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INTRODUCTION


Purpose of this Plan

Over the past decade, interest in the Potomac Heritage National Scenic Trail concept has increased considerably.  Civic groups and outdoor enthusiasts, as well as local, regional, state and federal officials, are responding to authorizing legislation by creating and re-creating trails for hiking, bicycling, horseback riding and boating at places where exploring and learning about natural and cultural history are integral to the experience of the Trail corridor.  Between the mouth of the Potomac River and the Allegheny Highlands, the Trail corridor designation is being used to develop a network of trails rather than a single pathway; the National Scenic Trail is becoming a system of locally-managed trails that are linked thematically and physically.  

In practice, the Trail corridor designation fosters partnerships across political boundaries, making physical connections between and among resources.  The result contributes to the conservation legacy that we leave to future generations.  Such coordination—between and among educational and interpretive program managers—provides a means to explore local stories and sites in regional and national contexts.  The Trail corridor designation cultivates the exploration of contrasts and interactions between and among five distinct natural regions and the communities within them.  In this way, the developing “heritage trail” network is a dynamic enterprise. 

This concept plan was developed to help guide investments by the National Park Service in local, regional, and corridor-length Trail interpretive projects.  Developed over a period of two-years by many individuals representing ideas and places in all regions of the Trail corridor, the document and recommended actions may also help to further support coordination among agencies and organizations seeking to connect people with the meanings of the places and events associated with the national significance of the Trail network.
  

Ideas, comments on this concept plan, and suggestions are encouraged; please contact:

Donald E. Briggs, Superintendent (Trail Administrator)

Potomac Heritage National Scenic Trail Office

National Park Service

Post Office Box B

Harpers Ferry WV 25425

304-535-4016
don_briggs@nps.gov
 or:    Office of Communications

National Capital Region

National Park Service

202-619-7222
[map goes here]
Overview of the Potomac Heritage National Scenic Trail

The concept for the Potomac Heritage National Scenic Trail (the Trail) combines outdoor recreation with educational opportunities in a “braided” network of locally-managed trails.  Legislation for the Trail, a 1983 amendment to the National Trails System Act of 1968, authorizes the designation of Trail segments outside the boundaries of federally-managed lands upon application by local and state agencies; the legislation also precludes the designation of Trail segments in the state of West Virginia.
  The National Park Service, acting on behalf of the Secretary of the Interior, administers legislative authorities for the Trail, providing coordination among agency and organization partners and assisting with some technical and financial support for Trail-related projects.  

Five trails within the 425-mile Trail corridor, including parts of the District of Columbia, Maryland, Pennsylvania, and Virginia, are currently recognized as segments:

· the 184.5-mile Chesapeake and Ohio Canal Towpath, managed by Chesapeake and Ohio Canal National Historical Park, National Park Service; 

· the 17-mile Mount Vernon Trail and the 10-mile Potomac Heritage Trail, within and managed by George Washington Memorial Parkway, National Park Service; 

· the 70-mile Laurel Highlands Hiking Trail, managed by Laurel Ridge State Park, Pennsylvania Department of Conservation and Natural Resources; and

· 150 miles of the Great Allegheny Passage (between Cumberland, Maryland, and Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania), managed by a coalition of local and state agencies and organizations.

Other existing and planned trails—potential segments of the National Scenic Trail—contribute to the concept, including: 

· the 27-mile Potomac Heritage Trail On-Road Bicycling Route and hiking/equestrian trails in southern Prince Georges County, Maryland; 

· the Potomac River Water Trail between Potomac Park, Maryland, and the Chesapeake Bay; 

· bicycling routes on the Northern Neck of Virginia and in southern Maryland; 

· planned Trail segments in the Northern Virginia counties of Prince William, Fairfax and Loudoun (between Quantico National Cemetery and White’s Ferry); 

· the Alexandria Heritage Trail, a 22-mile loop connecting to the Mount Vernon Trail; 

· the Fort Circle Parks Trail and the heritage trail network in Washington, D.C.; and

· the Rappahanock River Trail in Stafford County, Virginia.  

Many of these trails and their trailheads are complemented by educational facilities, including visitor centers, museums, nature centers, youth facilities, art galleries, and historic sites. 

Experiences, facilities, and programs associated with the Trail can be organized according to the following three-tier hierarchy:  

1.
Trailheads:  physical entry points to land or water trails that provide an experience of a particular region, landscape or place.  Some trailheads are located near interpretive facilities.  

2.
Primary Interpretive Facilities:  staffed visitor facilities that address at least one of the Trail corridor primary themes.  If located near a trailhead, such facilities often act as educational “gateways” to the Trail corridor, and may complement educational opportunities provided by guided tours, books and guides, knowledgeable individuals, special events, videos and web sites. 

3.
Other Associated Sites:  trails and interpretive facilities in the Trail corridor not linked to a Trail primary theme or route, but which contribute generally to the experience of the Trail network; or, facilities that interpret at least one Trail primary theme, but are disconnected physically from a Trail segment.  

A draft document, included as an Appendix to this document, lists features according to the above hierarchy.  

[picture goes here]

A FOUNDATION FOR INTERPRETIVE PLANNING


Purpose of the Trail Corridor Designation

The purpose of the Potomac Heritage National Scenic Trail corridor designation, based on legislation enacted in 1983, administrative policies, and extensive public dialogue since 1996, is to: 

· provide coordination among citizen groups; local, regional and state agencies; and federal land managers in the development and management of a braided network of trails for hiking and other non-motorized forms of travel within a corridor between the mouth of the Potomac River and the Laurel Highlands of western Pennsylvania; 

· connect people with places, providing opportunities for people to explore connections and contrasts among landscapes, and the history and communities in five physiographic provinces; and

· provide technical and financial support to citizens groups; local, regional and state agencies; and federal land managers in support of the above.  

[picture goes heree]

Significance of the Trail Corridor
Based on papers completed for the NPS in 1997 by members of the Potomac River Basin Consortium and consequent discussions among many Trail partners, the following statements are intended to capture the national significance of the Trail corridor:  

· Local, regional, and state government agencies, along with citizen groups and federal agencies, are reclaiming access to rivers, historic sites, and natural areas to develop a network of routes in the Trail corridor for non-motorized travel on land and water.  This evolving network of trails, interpretive facilities, and other sites associated with the Trail corridor designation provide, collectively, opportunities to experience the character of places and communities molded by five physiographic provinces in a corridor of only 425 miles.  

· The corridor designated for the Potomac Heritage National Scenic Trail expresses George Washington's vision of a "great avenue into the Western Country."  The first President’s association with the Potomac River strengthened his life-long goal of "the practicability of an easy and short communication between the Waters of the Ohio and Potomac."  

· Increased environmental awareness in the second half of the 20th century has led to cleaner rivers and streams in the Trail corridor, with the Potomac River recognized nationally as a model of restoration and continuing challenge.  

· The great national conflict of the Civil War is reflected in microcosm through portions of this war fought along the Potomac River.     

Interpretive Themes of the Trail Corridor


In addition to papers completed for the NPS by members of the Potomac River Basin Consortium, discussions among a variety of Trail interests over the past three years and seven workshops, held between December 2002 and January 2004, contributed to this plan generally and to the following interpretive themes specifically.  
Primary and supporting themes can articulated in the following manner:
Primary Topic:  Restoration, Recreation, and Sustainability

Primary Interpretive Theme:   The Potomac Heritage National Scenic Trail is a partnership to develop and sustain a system of trails for recreation, transportation, health, and education between the mouth of the Potomac River and the Allegheny Highlands.  The Trail is a national meeting ground of ideas and practices, reflecting a desire for the conservation of lands and waters, for educational opportunities combined with outdoor recreation, and for a celebration of regional diversity and distinctiveness.   

Supporting Topic:  Natural History and Diversity
Supporting Interpretive Theme:  Between the Chesapeake Bay and the Allegheny Highlands, the Trail corridor includes portions of five distinct physiographic regions.  Each region, in different ways, has inspired and shaped hundreds of human generations with beauty, abundance, and utility.  
Supporting Topic:  Boundary, Corridor and Crossroads

Supporting Interpretive Theme:   As a boundary between north and south and an east to west route into the North American interior, the Potomac River has been a crossroads of opportunity, diversity, and conflict.
Supporting Topic:  Nation-Building / Nurturing A Nation
Supporting Interpretive Theme:  Routes connecting the Potomac River with the Forks of the Ohio provided an essential context for the development of the United States Republic.  
Trail Experiences

An experience of various Trail segments will provide opportunities for people to explore the interaction among land, water, culture, livelihood and human communities--ways that land shapes behavior and livelihood and ways that culture shapes land and waterways.  Residents in and near the Trail corridor and visitors to the Trail corridor will be able to: 

· seek personal renewal through hiking and other non-motorized, outdoor recreational activities;

· develop intellectual, emotional, and spiritual connections to the places associated with the significance of the Trail corridor; and

· understand continuing challenges to create healthy communities, lands, and waters, and ways to participate in conservation of the Trail and the Trail corridor.  

INTERPRETIVE OPPORTUNITIES AND ACTIONS


Audiences

Public involvement over the past seven years reveals a range of opportunities to recognize and support existing programs in the Trail corridor and to develop new interpretive programs, events, and media associated with the Trail.  Many educational opportunities, existing and potential, complement outdoor recreation activities, and some may be described as “heritage tourism.”   Such experiences may be formal or informal, guided or self-directed, and self-supported.  

Interpretation related to the Trail may support a two-minute stop at a wayside exhibit; a weekend of hiking, bicycling and paddling to observe wildlife, enjoy local food, and participate in community festivals; or a series of month-long adventures to experience each region of the Trail corridor.  Regardless of the type of experience, administration of the Trail corridor designation offers an opportunity to deepen our understanding of the past and present by creating a context for each Trail segment and site within the corridor.  

Interpretation associated with the Trail should encourage people of all abilities and backgrounds to experience the diversity of regions, places and communities between the Chesapeake Bay and Allegheny Highlands.  The sphere of existing and potential interpretive partnerships, though, includes some entities not directly involved in the cultivation of Trail experiences.  Serving every type of demographic characteristic, existing and potential Trail partners, in varying degrees, include:

· city and county park and recreation agencies

· regional park agencies

· state park agencies

· federal land management agencies

· managers and staff of other local, regional, state and federal research, planning and resource management agencies

· residential and commercial development corporations

· state departments of transportation

· public and private schools, colleges and universities

· homeowner associations

· outdoor recreation organizations

· heritage tourism agencies

· historic preservation commissions 

· main street associations

· housing authorities

· museums 

· chambers of commerce, and

· economic development organizations.

Existing Interpretive Projects
Continuing NPS projects that support interpretation related to the Trail include:

· use of two white papers, completed in 1997, describing the significance of the Trail corridor;

· continuing revisions to and distribution of the Trail brochure;

· annual meetings (i.e., the Potomac Heritage Trail Annual Caucus);

· periodic reports on Trail-related activities; and 

· annual reports.  

Recent projects include:

· revision of the Trail brochure to reflect better the geographic diversity of the Trail corridor;

· design of folders focusing on the Underground Railroad and on modern water trails in the Trail corridor;

· co-sponsorship of the Potomac River Sojourn and other recreational and educational events; and

· technical and/or financial support for interpretive planning, for wayside exhibits and for publications (including Along the Potomac, Hiking and Bicycling the Alexandria Heritage Trail, and A Passage through Time and the Mountains).
  

Needs and Opportunities
Workshops held between December 2002 and January 2004, as well as follow-up discussions, suggest the following list of potential needs and opportunities to connect people with the meanings of resources associated with the Trail:

· emphasize partnerships to connect people with the resources within the Trail corridor; 

· establish an identity for the Trail network and a consistent appearance for graphic media associated with the Trail; and

· expand the breadth and depth of volunteer involvement in and support for specific Trail projects.  

[picture goes here]

Short-term Actions
For General Audiences:

· revise the Trail folder to reflect better the significance, diversity and increasing number of partnerships associated with the Trail concept;

· expand the Trail website as fully as possible to incorporate existing information and projects (including links to Trail partners; information on trailheads and Trail-related interpretive sites; Web-based guides; lists of Trail-related books, guides and interpretive map sets; etc.)

· co-sponsor special events (hiking, bicycling, paddling and equestrian events)

· use university resources for research, planning and design assistance (e.g., cooperative studies units; internships; and volunteers); and

· fund internships (SCA, university, etc.) to assist with implementation of this plan.  

Among Institutional Partners:

· develop and distribute a “graphic media tool kit” providing Trail partners with:

· guidance for use of the Trail emblem at trailheads, in publications, on web-sites, etc. 

· a standard orientation panel with a description of the Trail and a map of the Trail corridor

· a design matrix for an interpretive wayside exhibit (low profile) that incorporates the Trail emblem and a brief description of the Trail

· a standard design for a set of “rack cards” to describe Trail segments

· guidance for use of the Trail “passport stamp”
· guidance for use of the media kit;

· co-sponsor regular workshops (e.g., annual) among Trail partners to address local, regional and/or corridor-wide interpretive and educational needs and opportunities; 

· identify annually, through consultations with partners, interpretive projects that could be supported by Trail funding and staff time (including grant-writing assistance); 

· develop a partnership with a cooperating association; 

· identify and support volunteer contributions toward Trail stewardship (e.g., segment maintenance and corridor conservation; 

· develop an introductory PowerPoint Presentation (using Flash, etc.); and

· seek assistance from the Interpretive Media Institute, Harpers Ferry Center, National Park Service, (HFC) with implementation of the needs outlined in this document.

[picture goes here]

Longer-term Actions
For general audiences:

· provide a Web-based guide to the Trail, including review of a prototype web-based inter-active guide to the Northern Neck, southern Maryland and the Potomac Gorge regions of the Trail corridor; 

· develop a set of Trail guides; 

· organize and co-sponsor a “speakers bureau” to explain the significance of the Trail; 

· co-sponsor AMTRAK on-board interpretative programs and route guides (DC-Pittsburgh & DC-Fredericksburg); 

· co-sponsor “artists-in-residence” programs; 

· produce a half-hour or longer interpretive film (using reenactments, personal vignettes, etc.); and

· develop an interactive kiosk that could be placed in visitor centers in the Trail corridor.
Among Institutional Partners:

· develop a long-term strategy for use of the Trail web site, including the “In-Depth” section, through consultations with partners (e.g., link trail partners to each other, deliver technical assistance, promote events,  recognize and assist Trail volunteers; etc.); 

· assist local and regional agencies and organizations with development and implementation of interpretive plans; 

· publish “rack cards” and folders on Trail segments and regions of the Trail corridor; 

· provide interpretive training to Trail partners staff; 

· maintain a Web-based inventory of interpretive media (i.e., in the HFC “media inventory database system” to assess connections between existing media and Trail themes, including orientation exhibits, wayside exhibits, publications, etc.); 

· develop and distribute a traveling exhibit (including a map, images, handouts, etc.); 

· produce an introductory audiovisual piece (i.e., 5-7 minute video or slide show); 

· develop “traveling trunks” for use by teachers, rangers and other staff of agencies and organizations providing interpretive programs in the Trail corridor; and 

· publish a handbook exploring the themes and sub-themes of the Trail corridor.

NPS Annual Planning

Based on consultations with Trail partners, NPS administration of the Trail corridor designation should include: 

· an annual plan for interpretation (i.e., a component of the Trail annual performance plan);

· interpretive projects supported through volunteer agreements; 

· requests for operational and project funding; and 

· requests for funding assistance to the Greater Washington National Parks Fund Council and National Park Foundation.  




Based on Federal authorizing legislation and administrative policies, a paragraph about the purpose of the Trail corridor designation summarizes the reasons that the Trail is included in the National Trails System and the National Park System. This statement is the most fundamental criterion against which the appropriateness of all recommendations, operational decisions, and partnerships are evaluated.








Primary interpretive themes are those ideas or concepts that relate to all sites in the Trail corridor--the key ideas through which the meanings of resources are conveyed to Trail users.  Themes provide the foundation for interpretive programs and media associated with the Trail.  Themes do not articulate everything worthy of interpretation, but represent ideas essential to an understanding of the Trail corridor’s significance.  








If faced with a choice between connecting dots and protecting a rich experience, I lean toward preserving experience.  I know this is heresy to some hikers, but I’m convinced that the reason so much of our trails exist on paper alone is that we haven’t paid enough attention to the land around them.  The trail is a reward for successful conservation of something special that might have been lost. 





David Lillard


Address to the Eighth National Conference on Historic and Scenic Trails
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Significance statements help define and describe the importance of the Trail corridor to the Nation’s heritage, assisting NPS, Trail segment managers, and other Trail partners in the evaluation of conservation and development alternatives.  








� Lists of workshops and participants are included as Appendices to this document.


� see Appendix A


� The Pittsburgh – Ohiopyle segment of the Great Allegheny Passage is considered, administratively, a “connecting route” to the Trail.  


� see Bibliography
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