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The Appalachian National Scenic Trail
The Appalachian National Scenic Trail (APPA) is 

approximately 2,200 miles long stretching from Maine to 
Georgia. The APPA was one of the first two federally 
recognized National Scenic Trails (NST), acquiring that 
designation with the promulgation of the National Trails 
System Act of 1968. The trail passes through numerous 
different landscapes, ecosystems, and properties. The purpose 
of the NST designation is to “promote the preservation of, 
public access to, travel within, and enjoyment and 
appreciation of the open-air, outdoor areas and historic 
resources of the Nation.” 

Natural Resource Condition Assessment
A National Scenic Trail (NST) requires management and 

monitoring to fulfill its purpose laid out by the National Park 
Service (NPS) and the NST Act of 1968. The NPS monitors the 
“vital signs”, or natural resources, of their park sites to gauge 
overall park health. This is achieved through Natural 
Resource Condition Assessments (NRCA). More than 140 
parks have NRCAs. The Center for Land Use and 
Sustainability is working with the NPS and partners to create 
an NRCA for the APPA. 

Analysis
Vital sign assessment is broken down into 

current conditions, expected trends, and 
confidence. Confidence refers to the available 
data and its quality. The NRCA provides an 
analysis of these factors for each vital sign. The 
overall condition of each vital sign is 
summarized at the end of each section. 

Source: Great Smokey Mountains National Park NRCA, National Park Service

Goal
The purpose of this report is to state the vital 

signs’ current conditions, their projected 
trends, the confidence/quantity of the 
supporting data, and to provide 
recommendations on how to proceed with 
managing the resource. 

This report will be what managers of the 
APPA consult when creating new management 
plans or altering existing ones.

The deliverables for this project include the 
NRCA report itself, geodatabases containing 
any relevant GIS data, tables, and maps, and 
an ESRI story map. 

Source: Appalachian National Scenic Trail Vital Signs Monitoring Plan, 
National Park Service

By Paulbalegend at en.wikipedia, CC BY-SA 3.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=6556691

Above: The different property types that are present along the Appalachian Trail corridor. The numerous 
property types provides a unique challenge when constructing this NRCA. 

Below: National Land Cover Data for 2001 isolated for the Appalachian Trail corridor. An analysis of land 
use on the scale of the HUC 10 units that comprise the trail corridor. Analysis of the NLCD for 2006 and 
2011 has been done so that changes can be compared over time on a HUC 10 scale. 

Vital Signs and Scale
Only several of the nineteen vital signs will 

be ranked in the core analysis. These core 
resources best represent the trail’s health. The 
others will be included as contextual resources. 
Contextual resources are cross-cutting and 
affect the core resources, but cannot be 
managed at the scale of the park unit or lack 
sufficient data to include in the core analysis. 

The scale of the analysis will vary for each 
core resource. Some, like rare, threatened and 
endangered species will benefit from small 
scale analysis. Factors like forest health will 
benefit from larger scales like states or 
ecoregions. NPS sites along the trail or that are 
corridor shaped (like APPA) will be used for 
insight into assessment metrics and scale. 
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https://centerforlanduse.org/projects/appa/
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