
  
  

Written Determination 

Bicycle Use in Multiple Park Units 

 

The National Park Service (NPS) has prepared a Comprehensive Trails Management Plan / 

Environmental Assessment (EA) for the Chattahoochee River National Recreation Area. The EA 

analyzes the potential environmental impacts of bicycle use on approximately 20.6 miles of trail 

in the Recreation area, an increase of approximately 9 miles from current conditions. Bicycles 

are currently allowed in the following locations within the recreation area:  

 

• Roads and in parking areas that are open to public motor vehicle use; 

• An administrative road in the Cochran Shoals unit, the Fitness Loop, which also 

serves as a part of the trail system (approximately 2.7 miles); and  

• A subset of trails in the Vickery Creek, Gold Branch, Cochran Shoals, and 

Palisades units (approximately 8.9 miles).  

Attachment A includes the mileage and trail types by unit of the Recreation Area where bicycle 

use is currently ongoing and may be authorized by the Superintendent after trail construction is 

complete. 

The Regional Director signed a Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) for this project on 

January 24, 2023. Under the selected alternative, the NPS will continue to allow bicycle use on 

existing trails in four units of the Recreation Area. With the support of NPS partners, the NPS 

will construct a new, natural surface multi-use trail that would expand bicycle use in the Cochran 

Shoals unit, and construct new, hardened surface multi-use trails in the Settles Bridge, McGinnis 

Ferry, Suwanee Creek, Abbotts Bridge, and Jones Bridge units. Before allowing bicycle use on 

the new trails, the Superintendent of the Recreation Area and the Regional Director for Interior 

Region 2, South Atlantic – Gulf, must approve a written determination that such use is consistent 

with the protection of the Recreation Area's natural, scenic, and aesthetic values; safety 

considerations and management objectives; and will not disturb wildlife or Recreation Area 

resources. 36 CFR 4.30(e). The EA and the FONSI provide information and context for this 

written determination, including specific analysis of the potential effects of bicycle use on 

Recreation Area resources, and are available online at https://parkplanning.nps.gov/chat by 

clicking the link entitled “Comprehensive Trails Management Plan” and then clicking the link 

entitled “Document List.” The Plan and EA will be retained in the park archives as part of 

Federal records management after the rulemaking process.  

 

The NPS also must promulgate special regulations before bicycles may be used on new trails 

outside of developed areas (36 CFR 4.30), which the NPS will complete before bicycles are 

allowed on the new trails in the Recreation Area.  

 

RECREATION AREA BACKGROUND 

The Chattahoochee River is one of the oldest and most stable river channels in North America. It 

begins as a tiny stream in northern Georgia, passes through the City of Atlanta, and flows 430 

miles to its confluence with the Flint River at the Florida border. On August 15, 1978, President 

Jimmy Carter signed legislation that set aside the Chattahoochee River National Recreation Area 

as a unit of the National Park System. 

 



  

The Recreation Area is located within the suburbs north of Atlanta and is a valuable outdoor 

recreation resource for local residents as well as visitors from the rest of the United States and 

around the world. The Recreation Area’s 48-mile stretch of river and 15 land units provide an 

ecological oasis within a densely populated region and contain more than 950 species of plants 

and a diverse assemblage of wildlife. Its waters and lands provide an abundant variety of outdoor 

recreation opportunities such as hiking, nature viewing, birding, paddling, bicycling, boating, 

and fishing. These experiences are further enhanced by the Recreation Area’s scenic qualities, as 

well as opportunities for solitude and seclusion in nature within relatively undisturbed forests, 

wetlands, bluffs, ravines, and open water areas.  

 

Purpose of the Recreation Area 

The purpose of Chattahoochee River National Recreation Area is to preserve and protect the 

natural and cultural resources of the 48-mile Chattahoochee River corridor, from Buford Dam to 

Peachtree Creek, for the benefit and enjoyment of present and future generations. 

 

Significance of the Recreation Area 

Significance statements express why an area’s resources and values are important enough to 

merit designation as a unit of the National Park System. Statements of significance describe the 

distinctive nature of an area and why it is important within a global, national, regional, and 

Systemwide context. They focus on the most important resources and values that will assist in 

planning and management.  

 

Six statements of significance have been identified for the Recreation Area. (Please note that the 

sequence of the statements does not reflect the level of significance.) These statements are linked 

to the purpose of the Recreation Area and are supported by data, research, and consensus. 

 

• Running along the Brevard Fault Zone, one of the oldest and most stable river channels in 

North America, the Recreation Area’s 48-mile river corridor features steep, rugged 

palisades, rocky shoals, sheer rock faces, and exposed geologic features that provide 

remarkable visual scenery.  

• At the intersection of the southern piedmont and mountain habitats, the Recreation Area 

is an ecological oasis within a densely populated region and contains more than 950 

species of plants and a diverse assemblage of wildlife. 

• Nestled in metropolitan Atlanta, the Recreation Area features America’s first designated 

national water trail.  

• Cultural resources along the Chattahoochee River represent the continuum of human 

interaction over the past 10,000 years that is reflected in archeological sites, historic 

structures, and cultural landscapes that owe their locations to the natural features of the 

river corridor.  

• Located in a narrow section of the upper Chattahoochee watershed, the river serves as the 

lifeblood of local and downstream communities, supporting a wide array of recreational, 

ecological, and human uses.  



  

• The Recreation Area constitutes an important outdoor recreation resource to an urban 

population numbering [6.1] million people in the Atlanta metropolitan area. Its waters 

and lands provide a diverse and abundant variety of outdoor recreation opportunities such 

as hiking, nature viewing, paddling, bicycling, boating, and fishing. These experiences 

are further enhanced by the Recreation Area’s scenic qualities, as well as opportunities 

for natural solitude and seclusion within relatively undisturbed forests, wetlands, bluffs, 

ravines, and open water areas. 

Resources and Values of the Recreation Area 

Fundamental resources and values are features, systems, processes, experiences, stories, scenes, 

sounds, smells, or other attributes determined to warrant primary consideration during planning 

and management processes because they are essential to achieving the purpose of the area and 

maintaining its significance.  

The following are the fundamental resources and values of the Recreation Area:  

• Geology 

• Ecology 

• Recreation (including trail connectivity) 

• Cultural resource complexes 

• Ethnographic and archeological resources 

• Museum and archival collections 

• The Chattahoochee River  

• Scenic qualities 

 

WRITTEN DETERMINATION  

 

Natural, Scenic, and Aesthetic values 

A major focus of NPS management, as identified in the Recreation Area’s 2017 Foundation 

Document, is the provision of opportunities for healthy recreation and unstructured play for 

visitors to enjoy the Recreation Area’s natural, scenic, and aesthetic values. Cycling is a popular 

form of recreation in and around the park. The continued use of bicycles in current locations will 

provide park visitors with outstanding recreational opportunities and the ability to explore and 

enjoy the park’s natural beauty and scenic views. Existing signage in the park includes trailhead 

markers and signs that indicate where bicycle use is allowed on trails. The continued use of 

bicycles in these locations would not require the addition of new human-made features that 

would impact the natural landscape. The new multi-use trails would improve the quality and 

sustainability of the trail system, achieve greater resource stewardship, and enhance connectivity 

of greenspace along the Chattahoochee River within the Recreation Area and with existing, 

neighboring trail systems and others under development. Many of the new multi-use trails would 

be constructed on previously disturbed corridors, such as utility corridors or remnant roadbeds, 

to minimize new disturbance while still providing access to important scenic viewpoints and 

protecting historic resources. The NPS also will implement project design criteria and best 

management practices (See Appendix F of the EA) to reduce adverse impacts to resources. The 



  

Recreation Area’s 2009 General Management Plan (GMP) includes descriptions of appropriate 

facilities by zone and the Trails Management Plan amended the GMP zones in some units.  All 

new trail-related facilities will conform to allowable infrastructure by GMP zone (updated in the 

Trails Plan) to preserve and maintain the appropriate natural, scenic, and aesthetic conditions in 

the different locations of the Recreation Area.  

 

Safety Considerations 

The NPS has implemented a speed limit for bicycles of 10 miles per hour in the Recreation Area 

and requires bicycle users to yield to pedestrians when encountered on multi-use trails. The NPS 

posts signs and educational materials at strategic locations to direct bicycle traffic, minimize user 

conflicts, and convey important safety and regulatory information about bicycle use, such as 

speed limits and helmet requirements. New signage design will be coordinated with regional trail 

systems that intersect with park units and will incorporate multiple languages and symbols to 

better communicate with the significant non-English-speaking visiting population. Currently, due 

to heavy bicycle use on the Sope Creek trails, the park actively manages for their use and 

requires bicycle users to follow the directional one-way signs on the Cochran Shoals multi-use 

trails. The NPS will continue to educate visitors through updated information on the Recreation 

Area's website and on social media. The NPS monitors conflicts between bicyclists and 

pedestrians to ensure the safety and enjoyment of both user groups and collaborates with partners 

to promote visitor safety and responsible recreation. NPS staff will continue to monitor multi-use 

trails for user conflicts and to identify maintenance needs, such as periodic resurfacing, 

stabilizing slopes, and vegetation trimming to help ensure visitor safety.   

 

Management Objectives 

Management objectives for the Recreation Area are guided by the GMP, Foundation Document, 

and Trails Management Plan. All three of these documents address management challenges 

associated with physical encroachment and increased levels and diversity of visitor use along the 

narrow river corridor, as well as opportunities to improve trail sustainability, accessibility, and 

connectivity to provide high-quality visitor experiences. Upon implementation of the Trails 

Management Plan, the trail system will undergo a full-scale redevelopment to create a 

sustainable, manageable trail system with a high diversity of quality trail experiences. This will 

relieve some of the resource challenges so that the trail system better achieves desired 

conditions. While certain existing multi-use trails will remain popular, other areas will become 

less crowded due to the creation of new trails, thereby reducing pressure on soils, streambanks, 

and cultural resources. In addition, engineering improvements to the trail system would better 

enable it to accommodate current use levels sustainably. 

 

Management objectives for the Recreation Area also are guided by NPS Management Policies 

2006. These policies direct superintendents to develop management plans that allow for 

recreation in National Park System units, but in a manner that avoids unacceptable impacts on 

resources or values. See NPS Management Policies 2006, Section 8.2.2.1. They also emphasize 

the need for alternative transportation systems, especially those that promote nonmotorized 



  

means of accessing and moving within System units. See NPS Management Policies 2006, 

Section 9.2. 

Continuing to allow ongoing bicycle use on a subset of trails in the Vickery Creek, Gold Branch, 

Cochran Shoals, and Palisades units, and allowing bicycle use on the new multi-use trails, will 

provide resilient, safe, and accessible routes to many of the Recreation Area’s visitors while 

ensuring the NPS continues to meet management objectives that protect resources. 

 

Wildlife and Resources 

Analysis of potential impacts in the EA and FONSI concluded that resources in the Recreation 

Area, including cultural and natural resources and sensitive species, would not be impaired or 

significantly impacted by continued bike use on existing trails or expanded bicycle use on the 

new multi-use trails. While existing trails that allow biking are more prone to short-term impacts 

along trail edges when bikers occasionally travel off trail into vegetated areas, the park has 

successfully mitigated these impacts through trail design and visitor education. Additionally, 

bicycle traffic on multi-use trails is generally slow, due to the speed limit of 10 miles per hour as 

well as the shared nature of the trails and design. Since these trails are popular and active, 

typically, wildlife avoid these areas during the daylight to avoid humans. While biking may 

cause more disturbance to wildlife than hiking, the difference in disturbance is minimal and 

effects to wildlife are similar between hikers and cyclists. Over the past 20 years, relatively few 

wildlife-bicycle encounters have been observed on the existing multi-use trails and even fewer 

accidents have been reported by the public as a result of those encounters. The NPS does not 

expect impacts to water resources resulting from the new trails because the NPS will employ 

sustainable trail standards and design to avoid and mitigate any impacts to wetlands, tributaries, 

or other water resources. Trail construction would create small and localized impacts to 

vegetation within the 10-foot-wide trail footprints; no large-scale clearing is proposed. New trails 

would be constructed using permeable materials to protect water quality and prevent erosion. In 

wet locations, special structures, such as boardwalks, would be built to limit trail widening from 

visitors routing around puddles and mud, which tramples trailside vegetation. The actions would 

not have an effect on listed species.  

 

The NPS will continue to consult with the State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) and 

affiliated Tribes in compliance with Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act 

(NHPA). There are no historic properties eligible or listed in the National Register of Historic 

Places on trails with existing bicycle use. The NPS does not expect that the continued use of 

bicycles on these trails would adversely affect park cultural resources. A Programmatic 

Agreement with the SHPO, Muscogee Nation, and Eastern Band of the Cherokee Indians 

identifies a process for archeological surveys and streamlined review for trail work identified in 

the EA. The NPS included sustainable trail guidelines in the EA (see Appendix F) which it 

considers integral to guiding trail construction, maintenance, and management in the Recreation 

Area. The impact analysis, on-going consultation, and trail guidelines support long-term 

protection of wildlife and resources.  



  

 
Conclusion  

Based upon the foregoing and as required by 36 CFR 4.30, the NPS has determined that bicycle 

use on the 20.6 miles of existing and new multi-use trails in the National Recreation Area that 

was evaluated in the EA and FONSI is consistent with the protection of the Recreation Area’s 

natural, scenic, and aesthetic values; safety considerations; management objectives; and will not 

disturb wildlife or park resources. 

 

 

 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Ann Honious, Superintendent, Chattahoochee River National Recreation Area                Date 

 

 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Mark A. Foust, Regional Director, Interior Region 2, South Atlantic - Gulf                Date 

  



  

Attachment A – Trails Open to Bicycle Use  

T 

Park Unit Trail Descriptioni Approximate Trail Mileage 

Abbotts Bridge Type 4  2.0 

Cochran Shoals Type 4 (Fitness Loop)  2.7 

Cochran Shoals 
Type 2 (multi-use trails in the 

Sope Creek Area) 
9.1 

Gold Branch 
Hard Surface Sidewalkii 

(Lower Roswell Trail) 
0.5 

Jones Bridge Type 4  1.4 

McGinnis Ferry Type 4  1.4 

Palisades 
Type 4 (Rottenwood Creek 

Trail) 
1.6 

Settles Bridge Type 4  1.6 

Suwanee Creek Type 4  0.2 

Vickery Creek 
Type 4 (Roswell Riverwalk 

Trail)  
0.1 

 

 

 
i Note: The trail classes are identified in Appendices C and F of the Comprehensive Trails Management 

Plan and Environmental Assessment (2022). 

ii Design standards for the Lower Roswell Road Multi-Use Trail are separately included in the Lower 

Roswell Road Improvements: Multi-Use Trail Facility and Entrance Improvements Environmental 

Assessment (2012). The Comprehensive Trails Management Plan and Environmental Assessment (2022) 

carries this alignment forward as a multi-use trail. 
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