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The Appalachian Trail’s Eligibility for the National Register of Historic Places

Issue:  What are the implications of listing the Appalachian Trail in the National Register of Historic Places?

What is the National Register of Historic Places and what does it do?   The National Register is a library of official records that document approximately 75,000 historic properties across the United States.  Collectively, these records contain information on more than one million individual resources – buildings, sites, districts, structures, and objects – that provide links to our nation’s cultural heritage.  The documentation for each property consists of photographs, maps, and registration forms, all of which provide a physical description of the property and information about its history and significance, and a bibliography.  

Under Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, federal agencies have to take into account the effects of their actions on properties listed in, or eligible for listing in, the National Register, and they have to consult with the State Historic Preservation Office (at the state level) and the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation (at the national level) about potential effects to these properties.  Although this requirement is a procedural one, the process is designed to help federal agencies minimize harm to cultural resources that are important enough to be listed on the National Register. 

The National Register of Historic Places Program determines a historic property’s significance in American history.  Historic significance may be present in districts, sites, buildings, structures, and objects that meet at least one of the following National Register criteria:
A. They are associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of history; or

B. They are associated with the lives of persons significant in our past; or

C. They embody the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of construction, or that represent the work of a master, or that possess high artistic values, or that represent a significant and distinguishable entity who’s components may lack individual distinction; or

D. They have yielded or may be likely to yield information in prehistory or history.

Several trails and trail systems are listed on the National Register, individually or as part of National Register districts, including the Wonderland Trail in Glacier National Park and the historic hiking trails in Acadia National Park and Olympic National Park.  Determining whether a trail is eligible or not includes defining its significant historic features and their integrity.  It is not necessary for a property to retain all of its historical physical features or characteristics.  The entire AT is significant under Criterion A for its association with the early regional planning effort to establish a linked pedestrian greenway corridor on the East Coast.  Clearly, the overall trail retains integrity as a continuous corridor.  What would need to be evaluated on a section-by-section level is whether other Criteria should be considered, including B, C, and D.

Background:  On several occasions during the last 30 years, people have asked whether the Appalachian Trail should be nominated for listing in the National Register of Historic Places.  Interestingly, several sections of the Appalachian Trail already are listed on the National Register.  
In 1978, the Keeper of the National Register – in response to a recommendation by the New Jersey State Historic Preservation Office – determined that the entire Appalachian Trail in New Jersey was eligible for the National Register of Historic Places.  However, virtually no documentation exists in the state office files to support the determination.  
The question arose again during the development of the Appalachian Trail Comprehensive Plan in the early 1980s, but was left unresolved.  It surfaced once more during the Pico/Killington controversy in the 1990s, when Vermont State Historic Preservation Office staff indicated that the trail route over Killington Mountain and Pico Peak was eligible for the National Register. 

In 2004, Appalachian Trail Park Manager Pam Underhill attended the national trails symposium in Austin, Texas.  Several of the presentations that she attended focused on the changing demographics of trail users, and how managers should be ready to adapt their management framework to accommodate these new visitors – on mountain bikes, horses, ATVs, and other modes of transportation.  Underhill returned from the symposium with a renewed interest in examining the potential eligibility of the Appalachian Trail for the National Register, with two primary considerations in mind.  First, there appears to be little doubt that the Appalachian Trail is eligible for the National Register of Historic Places, and being acknowledged as such would lend to the Trail’s stature as a nationally significant resource.  Second, such a determination could help support efforts by the Conservancy, the Trail clubs, and federal and state agencies to protect the Trail from adverse impacts associated with pipelines, powerlines, roads, highways, cellular towers, ski areas, residential development, commercial development, industrial development, communications facilities, mountain bikes, horses, ATVs, and other incompatible uses.

In November 2004, the former ATC Trail and Land Management Committee cautiously endorsed exploring the potential benefits and drawbacks of listing the Appalachian Trail on the National Register. Committee members were particularly concerned about the potential response from state and federal agency personnel and Trail club volunteers, and suggested that staff contact key Trail partners to determine their reaction.  In January 2005, the Appalachian Trail Park Office and the Appalachian Trail Conservancy hosted a day-long meeting in Harpers Ferry to explore the matter further.  As an outcome of that meeting, staff assembled the following list of the pros and cons that are likely to be associated with listing the Trail on the National Register:

pros:

· would provide national recognition for the Appalachian Trail Conservancy and Trail clubs as the organizing forces behind the Trail and recognizes sections of the Trail that are exceptional because of their craftsmanship;

· would increase national recognition of the historic significance of the Trail itself;

· would increase opportunities for funding, particularly for cultural resource programs;

· would provide managers with a better understanding of what aspects of the Trail are culturally significant;

· would provide a significant level of protection for the Trail from incompatible uses;

· could streamline coordination with the state historic preservation offices by establishing a “programmatic agreement” (an agreement between the Trail management partners and state historic preservation offices that would define management responsibilities and exclude Trail maintenance and certain operations practices, like Trail relocations, from further detailed review).

cons:
· would require a significant investment of time and money to hire staff or a contractor to gather the necessary documentation;

· would involve up to 14 state historic preservation offices, eight national forests, six other national park units, one fish and wildlife refuge, the Tennessee Valley Authority, and 67 state game, forest or park units, virtually all of which would have to support the recommendation if the Trail as a whole were nominated for the National Register; 

· would complicate the paperwork trail for relocations, shelter reconstructions, and other Trail projects, unless a programmatic agreement with the SHPOs and other partners can be worked out that addresses these activities as having a beneficial effect (or at least “no adverse effect”).

In studies conducted in 2004, 2006, and again in 2007, private cultural resource firms conducting surveys for natural gas pipelines across the Appalachian Trail indicated that the sections of the Appalachian Trail that they were studying (the Appalachian Trail in northern Pennsylvania and northern Virginia) should be considered eligible for the National Register.

Recent Actions:  In 2007, the School of Landscape Architecture at SUNY College of Environmental Science and Forestry, through a cooperative agreement with the NPS Olmsted Center for Landscape Preservation and Shenandoah National Park, completed a two-year study and issued a draft Cultural Landscape Inventory identifying the 95 miles of the Appalachian Trail in Shenandoah National Park as being eligible for the National Register.  The Olmsted Center continues to work on a second report for approximately 25 miles of the Appalachian Trail in western Massachusetts.
Finally, in October 2007, the state historic preservation office of Pennsylvania issued a letter in response to a proposed Trail improvement project (a parking lot) stating that:  “The property listed below (the Appalachian Trail), which is listed in or is eligible for the National Register of Historic Places, is located near the project area.  In our opinion, the activity described in your proposal will have no effect on such resources.  Should the applicant become aware, from any source, that … the project activities will have an effect on these properties, the Bureau of Historic Preservation should be contacted immediately. ”  This approach appears to indicate that ongoing maintenance and management activities, such as construction of parking lots, relocations, and shelters, will not have an effect on the Trail’s historic integrity.  
Action by the Council/Regional Partnership Committee:  Discussion and recommendation to staff regarding issues that should be addressed.

