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Integration of Appalachian Trail Communities into the  
A.T. Cooperative Management System  

Concept Paper to Regional Partnership Committees, Spring 2016 
 

Introduction 
This paper outlines the need for integrating designated Appalachian Trail Communities into the 
Appalachian Trail (A.T.) Cooperative Management System. Background, proposed structure, 
rationale, and discussion questions follow. 
 
Background 
Trailside communities provide significant support and access to the A.T. hiking community. 
Critical services are available to long-distance and section hikers and these local communities 
generate significant economic benefit from the Trail and trail users.  Localities have a vested 
interest in assuring public access to the healthy ecosystem provided by Trail and its surrounding 
landscape, which protects their water and foodsheds. Partnerships with trailside communities 
enhance the Trail’s relevancy, promote awareness and social support, and protect against 
incompatible development, misuse, and environmental degradation.   
 
Engaging trailside communities in active management, promotion, and decision-making is 
crucial to protect the Appalachian National Scenic Trail and the diversity of resources 
surrounding the Trail. Research indicates that community participation in decision-making within 
protected areas/national parks is the most significant factor in community compliance with public 
land policies: “The higher the level of participation, the higher the level of compliance” (Andrade, 
2012). 

Since the launch of the A.T. Community™ program five years ago, we have built a network of 
more than 38 A.T. Community partnerships, all of which contribute to the protection of the Trail 
experience and enrich the quality of life in these rural areas.   A.T. communities have built 
shelters, developed signage, created safer access, cleaned up graffiti, designed and built visitor 
centers, discussed Trail Centers, led Family Hiking Day events, and promoted the Trail as an 
asset for local and international visitors alike.  The program has also engaged hundreds of 
students who would not otherwise have visited the Trail. Some examples of that engagement 
include creating maps of hiker services, web applications, student-led murals of the A.T., and 
healthy living campaigns. 
 
November Summit 
In early November 2015, the Appalachian Trail Conservancy (ATC) held a Summit that 
assembled representatives from 62% of the A.T. Community network to discuss engagement, 
visioning, and next steps. One of the Summit’s main outcomes was an expression of strong 
interest in integrating designated A.T. communities into the cooperative management system by 
inviting representatives to participate in Regional Partnership Committees (RPCs).   
 
Proposal for integration 
There are many potential benefits for integrating A.T. Communities into RPCs. If these 
communities are given a voice in the cooperative management partnership decision making, 
likely results will be a greater sense of ownership of the Trail and surrounding landscape; 
increased understanding of and support for Trail management; enhanced awareness of the 
grassroots process that underlies Trail governance and policy development; and a larger stake 
in influencing local land use decisions. Because of the regional nature of each RPC’s 
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membership, the RPCs are the appropriate place to include each region’s A.T. Communities 
and their representatives. Benefits of this localized structure would include: 
 

 Enhanced communication between clubs and A.T. Community leaders; 
 Enhanced communication and engagement with public land agencies in each region; 
 Youth engagement through schools, youth service groups, community organizations, 

etc; 
 Greater support for and promotion of conservation efforts to along the A.T. and its  

surrounding landscape; 
 Prevention or mitigation of incompatible development; 
 More effective management of increased use of the A.T.; 
 Increased support services for hikers and outdoor recreation enthusiasts; and 
 A larger pool of potential volunteers for trail work and club membership. 

 
Potential Structure 
A.T. Communities in each region would select an RPC representative and alternate to serve a 
two-year term. RPCs could choose to structure their agendas to accommodate A.T. Community-
relevant topics during a particular part of the day. These might include new A.T. Community 
approvals, local land management decisions and projects, and other issues such as increased 
use and management options. This would allow Community representatives to attend only part 
of the RPC meeting.  
 
Possible Options 
Voting - 1 community rep per region, full RPC participation 
Voting - 1 community rep per region, partial RPC participation, e.g. votes only on AT Community 
designations or other issues directly related to the communities 
Non-voting - 1 rep per region to communicate 
 
Discussion Questions 
Consideration and discussion from both A.T. Communities and RPCs are requested on the 
following questions for this process:  
 

1. Are there potential benefits of this partnership not listed above?  
2. What are the opportunities and challenges to implementing the proposal? 
3. How could A.T. Communities’ participation at RPCs benefit the Trail and the cooperative 

management system?  
4. Which parts of the RPC meetings would be most relevant for A.T. Community 

representatives? Should they attend all or part of the RPC meetings? Are there other 
modifications/options to consider (e.g. frequency of participation, agenda organization, 
participation on case by case basis)? 

5. How could A.T. Community representatives best communicate the work of the ATC and 
trail maintaining clubs with communities in their region? 
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