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October 2005

Dear Park Friends,

Thank you for participating in the ongoing review of the Draft General Management Plan and Environmental Impact State-
ment (Draft GMP/EIS) for Great Falls Park. I especially want to thank all of you who attended the September 17th Public
Meeting, and those of you who have already submitted your comments on the draft plan. This newsletter seeks to clarify
some of the concerns we have heard and correct some inconsistencies we have noticed since the printing of the draft plan.

First, in response to several requests that were made, we are extending the comment period on the Draft GMP/EIS until
Thursday, December 15, 2005. Second, I want to reiterate the current plan is a draft document that will not be finalized until
we have received all of your comments. As frequent visitors of Great Falls Park, we value the insight you can bring to plan-
ning for the future of this very special park. Therefore, we would like to work with you before we finalize the plan.

The Draft GMP/EIS provides a choice between two alternatives. Under Alternative A, existing operations in the park
would continue with minimal planning for recreational use and resource protection. This alternative is a reactive approach
towards park operations and does not promote planning for the future. Under Alternative B, the approach toward park op-
erations is proactive. Careful planning is an essential element of this alternative because it seeks a proper balance between
recreational use and resource protection.

As discussed in Chapter 1 of the Draft GMP/EIS, the National Park Service has a mandate to conserve natural and cultural
resources, while providing for the enjoyment of these in a manner that will leave them unimpaired. Alternative B seeks to
achieve this crucial balance and therefore, is the environmentally preferred alternative for the National Park Service.

Based on your input on the draft plan, we will prepare a Final GMP/EIS where we will either select Alternative A or B as the
preferred course of action, modify the alternative based on comments received, or explore additional alternatives. There-
fore, I encourage all of you to write to me, whether or not you have already participated in this process. My address is:
Audrey Calhoun, Superintendent, George Washington Memorial Parkway, c/o Turkey Run Park, McLean, Virginia 22101.
You can also send me an email via the internet at GWMP_ Superintendent@nps.gov. I look forward to receiving your com-
ments.

Sincerely,

-

Audrey F. Calhoun
Superintendent, George Washington Memorial Parkway
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CORRECTIONS TO DRAFT GMP/EIS

In the Draft GMP/EIS document Page 2.3, the 6th bullet
should read, “Close public access to the Potomac River
from the shoreline adjacent to the northern tip of the
Flake to Overlook Three. Exceptions would be access at
Fisherman’s Eddy to the shoreline between Overlooks
Two and Three. No one would be allowed on the shoreline
directly under either Overlook. Close public access to the
shoreline from Overlook Three to the northern tip of the
Sandbox climbing area. This would close access to Gorky
Park, Microdome and Flat Iron. Access to the climbing ar-
eas from Sand Box to Echo Rock will remain open. There
will be limited access to Sand Box on a designated trail.”

In the Draft GMP/EIS document Page 2.3, under Section
2.1.2 Alternative A - Status Quo, the last sentence of the
third paragraph is replaced with the following, “Three
climbing areas, commonly called the Gorky Park, Micro-
dome and Flat Iron, would be closed and access to the
Sand Box area would be limited. Climbing activities would
continue similar to existing conditions in the remaining 15
climbing areas.”

RESPONSES TO SEPTEMBER 17TH
PUBLIC MEETING QUESTIONS

What is a General Management Plan and an
Environmental Impact Statement?

A General Management Plan (GMP) and Environmental
Impact Statement (EIS) is the basic guidance document for
managing Great Falls Park (the park). It specifies resource
conditions and visitor experiences to be achieved at the
park over the next 10 to 15 years. It provides the founda-
tion for decision-making and the preparation of subse-
quent specific research, resource, and recreational plans
such as a Climbing Management Plan or a Trail Manage-
ment Plan. The EIS component of the plan documents
potential effects that the GMP will have on environmental
resources, in accordance with the National Environmental
Policy Act (NEPA).

What steps are being proposed to manage
climbing?

Currently, there are approximately 235 climbing routes
along the Mather Gorge within the park. As indicated

in Section 3.3.3 of the Draft GMP/EIS, there are several
regionally rare plants that inhabit rocky ledges, including
the gorge rim and the river channel shelf.

The park proposes two alternative courses of action in
the Draft GMP/EIS, and recommendations common to
both alternatives. Under both alternatives, a section of
the park that includes three climbing areas (Gorky Park,
Microdome, and Flat Iron) would be closed to all visitors.
There are approximately 27 climbing routes in these areas
and park staff have observed that these three areas are not
often used by climbers. Accessing this section of the park
requires walking through approximately 100 yards of a

Safety concerns due to visitors moving away from designated trails

globally rare plant community that contains State listed
rare species. A recent fire (that was very likely started by an
unextinguished cigarette butt) burned about one-quarter
of an acre of this rare community. This rare plant com-
munity also borders a wooded area that contains a large
population of an aggressive exotic grass. The seeds of this
grass can be transported by hikers crossing into the rare
plant community, further damaging this rare plant habitat.

Under both alternatives, the park also proposes restricting
access to the Sand Box climbing area.

No additional changes are proposed under Alternative A.

Under Alternative B, the park proposes to prepare a
Climbing Management Plan (CMP) in addition to clos-
ing the three climbing areas (Gorky Park, Microdome,

and Flat Iron). A Climbing Management Plan is a specific
resource plan that would ensure the protection of the
natural and cultural resources while continuing to pro-
vide opportunities for a high-quality and environmentally
sensitive rock climbing experience in the park. Specifically,
the CMP would include the following objectives: create

a management tool that will adequately address resource
protection and visitor use issues related to climbing activi-
ties; build partnerships with climbers, climbing groups,
and commercial organizations in managing climbing;
provide guidance on managing commercial and group

use; and, maximize input from the public and the climbing
communities throughout the planning process. The CMP
would explore whether climbing sites should be designat-
ed using anchors, whether climbing sites should be further

Exposed tree roots caused by heavy visitor foot traffic at Great Falls Park
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reduced based on climbing impacts, and whether the park
should institute some form of permitting for climbing
activities.

What are social trails and what steps are being
proposed to manage them?

Social trails are those trails that are not designated nor
maintained by Great Falls Park. These trails are not
planned and, therefore, may not reflect the best uses of
the resource. Social trails can damage both natural and
cultural resources (often, cultural resources may be buried
just below the surface, and foot traffic can expose and
damage them). A number of these social trails are located
near sensitive cultural resources, including the Patowmack
Canal locks, and sensitive natural resources, including
along the rim of the Mather Gorge off the River Trail.

Volunteers and park staff have been eliminating social trails
for anumber of years. Once closed, the trails have been re-
planted with native vegetation and allowed to return to its
natural state.

The park proposes two alternative courses of action in the
Draft GMP/EIS. Under Alternative A, the existing social
trails would be evaluated on a case-by-case basis, and
those that have damaged resources would be eliminated.
Under Alternative B, the park would prepare a more
comprehensive Trail Management Plan (TMP). Under the
TMP, all formal and social trails in the park would be in-
ventoried. The park would eliminate those social trails that
damage sensitive resources, and would adopt measures to
prevent new trails from developing.

What steps are being proposed to manage horse-
back riding?

Currently, horses are allowed on several trails within the
park, including Riverbend Road Trail, Mine Run Trail, Old
Carriage Road Trail, Matildaville Trail, Ridge Trail, and
Difficult Run Trail. A number of these trails are located
within or adjacent to sensitive resources. Periodically, the
park staff notices erosion-related damage on several of
these trails, damage to seeps and vernal pool areas, as well
as social trails where visitors on horses move away from
designated trails and into stream areas.

Under Alternative A, no changes are proposed to horse-
back riding other than those addressed under social trails.
Under Alternative B, a Trail Management Plan (TMP)
would be prepared to explore realigning or closing horse
access to portions of Matildaville Trail and Mine Run

Trail because of evident resource impacts. In addition, the
TMP would explore whether equestrian access to the park
should be managed through some form of permitting.

What are Management Zones?

Management Zones, an integral element of General Man-
agement Plans, are the application of management prac-
tices to specific geographic areas. “Management zone” can
also be referred to as a “management area.”

Heavily used social trail through native vegetation (Wild oats, Uniola
latifolia)

Under Alternative B, the park would adopt four manage-
ment zones (Canal Zone, Natural and Cultural Zone,
Mather Gorge Zone, and Developed Zone) that would
define a variety of desired resource conditions and visitor
experiences throughout the park. These zones are de-
scribed under Section 2.3, and illustrated on Page 2.19 in
Chapter 2 of the Draft GMP/EIS.

How will the park communicate with the inter-
ested community?

NPS will continue to post information about the GMP/EIS
on Great Falls Park’s web site under ‘Management Docu-
ments’ at the following web address:

http://www.nps.gov/grfa

In addition, the park will continue to email GMP/EIS-re-
lated information to a list of interested persons, groups,
and agencies. This list includes email addresses that were
provided to the park by persons, groups, or agencies who
commented during the public scoping process, as well

as those who commented on the Alternatives Newsletter
(sent in November 2003). Those people who have com-
mented on the Draft GMP/EIS and those who attended
the Public Meeting on September 17th, 2005 and provided
us with their email addresses have been added to this list.
To save mailing costs, the park will only mail information
to those persons, groups, or agencies who have either

Erosion resulting from horseback riding
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requested information to be sent by mail, or who have com-
mented on the plan but have not provided email addresses.

The park will send out press packages to community news-
papers (The Great Falls Connection, The Sun Gazette, and
The Times Community Newspapers) and the Washington
Post.

NEXT STEPS

The park will accept public comments on the Draft GMP/
EIS until December 15, 2005 (postmarked). Based on the
comments, the park will determine which alternative to
select as its preferred course of action. The park may also
revise one of the alternatives based on the input it receives
during the public comment period. A Final GMP/EIS will
subsequently be published, and will include a final alterna-
tive and responses to substantive public comments. This
document will also be available for public review. The final
step will be the publication of a Record of Decision that will
be signed by the Regional Director.

GMP/EIS SCHEDULE

Activity

Gather
information/
identify issues

Anticipated Date

Winter 02/03

Public
Involvement

Scoping meeting,
newsletter &
website input

Record of
Decision

Winter to Spring
06

Develop & Spring to Winter Newsletter &
v evaluate 03/04 website input
alternatives
Prepare Draft Summer to Public review,
B GMP/EIS Winter o5 public meeting &
website input
Next | Revise & publish Winter o5/06 Public review
Steps Final GMP/EIS

Notice in Federal
Register

Superintendent Audrey Calhoun
George Washington Memorial Parkway
c/o Turkey Run Park

McLean, Virginia 22101
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