Hike Healthy: Avoiding
COVID-19 infection on the
Appalachian Trail
COVID-19 (commonly referred to as “Coronavirus”) is a highly contagious respiratory
virus that has been diagnosed in the majority of the states along the Appalachian Trail
(A.T.). Initial symptoms of COVID-19 appear between 2-14 days after exposure to the
virus and include fever, cough, and shortness of breath. However, some may experience
more severe symptoms, including difficulty breathing, persistent pain or pressure in the
chest, confusion or inability to arouse, and bluish lips or face. Those who experience
any of these symptoms should seek immediate medical attention.
In order to minimize your risks of contracting COVID-19, the Appalachian Trail
Conservancy recommends that all hikers postpone any section or thru-hikes. Instead,
consider alternate ways of connecting to the Trail and to the outdoors until these risks
have passed. Should you decide to hike on the Trail despite the risk of exposing yourself
or others to COVID-19, please follow the below guidelines, which are based on
recommendations by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and the
World Health Organization.
• Reconsider any overnight hikes, including thru-hikes. While the risk of COVID-19
infection is still considered to be low, this risk is increased when there are larger
numbers of people in any area, including on the Appalachian Trail. Consider that even
if you are in a low-risk group yourself, you may inadvertently spread the virus to others
in your travels.
• If you choose to camp overnight, avoid camping in frequently used areas such as
shelters unless otherwise instructed by the land management agency. Instead, camp on
impacted, durable surfaces that are at least six feet from other campers. COVID-19 can
survive on some surfaces for multiple hours and potentially days, so avoid setting up
camp areas where others tend to congregate. Always follow Leave No Trace principles,
cook 200 feet from shelters and camp 200 feet from water sources.
• While A.T. thru-hikers and backpackers are ordinarily required to stay in shelters
while in Great Smoky Mountains National Park, at this time the Park has
authorized registered backcountry campers to use a tent outside the shelter to
provide for social distancing. It is important that campers stay in the area around the
shelter, both for your safety and the protection of the resources.
• Choose a less populated starting point. Even if you are thru-hiking, choose a starting
location other than Amicalola Falls State Park or Springer Mountain — large numbers
start at these locations every day in March and April, making them difficult places to
establish distance between people.

For additional information on how the COVID-19 outbreak
is affecting Appalachian Trail facilities and ATC visitor centers,
please visit appalachiantrail.org/covid-19.

• Wash your hands frequently with biodegradable soap at least 200 feet from water
sources. When soap is not available, use hand sanitizer that contains 60-95% alcohol.
• Avoid sharing food. Do not eat out of the same food bag, share utensils or drink from
other hikers’ water bottles.
• Avoid touching your eyes, nose and mouth.
• Cover your mouth when coughing or sneezing. Use a tissue and dispose of it using Leave
No Trace Principles.
• Practice social distancing and maintain six feet of space between you and other hikers
whenever possible, especially if anyone shows signs of being sick. Avoid shaking hands or
other close contact — instead, waving is a safer way to greet others.
• Avoid congregating in groups along the Trail and in communities.
• Be aware of reduced support options. Many businesses and service providers along the
Trail are closing temporarily. Local search and rescue may be dealing with local cases.
Shuttle providers and Trail angels may be staying home, unwilling to put themselves or
their families at risk. Fewer people will likely be willing to pick up hitchhikers. Hostels,
outfitters, and libraries may be closed. Places that hold hiker packages may also close.
Grocery stores and other locations where you were planning to resupply may have reduced
inventory or may be sold out of vital items. And, to keep ATC staff safe and to avoid
spreading the virus, ridge runners and caretakers normally found on Trail will no longer be
available. Until further notice, all ATC Visitor Centers will be closed.
• Consider your impacts on vulnerable Trail communities. Many communities along the
Trail are likely low on resources and may have over-burdened healthcare systems. Carrying
COVID-19 from the Trail into these communities (or vice versa) puts their healthcare
systems, their healthcare workers, and the very communities that serve the Trail at risk.
Some communities do not have healthcare options at all.
• If you are an older adult or have serious chronic medical conditions like heart disease,
diabetes or lung disease, you are at a higher risk of serious illness from COVID-19
contraction. Consider postponing your hike, given that the medical and rescue services you
might require may not be available.
• If you begin feeling sick, especially with any of the symptoms listed above, stay away from
others and get off the Trail until examined and cleared for return to the Trail by a medical
professional.
• If you are diagnosed with COVID-19 while on the A.T. or visiting a trailside community,
please submit an incident report at appalachiantrail.org/incidents detailing when and
where you got sick, when and where you got off the Trail and any other helpful
information.
• If you are diagnosed with COVID-19, plan on quarantining yourself off the Trail and
avoid contact with others. Do not take public transportation home, as this significantly
increases the risk of infecting others. Ensure you have resources to self-quarantine for an
indefinite amount of time, far from home, potentially incurring significant expense for
a hotel or other lodging option. Also consider medical expenses you may incur if you are
exposed to the virus.
For more information about COVID-19 and prevention tips, please visit cdc.gov/covid19.

