
BREAKING   DOWN   BARRIERS:
HOW   ADAPTIVE   CYCLING   IS  CREATING 
  MORE    OPPORTUNITIES FOR  PEOPLE 

OF  ALL  ABILITY  LEVELS

By Michaela Lawlor and Bill Boles

Most mountain bikers would 
probably agree that there is no bet-
ter feeling than the rush you get from 
cruising down singletrack in the woods. 
Mountain biking is a community sport 
that is enjoyed among friends and often 

strangers as well. Increasingly, more 
opportunities are becoming available for 
adaptive cyclists who enjoy mountain 
biking. The term adaptive may be new 
to some, so NEMBA would like to high-
light what adaptive cycling is and how it 

promotes inclusivity for anyone with any 
ability level to be able to participate in 
the sport that so many of us love.

Adaptive cycling and equipment 
can help people with varying physi-
cal, cognitive, and even emotional and 

www.rad-innovations.com/blog-our-news/what-is-an-adaptive-bike

FOR MORE INFORMATION ABOUT ADAPTIVE BIKING VISIT
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behavioral disabilities. Some conditions 
include, but are not limited to paralysis, 
prosthesis, hearing impairment, visual 
impairment, multiple sclerosis, cerebral 
palsy, Parkinson’s disease, rheumatoid or 
psoriatic arthritis, traumatic brain injury, 
and post-traumatic stress disorder. There 
are several organizations now that are 
dedicated to adaptive sports and creating 
experiences for any and all people to 
get involved. Two specific organizations 
with which NEMBA has developed rela-
tionships are Vermont Adaptive Ski & 
Sports and Spaulding Adaptive Sports & 
Centers.

In May, Cape Cod NEMBA hosted 
its first Adaptive Cycling Adventure in 
West Barnstable. Spaulding Adaptive 
Sports & Centers sponsored the ride and 
they provided five adaptive bikes for 
anyone to test. So what does adaptive 
cycling equipment look like? And how 
does it work? Recumbent trikes, where 
the rider is seated in a reclined position, 
is probably one of the more common 
types of adaptive cycling equipment. 
There are a few different types, includ-
ing a delta trike where there are two 
wheels in the back and one in the front, 
or a tadpole trike with two wheels in the 
front and one in the back. They are both 
pedal operated and use hand levers that 
are situated on either side of the rider 
to steer. Hand cycles are another type of 
recumbent trike, usually a delta makeup 
in which the bike is completely operated 
by hand with levers. Some are power 
assisted, like e-bikes. (RAD-Innovations). 
(See Photos). Tandem bikes can be a 
great piece of adaptive cycling equip-
ment for those who may be hearing or 
visually impaired. Tandem bikes allow 
for a guide to take the front seat and lead 
the way. Additionally, regular e-bikes 
can be used for adaptive cycling, too. 
For example, someone with Parkinson’s 
Disease or a breathing difficulty whose 
endurance is affected would benefit 
from an e-bike to give them the extra 
power to get up a hill, or through a more 
technical section of trail.

Of course, not all disabilities are 
visible on the surface, so there is an ele-
ment of awareness and understanding 
that comes along with adaptive cycling. 
There is some existing controversy over 
the use of e-bikes or other power-as-
sisted trikes on trail systems in New 
England. There are often assumptions 
that e-bikes may damage trails more so 
than a typical mountain bike. However, 
an e-bike or an adaptive trike may be the 
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only feasible option for someone who 
faces challenges that would otherwise 
make cycling on a typical mountain bike 
difficult or even impossible.

This point is where the strength 
of the mountain biking community can 
really work its magic. Adaptive cycling 
is more than just occasional events or 
series - it is a constant. Those events are 
not the only time in which riders with 
disabilities want to enjoy mountain bik-
ing - they want to get out on a regular 
basis to enjoy their sport.

In order for the trikes or tandem 
bikes to be used, trails have to be built 
to accommodate them. Usually, trails 
are benched eighteen to twenty-four 
inches wide for a regular mountain bike. 
In order to accommodate a trike, or a 
tandem bike that takes wider turns they 
would need to be wider. Additionally, 
the terrain of the trail would have to be 
flowier to ensure the safety and comfort 
of the rider. Lastly, three wheel adaptive 
bikes are longer and lower to the ground, 
so they can’t ride over tall stones.

NEMBA would like to continue 
to make adaptive cycling more widely 
available across all 29 of its chapters. 
We spoke with Vermont Adaptive Ski 
& Sports in April about their expe-
riences working with adaptive ath-
letes. Kim Jackson, the Director of 

Kingdom Trails, Vermont

Working with Vermont Adaptive and 
the Kelly Brush Foundation the 
Kingdom Trails Association is 
evaluating its trails for adaptive 
access and making some 
modifications to appropriate trails.

Rhode Island NEMBA

Woody Hill in Bradford has had a 
number of its trails modified to make 
them more accessible.

Fairfield County, CT

Norwalk River Valley Trail. A 30 mile 
long accessible project. 8 miles have 
been completed, 3.4 miles are cur-
rently under construction.

Connecticut

Kent Falls State Park
Southford Falls State Park
Highlawn Forest Trails
Stratton Brook State Park
Hartford Reservoir
Salmon River State Forest
Chatfield Hollow State Park 
Hammonasset Beach State Park 
Ferry Landing State Park

TRAIL SYSTEMS 
THAT  ALREADY 
ACCOMMODATE 
ADAPTIVE CYCLING 
EQUIPMENT
NOT EVERY TRAIL IN EACH 
LOCATION IS OKAY FOR ADAPTIVE 
CYCLING BUT MANY ARE.

Quiet Corner NEMBA

Many trails in Mansfield, Nathan Hale 
and the Airline trail would be good 
for adaptive cycling.
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Cape Cod, MA

West Barnstable Conservation Area, 
A vast network of trails, the green 
trails on the NEMBA map are all wide 
and smooth.
Bell’s Neck, Harwich: Scenic dirt 
roads and trails in a tidal marshland.
Indian Lands Conservation Area, 
Dennis: Perhaps the most fun, 
mostly flat, scenic singletracks 
on Cape Cod.

Southeast, MA

Destruction Wood in Dartmouth. An 
incredibly fun place to ride. All of the 
trails except for a couple of single-
tracks are perfect.
Adams Farm, in Walpole: Many of 
the old roads and singletracks are 
already in use by adaptive cyclists.
Whitney Thayer Woods in Cohasset. 
Wide smooth trails on a peninsula 
jutting out into Boston Harbor.

Maine

Hirundo Wildlife Refuge
Shakford Head State Park
Bog Brook Cove Preserve
Birdsacre Sanctuary
Clarks’ Pond

Carrabassett Valley, ME

The Outdoor Center trails leading 
to the Narrow Gauge trail and the 
Grassy loop trails. Planning is under-
way for additional accessible trails.

White Mountains 
North Conway Area, NH
Whittaker Woods, includes wide 
groomed winter x-country ski trails.
Flank Trail at Cranmore, wide and 
smooth, but a long climb.
Great Glen Trails at the base of Mt. 
Washington. Many are perfect.
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Communications and Marketing told 
us, “Once you introduce adaptive equip-
ment, it equalizes everything. Adaptive 
athletes can then get outside to play with 
everybody.” 

Part of building mountain bike 
trails is testing them out to see how 
they ride. It helps builders to visualize 
what additional adjustments need to be 
made to make the trail the best it can be. 
Felicia Fowler, the Program Coordinator 
at Vermont Adaptive Ski & Sports added 

in Killington, Vermont and Spaulding 
Adaptive Sports & Centers serves the 
North Shore, Boston, and Cape Cod 
areas. Additionally, see the above con-
tact information in the list of adaptive 
trails for guidance or information about 
adaptive cycling and how you can get 
involved. Together we can make a differ-
ence and help every one of every ability 
enjoy mountain biking!

that the builders in their area working on 
trails to accommodate adaptive bikes got 
on adaptive bikes to test the trails out. 
The act of immersion can help us better 
understand the equipment and the expe-
riences adaptive cyclists have using it.

If you are hosting a cycling event 
and you are interested in providing 
adaptive equipment for people to use, 
you can get in touch with the nearest 
adaptive sports organization to you. 
Vermont Adaptive Ski & Sports is based 
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NOTE FROM: FRANK MEROLA

Our Chapter, Cape Cod NEMBA had an "Adaptive 
Adventures Day" on Saturday May 1st at West 
Barnstable Conservation Area. We had Terry Downey 
and her crew from Spaulding Rehab with a total of 5 
bikes. Three were leg bikes and two were hand bikes. 
Visitors got to try out the bikes and take them on 
a brief ride. The goal was to raise awareness for 
these athletes and make the bikes available for 
non-disabled riders. It was a beautiful sunny day 
and the visitors who stopped by enjoyed free coffee 
and donuts and were stoked to try the bikes out. Our 
chapter has modified a number of singletrack trails 
at WBCA for adaptive cycling, with more on the way.

 
NOTE FROM: TERRY DOWNEY

PROGRAM DIRECTOR FOR SPAULDING REHABILITATION 
NETWORK ADAPTIVE SPORTS MOUNTAIN BIKE PROGRAM 

In July of 2020 Spaulding added mountain biking to 
their programming. For people with disabilities, 
there are many barriers to enjoying the woods. Our 
mountain biking program allows access to trails and 
environments that would otherwise be inaccessible. 
Every one of our participants love the challenges; 
from the physical challenges of riding off road, 
the learning curve to reading more technical trails 
and picking the perfect line. To make it up that 
challenging hill that they couldn’t make at first. 
One participant, Becca says, “After losing my other 
leg, I didn’t think I could ride upright again. I 
can’t even tell you what this does for me, a huge 
feeling of normal . . .I really needed this.”

NOTE FROM: CHRIS HUGHES 

The RI chapter discovered the need for adaptive 
access 2 years ago at a Woody Hill fun ride.  Peter 
Gengler and I encountered an adaptive rider on the 
trail riding against the arrowed route.  We stopped 
and spoke to him and found that he could not navi-
gate over some of the stone walls.  That bothered me 
so I tracked him down and we put together a plan to 
address his needs on a couple of green trails.  The 
work only took 1 day and involved making the trail 
wider in a few spots, making a few turns less tight 
and adjusting a few of the walls.  The adaptive 
bike had a long wheelbase which caused it to bottom 
out. The walls were adjusted by either lowering the 
crown or ramping up to the crown, so the bike did 
not bottom.  Best to have an adaptive rider with 
the trail team to get a first-person view on what 
is needed.  In our case the guy was tough as nails 
and wanted a challenge.  For example: We had just 
completed working a stone fence when he arrived at 
the location, he tried to ride it and tipped over.  
After he righted himself, we started to make anoth-
er go at it to make it easier.  He said no, it was 
ok, he had just taken the wrong line.  Not saying 
we should be using crash dummies to set a standard, 
but his rider input was helpful.

NOTES FROM THE COMMUNITY
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