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Proposed ATC Policy on Unmanned Aircraft 
 
Introductory Remarks Applicable to all Appalachian Trail Conservancy Policies: The 
Appalachian Trail Conservancy (ATC), a §501(c)(3) nonprofit organization, works closely with 
Appalachian Trail Clubs and public and private partners to ensure the protection and stewardship 
of the natural, cultural, and experiential resources of the Appalachian Trail National Scenic Trail 
(ANST,  A.T.  or  the  “Trail”).  Approximately  fifty  federal,  state,  or  other  public  agencies  have  
authority or jurisdiction over lands and resources within the protected A.T. corridor. ATC has a 
central management role by virtue of its Cooperative Agreement with the USDI National Park 
Service and its close working partnership with the USDA Forest Service and other agencies. 
ATC’s  mission  is:  “To  preserve  and  manage  the  Appalachian  Trail—ensuring that its vast natural 
beauty and priceless cultural heritage can be shared and enjoyed today, tomorrow and for 
centuries  to  come.”  ATC  policies  are  meant  to  provide  guidance  for  (a)  dissemination  to  the  
public, (b) use and implementation by the ATC and A.T. clubs, and (c) managers of land-
management and other agencies. It is the agencies, however, that work within their lawful 
procedures to propose, administer, and enforce public policy. ATC policies are recommendations 
developed to support appropriate, coordinated management. 

 
Draft Policy 

 
Background: Consideration of a policy regarding use of drones or unmanned aerial vehicles 
(UAV), referred to by the FAA as unmanned aerial systems (UAS), arose at the Fall 2014 
Stewardship Council meeting. New England RPC Representative to the Council Cosmo Catalano 
said that use of drones on the Trail have significant negative impacts on the hiking experience. 
Usage of these recreational vehicles has increased significantly and rapidly. Already, YouTube 
videos have popped up from iconic A.T. sites such as McAffee’s Knob, near Roanoke, Virginia, 
and along the Pochuck River in New Jersey. Hiker  reports  of  “being  harassed" by a drone 
operated on the summit of Mt. Moosilauke in New Hampshire arose last year. UAVs recently 
made national news crashing onto the White House lawn.  
 
A draft of this issue paper was shared late last year but slowed due to the press of other 
activities. This “Draft  F”  supersedes  Draft  E,  11-22-14.  
 
Effects on Trail Visitors: The sight and sounds of aircraft of any size close to the Trail 
negatively impact the Trail experience. At present, no license or other qualifications are required 
to fly a UAV. 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 auditory disturbances 
created by these aircraft, hikers might be photographed or recorded without their knowledge or 
consent. 
 
The associated noise and mechanical intrusion into the natural environment is at odds with ATC's 
policy on the hiking experience, which includes the opportunity to “…interact  with  the  wild,  scenic,  
pastoral, cultural, and natural elements of the Appalachian Trail environment, unfettered and 
unimpeded by competing  sights  or  sounds…” The ability of UAVs to deliver food and supplies to 
hikers, or engage in private surveillance, or to cause injuries are also of concern. 
 
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  opportunity  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.” 
 

http://www.appalachiantrail.org/docs/trail-management-policies/a-t-experience-and-non-hiking-recreational-uses-1997.pdf
http://www.appalachiantrail.org/docs/trail-management-policies/a-t-experience-and-non-hiking-recreational-uses-1997.pdf
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National Park Service Direction on Unmanned Aircraft: In June 2014, National Park Service 
Director Jonathan B. Jarvis directed that superintendents nationwide prohibit launching, landing, 
or operating unmanned aircraft on lands and waters administered by the National Park Service. In 
August 2014, APPA complied with an Addendum to the Compendium of Orders on Unmanned 
Aircraft prohibiting use within the boundaries of the Appalachian National Scenic Trail except as 
approved in writing by the superintendent. 
 
ATC Policy: In response to increased incidents involving unmanned aircraft (known as 
unmanned aerial vehicles, UAVs or drones) operating within sight and sound of Appalachian Trail 
visitors—and consistent 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 finds the operation of unmanned aircraft on or adjacent to the 
Appalachian Trail to be incompatible with efforts to maintain a high quality visitor experience and 
protect wildlife along the whole of the Appalachian Trail and its associated corridor lands. 
 
Except where necessary for approved administrative, scientific, emergency, and other 
exceptional uses, 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 other lands that are 
administered for the Trail—except with prior written permission from the relevant land-managing 
agency.  
 
ATC and its management partners are urged to develop limits of flight operations and other 
protocols to protect the privacy of hikers and adjoining property owners. 
 
To supplement the existing permanent prohibition in federally designated Wilderness areas and 
current prohibition in interim APPA regulations [36CFR 1.5(a)(1)], ATC encourages its federal, 
state, and municipal partners to make permanent the existing prohibitions on UAV operations 
proximate to the Trail and to institute new prohibitions where there are none present. Further, the 
Conservancy recommends that the NPS and USFS carefully follow the  FAA’s developing UAS 
policy and encourage the FAA to develop policies to limit such operations over the entire 
Appalachian Trail and its associated corridor lands.  
 
Attachment:  Federal  Aviation  Administration’s  recent  “Overview  of  Small  UAS  Notice  of  
Proposed Rulemaking." 
 
 

http://www.nps.gov/appa/parkmgmt/upload/APPA_Policy_on_Unmanned_Aircraft_2014.pdf
http://www.nps.gov/appa/parkmgmt/upload/APPA_Policy_on_Unmanned_Aircraft_2014.pdf

