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Eligibility of the Appalachian Trail
for the National Register of Historic Places

Issue: Listing the Appalachian Trail on 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 documenting 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 the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, federal agencies have to take into account the effects of their actions on properties listed on, or eligible for listing on, 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 on 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 register.
The National Register of Historic Places program determines the historic significance of cultural resources that meet at least one of the following 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 whose components may lack individual distinction; or

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

Several trails and trail systems are listed, either individually or as part of historic districts, including the Wonderland Trail in Mt. Rainier National Park and the historic hiking trails in Acadia National Park and Olympic National Park. To determine whether a trail is eligible or not requires defining its significant historic features and their integrity. The entire A.T. 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, and the Trail clearly retains integrity as a continuous corridor. What would need to be evaluated on a section-by-section level is whether the other criteria listed above should be considered.

The national register and the A.T.: Increasingly over the past 30 years, the issue of whether the Appalachian Trail should be nominated for listing on the National Register of Historic Places has been raised. Several sections of the Appalachian Trail already are listed. 
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. 
During the development of the Appalachian Trail Comprehensive Plan in 1979–81, the issue arose but was left unresolved. It resurfaced during the Pico/Killington controversy in the 1990s, when the Vermont State Historic Preservation Office indicated that the Trail route over Killington Mountain and Pico Peak was eligible for the national register. 

In 1989, the ATC Board of Managers adopted a policy on protection of cultural resources, which states “The Appalachian Trail Conservancy (ATC) seeks to preserve and protect cultural-resource sites, including those that are nominated, eligible, or potentially eligible for the National Register of Historic Places.”
 The policy goes on to state that ATC and the clubs recognize that cultural resources are integral to the A.T. environment and that ATC supports and endorses efforts to protect them as part of the broader A.T. protection and stewardship programs. ATC has since participated in and been supportive of NPS- and state-led inventories, studies, acquisitions, and other cultural-resource protection initiatives.

In November 2004, ATC’s former Trail and land management committee cautiously endorsed exploring the potential benefits and drawbacks of listing the Appalachian Trail on the national register. Committee members and volunteers among the regional management committees were concerned about the potential for overly rigid responses from state and federal agency personnel in administration of the A.T. that might result from nomination to the national register. The near-universal sentiment of participants in those meetings was that the volunteers wanted some assurance that a determination of eligibility would not unduly delay or hinder necessary Trail construction projects. Don Owen of NPS-ATPO proposed that a possible solution might be to execute a programmatic agreement or memorandum of agreement simultaneous with a 
“Keeper designation” that would define a subset of management actions that would not adversely affect the Trail’s eligibility.
In 2004, 2006, and 2007, private firms conducting cultural-resource surveys for natural gas pipelines across the Appalachian Trail in northern Pennsylvania and northern Virginia indicated that those sections of the Trail should be considered eligible for the national register.

In 2007, the School of Landscape Architecture at the 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 an inventory identifying the 95 miles of the Appalachian Trail in the park as being eligible for the national register. The Shenandoah Landscape has since achieved “Landmark” status. The Olmsted Center also worked on a second report for approximately 25 miles of the Appalachian Trail in western Massachusetts. Olmsted and SUNY representatives attended the fall 2007 meeting of the council to present their findings to the lands and resources subcommittee.
Also that fall, Don Owen and ATC mid-Atlantic staff, working with the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission (PHMC) and the Susquehanna Appalachian Trail Club in the proposed preservation of the Earl Shaffer shelter, determined with PHMC representatives that there was little doubt that the Trail is eligible for the national register, and indicated that PHMC would be willing to document the Trail’s historic features and integrity as part of a possible determination by the Keeper of the National Register. Such a designation would, in effect, indicate that the entire Appalachian Trail would be eligible for the register. 
In April 2008, PMHC wrote to NPS-ATPO stating that it had evaluated the Appalachian Trail in Pennsylvania and expressing the opinion that the Pennsylvania section of the Trail was eligible under Criterion A (“associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of history”). PMHC provided a copy of the documentation and offered its assistance in coordinating a multistate review and evaluation of the entire Trail.
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Current Status: There was extensive discussion of this issue at Stewardship Council and regional partnership committees in 2007 and early 2008, but the issue has been dormant since that time due to the press of other priorities. Consequently, the ATC board has never taken a position on whether to seek listing the Trail on the national register, either in recognition of its historic importance in regional planning, park preservation, and recreation, or as a nationally significant conservation entity in itself.

Nonetheless, any A.T.-related action on federal land or supported by federal funds is already subject to the requirements of the National Historic Preservation Act. Many projects, such as repair or replacement of a shelter that is at least 50 years old, must already go through a process to determine if the structure is eligible for listing on the national register. Once a property is determined to be eligible, the same procedural requirements apply as for properties that are actually listed.

There appears to be little doubt that the Appalachian Trail is eligible for the national register, and that it would lend to the Trail’s stature as a nationally significant resource. Over the past five years, ATC staff and volunteers and ATPO staff have become increasingly convinced that such a determination could help support efforts by the Conservancy, the Trail clubs, and federal and state agencies to protect the Trail from the adverse impacts associated with pipelines, power lines, roads, highways, communications facilities, ski areas, residential development, commercial development, industrial development, mountain bikes, horses, ATVs and other motorized vehicles, and other incompatible uses.


However, flexible approaches for certain operational necessities, such as Trail maintenance, relocations, shelters, bridges, and similar proposals, would need to be worked out, perhaps by establishing a programmatic agreement between the Trail management partners and the Keeper of the National Register, or (less desirably) with individual state historic preservation offices. Those agreements would exclude those Trail operations from further detailed review, and could improve the current situation where projects undergo individual eligibility determinations.

NPS-ATPO has proposed hiring a part-time staff member to evaluate listing of the Trail on the national register. The first phase of the evaluation would include collecting and synthesizing background information regarding eligibility, defining options for nominating the Trail while addressing concerns raised in earlier discussions, developing written and oral presentations, and working with the various stakeholders to determine their positions on the issue. 
ATC welcomes this initiative so that more facts about the potential advantages and drawbacks of a national register listing are available and a decision can be made.

Action by the RPCs and Council: This issue will be discussed by the lands and resources committee in November. Discussion by the RPCs and the council will take place over the winter and early spring, with the goal of forwarding a recommendation to the ATC board for action at its May 2010 meeting.
� Chapter 5(I) Cultural Resources, Local Management Planning Guide, 2009







