
Research on Horseback Riding in Surrounding Counties 

Notes from Websites, Emails to Directors, Email to Rachael Becker (Liability) 

Regarding the Question of Allowing Horseback Riding on Trails Owned/Managed by OCCB 

 

- Sioux County: Fairview Wildlife Complex 

o 430 acres of prairie, rolling hills, oak timber and savanna 

o Horseback riding is allowed from the end of Spring Turkey Season (towards the end of 

May) until September 15. 

 No trails provided, no overnight camping 

 

- Osceola County: 

o Email response from Osceola County Director: 

 

Good Morning Amber, 
  
Our Conservation Board does allow horse trails on a few of our properties, however, they are 
not strictly trails for riding horses. Horses are allowed on the Ed Winkel Trail, the Tatonka Ska 
Trace (the trail to Dickinson County), and there are some people that ride horses on the trails at 
Willow Creek. All of these are also subject to other uses. I have not personally encountered any 
issues with conflicts between hunters and horse riders, although much of the property that we 
have in Osceola County has a very different landscape than the properties that are managed by 
O’Brien County (lack of trees, hills, etc,) and I could see where that conflict could occur. It has 
been my experience that most horse riding in our county curtails as summer fades into fall. We 
do not have a specific way of negating the liability associated with horseback riding, but I would 
assume that it could be covered by signage, similar to what is done a swimming beaches. I 
would check with your county attorney and insurance provider to be sure. 
  
I hope this helps! 
  
Nick 

 

- Clay County: Bertram Reservation 

o 240 acres of wildlife area with Oak Savannah Prairie that has hiking trails as well as 

bridle trails 

o Horseback riding is closed from October 1st to May 15th  

o Email response from Clay County Director: 

Hello Amber, 
  
Welcome to the realm of directing a county conservation board.  I’m sure you are doing a great 
job!  
  
I’m glad to hear your conservation board members are interested in offering equestrian 
opportunities in O’Brien County.  From my experiences while serving three conservation boards 



around Iowa, I’ve observed many positive and negative aspects while offering equestrian 
usage.  I take pride in our ability to be diverse and offer a plethora of outdoor recreational 
opportunities to all demographics of outdoor enthusiasts, to include horseback riders.  
  
Yes, we most certainly do address conflicts where horseback riders interrupt other outdoor 
recreational opportunities during the hunting seasons.  With safety being my utmost priority for 
all park guests, the liability concerns associated with hunters/equestrian riders is tasking.  We 
stress to the riders to wear bright orange when riding during the hunting seasons and have one 
area, Bertram Reservation, that we don’t allow any riding during the hunting seasons.  On that 
note,    
  
Regarding potential lawsuits and liability risks, I believe horse riding is no more dangerous than 
managing a swimming area/beach with no lifeguard or facilitating a public shooting range 
without a Range Officer on staff.  I have had this discussion with multiply County Attorneys in 
the past.  The consensus always comes back to the ability for us as park managers to show we 
have done our best to mitigate any/all potential risks and our ability to prove we have done our 
due diligence with signage.  Like any park rules and regulations, good signage in strategic park 
locations is essential.   
  
While working in Montgomery County, I had my board members officially adopt a 
rule/regulation where all equestrian guests had to complete a short registration document prior 
to riding the trails.  This registration would be similar to a short camping registration.  Of course, 
this registration had all riding rule/regulation on it and stated the Conservation Board was not 
liability for any/all accidents or injuries that may occur while riding in the county park.  The 
riders were required to sign the registration slip and deposit the slip into a deposit box prior to 
utilizing the trails.  This system worked well for us as it made the riders think before acting 
carelessly and furthermore, involuntarily mitigated the potential for accidents to occur.  This 
signed registration slip also proved the riders understood the park rules and were willing to 
comply.  
  
It is my understanding that once you have a signed document from the park guest, it is harder 
for them to turn around and sue or hold the Conservation Board accountable for a accident or 
injury that could occur.  Also, if the riders didn’t sign and deposit the slip, they were breaking a 
park regulation by not registering, and the subject to warning or park citation from the law 
enforcement officers.  Unfortunately, in our line of work anyone has the ability to attempt to 
hold us liable for a discrepancy or injury in the parks and public recreational areas that we own, 
manage, and maintain. 
  
The largest negative aspect of riding is the trail systems and how they trails promote soil erosion 
from any sloping hillsides.  I would suggest you consider allowing riding on your flattest areas 
and if you do allow riding on slopes, be sure to develop switchback trails to mitigate 
erosion.  Also, during times of heavy rainfall and wet conditions, close the riding trails down 
until they are again dry and won’t erode.  
  
I hope my perspective assists you and your board members to continue to explore the options 
of equestrian riding.   If you have future questions or concerns, please email or call as I would 
gladly assist you anyway I can.  
  



“Semper Fi” 
  
Will Horsley, Director 
Clay County Conservation Board 
PH 712-262-2187 
CE 712-363-4481 

 

 

- Cherokee County: Martin’s Access 

o 5 miles of marked horseback riding trails 

 Trails are designated by signs purchased with a $250 grant from the Iowa Horse 

Council 

 Question: Could the OCCB or a horse riding group apply for a similar 

grant? 

Website: Iowahorsecouncil.org 

For more information on applying grants from the Iowa Horse Council, please 
contact: Phil Duey  
515-987-1685  

 

o “Due to the steep terrain and rare plant communities within the park, horses will not be 

permitted on trails during wet conditions, nor may they be ridden off-trail or on trails 

marked with ‘no horses’ signs.  Riders that do not comply will be asked to leave, and 

may be assessed a $50 fine for each offense.” 

o Trailer access is located within the south gate at the Trail Head parking area designated 

by a split rail fence 

 Question: Where would “trailer access” be for OCCB? 

o In order to preserve resources for future generations, trail riders are asked to follow the 

“Back Country Horsemen Commandments”: 

 The horseman shall not keep horses longer than it takes to unpack or pack them 

in any campsite normally used by other park users. 

 The horseman shall not tie his stock directly to a tree. 

 Question: Will OCCB need to build some hitching post areas for horses to 

be tied to in or near the parking lot? 

 The horseman shall not cut switchbacks 

 The horseman shall not leave a fire unattended (All fires in OCCB areas are 

restricted to designated steel fire rings in designated campsites). 

 The horseman shall properly dispose of all manure, bailing twine, wire and 

waste hay in camp areas, trailheads or loading areas. 

 Question: Disposing of manure on actual trails?  Will OCCB need to 

provide a dumpster at the trailhead or parking/loading area? 

 The horseman shall abide by administrative rules and regulations affecting the 

area he/she is in. 

mailto:paduey@gmail.com


 The horseman shall recognize the fragility of the back country environment and 

practice minimum impact techniques at all times. 

o Horse trails at Martin’s Access are closed annually from October 1 through May 31 

o Day-use only 

o Horses are not permitted on trails during wet conditions 

 

Dickinson County: Horseshoe Bend 

- The north side of Horseshoe Bend has equestrian trails 

o Trails open for use dawn to dusk 

o “Use at your own risk.  Trails are not manicured.  Watch your step.” 

o No horses allowed on the trails on the south side of river 

o Everything carried in must be carried out 

o Email response from Dickinson County Director: 

 
 
 
Amber, 
  
Well we do allow horseback riding at horseshoe bend and at our Little Foote Forest addition 
which used to be the saddle club land that they donated to us.  At horseshoe bend where the 
horseback riding and hunting is allowed are in separate areas so doesn’t really present any 
problems along with the only hunting we allow at Horseshoe bend is bow and muzzle loader by 
permit only since it is a refuge.  
  
This will be our first year for hunting at the Little Foote Forest Area since we just acquired it, so 
we will see how it goes.  It is area that really doesn’t lend itself to many hunting opportunities so 
I am guessing it will go fine also. 
  
The only issue we have had since I have been here is someone shot a deer and left the gut pile 
on one of our mowed paths, but with having to get a permit we knew who it was and got it 
resolved. 
  
We do not have any specific policy for or against horseback riding, typically when we talk to our 
insurance about liability in doing outdoor activities he states that unless they can prove that we 
have done something intentional to hurt someone that liability is all about the same no matter 
what activity they are doing.  
  
I know that when Dan Hessiel was in Clay County they had some issues with land damage and 
wash outs in areas where they rode the horses, not sure how they were resolved. 
  
Hope this helps, 
Lee Sorenson 
Conservation Director 
Dickinson County 

 



 

Emmet County: 

o Email Response from Emmet County Conservation Board Director (not able to find 

specifics regarding their horseback riding policy on their website or MyCountyParks): 

Amber, 

All areas we have that allow houseback riding are no hunting areas.  As far as policy 

regarding liability on horseback we have no specific policy.  If our tails are soft we 

ask that horses remain off until they improve.  We have not had issues...knock on 

wood.   

--- 

Eric E. Anderson, Director Emmet County Conservation Board 

 

 

QUESTIONS OCCB MAY CONSIDER: 

- Where? 

o Where would the best location for horseback riding trails to be at an area or areas 

owned/managed by OCCB? 

o Who will map out trails that are designated for horseback riding, or will all trails at said 

area or areas be open for horse riding? 

- Restrictions? 

o Is there a certain time of year that horseback riding should/should not be allowed? 

o Should guidelines such as the “Back Country Horsemen Commandments” be 

implemented? 

- Parking Lot Construction? 

o Will an area large enough to accommodate horse trailers & loading/unloading need to 

be constructed at the area or areas which allow horseback riding?  

- Additional Dumpster(s)? 

o Will additional dumpsters and or restrooms be needed at the trail heads in order to 

promote cleanliness and allow waste to be disposed of? 

- Liability? 

o Is there any special liability that needs to be considered before allowing horseback 

riding, or does “ride at your own risk” suffice?  

- Funding & Grant Opportunities? 

o There appears to be some opportunity for grant funding through some horse clubs, if 

needed.  Citizens have also offered to volunteer their time to help construct bridle trails. 

- Trail Construction & Maintenance? 

o Is this a project that can be undertaken this fall/winter, or would it be best to start any 

construction that the board approves next spring? 

o Who is responsible for constructing and maintaining trails? 

 Will the County allow volunteers to complete this type of work, or will it need to 

be completed by OCCB staff due to liability issues of chainsaws, etc.? 

- Enforcing Policy and Regulations? 



o If regulations regarding the use of OCCB property for horseback riding are adopted (such 

as certain times of the year that it will be allowed/not allowed, trail closures for wet 

conditions, only riding on specifically marked trails, etc.), how should this be enforced? 

 Park rangers are not able to be at all areas at all times, are not on duty during 

on weekend days and evenings during the fall & winter months, and it may be a 

challenge to assure that all rules are followed at all times. 

 During shotgun season, OCCB staff is instructed to patrol OCCB areas to 

assure that appropriate hunting laws are being followed 

 Would a registration booth (where visitors record their information before using 

the trails and deposit that information into a locked box that only the OCCB can 

access) for horseback riding allow for better record keeping regarding the use of 

the trails? 

 Would a fine be necessary if violations of rules & regulations occur? 

 

*Emails have been received from the directors of Clay, Osceola, Emmet and Dickinson counties at this 

time.  Please find the directors’ thoughts included in the above text.   

Some photographs of potential trail marked on ground east of PHC are included on the following 

pages.  The Board may want to consider visiting the flagged path in person, if at all possible.   



                                                                               

 



                                                                                                                       
 



                      

 

  


