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The lower Potomac River counties of Stafford, King George, Westmoreland and 
Northumberland have an historic opportunity to re-invigorate and re-imagine the National 
Trails System through implementation of the Potomac Heritage National Scenic Trail.  
No where else in the United States is there a comparable concentration of heritage 
sites and scenic landscapes that embody the birth of democracy and development 
of the Nation as is found in the Northern Neck, Fredericksburg and Stafford County 
region of the Potomac River watershed.  With a modest commitment of time, energy 
and resources, and with the inclusion of Richmond and Lancaster counties in the 
planning, the Potomac Heritage Trail (PHT) could become the thread from which a 
vibrant environmentally-based economic development strategy could be woven, tying 
together such existing historic and natural resources such as Stratford Hall, George 
Washington’s Birthplace and his boyhood home at Ferry Farm in Stafford County, 
Westmoreland State Park, Caledon Natural Area, Fredericksburg, Government Island, 
and amenities such as the Steamboat Era Museum in Irvington.

An Opportunity

Scope of This Report
The Northern Virginia Regional 
Commission was contracted to 
recommend an implementation concept 
plan for the Potomac Heritage National 
Scenic Trail within the counties served 
by the Rappahannock Area Development 
Commission and the Northern Neck 
Planning District Commission.

The report recommends priority actions 
for funding consideration that are 
compatible with the Trails Act. The actions 
are designed both to move the project 
forward and to demonstrate the trail’s 
potential, thereby attracting new sources 
of funding.

In keeping with the authorizing legislation, 
the National Trails System Act (see 
below), this report focuses primarily on the 
counties with Potomac shoreline. However, 
on the Northern Neck, the heritage of 
the Potomac is inextricably bound to the 
heritage of the Rappahannock River. With 
this in mind, we recommend allowing the 
counties of Richmond and Lancaster to 
participate in the project to the extent that 
they desire. 
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This report focuses on developing a 
long-term concept plan for the Potomac 
Heritage Trail. Further, it recommends 
focusing on the area from Washington’s 
Birthplace through northern Stafford 
County (this might be referred to as the 
Phase 1 project area).

Over the long term, we recommend 
development of blueways, or water trail 
segments, along the Potomac and in 
selected tributary streams. This paddling 
experience, unique among all national 
scenic trails, would be complemented by 
an off road trail bicycle trail and a hiking 
trail (or, as in other parts of the PHT, a 
hiker/biker trail). 

Over the next few years, we recommend 
emphasis on developing the water trail 
and bicycle route from Washington’s 

Birthplace, to his boyhood home, to Mount 
Vernon. We also recommend priority 
projects within this Phase 1 area.

These are  clear avenues of opportunity 
to implement the Potomac Heritage Trail. 
Given the historical role of these waterways 
for transportation, food and recreation, 
the opportunity is worthy of pursuit. To 
take advantage of this opportunity, local 
planners must move quickly to ensure 
that the PHT is fully considered as the 
region undergoes anticipated population 
growth in the coming years.  And more 
importantly, the concepts outlined within 
this plan should be translated into actual 
policies that should be adopted by the 
local governments and incorporated into 
their respective comprehensive and/or 
transportation plans.

Summary Recommendations
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The Potomac Heritage Trail should be developed as a world-class outdoor recreation 
experience to explore the role of waterways as transportation systems and the signifi-
cant contribution of the region’s natural resources in the development of the nation’s 
capital and other regions of the Potomac River.

The interpretive ideas that perhaps best represent this heritage are:

George Washington

George Washing-
ton’s life journey 
spans from Wake-
field to Ferry Farm 
to Mount Vernon 
to the Forks of the 
Ohio.  Few stories 
capture the transi-
tion from seaboard 
colonies to a con-
tinental nation as 
effectively and 

compellingly as Washington’s own. This 
icon should inform the entire interpretive 
concept of the PHT corridor.

The Steamboat Era

Within the entire PHT corridor, the 19th 
century is represented by three transpor-
tation stories: The railroads of the Allegh-
eny Mountains; the canal era, represent-
ed by the C&O Canal; and the steamboat 

The Long-Term Concept

era represented by the Northern Neck and 
Stafford County. Together, each region’s 
distinctive heritage combines for a nation-
ally significant story.

Working Lands and Waters

From Aquia sandstone to menhaden 
fleets, from timber to shellfish, the bounty 
of the area has provided sustenance to 
communities in the Potomac and beyond.  
The distinctiveness of this region comple-
ments other regions of the PHT corridor:  
the Piedmont as the former breadbasket 
of America and a place of water-powered 
industrial innovation; and the Alleghenies 
as a center for coal, timber and manufac-
turing.
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The trail experiences that represent these heritage values are:

nated a “connecting route” to the blueway, 
the primary route of the Potomac Heri-
tage Trail.  Annual and seasonal bicycling 

events will demonstrate the value of such 
routes, as well as opportunities to make 
connections to and among additional re-
sources--all contributing to a world-class 
experience of place.

Backpacking and Hiking

The forests and farms here have scenic 
and recreational values that rival those of 
any National Scenic Trail. While this re-
port does not recommend a specific route, 
a hiking trail should be included as part 
of a long-term vision, with coordination 
among local governments provided by the 
regional commissions.  Private sector in-
terests should also be included in the pro-
cess: For example, throughout the United 
States there are numerous instances 
where timber companies are cooperating 

to provide rus-
tic, backcoun-
try recreational 
opportuni t ies 
in which users 
are invited to 
learn the prac-
tice of forestry 
and trails and 
shelters are 
maintained by 
volunteers.

Blueways

In this region of Virginia, water trails—on 
tributary streams and, where feasible, 
along the shorelines of the Potomac 
River and Chesapeake Bay—should be 
recognized as primary segments of the 
Potomac Heritage Trail.  Such “blueways” 
should be developed for and marketed to 
people at levels of experience, from fam-
ily-friendly paddling to challenging open 
water kayaking.  In tributary streams, 
steamboat landings should be a prior-
ity.  Trails should be developed as self-
contained loops--Aquia Landing to Gov-
ernment Island is one example. Further, 

developing water trail segments in Rap-
pahannock tributaries in Richmond and 
Lancaster counties is feasible and desir-
able.  All of these trails should be desig-
nated as National Scenic Trail segments.

Bikeways

Bicycling lanes alone do not meet the sce-
nic and recreational criteria of the Nation-
al Trails System Act.  However, the scenic 
rural roads of this region are compatible 
with and complementary to the blueway 
concept:  A specific route for bicycling be-
tween northern Stafford County and the 
Town of Reedville (in Northumberland 
County), with extensions to Caledon Natu-
ral Area and to Irvington, should be desig-
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The counties of Stafford, King George, 
Westmoreland and Northumberland have 
an historic opportunity to re-invigorate 
and re-imagine the National Trails System 

through their 

implementation of the Potomac Heritage 
National Scenic Trail.  Nowhere else in 
the United States is there a comparable 
concentration of heritage sites and scenic 
landscapes that embody the birth of 
democracy and development of the Nation 
as is found in the Northern Neck region 
of the Potomac River watershed.  With 
a modest commitment of time, energy 

and resources, and with the inclusion 
of Richmond and Lancaster counties in 
the planning, the Potomac Heritage Trail 
(PHT) could become the thread from 
which a vibrant environmentally-based 
economic development strategy could be 

woven, tying together such existing historic 
and natural resources such as Stratford 
Hall, George Washington’s Birthplace, 
Westmoreland State Park, Caledon 
Natural area, Fredericksburg Government 
Island, and such as amenities as the 
Steamboat Era Museum in Irvington.

This conclusion might run contrary to 
conventional wisdom because national 
scenic trails typically are planned as hiking 
trails, primarily through public lands. 
Indeed, planning for the PHT in other 
jurisdictions has followed the model. In the 
counties that are the subject of this report, 
the public-land base is not large enough 
for a finding of feasibility to implement a 
nationally significant long-distance hiking 
trail at this time. Nor has a constituency 
for this type of public investment yet been 
identified in the region.  This is not to 
surmise that such a constituency cannot 
be developed over time—it can, over time 
with adequate encouragement from local 
jurisdictions.

However, robust opportunities do exist to 
establish the PHT along the shorelines 
of the Potomac River and its tributaries.  
These areas are exemplary examples 
of the nationally significant landscapes 
the National Trails System Act seeks 
to conserve for public enjoyment. Their 

Discussion

Strattford Hall

Washington’s Birthplace

Caledon



6

scenic, historic and natural values are 
extraordinary. Together they provide an 
opportunity, for the first time within the 
Trails Act, to focus on the development 

of blueways, or water trail segments, 
as major elements of a National Scenic 
Trail.

What’s more, George Washington’s 
Birthplace at Wakefield in Westmoreland 
County and his Boyhood Home at Ferry 
Farm in Stafford County, together with 
Washington’s Mount Vernon Estate about 
40 miles north of Fredericksburg, create 
a connectivity of theme and experience 
that alone seems worthy of national 
recognition.

Further, focusing on water trail segments 
in these four counties (with additional 
blueways in Richmond and Lancaster 
counties) is appropriate to the Trails 
Act, which cites rivers as an example of 
the natural and cultural features to be 
represented by national scenic trails. 
The Trails Act also cites “surface water 
activities” as a viable use. The blueways 
concept also is fitting to the PHT, which 
explores the American experience, both 
past and present, as an ongoing journey 
through the landscape of the “Nation’s 
River.”

The absence of a direct water connection 
between Wakefield and Ferry Farm is 
immaterial to the concept. More important 

is that this vision evokes the regional 
historical connection between people 
and waterways that flourishes still. As 
a practical matter, the Wakefield—Mt. 
Vernon connection via the river supports 
the interpretive concept of the blueway. 
[And certainly, it is possible to utilize the 
Rappahannock or to imagine a private-
sector led effort to connect Rappahannock 
and Potomac tributaries via a portage 
parkway.]. Moreover, since the Potomac 
River served as the primary transportation 
corridor during the early years of our 
nation, the creation of a water trail will 
recreate, in a much more accurate manner 
than a land trail, the original experiences 
of the first settlers and inhabitants to this 
region.  The Piscataways, Algonquins 
and the first European settlers to the 
region used the river as the “main street” 
of their communities.  A water trail could 
help recreate the original impressions 
and could provide a nationally, if not 
internationally, unique trail experience.

This recommendation does not suggest 
abandoning a land route as a part of 
PHT implementation in the region. PHT 
constituents throughout the corridor, 
including state and local governments and 

volunteer organizations, have embraced 
the concept of a braided trail network. 
According to this model, the PHT might 
have multiple, complementary routes and 

Westmoreland State Park

Ferry Farm, George Washington’s 
Boyhood Home



nia

van

K
E

B
A

Y

Point
Lookout

h
t

Manassas

Montross

P
O

T

O
M

A
C

R
I

V
E

R

PRINCEWILLIAM

MIDDLESEX

LANCASTER

Heathsville

Lancaster

Warsaw

Reedville

Kilmarnock

White Stone

Irvington

Jo p l i n

R o a d

ts Run
oir / Park

Curtis Memorial
Park

Barnsfield Park
R

A
P

P
A

H
A

N
N

O

C
K

R
I

V
E

R

2

Existing and Planned Trails
King George, West m oreland and St af f o rd Count ies

Segments of the Potomac Heritage Nat ional Scenic Trail

Planned segments of the Potomac Heritage Nat ional Scenic Trail

Existing Trail- Biker

Plannded Trail- Biker

Other Trails

Local, Regional, State, and interstate Trails

Federal Lands Managed byBureaus of the Department of Interior

Other Federal lands

Local and Regional Parks and Private Lands withRegular Access

State Parks

COUNTY USE MAP # TYPE SURFACE NAME LENGTH

(Miles)

King George County

POHESegment - Planned

Hiker

1 Existing Unpaved Caledon Natural Area Trails 3.98

TOTAL 3.98

Stafford

Local, Regional, State & Interstate

Biker

17 Planned Paved Rail-Station - Aquia Landing, Stafford County 3.16

POHESegment - Planned

Hiker/Biker

2 Planned Paved Ferry Farm - Chatham Manor 3.20

TOTAL 6.36

Westmoreland

Local, Regional, State & Interstate

Hiker/Biker/Horse

4 Planned Unpaved King Carter Trail 50.22

POHESegment

Hiker/Biker

3 Existing Paved Great Allegheny Passage 9.91

POHESegment - Planned

Biker

5 Existing Paved Northern Neck Heritage Trail Bicycling Route 186.66

TOTAL 246.79
TOTAL ALL COUNTIES 257.13

Proposed Routes for
The Potomac Heritage National Scenic Trail

Primary Route - Bicycling

Connecting & Alternative Routes - Bicycling

Primary Route - Water

Connecting & Loops - Water

Future Routes Under Consideration

George Washington
Birthplace NMON

Westmoreland
State Park

Stratford
Hall

ESSEX

RICHMOND

WESTMORELAND

NORTHUMBERLAND
Smith
Point

Dahlgren
Laboratory

Mathias Point
Neck

Caledon
Natural Area

KING GEORGESPOTSYLVANIA

STAFFORD

FREDERICKSBURG

Aquia
Park

Government
Island

Prince Willaim
Forest Park

Quantico
Marine Corps Base Leesylvania

State Park

James Monroe
Birthplace

Colonial 
Beach

612

621

628

630

630

608

1

1

218
218

218

205
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360
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3

3

3

206

The Potomac Heritage National Scenic Trail Lower Potomac Concept Plan
Virginia Corridor

7



8

segments, depending on the needs and 
wishes of local jurisdictions.

In these counties, the land route could 
feasibly be addressed in two ways:

1.	 In the interim, by the establishment 
of “connecting trail route” by 
developing pedestrian/bicycle 
facilities along rural road networks 
between Wakefield and Ferry Farm 
consistent with the interpretive 
concept. 

2.	 In the long-term, planning for 
a hiking trail could begin by 
encouraging citizen groups and 
nonprofit organizations to assist. 
Also, in the long-term, an off-road 
bicycle trail and hiking trail could 
be one in the same. 

This recommendation is accompanied 
by a note of caution. Because there is 
an implicit commitment to preserving the 
scenic values through which a National 
Scenic Trail passes, bicycle/pedestrian 
lanes on roadways rarely provide the 
quality, extended recreational experience 
that would warrant designation as a 
nationally significant trailway. Typically, 
they serve as connecting or interim 
routes. However, provided local 
jurisdictions are committed to developing 
a recreational bikeway worthy of federal 
investment and national recognition, the 

concept of the bicycle connecting route 
seems a compatible complement to the 
blueway.  Although a route is proposed for 
consideration in this document, all of the 
jurisdictions on the Northern Neck should 
initiate planning exercises to research 
and designate a road-separated through 
route for the PHT.

To be sure, designation of water trail 
segments as part of the PHT must 
mean more than merely conceptually 
connecting existing recreational amenities. 
Developing a national scenic trail is an act 
of community involvement in landscape 
conservation. And it entails a commitment 
to developing recreational amenities 
through which the public can experience 
and enjoy the trail corridor. In brief, it 
means engaging the private and public 
sectors to expand recreational access to 
the shoreline of the Potomac and selected 
tidewater tributaries. It means developing 
and supporting a plan for the acquisition of 
waterfront parkland. Importantly, it means 
upholding the values of the water trail 
experience in future planning decisions.

On the other hand, the commitment to 
shoreline conservation and recreational 
development in no way implies restricting 
the use and development of private land 
in these counties. Rather, the Potomac 
Heritage Trail offers a vision that can 
inform and enhance private and public 
development efforts. It offers residential 
and commercial developers a planning tool 
to improve marketability while conserving 
the visual heritage of the Potomac’s 
shoreline. And it offers local recreation 
and tourism planners a variety of models 
with which to promote public recreational 
access whenever private developers wish 
to provide those amenities.  At the very 
least, it could serve as an excellent tool 
to promote public-private partnerships 
within the region that would enhance the 
economic viability of both commercial and Paved shoulders and signage improve safety 

along designated on-road bike routes.



9

The Occoquan River
and Reservoir Water Trail

Shoreline Buffers:  
The Occoquanís Last and Best Defense

The wooded areas along the shoreline of the Occoquan and its 
tributary streams help maintain the safety and integrity of the 
region’s public drinking water supply.  Called riparian buffers, these 
areas increase the scenic, economic and recreational values of a 
community.   The Occoquan's shoreline buffers have many benefits.

• Keep the water clean by filtering out pollutants and trash  
• Have root systems to keep soil from breaking loose  
• Shelter and shade the waterway from the impacts of wind 

and sun
•  Provide food and habitat for fish and wildlife  
•  Are essential to migrating song birds and shore birds

 

 

         Trash Travels
Any trash you see floating or on the 
shores of the Occoquan Reservoir 
could have been tossed on the ground 
as far away as Warrenton or as close as 
Woodbridge.  Like other pollutants, 
trash is carried by rain down storm 
drains or ditches and into streams 
which eventually flow to the reservoir.  
Please dispose of trash properly.

  

Dead trees are full of life!  
In the coves and along the shore, you may see standing 
dead trees or snags.  These flood plain species survived 
the original flooding, but succumbed to higher 
reservoir levels when in 
1982 the dam crest 
was raised by two feet. 
Snags make fine 
habitat for flickers and 
woodpeckers.  
Bluebirds have also 
been seen nesting in 
the cavities of snags 

    LAYERS OF TREES  The shoreline and upland areas provide 
a variety of living conditions for plants and animals.  Trees found 
on the higher slopes include white oak, beech, maple and 
hickory.  Mid-level, or higher understory trees include gum and 
dogwood.  Shrubs and non-woody plants form the lower layer.  At 
the edges, where sun is available, the leaves of shrubs and trees 
reach ground level.  In the shady forest interior, the understory is 
often much more open.  

     FLOOD PLAIN TREES  Low-lying areas can help filter water 
and control flooding.  Along the reservoir, floodplain trees are 
sometimes found in a narrow band of only one or two trees wide.  
In a stream valley that has not been flooded the floodplain is 
wide and wetter than the adjacent slopes, and floodplain species 
are found in a much wider band.  

COVES OF THE OCCOQUAN
Coves provide sheltered bird habitat.  Paddle in quietly and 
slowly.  Drift and listen to the songs of birds.  Coves with open, 
shallow water are good spawning areas for fish.  Stump fields, 
timber, and rocky shorelines provide an important habitat, 
especially for juvenile fish.  Deep water channels and open water 
provide habitat for catfish, bass and other species of fish. 

     BEAVER DAM COVE  A number of trees show signs of 
gnawing by beavers.  Many flood plain trees continue to re-
sprout after they are felled, providing a renewable source of food 
and lodge material.  Common flood plain trees include box elder, 
black willow, sycamore, and river birch. 
 
Mountain laurel, eastern hemlocks and hardwood trees are often 
found near the water's edge. The Occoquan and Bull Run stream 
valley is one of only a few areas of northern Virginia where native 
eastern hemlocks are found.  Here the trees find a hospitable 
cool microclimate.

     EAGLE COVE  Bald eagles can sometimes be seen along the 
shoreline.  During spring and fall, look for migrant warblers and 
shorebirds.    

     QUARTZ COVE  Once inside the cove, follow the shoreline 
on your left.  Look for a quartz outcropping.  You will also find an 
old road bed that leads down to the water.

     SEDIMENT  Feeder streams 
deposit mud in the coves, a 
result of rain draining across the 
land to streams which carry fine 
particles of soil to the reservoir.  
This sediment transports other 
pollutants, such as those found 
in fertiliizer and pet waste, to the 
reservoir.  Too much sediment 
also suffocates fish eggs.  
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public amenities on the River.

Successful water trails provide more 
than mere long-distance paddling 
opportunities to travel from point to point. 
In fact, successful water trails are built 
on a foundation of short, self-contained 
paddling experiences that can be enjoyed 
by people of all abilities. For experienced, 
self-reliant paddlers who wish to travel 
farther on open water, the Potomac is 
there for them—provided long-term plans 
do envision adequate landing sites for 
such travel. In this way, the tidewater PHT 
is similar to other regions: On the C&O 
Canal, for example, day-use visitation 
within a short distance far outnumbers 
long-distance and overnight use.  Example 
of water trails are described in Appendix A; 

the Mathews County Blueways Water Trail 
is an example that should be examined.

It is important to note the role of the 
National Park Service in administering 
the PHT project. According to the 
authorizing legislation no federal land 
can be purchased specifically for the 
PHT. The role of the Potomac Heritage 
National Scenic Trail office is to promote 
coordination and provide technical 
assistance in planning and identifying 
potential sources of public funding. This 
provision for technical service may be 
extended where appropriate to private 
sector entities who wish to make the 
PHT a consideration in their planning 
processes.

Detailed water trail maps, like the example above, can highlight and guide users to natural features, 
historic sites, or facilities such as boat launches, marinas, camping and restaurants.



This Page Left Intentionally Blank.



11

1.	 Adopt a long-term concept plan for 
the Potomac Heritage Trail that is 
consistent with the Northern Neck 
Heritage Trail in Northumberland, 
Westmoreland, King George, Staf-
ford, Lancaster and Richmond coun-
ties.

2.	 Develop the “blueway” (water trail) 
and a bicycling route from Wash-
ington’s Birthplace to Ferry Farm to 
Mount Vernon. With endorsement 
from relevant local governments and 
others, apply to the U.S. Department 
of Interior for designation of the wa-
ter trail alignment along the Potomac 
between Wakefield and Mount Ver-

non. 

3.	 As part of the 2007 commemoration 
of Captain John Smith’s voyage, de-
velop the following water trail seg-
ments as demonstration projects: 
Aquia Creek—Government Island 

Blueway (Stafford); Fredericksburg to 
Lands End Water Trail (King George); 
Monroe Bay Blueway, incorporating 
James Monroe Birthplace (Westmo-
reland); Hughlett’s Point to Dameron 
Marsh Kayak Trail (Northumberland); 
and Cat Point Creek (Richmond). 

4.	 Designate and post signs along the 
bicycling route by summer 2007. 

5.	 Plan and construct bicycling connec-
tions among Wakefield, Westmore-
land State Park and Stratford Hall 
using Route 3 as a demonstration 
project. 

6.	 Fund the development of a parking 
lot, trails, and interpretive signs at 
Monroe’s Birthplace in Westmore-
land County. 

7.	 Secure funding to complete bicycle 
facilities, according to AASHTO 
guidelines, on Route 3 between State 
Route 214 (Stratford Hall Road) and 
Ferry Farm and along S.R. 206 be-

Immediate Opportunities
and Priority Projects

Example of a self-guided water trial map.

Interpretive signs explain the unique 
history of an area and add continuity to 

the trail users experience.
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tween Route #607 and Caledon Nat-
ural Area.

8.	 Explore scenic alternatives for devel-
opment of a multi-use trail route be-
tween Ferry Farm and the Potomac 
River waterfront attractions in West-
moreland County.

9.	 Develop a long-term blueways plan 
for PHT water trail segments that in-
cludes recommendations for “land-
ing zones” (areas every several 
miles that might be incorporated into 
local and state parkland acquisition 
plans).

10.	 Incorporate the long-term concept in 
local comprehensive plans.

11.	 Assess the accessibility of former 
steamboat landings in tributary 
streams and on the Potomac and 
Rappahannock rivers. 

12. 	 Develop water-to-land access be-
tween Stratford Hall Plantation and 
George Washington’s Birthplace Na-
tional Monument. 

13.	 Develop a canoe/kayak camping 

Existing public park lands,  such as Westmoreland and 
Widewater State Parks, offer good opportunities to 
establish primitive camping for the water trail.

area along the shoreline within 
Westmoreland State Park. 

14.	 Assess the feasibility and 
suitability of water-to-land access 
in the vicinity of Caledon Natural 
Area. 

15.	 Develop a “Profits from the 
Trail” marketing program that en-
courages marinas, bed and break-
fasts and campgrounds to partici-
pate in the trail project.

16.	 Provide opportunities for 
local and regional citizens groups 

to become involved in the project. 

17.	 Welcome and support the efforts 
of nonprofit organizations to plan 
events connected to the trail. 

18.	 Submit applications to designate bi-
cycling routes as scenic byways.

19. Work with Virginia Department of 
Conservation and Recreation to en-
sure that considerations for both land 
and water access for the PHT are in-
cluded at Widewater State Park.
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The National Trails System Act was 
enacted in 1968 to provide for a national 
network of trails and pathways. Among 
the category of trails described in the 
legislation is the National Scenic Trail. In 
all there are nine national scenic trails, of 
which the Appalachian Trail is perhaps the 
best known in the eastern United States. 
The Potomac Heritage Trail is a national 
scenic trail.

The Trails Act describes national scenic 
trails as:

extended trails so located as to provide 
for maximum outdoor recreation 
potential and for the conservation and 
enjoyment of the nationally significant 
scenic, historic, natural, or cultural 
qualities of the areas through which 
such trails may pass. National scenic 
trails may be located so as to represent 
desert, marsh, grassland, mountain, 
canyon, river, forest, and other areas, 
as well as landforms which exhibit 
significant characteristics of the 
physiographic regions of the Nation.

Each of the other eight national scenic 
trail has been intended as primarily a 
backpacking and hiking trail. Some allow 
equestrian use on part or all of the trail, 
others not at all. There are segments 
on other national scenic trails that allow 
bicycle travel, but these are typically brief 
sections of co-alignment in which no other 
alternative route could be found for the 
hiking trail.

This fact is not meant to recommend 
that bicycle travel is incompatible with 
planning for a national scenic trail. For 
its part, the PHT was authorized by 

Congress to include the C&O Canal and 
the Mt. Vernon Trail, both of which provide 
for bicycle travel—the C&O also allows 
equestrian use.  More important are the 
following three principals:

1. Non-vehicular travel offering an 
outstanding recreational experience.  
A national scenic trail is more than a 
collection of local trails. Although locally 
planned and managed, trail segments 
should together create an outdoor 
recreation experience worthy of national 
recognition. That said, most NSTs, 
particularly those still under development, 
include “road walk” sections or convenient 
connections through ball fields and 
industrial parks. Still, according to the 
intention of the Trails Act, the quality of 
the experience is more important than the 
guarantee of uninterrupted connectivity. 

In planning terms, this means focusing on 
a route that offers the best potential for 
“maximum outdoor recreation potential 
and for the conservation and enjoyment 
of the nationally significant” values, 
understanding that there will be segments 
that merely provide route connectivity. 

As stated above, the development 
of blueways encompassing tributary 
streams and the Potomac provide an 
exciting implementation strategy that is 
both compatible with the Trails Act and an 
appropriate representation of the region’s 
outstanding recreational values.

In general, bike lanes along roadways 
to not meet the criteria of providing for 
outstanding recreational experiences 
for two reasons. First, the proximity to 

National Trails System Act
Background
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motorized travel diminishes the natural 
values of the recreational experience. 
Second, unless the land through 
which the road passes is managed for 
its conservation values, one cannot 
reasonably assume that those values 
won’t change over time.

Bicycle trail segments, however, do meet 
the criteria of the Trails Act. They can be 
managed primarily for their recreation 
and scenic values—even where private 
development exists adjacent to the trail 
corridor. In these circumstances, a trailway 
can be viewed as linear parks, with 
management plans and public involvement 
similar to other state or local parks. With 
this in mind, acquisition of the rail line 
between Dalgren and Fredericksburg for 
use as a trail is recommended.

2. Continuity of experience that is 
physically represented by the trail. 
Washington’s Birthplace at Wakefield is a 
compelling site along the PHT. This is due 
only in part to the restoration of the built 
environment there. Just as significant for 
the PHT experience is the context of land 
as it is sited adjacent to Popes Creek and 
the Potomac. Visitors to the site are awe-
struck by the isolation and the realization 
that, at the time of Washington’s birth, all 
communication and transportation was 
oriented toward the river. It is easy to 
conjure images of ships and small boats 
creating a highway of the river. In that 
context, this site is vital to the experience 
of the entire trail corridor.

Every site along the PHT cannot provide 
the drama of Wakefield, nor must every site 
represent the era of George Washington. 
However, the travel experience can be 
designed to represent the distinctive 
relationship the Region’s people have 
with their tidal waterways and the role 
of the Region in the ongoing American 
experience.

Steamship landings provide another 
important link because they further the 
interpretive story of the Northern Neck, 
providing a thematic thread from early 
Colonial times into the 20th century. 
Interestingly, many of these landings 
already are held by public agencies and 
could be adapted for use in the blueway.

For example, the Ice Age NST in Wisconsin 
represents the geologic landforms left 
by the last two ice ages. In evaluating 
opportunities to add trail segments, the 
trail’s planners and managers focus on 
trail connections that support this vision. 
For the PHT in these four counties, it will 
be helpful to agree upon an intended 
experience.

The key is developing the trail in such a 
way as to acknowledge and represent its 
nationally significant values.

3. Desired Future Conditions. It is 
important to have a clear long-term vision 
for what the trail will be, then to develop 
short- and long-term strategies to achieve 
it. 

Common traits among National Scenic 
Trail projects

Each national scenic trail is a unique 
project, subject to, among other things, 
the particularities of a trail’s authorizing 
legislation, the existence of public 
recreation lands in the corridor, proximity to 
populations centers, and regional attitudes 
toward outdoor recreation. For example, 
range of federal involvement varies 
with each trail. The PHT’s authorizing 
legislation clearly places responsibility 
for trail development, acquisition and 
management in the hands of local and 
state jurisdictions. So there are no hard-
and-fast rules determining development. 
Still, upon examination, there are a few 
notable considerations:
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1. Commitment to a high-quality 
outdoor recreation experience 
above mere connectivity. Citizen 
trail proponents can become impatient 
regarding the development of trail 
alignments in according to provisions of 
the Trail Act. This is understandable—they 
want trail on the ground. However, as the 
effort matures, so does the understanding 
that the Trails Act creates a high standard 
that protects the integrity of the National 
Trails System. Quoting again, the Trails 
Act authorizes long-distance trails that 
provide for

“maximum outdoor recreation 
potential and for the conservation and 
enjoyment of the nationally significant 
scenic, historic, natural, or cultural 
qualities of the areas through which 
such trails may pass.”

According to the Trails Act, a series of 
“road walks” connecting outstanding 
scenic areas is preferable to a longer 
contiguous pathway that does not meet 
the standards described.

In practical terms, sometimes this results 
in the selection of interim routes that 
can be improved over time by being 
taken “off road.” It also recognizes that 
certain segments might be selected and 
managed to create connectivity—but that 
the overall trail aspires to standard of 
national significance.

2. A constituency for the trail that 
identifies with the entire trail corridor 
and supports local agencies. As with 
any public project, having public support 
and a volunteer base is important. The 
strength of a national scenic trail project is 
that local segments gain recognition and 
support from being part of a much larger 
effort. It pays for localities to engage the 
community supporting the trail.

So it is also important to have local 
leadership that participates in Trail-wide 

information sharing. For example, if federal 
funding for a project on the Northern Neck 
is to be sought, trail supporters along the 
entire corridor can assist. 

There also is a momentum that derives 
from being a part of the corridor-wide 
effort. The North Country Trail runs from 
upstate New York to North Dakota by co-
aligning with several trails along the way. 
The project has become more successful 
as the community supporting the trail has 
recognized the significance of the entire 
corridor—whether their segment is in 
Ohio or Minnesota.

The amount of volunteer activity on the 
PHT varies from region to region. It will 
be important for local governments to 
encourage the emergence of locally based 
groups who support the project. It will be 
equally important to welcome technical 
assistance from Potomac-focused 
organizations that promote outdoor 
recreation throughout the corridor. 

3. Recognition and support from local, 
state and federal legislators. Not much 
explanation is required here, but one 
fact is worthy of note: There is a House 
Trails Caucus, open to every member of 
the House of Representatives. A priority 
among other PHT regions is getting each 
Representative whose district contains 
the PHT to join the Caucus.
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