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December 3, 2019 
 
Honorable Christian Dorsey, Chair 
Arlington County Board 
Ellen M. Bozman Government Center 

2100 Clarendon Blvd, Suite 300 
Arlington, VA 22201 
 
Re: Mountain Biking in Arlington Parks 
 
Dear Chair Dorsey: 
 
During consideration of the update of the Public Spaces Master Plan, the Urban 
Forestry Commission (UFC) raised concerns about the damage being done to 
our very limited natural areas by unauthorized off-trail mountain biking. 
Although mountain biking is prohibited in Arlington’s parks, this is not well 
known by the public and its frequency has been growing in recent years, 
leading to increasing damage. At the November UFC meeting, Park Stewards for 
Brandymore Castle in Madison Manor Park expressed deep concerns about the 
significant damage that off-trail mountain biking is doing to natural areas that 
staff and volunteers have been working diligently to rehabilitate. Mountain 
biking is a sport focused on off-trail riding, often at high speed over rough 
terrain. Mountain bikers have already created a web of unauthorized single-
track trails in a number of Arlington parks and continue to expand into 
previously undisturbed natural areas, including in some of our most 
ecologically valuable parks, such as the last remaining fragments of old growth 
forest in Glen Carlyn Park. 
 
Currently, a group called the MTB Project promotes the use of Glen Carlyn 
Park, Brandymore Castle, and other Arlington parks in online promotion for its 

Arlington Singletrack Tour1, noting that: 
 

Glen Carlyn Park in South Arlington offers ample parking and the highest 
concentration of singletrack of any of the parks on the ride and it's the 
suggested starting point for those coming from out of town. 

 
And  
 

The trails at Madison Manor wind around Brandymore Castle, a large, steep 
hill, ultimately cresting at a rock outcropping that's an excellent skills builder. 

                                        
1 See https://www.mtbproject.com/trail/7004198/arlington-singletrack-tours 

http://www.arlingtonva.us/
https://www.mtbproject.com/trail/7004198/arlington-singletrack-tour
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The trails are non-directional and intertwined, so the route around and up the 
hill is a choose your own adventure. 

 
Clearly, off-trail biking in Arlington parks is considered permissible by 
enthusiasts and promoters of the sport. While the UFC wholeheartedly supports 
Arlington’s parks and the many amenities and opportunities they provide for 
recreation, there are several serious consequences to this particular activity: 
 

1) Erosion: The growing number of path cuts, especially on steep terrain, 
are causing serious erosion. As tree roots and other vegetation that hold 
the soil in place are destroyed, the soil washes downhill, often into 
streams causing increased sedimentation. Stronger storms with heavier 
rainfall only exacerbate the problem, especially on steep hillsides where 
mudslides become much more likely. 
 

2) Harm to Trees: The roots of trees, are being exposed by erosion and 
damaged by bicycle traffic. The compaction of the soil in the root zone 
kills feeder roots, creates stress and ultimately damages the tree canopy.  
 

  
Erosion and damage to tree roots at Brandymore Castle 
 

3) Destruction of Native Plant Communities: Our busy urban parks 
contain and nurture many distinctive native plant communities that 
have managed to survive and even thrive in many natural areas. 
However, these are exactly the same areas targeted by the mountain 
biking groups. Herbaceous plants and even shrubs are no match for 
mountain bikes. Once destroyed and the soil compacted, there is little 
hope for regeneration of these plant communities, furthering degrading 
our parks and natural areas.  
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4) Wasting Staff and Volunteer Resources and Time: County staff are 
supported by many volunteers who spend thousands of hours each year 
planting and pruning trees, removing invasive plants, replanting with 
native plants and caring for our public spaces. This restoration work is 
being undermined by the damage from off-trail biking. Volunteers are 
becoming increasingly discouraged and may be unlikely to continue 
participating in this important restoration work when they witness the 
destruction of their work, trampled by bicycles or washed away by 
erosion on steep hillsides. 
 

5) Safety Issues: As off-trail bikers careen down steep hills and criss-cross 
paved trails, there is tremendous potential for accidental bicycle 
collisions with pedestrians and dog walkers.  Likewise, the erosion on 
steep hillsides creates the conditions for mudslides and trail failures 
during heavy rainfall. 
 

The UFC notes that preserving and protecting our natural areas was identified 
as one of the highest priorities in the citizen surveys pursuant to the update of 
the Public Spaces Master Plan. Citizens may be unaware of the tremendous 
damage being inflicted on our natural areas by off-trail mountain biking. 
 
Information about what is and is not permitted by bicyclists in Arlington parks 
exists but is not easily found. The most direct reference lists “No mountain 
bikes” in a list on the Parks and Recreation Trail Rules and Etiquette page.2 
Unfortunately, this page is not returned on likely search terms of the County 
website. Physical signs at park entrances do not address off-trail biking. It 
seems possible that much of the damaging behavior can be changed with more 
direct and consistent communication. Moreover, current regulations are 
unclear with respect to where a person can or cannot ride a bicycle in Arlington 
County parks, specifying only that “[d]riving, riding, or parking any bicycle, 
motorcycle or motor vehicle shall be limited to areas designated for such use.” 
See, https://parks.arlingtonva.us/arlington-county-park-rules-regulations/. 
 
 
The UFC recommends the following actions to halt off-trail mountain biking and 
the destruction it causes in Arlington’s natural areas: 
 

1) Clarify and strengthen regulations to prohibit biking on unpaved paths 
and trails in all Arlington parks and public spaces, to protect our natural 
spaces and the flora and fauna of those areas and reduce erosion and 
storm water runoff. 
 

2) Update the Arlington County website by adding a page that specifically 
addresses mountain biking and optimize it for searching. Update existing 
pages about trails, the activities permitted in individual parks, etc., with 
information that mountain biking is not permitted in any Arlington 
parks.  

                                        
2 See https://parks.arlingtonva.us/off-street-trails/trail-rules-and-regulations/. 

https://parks.arlingtonva.us/arlington-county-park-rules-regulations/
https://parks.arlingtonva.us/off-street-trails/trail-rules-and-regulations/
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3) Inform the MTB Project that bikes of any kind are not allowed off-trail in 

Arlington County, and request that they immediately remove Arlington 
parks from any promotional materials, electronic or otherwise. 
 

4) Post signs at Park entrances that specifically state “No Mountain Biking 
Allowed” or, where appropriate, “No Bicycles Allowed”. This is especially 
critical at those parks, like Glen Carlyn and Brandywine Castle, which 
have become destinations for mountain bikers. 
 

5) Install large logs, boulders, and other barriers to discourage biking or 
even walking on steep dirt paths. Work to restore the natural hillsides 
and prevent conditions for any further erosion. 
 

6) Impose substantial fines for biking on dirt trails or other trails so 
designated as off-limits to bicyclists in any Arlington County park. 
 

7) Empower Park Rangers to ticket bikers who do not obey the rules. 
 

8) Advertise opportunities for regional areas that are specifically designated 
for mountain biking, such as Fountainhead Regional Park, which 
Arlington supports financially through our partnership with NOVA Parks. 

 
We urge that the County Board direct staff to address this critical issue before 
our natural areas become further degraded. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Phil Klingelhofer, Chair 
Urban Forestry Commission 
 
 
Cc: Members, Arlington County Board 
 Mark Schwartz, Arlington County Manager 
 Jane Rudolph, Director, Department of Parks and Recreation 

 


