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Partner and Communications Resources Committee --  the focus was on drafting a new 
template for Club-ATC MOUs. The discussions surfaced important issues regarding the 
future direction of the partnership. An issue paper and draft MOU are attached, further 
details will be presented at the RPC meeting. Clubs should discuss and provide comment 
that I can bring back to the SC for the November 10-12 meeting. 
 
YDC 
 
LRC --  
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Updating Appalachian Trail Conservancy and A.T. Club Memorandum of Understanding 
 
Issue: Proposed update to longstanding Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the 
Appalachian Trail Conservancy and each active Appalachian Trail (A.T.) maintaining club.  
 
Definition: A memorandum of understanding (MOU) describes a bilateral or multilateral agreement 
between two or more parties. It expresses a convergence of will between the parties, indicating an 
intended common line of action. It is often used in cases where parties either do not imply a legal 
commitment or in situations where the parties cannot create a legally enforceable agreement. It is a more 
formal alternative to a gentlemen's agreement. 
 
Background: Entering its 90th year as an organized trail project, the Appalachian National Scenic Trail is 
managed through a unique and effective cooperative management system, one that is the envy of other 
national and international trails. The current management system evolved from the strong private trail 
club commitment in 1925 to construct the longest permanently marked trail in the world.  
 
Conceived in 1921 and initially completed in 1937, the Appalachian Trail was designated as a National 
Scenic Trail with the passage of the National Trails System Act in 1968 [82 Stat. 919, as amended]. By 
law, overall responsibility for administration of the Appalachian National Scenic Trail rests with the 
Secretary of the Interior and is carried out by the National Park Service (NPS). 
 
Since 1925, the Appalachian Trail Conservancy (ATC) has facilitated the construction, preservation, 
maintenance, and management of the Appalachian Trail and played a leadership role in defining policies 
and practices to ensure its proper protection and care. Further, the Conservancy and its Trail-maintaining 
clubs have operated, developed, and maintained the Trail under the auspices of a series of formal 
agreements with the NPS and other agencies since 1970. Similar agreements recognizing ATC as a 
guarantor of Trail management responsibilities have since been signed by ATC and many other state and 
federal agencies. 
 
In 1981, the NPS completed a Comprehensive Plan for the Appalachian National Scenic Trail, which 
established the framework of a "Cooperative Management System," a unique partnership arrangement 
between public and private groups involved in management of the Trail. The Comprehensive Plan is 
supplemented by "local management plans," which provide more specific policy and program direction for 
each section of the Appalachian Trail that ATC delegates to a specific organization. 
 
In 1984, these understandings were formalized in a landmark MOU, often referred to as the “delegation 
agreement,” in which the National Park Service delegated management responsibility for lands acquired 
by NPS along the Appalachian Trail to ATC. ATC, for itself and in behalf of the Trail maintaining clubs, 
accepted responsibility for operations, development, maintenance, and monitoring of Trail-corridor lands. 
 
In order for the Park Service to transfer management funds to ATC, a separate cooperative agreement 
was developed and has been renewed in ten-year terms. The most recent renewal in 2014 was updated 
to reflect the true nature of the cooperative relationship between the Park Service and ATC. While earlier 
agreements stated that management responsibilities were “delegated," in truth, the Park Service and ATC 
work closely on a daily basis to implement priority management projects and programs. The 2014 
Cooperative Agreement recognizes ATC’s roles and responsibilities, the substantial involvement of the 
Park Service, and supports and strengthens the volunteers of the individual trail clubs as the core of the 
Trail’s Cooperative Management System.  
 
Also in 1984, by a letter to each of the Trail clubs from the chair of ATC, ATC recognized Trail 
management responsibilities of the individual Trail clubs. This arrangement was formalized in 1997 when 
each of the maintaining clubs and ATC signed an individual memorandum of understanding (MOU). 
These MOUs are perpetual with no date for renewal.  
 
Current Situation: Trail management continues to evolve beyond treadway management, construction 
and design. In recent years, Trail managers have appreciated the need to expand management projects 
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and programs to include education and outreach, natural resource management, and more recently to 
engage with cultural resource issues.  
 
At the same time, some clubs are facing new challenges, including difficulty appointing new club 
leadership, and some clubs struggle to recruit active volunteers and members. These challenges are 
particularly acute for smaller A.T. clubs.  
 
We also know that the demographics of the United States are shifting. The U.S. Census Bureau 
estimates that the United States population at the middle of the 21st century will be 422 to 458 million. The 
population by 2050 will be very diverse and youthful. However, the portion of the population at least 65 
years old— currently 13 percent—is expected to reach about 20 percent by 2050. These demographic 
changes will create challenges for ATC and its member clubs. 
 
Given the current and anticipated changes, Council members questioned whether the perpetual ATC-
Club  agreements truly reflect the current and future management needs of the A.T., as well as the 
current relationship between the clubs and ATC.  
 
Both ATC and A.T. clubs have changed in many ways since the original MOU was created in 1997. A 
new draft MOU provides for regular reviews by both parties of the relationship to be able to adapt to 
future changes. The ATC-Club MOU is the foundation of the authority the club has in matters of Trail 
management on their section. 
 
Next steps and considerations:  
 

x Discuss the draft updated MOU template fall Regional Partnership Committee meetings. 
x Discuss the draft MOU template at the club level. 
x Reflect on club capacity and ability to commit to management responsibilities, and assess 

capacity to take on expanded responsibilities.  
x If capacity is limited offer suggestions about how tasks could be assigned.  
x Discuss what role ATC should play as the “guarantor” for Trail management, particularly where 

club capacity is limited.  
x Offer comments and edits on the MOU template.  
x Timeline:  

o Begin initial discussions at fall 2015 governance meetings 
o Spring 2016: Finalize template, BOD approval/recognition 
o By Spring of 2017: All ATC-Club agreements are updated to new template. 

 
 
Attachments: Draft MOU template  
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