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From left, Karen Kocher of Cleveland, Lucia Case of Athens, Doug Lynch of Knoxville and Brenda and Richard Harrls of Tellico Plains.
hike the Benton-MacKaye Trail in Polk County, Tenn. on Friday.

BY BEN BENTON
STAFF WRITER

he grassroots effort launched in 2021 seek-
Ing to get the Benton MacKaye Trail that
spans three states in the Southern Appala-
chian Mountains named a National Scenic Trail has
gained bi-partisan congressional support in a new
bill introduced in the U.S. House.

_ Tennessee U.S. House Reps. Steve Cohen and
Jim Cooper, both Democrats, and Scott Des]ar-
lais and Chuck Fleischmann, both Republicans, are
co-sponsors of a bill that, if approved by Congress
and signed by President Joe Biden, will designate
the Benton-MacKaye Trail as a National Scenic
Traul. The bill has House co-sponsors in Georgia, as
well, in Democrats David Scott and Lucy McBath.

The designation was first sought by members of
the Benton MacKaye Trail Association in fall 2021, The
assoclation has been around for more than 40 vears
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A sign marks the Benton-MacKaye Trall in Polk County, Tenn. on Friday. |
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' the National Scenic Traill up again near |
Trail Act M“T 27 seeking designation | hose hikers H[.m: and entering
”"fl designation for the would provide a boon to  Great Smoky Moi
trail that traces a path local economies,” he said. National Park,
lhmugh Georgia, Tennes & a National Scenic Trail close to Fontana Lak
s¢e¢ and North Carolina the Benton MacKave Trail . From there, the Bent
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over 287 scenic miles of
mountains, valleys, forests better able to preserve, the trail’s highest poi

and waterfalls, according protect and maintain the at the top of Mount Ste
Lo a statement issued by trail's natural beauty. ling 5842 feet — the
Cohen when he intro Association members descends to Big Creek i
duced the bill are hopeful, too North Carolina, the trail

The trail, on federal
land for 95% of its length,

“We are quite optimis-
Richard Harris, the
assaclation's maintenance
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remote northern termi
nus about 5 miles south o
Interstate 40.

would be administered by
the National Forest Ser-
vice and would become

director for Tennessee and
North Carolina, said in a
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the 12th National Scenic
Trail in the nation. he said
“The Benton Mack-
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lengthy, according to the
Mational Park Ser

the House and the Senate,

aye Scenic Trail will pro-
then signature by the pres

vide serious hikers and

Hom left, Lucia Case of Athens, Doug Lynch of Knoxville, Karen Kocher of Cleveland and

leisurely day-trippers Brenda and Richard Harrls of Tellico Plains, take a break to talk as they hike the tdent.” Pirat*an
natural wonderland of Senton-MacKaye Trall in Polk County, Tenn. on Friday | to the National Trails Sy
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hills, valleys, trees, wild-
life and natural beauty,”
Cohen sad. “T'm proud to
be joined by Representa-
tive Chuck Fleischmann

whose district is part of

National Scenic Trails

National Scenic Tralls are primarily non-motorized continuous trails and most
extend for 100 miles or more. The routes traverse beautiful terrain and connect

The trail is named for
forester Benton MacKaye,
known for his advocacy
for the Appalachian Trail,
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requesting a feasibility
study: second, the teasi-
bility study must be con-
ducted, the park servic

states 1n a descriptio

. honored o '“-"H‘I"h with
Congressman Coben and
other bipartisan members
from Tennessee and Geor-
gia to pet this bill passed
and signed into law,” he
s d
Sornic natural beauty s
Tennessee's calling card,
Cooper sad
“The Benton MacKaye
Irall in East Jennessee is

Do excephion,” he sad Fr

)} Potomac Heritage Natlonal Scenic Trall: 710 miles in Washington, D.C., Mary-
land, Pennsylvania and Virginla.

Sourte National Park Service

Benton MacKaye Trall Association

The Benton MacKaye Trall Assoclation was founded In 1980, When the trall crossed
the border into Tennessee in 1987, the assoclation celebrated the completion of 93
miles of trall. The grand opening for the entire trail was held in 2005, according to
association officlals, Today, approximately 95% of the nearly-300-mile route Is on
public lands in Tennessee, Georgia and North Carolina managed by either the U.S.

From Long Creek Falls,
the trail heads north to
cross the Toccoa River on
the iconic swinging bridge
in Fannin County, Georgia,
belore sweeping west to
traverse a number of sum-
mits ranging from 2,500
to 3,500 teet in elevation,
passing Fall Branch Falls
through the Cohutta Wil
derness Area and H'LH I"'t't'n-!;
Wilderness Areca
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';.':.; miost beautiful parts of Washington. officials. Those segments of this dialogue back and
JCRRESSEd “r‘-!] Georgia ) Pacific Northwest Natlonal Scenic Trall: 1,200 miles In Idaho, Montana and are good choices for day forth between Congress
and North Carolina, and | Washington hikes. and the administrative

agency Over many years,
a trail is most likely to
succeed in this process if
there is a strong, well-or-
ganized, citizen-based
organization at work on
behalf of the trail.”

The introduction of the

bill in the House is just the

first step, and continuing

public support is needed,
Clssana sauid.

“There's still a lot of

if v ¥ .
Forest Service of the National Park Service. work to be done before the
BALT receives congressio-
nal approval as a Mational
Scenie Trall” he said. *“The
outpouring of public sup-
port has been fantastic, but
we'll need to build on that
to get a final bill passed by
Congress and signed by
the president.”

Coatact Ben Benton at
bbenton@timesfreepress.
com or 423-757-6569, Fol-

The trail crosses into
Tennessee at the remote
Double Spring Gap in Molk
County, Tennesice, tol
lowed by dramatic cross-
Ings over the Ocoee and
Hiwassee rivers. The trail
then ascends to the bouwmd-
ary ridge between Tennes-
s¢¢ and North Carolina
near Sandy Gap, where
hikers got 360-degree
_ vistas of the surrounding
ignated wilderness areas  splendor, diversity apnd landscape, according to  low him on Twitter
and the Great Smoky historical slgnificance oiticials. WBenBenton.
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dav in an emal. “l1 would
be preal Lo pass thils bidl 1o
make sure we honor Lhis
beautiful tratl

Dies)arlais said Frdaey o
an emall the trall connects
federal lands, parks and
people across s nearly
300 miles

“It passes through the
Chattahoochee, Chervkee
and Nantahala national
forests, crossing six des:

frall’s emerald Kreen for-
ests, stunning vistas, rip-
pling streams and rushing
waterfalls are just parnt of
the stunning beauty found
In the Southern Appala-
chian Mountains,” Clssna
salid lin the release,

“Tens of thousands of
hikers use the trail every
year. Those numbers

found in America’s natu
ral lands throughout the
Southeast,” he sald
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of the Benton MacKaye
Trall Assoclation, pralsed
ihe move by lawmakers
and thelr stall

1w natural beauty of
the BMT makes it worthy
of such a designation, §he

Mountains Natlena) Park
J am proud 10 have worked
with the members of the
Benton MacKaye Trail
Association 1o bring this
bill o fruitbon,” Deslarlals
sald

“The passage of M.k
7884 would solidify (he




