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Minutes of the Alabama Trails Commission 
and Advisory Board Joint Meeting 

 
Tuesday, August 6, 2024 

Tallapoosa County Courthouse 
Dadeville, Alabama 

11:00 AM 
 

In Person & Via Zoom 
 

Public notice of this meeting was made on July 9, 2024 through the Secretary of State’s office via the 
Alabama Department of Economic and Community Affairs in accordance with the Alabama Open 

Meetings Act. 
 

 
Alabama Trails Commission (ATC) Attendees 
Amy Rauworth 
Sen. Andrew Jones 
Chris Blankenship 
Dr. Graham Sisson, Chair 
Denson Clark (via zoom) 
Gray Brennan 
Johnny Smith 
Marcus Campbell (late arrival) 
Nisa Miranda (via zoom) 
Philip West (via zoom) 
Robby Cantrell 
 
 
Advisory Board (AB) Attendees 
Debbie Quinn (via zoom) 
Garrett Parker 
Jared Carter 
Jason Dockery 
Lora McClendon (via zoom) 
Maecie Martin Walker (via zoom) 
Marie Bostick (via zoom) 
Natalie Norman 
Ronnie Davis (late arrival) 
Steve Newton 
Tim King (via zoom) 
Dr. Vini Nathan (via zoom) 
Will Collins 
 
Associates & Visitors 
Brian Rushing – The University of Alabama Center for Economic Development 
David Perry – Alabama Trails Foundation (via zoom) 
Paul Demarco - Alabama Trails Foundation 
Cindy Ragland – Alabama Trails Foundation 
Crystal Talley – Alabama Department of Economic and Community Affairs 
Kevin Blackburn – Alabama Department of Economic and Community Affairs 
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LaToya Edwards – Alabama Department of Economic and Community Affairs 
Daniel Ogden – The University of Alabama Center for Economic Development 
Cameron Seals – U.S. Forest Service 
Mark Tuggle – Chief of Staff, Speaker of the House 
Rep. Ed Oliver – Alabama House of Representatives 
Rick Oates – Alabama Forestry Commission 
John Goff – Alabama Forestry Commission 
T. C. McLemore – Innovate Alabama 
Mike Bagwell – Backcountry Horsemen of Alabama (via zoom) 
Phillip Darden – International Mountain Bike Association 
Jerry Bynum – Cherokee Ridge Alpine Trail Association 
Jimmy Lanier – Cherokee Ridge Alpine Trail Association 
Dwayne O’Reiley – Alabama Tourism Department (via zoom) 
Brooklyn Lundy – Alabama Tourism Department (via zoom) 
Ronald David - Citizen 
 
 
 
Welcome and Introductions 
 
Dr. Graham Sisson called the meeting to order at 11:00AM and called roll.  A quorum was present for the 
Alabama Trails Commission (ATC) but not for the Advisory Board (AB). 
 
Dr. Sisson thanked the Cherokee Ridge Alpine Trail Association (CRATA) for making arrangements for 
the meeting space, providing lunch, and offering a tour of their trails at Smith Mountain following the 
meeting.  He welcomed Sen. Andrew Jones and Denson Clark (Governor’s Office) as new members of the 
ATC.  He also welcomed Cameron Seals with the U.S. Forest Service, who will soon be a new member of 
the AB. 
 
Dr. Sisson turned the floor over to Rep. Ed Oliver who welcomed the attendees to Tallapoosa County. 
 
Dr. Sisson welcomed the representatives from ADECA to speak.  Kevin Blackburn, ADECA attorney, 
reviewed needed improvements on how the ATC records minutes based upon audit findings.  ADECA will 
send a letter detailing these changes. 
 
A copy of the Alabama Trails Foundation’s annual report was sent to the membership prior to the meeting 
and serves as their report for this meeting. 
 
 
Approval of Minutes 
 
With a quorum of the ATC being present, Dr. Sisson asked for a motion for their approval of the December 
6, 2023 meeting minutes as written.  Amy Rauworth made the motion for approval, and Chris Blankenship 
seconded the motion.  Motion passed unanimously.  Dr. Sisson asked for a motion to approve the February 
13, 2024 meeting minutes as written.  Senator Jones made the motion for approval, and Amy Rauworth 
seconded this motion.  Motion passed unanimously. 
 
 
 
Review of Legislative Establishment of the ATC/AB, Formation of the ATF 
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Dr. Sisson presented this report, which included the following key points: 
• The Alabama Trails Commission (ATC) and Advisory Board (AB) were created by the Legislature 

in 2010 to advance the development, interconnection, and use of trails in Alabama and to promote, 
develop, and facilitate a statewide system of interconnected land and water-based trails utilizing 
intergovernmental coordination, technical assistance, education and outreach, research, and 
alternative funding sources.  In 2016, revised legislation was passed that expanded the boards to 13 
seats on the ATC and 27 seats on the AB and to enable members to serve two 4-year terms.  A 
diverse group of agencies and organizations hold appointing authorities for the ATC’s and AB’s 
seats.  The ATC serves as the governing entity for the work of both bodies.  The ATC and AB are 
the primary conveners of recreational trail interests in Alabama.  While each group has its own 
specific interests, members of the ATC and AB are committed to working collaboratively to 
advance trails for the collective benefit of our state. 

• In 2017, the ATC and AB created the Alabama Trails Foundation (ATF) to raise private funds to 
support high-priority trail initiatives.  After establishing its first governing board in 2018, the ATF 
embarked on its inaugural project, which is focused on enhancing the Alabama Pinhoti Trail as our 
state’s preeminent long-distance hiking destination through planning and developing infrastructure 
and facility improvements and by working with multiple communities, agencies, and organizations 
along the trail to better leverage this wonderful asset for regional economic and quality of life 
impact. 

• As we all are aware, this is an important time for trail planning and development in Alabama, and 
as the Executive Committee report reflects, the ATC leadership has been in conversations with the 
ATF, Innovate Alabama, and others about how we can work effectively together to advance trail-
related efforts for the benefit of the entire state.  We hope today’s meeting will further these 
conversations. 

 
Dr. Sisson invited questions and comments from the group.  No questions were asked. 
 
 
UTAP / HETAP Presentation 
 
Amy Rauworth reviewed the work the ATC and AB undertook to bring the Universal Trail Assessment 
Process (UTAP) and High-Efficiency Trail Assessment Process (HETAP) training to Alabama and made 
the following key points: 

• UTAP and HETAP is a system for gathering accessibility information on trails and for 
communicating this information to the public. 

• In 2015, the Lakeshore Foundation received funding from the Recreational Trails Program and the 
Curtis and Edith Munson Foundation to conduct this pilot training program and to purchase HETAP 
equipment, which is available for free to certified users. 

• Alabama State Parks was a major participant in this training and subsequently implemented the 
assessment system in several State Parks. 

• There is an opportunity to do more work in State Parks and across the state to assess trails and 
deploy signage that will serve trail users, particularly those with physical challenges. 

• Mrs. Rauworth offered the Lakeshore Foundation’s assistance to anyone in writing grant 
applications and in securing funding to conduct more training and demonstration projects. 

 
Dr. Sisson invited questions and comments from the group.  No questions were asked. 
 
 
Review of Other ATC & AB Work 
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Brian Rushing made remarks about other work of the ATC & AB, making the following key points: 
• Education, outreach, and technical assistance are major focus areas. 
• Education activities focus on providing best practices training, primarily through statewide 

conferences and trail leadership workshops and webinars. 
• Outreach includes supporting public awareness through the 100 Alabama Miles Challenge and 

maintaining the Alabama Recreation Trails website. 
• Technical assistance includes all aspects of the planning, funding, development, construction, and 

operations of trails and there are many examples of providing this assistance. 
• As the largest convening of trail interests in the state, the ATC’s and AB’s leadership role is critical 

for the future of outdoor recreation development. 

Dr. Sisson invited questions and comments from the group.  No questions were asked. 
 
 
Innovate Alabama Outdoor Recreation Program Update 
 
T. C. McLemore gave a presentation on Innovate Alabama’s (IA) creation of its outdoor recreation 
program, making the following key points: 

• IA became operational in 2022 and developed a set of programing pillars to attract and retain 
entrepreneurs and technology professions in Alabama.  These pillars are Access to Resources 
(capital), Talent Development (higher education), and Lifestyle (outdoor recreation). 

• IA established a Council on Outdoor Recreation, which made strategic recommendations to the IA 
Board of Directors in 2023.  Commissioner Chris Blankenship is chair of this council. 

• Key outdoor recreation program developments at IA include: 
o Developing an outdoor recreation marketing campaign to promote existing assets.   

§ The creation of the Seek Alabama website, intended to promote the outdoor 
recreation lifestyle one can have in Alabama. 

§ “Experiential activations” at technology events, giving entrepreneurs a virtual 
experience of outdoor recreation in Alabama. 

§ Ads in technology-related publications. 
o Creating an outdoor recreation grants program.   

§ Grants are made through the existing Network Gants structure at IA. 
§ Eligible entities include governments, institutions, and nonprofits. 
§ Funding categories:  

• High-impact and shovel-ready infrastructure projects 
• Projects related to supporting outdoor recreation small businesses 
• Outdoor recreation engagement programs that target entrepreneurs and 

technology workers 
§ $5M to award this fiscal year. 
§ Two rounds of funding will take place each year in the spring and fall. 
§ Funding is capped at $250,000 for most projects.  Regional, high-impact projects 

may be funded up to $500,000. 
§ Applications will be reviewed by a committee made up of members of the Council 

on Outdoor Recreation. 
 

Nisa Miranda asked if geographic diversity will be a consideration for the evaluation criteria for grant 
applications.   Mr. McLemore said that geographic diversity is an existing priority for IA’s Network Grants 
program and will be used in the evaluation of outdoor recreation funding applications.  Mr. McLemore 
noted the continuing need for technical assistance particularly in rural, underserved communities to better 
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position them to develop projects and receive IA funding.  Ms. Miranda asked how the ATC and AB can 
best help.  Mr. McLemore said that the ATC & AB can be a key technical assistance provider and serve to 
make connections between communities and technical assistance sources and to IA funding. 
 
Jared Carter asked if funds are reimbursement, if there is a project funding limit, and if there is a match 
requirement.  Mr. McLemore said the project funding cap will generally be $250,000 except for regional 
projects.  The grants currently do not require match, but this may change in the future.  Funds for projects 
would be given using the existing IA Network Grant structure: 10% upon executing of funding agreement, 
40% at the beginning of construction/implementation, and the balance reimbursed after completion of the 
project.   
 
Ms. Miranda asked if IA has coordinated with ADECA on potential projects and grant timing for cost 
sharing.  Commissioner Blankenship said that for the first round, they are working to get funds committed 
and that they have not have opportunity to do this coordination, but in the future an effort to align timing 
and otherwise coordinate will be made. 
 
Mrs. Rauworth asked what metrics IA would use for evaluating the success of enhancing outdoor recreation 
in Alabama.  Mr. McLemore said that their work is currently qualitative but they looking to operationalize 
a quantitative evaluation.  IA will likely collect data from their core target audience over time to evaluate 
trends in how outdoor recreation affected their decision to relocate.  Mrs. Rauworth underscored the 
importance of IA in communicating their successes to the public and the legislature. 
 
Philip Darden asked if IA would consider maintenance projects.  Mr. McLemore says this is currently not 
the highest and best use of their dollars and that IA is looking to the local operators to ensure that 
maintenance is covered.  In some cases, infrastructure could be maintained as part of a project that also 
includes expansion/enhancement of an existing facility. 
 
Dr. Sisson asked if there were any more questions.  There were none and he thanked Mr. McLemore and 
Commissioner Blankenship for their presentation and called for a 5-minute break. 
 
 
Sweet Trails Alabama Update 
 
Senator Andrew Jones gave a presentation on the status of the Sweet Trails Alabama statewide planning 
process, making the following key points: 

• Their project steering committee is currently reviewing the draft plan. 
• The plan includes an inventory of existing trails and major trail plans and implementation efforts 

that are underway throughout the state. 
• The plan includes 7,847 miles of prospective trails of all types that connects all 67 counties. 
• There was a series of listening sessions that took place last fall, with 298 individuals attending the 

meetings.  A total of 1,500 people have provided input in the process. 
• Jacksonville State University is conducting an economic impact assessment of implementing the 

plan. 
• Currently, there is $1.2 million in legislative funding available for trail corridor feasibility studies 

for high-priority projects identified in the plan. 

 
 
 
Technical Assistance Discussion 
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Brian Rushing shared that given the known technical assistance need around the state, particularly in under 
resourced communities, the Executive Committee is interested in better connecting ATC and AB members 
who have technical expertise with those who need help.  The Executive Committee is interested in 
developing a technical assistance resource document and to make it available to communities throughout 
the state.  Mr. Rushing reviewed a form developed to capture the types of technical assistance the 
membership could make available and invited them to complete the form. 
Commissioner Blankenship suggested including best practices reference resources available as part of the 
document. 
 
 
Cherokee Ridge Alpine Trail Association Presentation 

Jimmy Lanier gave presentation on the work of the Cherokee Ridge Alpine Trail Association (CRATA), 
making the following key points: 

• CRATA has been around for 20 years and has been working to develop and manage trails around 
Lake Martin as recreational enhancements for the region. 

• They maintain 26 miles of trails at 4 locations around Lake Martin, ranging from easy to difficult. 
• Most of their funding comes from donations and private foundations but they have received funding 

directly from the legislature and through the Recreational Trail Program. 
• CRATA partners with Forever Wild and Alabama Power to build and maintain trials on their lands. 
• Approximately 70,000 people visited the trails at Smith Mountain last year. 

 
Mr. Rushing asked about how CRATA has been successful in developing and managing a volunteer corps.  
Mr. Lanier said that volunteers are typically highly educated and wealthy use and take ownership of the 
trails.  National publicity of the trails has also inspired people to volunteer to help. 
 
 
General Announcements 
 

• Will Collins – Alabama State Parks 
o Alabama State Parks has developed 3 new mountain bike trail at Monte Santo State Park 

in Huntsville. 
o They are working on a new trail mapping program. 
o Jacksonville State University is currently working on an economic impact study for the 

Hugh Branyon Backcountry Trail at Gulf State Park 
o In partnership with the North Alabama Trials and Recreation organization, they are 

organizing a trail crew workshop October 25-29. 
o Mr. Collins noted the lack of qualified trail builders in Alabama and throughout the 

Southeast and the need for more technical training in our state. 
 

• Jared Carter – North Alabama Trail and Recreation 
o NATR will hold a Nature Fest on September 28 in Decatur.  This is a family event designed 

to connecting people to outdoor recreation activities, providers, and vendors.  
 

• Jason Dockery & Rick Oates – Alabama Forestry Commission 
o The Forestry Commission opened bidding for bringing water service to Flagg Mountain 

two weeks ago. 
o Renovations of RV sites, upgrades of water and electricity service, lake restoration, and 

adding trails is planned for Little River State Forest using state bond funds. 
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• Steve Newton – Alabama Recreational Trails Advisory Board 
o There has recently been a change in Recreational Trails Program requirements for 

equipment procurement.  Up to $500,000, the federal government now does not equipment 
procured under the grant program to be made in the USA.   
 

• Cameron Seals – U. S. Forest Service 
o The Great American Outdoors Act has funded 9 new trail bridges in the Tuskegee National 

Forest and 1 along the Chinabee Silent Trail in the Talladega National Forest. 
 
 
The Next meeting is scheduled for December 10.  Location, TBD. 
 
Dr. Sisson welcomed everyone to join CRATA for a hike on Smith Mountain following the meeting. 
 
With no further business, the meeting was adjourned at 1:20 pm. 
 
 
 
 
 
Respectfully Submitted By: 
 
 
________________________     12/3/24    
Brian Rushing       Date 
Recording Secretary 
 
 
Approved 
 
________________________     12/10/24   
Dr. Graham Sisson      Date 
Alabama Trails Commission Chair 


