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Introduction 
This report presents the cost-benefit analysis and regulatory flexibility threshold analysis of the 
proposed regulatory action to redevelop and expand the trail system in Chattahoochee River 
National Recreation Area. Approximately 32 miles of trails would be added to the trail system (a 
48% net increase) and bicycle use would be allowed on an additional nine miles of multi-use 
trails pursuant to the park’s Environmental Assessment (NPS, 2022). The National Park Service 
(NPS) believes that these analyses provide an adequate assessment of all relevant costs and 
benefits associated with the regulatory action.   
 
The results of the cost-benefit analysis indicate that the costs of the proposed regulatory action 
are justified by the associated benefits. Additionally, this proposed regulatory action will not 
have an annual economic effect of $200 million, and will not adversely affect an economic 
sector, productivity, jobs, the environment, or other units of government. This proposed 
regulatory action will improve the visitor experience while better protecting the cultural and 
natural resources within the Recreation Area. 
 
The results of the regulatory flexibility threshold analysis indicate no adverse impacts for any 
sector of the economy or unit of government, including small entities. Given those findings, the 
proposed regulatory action will not impose a significant economic impact on a substantial 
number of small entities. 
 
Cost-Benefit Analysis  
 
Background  
 
Chattahoochee River National Recreation Area, established in 1978, protects 48 miles of the 
Chattahoochee River, situated in an urban and suburban area between Lake Lanier and Atlanta, 
Georgia. The Recreation Area’s 48-mile stretch of the river and 15 land units provide a valuable 
outdoor recreation resource within the densely populated Atlanta metropolitan area. It’s river, 
green spaces, and extensive trail network provide a variety of recreational opportunities for the 
more than three million visitors that come from within the Atlanta metropolitan area and beyond 
each year. Visitors can enjoy water-based recreational activities, such as floating, rafting, 
boating, and fishing, as well as land-based activities such as hiking, trail running, horseback 
riding, and bicycling. 
  
Bicycling is a popular recreation activity in and around the Recreation Area. It is currently 
allowed on roads and in parking areas that are open to public motor vehicle traffic, as well as on 
an administrative road in the Cochran Shoals unit (the Fitness Loop, which serves as part of the 
trail system), and on a subset of trails within the Recreation Area. These trails are shared with 
pedestrian users and can be combined with surrounding roads, providing options for cyclists of 
varying abilities. Bicycle use is currently allowed on approximately 11.6 miles of the Recreation 
Area’s approximately 67 miles of designated trails. Electric bicycles are allowed in the 
Recreation Area where traditional bicycles are allowed.   
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In 2021, the NPS published and sought public input on a Preliminary Trails Management Plan to 
help inform the development of an Environmental Assessment and provide guidance for 
improving trail conditions and connecting the 15 land units within the Recreation Area as part of 
a sustainable, accessible, and regionally integrated trail system (NPS, 2021). Following the 
public scoping period, the NPS published an Environmental Assessment (EA) in April 2022 
(NPS, 2022). The EA analyzes the potential environmental impacts of associated no-action and 
action alternatives. Under the action alternative, which is the NPS’s preferred alternative, the 
total mileage of designated trails available for public use in the Recreation Area would increase 
substantially, and the NPS would improve the quality and sustainability of the trails to better 
serve visitors and achieve greater resource stewardship. Approximately 32 miles of trails would 
be added to the Recreation Area’s trail system, for a total of 99.3 miles. Bicycle use would be 
allowed on 20.6 total miles of trail, an increase of approximately nine miles.   
 
The NPS accepted public comments on the EA for 30 days. In January 2023, following a 
recommendation by the Superintendent of the Recreation Area, the Regional Director for Interior 
Region 2, South Atlantic – Gulf, signed the Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) that 
identified the preferred alternative in the EA as the selected alternative. As stated in the FONSI, 
the NPS believes the selected alternative will improve the sustainability of the trail system, better 
protect the resources of the Recreation Area, and improve the visitor experience by facilitating 
circulation and less visitor conflicts through an expanded trail network. 
 
A change in designation of bicycle routes and managing bicycle use within a national park 
system unit has the potential to impact park resources, and the proposed action must comply with 
36 CFR 4.30 (the Bicycle Rule). The Bicycle Rule requires a special regulation to authorize 
bicycle use on new trails outside of developed areas. The Bicycle Rule states that bicycle use 
may be authorized on administrative roads upon a written determination that such bicycle use is 
consistent with protection of the park area’s natural, scenic and aesthetic values, safety 
considerations and management objectives, and will not disturb wildlife or park resources. The 
Bicycle Rule allows the use of bicycles on park roads that are open for motor vehicle use by the 
general public. 
 
Statement of Need for the Proposed Action 
 
Executive Order 12866 (58 FR 51735) directs Federal agencies to demonstrate the need for the 
regulations they promulgate. Regulations are often intended to address a market failure that 
cannot be resolved effectively through other means. Recreation opportunities have characteristics 
of public goods (i.e., they are non-rival and non-excludable) and at certain levels of use, can be 
considered common property resources (i.e., they are rival and non-excludable). Because private 
markets will supply an inefficient quantity of such resources, they are often supplied by the 
government through the management of public lands such as national parks. However, 
government provision does not guarantee that resources are allocated in a manner that maximizes 
social welfare. In the case of common property resources, the use of such resources by one group 
can diminish their availability or quality for others. For example, motorized vehicle users within 
a park can impose costs on bicyclists in the form of congestion and health and safety risks if 
bicyclists are required to use the same roads. The result may be an inefficient allocation of park 
resources. Determining the socially optimal allocation of such resources is an important need 
addressed by this regulatory action. 
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The purpose of this proposed regulatory action is to redevelop and expand the trail system in 
Chattahoochee River National Recreation Area. As noted in the EA (NPS, 2022), currently, most 
of the park’s designated trail system consists of legacy social trails, utility corridors, and relic 
roads. These legacy trails lack connectivity to neighboring park trails, degrade water quality 
through erosion runoff, and damage plant habitat. This proposed action would increase the total 
mileage of designated trails available for public use in the Recreation Area substantially and 
would improve the quality and sustainability of the trails to better serve visitors and achieve 
greater resource stewardship. Some existing trails would be rehabilitated to establish proper 
drainage, correct a safety concern, or remedy an extremely poor trail condition. New multi-use 
trails would be designed and situated so that in the future they could connect to a proposed 100-
mile regional Chattahoochee Riverlands greenway project. This uninterrupted multiuse linear 
network of greenways, blueways, and tributary trails would help connect people to parks, the 
river, and other key destinations (NPS, 2022). 
 
The NPS believes the proposed action will improve the sustainability of the trail system, better 
protect the resources of the Recreation Area, and improve the visitor experience by facilitating 
circulation and less visitor conflicts through an expanded trail network. It will also increase 
compliance, strengthen enforcement, and decrease public confusion and frustration about where 
bicycles are allowed. 
 
 
Alternatives Considered in the Current Analysis 
 
NPS Proposed Action and Preferred Alternative 
 
The trail system at Chattahoochee National Recreation Area currently comprises approximately 
67 miles of designated trails. Within this system, bicycle use occurs on approximately 11.6 miles 
of multi-use trails in the Vickery Creek, Gold Branch, Cochran Shoals, and Palisades units of the 
Recreation Area. Under the action alternative, which is the NPS’ proposed action and preferred 
alternative (alternative 2), approximately 32 miles of trails would be added to the official trail 
system, resulting in a 48% net increase in trail mileage.  
 
The proposed regulatory action would amend paragraph (a) in 36 CFR 7.90, which contains the 
special regulations for the Recreation Area. The rule would authorize the Superintendent to 
designate approximately 20.6 miles of trails for bicycle use in nine units of the Recreation Area. 
This is an increase of approximately nine miles. Bicycle use would continue to be allowed on 
existing trails in the four units where it currently occurs. Under the action alternative, a new, 
natural surface multi-use trail would be constructed that would expand bicycle use in the 
Cochran Shoals unit. In addition, new, hardened surface multi-use trails would be constructed in 
the Settles Bridge, McGinnis Ferry, Suwanee Creek, Abbotts Bridge, and Jones Bridge units of 
the Recreation Area. New multi-use trails would be designed and situated so that in the future 
they could connect to a proposed 100-mile regional Chattahoochee Riverlands greenway project. 
Trail width would vary by location but would not exceed 10 feet. 
 
As noted in the EA (NPS, 2022), the redeveloped trail system would address how visitors 
interact with the park and each other by (1) improving the trail tread and access to desirable 
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destinations, (2) rerouting trails into corridors better suited to recreation, (3) formalizing access 
to the trail system through trailheads and trail access points that connect the park with 
surrounding communities, (4) addressing circulation issues to decrease user conflicts, and (5) 
improving wayfinding and navigability through intuitive design and signage.  
 
 
Other Alternatives Considered 
 
A no-action alternative is required by the National Environmental Policy Act for the purposes of 
providing comparison to alternatives considered. As noted in the Chattahoochee River National 
Recreation Area Comprehensive Trails Management Plan / Environmental Assessment (NPS, 
2022), an action alternative (the NPS preferred alternative 2) and a no-action alternative 
(alternative 1) were carried forward. Under the no-action alternative, the NPS would maintain 
the current conditions at the park. 
 
 
Baseline Conditions 
  
The costs and benefits of a regulatory action are measured with respect to its baseline conditions. 
Guidance from the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) for a regulatory analysis suggests 
that the no-action baseline should represent a reasonable forecast of the way the world would 
look absent the proposed action being assessed (OMB, 2023).  
 
For this proposed regulatory action, the baseline conditions are described in the no-action 
alternative (alternative 1) in the EA (NPS, 2022). Under alternative 1, the NPS would continue 
current management actions and direction into the future. The existing trail system within 
Chattahoochee River National Recreation Area would continue to be provided and the park 
would manage trails without a comprehensive plan for a sustainable trail system. The park would 
continue to implement temporary trail closures as needed to protect visitor safety and park 
resources in accordance with the provisions of 36 CFR 1.5. Access to the trail system would 
continue to occur from a variety of disparate access points with varying levels of signage. 
 
 
Costs and Benefits 
 
Costs of the Proposed Regulatory Action  

 
The costs of implementing the proposed regulatory action are determined by summing the 
estimated construction costs and annual maintenance costs for the new trail system. For the 
preferred alternative, construction and restoration costs for the new trail system are expected to 
be a one-time cost of $9,170,216 compared to baseline conditions. The timing for construction of 
the trail system is subject to available funding and staff, and would be completed in a phased 
manner as resources allow. For purposes of this analysis, it is assumed that the trails will be 
constructed over a five-year period beginning in 2025. Operations and maintenance costs are 
estimated to be $236,184 annually (NPS, 2022). 
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The estimated costs and benefits of a proposed regulatory action often occur across different 
times periods. As noted by OMB (2023), a discount factor is used to adjust these effects for 
differences in timing. Based on new guidance, OMB (2023) recommends the use of a 2% 
discount rate to account for the rate at which society is willing to trade off current consumption 
for future consumption (i.e., the social rate of time preference). This 2% rate is measured by the 
30-year average real (inflation-adjusted) rate of return on long-term government debt, which 
provides a fair approximation of the social rate of time preference.   
 
Construction costs are assumed to occur in the years 2025-2029, and operations and maintenance 
costs are assumed to occur annually for the next 25 years. At a 2% discount rate, the present 
value of all costs over a 30-year time horizon is $12,821,129 (with an annualized cost of 
$572,462). These results are presented in Table 1.  
 
As noted in the EA (NPS, 2022), Chattahoochee River National Recreation Area has a long 
history of successful philanthropic partnerships, including collaborative projects that have 
funded trail construction and design. As a result, a large portion (if not all) of the trail 
construction and maintenance activities are expected to be completed through fundraising and 
working with partners. 
 
Table 1. Construction and Maintenance Costs of the Proposed Regulatory Action (30-year 
time horizon; 2% discount rate) 
 

Trail Construction and 
Restoration Cost 

Annual Operations 
and Maintenance Cost Present Value Annualized Cost 

$9,170,216 $236,184  $12,821,129 $572,462 

 
This action does not involve fees or other measures that would increase costs to visitors, 
businesses, communities, or the park. Further, as noted in the EA (NPS, 2022), in heavily used 
areas of the Recreation Area, wider trails would be built to limit visitor conflict. In Cochran 
Shoals, the most highly visited unit in the park, trail intersections and points of conflict would be 
reduced to the greatest extent possible, and the park would initiate more active monitoring of 
capacity and user conflicts on the multiuse trails. Therefore, this action is not anticipated to 
impose any costs on visitors.  
 
 
Benefits of the Proposed Regulatory Action 
 
Compared to baseline conditions, this action is anticipated to generate benefits in the form of an 
enhanced visitor use opportunity and improved visitor access and experience. Redeveloping and 
expanding the trail system in Chattahoochee River National Recreation Area would improve the 
visitor experience by offering new multi-use trails, improving the accessibility of the Recreation 
Area’s trail system, increasing circulation, and reducing visitor conflicts. Many of the new trails 
would provide access to destinations and experiences not included in the current trail system. 
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A focus would be placed on improving the quality of the trails to better serve visitors and 
achieve greater resource stewardship. Approximately 32 miles of trails would be added to the 
official trail system, resulting in a 48% increase in trail mileage. Bicycle use would be allowed 
on nearly double the trail mileage it is currently allowed on (20.6 miles compared to 11.6 miles). 
As noted in the EA (NPS, 2022), trails and destinations would be clearly marked with signs. 
Signage located at trailheads and trail access points would be standardized and improved to 
provide an inviting gateway to the park units, set appropriate expectations about visitor 
experiences, and provide wayfinding information and basic rules and regulations. New multi-use 
trails would be designed and situated so that in the future they could connect to a proposed 100-
mile regional Chattahoochee Riverlands greenway project. The greenway’s purpose is to 
maximize connectivity between Chattahoochee River parks, communities, destinations, and the 
waterway by creating a multiuse, multimodal trail that follows the river (NPS, 2022).  
 
Chattahoochee River National Recreation Area receives more than three million visitors each 
year. The park is a valuable outdoor recreation resource used by many residents located within 
the Atlanta metropolitan area. According to the latest visitor survey, the majority of visitors 
(94%) come from Georgia and most are repeat visitors. More than a third of all visitors come to 
the Recreation Area daily or weekly (Blotkamp et al., 2011). Visitors participate in a variety of 
recreational activities, including walking/hiking, jogging, birdwatching, boating, and bicycle 
riding.  
 
Although this action has the potential to draw new visitors to the Chattahoochee River National 
Recreation Area or cause current visitors to come more frequently due to an expanded trail 
system and improved access and connectivity, as noted in NPS (2022), the proposed action is not 
expected to substantially change visitor use levels and demographics. Rather, the proposed action 
is expected to improve the recreational experience for current visitors, including bicyclists, who 
would enjoy an expanded and improved trail system and increased connectivity. Bicycle use 
would be allowed on an additional nine miles of trail and an additional five units of the 
Recreation Area compared to current conditions.  
 
According to the most recent visitor survey, 34% of visitor groups report bicycle riding on past 
visits to the Recreation Area and 9% report bicycle riding on their current visit. Bicycling is the 
primary reason for visiting the Recreation Area for 5% of visitor groups (Blotkamp et al., 2011). 
This proposed regulatory action has the potential to benefit all bicyclists. Based on a five-year 
average of past visitation (3,287,418), this would indicate that up to 295,868 visitor-days of 
bicycling annually could be affected by this proposed regulatory action (3,287,418*0.09). 
Focusing on those 5% of visitors indicating that they come to the Recreation Area primarily to 
bicycle, this would indicate that at least 164,371 visitor-days of bicycling annually could be 
affected by this proposed regulatory action (3,287,418*0.05). 
 
To monetize the benefits of the proposed regulatory action, the number of affected visitors is 
multiplied by an economic value per visitor-day. The appropriate measure of value to capture 
changes in the quality or quantity of recreational opportunities in national parks is consumer 
surplus, which is calculated as the difference between what a consumer pays for the recreational 
experience and the maximum amount they would be willing to pay (OMB, 2023). In the absence 
of a primary study, consumer surplus can be measured through the benefit transfer method, 
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which uses existing consumer surplus estimates from previously conducted site-specific studies 
to obtain a measure of value specific to the context being evaluated. 
 
An in-depth search of the existing economics literature reveals two studies that have valued a 
recreation visit to Chattahoochee River National Recreation Area specifically - Neher et al. 
(2013) and Neher et al. (2018). Both studies estimate a travel cost model using data from a 
visitor survey conducted at the park and adopt conservative modeling assumptions such as a low 
driving cost per mile that excludes depreciation and exclusion of variables related to the value of 
the visitor’s travel time. Neher et al. (2013) estimate a value of $96.96 per recreation visit to 
Chattahoochee River National Recreation Area (in 2023 dollars). Neher et al. (2018) update this 
estimate using a slightly different modeling approach and estimate a value of $91.41 per 
recreation visit (in 2023 dollars). Results across the two studies are very similar, demonstrating 
stability across the modeling approaches. 
 
Current bicyclists are expected to experience an increase in this consumer surplus value due to 
the upgraded and expanded trail system. In the absence of primary data collection, it is difficult 
to know with certainty the exact increase in value that will be experienced by bicyclists. 
However, the existing natural resource economics literature has consistently demonstrated that 
the quality of a recreation site (for example, miles and quality of trails) is an important 
determinant of recreation demand and consumer surplus (Loomis and Walsh, 1997; Industrial 
Economics Inc., 2012). A study by Siderelis et al. (2000) found that trail users in North Carolina 
would be willing to pay $15 more per trip, a 27% increase in consumer surplus, if trail quality 
improved to “ideal” conditions. A visitor survey conducted at Blue Ridge Parkway found that 
visitors were willing to pay at least $14 for one more mile of quality trail (Matthews at el., 2004). 
Based on the existing literature, it is reasonable to assume that visitors who currently bike at 
Chattahoochee River National Recreational Area would experience an increase of 5% to 10% of 
their current consumer surplus value. For purposes of this analysis, a lower bound estimate is 
based on the assumption that all visitors who bicycle during their visit to the Recreation Area 
(295,868 visitor-days annually) would experience a 5% increase in their value per visitor-day, 
and an upper bound estimate is based on the assumption that visitors who come to the Recreation 
Area primarily to bicycle (164,371 visitor-days annually) would experience a 10% increase in 
their value per visitor-day. Using the slightly lower estimate from Neher et al. (2018) of $91.41, 
this corresponds to an increase of between $4.57 and $9.14 per visitor-day. These benefits are 
expected to begin in 2030, the year after the trail construction is assumed to be completed. 
 
The present value of these benefits using a 2% discount rate, as well as an annualized value, is 
shown in Table 2. This estimate of benefits is conservative for several reasons. First, it does not 
account for any increased visitation that could result from the expanded trail system, nor does it 
account for any potential future increases in visitation to the Recreation Area generally. Second, 
some visitors that do not currently bike could start engaging in this recreational activity as a 
result of the upgraded and expanded trail system, resulting in additional increases in consumer 
surplus. Lastly, although the expanded trail system will benefit pedestrians and a variety of non-
bicycling recreation activities, additional benefits to these users are not accounted for.    
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Table 2. Increased Consumer Surplus from the Proposed Regulatory Action (30-year time 
horizon; 2% discount rate)  
 

 Present Value Annualized Benefits 

Low Estimate of Increased Consumer Surplus $23,909,475 $1,067,556 

High Estimate of Increased Consumer Surplus $26,566,066 $1,186,173 

 
 
Net Benefits of the Proposed Regulatory Action 
 
This proposed regulatory action is expected to result in construction and maintenance costs to the 
government, and benefits to park visitors in the form of improved access, public safety, and 
enhanced visitor experience. The net benefits of this proposed regulatory action are calculated as 
the difference between the monetized benefits to visitors, and the construction, operations and 
maintenance costs realized in each year. At a 2% discount rate, the present value of these net 
benefits over a 30-year time horizon ranges from $11,088,346 to $13,744,937, depending on the 
assumed number of visitors affected and associated increase in consumer surplus per visitor-day. 
These results are shown in Table 3.  
 
 
Table 3. Net Benefits of the Proposed Regulatory Action (30-year time horizon; 2% 
discount rate)  
 

 Present Value Annualized Net Benefits  

Low Estimate of Net Benefits  $11,088,346 $495,094 

High Estimate of Net Benefits $13,744,937 $613,710 

 
This action does not involve additional measures that would increase costs to visitors, 
businesses, or local communities. Therefore, the net benefits of the proposed regulatory action 
are expected to be positive. 
 
Uncertainty 
 
The exact number of affected visitors and the marginal increase in value experienced by these 
visitors from the proposed regulatory action is not known with certainty. The total benefits 
generated by this action were estimated with the best available data, and sensitivity analysis was 
used to quantify a range of expected benefits and net benefits associated with the proposed 
action. Results indicate that positive net benefits will be generated, as illustrated in the cost-
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benefit analysis above. Any uncertainty involved in this analysis is associated only with the 
magnitude of expected benefits. The NPS is not aware of any other sources of uncertainty.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The results of this cost-benefit analysis indicate that positive net benefits, with a present value 
ranging from $11,088,346 to $13,744,937 at a 2% discount rate, will likely be generated by 
implementing the proposed regulatory action. Given that, NPS concludes that the benefits 
associated with the proposed regulatory action justify the associated costs. Further, this proposed 
regulatory action is not expected to have an annual economic effect of $200 million, or to 
adversely affect an economic sector, productivity, jobs, the environment, or other units of 
government. This proposed regulatory action will improve economic efficiency.  
 
 
Regulatory Flexibility Threshold Analysis 
 
The Regulatory Flexibility Act, as amended, requires agencies to analyze impacts of regulatory 
actions on small entities (businesses, nonprofit organizations, and governments), and to consider 
alternatives that minimize such impacts while achieving regulatory objectives (Small Business 
Administration, 2012). Agencies must first conduct a threshold analysis to determine whether 
regulatory actions are expected to have a significant economic impact on a substantial number of 
small entities. If the threshold analysis indicates a significant economic impact on a substantial 
number of small entities, an initial regulatory flexibility analysis must be produced and made 
available for public review and comment along with the proposed regulatory action. A final 
regulatory flexibility analysis that considers public comments must then be produced and made 
publicly available with the final regulatory action. Agencies must publish a certification of no 
significant impact on a substantial number of small entities if the threshold analysis does not 
indicate such impacts.  
 
This threshold analysis relies on the cost-benefit analysis, which concludes that this proposed 
regulatory action will generate positive benefits and no costs to visitors, businesses, or local 
communities. In addition, this action will not impose restrictions on local businesses in the form 
of fees, training, record keeping, or other measures that would increase costs. As noted in NPS 
(2022), this action is not expected to have a measurable impact on visitation and will thereby not 
affect visitor spending or businesses, including small entities. Given those findings, this 
proposed regulatory action will not impose a significant economic impact on a substantial 
number of small entities.   
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