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DRAFT ATC Policy on Pipeline Crossings of the Appalachian Trail 
 
Background 
 
The Appalachian Trail Conservancy (ATC) seeks to preserve and protect the scenic, cultural, 
and natural resources of the Appalachian Trail (A.T.) and the A. T. experience, as defined by 
the  National  Trails  System  Act  and  ATC  policy.  ATC’s  goal  is  to “…  ensure  that  the  A.T’s  vast  
natural beauty and priceless cultural heritage can be shared and enjoyed today, tomorrow, and 
for  centuries  to  come.” To that end, ATC seeks to avoid, minimize, or eliminate the visual and 
experiential impacts of all utilities, including oil, gas, and petroleum products pipelines, on the 
Trail and its surrounding landscapes.  
 
These landscapes are defined by the viewshed from scenic overlooks along the Trail, as well as 
the natural and cultural resources within a broader regional conservation context, including large 
intact forested areas, important water resources, migration corridors, and biologically and 
culturally significant areas. Where  it  is  not  possible  to  eliminate  impacts,  ATC’s  goal  is  to  obtain  
mitigation  or  offsets  that  result  in  “no  net  loss”  of  Trail  values.   
 
The Appalachian National Scenic Trail (ANST is a unit of the National Park Service (NPS). 
However, the NPS administers only about 30% of the land the Trail traverses. The Forest 
Service and dozens of other public agencies administer the remainder. NPS, the Forest Service, 
and other land–managing agencies have delegated responsibility for maintenance of the A.T., 
and certain other management functions (e.g., corridor boundary monitoring) to ATC, which in 
turn has delegated much of the actual work of maintaining and carrying out delegated 
management functions for the Trail to 31 Trail-maintaining clubs. ATC and NPS provide 
standards and guidance for maintenance and management activities. 
 
As of the end of 2014, there were 63 existing pipeline crossings of the A.T., 47 of which carried 
natural gas. Geographically, Pennsylvania had the most existing pipeline crossings (28); 
Massachusetts the second most (14). There were also a dozen proposals for new pipeline 
crossings, with more anticipated in 2015. 
 
ATC recognizes that: 
x Society’s  demand  for  energy  resources  is  increasing. The Conservancy believes that, where 

technically and economically feasible, this demand should be met first with increased energy 
conservation, then with renewable energy. Fossil fuels should be utilized only when energy 
conservation and renewable energy are inadequate to meet demand. 
  

x Greater use of hydraulic fracturing (fracking) and horizontal drilling have significantly 
increased natural gas production in areas west of the A.T., while the primary domestic 
markets for this gas are east of the Trail. Plans are also under development to export gas 
from East Coast ports. These factors have resulted, and will continue to result, in a 
proliferation of proposals for pipelines that would cross the A.T. landscape. 

 
x The technology that has increased natural gas production can also be used to increase 

crude oil production, including in areas relatively close to the A.T. Pipelines are used to 
carry:  
- liquid hydrocarbons, including crude oil;  
- refined petroleum products, such as gasoline and jet fuel; and  
- natural gas liquids, such as propane and butane.  
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x Proposals also have been made to build new pipelines to carry liquid hydrocarbons across 
the A.T. landscape. 

 
x Pipeline throughput can be increased by increasing compression or pumping pressure, and 

by  “looping,”  i.e.,  building  additional  pipelines  within  the  same  right-of-way.  
 
x Pipelines companies often build smaller diameter, lateral pipelines to supply product to 

consumers, such as natural gas-fired power plants or plastics manufacturers, along the 
route of the main pipeline. The impacts of these lateral pipelines, and the facilities they 
serve, must be considered in evaluating a pipeline proposal. 

 
x Pipeline pumping (for liquids) and compression (for natural gas) stations are typically placed 

every 100 miles or less along the length of a pipeline. These stations are large facilities, 
covering up to twenty acres with buildings and other above-ground structures, and requiring 
road access. They can generate significant light and noise pollution. Pipeline designers 
prefer to put these stations at higher elevation, where they have the potential to intrude on 
the A.T viewshed. Pipelines also have metering and regulating (M&R) stations to measure 
the quantity of flow and regulate pipeline pressure. These are often, but not always, 
combined with pumping or compression stations.  

 
x ATC, its partners, and other natural resource conservation organizations need to be 

concerned not only about the local impacts of individual pipeline proposals, but the 
cumulative impacts that multiple pipeline developments, and their associated infrastructure, 
could have on increasingly fragmented forest cover and wildlife habitats, and on the natural, 
cultural, scenic, and recreational resources of the A.T. landscape, and on the hiking 
experience. 

 
 
Proposed ATC Policy 
 
This  policy  is  intended  to  complement  and  expand  upon  ATC’s  Roads  and  Utilities  Policy,  
adopted  by  ATC’s  Board  in 2000, which is hereby incorporated by reference (see 
http://www.appalachiantrail.org/docs/trail-management-policies/roads-and-utilities-
2000.pdf?sfvrsn=2). 
 
ATC will participate, and encourage A.T.-maintaining clubs, agency partners, and natural 
resource conservation organizations to participate, in public-review procedures for all pipelines 
proposed to cross the A.T. landscape. ATC may decide to oppose, to not oppose, or to endorse 
any proposed project. Decisions will be made using the following criteria. 
 
1. The proposed pipeline represents the only prudent and feasible alternative to meet an over-

riding public need, as demonstrated in a thorough and detailed analysis of alternatives, 
including, but not limited to:  
x energy conservation; 
x use of renewable energy; 
x increasing the capacity of existing pipelines; and 
x modification of the pipeline route to reduce its impact.  
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The analysis of alternatives should be conducted by an independent, qualified agency or 
third party, and must include consultation with the NPS, any affected A.T. land-managing 
agencies (e.g., the Forest Service), and ATC, in conjunction with A.T. –maintaining clubs.  
 

2. The proposed pipeline crosses the A.T. landscape at a point already subject to significant 
impact, such as an existing pipeline, road, and/or power-line crossing, provided that the 
existing crossing is in an acceptable location. 

 
3. The pipeline proposal includes use of best practices to minimize its impact on the A.T., 

including: 
x crossing the A.T. landscape only once using the shortest feasible path; 
x using horizontal directional drilling (HDD); 
x minimizing the width of cleared area for the pipeline where HDD is not feasible; 
x narrowing the cleared area after installation;  
x eliminating or minimizing new roads and other infrastructure within the A.T. landscape; 
x designing compression and pumping stations to eliminate or minimize visual, light, and 

noise impacts; 
x combining metering and regulation stations with compression or pumping stations;  
x taking all feasible steps to minimize landscape fragmentation;  
x developing a plan to restore the A.T. landscape to its prior condition when the pipeline is 

abandoned; 
x providing a bond or escrow account to pay for the cost of restoration when the pipeline is 

abandoned. 
 
4. The proposed pipeline does not cross an area unsuitable for such development, including: 

x Wilderness Areas and wilderness study areas; 
x National Recreation Areas; 
x old growth forests and habitat for rare species or exemplary natural communities; 
x unbroken blocks of forest that can provide habitats for interior forest species, such as 

black-‐throated blue warblers, salamanders, and many other flora and fauna that require 
a forest habitat; 

x alpine zones, balds, and wetlands; 
x cultural resource sites or historic landmarks; 
x unique or important ecological or recreational sites identified by state, regional, or 

township land-use plans;  
x highly used and popular sections of the A.T.; and 
x Trail-related facilities, such as shelters and campsites. 

 
5. The  proposal  for  the  pipeline,  the  Federal  Energy  Regulatory  Commission’s  (FERC) 

Certificate of Convenience and Necessity, and all other authorizations that include mitigation 
or offsets for any loss of natural, cultural, scenic, and recreational values of the A.T. should 
ensure  that  there  is  no  net  loss  of  these  values.  The  determination  of  “no  net  loss”  should  be  
made by the land-managing agency for the impacted section of the A.T. in consultation with 
the  NPS’  Superintendent  for  the  ANST.  At  the  conclusion  of  this  determination,  the  public  
should have the opportunity to provide comments via public hearings and/or a public 
comment period. 

 
Habitat restoration within the A.T. landscape is an example of mitigation. Examples of 
offsets include: 
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x acquisition of additional conservation land; 
x removal of other developments and restoration of the landscape; and 
x protection of land through conservation easements. 

 
To the extent possible, mitigation should be on-site or adjacent to the area of impact, unless 
it is clear that a greater benefit would be derived from offsets at a more distant location. 
Offsets, such as land acquisition, should be in the vicinity of the area of impact and within 
the A.T. landscape. 

 
6. The pipeline proposal includes using best practices to reduce the impacts of maintenance 

on the aesthetic values of the A.T. Such techniques include:  
x hand-clearing of vegetation; 
x “feathering”  of  vegetation  along  the  edges  of  the  right-of-way; 
x leaving low-growing vegetation; and  
x minimizing the use of herbicides and preventing the introduction of invasive or exotic 

species.  
 

ATC will encourage A.T.-maintaining clubs and agency partners to communicate to pipeline 
companies concerns associated with clearing rights-of-way that cross the A.T. landscape. 
 

7. The  pipeline  proposal,  FERC’s  certification,  and  all  other  authorizations  clearly  acknowledge  
the  pipeline  owner  and  operator’s  affirmative  duty  to  protect  the  environment  and  ensure  the  
health and safety of A.T. users and the communities in the vicinity of the Trail. These 
responsibilities include, but are not limited to: 
x protecting against fire, explosion, or release of toxic substances; 
x avoiding damage to, or contamination of, the environment, including soil, vegetation, 

animal life, surface water, and groundwater;  
x protecting cultural and historic artifacts; and 
x retaining liability for any negative impacts or damages resulting from the pipeline. 

 
8. The pipeline proposal adheres to best practices for minimizing methane emission that can 

contribute to climate change. 
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