MTB Access Issues

and the formation of Mountain Biking Ireland (MBI)

This report is a summary of the events  taking place on the trail access front over the past two months, there is of course more detail surrounding the various points, please keep an eye out for further notices.

1. Meetings with Coillte

Things are now moving forward with regard to developing a good working relationship with Coillte. Discussions have been very positive so far - Coillte are far more in favour of us regulating our own affairs than trying to enforce bans upon our activities.  

The sequence of events so far is as follows: There was an initial meeting of an ad hoc group of mountain bikers, convened by Derek Gray, and held in his office on the Naas Road on Sat. Nov. 5th. This came about as a result of Derek posting the now infamous Sunday Times article on the mtbireland forum and those attending (about a dozen, representing different regions and clubs) spent a couple of hours discussing what we knew of Coillte's plans for us and how we should best approach them. From this meeting, Derek Gray, Sean Herlihy, Paul Murray and Justin May, volunteered to be the representatives to attend a meeting with Coillte.

This meeting took place on Tues. Nov. 22nd at Coillte's Head Office in Newtownmountkennedy. At this meeting the four of us met with Bill Murphy, Coillte's Manager for Recreation and Leisure, Daithi de Forge, Assistant Manager to Bill and Tom Lyng who is the District Forestry Manager for Wicklow/Dublin.

The central point in all discussions to date has been self-regulation. This is the hub of the matter. It is extremely important and we cannot emphasize enough how crucial it is, that we can show Coillte that we are capable of regulating our own affairs. What is most critical is how we interact with other forest users, primarily walkers. A number of initiatives and projects were discussed. Including IMBA involvement, Kindlelstown as a pilot project, promoting IMBA's Rules of the Trail through a bike tag project and MTB patrols. I will elaborate on these in the points below. There are also a number of other issues which will have to be overcome but in principle Coillte will be happy to see an extensive network of official mountain bike trails being developed around the country.

2. IMBA Involvement

IMBA - the International Mountain Bicycling Association.

For the current process to be successful IMBA principles, primarily their Rules of the Trail (already adopted in the North) and their guidelines/specifications for sustainable trail building, must be adopted throughout the Republic. IMBA has a long track record of dealing responsibly with land owners and other outdoors user groups.  They have to date been very successful in their attempts to educate mountain bikers in the various nuances of the access issue.  I believe we should actively encourage riders and clubs to make themselves aware of IMBA's existence and comply as far as possible with their principles. 

3. Formation of Mountain Biking Ireland (MBI) 

The formal process of setting up IMBA Ireland is underway. This is likely to be a lengthy process.  Representatives of all interested clubs and groups held a meeting on 10th December.  After several hours discussion it was agreed that there was a need for an organization that could represent recreational mountain bike riders.  It was agreed that a local branch of the International Mountain Bicycling Association is the ultimate goal. However it was acknowledged that seeking affiliate status from IMBA could be a lengthy process.  In the interim an association is needed to represent mountain bikers interests. The finer points of MBI's formation are still being worked through, shortly we hope to have a strategy document encompassing what MBI is trying to achieve as well as a constitution laying out how the organisation is to operate.  Shortly thereafter we will be holding an open forum meeting to discuss the current situation and the finer point of the various projects contained in this document with the wider mountain bike community. 

4. Meeting with Leave No Trace (LNT)

Following from the meeting with Coillte, Sean Herlihy and Justin May, were invited to a meeting of LNT Ireland on Thurs. Nov. 24th at the Mountaineering Council's office at the Sport HQ, Park West, Dublin. LNT is an American-bred initiative that offers guidance on responsible outdoor use.  Mention of the LNT program crops up time and again through the recently published Coillte Recreation Policy document. LNT Ireland is an umbrella group covering organizations such as Coillte, National Parks, Heritage, Mountain Meitheal and CAAN in NI. It is fundamental to the success of the initiative that all outdoor user groups come on board. When we attended the LNT meeting we rather felt like we were walking into the lion's den but far from being eaten, we were made feel most welcome. I think they were all happy that the mountain bike community was finally prepared to come forward and admit that there are issues that need addressing. LNT is all about showing respect for the environment and the other users of it and it's about education being way better than enforcement. I think it is very encouraging for us that Coillte hold the principles of IMBA and LNT in such high esteem. We would suggest that Mountain bikers educate themselves in and embrace the principles of Leave no Trace.  

5. LNT Awareness Day  

LNT Ireland have offered to hold an "Awareness Day" for mountain bikers early in the new year (it looks like mid February at present) and we would encourage all clubs to send at least one representative to this. The awareness day will be bike specific, including time on the trails. I think this would be an excellent exercise in demonstrating that we are serious about this process and also gives us the opportunity to see exactly what aspects of mountain biking are causing concern to other users. 

6. Kindlestown Project

Kindlestown was selected as a pilot project for the construction / upgrade of existing trails to IMBA standard. Pending final approval by Coillte, the existing trail is to be upgraded by volunteer groups under the guidance of trained IMBA reps. Sorrento have undertaken to carry out ongoing maintenance of the trail and manage its use.  IMBA are due to inspect the existing track in the coming week to give us a clear idea of what sort of work will be involved in developing the trail to IMBA standards.  In preparation for this visit, with the permission of Coillte a group of volunteers have cleared the brush from recent felling operations.  If this project is to go ahead there is no doubt that a considerable amount of work will be required.  When the timing is appropriate we will be calling for volunteers to help with the work, we will keep you posted on developments.

7. Bike patrol program

As a fundamental part of the self-regulation process it will be necessary for  mountain bikers to come up with a proposal for a pilot scheme of bike patrols/stewards/rangers. This is a concept pioneered by IMBA in the US.  This will involve little more than volunteers riding around their usual routes, particularly in the hot-spot areas, and talking to any bikers they encounter, distributing and discussing the Rules of the Trail. There will be no powers of enforcement or expectation that we would try to evict trouble-makers. This will be very much a non-confrontational initiative - talk, educate and persuade. It will be extremely good PR for us as the walking community will also see we are making an effort to exert some control over our activities.  This project is still very much in the planning stage, but in time we will be looking for club representatives from the various regions to put themselves forward as local bike patrol reps.  We will keep you posted on progress.

This release is a brief summary of events to date and people will no doubt have questions.  It is our intention to, in the near future, hold an open forum meeting and launch a web site.  In the interim please feel free to post any particular queries or comment here and we will endeavor to address any concern.

