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ATC Policy on Organized Group Uses – Draft “Q” 
 

Trail and Camping Committee, Stewardship Council 
 

Anticipating shifting demographics in the United States and the growing need to ensure the 
relevance of the Trail for visitors of all ages and backgrounds, ATC supports carefully managed organized 
group use that accommodates new users, assures resource protection, and provides recreation opportunities 
for both existing and potential users, while protecting the opportunity for the traditional “Trail experience” as 
described in the 1997 Policy on the A.T. Experience and Non-Hiking Recreational Uses of Trail Lands. For 
the purpose of this policy, “organized group use” is defined as recreation use sponsored by a nonprofit 
organization, business, or government agency.  
 
Benefits of Organized Group Use 

Organized group use, whether for profit or not-for-profit, can have benefits including promoting safe, 
responsible use of the Trail and advancing “Leave No Trace” practices, offering enriched appreciation of the 
outdoors through interpretation of the area’s natural and cultural history, educating youth, promoting 
development of a conservation ethic through direct contact with wild-land settings, and helping people to 
connect with nature and to develop a sense of their own roles and responsibilities within the larger 
community of life. Other potential benefits include assistance with monitoring conditions, reporting illegal 
activity, and performing other essential A.T. management services such as trail maintenance, campsite 
restoration, and contributing to the economies of rural areas and A.T. Communities™. 
 
Challenges related to Organized Group Use 

Poorly managed organized group use on the A.T. can disproportionately impact natural and cultural 
resources as well as the Trail experience for all hikers—especially along narrow, remote, or difficult sections 
of the Trail where hiker densities are relatively low. Impacts from group use can be particularly high at 
overnight sites. Since organized group use often may be serial—that is, a group sponsor might field multiple 
outings over the course of a season (e.g., weekly summer camp trips)—mistakes are potentially repeated at 
the same sites time after time.  
 
Requirements for Organized Group Use 

A voluntary trip-notification program and, where appropriate, an agency-established permit, should 
be established for organized groups of 6 or more on overnight visits, and 15 or more on day visits. 
Consideration of social and natural resource carrying capacities should be made before a permit is issued. 
Organized group uses should be supported where they are not likely to result in significant adverse impacts 
to or degradation of Trail resources or the Trail experience.  

As an upper limit of group size, we reaffirm ATC’s 1993 Policy on Special Events and Large Group 
Use, which states that camping groups should not exceed 10 persons at any one overnight use area, and 
day use should not exceed 25 persons at any one location, except when a land-managing agency regulation 
or an approved Appalachian Trail club's local management plan establishes a different limit. Organized 
groups should be well-acquainted with Leave No Trace practices and voluntary Trail stewardship 
opportunities prior to embarking on their trips, and should practice both while on the Trail. 

Groups are strongly encouraged to use group campsites where they exist. Land-managing agencies, 
the ATC and A.T. clubs should work toward designating appropriate locations for group camping for groups 
of 6 or more. To avoid groups “taking over” the limited space available at shelters, any group of 6 or more 
should plan to camp in tents they carry, rather than staying in shelters.  
 
Races, Competitive Events, Fundraising Events, Military/Law Enforcement/Emergency Services 
Training Events, Low-Level Military Overflights, and other Special Event Group Activities 

Except where such activities are specifically permitted under law or through land-managing agency 
policy, these activities are, where not prohibited, subjected to special scrutiny to determine their compatibility 
with the intended purposes of the Appalachian National Scenic Trail. In many instances, these activities are 
likely to interrupt the normal use of the Trail, detract from the Trail experiences of others, or cause significant 
adverse effects to natural or cultural resources. Interruptions to the normal and traditional use of the Trail and 
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adverse effects to the Trail experience and resources must be avoided. ATC recognizes that many 
organizations and individuals are interested in fundraising activities connected to the Appalachian Trail. 
However, fundraising should not occur within the Trail management area.  

--- END OF DRAFT POLICY -- 
 

Explanatory notes 
This draft policy, which has been under development for a number of years, arose from a need to clarify 
ATC’s position on commercial guiding, fundraising, and a variety of other “organized group uses” sponsored 
by nonprofit organizations, businesses, or government agencies. Quoting from the April 2013 minutes of the 
Stewardship Council’s Trail and Camping Committee: “The agencies [NPS and USFS] are looking to the 
Stewardship Council and ATC to develop… policy guidance on which activities we believe are appropriate, 
and which activities we believe are inappropriate on the Appalachian Trail, and why.”  
 
This policy notes that there are benefits and challenges to “group use” on the Trail. Use by groups will likely 
increase in the coming years. We propose expanding the voluntary “group notification system” for A.T. 
campsites that is now in use in the New England states. Organized camping groups of 6 or more, and 
organized day-hike groups of 15 or more, would update a database to show their intent to use a certain area 
on specific dates. This will help ATC and the agencies to better understand the demand for use. The policy 
calls upon the agencies, where appropriate, to issue permits for organized groups, with due consideration of 
the natural resource and social carrying capacity for particular areas. The policy calls for groups to use group 
campsites where they exist, and for land-managing agencies, the ATC and A.T. clubs to work toward 
designating appropriate locations for camping groups of 6 or more. Historically, only about a half-dozen clubs 
have had the group-use pressures necessary to justify building group campsites. We anticipate designating 
or developing additional group-use sites in parallel with increasing use and in cooperation with our clubs, 
states and federal partners.  

 
What this new policy does not do: 

 
It does not try to address or reconcile the diverse policies and regulations of the National Park Service, 
Forest Service, and the other government agencies along the Trail with regard to group and outfitter-guide 
use. Rather, it sets out a vision and gives guidance. 
 
Because it is guidance, it uses the word “should” a lot more than the word “must.” It does not go deeply into 
process and implementation details. Much of this has to come later, dependent on agency policies and club 
and ATC capacity. 

 
What this new policy does: 

 
It says that races, competitive events, fundraising events, military and law-enforcement exercises, and low-
level military overflights are presumed to be incompatible with the Trail’s purposes, which we communicate 
by saying that in areas where they are not specifically allowed or prohibited, they would be subjected to 
special scrutiny. Scrutiny implies a presumption that the answer is “no,” unless there are very convincing 
reasons that the answer should be “yes.” 
 
We take the position that commercial outfitting and guiding are not fundamentally incompatible with the 
intended purposes of the Appalachian Trail. Essentially, we believe that limited outfitter-guiding will not 
necessarily equate to “commercialism.” Rather, groups—whether professionally or volunteer-guided—can be 
a valuable vehicle by which youth and others learn safe, responsible trail habits. We are also clear that 
groups of all types need to be carefully managed, because their concentrated use may create more impacts 
than individuals do.  
 
The policy emphasizes that group use should be supported only to the extent significant adverse impacts—
degradation of Trail resources, or degradation of the traditional “Trail experience” defined in the 1997 ATC 
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policy are prevented. (Interestingly, similar language has been published recently in the Federal Register 
limiting commercial photography and filming in national forest wilderness.) 
 
The policy reaffirms ATC’s 1993 policy on group-size guidance of 10 for overnight, 25 for day use. It 
proposes a voluntary “group notification system” to be used when a group size reaches 60 percent of those 
upper limits for individual groups: 6 for overnight use, 15 for day use. There is nothing magic about those 
numbers. However, they represent the opinion of the Trail and Camping Committee of when notification—
and potentially, permitting—ought to occur. Six is the overnight group-size number that has been used as the 
trigger by the Appalachian and Green Mountain Clubs since the late 1990s. This policy is consistent with that 
practice, which has been working well for more than 15 years. Again, this is an advisory and voluntary 
program. 
 
The policy calls for groups (organized or otherwise) to camp in areas designated and managed for group 
use. Some existing campsites that are suitable would need to be designated as group campsites, and group 
campsites in new locations would likely need to be designed and constructed.  
 
Dozens of us have contributed to this policy during its development (through 17 drafts) since last fall. It has 
gone from simple (1 page), to complex (7 pages), and back to relatively simple (2 pages). As a policy 
statement, it does not need to be encyclopedic. 
 
This policy signals ATC’s commitment to help manage the carrying capacity for group use on the Trail by 
expanding the voluntary group-notification system that exists in New England, which will be no small feat. 
This part of the policy was proposed in ATC deliberations in 1999-2001 and in Draft A last October, so it is 
not new.  
 
As the consensus opinion of ATC, the policy statement will provide guidance to agencies. Moving this from 
“discussion” to “action” will allow us to: 
 

1. Gather some visitor-use numbers for the unmanaged group use that is now occurring. 
2. Acknowledge and affirm whenever possible the good effects that professional guides can have, for 

example, in teaching Leave No Trace. (Ironically, current policy discourages paying someone to 
teach newcomers how to use best practices.)  

3. Make a clear statement about the incompatibility of certain organized group uses on the A.T. 
4. Move us toward designation of group campsites where they are needed and the environment is 

suitable. 
 

Agencies should read this policy as ATC’s encouragement to educate and regulate organized groups, to the 
extent that agency policy and practice will allow, with the goal of assuring resource protection and protection 
of the Trail experience. 
 


