Potomac Heritage Trail Association

Dr. Elisabeth Griffith, Headmistress
Madeira School
8328 Georgetown Pike

McLean, Virginia 22102









1 June 2008

Dear Dr. Griffith, 

The Potomac Heritage Trail Association (PHTA) is a membership-based organization dedicated to the development, construction, preservation, and interpretation of the Potomac Heritage National Scenic Trail (PHNST).  

The PHNST is one of only eight national scenic trails that have been established by the U.S. Congress. It is also an important part of Fairfax County’s trail planning. The intended route of the trail in Virginia is to follow the Potomac shoreline as closely as possible. In northern Fairfax County, most of the route has already been established.  For instance, a continuous natural surface trail now exists from the Loudoun County line to Great Falls National Park at Difficult Run. Most of this has been or is in the process of being designated as official segments of the PHNST, marked by distinctive turquoise-colored blazes. 

The PHTA supports the efforts of local citizens and Supervisors Foust and Connolly to fill one of the few missing links in the PHNST in Fairfax County, by routing the trail along the periphery of the Madeira School property.  
We appreciated the opportunity to walk one proposed PHNST route on April 14 (“SW route” on map), and look forward to walking the alternative PHNST route on June 4 (“NE route” on map).  These are the two options that enable a continuous route for the PNHST. Such a route requires an egress from the southeast corner of Madeira property (on Georgetown Pike between Kimberwicke Road and Spring Hill Road), at which point the trail could follow any of several possible routes to Scotts Run Nature Preserve.
We feel that the trail would be a good neighbor for Madeira School, for the following reasons: 
Successful Precedent at Camp Crowell: The Girl Scouts’ Camp Crowell, in Oakton north of Vale Road, is a very analogous situation to Madeira School.  The Cross County Trail goes through their property along the flood plain of Difficult Run. At first, the Girl Scouts opposed the trail, but Fairfax County Park Authority convinced them to grant an easement for it.  The girls helped with the construction of this natural surface trail. It stays well separated from dorms and activity buildings.  Camp Crowell now considers the Cross County Trail a good neighbor.
Daytime Only:  Like all Fairfax County Park and Great Falls Park trails, this will be open only during daylight hours, and so posted.
Security:  Anyone wishing to do harm does not need a trail—nor want one, because with a trail they can at any moment be spotted and reported.  Security would be enhanced because of more eyes on the ground.
Ingress and Egress Will Be Clearly Marked:  From Great Falls, the PHNST will follow either the NE route (our preference) or the SW route, to its point of egress at Georgetown Pike (see attached map).  The trail at Madeira will not be open to the public until the egress route is built and marked well. Trail users will therefore not face a dead-end. Signs will say “Public trail on private property, please stay on the trail”.
Recreational Use Statute:  Legislation has been enacted in all 50 states to grant landowners and public agencies broad immunity from liability for personal injuries or property damage suffered by pursuing recreational activities.

Health and Fitness:  Trails are a great boost to health and fitness.  Madeira students, teachers and staff could access the trail (perhaps via a gate) to enjoy these benefits.
Expected Use:  The trail at Madeira will become a beloved part of the Potomac Heritage National Scenic Trail, due to its spectacular scenery. But it will require fairly strenuous hiking to reach—either from Great Falls NP or from the Kimberwicke Road area.  Usage rates will probably be less than on the Cross County Trail (say, between Rt 7 and Leigh Mill Road), which is easier to access and more level.   
No Bicycles:  The trail would not be open to bicycles.
Light on the Land:  The trail will be natural surface, constructed by volunteers from organizations such as the PHTA.  Madeira would not be asked to construct the trail.
Comprehensive Studies of Trail Impacts on Adjacent Landowners:  A number of studies have been performed regarding the impact of trails on landowners.  These typically focus on rail trails (conversions of abandoned railroad right of way to 10-foot wide asphalt bike paths, like the W&OD).  These obviously are far heavier-duty than the PHNST, which is a simple dirt trail, like the Cross County Trail along Difficult Run. Still, the studies are notable for the favorable views held by landowners along the trails.  Example studies include: 
http://www.nps.gov/ncrc/programs/rtca/helpfultools/impact_railtrail_final.pdf
http://www.brucefreemanrailtrail.org/pdf/Burke-Gilman.pdf
http://www.ptny.org/pdfs/greenways/publications/LandownersGuide.pdf
We believe the NE route is superior to the SW route, both from the hiker’s viewpoint (it is more scenic), and from Madeira’s point of view:  
Remoteness from School Facilities:  Along lower Difficult Run and the river, the trail is at the bottom of a steep slope, well separated (both horizontally and vertically) from the school facilities.  Along the eastern border, the trail is even more remote from the facilities than it is along the river.  A steep, 150’ slope separates it from the auditorium along the bluff, the only school building (according to Google Earth) within ¼ mile of the trail.  This route is significantly farther from the school facilities than is the SW route.
Floodplain Only:  The NE route stays in the flood plain of the Potomac River and tributary streams.  Thus, it uses only land that cannot be built upon.
Minimal Impact on Neighboring Homes:  The NE route, compared to the SW route, is significantly more remote from the neighboring homes, both in horizontal distance, and in elevation. The houses are on top of a ridge; the trail would be at the bottom, 50 feet below them.

The Route Not Taken:  Using the NE route would mean that the Potomac Heritage National Scenic Trail would byass the existing trail easement along Georgetown Pike (which comes closer to the school facilities).  
We look forward to working with you, Supervisors Foust and Connolly, and the community to make the Potomac Heritage National Scenic Trail a benefit for all.







Sincerely,







William P. Niedringhaus








President, PHTA
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