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Abstract  This Plan provides background materials, describes the planning 
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implementation strategies.  

 The maps in this Plan are for use solely as a planning tool. Proposed trail 
routes indicate desire lines and should not be considered specific trail 
alignments. These routes require further study. Several of these routes 
are being studied and relevant master plans will determine the nature 
and location of the trail. Alignments will be selected and developed 
pursuant to the trail implementations and recommendations set forth in 
the Plan text, the Plan Implementation Guide, and applicable Local, State 
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PART 1 
 

Introduction  
The Countywide Park Trails Plan (CWPTP) was initially adopted in 1998. The Plan proposed a 250-mile 
interconnected system of hard surface and natural surface trails of countywide significance.  Since 
1998, many amendments to the Plan have been adopted as part of more detailed Park and 
Community Master Plans. This edition of the Countywide Park Trails Plan reflects these amendments 
as of September 2008. Although the Plan focuses on trails within the more than 25,000 acres of 
parkland owned by The Maryland-National Capital Park and Planning Commission (M-NCPPC), some 
trails in parkland owned by Federal, State, and Municipal agencies have also been included. 

The Plan also addresses the importance of facilities such as bike paths that are located outside of 
parkland but provide safe, attractive access to park trails. 

 

History 

Park trail planning in Montgomery County has a long tradition beginning in the 1930's with the 
planning and development of Rock Creek and Sligo Creek stream valley parks. 

Over the years, trail planning has continued as master plans for different parts of the county and 
different parks have been completed. A Planning Guide to Trails was done in 1991 but focused 
primarily on trails within county parks and left the issue of connecting to trails and bikeways outside 
the park system largely un-addressed. A Staff Draft Update to this Guide was distributed in 1995 but 
the Update was never finalized. 

The absence of an updated countywide concept for Trails has made it difficult to understand how a 
particular trail proposal relates to an overall county system and has made prioritizing funding for 
trails difficult. 

In the summer of 1996, the Montgomery County Planning Board recognized the need to 
comprehensively examine all these planning efforts and establish from them an integrated, 
countywide vision for park trails.  The Planning Board directed staff to prepare a plan of trails of 
countywide significance.  This Plan is the result of that directive and has been reviewed and approved 
by The Planning Board. 

 

What this Plan IS - and What this Plan is NOT  

This Plan IS a concept plan that: 

 Proposes an overall vision for Countywide Park Trails. 

 Identifies potential trail and bikeway linkages between key destinations. 

 Relies on approved and adopted master plans as a starting point. 

 Proposes routes and corridors that are of countywide significance. 

 Focuses on hard surface and natural surface trails. 
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This Plan is NOT: 

 A detailed plan of trail alignments that have been field checked and approved by all 
involved. 

This level of analysis will occur sometime after the concept plan has been approved.  
Potential connections must be subjected to an analysis of alternatives and appropriate 
environmental and engineering feasibility analysis. 

 A trail management plan that designates which user groups should use which trails. 

This Plan focuses on two major types of trails:  hard surface and natural surface.  Decisions 
about what user groups should be allowed on what trail must await more detailed planning.  
Guidelines for making these decisions are included in the Plan 

 An acquisition plan. 

This Plan does recommend some trail corridors in areas not owned by the public.  
Determining the appropriate location of a trail and whether easements could be used in lieu 
of purchase should be made in the context of subsequent trail studies and future master 
plans. 

 A comprehensive map of all the recreational trails and bikeways in Montgomery County. 

This Plan focuses on trails of countywide significance.  There are many trails (such as public 
use easements obtained for equestrian enjoyment) and bikeways that exist or are planned 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ tƭŀƴΦ  ¢ƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ tƭŀƴ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ άōƛƎ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜέ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ 
and to rely on local master plans and park master plans to show the complete local network. 

 9ǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ ƛŘŜŀƭ ǇƭŀƴΦ 

Preparation of this Plan included numerous public meetings and workshops. Although there 
seems to be general agreement that a comprehensive concept plan like this is needed, 
individual comments vary as to what this Plan should include and propose.  The concepts 
proposed in this Plan are intended to strike a balance among all viewpoints heard during the 
Plan process. 

 

Terminology  

Lƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊƪ ǘǊŀƛƭǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ tƭŀƴ ǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ άƘŀǊŘ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜέ ŀƴŘ άƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜέ ǘǊŀƛƭǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀn 
άǇŀǾŜŘέ ŀƴŘ άǳƴǇŀǾŜŘΦέ  IŀǊŘ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜ ǘǊŀƛƭǎ Ƴŀȅ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǇŀǾŜŘ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜǎ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴŀȅ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ŀƴȅ 
firm and stable surface capable of supporting most on-road or hybrid bicycles (the C&O Canal 
towpath, for example).  Natural surface trails are typically narrow (2-4 feet wide) dirt trails.  Surfaces 
may include wood chips or stones.  These trails generally involve no major tree cutting, but may 
involve water bars, stairs, boardwalk or erosion control measures, where necessary. 

In terms of non-park trail connectors, this Plan identifies bikeways, public use easements, utility 
rights-of-way and sidewalks as ways of providing safe and attractive access to park trail corridors. 

 

Planning Process and Public Involvement  

The Countywide Park Trails Plan planning process is shown in Figure 01. Public input has guided the 
development of the trail concepts contained in this draft. A complete list of meetings and other 
activities is included in the Technical Appendix. 
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Figure 01 - Plan Process  

Countywide Park Trails Plan Process 
Plan Process Initiated (August 1996) 

Staff Draft Plan (September 1997) 

Public Hearing Draft Plan (December 1997) 

Planning Board Public Hearing (January 1998) 

Planning Board Worksessions  (February - July 1998) 

Planning Board Approval (July 1998) 

Updated (March 2004) 

Updated (September 2008) 

 
Relationship to the General Plan Refinement of the Goals and Objectives for 
Montgomery County  

As with most planning efforts in Montgomery CounǘȅΣ ǘƘƛǎ aŀǎǘŜǊ tƭŀƴ ǊŜƭƛŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ DŜƴŜǊŀƭ 
Plan for guidance. Originally adopted in 1964 and amended in 1993, the General Plan establishes the 
Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΣ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƭŀƴŘ ǳǎŜΣ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎΣ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘΣ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ 
community facilities and the environment.  A summary of the General Plan Refinement Goals related 
to this Plan is included on the next page in Table 1.1 

 

Relationship to Regional Trail Network  

The trail network does not stop at the County borders. Many of the trails described in this Plan 
connect to similar facilities outside Montgomery County. 

Using these existing and proposed connections, hikers, cyclists, and other trail users can reach trails 
and bikeways of regional and even nŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ tƭŀƴ ǎŜŜƪǎ ǘƻ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ƭƛƴƪǎ 
to the regional trail system. Major regional trails are shown in Figure 02. Descriptions of the regional 
trails and how they link to Montgomery County trails is discussed below. 

 C&O Canal Trail 

One of the oldest trails in the region, the C&O Canal Trail runs from Georgetown to 
Cumberland, Maryland. The canal corridor is managed by the National Park Service as the 
Chesapeake and Ohio Canal National Historical Park. The hard-packed soil of the towpath 
allows for use by most bicycles as wells as hikers and other uses. Montgomery County 
ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ Ŏŀƴ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƭ ŀǘ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǎǇƻǘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ DǊŜŀǘ Cŀƭƭǎ ¢ŀǾŜǊƴ ±ƛǎƛǘƻǊΩǎ /ŜƴǘŜǊ 
Park. The Capital Crescent trail parallels the towpath for 2.5 miles between the Key Bridge 
ŀƴŘ CƭŜǘŎƘŜǊΩǎ .ƻŀǘƘƻǳǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƴƻǊǘƘ ŀƴŘ Ŝŀǎǘ ƻŦ 
CƭŜǘŎƘŜǊΩǎ .ƻŀǘƘƻǳǎŜΣ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘǊŀƛƭǎ ƛƴ aƻƴǘƎƻƳŜǊȅ /ƻǳƴǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿǇŀǘƘ 
are more difficult and less direct. 

 Mount Vernon Trail 

The Mount Vernon Trail runs from Theodore Roosevelt Island to Mount Vernon along the 
west bank of the Potomac. Connections to Montgomery County include the Capital Crescent 
and Rock Creek Trails via the Key Bridge and Memorial Bridge respectively.  
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 Washington and Old Dominion Trail  

/ƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ !ǊƭƛƴƎǘƻƴ ±ƛǊƎƛƴƛŀΩǎ CƻǳǊ aƛƭŜ wǳƴ ¢ǊŀƛƭΣ ǘƘŜ ²ϧh5 ǘǊŀƛƭ ǎǘǊŜǘŎƘŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 
Mount Vernon Trail along the Potomac to Bluemont, Virginia in Loudon County.  The W&OD 
trail can be reached from Montgomery County through DC via the Rock Creek or Capital 
Crescent Trails and one of several bridges crossing the Potomac to Arlington, or via ferry at 
²ƘƛǘŜΩǎ CŜǊǊȅ ǘƻ [ŜŜǎōǳǊƎΦ 

 Monocacy Scenic River Greenway Trail  

Frederick County has proposed a greenway and trail along with Monocacy River, which flows 
from Pennsylvania to the Potomac River at the Montgomery County Border.  Such a trail 
would link the C&O Canal, Sugarloaf Mountain Park, the Monocacy Natural Resource 
Management Area, and Buckeystown Community Park. Montgomery County residents could 
access the proposed trail from the C&O Canal towpath. 

 Rock Creek Trail  

The Rock Creek Trail in Montgomery County terminates at Beach Drive at the District of 
Columbia border, 

 Capital Crescent and Metropolitan Branch Trails 

These trails, described in more detail later, are the backbone of the down-county system and 
important connections to the District of Columbia. 

 Anacostia Trail System  

tǊƛƴŎŜ DŜƻǊƎŜΩǎ /ƻǳƴǘȅ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ !ƴŀŎƻǎǘƛŀ ¢ǊƛōǳǘŀǊȅ ¢Ǌŀƛƭ {ȅǎtem, a network of 
paved trails in the Northwest Branch, Sligo Creek, Northeast Branch, Indian Creek and Paint 
Branch stream corridors.  Some of these trails are part of the coast-to-coast American 
Discovery Trail.  Montgomery County residents can access the trail system from Sligo Creek or 
Northwest Branch Trails. This Plan also shows a desire line along the Paint Branch that would 
connect into the Anacostia Tributary trails. 

 Washington, Baltimore and Annapolis Trail  

The proposed WB&A rail trail runs along an old trolley line from the Glenarden (near the 
.Ŝƭǘǿŀȅ ƛƴ tǊƛƴŎŜ DŜƻǊƎŜΩǎ /ƻǳƴǘȅύ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ .ŀƭǘƛƳƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ !ƴƴŀǇƻƭƛǎ ¢Ǌŀƛƭ ƛƴ !ƴƴŜ !ǊǳƴŘŜƭ 
/ƻǳƴǘȅΦ .ƻǘƘ !ƴƴŜ !ǊǳƴŘŜƭ ŀƴŘ tǊƛƴŎŜ DŜƻǊƎŜΩǎ /ƻǳƴǘƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōǳŘƎŜǘŜŘ ƳƻƴŜȅ ŦƻǊ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ 
and construction of the trail.  Montgomery County residents will be able to use the Anacostia 
tributary system to reach the WB& A Trail.   
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Table 1.1: General Plan Refinement of the Goals, Objectives & Strategies Related to Trails  

Provide a coordinated and comprehensive system of parks, recreation and open space (Land Use Objective 8). 

 Give priority to open space, park and recreation investment in areas with the greatest existing or 

proposed residential density and in areas with important environmental features. 

 Use open space, parks, and recreation facilities to shape and enhance the development and identity of 

individual neighborhoods, cluster developments, existing communities, and transitions between 

communities. 

 Integrate open space, parks and recreational facilities into urbanized areas to promote public activity 

and community identity. 

 Plan for and encourage the provision of greenway to connect urban and rural open spaces, to provide 

access to parkland, to connect major stream valley park areas, and for recreational purposes such as 

walking and biking. 

Provide pedestrian and bicyclists safe, direct and convenient means of travel for transportation and recreation 
(Transportation Objective 6). 

Connect parks and conservation areas to form an open space and conservation-oriented greenway system 
(Transportation Objective 2B). 

 Conserve County waterways, wetlands, and sensitive parts of stream valleys to minimize flooding, 

pollution, sedimentation, and damage to the ecology and to preserve natural beauty and open space 

(Environment Objective 4). 

 Identify and protect wetlands and other sensitive parts of watersheds. 

 Prohibit development too close to streams, in the 100-year ultimate floodplain, and in flooding danger 

reach areas of dams, unless no feasible alternative is available. 

 Maintain the natural character of drainage areas in the immediate vicinity of streams, rivers and lakes. 

 Minimize impacts from construction and operation of public and private facilities located in stream 

valleys, buffers and floodplains; first priority should be given to preserving natural areas (avoidance), 

second priority to mitigation, and third priority to replacement with functional equivalents. 

 Mandate ñno net lossò of wetlands.
 

Preserve and enhance a diversity of plant and animal species in self-sustaining concentrations (Environment 
Objective 6). 

 Plan a system of parks, conservation areas, subdivision open space, and easements to support a 

diversity of species in self-sustaining concentrations. 

 Ensure protection of environmentally sensitive habitats and un-buildable land through the master plan 

and development review process. 

 Minimize forest fragmentation to protect habitat continuity. 
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Figure 02 -  Regional Trails Map
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Figure 03 - Regional /Recreation Park Destinations 



PART 1 ς UPDATE TO THE COUNTYWIDE PARK TRAILS PLAN  

10 

Figure 04 - Countywide Trail Corridors 
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Plan Concepts 
Guiding Principles 

The following principles have guided preparation of this Plan: 

 Maintain a Countywide perspective 

 Emphasize connectivity 

 Provide variety  

 Establish guidelines to aid decisions at the local planning level 

 Seek balance among recreation, transportation and environmental concerns 

 Establish the priority of key components of the Countywide network 

 Designate a network which is responsive to population centers, both existing and planned 
recommend implementation strategies  

 

Trail Destinations  

Parkland in Montgomery County totals over 50,000 acres (see Table 1.2 below). 

The largest component of the park system consists of over 31,000 acres owned by M-NCPPC.  The M-
NCPPC park system is categoriȊŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇŀǊƪ άǘȅǇŜǎέ ŦƻǊ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎΦ  [ŀǊƎŜǊ ǇŀǊƪǎ ǘƘŀǘ 
serve countywide recreation or conservation needs include regional, recreational, special, 
conservation, and stream valley parks.  These parks contain more than 25,000 acres, over 90% of the 
total acreage owned by M-NCPPC.  

This Plan identifies many of these countywide parks as destinations for purposes of trail planning (see 
Figure 03).  These park destinations are the basis for a comprehensive, countywide park trail system 

 

Table 1.2: Park Acreage 

2003 PARK ACREAGE 

Agency  Acres 

M-NCPPC  31,800 

State of Maryland  12,3673 

National Park Service 3,146 

Municipalities 1,401 

Washington Suburban Sanitary Commission 3,100 

TOTAL
5 1,814 
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Trail Corridors  

The eight park trail corridors shown in Figure 04 are keyed to parks and recreation areas of 
countywide significance, whether they are owned by federal, state, county or municipal agencies.  
The recreational trail corridors incorporate all the trail destinations and interrelate to create a natural 
surface and hard surface trail network for the county. 

The Plan objectives for each of the trail corridors are shown in Table 1.3. 

The Patuxent River, Seneca Greenway, Rachel Carson Greenway and C&O Canal Corridors include the 
most important elements of the proposed natural surface trail network. 

The Rock Creek, Capital Crescent, Eastern County and Upcounty Corridors include the most important 
elements of the hard surface trail network. 
 

Table 1.3: Trail Corridors and Related Plan Objectives 

TRAIL CORRIDORS PLAN OBJECTIVES 

1 Patuxent River Provide a continuous natural surface trail system along the river. 

2 Seneca Greenway Provide a continuous natural surface trail from the Potomac to the Patuxent. 

3 Rachel Carson Greenway 
Provide a natural surface trail that provides a high-quality passive recreational 
experience. 

4 C&O Canal Improve trail connections to the C&O Canal towpath. 

5 Rock Creek  
Expand the trail system in Rock Creek Regional Park northward to Olney and 
the Patuxent River and southward to the Potomac River. 

6 Capital Crescent 
Provide a continuous trail corridor through Bethesda and Silver Spring to the 
Metropolitan Branch Trail in the District of Columbia. 

7 Eastern County  
Enhance east-west hard surface trail connectivity between parks and park trail 
systems. 

8 Upcounty 
Provide a hard surface recreational trail to serve the existing and future 
residents of Germantown, Clarksburg and Damascus. 
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Natural Surface Trail Plan  
¢ƘŜ tƭŀƴ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ŦƻǊ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜ ǘǊŀƛƭǎ ǘŀƪŜǎ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ aƻƴǘƎƻƳŜǊȅ /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ 
frontage along two significant rivers: the Potomac to the south and the Patuxent to the north.  The 
C&O Canal extends the length of the Potomac.  The State of Maryland and the Washington Suburban 
Sanitary Commission own or intend to acquire most of the frontage along the Patuxent. Natural 
surface trails already exist in the state-owned portions of the Patuxent River waterfront. 

 

This Plan: 

 Supports sustainable trails that accommodate appropriate trail  uses with minimal impact 
to adjoining natural systems and cultural features.  

 Proposes a natural surface trail system along the entire length of the Patuxent River.  

 Proposes three cross-county natural surface trails to link the Potomac and Patuxent Rivers 
(see Figure 05): 
 

The Rachel Carson Greenway Corridor includes a natural surface trail that extends from the Capital 
Beltway to the Patuxent River. 

The Muddy Branch-Watts Branch Rock Creek Corridor is largely in public ownership. The City of 
DŀƛǘƘŜǊǎōǳǊƎ Ƙŀǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ aǳŘŘȅ .ǊŀƴŎƘ ǎǘǊŜŀƳ ǾŀƭƭŜȅ ŀ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ ƎǊŜŜƴǿŀȅ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ  
Gaps in trail connectivity in northern Olney are being addressed as part of the subdivision review 
process; public use easements are being obtained as development occurs.  Gaps in the Shady Grove 
area will need further study. 

The Seneca Greenway Corridor ƛǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƻǿƴŜŘ ōȅ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴŜ άƎŀǇέ ƴŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ 
Patuxent River needs to be closed to make the greenway continuous from the Potomac to the 
Patuxent. 

 Proposes natural surface trail access be improved to the C&O Canal. 

 Proposes trails associated with the Underground Railroad in Montgomery County be 
identified and integrated into trail planning for Montgomery County. 

 Recognizes natural surface trails may be single-use (such as hiking only) or shared use 
(hiking, horseback riding, and cycling, or hiking and horseback riding, or hiking and cycling). 
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Hard Surface Trail Plan  
Hard surface, multi-use trails are increasingly popular in Montgomery County with cyclists, walkers 
and in-line skaters (depending on surface type).  This Plan seeks to enhance the hard surface trail 
system, particularly in the Upcounty where ǎǳŎƘ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǎŎŀǊŎŜΦ  ¢ƘŜ tƭŀƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
Downcounty is to improve connections between existing trails (some of which were built in the 
1930's) and to extend trails to population centers like Olney. 

The proposed Upcounty and Downcounty trail networks are connected by a bike path, which adjoins 
roadways in the I-270 Corridor. 

 

This Plan: 

 Proposes an Upcounty hard surface trail system to serve the residents of Germantown, 
Clarksburg, and Damascus (see Figure 06). 

Although the Germantown Master Plan addresses pedestrian circulation in great detail and 
the planning area enjoys an extensive network of bike paths along roadways, the 
Germantown area does not have many recreational trails for cyclists and walkers. This Plan 
suggests a hard surface recreational trail concept that includes the Clarksburg Greenway 
Concept proposed in the 1994 Clarksburg Master Plan, the existing Magruder Trail in 
Damascus; the North Germantown Greenbelt and a portion of the Seneca Greenway. 

 Recommends a hard surface trail system for Downcounty which links the existing Sligo 
Creek, Rock Creek, and Capital Crescent hiker-biker trails to proposed trails in the eastern 
portion of the County (Montrose parkway, Matthew Henson Park, and the ICC right-of-
way). 

 Recommends hard surface trail access to the C&O Canal towpath be improved west of I-
270. 

 Recommends that an already planned and largely implemented bike path in the I-270 
Corridor link the Upcounty and Downcounty hard surface trail systems. 

 Does not distinguish between paved or packed surfaces. 
 

The type of trail surface should be determined by studies that are more detailed at time of trail 
design. 
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Figure 05 - Natural Surface Trail Plan Connectivity to Potomac & Patuxent Rivers 
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Figure 06 - Hard Surface Trail Plan: Interconnected Upcounty & Downcounty Trails 


