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“A large group of educated users have significantly less 
impact than a small group of uneducated users that are just 
going on a hike with no idea what they’re getting themselves 
into and what they can do to protect the resources,” 
Winchell explains. “A great example of that is the summits. 
While we are seeing record usage levels of people going up 
on the summits, the summits themselves are not as impacted 
as they were back in the 70s when there was less use. And 
that’s a direct result of the education through our Summit 
Steward program, our forest rangers and others.”

The Summit Steward program is a partnership between the 
Adirondack Mountain Club, the Nature Conservancy and 
DEC. The goal of these organizations is to educate visitors 
on the importance of alpine vegetation and why they should 
protect it. Through educating hikers on the importance of 
plant life at these altitudes, people want to know what they 
can do to help. This increased awareness, Winchell explains, 
is obvious when comparing the summits today to the often 
run-down conditions they were in during the 1970s. 

“The alpine vegetation up there continues to re-inhabit areas 

that it hadn’t previously,” Winchell proudly explains. “And 
it’s not being pushed back like it was previously. There [are] 
efforts to rehabilitate those habitats as well. But the great 
majority of it is [this message], and it’s a very simple one: 
walk on the rocks, not on the plants. And people follow that. 
Because of that, the alpine vegetation has been able to 
recover.” 

Rather than take those chances, Winchell hopes hikers steer 
clear of these higher elevations and use the opportunity to 
explore parts of the park they may not normally visit during 
the warmer months of the year. “We have thousands of miles 
of trails, and this is a great time of the year to explore those 
other trails and come back to the High Peaks during the 
summer or the winter.” 

The DEC strongly discourages hikers from visiting the core 
of the High Peaks, including Mounts Marcy, Algonquin and 
Giant. These trails have shallow soil and typically still have 
frost this time of year, making them the most fragile. 

Instead, the DEC typically directs spring hikers to trails on 
the outskirts of the Adirondack Park and into the Champlain 

Foresters work tirelessly to maintain trails in the spring. Their job is to make sure these paths drain properly and clearing any fallen trees and 
limbs that might encourage people to leave the trail and damage surrounding vegetation. Photo provided




