CHILDREN’S NATURE TRAIL @ BORG’S WOODS
TRAIL DESIGN CRITERIA

June 2, 2004
An Eagle Scout Project: This project is an open opportunity for any Eagle Scout or would-be Eagle Scott in the Hackensack area. People who love the woods still recoil over Greenland Landscaping’s proposal in 1995 to “improve” the trail system by paving a gravel road 10-feet wide and 1-foot thick straight through the woods.  Giving the project over to scouts will ensure that it will be low-key. 

Simply put, if any proposed trail improvements become a project that needs to go out to bid to professional contractors, then it’s probably too intense a use for this nature preserve. The County’s role in the development of the Children’s Nature Trail @ Borg’s Woods should be to facilitate scout involvement. 
Community Support: The surrounding neighborhoods in Hackensack and Maywood openly advocated preservation of the land by the County of Bergen in 1994. A natural trail system for hiking and nature walks is what the community advocated in the late 1980’s. Borg’s Woods is never going to be a traditional “park” with ballfields, etc. The community will not support any type of access road into the woods or designated off-street parking, either in or near the woods.  

The Benefit of Public Access:  It’s good for both the woods and the neighborhood if the neighbors living nearby are themselves frequent visitors to the woods. Local residents are the watchdogs who report any problems to County authorities or local police.  Visitors are the important “constituency” that needs to be nurtured and developed. Visitors who will be watchdogs include:

· Homeowners within several blocks

· environmentalists and nature-lovers

· bird-watchers

· photographers

· scouts 

· people walking their dogs (on leash)

· families bringing their kids to experience the outdoors 

· people jogging or walking for exercise

These are all people who love the woods and don’t want any problems in the woods. Large numbers of visitors are not desired, just enough to be watchdogs over the land. They are the neighbors best allies. The actual or perceived presence of these visitors is a DETERRANT to any potential negative activities, especially (1) motorbike riding, and (2) the dumping of yard waste (or worse) by area residents.

Borg’s Woods is not meant to be a high-use place, if for no other reason than to protect the environment there.  There is a need for only enough users as is necessary to watch over the woods and ensure that it has a viable future. So it won’t be dumped on, torn up by motorbikes, encroached upon by over-development, or overrun with parasitic ivy.

The Future of Summit Avenue: Although we currently have an administration in Hackensack that is not favorable to redeveloping Summit Avenue for urban use, that may not always be the case. They could change their minds, or be replaced by new office holders. One of the adjacent property owners on Summit Avenue is a big-time developer holding the land for real estate speculation, and another is one of the top executives at Hackensack University Medical Center. There will always be a threat of intense land use coming in on the east side of Borg’s Woods. It could be a suburban subdivision, a condo complex, a nursing home, an assisted living facility, or some medical-related use. At the time of its preservation, Borg’s Woods was the key to saving Summit Avenue from condo development. Maintaining a core constituency of people who visit the woods and love the woods will create a strong lobbying force to forever keep intense land use off of nearby Summit Avenue. This is in the best interest of all local residents. 

Public Image of Hackensack:  Not too many towns in Bergen County have a nature preserve, especially in central and southern Bergen County. It makes a statement as to the quality of our community that we have a nature preserve. In fact, we have Borg’s Woods AND Hackensack River County Park. That’s two nature preserves in one city.  While some people may have a gut aversion to any out-of-towner coming in to visit this site, is it really so bad that people come to Hackensack and see the very best neighborhood that we have to offer. 

What about Clinton Place? Getting people to come in to Hackensack and walk through a great neighborhood was one of the guiding visions behind the Halloween and Christmas displays which are now a tradition on the western block of Clinton Place. The thought of thousands of out-of-towners descending upon Clinton Place on a daily basis has not been a deterrant. 

Let’s have people see the quality that Hackensack has to offer. Having people visit Borg’s Woods, even if it’s only one or two cars parked there at a time, can only improve the public perception of our city. It adds to the overall desirability of the Fairmount Section of Hackensack, and it exerts an upward pressure on the value of real estate.

Loop Trail System: The loop trail system should be designed in the most low-key fashion possible, much like hiking trails found throughout state parks in New Jersey. There are still some people who have never visited a nature preserve and have no concept of what a simple nature trail entails. Any skeptic should visit the Flat Rock Brook preserve in Englewood, which has the nearest nature trails to our site.

The corner of Fairmount Avenue and Allen Street should remain the primary point of public access. Also, Byrne Street to the south and Woodland Avenue to the west should be for “neighborhood access”, basically for nearby residents as a walk-to destination.

Trail Design Criteria:

(1)  The trail should be a LOOP bringing the visitor back to the starting point. The approximate length of 2700 feet (a half-mile) makes it perfect for families with toddlers and small children. Other nature trails in the Bergen County area are either not in the desired loop format, or they are simply too long a walk for toddlers and small children. There’s a 1+ mile loop nature trail at a county nature preserve in Wyckoff. It’s a nice walk, but it’s far away and the woods there is much younger and of lesser quality and diversity. There is also an intensity of wood-planking far beyond what we envision here, and the loop route of over a mile is a little strenuous for toddlers. The Children’s Nature Trail @ Borg’s Woods will fulfill a largely unmet need in the Bergen County Park system, at little additional cost to the County.
(2) The loop trail should be readily accessible to the primary point of access (Fairmount Avenue in Hackensack), as well as the two secondary points of access (Byrne Street in Hackensack and Woodland Ave in Maywood)

(3) The loop trail should traverse diverse ecological areas of Borg’s Woods, including the ancient upland forest, the bottomland forest, the hillside, and the central vernal pond. This will make the walk interesting and noteworthy.

(4) The loop trail should reach up to the scenic viewpoint on Lot 14F, a point about 40 feet in elevation above the vernal pond. This lot was added to the preserve in 1995. The view in the winter is particularly impressive. The existing trail can serve as a bypass for those not wishing a slightly strenuous climb to the top.

(5) The loop trail should stay separate from the “main trail”, which provides straight-thru pedestrian and bicycle access from Byrne to Allen Street. Straight-thru access cannot be denied, and any attempt to remove the main path so that only the loop path will exist is bound for failure. Users will simply re-create a straight-thru path anyway.

(6) The loop trail should stay on existing trails to the maximum extent possible, while recognizing that short sections of new trails will need to be created to complete the loop. New trails should be blazed during the growing season, so that beds of fern and native wildflowers can be seen, and the impact upon them can be minimized.

(7)  Trail should not come within 150 feet of a primary residential structure (house), to maintain privacy. This may mean that half of the woods is off limits to trails.

(8) The loop trail should pass near specimen trees, but not too close to imperil them with soil compaction. Mature Oak and Beech are particularly vulnerable to soil compaction, and need a good 10 foot setback.

(9)  A wildflower garden should be created along Fairmount Avenue east of Allen Street, to replace a former vegetable garden overgrown with invasive alien species such as Norway Maple, Multi-flora and a parasitic ivy that destroys trees by killing their bark. A dilapidated and unsightly fence can be removed. Only native wildflower species should be planted in the garden. Two or three Black Walnut saplings can also be planted along the rear of the garden. The garden will add to the visual beauty of the woods and the surrounding neighborhood.

(10) Loop trail should not allow bicycles, and the wetland crossings should be specifically designed with 90-degree angles to discourage bicycle access. (The “main path” will remain a dirt path with straight-through bicycle access)

(11) Path surface should be dirt, with the exception of low-key wood planking at wetland crossings. Nothing even remotely resembling the wide wood planking at the county’s Wyckoff nature preserve is acceptable. If it can’t be done by scouts, it’s too intense for Borg’s Woods.

