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Recreation User Fees on the A.T. 

 
Issue: Great Smoky Mountain National Park (GRSM) implemented a revised backcountry permit system 

in February 2013 that requires all visitors to all backcountry sites in the park—including the thirteen sites 

along the A.T.-- to pay a year-round permit fee, despite strong opposition from the Smoky Mountains 

Hiking Club (SMHC), ATC, the Appalachian Long Distance Hikers Association (ALDHA), and other 

partners. This NPS action has prompted SMHC and ATC to explore a Trail-wide policy or position that 

addresses user fees, prior to other A.T. land managing agencies proposing fee systems.    

 
Background: Backcountry overnight user fees have long been in place on the A.T. in three New England 

Trail states: Vermont, New Hampshire and Maine.  The Green Mountain Club (GMC) and the 

Appalachian Mountain Club (AMC) implemented overnight fees in Vermont and New Hampshire, 

respectively, back in the early 1970’s to offset recreational impacts at high use sites on the Green and 

White National Forests.  The fees are collected on site by a caretaker, who provides information and 

Leave No Trace education, performs trail and campsite rehabilitation and maintenance, manages human 

waste composting systems, and participates in search and rescue activity. There are three fee sites 

managed by GMC on or near the A.T. in Vermont, and seven managed by AMC on or near the A.T. in NH 

and one in Maine. 

 

The fees collected by these two Trail clubs are collected between Memorial Day and Columbus Day. The 

fees partially offset the cost associated with operating these high use sites with the clubs subsidizing 

costs associated with a visitor’s impact through other revenue sources. All but one of these combined 11 

A.T. sites are on National Forest Land, where dispersed camping is allowed, and both clubs also operate 

free sites along the A.T. While all of these sites are popular, the sites are operated on a first-come/first 

serve basis. Although groups with six or more participants are asked to notify the clubs in advance with 

their itineraries to avoid over-crowding, this is a voluntary web-based system that is not required, nor are 

there regulations requiring that visitors must stay at these sites.  

 

The Baxter State Park Authority charges overnight use fees at three sites on or near the A.T. in Baxter 

State Park. Daicey Pond and Katahdin Stream Campground require advance reservations and a fee is 

charged. Long Distance hikers can stay at The Birches Campground (near Katahdin Stream) without a 

reservation, although a fee is charged.  Dispersed camping is not allowed in Baxter, and there are no free 

sites. 

 

ATC New England regional director Hawk Metheny served as the long-time manager of AMC’s 

Backcountry Campsite program in the Whites and provides the following observations for managing a 

successful backcountry fee program: 

 

1)In general, fees are most appropriate and best received by the visitor when revenue is transparently 

and directly applied to the mitigation of recreational impacts to the resource. 

 

2)  Only consider implanting a fee system after all other site management options have been 

attempted.  Such as:  

        --Pre-trip planning information and education materials. (Site guidelines, LNT, etc.)  

        --On site education-- either passively (signs) or actively (ridgerunners or caretakers). 

        --Campsite improvements such as redesign or restoration 

        --Free permit system limiting the number of visitors in space and time 

        --Implement regulations: i.e. group size, no fires, bear canisters, etc.  

3) If after exhausting all other options fees are still deemed necessary keep them as low as possible 
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4) To be successful, a fee program must be accompanied by an extensive information and education 

program to explain and justify why a fee is in place to gain visitor receptivity and support 

5) Revenue generated by fees should only be used to directly manage or prevent recreational impacts at 

a given location and not be absorbed into general agency administrative or treasury budgets 

6) To the extent possible strive to continue to offer free overnight sites in addition to fee sites, or at a 

minimum, provide free use at certain times of the year 

7) Despite all of the above steps, be prepared for some visitors to be non-compliant.   

 

Current Situation: Not all fee systems on the A.T. are alike and the GRSM fee program is the first of its 

kind to be implemented on the Appalachian Trail.  A backcountry visitor to the Smokies can only legally 

camp at a designated site (dispersed camping is not allowed in the Park), must have a permit or 

reservation, and now must pay a fee. This chart provides a summary of existing fee programs on the A.T. 

 

Appalachian Trail Fee Programs-2013 

 

 GMC 

GMNF 

AMC 

WMNF and 

Mahoosucs 

Baxter State Park Great Smoky 

Mountains NP 

Fee at all sites/ all 

year?  

NO NO YES-when park is 

open 

YES 

Amount of fee 

when charged 

   (person/ night) 

$5.00 $8.00 $10-Birches 

$30-(other sites) 

(also park 

entrance fee 

charged) 

$4/person/night 

($20 & 7 night 

max) 

Fees support on 
site personnel for 
visitor assistance? 

YES-continuous 
Caretaker 
coverage 

YES continuous 
Caretaker 
coverage 

YES- continuous 
Park Ranger 
coverage 

YES (NPS 
Rangers, roving 
not continuous 
coverage 

Reservation or 

Permit required 

NO NO 2 sites-YES 

1 site-NO 

YES 

Dispersed 

Camping allowed 

YES YES NO NO 

 

 

While the other fee programs have been in place for decades, it appears that the recent GRSM fee 

system may have been met with controversy since it appears that the purpose for the change to a fee 

program is to “improve customer service” through the Park’s investment in an on-line reservation system.  

All of the site management options mentioned under # 2 above are in place at the overnight sites along 

the A.T. in the GRSM through collaboration with SMHC and ATC. Several of this were initiated by the club 

or ATC and have resulted in substantial improvement to resource conditions and the overnight 

experience. Furthering the controversy is the fact that the GRSM program is now the only system on the 

A.T. where all backcountry visitors to the Park must 1) stay at a designated site, 2) obtain a permit in 

advance, and 3) now pay a fee any time of year: there are no longer any no-fee overnight sites. 

 

It is these latter three requirements that put the greatest restrictions on an A.T. visitor, in contrast to the 

other fee programs previously in place on the A.T.  The Appalachian Trail has long been recognized as 

providing a free opportunity for a spontaneous venture, unlike many other National Parks across the 

country.  
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-Supporting excerpts from the 1981 Comprehensive Plan for the Protection, Management, Development 

and Use of Appalachian National Scenic Trail: 

 

! “Hiker regulations will be kept as unrestrictive as possible, and should be developed only to the 
extent they are proven necessary to protect the physical trail, its environment, and the interests of 
adjacent landowners” 

! “The Trail will be continuous in its marking and be open to all to walk upon it.” 
! “Reflect a sympathetic concern for the special needs of long-distance hikers”; 
! “Foster an unregimented atmosphere and otherwise encourage self-reliance and respect for Trail 

values by users” 

It is also recognized that with declining federal and state budgets, additional fee proposals or increases 

may be expected. To that end, note that a federally administered Recreation Pass fee program has been 

in effect for over 15 years on the White Mountain National Forest (WMNF) requiring a daily, weekly, or 

annual pass for parking at several A.T. trailheads. The WMNF has recently proposed raising these fees 

which is pending approval from the Regional Forester. 

 

Also, on January 1, 2012, the Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries (DGIF) instituted a 

parking permit for visitors to department-owned Wildlife Management Areas (WMAs) one of which, in 

northern Virginia, is crossed by the A.T.  Unless the visitor possesses a valid Virginia hunting, freshwater 

fishing, or trapping license, or a current Virginia boat registration, hikers who park on DGIF lands need a 

$4 per day ($20 per year season pass) to access the popular flower viewing area of the G. Richard 

Thompson Wildlife Management Area in northern Virginia (about 8 A.T. miles). Thru-hikers can use the 

A.T. for free. 
 

The Trail and Camping Committee of ATC’s Stewardship Council, and ATC and APPA staff suggest that 

having a Recreation Fee Policy in place would better position the A.T. management community to offer 

guidance and aid that mitigates agency costs if/when other fee programs are proposed. 

 

Discussion: Review current and potential future A.T. fee programs at all four Regional Partnership 

Committee meetings and determine if ATC, the maintaining clubs, and the Trail’s visitors would benefit 

from a formal policy on this issue.  

 
Attachments:  Fee policies or guidance from partner organizations for reference 

 

American Hiking Society 

Appalachian Mountain club 

Pacific Crest Trail Association 


