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After winning the TCD Travel Grant for preliminary research on the Atlantic Forest Trail (Brazil) in 
2020, I was unable to travel because of the COVID-19 pandemic. As the problem persisted in 2021, I 
asked TCD for authorization to adjust the schedule and use the resources for my first field trip along the 
Appalachian Trail (AT, USA), which was also part of my initial research project. I also received a grant 
from the US Forest Service to purchase some equipment and supplement travel costs. 
 
The trip took place between July, 8th, 2021 and August, 21th, 2021, departing from Gainesville (FL) and 
extending to the state of Vermont. There were 5,202 miles driven by car in 13 East Coast States (FL, GA, 
NC, TN, VA, WV, MD, PA, NJ, NY, CT, MA, and VT), as well as DC. I also hiked some sections of the 
AT, trying to get to know as much as possible the characteristics of the trail and especially the trail 
sections studied or the ones close to the AT Communities, summing up around 100 miles. 
 
Below I describe the main places visited and the activities carried out, in addition to presenting photo 
authorizations and vouchers obtained along the route (attachments). 
 
 
Meetings with ATC and local communities’ stakeholders 
 
As planned, my first stop was in Asheville, NC. I met two ATC managers in Asheville (Leanna Joyner - 
Program Director for Volunteer Relations and Julie Judkins (Director of Education and Outreach, and 
manager of the AT Communities Program) to discuss support in contacts with local communities’ 
stakeholders and understand better how the ATC works. 
 
During the field trip I visited the six communities selected for my research, being three AT communities 
and three nearby communities to assess the economic impact of the trail and compare the level of 
environmental awareness between communities with different levels of involvement with TA. Within 
each town the proposal is also to compare environmental awareness between residents involved in 
tourism and not. The visits consisted in a recognition tour and meetings with local stakeholders pre-
contacted with support of AT Communities program or recommended by local supporters. The meetings 
consisted in a short presentation of my research goals and methods and an informal interview with each 
stakeholder. The main goal was gathering the support to share the link for the online survey directed to 
local residents. The six towns were: 
 
Damascus, VA (AT Community):  
Recognized as the “Trail town”, Damascus has only about 700 inhabitants and pays great attention to the 
Appalachian Trail, including hosting an annual AT festival. The city connects to seven nature trails and 
many visitors frequent other trails, but the AT is the city's big draw and has its brand stamped on signs, 
pavements on the sidewalks, and countless other spaces, as well as a street named Appalachian Trail 
Drive. The city offers long-term parking, free Wi-Fi, and showers for hikers and recently opened an ATC 
Trail Center to serve visitors and strengthen ties with the local community. In addition to traveling around 
the city, I hiked the AT both ways for some kilometers to know the accesses to the city. 



The local AT Communities Program organizers scheduled a meeting in the public library that was 
attended by the following stakeholders: Gavin Blevins (Town Manager), Tuesday Pope (Town Clerk), 
Emily Mayo (Damascus Trail Center supervisor), Anne Maio (volunteer of the Mount Rogers AT Club), 
and Amanda Livingston (Director of Tourism of the Smyth County Tourism Association). 
 
Glade Spring (VA):  
The towns that are not part of the AT Communities program were chosen with the assistance of 
stakeholders from nearby AT Communities, who also nominated local people to contact. As they were not 
as involved with AT, it was difficult to contact more stakeholders and I tried to identify local tourism-
related businesses for further contact. In Glade Spring, the contact was made with Dirk Moore, an Emory 
& Henry College manager and member of the Revitalize Glade community group. Besides the meeting, I 
toured the city for a brief recognition, including access to the Salt Trail, a long-distance trail initiative 
being implemented. 
 
Harpers Ferry/Bolivar, WV (AT Community):  
I've been on Harpers Ferry twice, going north and back. The town has tourism as its main activity, with emphasis on 
the historic quarter (HF National Historic Park), managed by the NPS. The AT passes through the city, being in 
great evidence and the city has the Headquarters of AT (NPS) and ATC. The AT Community also includes Bolivar 
Town, which adjoins Harpers Ferry and constitutes a single urban hub. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, which 
restricted access to headquarters and put the employees in home office, it was difficult to meet the staff of the 
National Park Service (NPS) and ATC on the first visit. I met a representative of the AT Community Program 
(Karan Townsend – tourism business owner) and made recognition of the city and the local insertion of AT. On the 
second visit, I finally had access to the ATC Headquarters, talking to David Tarasevich and accessing the library 
(see section Research on ATC Library ). I also met Chris Craig, the town government representative. 
During the field trip, I was invited to present my experience with long-distance trails management in Brazil in the 
online event "ATC Emerging Leaders Summit", which I attended from the ATC headquarter. 
 
Brunswick (MD):  
Brunswick was chosen after conversations with Harpers Ferry stakeholders and visits to two other 
locations. This town proved to be the most suitable due to the short distance from the trail and for having 
some level of tourist activity, besides the population size similar to Bolivar/Harpers Ferry. In addition to a 
local recognition for identifying tourism-related businesses, I met with Abbie Rickett of the Canal Towns 
Partnership, an organization that brings together cities along the C&O Canal National Historical Park, 
which also includes a trail often used by bikers and hikers. 
 
Manchester, VT (AT Community):  
Manchester was chosen to represent the AT Communities in the northernmost part at the suggestion of the 
AT Communities Program director, due to the city's great involvement with the trail. The city offers free 
wi-fi and showers for hikers and the population is quite prone to offer a lift for hikers to move from the 
trail to the city center and vice versa (5 miles away). In addition to recognizing the area, I met with Anne 
Houser, an outfitter owner and local coordinator of the AT Communities program. The contact helped me 
redefine the town for comparison, moving from East Clarendon to Wallingford. Anne also gave me the 
contact to mobilize respondents in Wallingford. 
 
Wallingford (VT):  
At Wallingford, I met with Adrian Eisler, a member of the city council, and identified inns and other business 
contact and subsequent mobilization of respondents, in addition to local recognition. The city has some tourist 
activity, but it doesn't seem to have hikers as its main audience, being more associated with historical heritage. 
 
 
Surveys with hikers 
 
The survey with hikers aims to assess the sense of place and its scale, comparing different profiles of 
hikers, varying the length of the hike, and interview locations. Three popular and three moderately 



trafficked sections along the AT, selected in pairs. After analyzing data provided by the All Trails app and 
recommendations from ATC and NPS members, I selected the following pairs of trail sections, also 
seeking to cover the southern, central, and northern parts of the AT: South – Newfound Gap x Fontana 
Dam (TN/ NC); Central - McAfee Knob x Sawtooth Ridge Trail (VA); North - Killington Peak x 
Clarendon Gorge (VT). 

After obtaining approval from the IRB and NPS (for the Great Smoky Mountain National Park) and 
obtaining promising results in test applications in the Great Smoky Mountain National Park, I decided to 
interview as many hikers as possible in this first field trip. Hikers were interviewed primarily in 
trailheads, but also in shelters, campsites, or lookouts along the selected trail sections. I also tried to hike 
the selected trail sections as much as possible to get a more complete perception of the study sites. 226 
hikers were interviewed, practically reaching the goal of having 40 hikers in each trail section. Only in 
two moderately trafficked sections, the target was not reached due to bad weather (Sawtooth Ridge, 32, 
and Fontana Dam, 34). 

The results will still be processed and analyzed, but it was possible to find hikers covering several 
distances (most thru-hikers in Vermont, considering the timing to complete the trail in a single journey). 
The diversity of age, gender, income level, and other aspects should enable research questions to be 
answered. 
 
 
Fieldworks on AT corridors 
 
Along the field trip, I tried to follow the AT route as close as possible, even while moving from one study 
site to another far away. I rode parkways with routes very close to the trail, including many intersections 
such as the Blue Ridge Parkway and Sky Drive. 
My initial plan was to visit the National Archives (Washington, DC) to obtain historical aerial images of 
the trail that are not available online. The images would be used to assess the influence of the AT on the 
amount of conserved habitats and the structural connectivity, in comparison with similar areas. I was at 
the National Archives to get to know the institution, but the restrictions imposed by the COVID-10 
pandemic made access to the archives difficult. 
At the same time, the field trip allowed me to realize that much of the mountainous areas along the east 
coast are forested and that, probably, as most sections of the AT run through mountainous areas, there is 
not a big difference between areas close to the trail and others further away with the same altitude and 
slope. However, on the plain stretches the situation looks quite different. There are few forested areas and 
occupation is intense. Along the field trip, I identified sections of corridors that were acquired to 
guarantee the passage of the trail and kept in natural conditions or even restored. During the trip, I did a 
quick survey using satellite images and relied on suggestions from hikers and stakeholders to identify 
open areas and acquired corridors and visit some of them in Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, Connecticut, 
New York, Maryland, and Virginia. I was able to see that some areas apparently used for agriculture are 
actually natural wetlands, such as the Wallkill River National Wildlife Refuge (NY-NJ). Elsewhere the 
AT corridor is the only strip of vegetation between croplands.So, I made some changes to my research 
questions related to connectivity. I still intend to test whether there is a difference in areas adjacent to the 
trail and those more distant, but I have included questions related to the importance of the corridors 
acquired to make up the TA, using path analysis. 
 
 
Research on Appalachian Trail Conservancy Library and other archives 
 
To understand the effect of AT on connectivity, it is important to know how the NPS, USFS, and ATC 
have acted throughout history to ensure the protection of the trail or even the restoration of forests or 
designation of protected areas. Internet searches brought me few references and I intended to obtain 



information from the National Archives, but it was not possible. I identified that important land 
acquisition files were destined for Georgetown University (DC), but I also had difficulties in accessing 
these documents, which have not yet been cataloged or digitized. 
 
While visiting the AT Museum (in the Pine Grove Furnace State Park, PA), a volunteer suggested I 
consult ATC publications, including annual newsletters and magazines. When visiting the ATC 
Headquarters, in Harpers Ferry, I was able to access the almost complete collection of AT Trailnews 
magazine, a publication with at least 3 annual editions between 1939 and 2005, when the publication was 
reformulated and renamed AT Journeys (at that time there was a change in the name of ATC, which 
changed from AT Conference to AT Conservancy). Flipping through 80 years of publications, I found 
invaluable information about changing the trail's routes, conflicts with private landowners, advocacy for 
funding and land acquisition, and many others that show how ATC has dealt with conservation along the 
trail since its inception, completed in the 1930s. It was also possible to observe the incorporation of themes 
related to wildlife conservation to the ATC discussions and the mobilizations against projects that threatened the 
integrity of the trail and the landscape. The collection is not scanned and, improvised, I scanned over 700 pages of 
documents using a mobile app. This material will be analyzed to support the discussion about the role of the trail in 
connectivity and several other aspects of my research. 
 
 
 

 
 
Map of the travel  route and study sites 



Daily trip report: 
SUNDAY MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY 
    July 8  

Gainesville (FL) – 
Asheville (NC) 
 
Meeting with ATC 
Directors (Leanna 
Joyner and Julie 
Judkins) 

July 9 
Asheville -Great 
Smoky Mountains 
National Park 
(GRSM) 
 
Recognition of 
study site 

July 10 
GRSM 
 
Interviews with 
hikers at Newfound 
Gap (popular AT 
section); overnight 
in an AT Shelter 

July 11 
GRSM 
 
Interviews with 
hikers at Fontana 
dam (isolated AT 
section) 
 

July 12 
GRSM 
 
Interviews with 
hikers at Fontana 
dam and Newfound 
Gap. Recognition 
hiking from 
Newfound Gap to 
Clingmans Dome 
(popular section 

July 13 
GRSM – Cherokee 
NF 
 
Recognition of AT 
sections and 
corridors 

July 14 
Cherokee NF – Glade 
Spring (VA) 
 
Recognition of study 
site (local 
Community) and 
meeting with local 
stakeholder (Dirk 
Moore – Emory & 
Henry College)  

July 15 
Damascus (VA) 
 
Recognition of 
study site (AT 
Community) and 
meeting with local 
stakeholders (clerk, 
ATC, Mount 
Rogers AT Club) 

July 16 
Damascus – 
Jefferson NF 
 
Recognition of 
study site and 
interviews with 
hikers at Mcafee 
Knob (popular AT 
section) 

July 17 
Jefferson NF 
 
Interviews with 
hikers at Mcafee 
Knob trailhead and 
recognition hiking 
to Mcafee Knob 
(overnight in an AT 
campsite) 

July 18 
Jefferson NF 
 
Interviews with 
hikers at Mcafee 
Knob trailhead 

July 19 
Jefferson NF – 
Shennandoah NP 
 
Recognition of AT 
sections and 
corridors along 
Blue Ridge 
Parkway and 
Skyline Drive 

July 20 
Shennandoah NP - 
Harpers Ferry 
(WV) 
 
Recognition of 
study site (AT 
Community) 

July 21 
Harpers Ferry 
 
Meeting with local 
stakeholder (Karan 
Townsend – business 
owner) 

July 22 
Harpers Ferry 
 
Day off 

July 23 
Harpers Ferry - 
Green Mountains 
NF (VT) 
 
Study site 
recognition at 
Killington Peak 
(popular AT 
section) 

July 24 
Green Mountains 
NF 
 
Study site 
recognition and 
interviews with 
hikers at Clarendon 
Gorge (isolated AT 
section) 

July 25 
Green Mountains 
NF 
 
Interviews with 
hikers at Clarendon 
Gorge (isolated AT 
section) 

July 26 
Manchester (VT) 
 
Recognition of 
study site (AT 
Community) and 
meeting with local 
stakeholder (Anne 
Houser – Outfitter 
owner) 

July 27 
Wallingford (VT) 
 
Recognition of 
study site (local 
Community) and 
meeting with local 
stakeholder (Adrian 
Eisler) 

July 28 
Green Mountains NF 
 
Interviews with 
hikers at Clarendon 
Gorge  

July 29 
Green Mountains 
NF 
 
Interviews with 
hikers at Killington 
Peak (overnight in 
an AT shelter) 

July 30 
Green Mountains 
NF 
 
Interviews with 
hikers at Killington 
Peak 

July 31 
Green Mountains 
NF 
 
Interviews with 
hikers at Killington 
Peak and 
recognition hiking. 

August 1 August 2 August 3 August 4 August 5 August 6 August 7 



Green Mountains 
NF - Mt Mansfield 
State Forest 
 
Recognition hiking 
at Long Trail and 
meeting at Green 
Mountain Club 

Manchester (VT) – 
Fahnestock SP 
(NY) 
 
Recognition of AT 
sections and 
corridors in MA 
and CT 

Fahnestock SP 
(NY) – Princeton 
(NJ) 
 
Recognition of AT 
sections and 
corridors in  NY 
and NJ 

Princeton (NJ) 
 
Day off 
 

Princeton (NJ) - 
Washington (DC) 
 
Visit to the AT 
Museum (Pine 
Grove Furnace SP) 
and recognition of 
AT sections and 
corridors in PA 

Washington (DC) 
 
Recognition visit to 
National Archives 

Washington (DC) 
 
Day off 
 
 

August 8 
Washington (DC) 
 
Day off 
 

August 9 
Washington (DC) – 
Harpers Ferry 
(WV) 
 
Recognition of AT 
sections and 
corridors in MD 
and VA 

August 10 
Brunswick (VA) 
 
Recognition of 
study site (local 
Community) and 
meeting with local 
stakeholder (Abbie 
Rickett - Canal 
Town Partnership) 

August 11 
Harpers Ferry 
 
Meeting with ATC 
staff and local 
stakeholder (Chris 
Craig – HF town 
government) 
Presentation in ATC 
Emerging Leaders 
Summit 

August 12 
Harpers Ferry 
 
Research in ATC 
archives 

August 13 
Harpers Ferry 
 
Research in ATC 
archives 

August 14  
Harpers Ferry - 
Jefferson NF 
 
Research in ATC 
archives and travel 
 
 

August 15 
Jefferson NF 
 
Interviews with 
hikers at Sawtooth 
Ridge trailhead 
(isolated AT 
section) 

August 16 
Jefferson NF 
 
Interviews with 
hikers and 
recognition hiking 
in Sawtooth Ridge 
trail  

August 17  
Jefferson NF – New 
River Gorge NP 
 
Day off 
 
 

August 18  
Jefferson NF – 
GRSM 
 
Meeting with local 
stakeholder in 
Damascus (Tuesday 
Pope – Town clerk) 
and travel 
 
 
 
 

August 19 
GRSM 
 
Interviews with 
hikers at Fontana 
dam and 
recognition hiking 
to Shuckstack 
Tower (isolated AT 
section) 

August 20 
GRSM 
 
Interviews with 
hikers at Fontana 
dam and 
recognition hiking 
at Benton Mackaye 
trail 
 

August 21 
GRSM - 
Gainesville 
 
Interviews with 
hikers at Fontana 
dam (isolated AT 
section) and return 
 



 
Photographic report: 

 
Views of the trail sections where the survey with hikers was applied  
 

 

View from Newfound Gap – Great Smoky 
Mountain National Park (TN) 

View of Fontana dam from Shuckstack Tower – 
Great Smoky Mountain National Park (NC) 

View from McAfee Knob – close to Jefferson 
National Forest (VA) 

View from Sawtooth Ridge – close to Jefferson 
National Forest (VA) 

View from Killington peak to Green Mountains 
National Forest (VT) 

View of Clarendon Bridge – close to Jefferson 
National Forest (VA) 



Views of the towns where the online survey for residents is being applied  
 

 

Views of the “trailtown” of Damascus showing the strong presence of the AT in the city 

View of Glade Spring: the town has the Salt Trail, but tourism is not a relevant activity 



 
 
 

Views of the historic town of Harpers Ferry (above), where the ATC headquarter is located (left below) 

ATC headquarter and Visitor Center, in Harpers 
Ferry 

Outfitter in Manchester, AT Community in 
Vermont 

Views of two tourism business in historical buildings at Wallingford (Vermont) 



Views of AT corridors  

  

Different views of the AT corridor at Cumberland Valley (PA), areas acquired in the 1980s (PA 

Sign designating areas acquired to protect 
the AT Corridor 

The AT crossing a natural wetland 

Views of the AT corridor along US-81 highway at Roanoke Valley. The corridor is a narrow strip of forest 
along the road. 



 

 

Tha AT Museum, in Gardners (PA) First day of interviews wth hikers, at Great Smoky 
Mountain NP 

Survey sign along the Blue Ridge Parkway (VA) and 
“the office” at Clarendon Gorge Trailhead (VT) 

Banner of the ATC Emerging Leadres’Summit 



Gas Receipts along the route 

 

Aiming to prove the route traveled, of 5,202 miles (odometer before and after below), I gathered some of 
the fueling vouchers with dates and places (below)  



 

 



 



 









  

 
Behavioral/NonMedical Institutional Review Board
FWA00005790

PO Box 112250
Gainesville FL 32611-2250

Telephone: (352)  392−0433
Facsimile: (352) 392−9234

Email: irb@ufl.edu

  
DATE: 4/29/2021 
TO: Ernesto Castro 

308 Reed Lab, PO Box 110565
Gainesville, Florida  32611

FROM: Ira Fischler, Ph.D., Professor Emeritus
Chair IRB-02
  

IRB#: IRB202100413 
TITLE: A Pathway to Nature Conservation: the Role of Long-Distance Trails in Connecting 

Hikers, Communities, and Landscapes.
Approved as Exempt

You have received IRB approval to conduct the above-listed research project. Approval of this 
project was granted on 4/29/2021  by IRB-02. This study is approved as exempt because it 
poses minimal risk and is approved under the following exempt category/categories:

(2) Research that only includes interactions involving educational 
tests (cognitive, diagnostic, aptitude, achievement), survey 
procedures, interview procedures, or observation of public behavior 
(including visual or auditory recording) if at least one of the 
following criteria is met: (i) The information obtained is recorded by 
the investigator in such a manner that the identity of the human 
subjects cannot readily be ascertained, directly or through identifiers 
linked to the subjects; (ii) Any disclosure of the human subjects' 
responses outside the research would not reasonably place the 
subjects at risk of criminal or civil liability or be damaging to the 
subjects' financial standing, employability, educational 
advancement, or reputation; or (iii) The information obtained is 
recorded by the investigator in such a manner that the identity of 
the human subjects can readily be ascertained, directly or through 
identifiers linked to the subjects, and an IRB conducts a limited IRB 
review to make the determination required by §46.111(a)(7).

Special Note(s) to Investigator:

Exempt approved studies will not have an approval stamp on the consents, fliers, emails, etc.  



However, the documents reviewed are the ones to be used.   If you need to modify the 
document(s) in any manner then you'd need to submit to our office for review and approval 
prior to implementation. 

Effective immediately, UF Research will adopt the UF Campus COVID-19 Guidelines 
found at https://coronavirus.ufl.edu/resources/health-guidance/ as the requirements 
for UF research activities, with the exception of certain human subject research. 

Principal Investigator Responsibilities:

The PI is responsible for the conduct of the study. 

 Using currently approved consent form to enroll subjects (if applicable)
 Obtaining approval for revisions before implementation
 Reporting Adverse Events
 Retention of Research Records
 Obtaining approval to conduct research at the VA
 Notifying other parties about this project’s approval status

Should the nature of the study change or you need to revise the protocol in any manner 
please contact this office prior to implementation at 352-392-0433 or via email at irb@ufl.edu.

Study Team:

Angelica Almeyda Zambrano Co-Investigator

The Foundation for The Gator Nation
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Confidentiality Notice:  This e-mail message, including any attachments, is for the sole use of the intended recipient(s), and may 
contain legally privileged or confidential information.  Any other distribution, copying, or disclosure is strictly prohibited.  If you are 
not the intended recipient, please notify the sender and destroy this message immediately.  Unauthorized access to confidential 
information is subject to federal and state laws and could result in personal liability, fines, and imprisonment.  Thank you.
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