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included more than 6,000 tracts in all. This seemingly monumental task was achieved through land 

acquisitions from willing landowners, and also from uncooperative landowners through the 

implementation of eminent domain. Older land owners were allowed to live out their lives in the park 

through mutually agreed upon lifetime leases. Eight years after authorization, the park was 

established in 1934 and officially dedicated in 1940.  

Park Statistics at a Glance (NPS 2015) 

¶ Great Smoky Mountains National Park lies in two states: 111,832 ha (276,344 ac) in North 

Carolina and 99,044 ha (244,742 ac) in Tennessee. 

¶ The park had 10.7 milli on recreational visitors in 2015 - the highest visitation of any of the 58 

national parks and an all-time record for the park. 

¶ The park generates over $734 million per year (in 2013) for surrounding communities. 

¶ In fiscal year 2014 the park had a base budget of $18.5 million. 

¶ The park hosted 225,000 overnight campers in 2013 at its nine campgrounds. There are more 

than 100 backcountry sites which see more than 77,000 overnight visits per year. 

¶ There are 11 picnic areas in the park, with a total of 1,050 sites. 

¶ Over 400,000 hikers annually traverse over 1,280 km (800 mi) of maintained trails; 113 km (70 

mi) of the Appalachian Trail runs through the park. 

¶ There are 342 structures maintained in the park, including 78 historic structures in five historic 

districts. 

¶ The park was designated an International Biosphere Reserve in 1976 and a World Heritage Site 

in 1983. 

2.1.2. Geographic Setting 

GRSM comprises approximately 2,000 km2 (772 mi2) of almost entirely forested land in the southern 

Appalachian Mountains (Fig. 2.1.2.1). Divided almost equally between the states of North Carolina 

and Tennessee, the park is characterized by rugged terrain, large elevation gradients, and highly 

varied aspects. The park has an elevation range from 267 to 2,025 m (876 to 6,643 ft). This combined 

with some of the highest precipitation levels in North America have helped create one of the most 

biodiverse regions in the world. Three Tennessee and two North Carolina counties border the park, 

and also, a large part of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians (EBCI) tribal lands borders the 

southeastern portion of the park in North Carolina. The Blue Ridge Parkwayôs southern terminus 

enters the park through these tribal lands. The Nantahala and Pisgah National Forests border the park 

in areas on the North Carolina side, and a small portion of the Cherokee National Forest in Tennessee 

is situated near the western edge of the park (Fig. 2.1.2.2.). There are three major gateway 

communities adjacent to GRSM with several other smaller communities that are important to the 

economies of Tennessee and North Carolina. 
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Figure 2.1.2.1. Great Smoky Mountains National Park lies at the southern terminus of the Appalachian 

Mountains and is equally distributed between Tennessee and North Carolina. Source: GRSM 2012. 
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Figure 2.1.2.2. General land ownership adjacent to GRSM. Source: GRSM 2012. 

Weather and Climate 

GRSM is located within a region known for having a humid subtropical climate characterized by hot, 

humid summers with frequent thunderstorms, and cool winters. However, in this mountainous terrain 

the climate is dynamic and constantly changing, and varies greatly as a result of steep moisture and 

temperature gradients. Precipitation is somewhat evenly distributed throughout the year, and is 

mainly in the form of rainfall, although snowfall does occur in the area, mainly at higher elevations 

(NOAA 2015, Renfro 2015). July is typically the wettest month and October is the driest (Fig. 

2.1.2.3), with an annual average precipitation range of 140 cm (55 in) in the valleys to more than 215 

cm (85 in) at the higher elevations. During anomalously wet years, more than 2 m (6.6 ft) of rain can 

fall along the ridges and peaks (NPS 2008). Average temperatures range from -2.8 to -3.3 °C (27 

to38 °F) in January to 15 to 22.4 °C (59 to 72 °F) in July (NOAA 2015) (Fig. 2.1.2.4), again 

depending on elevation. Winds vary greatly in both speed and direction depending on the specific 

location within the overall complex mountainous terrain of the park (Renfro 2015). 
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