RESPONDING TO INCIDENTS ON THE APPALACHIAN TRAIL
Issue: Review club and ATC roles in law-enforcement, fire-control, and search-and-rescue emergencies.

Background: Law-enforcement, fire-control, and search-and-rescue emergencies are the responsibility of local, state, and federal agencies. States retain full responsibility for enforcing state and local laws and regulations, and the NPS or the Forest Service retain their obligations on park or forest lands, and for coordinating with states and localities when required.

As private, volunteer organizations, ATC and the Trail-maintaining clubs have no legal responsibility to respond to emergencies. However, as expert outdoorsmen very familiar with the Trail and its surrounding lands, we play a critical role in educating hikers, agency partners, and the public about the Trail,and in managing the A.T. so as to reduce problems of this kind. We act as an early warning system, or as the “eyes and ears” of agency partners, to prevent or mitigate problems. Examples include club and ATC caretaker and ridgerunner programs and monitoring of NPS corridor lands. 

More background can be found in chapter 3(A) “Emergency Planning and Coordination” from the recently republished Local Management Planning Guide and in LMPG Appendix M, “Incident Reporting Guidelines,” which is attached to this document.
Emergency Planning: As on-the-ground managers and planners, ATC and the Trail clubs must prepare contingency plans and be ready to assist the appropriate agency in responding to emergencies or critical incidents. This requires the determination of clear, specific agency responsibility for law enforcement, fire control, and search-and-rescue response on each of the various jurisdictions crossed by the A.T. This is a fundamental goal in the preparation and updating of each club’s Local Management Plan.
Law-enforcement or emergency personnel may appreciate the offer of assistance by club volunteers familiar with a section of the Trail and its surrounding lands, but those personnel have the responsibility to manage the situation. Developing contacts in those agencies and providing information to them before any emergency occurs may save valuable time when the need arises. 
Emergencies: If you learn of an emergency on the Trail or its surrounding lands, call 911 or other local emergency number. Share whatever information is immediately available. Ask the dispatcher to contact the Shenandoah Communications Center at 800-742-0911, which will relay information to NPS-Appalachian Trail rangers. ATC staff and Trail club volunteers may be able to provide keys to access-road gates, maps and directions to emergency personnel, information about Trail conditions, and other assistance as requested. 
Communication: When authorized by agency officials, ATC or its affiliated clubs may post areas along the Trail in order to advise hikers of certain risks (e.g., vehicle break-ins, harassment, fire closures, etc.). Rangers or other law-enforcement officials may request that ATC or the clubs share information among Trail club maintainers or the public to “be on the look-out” (BOLO) for someone. Due to law enforcement and privacy concerns, always follow the guidance of agency officials in sharing such information.

Please use discretion in dealing with individuals directly involved in or affected by an A.T. incident, in sharing personal information of victims or others named in incident reports, or in disseminating any information that may affect an ongoing investigation. 

A note about press inquiries related to incidents: Please do not attempt to address inquiries of this nature without assistance from local law enforcement. Brian King at ATC headquarters (bking@appalachiantrail.org or 304-535-6331, extension 111) can provide assistance for press inquiries.
Reporting Incidents: When you become aware of any crime, injury or other incident on the A.T., its associated corridor lands, or that involves an A.T. user, please share that information with ATC and your club officers and staff, even if it appears to be minor in nature, is already resolved, or is under investigation. One apparently minor or isolated incident may be linked to others of which you may be unaware. 
ATC’s incident report form and incident reporting guidelines are attached to this issue paper. The form also is available on the Incident Reporting page of ATC’s Web site.
Incident reports should be sent to the A.T. incident team (e-mail: incident@appalachiantrail.org). This address informs ATC headquarters and NPS rangers, who will distribute further as necessary. Reports also may be filed by calling ATC headquarters during regular business hours or may be mailed or sent by fax as indicated on the form. 
Action: Prepare for incidents by becoming familiar with these procedures and the attached form and guidelines. Update your Local Management Plan by visiting with local, state and federal authorities to share maps and information, and documenting their current phone lists, procedures and personnel. 
