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A HANDBOOK FOR LANDOWNERS

The Bay Area Ridge Trail Council is a

't2

volunteer organization of private
citizens and landowners, public land
ffitnagement agencies and
recreational, env ironmental and
community groups. Since its inception
in 1987, the Council has worked to
create a ridgeline trail, accessible to all
Bay Area communities, connecting the
region's parks, agricultural lands, open
spqce and cultural resources.
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one of the most ambitious recreation projects of the

a

partner in

century-the

creation of a 41T-mile-long ridgetop trail circling San Francisco Bay.

The trail wiII highlight natural, scenic and cuhural resources,link the region's
scattered parklands, and

within

easy reach of

put hiking, horseback riding and bicycling routes

all Bay Area communities.

As a landowner, you can contribute to this project in many wayg from
helping to plan the treil route through your community to providing a trail
easement. Indeed, your participation is cruciql to the completion of the

Ridge Trail. More than 150 miles of the proposed Ridge Trail corridor are on

private lands.
This handbook is designed to begin answering your questions about why and
how to participate.

It

addressees a wide range of common landowner concerns,

including ownership and easement options, property value impacti, potential
tax benefits and compatibility with surrounding land
We hope this handbook spurs your interest

uses.

in the Ridge Troil and inspires

you to become a part of this exciting project. We look forward to working with
you to complete the Bay Area Ridge Trail
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The Bay Area has a long tradition of open space
preservation, enabling residents to enjoy many recre-

ational opportunities in this glorious natural setting.
As early as the 1940s, groups of people were working

to preserve public access to the hills surrounding the Bay. Since then, trails have become increasingly popular as a way to explore these ridgetops.
The Ridge Tiail is the brainchild of William Penn Mott,Ir. (1909-1992), who serr.ed as General
Manager of the East Bay Regional Parks District, Director of the California Department of Parks
and Recreation and Director of the National Park Service. More than 30 years ago Mott envisioned a 400-mile ridgeline trail circling the entire Bay and linking the region's greenbelt

of

parks, open spaces and agricultural lands. Since 1987 the Bay Area Ridge Trail Council has been

working to make Bill Mott's vision a realin'.
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To complete the Ridge Tiail, the Bay Area Ridge Trail Council works closely with dozens of pub-

lic and private partners, as well as with hundreds of dedicated citizen volunteers. It fosters coalitions between cities, rural communities and park districts with access to the trail system, and
trains and organizes trail advocates to work with local agencies, landowners and others on trail
planning, building and maintenance.
The Council is a non-profit
organization that advocates for
the Tiail and works with agencies
The Bay Area Ridge Trarl Council is committed to creating
to help plan and build it. Our role
a safe and environmentally sound multiple-use ridgeline
may be slightly different on diftrail circling San Francisco Bay, connecting the regions
ferent segments of the Tiail. But
parks and open spaces for hikers, mountain bicyclists and
no matter what its specific role,
equestrians. Multi-use trails help to build a trail commuthe Council's primary goal is to
nity and.offer all users an opportunity to cooperate in
keep the big picture-the completed Bay Area Ridge

Tiail-in

focus for all participants.

preserving and protecting a common resource.

As envisioned, the Bay Area Ridge Trail

will traverse many different types of land,
including regional open space areas, farm
lands, r.ineyards, city parks, neighborhoods, urban streets, planned communities and more. Approximately 150 miles of the Ridge

Trail may eventually traverse private lands held by diverse o\\,ners, including farmers, ranchers,
r-ineyardists, subdivision developers, industrial property owners and homeowners.
Your participation as a landowner is critical to the successful completion of the Ridge Trail,
and building partnerships with landowners like you is a vital part of the Bay Area Ridge Trail
Council's mission. By working with the Council, you can help create a unique resource for your
community, prevent urban development on productive agricultural land, preserve open space
and scenic views, protect wildlife habitat and leave a legacy for future generations.

Et'ery landolvner has different reasons for working with the Council. Allowing access to your
property for the Ridge Tiail will not only help to close gaps between trail segments, but can also
create substantial benefits for you and your heirs. Although many of these benefits are financial,

bv providing land for the Ridge Trail you can also help to ensure that the land you love is permaruently protected.

Donating an easement for the Ridge Tiail, for example, may entitle you to income tax deductions. An easement may also reduce estate taxes, ensuring that your heirs will rrot have to sell the
land to pay taxes.
The presence of a trail can also bring economic benefits to your community. For example, in a

in Contra Costa County, one-third said
that the trail positively influenced their decision to purchase their home. And a survey of three
trails, including the Lafayette-Moraga Tiail in Contra Costa County, found that a majority of
homeowners felt the proximity of the trail would make their homes sell more easily and at higher
1997 survey of residents living near the Iron Horse Tiail

r.alues.
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Farmer John Giusti grows artichokes, brussels sprouts, beans and peas on 190 coastside acres

between Highway 1 and Cowell State Beach. The beach was opened to the public in 1994, and

a

mile-and-a-half of trail runs from east to west along one side of GiustiS fields, providing access to

the beach from the highway.
Giusti's family bought the property from the Peninsula Open Space Trust in '1 993, with the

restriction that the land could never be developed. "That restriction was what made the land
affordable for farming," says Giusti. The Trust also retained easements for several trails on the
property's peripher,.
A six-foot wire fence separates the beach access trail from Giusti's fields. Nevertheless, he worried that trail users might "try to steal artichokes" or complain about crop spraying. To address
these concerns, "strongly worded" signs were posted to discourage trespassing, and a clause in
Giusti's purchase agreement allows him to close the trail when spraying is necessary.

Giusti says the trail has not interfered at all with his farming operation. ln fact, he says, trail
users are often curious about the farm and crops, and

"l kind of enjoy going out and talking to

them if I have time,"

Trails can benefit agriculture by helping to educate the public about the importance of farmers
and farmland. Trails can also irelp promote agricultural tourism, a growing industry that allows
farmers to enhance the profitability of their agricultural enterprises.
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Most gratifiring of all may be the knowledge that
by assisting the Ridge Tiail, you are creating a legacy that will enhance the quality of life for future
generations and for the entire Bay Area. Trail
routes can protect important habitat and provide

critical routes for wildlife by connecting larger
habitat areas to one another. Trails can also create
buffer zone, separating open space or agricultural

a

land from urban sprawl. Above all, trails offer people from all walks of life the opportunity to experience and eniov the natural world.

%r.-.,-.4Since its inception, the Bay Area Ridge Tiail Council has
worked closely with landowners, bringing them into the
process to ensure their participation in planning and
building the Bay Area Ridge Trail.

Five Canyons is a new subdivision in

the unincorporated
Alameda County community of Castro Valley. When
complete, more than 900 housing units will occupy hilly

Every landowner's situation is unique, and each
landowner will have different goals and concerns

regarding participation in the Ridge Tiail. Therefore,
there are no hard and fast rules about how the Tiail is
pianned and managed or how land for the route is
acquired. The Council works in partnership with

the development approval process for Five
Canyons the East Bay Regional parks District (EBRpD)

landowners and land management agencies to site,
build and maintain the Ridge Tiail to suit each parrici_

approached the developer, Lyon Development, and
Alameda County regarding the importance of protecting

pating landowners needs.

open space resources on the property and providing a
link for the Bay Area Ridge Trail. Lyon worked coopera_
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The general route for the Ridge Trail was planned
through a public process that involved a diverse range
of stakeholders. We are now planning the specific
routes of individual trail segments and seeking the

full participation of all interested parties, including
landowners, local agencies and land trusts. Once you
decide to work with the Council, we will work with
vou to plan the specific route of the Ridge Trail on
vour property.
Tiail planning is often part of larger land use planning processes, such as general plan and zoning
revisions. Local parks or open space management
agencies usually take the lead in trail planning, holding

community workshops to build support for the Ridge
Trail, facilitate public input and determine the best trail
alignment. If no appropriate public agency exists, the
Council may take the lead in trail planning. Sometimes,
landowners seeking to develop their property are asked
to donate a trail for mitigation. In these cases, the
Council works with the property owner to develop an
appropriate plan.
\A4tatever the circumstances, your participation in
the trail planning process may also help you to deter_

mine the legal mechanism for providing trail
that's best for your situation.

access

terrain that once supported cattle grazingand dryland
farming.
Early in

tively with the District and the County to identify an
open space dedication that would provide crrculation
around and through the development, as well as ade_
quate habitat and acreage to meet EBRpD,s open
space
management requirements. Negotiations between the
parties ultimately led to a plan that preserves open
spaces and creates a trail system, including an easement
for the Ridge Trail. Lyon Development later sold the Five
Canyons project to Centex Homes; however, Centex

honored all earlier agreements and was responsible for
completing the open space and trial improvements. They
have continued to be an excellent partner in providing
high-quality open-space-and-trail system.

a

All residents of Alameda and Contra Costa counties
pay fees to support the EBRpD. Since they
are the main
benefjciaries of the Five Canyons Trail, residents of the
development pay an additional fee to provide fundjnq
for local open space and trail maintenance.
EBRPD

ly

and Alameda County staff worked cooperative_

with the developer to build trail, fences, bridges and

fire roads and make other improvements necessary to
manage the trails and open space. Open space and
trails.
especially the Ridge Trail, have become a key part

of the

Five Canyons marketing strategy. The development
is now

so popular that prospective buyers must compete in
a lot_

tery for new housing units.
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for the Ridge Tiail;
You have many options when it comes to granting access to your property
the most popular
some have significant tax advantages or other financial benefits. Some of
options include:

entity that
is a flexible tool that
establishes rights to use a specific area for a specific purpose' An easement
needs. In a stanleaves property in private hands and can be tailored to address your specific
her land via
dard trail easement, the landowner agrees to allow public trail access to his or
the
foot, horse or bicycle. A so-called "floating easement" allows the landowner to relocate

EAsEME

Nrs An easement is an agreement between

a landowner and another

easement as needs change.
With an easement, the landowner can continue to live on the land, work it (within the terms
the land
of the easement), sell it and pass it on to heirs. The easement remains in force when
changes hands.

Selling your propertyto a conservation organization or public agencywili
its fair market value'
protect it permanently. You may sell your property at no more than
benefits for both you
However, selling property at less than its market value can have substantial
contribution for the
and the conservation buyer. In a "bargain sale" you can claim a charitable
can offset the capital
difference between the sale price and the fair market value. This deduction
gains tax on the sale portion of the transaction'

FEE

rtrLE sales

able to
Ar I o N s Donating land offers the most significant tax advantages: you may be
land will also
claim an income tax deduction equal to the full market value of the land. Donating
reduce the total value of your estate, reducing inheritance taxes.

D
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LIFE EsrArE Individuals may donate property to a charitable organization but retain
fixed
other
interest in it that iets them continue to use it for the rest of their lives or some
great as for a
not
as
is
term-a "life estate." The tax deduction available for these transactions
the ternl
straight donation, and the landorvner remains responsible for property taxes during
of the life estate.
is unique,
These are only some of the options available. Because every landowner's situation
option that
you should consult a tax attorney or accountant for professional advice regarding the
to compll'u-ith
is right for you. In addition, the property must be valued by a qualified appraiser

IRS regulations governing charitable contributions'
Once you have determined the appropriate legal mechanism, the Bay Area Ridge
Trail Council can help link you with a conservation agency' such as an open space

district or land trust, that rvill work with you to plan, build and manage
the trail in a way thal meets your needs.

agency, park

rt*!l-i3t?*c:

.&$i5

.+1

i1

T1*&*i+-ii-: 9-i4

l:'i::€i:

'-

You are more
As a landowner, your participation in planning the Ridge Trail is crucial'
the Trarfamiliar than anyone with the physical characteristics of the land through which
will pass. Your participation can ensure that its route maximizes the scenic, recreational
landscape carr
and educational potential of the Trail. In addition, your familiarity with the
help Trail planners anticipate potential future problems and take steps to avoid them'

The following steps outline the general process for placing a trail
on private property.

Il^-. lr'rrrrel

corurAcrTheBayAreaRidgeTrail Council staff andvolunteersarehappytomeet
with you to talk more about the opportunities and options available to you. We will be
available to assist you throughout the process.

Dl
-
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Srr-scrtoN oF A NoN-pRoFrr oR AGENcy pARTNER Sincethe Council does nottypically
provide the on-the-ground trail management or hold easements or a title, we will help
identify an appropriate partner. We will help you contact potential open space or agency
partners. lf you do not wish to work directly with a public agency, you can use a non-profit
organization, such as a land trust. Whichever type of partner you select, you should understand their role, as well as the rights and responsibilities you retain.

f"o,.

RourE sELEcrroNTogether,youandyourtrail partner.will selectatrail routethat
is most beneficial to you and your community, and creates the least impact on your property. Site visits to the property with your partner are important as you consider potential
routes. Keep in mind your existing and planned uses of the property, as well as trail implementation and management needs such

as

topography, fencing, gates and fire manage-

ment. The expertise of the Ridge Trail Council and our numerous agency partners through-

out the Bay Area can be very helpful in this step.

@ Sr..,rrcArroN

AssEssMENr You should consult with your attorney and accountant to

examine options regarding easement specifications, trail development and management
issues. Reviewing typical agreements used by your agency partner can be useful in this step.

Pnopenry vALUATToN AND TRArL pARTrvERsHrp sELEcrloN You should order an
appraisal of your property by an independent agent to determine its value. Consult with
your attorney and.accountant to evaluate the tax benefits of different trail partnership
options (e.9. easement sale or donation). Reach an agreement with your trail partner.

(l
-

CoHveyAitcE You should work with your trail partner to draft the trail easement via the
appropriate legal instruments. lf needed, agree on language for a memorandum of understanding and/or management plan regarding trial location, design, maintenance, insurance
and liability. Survey property if necessary. Record documents.

Q

C..r"RArroN The Ridge Trail Council and your trail partner will recognize your contribution and the importance of the trail to the community.
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IBM's Almaden Research Center occupies 690 acres adjacent to Santa Teresa County Park in San
Jose. To

obtain approval to build the facility, IBM agreed to leave most of the property as open

space-all but thirty acres remain undeveloped. Cattle graze on much of the remaining land.
In the early 1990s, when IBM was developing the property, it offered a trail easement to the

county as mitigation. Today, approximately one mile of Bay Area Ridge Trail runs along the sides of

the property, part of it in the county land and part on city land.
According to Ray Dias, facilities manager for the site, IBM's primary concern regarding the Trail
focused on possible liability issues arising from the publics activities on private land. To address
these concerns, the city and county agreed to indemnify IBM fully against any claims. To enhance
security, Dias says IBM built a fence to separate the Trail from the rest of the property and there
have been no security problems related to the Trail.
Dias says facility employees enjoy the open space and the access to trails.

"lt

makes this a more

attractive place to work," he says.

A well-sited trail can minimize its impact on your property and activities, be they farming,
grazing, forestry or leisure. The Council can work with you to site the Ridge Trail to ensure
privacy and away from agricultural areas or other areas of significant use. Natural barriers,
topography, landscaping and fencing can also buffer your residence and activities from
Trail users.
Landowners are generalli' not responsible for Tiail maintenance or management. Rather those
responsibilities are assigned to a local managing agency, which may be the local parks or open
space district or a land trust. The managing agency is responsible for all aspects of Trail maintenance and operation, including grading fire roads, construction, trimming vegetation, signage,
,patrols and public safett'. Volunteers from the Council and other community or environmental
organizations often provide the labor required to build the Tiail, under the guidance of the managing agency. The Council and the managing agency will also work with you to coordinate and
keep you informed of Trail management activities.
$*ARg S {}3ndtts
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Some landowners worry that they might be held liable

if a trail user

is injured on their propert\-.

or incur large legal bills defending against such a claim. However, California's Recreational Use
Statute shields private landowners from liability for injuries sustained by people using their
property for recreational purposes under most circumstances. The exceptions are when the
landowner has committed a malicious or willful failure to warn or guard against a peril, grant.;
permission to use the land in exchange for a consideration (such as an admission fee) or ext.::ed an express invitation to the injured party. A landowner who provides a

trail easement

ts

included within the protection of the statute.
Furthermore, under state law, landowners who have granted permission to the public to use
their land through an agreement with a public or non-profit agency may claim attorne\"s tees ::
they are sued by someone claiming to have been injured or otherwise damaged while on the ir
land, within certain limitations. Detailed information about landowner liabilin'issues can be

found in the Bay Area Ridge Tiail Council publication California's Recreatiotrol Lse Sttttute ond
Landowner Liabilitv (free to interested landowners).
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Living with a trail on or near your property can be highly rewarding. A nearby trail provides
easy access to a number of recreational activities and the opportunity to experience at will the
scenic beauty and natural splendors of the Bay Area.
In survey after survey, people living near trails reported that they believed the trail enhanced
the quality of life in their neighborhood. For example , in a 1997 Sonoma County survey of people living near parks or trails, 670/o of respondents said that they believed the park or trail had
improved the quality of life in their neighborhood.
Although landowners often fear that trails will bring an increase in crime, vandalism and trespassing, several studies have found that property owners adjacent to trails experience little or no
crime or vandalism

p

as a result

of the trail.

Since 1980, the Benziger family has lived and worked on 100 acres of Sonoma mountainside, adja-

cent to Jack London State Park. The property includes three home sites, 65 acres of vineyard and

a

winery. ln addition to growing grapes and producing world-class wine, the family also uses the
property to showcase organic and sustainable vineyard techniques.

A 100-yard segment of the

Bay Area Ridge Trail runs along

the property line separating the

Benzrger property from the park. According to Chris Benziger, the Trail was an important factor in

the family's decision to purchase the property. "The proximity to the Trail was definitely an added

benefit," he says. "We all enjoy the access to a great trail network, and its made the home site a
social hub. We just meet up there and head out on a trail outing." He adds that the trail has also

been good for business. "At work we've instituted what we call 'walks in the woods.' Some of the
best business ideas come out of them."
Benziger says the family has never experienced any problems from the trail, which is separated from the property by a wire fence and patrolled by park rangers. "Our property abuts a park-

ing Iot for the Trail, which you'd think might be an invitation to trouble. But we've never had
any," he

says.

Benziger is so devoted to the Trail that in the fall

of 1997, when weather-related

erosion threat-

ened to close it, he formed a volunteer work crew.to help maintain the Trail and keep it open.

The Council encouraqes Trail mana-eers ro detelop iarr entorcement and emergeno-medical
plans betbre opening the Trail to the public. Public agencies or communitv yolunteers may patrol
the Trail on foot, horseback or bicycle to heip protect public safety and private property. The
Council also works with the managing agency to develop and install signposts reminding users ro
stay on the Tiail and respect private property and providing important information such as horv

to dispose of trash, protect wildlife and resources and close cattle gates.
Well-maintained trails can enhance fire protection by acting as firebreaks and providing firefighting access to previously inaccessible areas, as well as by placing more lookouts (in the form
of trail users) on the land.
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Now that you know about the Bay Area Ridge Tiail and the Bay Area Ridge Tiail Council, we
hope you will consider becoming a partner in this exciting endeavor. As a private landowner, you
can play a vital role in completing the Ridge Tiail and creating a unique and valuable resource for
Bay Area residents for generations lo come.
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