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“Ohlone Rail Trail” Proposal 
We propose opening a section of north coast farm road to create the “Ohlone Rail Trail”. The benefits to our community 

are great, the costs low, and the risks manageable. A summary of the proposal follows (with supporting details on 

subsequent pages) 

Summary 

Proposal: Open the 3.6 mile section of farm road that parallels the rail trail from Wilder Ranch to Scaroni Rd. to 

recreational use. 

 

This trail would be managed by a public agency (e.g. County Public Works or the SCCRTC) and would provide a 

connection between the Wilder Ranch visitor’s area and the Wilder Ranch bluff trails. 

Here are 7 reasons this trail is both feasible and a great idea! 

1. Historic Use: The farm road has been in continuous recreational use by our community for decades. 

2. Low Cost: The road is maintained by farmers/State Parks in a condition that is already appropriate for 

recreational use. Necessary development is minimal and low-cost. 

3. Manageable Liability: California law intentionally enables this type of project. 

4. Similar Successful Trails: The farm road shares many characteristics with other public rail trails in the U.S. 

5. Compatible with Rail Use: With one mitigable exception, the farm road is usable outside the Iowa Pacific freight 

zone. 

6. Public Safety: The farm road already provides bicyclists a safer option than the parallel Highway 1 route. 

7. Trails Promote our Economy, Public Health, and Community 



Proposal 

We propose opening segment 5.3 of The Monterey Bay Sanctuary Scenic Trail (MBSST) as the “Ohlone Rail Trail”. 

The MBSST Network Final Master Plan describes segment 5.3 as “beginning at upper Scaroni Road and ending at the 

existing Wilder Ranch staging area” (http://sccrtc.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/section+4-+trail+alignment.pdf 

page 4-27). 

 
A map of the “Ohlone Rail Trail” from Wilder Ranch to Scaroni Rd. 

The Master Plan prioritization ranks segment 5 as tied for 1st place out of 20 segments (tied with segment 7 in Santa 

Cruz) (http://sccrtc.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/section+6+-+project+prioritization+and+costs.pdf page 6-8). 

Although the plan does not specifically estimate the cost of sub-segments, interpolating from the costs described on 

pages 4-28, the plan suggests a cost of about $3.1 million for paving, and $600,000 for fencing, benches, signage, 

crossings, etc. Based on other rail trails that do not use pavement or fencing, we estimate this $3.7 million cost could be 

reduced to about $200,000 for signage and other minor improvements. An additional $95,000 would provide for paving 

the 600 foot Wilder Ranch parking lot connecter trail (see section 5). 

We imagine that the California State Parks rangers would continue to monitor the area in partnership with local law 

enforcement. Trail maintenance would likely continue via a partnership between State Parks, the farms, and the public 

agency managing the trail.  



1. Historic use of trail. 

The farm road section of the rail corridor (segment 5.3) has been used informally as a trail for decades. The current 

Wilder Ranch Map indicates 3 areas along this farm road as current Wilder Ranch trails (connecting Old Cove Landing 

Trail to Ohlone Bluff Trail, and various sections of the Ohlone Bluff Trail): 

 
 

The State Parks website encourages hikes here at http://www.parks.ca.gov/?page_id=25126. There are literally 

thousands of other links to hiking, biking, and running reports and suggestions, Sierra Club hikes, Meetup.com events, 

etc. in this area. 

 

Subsequent to RTC purchase, the road’s usage has continued largely unchanged. Typical weekend use includes hikers, 

runners and bikers. When surveyed, most of these users believe they are “probably allowed to use the road”, but many 

aren’t sure. Most believe the road belongs to the farms. 



2. Low Cost 

The condition of the farm road is already appropriate for recreation use, and is in similar or better condition than 

surrounding State Parks trails. The following images taken at various different sections of the farm road demonstrate the 

readiness of the road for recreational use with minimal or no modification. 

 

   

   

   



3. Manageable Liability 

This is a safe path. Although this corridor has been used recreationally for decades, the current head State Park Ranger is 

not aware of any incidents ever occurring between a train and a road user. 

But incidents, and subsequent lawsuits, are inevitable in any public space – so it’s important to weigh community benefit 

against liability risk. 

Our vision is that a public agency (either County Public Works or the SCCRTC itself) would manage this path. As a public 

agency, these entities receive strong protection from the California State Tort Claims Act which specifically provides 

immunity on public unimproved land (see ftp://www.lhc.ca.gov/pub/11-12/bill/sen/sb_1201-

1250/sb_1213_cfa_20120507_170108_sen_comm.html). 

Although it is unclear what obligation the SCCRTC has to Iowa Pacific Railroad, Iowa Pacific's current liability would likely 

be substantially lowered if the farm roads were opened to recreation due to protection from the California Recreation 

Use Statute (see http://www.nps.gov/ncrc/programs/rtca/helpfultools/recusebrochures/californiarecliabbrochure.pdf). 

Still, lawsuits are always possible and immunity can be pierced – so as a firewall of protection, the managing entity 

would need insurance. But this insurance should be relatively inexpensive due to the legal protections that make a 

successful lawsuit very unlikely. 

To test this idea of protection, we contacted a personal injury lawyer and described a hypothetical incident along the 

corridor. The attorney’s response was that he’d consider such a case, but normally wouldn’t accept such a case due to 

the immunity protection being too strong. 

  



4. Similar Successful Rail Trails 

Many rail trails in the U.S. with similar characteristics to the north coast area have dirt road trails adjacent to the tracks 

without barrier fencing. The follow images highlight a few of these. 

     
An organized running event adjacent to an active rail (http://steamintohistory.com) 

 

     
Rail trails in other communities provide a variety of recreational opportunities to a variety of users  

 

   
Heritage Rail Trail in Pennsylvania - 
https://yorkcountypa.gov/parks-recreation/the-

parks/heritage-rail-trail-park.html 

Quachita National Recreation Rail 

Trail 

Lehigh Gorge State Park 



5. Compatible with Rail Use 

The farm road provides space entirely outside the railroad freight corridor (see representative images above) so regular 

trail use would not conflict with railroad operations. Furthermore, there is often a substantial physical barrier between 

the farm road and the tracks. 

The one area in which farm road conditions are substandard and do not provide an area outside the freight zone 

corridor is at the connection between Wilder Ranch’s parking area and the Ohlone Bluff Trail, shown below. 

This 600 foot section has a narrow path on each side of the tracks. A relatively small project would be necessary to 

upgrade this section to connect Wilder Ranch with the 5+ miles of Ohlone Bluff Trail and the 3.6 miles of farm road 

discussed in this proposal. 

 

 



6. Public Safety  

To quote from the SCCRTC website (http://sccrtc.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/appendix+h+-

+rails+with+trails+documents.pdf): 

SAFETY: Despite fears that rails-with-trails expose users to greater danger by their proximity to active rail lines, 

rails-with-trails have been shown to be just as safe as other trails. Our survey of trails found no incidents in 

California between a trail user and a train. In fact, using a rail-with-trail may well be significantly safer than 

walking or cycling next to a busy main road, and it may serve to keep people from walking on active rail tracks. 

Developed trails next to active rail lines funnel trail users to controlled crossing points or new tunnels and 

bridges across the rail line. Barriers and fences constructed as a part of trail projects can provide separation 

from the rail lines and discourage trespassing onto the active lines. Designs to reduce potential conflicts are 

especially important in coastal areas where access across the tracks is highly desirable. 

Considering that bicyclists riding on Highway 1 adjacent to the path have been killed in the last year 

(http://www.santacruzsentinel.com/santacruz/ci_24450858/bicyclist-identified-highway-1-crash-north-santa-cruz) the 

relative risk of riding on a sleepy dirt trail seems to be an important benefit to our community. 
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