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Experience ;-

1. I was employed by the Forestry Commission (FC)  
November 1978,  April 2019

2. Within FLS (new organisation)  I  currently work as a 
Health and Safety advisor with particular responsibility for 
mountain bike activities on FLS land throughout Scotland 
(previously worked across Scotland, England and Wales for 
FC doing this) 

3. FLS has a large, complex and varied undertaking 
which includes planting harvesting timber, wildlife 
management and countryside recreation.

Who am I – John Ireland 



Unauthorised trails – The 
Journey
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• https://vimeo.com/311898603

Present day 

https://vimeo.com/311898603




Lets rewind to the Early Eighties! 
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• How did we get to this approach? ……. 

• The first guide we wrote  "Unofficial Routes
and Challenging Cycling
Areas“ guidance – was published in 2000,
updated in 2008, 2012, 2015.

• National Access Forum Guidance launched 2018 

• Land reform act 2003 – its all about respect,  



What are we talking about 

• Desire lines:- Tracks that have evolved 
by riding/walking on the open forest 
floor/moor/field, with no effort to 
improve by construction or vegetation 
management.

• Desire lines may still need a one off 
decision if they are detrimental to our 
management needs and respond 
according to risk.

• Wild Trail;- Trails that have some 
degree of construction/vegetation 
management from simple ground level 
berms and tree brashing to specifically 
built timber structures.



Decision making flow 
chart 



2016 fatal accident - East Region 

It is actually a growing 
problem which has been 
bubbling away for a 
number of years. 

There have already been 
serious accidents 
occurring on 
unauthorised trails and 
we need to ensure that 
these are not repeated.



Unauthorised trail 
building is increasing 
and is now a serious 
issue for individual 
bikers, the biking 
community, other 
visitors and land 
managers.

It has now reached a stage where we need 
clarity and a new way ahead. 



Trail building without the land 
owners permission is not 
responsible mountain biking – it 
can cause damage to the 
environment and economic 
assets, presents hazards to 
visitors and can potentially lead 
to serious life changing 
accidents.

This is serious issue now 
which needs to be 
tackled. We estimate that 
there are around 500km
of unauthorised built 
trails on the National 
Forest Estate in 
Scotland……this shows 
the extent of the 
challenge.



Social media has meant more sharing 
of unauthorised trails – this has 
increased all the issues greatly with 
more numbers of riders now involved 
and accessing unofficial trails, 

Example of Trail



Social media also provides an opportunity to promote 
responsible behaviours and also new opportunities for 
positive engagement between land managers and 
visitors and users of the countryside.

Example of Trail



Tweed Valley Trail Association 

The TVTA has been given the go 
ahead to take responsibility for the 
management and maintenance of 
three unauthorised trails that are 
currently being used in the Tweed 
Valley.
This project is based in Caberston
forest, also known as the ‘Golfie' 
to many within the local riding 
community.



The Glentress Trailfairies are a group of 
volunteers who help develop and maintain trails 
at Glentress forest, in the Scottish Borders.

Hand built trail is what the fairies do best. The beauty of 
building singletrack by hand is that a trail can be built tighter 
through the trees than a digger-built trail, whilst still retaining 
really good flow. 
Features such as roots and rocks can also be more easily 
preserved and incorporated. Add a sustainable surface to this 
and you get a trail that can handle lots of riders but also retains 
more of an old school, natural feel - the best of both worlds! 

The Pie Run, Mushroom Pie and Zoom or Bust were all created 
by the fairies.



• https://www.facebook.com/trailfairies/videos/127741944913
3220/

Key Points 

• It’s a fudge – there is no 
right or wrong answer 

• Working together - Its all 
about building trust and 
respect 

• Resource hungry 

https://www.facebook.com/trailfairies/videos/1277419449133220/

