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 Kansas Back Country Horsemen of America Celebrates 10 Years
Have Kansas public land managers taken notice of the work the Kansas Chapter of Back Country Horsemen of America is doing in the Sunflower State? You bet they have, especially when BCHKS shares with them the volunteer hours spent on trail building and maintenance each year! This year, BCHKS celebrates 10 years of maintaining and building equestrian and multiuse trails and, since 2014, has contributed 29,538 hours with a value of $1,902,543. These numbers talk, and public land managers have become well aware that Kansas equestrians are willing to do the work necessary to keep trails open.
In 2014, a group of trail riders formed BCHKS and shared a commitment to Keeping (Equestrian) Trails Open for Future Generations. Not only did Kansas become part of the huge informational network that Back Country Horsemen of America provides, but the chapter also adopted the BCHA Volunteer Hours Report. This valuable tool allowed BCHKS to formally document the volunteer work hours that were being performed by individuals and groups and assign dollar values to that work. This data has been essential to building positive, trusted relationships with public land managers. 
Kansas equine trail users are devoted to developing and strengthening these partnerships with public land managers and other trail organizations to ensure a future of trail riding opportunities in Kansas. As BCHKS Chair Stephanie Huss states, “With ever-changing budgets and limited staff, state and federal parks are in a constant dance to keep the outdoor experience available and enjoyable. Each year, equestrian volunteers contribute thousands of hours maintaining trails and making significant campground improvements.” The formation of five regional BCHKS chapters continues to develop partnerships with public land managers. It’s easier to build these partnerships when park managers see local interest in maintaining trails and keeping them open. And, as BCHKS has found, people are more likely to get involved when they see their membership dollars and volunteer efforts directly impacting the trails they live near and frequent the most.
BCHKS has supported a variety of trail and campground improvements. Volunteer hours have been used for matching grants at both state and federal levels and have supported new shelter houses and bathhouses, trail maps and signage, and significant trail improvements. BCHKS has received BCHA grants that have funded trail markers, trail sharing signs, and trail brochures. The BCHKS chapter also makes annual grants available to chapters and members. Several parks have Friends’ groups that host annual benefit trail ride weekends raising funds dedicated to trail and campground improvements. Over the past 13 years, benefit trail rides and BCHKS events have raised over $201,000 and have supported numerous projects: Shelter houses, bath houses, horse pens, round pens, water lines/hydrants, trail maps, manure bunkers, and wash bays. Out-of-state riders frequently comment on the impressive and beautiful public equestrian campgrounds located throughout Kansas. 
Through a successful BCHKS campaign, a popular campground on federal land was prevented from being closed. Members rallied successfully to keep Rockhaven Campground at Clinton Lake open, after the Corps of Engineers announced the campground would be closed unless usage increased. A ‘Fill the Campground’ event had every campsite booked, as did several other events throughout the riding season. Because of a positive working relationship with another Corps of Engineers District Manager, the BCHKS Public Lands liaison successfully prevented the closure of trails at John Redmond Lake. A plan was agreed upon that allowed keeping those trails open with local volunteer trail maintenance support. With the increase in numbers of people camping since Covid, equestrian campers have seen their campgrounds fill up with non-equestrian campers. BCHKS supported a Kansas Wildlife & Parks solution to block equestrian campgrounds from the online reservation system and encourage equestrians to call park offices directly for campsites. Any campsites not filled by the beginning of the weekend are available first come, first serve. This solution keeps campsites available for equestrians and allows parks to fill campsites, generating revenue for those parks. BCHKS members have worked side by side with hikers and bicyclists on extending a multiuse rail trail, which has vastly improved relationships among the multiple users. BCHKS has been proud to partner with the Best of America by Horseback RFD-TV program spotlighting the beauty of several Kansas state parks. Equifest of Kansas, a 4-day equine expo in March every year, is another opportunity to showcase the work BCHKS is doing across the state to preserve access to public trails. A BCHKS information booth is located in a high-traffic area at Equifest every year. BCHKS has a booth at the Sunflower Trails Appreciation Day at the State Capitol in Topeka and shares the group’s mission and accomplishments with legislators and other state officials. Several BCHKS members serve on boards of other trail organizations in the state. Board positions on the Kansas Trails Council and the Kanza Rail-Trails Conservancy strengthen relationships with other trail disciplines and give equestrians ‘a seat at the table’ when trail discussions take place. BCHKS members also serve on several BCHA national committees.
Through a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU), BCHKS is the official trails division of the Kansas Horse Council. A definite benefit of this partnership is the newly formed Trails Advocate membership level. Equine trail enthusiasts can join both organizations at a discounted rate with one payment. Through this Trails Advocate membership plan, both organizations have seen significant growth in membership.
This past summer, BCHKS sponsored a Fill-the-Campground campaign at six different locations: Four state parks, one federal park, and one private campground with access to public trails. The best way to save campgrounds is to use them, and BCHKS chose this project to show support for these campgrounds and to encourage riders to visit new locations. Participating riders received a BCHA flashlight/key fob with a personalized charm for each campground event attended.
It has been said that the only thing necessary for the loss of horse trails is for good horse people to do nothing. Across Kansas, good horse people are contributing thousands of hours each year to keeping equine trails and campgrounds open on public lands. BCHKS has grown in size and stature over the past 10 years and has made significant improvements to trail riding opportunities in the state. Less than 3% of land in Kansas is public land; so, it’s of utmost importance to protect and preserve public riding trails. In the past 10 years, BCHKS has made a significant difference on public trails and has formed a strong voice of representation for trail riders in Kansas. BCHKS is excited to keep the momentum going for the next 10 years!
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