
 

 

Ontario Trails Council Trail Policy Outline re: Risk Management 

Intention of document:  

1. To organize and categorize existing recreation trails and future trail development 

2. to articulate the trail parameters for each trail class level;  

3. introduce base level standard of service expected for each trail class;  

4. support and complement trail risk management training and best practice document. 

Intended Audience: Trail manager, land manager, trail designer/builder, user groups that manage trails (i.e. ATV, XC ski, MTB), insurance 

providers 

TRAIL CATEGORIZATION BY TYPE  

Parameter 
Sub-class 

Category 1 
Developed 

Category 2 
Semi-developed 

Category 3 
Single Track 

Category 4 
Undeveloped 

Sample image 

    
Type described as Urban multi use path; non 

motorized; rail trail 
Urban, natural env or 
wilderness multi use path 
with constructed tread; 
rail trail; reclaimed 
roadway; motor or non; 
(inc groomed xc ski trail 
and sno-mo trail in 
winter) 

Single track width, 
developed or semi-
developed trail in natural 
env or wilderness; hike, 
bike, horse, atv/moto; 
motor or non; (inc xc ski 
trail in winter, groomed or 
non) 

Undeveloped natural 
environment pathway; or 
wilderness or backcountry 
trail, path or portage; 
unmaintained or low level 
maintenance; includes 
unauthorized pathways in 
populated areas 

Corridor  Typically +1m either side 
tread, 3m tall  

Typically 0.5m either side 
tread, 2.5m tall  

Typically 0m either side 
tread, 2.5m tall 

Variable  

Tread 2+m wide or wider, 
hardened (asphalt, 

1+m wide or wider, 
aggregate soft surface, 

0.25-1m wide singletrack, 
natural surface 

Unsurfaced natural 
environment 



 

 

concrete or stone dust) or 
compacted surface 

natural or compacted 
surface 

Surface obstruction Hardened surface cracks 
and bumps; minimal 
effect on user 

Variable natural or 
compacted loose surface; 
minimal obstruction 

Roots, rocks, variable 
surface 

Rough surface 

Maintenance effort Commensurate with 
volume of use: High for 
high traffic trails, lower 
for low traffic trails 

Seasonal as needed; 
commensurate with 
volume of use; 
maintenance of tread 
surface and corridor 

Seasonal as needed; 
commensurate with 
volume of use to low 
maintenance; minimal to 
no maintenance of tread 
surface and corridor 

No maintenance of tread; 
low to no maintenance of 
corridor 

Risk mitigation effort Commensurate with 
volume of use and 
proximity to population; 
commensurate with 
severity of emergent 
hazard  

Commensurate with 
volume and type of use 
and proximity to 
population; 
commensurate with 
severity of emergent 
hazard   

Commensurate with 
volume and type of use 
and proximity to 
population; 
commensurate with 
severity of emergent 
hazard; low effort for 
wilderness environment 

Low to no effort 

Inspection interval 
(regular visual inspection) 

Commensurate with 
volume of use and 
proximity to population; 
approximately monthly 
(when open) for high 
volume/close proximity 
trails; approx. seasonal for 
low volume/distant trails 

Commensurate with 
volume of use and 
proximity to population; 
approximately monthly 
(when open) for high 
volume/close proximity 
trails; approx. annual for 
low volume/distant trails 

Annual No  

Hazard marking Yes i.e. road crossing 
signs, warning signs 

Yes in close proximity to 
population; little to no 
otherwise 

No No 

Difficulty rating Suitable for all permitted 
users 

Close proximity to 
population suitable for all 
permitted users; natural 
env or wilderness may 

May have difficulty rating 
for intended activity or no 
rating 

May have difficulty rating 
for intended activity or no 
rating 



 

 

have difficulty rating for 
intended activity 

Installed features (where 
they exist i.e. bridge, 
trailhead, parking) 

Engineered Engineered when or 
where warranted; 
otherwise overbuilt for 
intended use 

Rustic, minimalist 
construction 

Minimalist construction to 
no 

AODA compliance 
considerations 

Yes, consideration 
required 

Yes in close proximity to 
population, otherwise no 
in wilderness or 
designated use (i.e. ATV 
trail, xc ski trail) 

No No  

 

MINIMUM SIGNAGE STANDARD 

Uniform/standardized expectations for signage/marking of recreation trails in Ontario 

Trailhead/map/online information required of Type 1,2,3:  

1. Recreation trail label/designation and trail classification (as per this document) 

2. Targeted user group with expected average grade, maximum grade, and cross slope grade (or difficulty rating, if applicable to 

activity) 

3. Designate authorized/unauthorized users 

4. Users assume all risks as per Occupiers’ Liability Act RSO 1990 

5. 911 address or emergency contact info 

Hazard marking and waymarks: standardized ISO compliant warning icon for road crossing, cliff edge, steep up/down, merging traffic (to be 

determined) 

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

1. Trail: a general term applied to a track, route or pathway 

a. Recreation trail: a category of trails with recognition under the Occupiers’ Liability Act RSO 1990 and AODA, where the intended 

purpose of use is for recreation and/or travel that is not upon an automobile roadway 

b. Wilderness or backcountry trail: a trail removed from population centres, often with minimal infrastructure and time-delayed 

access to emergency response 



 

 

c. Natural environment trail: a trail traveling through forested or agricultural zones, either within urban areas or in close proximity 

to population centres; improved access to emergency response relative to a wilderness/backcountry trail 

d. Specific use trail: an AODA designation indicating a trail authorized for a single use type/activity 

e. Multi use trail: a trail with multiple authorized use types/activities 

f. Unauthorized trail or pathway: a recreation trail that is user generated and not endorsed or maintained by the occupier/land 

manager 

g. Water trail: a recognized waterway route designated for recreational use or travel 

2. Corridor: the average or typical width and height of the opening or area through which the recreation trail travels; assumed variation 

given natural environment and activity type; clear of highly unusual encumbrances for permitted users. 

3. Tread: the ground surface upon which users travel;  

a. hardened tread (AODA defines hardened as asphalt, concrete or stone dust),  

b. compacted tread (soil stabilizers, aggregate and mineral)  

c. natural tread (insitu mineral or no treatment) 

4. Visual inspection: a regular process of visually identifying emergent safety hazards (to all potential users) on a defined section of trail 

5. Technical inspection: process of assessing the integrity of trail subsurface, tread, drainage, corridor, and infrastructure (i.e. gate, fence, 

bridge); often requires specific technical training or credentials 

6. Volume of use: relative to other trails in the management jurisdiction; a spectrum or grouping of trails from highest use/volume to 

lowest use/volume 

REFERENCES: 
Ontario Trails Act: https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/16o08 
Occupiers’ Liability Act: https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/90o02 
AODA trail requirements and exceptions: https://www.ontario.ca/laws/regulation/110191#BK92 
Book 18 Cycling Facilities; Ontario Traffic Manual 
http://www.raqsb.mto.gov.on.ca/techpubs/eps.nsf/0/825810eb3ddd203385257d4a0063d934/$FILE/Ontario%20Traffic%20Manual%20-
%20Book%2018.pdf 
 

Disclaimer: While the Ontario Trail Council does its best to provide useful information and guidance on matters of interest to its members. The Ontario Trails Council recognizes 

that statutes, regulations and common law continually change and evolve, vary from jurisdiction to jurisdiction, and are subject to differing interpretations and opinions. The 

Ontario Trails Council recommends that this document be used in conjunction with a Trail Management Plan for the construction and maintenance of trails. The information 

provided by the Ontario Trails Council is not intended to replace legal or other professional advice or services. The information provided by the Ontario Trails Council herein is 

provided “as is” and without any warranty, either expressed or implied, as to its fitness, quality, accuracy, applicability or timeliness. Before taking any action, consult an 

appropriate professional and satisfy yourself about the fitness, accuracy, applicability or timeliness of any information or opinions contained herein. The Ontario Trails Council 

https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/16o08
https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/90o02
https://www.ontario.ca/laws/regulation/110191#BK92
http://www.raqsb.mto.gov.on.ca/techpubs/eps.nsf/0/825810eb3ddd203385257d4a0063d934/$FILE/Ontario%20Traffic%20Manual%20-%20Book%2018.pdf
http://www.raqsb.mto.gov.on.ca/techpubs/eps.nsf/0/825810eb3ddd203385257d4a0063d934/$FILE/Ontario%20Traffic%20Manual%20-%20Book%2018.pdf


 

 

assumes no liability whatsoever for any errors or omissions associated with the information provided herein and furthermore assumes no liability for any decision or action 

taken in reliance on the information contained in these materials or for any damages, losses, costs or expenses in a way connected to it. 


