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Introduction

In 2019, thanks to the generosity of our supporters, the Transcaucasian Trail Association was
able to make important contributions to the development of the Transcaucasian Trail in
Armenian and Georgia, while continuing efforts to find partners and begin work in Azerbaijan.

The TCTA’s mission is to develop, promote, and maintain the Transcaucasian Trail in order to
improve access to the region’s diverse cultural and natural heritage and encourage its
preservation, benefiting local communities and trail users through the development of
sustainable tourism.

We carry out this mission through direct support to the Transcaucasian Trail NGOs of Georgia
and Armenia, as well as through our own activities to develop the capacity of these local
organizations and to support and coordinate their work and the work of our other partners. In
2019, the TCTA'’s activities included:

International Volunteer Programs

Continuing an annual international volunteer program that has made important contributions to
the development of the trail in Armenia and Georgia, the TCTA recruited volunteers to
participate in trail crews in Svaneti, Georgia and South Syunik, Armenia.

Support for Fundraising Tours

The TCTA promoted fundraising tours in Georgia and Armenia, helped to recruit participants
and provided administrative support for the four hiking tours, which raised more than $25,000.
This money was granted to the local NGOs to support trail development in Georgia and
Armenia.

Direct grants to local NGOs

In addition to grants supporting the International Volunteer Program and the fundraising tours,
the TCT granted an additional $8,000 to the TCT NGO of Armenia and $3,000 to the TCT NGO
of Georgia to improve the capacity of the organizations and continue trail development.

In-kind support for professional development and exchange

The TCTA supported professional development for members of the TCT Georgia team including
wilderness medicine training, participation in the EarthCorps, a Seattle-based conservation
leadership program, and a trail auditor training hosted by Green Flag Trails in Greece.

International promotional events and media

The TCTA was able to support the promotion of the trail at events in Berlin, Paris, Vienna, and
Seattle. In addition, the TCT received significant media attention, including being named one of
TIME Magazine’s 100 Best Places to Visit in 2019.



Developments in Georgia in 2019

Trail development

In 2019, trail crews returned to the existing 140 kilometer section of trail from Chuberi to Ushguli
in Upper Svaneti. These crews improved a key alternate route from Khalde to Ushguli and did
maintenance and marking on the 83 kilometers from Chuberi to Mestia. Three international
volunteer trail building camps were held in Svaneti, with fourteen volunteers from five different
countries. Two Georgian Youth Leadership Corps sessions were held with 10 participants from
different regions of Georgia.

Trail work between Khalde and Ushguli

The TCT NGO of Georgia identified the alternate route from Khalde to Ushguli as a priority for
work in summer 2019. Because of the ongoing construction of the road to Ushguli (which gets
very dusty in the summer) and the vastly increased hiker traffic from Mestia to Ushguli, the hiker
experience along the “main route” of the TCT has become less pleasant, increasing demand for
the alternate route among self-sufficient backcountry hikers. Meanwhile, the unmarked and
previously unmaintained Karetta Pass travels through spectacular wilderness areas and offers
stunning views of Shkara, the highest mountain in Georgia. While this path is significantly more
demanding, it has been growing in popularity and there are already hundreds of hikers taking it
each summer. As such, improving the safety of this section was deemed a priority.

Trailwork here focused on two main projects: building a new bridge to replace the existing
bridge, which was in severe disrepair and somewhat dangerous to cross, and brushing the
lower section of the trail on the Khalde side to make it easier to find and follow the trail.

Prior to starting work, Georgian-speaking members of the TCT team visited Khalde and nearby
villages to explain the project idea and seek input. Several residents were initially skeptical, but
all involved quickly came to express support for the idea. Over several weeks, the TCT Georgia
team developed a strong relationship with the residents of Khalde. Unfortunately, shortly after
the bridge was completed, a few residents from further down the valley cut down the bridge.
Afterwards, the TCT Georgia NGO held meetings in these villages to understand why this
happened. They learned that there was previously unexpressed fear that improving the Karetta
Pass trail would divert tourists from the existing track and cause those businesses to lose
income.

This setback provided a useful lesson in understanding mindsets and how to communicate the
TCT’s vision in areas where tourism has already begun to see significant growth. Residents
expressed strong loss aversion and the expectation that any changes to the existing
path--which has allowed them to improve their livelihoods--would be a negative change for their



businesses. In their experience, hikers only pass through in one direction and stay for one night.
The idea of improving trail infrastructure more broadly to facilitate day hikes and staying in a
village multiple nights-- for example, allowing people to take a day hike deeper into the Khalde
valley and return to a guesthouse in Iprali-- is an unfamiliar concept. In addition, there is limited
awareness of the different kinds of hikers (i.e. guesthouse-to-guesthouse hikers versus
backcountry campers who will take more difficult alternate routes, or hikers who would do a loop
and use both trails). It proved challenging to convince residents that while some people will
camp regardless, and we should make the trails safe for them to do so, improving a difficult
backcountry section is unlikely to disrupt business as the majority of hikers will continue to take
the easier routes and stay in guesthouses. These concepts may prove an ongoing challenge to
communicate and will require particular care and attention in the future, especially when working
in areas where trails and tourism are already established.

The majority of the community around Khalde showed a great deal of anger about the bridge
being cut down, and the response within Svaneti more broadly and the Georgian national media
was very sympathetic. Nevertheless, the TCT Georgia NGO decided that it would be prudent to
redirect their energy to other parts of the trail for the remainder of the summer and to return only
when requested.

Despite this substantial setback, the trail crews in Khalde nevertheless still made meaningful
improvements on the Khalde trail. The trail had previously been nearly completely overgrown
and difficult to find. In July 2019, crews heavily brushed the first few kilometers towards the
pass, making the trail much easier to find and follow.

The Jokhadze family in Khalde



Trail work between Chuberi and Mestia

In September, the third crew of international volunteers made major improvements (brushing
overgrown paths and benching a walkable path in landslide terrain) on the 27km section
between Chuberi to Nakra. They also re-blazed the section from Chuberi to Mestia according to
the new Georgian trail marking standards, which made a significant improvement in the ease of
following the trail.

Georgian Youth Leadership Corps

In 2019, with support from the TCTA , the TCT Georgia NGO continued its project to develop
future conservation leaders in Georgia and potential crew leaders for the TCT. The Georgia
NGO hosted two sessions of the Youth Leadership Corps for 10 days each, training 11 young
adults (ages 18-25) in outdoor leadership, sustainable trail design and maintenance, crew
management and basic first aid for the outdoors. These crews made improvements on 5
kilometers of trail around Nakra and Kichkhuldashi, including fixing a bridge.

Living and working in remote areas while working on conservation projects is a well-established
way to develop leadership skills in young adults while instilling in them the value of conservation
and service. While the leadership development provided by such conservation corps is valuable
in itself, there are other important benefits to training young people in trail building and
conservation work. As Georgia’s system of protected areas and national parks grows, it will
need a growing cadre of workers with experience in land management, trail building, and crew
management. In addition, the Transcaucasian Trail project will be expanding the number of trail
crews working to build and maintain what will eventually become a 3,000 km+ trail network
connecting the protected areas of the Caucasus.

The 2019 program had a high retention rate. From these 11 participants, 6 came back to join
trail crews in Lagodekhi in the fall, and 2 joined the TCT Georgia team as assistant crew leaders
later in the summer and fall.

TCT Youth Leadership Corps members with Valeri Vibliani in Kichkhuldashi



First project in Lagodekhi National Park

In early 2019, the TCT NGO of Georgia began exploring the potential for work in Lagodekhi
National Park, an important protected area in Eastern Georgia bordering Azerbaijan. Following
discussions with the leadership of Lagodekhi protected areas, the TCT Georgia NGO identified
the Machi Fortress Trail as a valuable “starter” project that would provide an opportunity to
demonstrate their work and build a relationship with the park administration. This trail is not
directly on the planned TCT, but will be an optional side trail to an interesting historical
monument (a ruined fortress that was used between the 7th-17th centuries). It is also entirely in
the managed reserve, meaning that approval for work is easy to secure (as opposed to the strict
reserve, which requires more formal governmental approval). The Machi Fortress trail is one of
the “easiest” in Georgia and is a popular destination for more elderly tourists, but it still has
several steep and tricky sections including river and stream crossings. As such, it is a prime
example of the poor accessibility of trails in Georgia, and improving it provided valuable
assistance to the park.

Over four weekends in October and November, Giorgi Jmukhadze (Project Manager and Crew
Leader) identified priority sections for work and organized weekend volunteer crews with a total
of 18 participants. These crews brushed 5 kilometers of trail (for both human and equestrian
use), benched 100 meters of a particularly steep and narrow section of trail, built two new 4.5
meter bridges for stream crossings, and fixed a 9-meter bridge over a large river. This project
played a major role in strengthening the Georgia NGO'’s relationship with the park
administration, thereby laying the groundwork to return in spring 2020 and to begin work on
sections of the Transcaucasian Trail in Lagodekhi.

Study Abroad

The development of a Svaneti-based study abroad program for university students from the
U.S. (Human Geography in the Caucasus) was shelved after several months due to a lack of
interest from students. The program could be revived by a motivated professor or someone else
with a strong network in the academic community and ability to attract students.

Professional Development

Partnership with EarthCorps for leadership development

In 2018, the TCTA supported Giorgi Jmukhadze in his participation in Earth Corps from June to
December. EarthCorps is an outdoor leadership program in Seattle that brings together US and
international volunteers to learn about environmental issues, trail building, and land
management while working on conservation corps crews in parks throughout the Puget Sound
region of Washington. In 2019, Giorgi returned to serve as Leadership Development
Coordinator, Project Manager for work in Lagodekhi, and crew leader for the TCT’s Youth



Leadership Corps in Georgia. He has since played an important role in identifying and
developing more conservation leaders in the Caucasus.

In 2019, based on this success, the TCTA supported Vakho Chkhitauri in his participation in
EarthCorps. Vakho is from Gori, Georgia, a small city west of Tbilisi best known for being the
birthplace of Stalin. Vakho volunteered with the TCT in Svaneti for the entire summer of 2017,
where he displayed great enthusiasm for trailwork and interest in learning about natural history
and conservation. He returned in 2018 to work with the international volunteer crews as
Assistant Crew Leader in Zeskho. In Seattle, Vakho worked on several trail building and
maintenance projects, including bridge building and technical trail construction with drainage
and rock walls. He gained experience leading crews and teaching volunteers trail building
techniques. He returned to Georgia at the end of 2019 and will be bringing his skills back to the
TCT Georgia NGO as a crew leader and project manager in 2020.

Based on the success of Earth Corps partnership thus far, the TCTA plans to continue
supporting at least one promising participant from the youth corps to attend per year. In addition
to supporting participants from Georgia, the TCTA aims to expand this support to Armenia and
Azerbaijan in future years.

Vakho Chkhitauri in Seattle

Wilderness medicine for professional development

In April 2019, the TCTA supported Giorgi Jmukhadze to attend a Wilderness First Responder
(WFR) course taught by instructors from NOLS Wilderness Medicine in Flam, Norway. WFR
certification is a widely recognized industry standard for outdoor professionals. Courses run
9-10 days and provide practical training in managing a wide variety of medical situations in
remote backcountry environments. For the TCT, having WFR-certified crew leaders is an
important safety measure given the limited access to medical care in many locations of trail



work. With this training, Giorgi was able to serve as primary crew leader throughout trail work in
2019. We will continue to train crew leaders in wilderness first aid, which we view as important
to the safe development of the trail, as well as the development of better first aid and risk
management capacity in the Caucasus in general.

Green Flag Trails training

From October 4-11, two members of the TCT Georgia team (Sopo Bagauri and Giorgi
Jmukhadze) attended a Trail Auditor Training on Kythera Island, Greece. Kythera Hiking and
the Kytherian Foundation for Culture and Development invited trail managers and trail
specialists from across Europe to join the first International Green Flag Trails — Trail Auditor
Training offered by the World Trails Network. Training was conducted by Prof. Leon Hugo —
Green Flag Trails Founder. The Green Flag Trails system is a method for auditing and certifying
that trails meet certain criteria based on their intended usage and ensures that information
about the trail matches reality. Sopo and Giorgi were certified as trail auditors and will use what
they learned to contribute to developing standards for Georgian trails, including the TCT.

Fundraising

Banff Film Festival

In September, TCT Georgia hosted the Banff Mountain Film Festival World Tour in Tbilisi for the
second time, with the support of the TCTA and a dedicated crew of volunteers. Banff is the
world’s premiere film festival about mountain ecosystems, sports, cultures, and this was the
second time the TCT Georgia team has hosted the festival. More than 180 people attended the
event, and local sponsors donated a variety of raffle prizes to give away. The event created an
important opportunity for exposure within Tbilisi’'s Georgian-speaking outdoor community and a
valuable space to gather and connect with fellow mountain lovers. Based on the non-financial
benefits of this event as well as the potential for the festival to continue to grow, the TCT
Georgia NGO plans to host Banff again in 2020.

Svaneti fundraising hikes

In August, a small team (Paul Stephens, Sopo Bagauri, Dato Khergiani, Nick Baigent) lead two
fundraising hikes in Svaneti. The two groups included 17 paying participants plus a journalist
from GEO Saison magazine in Germany. The groups hiked across Svaneti using infrastructure
developed by the TCT and stayed with local families, demonstrating the benefits of the trail to
local communities. The tours raised more than $15,000.



Developments in Armenia in 2019

In 2017 the TCT NGO of Armenia published a 3-year roadmap, identifying two parallel
strategies to establish a border-to-border trail across Armenia by 2020, thus realising the TCT
vision within the scope of Armenia:

1. Incorporate the TCT into existing and proposed trail development projects in
high-potential hiking destinations, and

2. In parallel, rapidly develop connections between these destinations through remote
mountainous areas.

The TCT NGO of Armenia reports that at the end of 2019 both strategies have proven fruitful,
and that a viable border-to-border trail across Armenia has indeed been established.

Five hiking ‘destinations’ on the route are now well-developed (the Debed Gorge, Dilijan
National Park, southern Vayots Dzor, the Vorotan Canyon, and Kapan), and connecting routes
between them have been thoroughly explored, mapped, and made available to experienced
hikers for testing.

Developing a Master Plan

The Armenia team began the year with a border-to-border route design approximately 70%
complete, and set the goal of bringing this number up to 100% by the end of 2019. To that end,
the team spent a further 28 days on trail scouting missions across the country between April
and October, connecting the final missing link in the route at the end of autumn.






