The beginning of a partnership to build trails in the Russian Far East and the American Northwest.   


From October 14 to 16 of this year, the Baikalskii State Nature Reserve hosted a seminar to discuss the results of our first season of work at the Great Baikal Trail Association.   There were six Baikal trail building projects that were presented at this seminar, which itself took place in the Nature Reserve's new visitor center. 

Initially, it had been planned to build only 32 miles of trail at Baikal, major pathways that would comply with international standards on trail building. But, as a result of the first season, some 44 miles of trails were built and improved.  It’s much easier to hike on these trails now! 

In the Baikalskii Nature Reserve alone, some 3-miles of trail were substantially improved along the Osinovka River, leading hikers along a much easier trail to some spectacular waterfalls.  Vasilii Sutula, the Director of the Baikalskii Nature Reserve, said that “....the trail has become very comfortable to walk on. My 6-year old niece didn’t ask me to carry her at all; she walked to the waterfalls by herself all the way”.

In essence, these new trails were to become a gathering place for all of us, not only for the 136 volunteers that had come from 13 different countries, but also for the many local stakeholders in the trail.  For example, in the town of Baikalsk, the new trail was to unite leaders from the "raion" (or county) as well as city administrations, who were to meet with regional forest rangers, local business, and NGOs.  The Russian branch of Greenpeace chose to join this project and built some 4.5 miles of trails and a bridge across the nearby Babkha River. 

In most cases the protected areas (i.e., the nature reserves and national parks) were the ones who initiated this trail work. In the northern reaches of Baikal, however, there are no protected areas established yet.  So it was up to local schools to become the initiators for building the first parts of the trail. The School of Tourist and Environmental Education (STEE) in Severobaikalsk worked with the local Baikalskoe village school to develop a set of trails here.  Their hope is to use them for educational tours and excursions on the western shores of Lake Baikal, not far from the city, where most of the local recreation takes place.  It is important to stress the activity and strong interest of educational organizations that are supporting the Great Baikal Trail (or GBT) in the northern area of the lake. It means that in the future there will likely be many more miles of trail that will be made. 

Seminar participants discussed all the ups and downs of the GBT-2003 season.  They also developed a work plan for next year.  There were fun stories told about each summer project. For example, a crew leader from Baikalsk was attacked in succession first by a brown bear and then by a herd of mice.  The bear didn’t like to be pushed away from such an interesting project, and left his mark by scratching the Greenpeace crew leader’s leg. As for the mice…  well they didn’t really choose to attack the crew leader’s tent.  It just so happened that the tent was located along their migration route. So, they were as thick as sardines sharing the leader's tent!

Our seminar not only featured the various Baikal project managers.  We also had both Robin Clark and Mark Howard from EarthCorps of Seattle taking part in the presentation.  In her talk, Robin keyed in on the goals and expected results of their new partner project for the GBT, as sponsored by the Foundation for Russian American Economic Cooperation (FRAEC) and US AID.  In addition, all the seminar participants were able to discuss the criteria for selection of Russian candidates for training with EarthCorps this coming February to May 2004. 

· Later on, the project managers, with the added experience under their belts from last summer, were able to make a number of suggestions for recruiting volunteers for the next season. According to them, the ideal trail builder should be someone who is:
· physically and emotionally strong, 

· youngish, maybe  25-40 years old (exceptions would be made for trail-building experts),
· both English and Russian speaking,
· experienced in trail building,
· experienced in living in outdoor field conditions,
· having a good sense of humour,
· able to play the guitar,
· able to show some positive recommendations from previous work,
· with no previous convictions,
· with no bad addictions (smoking or drinking),
· and not a snorer.

The ideal group of volunteers should consist of: 

· around 60%men, 
· 50% international (or non-Russian),

· minimum 25% Russians,
· one local crew leader, one who is Russian but not local, and one experienced international crew leader

There was one additional but quite important event that unfolded during the seminar -- this was the presentation of a new book entitled  “The Nature Park at Utulik-Babkha”, written by our good colleague Arkady Kalikhman, with others.  This book describes the very interesting experience that local Irkutsk NGOs had in creating this new nature park in the region.  The book also presents what were called “The conceptual propositions for tourism and various recreational activities along the Great Baikal Trail”, side by side with a translated version of the “Trail Building Manual for Volunteers on the Tahoe Rim Trail”.

        What's more, the seminar didn't only focus on our lakeside projects.  There were programs led within the city parks here as well.  Once again, Arkady Kalikhman and Tatiana Savenkova made a presentation featuring the new trail within “Big Island Nature Park”, located in the neighbouring town of Angarsk.

In the end, all the seminar participants were able to gain a greater appreciation for the systematic way in which their colleagues had built these trails.  They were also able to familiarize themselves with the US approach to trail building, and in so doing, were able to create multiple interpretation materials for the Great Baikal Trail.  In addition, during this meeting, there was much that was shared about how to arrange for wheelchair accessible trails. As a result, the seminar and the trail-building stories proved to be quite educational to one and all. So, the decision was made to hold more seminars like this one at least twice a year. 

One of the most important results of the first GBT season is the robust attraction that these trail-building projects have for young people from all over the world. The summer experience showed that many people are ready to pay their own good money to come and work on the trail at Lake Baikal.  This is an indicator of the beginning of a new type of eco-tourism at Lake Baikal, one we can call volunteer tourism, or perhaps, working vacations tourism.
