Why Is Organizing Your Tract Worth Your Time?

Should you take hours away from your very short summer to build a local organization of cabin owners?  As some would say, “what’s in it for me?”

What’s in it for you is the same thing that’s in it for your family, your friends, and your cabin neighbors: the ability to solve common problems plus an increased measure of control over the future of your cabin, and your Tract.  You work together with your neighbors to solve problems back “at home.”  You can do the same thing in your cabin neighborhood.

An organized tract has a much easier time dealing with the day-to-day “on the ground” problems you and your neighbors face.  These are the things like:

Garbage pick up and disposal, when it happens, who does it and what it costs;

Renting a dumpster for big clean up projects;

Sanitation and pollution problems and how they can be fixed;

Fair parking arrangements for cabin families, their guests and day users;

Neglected cabins, docks and outbuildings, who can fix them so the Forest Service doesn’t remove them;

And, all of those “do we need a rule for a one-off problem” situations, such as robberies.

Since in cabin tracts we don’t own the land, and we do have to follow Forest Service rules and regulations, we can’t completely fall back on solving problems the same way we do at home.  Tract organizations, by having by laws and rules agreed to by the majority, have a way to solve most of these common problems.  At the same time cabin owners in a Tract Association have an easy way to share information and dispel fears.

That is the first, “on the ground” reason to have a tract association.

There is another more important reason. It is your relationship with the USDA Forest Service.

Every Cabin family needs to understand that their relationship with the Forest Service is vital to the future of the Tract and every cabin within the Tract.  That includes your cabin.

The day has passed when you--and your neighbors--can pretend the relationship between the Forest Service and cabin owners will always be comfortable and collaborative.  Congress issues directives--and passes laws--that conflict with each other, as well as past directives and laws.  At the same time there are current policies within the Forest Service that conflict with previous policies and actions.  This tug and haul affects the Regional Offices.  And the conflicts flow downhill from there all the way to your District Ranger's office.  

In the “good old days” the District Ranger’s office had both the money, and the personnel, to do the jobs they were ordered and/or asked to do.  Now their budgets are constantly shrinking.  And their staff members are stressed out and doing the work that two or three folks used to do.

In the “good old days” Forest Service people knew which laws and policies they were supposed to follow.  Now they find themselves faced with laws that conflict with each other, policies that tell them to do contradictory actions, and people who want to sue no matter what they do. 

It is up to us as Cabin families to work hard to build and maintain a relationship with our local Forest Service personnel.  And it is up to us to have them understand our Tracts and what happens in our Tracts.

If you and your family, friends, and neighbors want to continue to enjoy your cabins for the next 10 to 20 years, you need to make sure that all of you stay informed and involved.  The time you spend helping your Tract form an effective Association is an investment in your family and in your community.

 Both the Forest Service and the NFH believe an active tract association is essential to understanding what is happening inside the Forest Service and how it affects your cabin.  Several Forest Service people have told us that NFH members “know which fights to pick.” Tracts and cabin owners who are not involved with NFH are, to quote one staffer, like “outhouses bobbing in the lake.” We in the NFH want to help you pick the right fights. 

Tract Associations also solve a very real problem for the Forest Service.  They really no longer have the time to sit and discuss every aspect of every problem with each and every cabin owner.  When they can talk to one or two officers from a Tract Association and know their comments will be passed along to everyone else in the Tract, their job just got easier.  And, like all of us, they feel better about people who make their job easier.

There is an additional problem many cabin owners don’t want to believe.  There are folks who truly think we are interlopers on the public lands.  They say, and have convinced some Forest Service people to say, we are a “private use of the public lands.”  

Several years ago one official in the Forest Service said “the only public use of the public lands is when the Army/Marines hold maneuvers on public lands.”  His statement covers all the many kinds land the Federal, State, County and local governments own. He pointed out tent camping in a Forest Service camp ground is “private use of the public lands.”  As is fishing on a lake in a National Forest. Or staying in a hotel in a National Park.  Even hiking or skiing across National Forest land is a “private use of public lands.”

Unfortunately, there are a lot of folks who do not understand the role cabins and cabin owners play in the National Forests.  Nor do they understand the rules and regulations we are governed by. Consequently these folks do not know about the confused hikers we put back on track, the wet fisherpersons we get warm and dry, the lost kids we walk back to their parents, the lost pets we reunite with grateful owners.

When you have a Tract Association it is easier for everyone in your tract to understand these problems and misperceptions.  And it is easier for all of you to address them together. Just as when we were kids, the group is stronger than the individual.  You can explain your Tract with a common voice whether you are talking to day trippers, fishermen, hunters, hikers, or townships and counties.

One important way Tract Associations stay in touch with the Forest Service is by making a point of inviting key USFS people to your meetings and your social events.  You can give them time in the program at your meetings so they can talk to you and your neighbors about 1) the terms and conditions of your permits and how they are currently enforcing them; 2) where they currently are in their inspection process and what they are particularly looking for; 3) their goals for the outdoor environment in your tract (i.e., wires and signs on trees, blue plastic tarps, hot tubs and TV dishes); 4) how they want you to encourage native vegetation; 5) their current “best practices” for fire prevention.

Tracts all over America have also developed true partnerships with the Forest Service by working on joint projects to improve roads and water systems, stage slash clean up days and general fire prevention measures, work on trail improvement and maintenance, plant seedlings, and help with inspections.

Establishing good day-to-day communications with your local Forest Service personnel can be particularly beneficial during the Forest Planning process.  Your Forest’s Management Plan can directly impact the future of your family’s cabin, and all of the cabins in your Tract.  And it’s far easier to comment on the new Plan when you are organized and can divide up the tasks.

And that is also important for the third reason to organize: all the other governmental bodies that affect your cabin and your Tract.

The county, the water district, the sewage district, the multi-county planning commission, the State, all make rules, regulations, ordinances and laws that can affect how you use and enjoy your cabin.  The bureaucrats and, yes, politicians who write these rules rarely understand why your cabin is so very valuable to your family, your friends, your neighbors, the nearest grocery store, the nearest hardware store, the nearby rural school district, the people who fish your stream/river/lake, the hikers you get back on to the right path to find their cars, or any one else in the County. 

When you have a Tract Association you can present a united front.  This is particularly valuable when you are talking to elected officials, as well as those who take their direction from these officials.  Most Tract Associations have members who will serve as the “point person” for particular kinds of problems because they have the knowledge and experience is a that area.  For instance, some people know how to find, talk to and convince the key decision maker in a county planning or health department.

The fourth reason to organize is communication within your Tract.  A very wise person once said, “The problem with communication is the perception it has taken place.”

You have probably seen rumors run through your Tract more than once.  Usually they get more distorted with each telling, just like the Telephone game kids play.  And each distortion causes more headaches, upset stomachs and lost sleep.

The more your friends and neighbors know about what is actually happening in and around your tract the better they will sleep.  The more everyone understands Forest Service processes the safer your cabins will be.  The more your members hear about what other governmental bodies intend the easier your meetings, and your life, will be.

We now have a pretty easy way to communicate with people in our Tracts: e-mail.

Most cabin owning families have at least one person (some have many) who regularly uses e-mail to stay in touch, and share jokes, with their friends.  This makes-mail is a very effective way to get news out in a hurry.  If the garbage pick up schedule changes, the Forest Service alters a schedule on opening or closing an important road, the snow comes early, the snow melts early….. send out an e-mail to everyone on your Association’s e-mail list.  That list is most effective when it includes family and friends who regularly come to any of the cabins in the tract.  Some Tracts also use e-mail as a way to have mini-Board meetings when a problem comes up.  It prevents “phone tag” frustrations and speeds decision making.

But e-mail cannot do everything.  Successful Tract Associations also use printed communications.  They have printed meeting announcements, agenda, minutes and budgets so that everyone has the same document in front of them at the same time.  This usually forestalls the “I thought I read…..” confusion and makes sure there are documents that can be put in files.

Another important tool most Tracts use is a newsletter.  It doesn’t have to be fancy or complicated.  In fact simpler and easier is the best way to go.  This way it’s easy for more members of the Tract to be involved in turning out the newsletter.  Which solves the problem of the same few people in your Tract constantly doing most of the work.  And thus “burning out.” Plus simple newsletters can also be sent out electronically which helps everyone stay in touch with the lives of their neighbors.  This is particularly important in larger Tracts where the members' homes are a good distance apart.

Some of the things commonly in printed newsletters are:


Meeting notices;


Plans for workdays to improve the Tract;


Information about joint projects the Tract has with the Forest Service;


A “know your officers” section (particularly valuable for large tracts);


A column by the District Ranger or other local Forest Service person who wants to keep you all up to date;


Items on the history of the Tract;


Histories of individual cabins;


News about Tract families and friends;


Latest news from NFH and State Associations;


Latest news from the County, State, and utilities that affect the Tract.

The fifth reason to build a Tract Association is, you get to know and enjoy more of your neighbors.  For almost all of us the most enjoyable times with our neighbors are at social events, not at meetings.   Barbecues, progressive dinners, potluck picnics, organized games, hikes, desserts, coffees, and tours of cabins are some of the many ways people in cabin Tracts all over the country stay in touch with their neighbors. That’s when you brag about your kids, your grandkids, sometimes even about yourself. You find out who got married, who had a baby, and yes, unfortunately, who is dying.  You also share your love of your special place on this earth.  And remember why each of you chooses to spend every possible hour there.  These gatherings also make it easier to know which children and which pets go with what cabins.  So you know which direction they should be going if it’s getting to be dinnertime.

Many Tracts also have an annual “Work Day.”  This can be part of an annual social weekend if that’s convenient for the majority, or it can be a totally separate occasion.  Work Days range from cleaning up litter along trails to repairing roads or water systems.  Some Tracts have their Work Days in cooperation with the Forest Service, the water company, the County, or adjoining private landowners.  Other Tracts that are doing things that do not require Forest Service involvement or approval just go ahead on their own.  

An example of how work days and social events can combine is the Tract that celebrates Labor Day Weekend with a Saturday hike up a nearby ridge, a Sunday morning coffee followed by a couple hours of cleaning up litter from the trails and camping areas, and then a progressive dinner where awards are given for the most “unusual objects” found during the clean up.

Other Tracts recognize their most dedicated workers during their summer meetings.  Those meetings are also a wonderful time to have a potluck lunch.

There also can be social get togethers when your Tract Association needs to raise money beyond what your dues bring in.  This might be because of storm or bear damage to common areas, it might be because you want to support an organization working to preserve a near-by lake, or it might be because you all want to do a major “Spring Cleaning” of accumulated stuff and need some dumpsters.  Tracts have used their “nest egg” to build a trail, install a bench at a scenic overlook or help save a near by lake.

While small Tracts can usually temporarily raise dues for a one-time need, larger Tracts are usually better off turning fund raising into an event. Some ways to do this are: a $x/person for a barbecue; a Silent Auction of wonderful old things from everyone’s cabins; for the less wonderful stuff, a mountain rummage sale; a cookbook of the favorite recipes that are only cooked at cabins; $x/person cabin tours.  Some Tracts have found they can get hikers, day users, and tent campers to buy into these fundraising efforts.

Another, and very wonderful way, to keep your Tract members together and involved are Service projects.  These can involve people from nearby campgrounds as well as day users and nearby private landowners.  Some examples are:  CPR and First Aid workshops, handicapped fishing days and/or campfires, Senior guest days, and Forest education days.  You can also help your neighbors with snow and/or trash removal.

The sixth reason to form a Tract Association is your new neighbors. Once upon a time when we were young, any time a new family moved onto the block our parents were knocking on the door as the moving truck pulled away.  Our mothers brought food, our fathers brought tools and knowledge of the gutters/drains.  And they brought us along to play with the new kids.  Usually the dog was left at home until our folks knew what pets the new family had.

Cabin Tracts can be like the neighborhoods of our youth.  Probably you won’t bring a casserole or Jell-O mold.  But you know things about the Tract, the land you all love, and the Forest Service that are far more valuable.  You know what tools are needed when.  And you know who has kids the same age. And those kids know where the best caves and fishing spots are.

Another “gift” for the new family can be a New Member Packet.  Depending on how your Tract Association works you might include:

*  The address & phone list of Tract members, Forest Service contacts, Fire Department and utilities;


*  A list of current officers and committee chairs (along with a map and cabin numbers)


*  A copy of both Tract and Forest Service rules (this can be one document);


*  Your Tract’s recent newsletters;

*  A “Things to Know” page with information on emergency procedures, fire hose locations, firewood information, propane delivery dates, etc.  If possible make this one page so it can be posted in a cabin.

Your Tract’s Constitution and/or By Laws should also be available for anyone that wants them.

So how do you and your neighbors actually form a Tract Association?

What follows is a quick listing of the usual parts of the process.

*  First you identify the other leaders in your tract. You want to be sure and include the neighbors who have taken the initiative to talk to the Forest Service and who have gotten the desired results from the Forest Service.

*  Once you and a few others have made that list of leaders go talk to everyone you have identified.  Ask them “How important is it to you to keep you cabin?  How about your kids?  And your grandkids?” Explain why you think your tract needs to organize.  Enlist their help.

*  Next, ask your District Ranger’s office for a list of all the permit holders in your tract.  This needs to be a list that has their cabin numbers as well as phone numbers (home and cabin) and their home addresses.  When you make it clear this is for forming a Tract Association they should be more than willing to give you a copy of their list.

*  Now it’s time to set up your first meeting/event.  You and your fellow leaders know your tract best.  So you decide whether the best way to get a turn out is a barbecue, a picnic, a progressive dinner, a breakfast, or just a coffee and cookies gathering.  Your leadership group will know whether potluck will work best or if it’s better to have everyone chip in money and a small group handle the food.

*  NFH suggests you pick a date when the majority of the cabin owners in your tract are likely to be able to attend. Many times this may be on a holiday weekend such as 4th of July or Labor Day.  We’ve found it’s best to choose a place that’s pretty comfortable (not too sunny and hot, not too shady and cool) and where it’s easy for everyone to hear and be heard. And where most folks can sit down (they may need to bring towels, pillows or folding chairs and that is fine.)

*  Agree among you in the leadership group who will be the Voluntary Chair, who will keep minutes, who will address each of the why’s and how’s for your Tract Association.  It is best to have the agenda at this meeting be brief.  It is also important to make sure that everyone who has an idea, a suggestion, or an objection is heard out.  Consequently you want to zero in on the most important topics on why and how you will be forming this association.  

*  Key goals in this meeting might be: 

election of temporary officers; 

writing a more complete list of the tract’s needs and goals; 

setting of temporary dues to cover the costs of mailings and the next meeting; 

setting up committees to work on your organization model, your budget, your rules;

and setting a date for the next meeting.  

*  You may want to make the second meeting happen within a few weeks so you sustain the momentum from the first gathering.

*  The committee that is appointed to examine possible organizational models needs to consider questions such as whether you want to incorporate your association and what tax exempt you want to apply for.  It is wise to have an attorney involved in this decision.  A great advantage of incorporating is your officers will be insulated from personal liability.  Most NFH member tract associations are nonprofit tax exempt 501 (c ) (6). 

*  At your second tract meeting you will need to adopt a formal resolution to form your Tract Organization.  This is also when you all agree on your organizational model. 

*  Another objective in this meeting is to select a committee to write your By Laws.  Bylaws for nonprofit organizations run the gamut from very brief and general to the highly specific.  NFH believes the optimum lies somewhere in the middle.  We will be happy to advise you on this process. Just call Mary Clarke Ver Hoef at 1-800-669-9971 or send her an e-mail at nfh100@yahoo.com.

*  Your dues structure should be another item on the second meeting’s agenda.  It is important to remember that new organizations can have unexpected expenses.  Your group may need to do more mailings than you anticipate, you may have copying or legal expenses you can’t easily predict, or a supplier for a basic service (such as garbage or sanitation) may increase their fees unexpectedly.

*  Many Associations join the NFH as a tract and pay the dues as a budget item.  Their members receive a discount on the cost of membership.  Some states also have cabin organizations and charge nominal fees that can be paid by your Association on behalf of your members.

*  The final item of business at this second meeting is setting the date for your first true Tract Association formal Business Meeting.  Depending on where most of the members of your tract live, and your timing this can be either another summer meeting, or it enough people live within easy driving distance, this can be a winter meeting.  If you do set a winter or early spring meeting date it is better to schedule it away from major holidays (that includes Super Bowl Sunday.)

National Forest Homeowners will happily put you in touch with experts in Tract Association who will be happy to advise you more thoroughly on the process of forming a successful organization.  And we will do everything possible to support the organization you create.
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