
 
       

   Tribal Paths, Trails & Routes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Shannon Titla, a 40-year-old tribal administrative 
assistant, used to walk some of the dirt paths 
circling San Ildefonso Pueblo. She didn’t realize 
there were actual trails in her hometown until 
Healthy Kids San Ildefonso cleaned, marked and 
promoted seven walking, biking and running trails. 
 
Now the Governor grants tribal employees time to 
walk on the trails. Walking clubs are on the trail a 
couple of times a week, and more families are 
strolling and running in the evenings. 
 
“Identifying the trails and making them accessible is 
a great idea,” Titla said, pausing from her work in 
the Governor’s office. “It’s nice to see the 
community out there together for their health and 
making their lives better.” 
 
Tribal communities working on the Healthy Kids 
initiative are renovating existing trail systems and 
building new ones as a way to encourage their 
residents to choose active lifestyles – a goal of 
Healthy Kids New Mexico. Local Healthy Kids 
coordinators partner with community organizations 
to make changes to their environment so it is easier 
for families to choose healthy foods and be active. 
 
The Healthy Kids initiative, supported by the New 
Mexico Department of Health, works in nine 
counties and four tribal communities, where 
resources are scarce and interest in improving 
health is strong. San Ildefonso Pueblo, Zuni Pueblo 
and the Mescalero Apache Tribe are devoting 
resources to develop and publicize trails within their 
communities. It’s an easy way to draw people of all 
abilities outside for safe physical activity. 
 
 

   Key Community Successes 
 

 41.5 miles of walking and biking trails 
created, marked, mapped, and 
promoted in Zuni 

 

 10 miles of walking and biking trails 
created, marked, mapped, and 
promoted in San Ildefonso 

 

 9 miles of existing walking routes 
assessed, cleaned, marked, mapped, 
and promoted in Mescalero  

 

 San Ildefonso established a Walking 
Wednesday program to encourage 
students to walk to and from school 
 

 San Ildefonso awarded $150,000 in  
Department of Transportation funding 
to enhance walkability and connectivity 
throughout the pueblo, particularly 
near the school 

 

 Zuni developed a prescription trails 
program to encourage community 
members to be more active  

 

 Mescalero Apache passed the Tularosa 
Creek trail plan as a tribal resolution, 
which includes a maintenance and 
community service component  

 

 Mescalero Apache installed two 
crosswalks and a three-way stop near 
the Head Start and Tularosa Creek trail 
 

 

Mileage and inspirational signage along 
Zuni’s Tsawanikya (Mountain Lion) Trail 



Pueblo de San Ildefonso Governor Terry Aguilar said the trail system, marked around the main 
village and in the Battleship/Pajarito/ O Toh Nah area, is a free community-wide effort to 
encourage community members to move more. 
 
“At pueblos, we eat a lot. We have a lot of events – death, celebrations, festivals – and there’s 
constant food,” said Aguilar. “If it were not for Healthy Kids, we would not be trying to address 
obesity. It gives us a mechanism for addressing the issue.” 
 
Summer Martinez, Healthy Kids San Ildefonso’s coordinator, conducted a walking assessment of 
her tribal community to determine potential barriers for people to walk safely. She organized 
Walking Wednesday for San Ildefonso Day School in which adults and students walk together to 
school. Next she designed maps that includes safety tips for biking and walking.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Walking is the simplest form of exercise that anyone can do,” she said. “The other day when I 
was running, I saw this man with his dogs, a mom with her sons and another lady with her 
headphones walking. A year ago I didn’t see that, even though these trails have always been 
there.” 
 
When Healthy Kids Zuni Pueblo cleaned, marked and named six existing trails, more people were 
instantly on those trails because they considered the paths safer as official trails, said Healthy 
Kids Zuni coordinator Valory Wangler, M.D.  
 
“The trail signs have short, inspirational phrases in the Zuni language, which is something the 
community members appreciate,” Wangler said. “People say it helps them be motivated and feel 
safe to be on the trails.” 
 
Pueblos have a lot of potential for what Tim Rogers calls, “walkability.” Rogers is a trail expert 
who has worked on developing safe biking paths and trail systems for years, including consulting 
with the Department of Health. He visits Healthy Kids communities to advise them on the best 
way to make it easy for people to travel by foot or bike. 
 
Three of San Ildefonso’s trails, each about two miles long, loop by the Tewa Center, Senior Center, 
Day School and community gym while another four are available for residents who live west of 
the Rio Grande near Battleship Housing.  

 
San Ildefonso students en route to school on Walking Wednesday 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Healthy Kids Zuni Pueblo designed trails based on the tribe’s language and culture. Zuni’s 41.5 
miles of trails have English and Zuni names and are based on the Zuni’s directional system. Each 
direction has a specific color and animal so trails are named and marked that way. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

“It’s a good motivator,” Banteah-Yuselew said. “When you’re on the last mile of running and you 
come across a message that says, ‘You’re almost there’ or ‘Strong in body/Strong in mind/Strong 
in heart,’ it helps you reach that end point. When I’m running I internalize those messages. I really 
feel like the trails have become popular now.” 
 
Promoting the trails with supportive partners has been another important piece for both Zuni 
and San Ildefonso. Healthy Kids San Ildefonso promoted the trails at every holiday and tribal 

 

Rogers worked with Healthy Kids San Ildefonso to 
secure $150,000 from the New Mexico Department 
of Transportation to improve connections and 
safety. The project involves extending a sidewalk by 
one-third of a mile along part of a walking route to 
school from Black Mesa Housing and improving a 
crosswalk in front of the Day School. The pueblo will 
spend about $22,200 to complete the projects.  
 
“Pueblos historically have a compact urban center 
so connecting neighborhoods to public service or 
places of employment is the way to create a 
walkable community,” Rogers said. “That’s what 
we’re trying to do in Mescalero and San Ildefonso. 
In Zuni, the focus is more on developing hiking 
trails, which is also a valid strategy.” 
 
 

San Ildefonso 
Safe Routes to 

School map 
 

 

Running on a trail that has signs in her native Zuni 
language makes Zowie Banteah-Yuselew feel 
connected to her community, she said. Banteah-
Yuselew grew up in Zuni and works on the Healthy 
Kids initiative. Often she runs the 5-mile Anshe 
(Bear) trail that is marked in blue. 
 
“It’s in your own language so you feel 
empowered,” she said. 
 
Most communities have developed trail maps and 
placed signs indicating route and mileage, but Zuni 
is the only one so far that has included 
inspirational phrases along the way. 
 
 



event. Martinez developed a weekly walking club with about 40 tribal administration employees 
to encourage them to commit to walking each week.  
 
“I think it makes a big difference to have a group – it makes it more fun because you have 
someone to talk to,” said Titla. “Encouragement is key.” 
 
Martinez arranged kick-off parties for each trail. She works with native-based charity programs 
that send incentives such as toothbrushes and hygiene products that she can provide for free to 
entice community members to attend special events. People walk on one of the seven trails at 
each event. 
 
Healthy Kids Zuni held a kick-off event to promote the established trails as well. Tribal programs, 
Zuni Healthy Lifestyles and Zuni Wellness Center lead walks or runs with groups, and Zuni Youth 
Enrichment Project’s after-school program hikes on the trails.  
 
Healthy Kids Zuni has also developed a prescription trails program in which health-care providers 
prescribe specific trails to patients as a way to get them to move more. Healthcare providers give 
their patient a prescription with the printed trails, mileage, difficulty level, and map. The program 
could prompt doctors and nurses into having more discussions with their patients about the 
importance of physical activity. 
 
Both pueblos have plans to grow their trail systems and improve their maps. Zuni is aiming for 10 
total trails and working with a local artist to develop more signs. San Ildefonso is trying to double 
the mileage by adding older roads and creating simple connections like a board over an irrigation 
ditch. San Ildefonso has 10 signs and wants 10 more with two big ones that highlight the entire 
trail system and are posted on the east and west sides of the pueblo. 
 
Mescalero Apache: Starting from scratch 

 

About 1,300 people live in Mescalero, home to the Mescalero Apache Tribe in southern New 
Mexico near the town of Ruidoso. Mescalero didn’t have the advantage of existing trails so 
Healthy Kids Mescalero is building a 1 ½ mile trail along the Tularosa Creek with intensive 
community participation.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Healthy Kids Mescalero’s approach has 
been methodical and comprehensive. It 
conducted assessments measuring the 
health and walkability of the community 
as well as the environmental impact of a 
trail. Healthy Kids sponsored a 
community trail training, held meetings 
to get input from tribal members, 
consulted experts from the National Park 
Service and included AmeriCorps 
volunteers in site clean-ups.  
 

AmeriCorps volunteers conducting 
walkability assessment 



It has been a long, slow method of developing a trail plan and also essential to the trail’s longevity, 
said Aimee Bennett, a health promotion specialist at the Department of Health who helps guide 
Healthy Kids Healthy Mescalero’s work. 
 
“What doing this trail plan did the most was bring to light what the community truly wanted, not 
what we thought they should want or what would look great,” Bennett said.  
 
Healthy Kids Mescalero had considered placing natural play areas along the trail, such as big rocks 
or logs for climbing. Through stakeholder meetings and consultations with the Tribal Council, 
Healthy Kids realized the community wanted an old-fashioned playground instead. In addition to 
meetings, Healthy Kids researched and visited other communities to see what kind of playground 
could be sustained with limited maintenance.  
 
 “It brought us to the right conclusion, but it took awhile,” Bennett said.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Healthy Kids also created a map of existing paths and roads people walk now to show them the 
mileage and where else they may go. 
 
After extensive work creating a trail plan, the Tribal Council adopted it as a resolution. One key 
component included in the plan is trail maintenance, which the Chief Tribal Judge has assigned 
to people who need to do community service. That happened because of the relationships 
Healthy Kids had built with tribal government. 
 
“The tribal courts wouldn’t know about this project if we hadn’t befriended the Education 
Department and involved them in the process,” Bennett said. “Key players need to know what’s 
going on.” 
 
With the maintenance plan in place, tribal members who have had to go to court will be able to 
give back to their community in a meaningful way. 
 
“It’s not just punishment but about helping and being a part of the future of keeping things 
cleaned and maintained,” Bennett said. “I think it’s going to change the whole environment.” 
 

Taking the time to do it right has been Healthy 
Kids Mescalero’s approach. The community 
assessment helped people understand what 
was needed to make Mescalero a safe place to 
be active outdoors. As a result, Healthy Kids 
helped get two crosswalks installed and a 
three-way stop sign posted in front of the local 
Head Start so kids can safely cross a busy road, 
which connects with the future trail. 
  Head Start crosswalk installation 



The trail is composed of two inches of rock Healthy Kids Mescalero gets from the local quarry and 
two inches of a stabilizer that makes the ground strong enough to push a stroller or wheelchair 
over it. People have completed a half mile so far. The tribal courts plan to spend $43,000 to buy 
the material for the rest of the project. 
 
From an outside perspective that may not seem like much progress over two years, but that 
doesn’t take into consideration the way a tribal government works and how the entire process 
could end up transforming Mescalero.  
 
Bennett described the role of tribal government as being president and principal. They manage 
federal funds, shut down for funerals and feasts and negotiate between feuding families. It’s hard 
to make time for everything. Cultivating relationships and practicing patience has helped Healthy 
Kids Mescalero develop a sustainable trail and also guide conversations about Mescalero’s 
challenges. 
 
In discussions about the trail, tribal members talked about potentially moving a packaged-liquor 
store that is the primary seller of alcohol on the reservation. Tribal members call it “the bar,” and 
it is located along the proposed trail within walking distance of the Head Start and less than a 
mile from the tribe’s daycare center. Some who buy alcohol stay there and drink all day.  
 
“It is truly transforming their community to move that bar and put that trail and park/playground 
in and move the alcohol problem out of that local area,” Bennett said. 
 
Healthy Kids is bringing in an expert to talk to the tribe about alcohol data. Regardless of the 
tribe’s final decision about the bar, Healthy Kids Mescalero has brought the community together, 
spurring discussions about safety, alcohol abuse and physical activity.  
 
Developing official trails, marking used paths and installing needed crosswalks in these three 
tribal communities has made it easier for people there to feel safe to be active outside. Beyond 
that, Healthy Kids has sparked people’s interest in taking care of their bodies, highlighted 
community strengths and challenges, brought communities together, and started to shift 
people’s attitudes about health. 
 
“As a mom, as a wife, as a cousin, it’s really hard to see obesity as prevalent as it is. The trails are 
an easier way to put out the message that walking is simple,” Martinez said. “When you walk or 
run, even if you’re by yourself, there is a place in your mind that you go to that you find this 
calmness, that it can be okay. I’m hoping this encourages our older generation down to the next 
generation to be physically active and take their health a little more seriously. I do see progress.” 
 

        

 Healthy Kids New Mexico builds state and local partnerships to expand children’s 

opportunities for healthy eating and active living where they live, learn and play. 


