centre.  

6.5 Avoid Fall Lines. The fall line is the steepest route of descent down a 
slope. Trails should avoid fall lines, as they will focus the water down the 
trail and quickly erode; exposing roots, creating gullies and scars in the 
landscape. As there is no fix for a trail on a fall line, fall line trails should be 
rerouted, closed, and restored.   

6.6 Avoid Flat Areas. Trails should avoid flat areas and take advantage of 
the natural drainage provided by sideslopes where possible. In flat areas, 
proper trail construction techniques are required to ensure drainage (e.g. 
crown, cross slope, pavement, stones).  

6.7 Favour Contour Trails. Trails that gently traverses across a hill or 
sideslope allow water to sheet across the trail tread. Contour trails also fit 
better within the landscape. 
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6.8 Use Specific Techniques for Specific Areas. Trail solutions are 
based on local conditions, type of use, and desired visitor experience, 
therefore, the chosen solution may vary from one trail type to another. 
Similar problems may need different solutions if a problem is located on a 
Type 1 – easy trail and the other problem on a Type 3- difficult trail. 

6.9 Use Appropriate Structures for Each Trail Type. Trail structures, 
such as boardwalks, should be planned and designed according to the 
expected visitor experience. A boardwalk on a Type 1 trail, for example, 
should be more refined in appearance and wider than a boardwalk on a 
Type 3 trail. Material and design of structures should fit in the landscape, 
ensure long-term resiliency, and minimize construction and maintenance 
costs.    

Principle 7: Ensure Effective Management
Trail management, maintenance, and monitoring is essential 
to mitigate impacts on resources, minimize deterioration of 
trails, ensure visitor safety, and improve visitor experience. 

Principle-based Guidelines:

7.1 Ensure a Cross Functional Collaboration. Collaboration between 
functions (e.g. Asset Management, Resource Conservation, Visitor 
Experience, External Relations, Visitor Safety) is essential to ensure 
that the needs and requirements of visitor experience, visitor safety, 
and resource conservation are identified, prioritized, implemented, 
and communicated. A Trail Committee is an effective tool to ensure 
collaboration across functions. 

7.2 Provide Level of Service Based on Trail Type. Level of service 
related to management (e.g. inspections, deadfall clearing, surface repairs, 
corridor clearing) is determined and provided by trail types. Level of 
service is high for a Type 1 – easy trail, while level of service on a Type 3 – 
difficult trail is low. 

7.3 Ensure Consistent Inspection and Maintenance. Trails require 
inspections and maintenance. Consistent inspection and maintenance 
of trails is central to risk management and reduces the need for major 
rehabilitation. Maintenance frequency (i.e. level of service) is based on trail 
type.

7.4 Close Trails When Required. Decisions to close a trail (e.g. wet 
weather closures, wildlife conflicts) are based on real time information and 
closures could be done in a timely matter. 

7.5 Consider Capital and Long-Term Operating Costs. Responsible 
trail planning should consider financial and human resource capacity. The 
asset management data of existing trails and trail structures is an essential 
tool for identifying and resolving recurring maintenance issues, and for 
informing the development of new trails. 




