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ATC Direction on Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) – Draft “C”  

Background 

In response to increased reports of unmanned aircraft (known as “Unmanned Aerial Vehicles,” 
UAVs, or “drones”) being operated within sight and sound of Appalachian Trail visitors, and in 
coordination with new National Park Service restrictions in 36CFR 1.5(a)(1), prohibiting the 
“launching, landing or operating from or on lands and waters administered by the National Park 
Service within the boundaries of the Appalachian National Scenic Trail,” the Appalachian Trail 
Conservancy considers the operation of unmanned aircraft on or adjacent to the Appalachian 
Trail to be incompatible with efforts to provide and maintain high quality visitor experience and 
protection of wildlife along the whole of the Appalachian Trail and its associated corridor lands. 

 

Effects on Trail Visitors 

Protecting the traditional “Trail Experience” (as described in the 1997 Policy on the  A.T. 
Experience and Non-Hiking Recreational Uses of Trail Lands) is a key mission of the 
Conservancy. This includes providing visitors the means to “…interact with the wild, scenic, 
pastoral, cultural, and natural elements of the Appalachian Trail environment, unfettered and 
unimpeded by competing sights or sounds…” [emphasis added] and to provide “…a sense of 
remoteness and detachment from civilization” and “opportunities to experience solitude; freedom; 
personal accomplishment; self-reliance; and self-discovery.” 

 

The sight and sounds of aircraft of any size close to the Trail negatively impact these 
experiences.  At this time, no license or other qualifications are required to fly a UAV, and users 
can operate these aircraft at open mountaintops and viewpoints, on remote sections of trail, and 
over campsites at will.  In addition to the visual and aural disturbances created by these aircraft, 
hikers can be photographed or recorded without their knowledge or consent. 

 

NPS Policy on Unmanned Aircraft 

The National Park Service has a new policy regarding the use of unmanned aircraft. Launching, 
landing, or operating an unmanned aircraft from or on lands and waters administered by the 
National Park Service within the boundaries of the Appalachian National Scenic Trail is prohibited 
except as approved in writing by the superintendent. For more information, please read the NPS 
Addendum to the Compendium of Orders on Unmanned Aircraft. 
 

ATC Direction 

ATC opposes the use of unmanned aircraft launched from or operating over lands or waters within the 

boundaries of the NPS Trail corridor or on lands that are administered for the Trail, except with prior 

written permission from the land-managing agency.  Pending future rulings by the Federal Aviation 

Administration, typical possibilities for exceptions to this policy are: 

x Search and rescue by appropriate authorities 

x Research projects, and filming or photography projects approved by the land-manager (NPS, 

USFS, State) 
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x Data gathering related directly to Trail management efforts by Trail-maintaining clubs, ATC , or 

agency partners including monitoring, law-enforcement, emergency management, research, etc. 

o Protocols regarding privacy of hikers, Trail neighbors, and limits of flight operations should 

be developed by ATC and its management partners. 

 

In addition to existing bans in federally designated Wilderness areas, ATC encourages its federal, state and 

municipal partners to continue the prohibitions regarding UAV operation in proximity to the Trail that are 

currently in place and to institute new prohibitions where there are none present.  Further, the 

Conservancy recommends that the NPS and USFS stay current on the FAA’s developing UAV policy and 

work to incorporate prohibitions or severe limitation of UAV operation over the entire Appalachian Trail 

and its associated corridor lands into FAA policy. 
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