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TRAIL CORRIDOR PLAN CONCEPTS 

 
PURPOSE OF PLAN 
 
The 1998 Countywide Park Trails Plan identifies eight significant trail corridors oriented to 
recreational and regional parks (See Figure 1). One of the trails identified in the Plan is the C&O 
Canal towpath, which stretches 180 miles from Washington, DC to Cumberland, MD. More than 
20% of this towpath is located in Montgomery County and over 130,000 Potomac area residents 
live within four miles of the trail. The Countywide Park Trails Plan’s objective for the C&O Canal 
corridor is to improve trail connections to the towpath. Toward that end, it recommends 
generalized trail routes through three linear M-NCPPC parks - Cabin John Stream Valley and 
Regional Park, Watts Branch Stream Valley Park and Muddy Branch Stream Valley Park. The 
Countywide Park Trails Plan recommends more detailed trail corridor plans be completed to 
further refine and define trail locations. 
 
The Muddy Branch Trail Corridor Plan is the first trail corridor completed since adoption 
of the Countywide Park Trails Plan in 1998. 
 
The Countywide Park Trails Plan states: “Opportunities exist for a hard surface trail in portions of 
Muddy Branch (but) final decisions on trail surface must await the Potomac Master Plan Update.” 
This Plan, done in the same time frame as the Potomac Master Plan Update, addresses the issue 
of trails in the Muddy Branch Stream Valley Park (SVP) and recommends generalized alignments 
for both hard surface and natural surface trails. 
 

PLAN GOALS 
 

• Improve trail connections to the C&O Canal towpath as recommended in the Countywide 
Park Trails Plan. 

 

• Evaluate the potential for both a hard surface trail and a natural surface trail in the Muddy 
Branch Stream Valley Park. 

 

• Provide a more direct, hard surface connection from River Road to the C & O Canal through 
Blockhouse Point Conservation Park and Pennyfield Lock Neighborhood Conservation 
Area. 

 

• Explore ways to improve trail connectivity to the proposed Gaithersburg Greenway. 
 

• Design a trail system to serve the community’s recreational and transportation needs. 
 

• Locate trails in a way that protects the environmental character of the Muddy Branch Stream 
Valley. 

 

• Interpret natural, historical and cultural features along the trail route. 
 

• Identify potential trail connections to surrounding communities and destinations. 
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FIGURE 1: COUNTYWIDE PARK TRAILS PLAN: Trail Corridors Map  
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TRAIL CORRIDOR PLAN MAP 
 
The overall trail system for the Muddy Branch SVP proposed in this Plan is shown in Figure 2. 
The goal of this Plan is to design a trail system to serve the recreational and transportation needs 
of nearby residents and at the same time protect and preserve the Park’s most sensitive 
environmental features. 
 
The recommended trail system accomplishes this dual-purpose goal by formalizing a continuous, 

primarily natural surface trail1 through the stream valley from the City of Gaithersburg to the C&O 
Canal using existing trails wherever practicable. In some cases, the Plan recommends rerouting 
existing trails out of sensitive areas and restoring the disturbed environmental features through a 
variety of mitigation techniques.  
 

A hard surface trail2 is proposed in the upper portion of the stream valley. This trail will provide 
nearby residents with an alternative transportation route to neighborhood schools and other 
community destinations. It will also serve as part of a regional, recreational trail from the City of 
Gaithersburg’s greenway network to the C&O Canal towpath. The Plan recommends building this 
trail primarily through the already disturbed Washington Suburban Sanitary Commission (WSSC) 
sewer corridor to minimize effects on significant environmental features in the Park. 
  
To provide the most enjoyable trail experience for all users, the Plan recommends: separating the 
hard surface and natural surface trails in the northern section of the Park; interpreting historical, 
cultural, and natural resources in the stream valley; and providing trail users with beautiful views 
of the Muddy Branch. 

SUMMARY OF PLAN RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

• Designate a formal natural surface trail that extends from Maryland Route 28 to the C&O 
Canal. 

Many informal, natural surface trails exist in the stream valley and are enjoyed by hikers 
and equestrians. This Trail Corridor Plan proposes that one formal, natural surface trail be 
designated from these many informal trails.  

• Recommend the natural surface trail be built to equestrian standards. 

The formalized natural surface trail should be accessible to both equestrians and hikers. 
Equestrian trails generally require more space than hiker-only trails (i.e. wider and higher 
clearances and greater turning radii). If trails are built to the greater standard, both user 
groups will be accommodated.  

  

                                                
 
1 A natural surface trail is typically a narrow (2-4 ft.) dirt trail, but may also include wood chips or stones.  Generally, it involves no major tree 

cutting, but may have water bars, stairs, boardwalk or erosion control measures. 
2 A hard surface trail may be constructed of any firm and stable trail surface capable of accommodating casual walkers and cyclists.  Materials 

may include concrete, asphalt, crushed stone, packed gravel, or other hard surface and bridges or boardwalk where necessary. 



4 
MUDDY BRANCH TRAIL CORRIDOR PLAN 

FIGURE 2:  MUDDY BRANCH TRAIL CORRIDOR PLAN: Trail Concept Plan Map  
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Recommend a hard surface park trail between MD 28 and Quince Orchard Road. 
As shown on the Trail Corridor Plan Map, a hard surface trail is proposed in the upper 
portion of the Muddy Branch Stream Valley. The proposed alignment follows already 
disturbed routes (such as a sewer right-of-way) as much as possible. A hard surface trail 
is not proposed in the lower portion of the Muddy Branch Stream Valley due to 
environmental constraints (such as steep slopes, wetlands and unique habitats). 
Ultimately, the hard surface trail should continue south of Quince Orchard Road through 
new parkland to be acquired when the Hanson Farm property is subdivided. The trail will 
connect to a proposed Class I bikeway along Travilah Road toward River Road and the 
C&O Canal. 

• Propose trailhead access and parking at several locations. 

A one-way trip along the proposed trail through the entire Plan area (Route 28 to the C&O 
Canal) is approximately five miles. This Plan recommends trailhead access and parking 
facilities adjacent to each road crossing to allow trail users to plan excursions of various 
lengths in the stream valley. 

• Propose community trail connections to enhance access from the existing development. 

The North Potomac neighborhoods adjacent to the upper section of the Muddy Branch SVP 
are densely populated and contain parks, schools and other community destinations. This 
Plan recommends utilizing several existing neighborhood trail connections to facilitate trail 
access. 

• Identify remnants of the Dufief Mill as an interpretive site along the trail. 

Portions of the Dufief millrace, tailrace and wooden flume still exist in the stream valley. 
The millrace and flume were bisected during construction of the sewer line. This Trail 
Corridor Plan recommends preserving what remains of these historic sites and interpreting 
them for the public. 

• Rely on bikeways proposed in the Potomac Master Plan to provide access to the C&O Canal. 

The hard surface park trail in the Muddy Branch stream valley will stop in the vicinity of the 
Hanson Farm. Trail users will be able to continue southward to the C&O Canal along bike 
paths proposed in the Potomac Master Plan. 

• Connect the natural and hard surface trails to the Gaithersburg greenway network via an 
underpass of MD Route 28. 

An underpass at Route 28 will connect the park trail with the City of Gaithersburg’s 
greenway network. Coordination with the State and the City of Gaithersburg is important to 
ensure trail continuity. 

• Reflect the trail recommendations of the Blockhouse Point Conservation Park Master Plan 

Blockhouse Point Conservation Park is located in the southern portion of the trail corridor. 
This Plan reflects the trail recommendations shown in the Blockhouse Point Conservation 

Park Master Plan, adopted by the Planning Board in 2004. 

• Recommend that a final decision whether or not to construct the hard surface trail await 
completion of a Facility Plan. 

The trail planning process is outlined in the Implementation Chapter. Prior to 
implementation of the hard surface trail, a more detailed design and engineering study 
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(referred to as a  

Facility Plan) will take place. Based on the findings of this study, the Planning Board will 
decide whether or not to proceed with the hard surface trail. 

• Amend the Countywide Park Trails Plan as follows (see Figure 3): 

1. Remove a hard surface trail proposal from the lower 2/3 portion of the Muddy Branch 
SVP.  

2. Rely on natural surface trails in Cabin John; Watts Branch and Muddy Branch Stream 
Valley Parks (SVP) as the primary trail access to the C&O Canal towpath. 

3. Retain a proposal for a hard surface trail in the upper portion of the Muddy Branch 
Stream Valley Park: 

• To provide a safe, attractive trail connection northward to the Gaithersburg 
Muddy Branch Greenway trail system; 

▪ To provide a connection to the I-270 Corridor Bikeway; 

▪ To provide access to the C&O Canal towpath bike path in concert with a 
proposed bike path along Travilah Road. 

 

• Provide a shared-use natural surface trail along the general alignment of the hard surface trail 
until a final decision is made regarding construction of the hard surface trail.  

RELATION TO OTHER PLANS AND POLICIES 
 

Countywide Park Trails Plan 
The 1998 Countywide Park Trails Plan identifies the Muddy Branch Stream Valley Park as a 
critical component of two regional trail systems: the Rock Creek Corridor and the C&O Corridor.  
 
The Rock Creek Trail Corridor. The Rock Creek Corridor is one of three proposed “cross-
country natural surface trails to link the Potomac and the Patuxent Rivers. ” One of the Countywide 
Park Trails Plan’s recommendations for the Rock Creek Corridor is to explore ways to connect 
the City of Gaithersburg’s greenway network to the Patuxent River via the Rock Creek trail 
system. The Muddy Branch Stream Valley Park trail system proposed in this Plan will help 
complete the proposed cross-county Rock Creek Corridor trail by connecting the Gaithersburg 
greenway network to the C&O Canal and the Potomac River (see Figure 4). 
 
The C&O Canal Trail Corridor. The Countywide Park Trails Plan identifies the C&O Canal 
Corridor as one of eight “significant trail corridors oriented to recreational and regional parks.” The 
Muddy Branch stream valley is recognized as one option to improve access to the towpath from 
the surrounding Potomac communities. The Countywide Park Trails Plan recommends a 
generalized route through the Stream Valley Park, but left the issue of exact trail location and 
surface type to the Potomac Master Plan Update. As a result, this Plan was developed in 
conjunction with the Master Plan Update and provides the basis for the Master Plan’s 
recommendations regarding the Muddy Branch trail system. 
 
The recommendations of the Muddy Branch Trail Corridor Plan amend the Countywide Park Trails 
Plan Map as shown in Figure3. 
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Potomac Master Plan3 
The Muddy Branch Trail Corridor Plan was developed concurrently with the Potomac Master Plan. 
Coordination with the Potomac Master Plan has enabled this Trail Corridor Plan to look 
comprehensively at surrounding land uses and identify a trail system that appropriately connects 
existing and proposed neighborhoods and community destinations. The coordination also 
ensures that the Potomac Master Plan includes recommended Park-take lines that are critical to 
building a continuous trail system through the stream valley park.  
 
Since this Trail Corridor Plan recommends a hard surface trail in the Park only as far south as the 
Hanson Farm, a bike path is needed to connect trail users from the end of the hard surface trail 
within the Muddy Branch stream valley park to the C&O Canal towpath. The Potomac Master 
Plan’s proposed bikeway system, which recommends bike paths on both Travilah and River 
Roads, appears to adequately provide this connection.  
 

City of Gaithersburg Master Plan 4  
Existing and proposed trails in the City of Gaithersburg will connect to the hard surface trail in the 
Muddy Branch Stream Valley Park via an underpass at Route 28. The Maryland State Department 
of Transportation is building this connection as part of its Route 28 Improvement Project. 
Connection to the Gaithersburg trails is important to provide a continuous trail corridor from the 
Patuxent River State Park to the C&O Canal as shown on the Countywide Park Trails Map. 
 

Blockhouse Point Conservation Park Master Plan 5 
Blockhouse Point Conservation Park includes the southernmost section of the Muddy Branch 
stream valley. The Blockhouse Point Conservation Park Master Plan provides for public access 

to the park via a system of natural surface trails connecting with Muddy Branch Stream Valley 

Park to the north, the C&O Canal and Pennyfield Lock Neighborhood Conservation Area to the 

south, and Callithea Farm to the west. The majority of trails are proposed as "hiking only". 

However, a few are designated for "hikers and equestrians" or "all users, e.g., hikers, 

equestrians, and bikes."  

                                                
 
3 This plan is available at the M-NCPPC Information desk and on our website at: 

 http: // www.mcparkandplanning.org / community/ plan_areas / Potomac / intro.shtm 
4The City of Gaithersburg 2003 Master Plan: Environment document is located on the world wide web at: 

 http://www.gaithersburgmd.gov/poi/default.asp?POI_ID=1115&TOC=107;81;388;1115; 
5This plan is available at the M-NCPPC Information desk and on our website at: 

 http: // www. mcparkandplanning.org / Environment / block_ publichear_ draft/block_ publichear_draft.shtm 
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FIGURE 3:  PROPOSED AMENDMENT TO COUNTYWIDE PARK TRAILS PLAN
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FIGURE 4: NATURAL SURFACE TRAIL PLAN: Connectivity to Potomac & Patuxent 
Rivers 
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HARD SURFACE TRAIL ANALYSIS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS  
 
One of the most significant issues in this Plan is whether or not a hard surface trail should be 
proposed in the Muddy Branch Trail Corridor. 
 
During the Plan process, many different opinions were expressed. Those opposing a hard surface 
trail expressed concerns about opening the forest canopy and the potential fragmentation of 
wildlife habitat and invasion of non-native species; potential threats to delicate ecosystems, the 
need to protect functioning wetlands, how compaction of soils would affect plants and potential 
effects on stream water quality from trail run-off. Those supporting a hard surface trail cited health 
benefits; enhanced connectivity to other trails; opportunities to provide safe, recreation cycling 
and walking opportunities for children, families and seniors and reduced reliance on the 
automobile. 
 
Balancing environmental concerns, policies and objectives with recreational and mobility 
concerns has been a major challenge in this Plan. 
 
The process used to achieve a balance between stewardship and recreation is discussed in this 
chapter. This process has resulted in the following Plan: 
 

 REMOVE from the Countywide Park Trails Plan a hard surface trail 
recommendation from the lower 2/3 of the Muddy Branch Stream Valley 
Corridor. 

 
 RETAIN for further study a hard surface trail proposal in the upper 1/3 of the 

Muddy Branch Stream Valley Corridor. 

 

Analysis of Opportunities and Constraints 
Table 1 summarizes the opportunities and constraints associated with a hard surface trail in 
relation to six factors: 
 
Environmental Features. Environmental concerns are a key focus of this Plan. The Muddy 
Branch SVP contains several significant environmental features including mature forests, steep 
slopes, major wetlands, unique habitats, rare plant species and Montgomery County Park 

Biodiversity Areas6. Determining whether a hard surface trail can be built in the stream valley 
without diminishing the environmental setting is a goal of this Plan. 
 
For this reason, mapping environmental features was the first step in the planning process. A 
sensitive area analysis identifies streams and their buffers, 100-year floodplains; steep slopes, 
highly erodible soils, hydric soils, wetlands and their buffers and habitats of rare, threatened, 
endangered and watchlist species. 
 

                                                
 
6 The Maryland Natural Heritage Program in the document titled Inventory for Rare Plants and Significant Habitats on M-NCPPC Parklands in 

Montgomery County designates Biodiversity Areas.  These areas contain rare, threatened, endangered or watch list species; unusual or unique 
habitat; high quality or otherwise significant natural communities; or plant or animal species with importance to the County or locality.  They 
appear in many of the proposed trail corridors.  Special care must be taken when planning, designing and constructing trails in these areas. 
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The Muddy Branch Stream Valley Park includes a biodiversity area and an extensive sensitive 
areas buffer as well as mature forests, steep slopes, major wetlands, unique habitats and rare 
plant species. 
 
In general, the lower portion of the stream valley is narrow, with steep slopes and rolling upland 
topography. A hard surface trail could destroy high quality forest habitat and result in a steeply 
pitched trail that would promote erosion from surface runoff. The same topographic characteristics 
would make it difficult to create a trail with a gentle enough slope for casual users. For these 
reasons, the Plan does not recommend a hard surface trail in the existing Stream Valley Park 
south of Quince Orchard Road. 
 
In contrast, the upper portion of the stream valley is less sensitive and more disturbed than the 
lower portion. The area west of the Muddy Branch has already been disturbed as a result of sewer 
line installation and prior farming. A hard surface trail is feasible in this section provided the trail 
is carefully planned – avoiding as many environmental features as possible - and environmental 
mitigation measures are employed where necessary. 
 
M-NCPPC follows a tiered approach during the trail planning, design and construction processes 
to avoid, minimize and mitigate potential negative environmental effects of a proposed trail. This 
general policy is detailed at the end of this document in Appendix, page B - 9. 
 
Archaeological / Cultural Features. The most important features in this category are located in 
the lower portion of the Muddy Branch Trail Corridor at the Blockhouse Point Conservation Park. 
This is an area rich in archeological and cultural artifacts relating to the Civil war. Interpreting 
these features in an appropriate setting argues again a hard surface recreational bike trail system 
in this area. 
 
Existing Areas of Disturbance. In the northern portion of the Stream Valley Park, there are 
opportunities to locate the trail in less sensitive portions of the stream valley. Open areas, formerly 
farmed, are characterized by non-native invasive plant species. A sewer line-right-of-way 
traverses the park in a north-south direction. 
 
Population / Housing. The population density surrounding the upper portion of the stream valley 
is described in the Potomac Master Plan as being the highest planning area. 
 
Trail Connectivity. Key points of trail connectivity include an underpass of Rte 28 at the northern 
end of the trail corridor. This underpass provides access to the City of Gaithersburg trail system 
and to the bike path along Great Seneca Highway. Great Seneca highway bikeway path is an 
important element in the Countywide Park Trails Plan as it connects park trails systems in the 
northern and southern part of the County. 
 
Accessibility. Providing persons with disabilities an opportunity to enjoy trails and parks is an 
important planning objective. Locating hard surface trails in areas with fairly level grades helps 
achieve this objective. 
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TABLE 1: OPPORTUNITIES AND CONSTRAINTS IN MUDDY BRANCH STREAM VALLEY CORRIDOR 

Segments 
Environmental 

Features 
Archaeological / 
Cultural Features 

Existing Areas of 
Disturbance Population Housing Trail Connectivity Accessibility 

Northern portion of 
Stream Valley  
(Segment 1) 

Flat floodplain 
supporting a mixture of 
weedy, wooded areas, 
weedy old-
fields/regenerating 
forests, and wetlands, 
some large blacks of 
high quality mature 
upland forest, two 
woody watch list plants. 
Highest quality natural 
areas are in ravines and 
on uplands. 

None known. Additional 
inventory work will be 
done during facility 
planning. 

Open areas where 
farming once occurred. 

Sewer rights of way. 

Old dirt road beds 
associated with former 
agricultural use. 

Highest population 
density in Potomac 
Planning Area (3,361 
people per square mile) 

Housing surrounds 
stream valley on all 
sides. 

Underpass being built 
as part of MD 28 
improvements will 
connect to Gaithersburg 
greenway hard surface 
and natural surface 
trails, future aquatic 
center and future 
middle school. 

Gentle grades afford 
opportunity to meet 
park accessibility 
policies related to 
disabled individuals. 

Southern Portion of 
Stream Valley 
(Segment 2, 3, and 
4) 

Wide flat wooded 
floodplain, wetlands, 
wooded ravines, steep 
rock outcrops, high 
quality upland forest. 
One state endangered 
fern. Four other watch-
list plants. High quality 
natural area throughout. 

DuFief Mill Race, flume 
and dam in Segment 2. 

Blockhouse Point 
Conservation Park and 
associated 
archaeological & 
historical sites in 
Segment 4. 

Sewer rights-of way 

Gas-line easement 

Old dirt road beds 
associated with 
agricultural use 

Old River Road; paving 
removed.  

Low-density population 
and residences (ranging 
from (272 to 421 people 
per square mile) Large 
lot residential pattern. 

Would provide park trail 
connection to C&O 
Towpath. 

Class I bikeway 
proposed on Travilah 
Road, which parallels 
Muddy Branch SVP. 

Steepness of stream 
valley will require 
switchbacks and 
extensive grading to 
achieve accessibility 
policies. 
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Based on the analysis in Table 1, this Trail Corridor Plan recommends: 
 
Removal of a Hard Surface Trail Proposal from the Southern Portion of the Corridor 
 
A hard surface trail proposal is removed from the lower 2/3 of the stream valley because the 
stream valley is narrow, with steep slopes and rolling upland topography. A hard surface trail 
could destroy high quality forest habitat and result in a steeply pitched trial that would promote 
erosion from surface runoff. 
 
To achieve connectivity with the C&O Canal towpath, the Plan relies instead on a future bike path 
along Travilah Road, proposed in the Potomac Master Plan, which roughly parallels the Muddy 
Branch SVP. 
 
A bike path along a road with numerous driveways and many intersections is not as safe nor as 
attractive as a park trail. Environmental features, including topography, in the southern portion of 
the Stream Valley Park (SVP) pose enough concern to rely on a bike path instead. As shown in 
Table 1, the population density in the southern area is also considerably lower than the upper 
portion. From a cultural resource perspective, the lower portion of the Muddy Branch SVP 
includes the Blockhouse Point Conservation Park. This is an area rich in archeological and 
cultural artifacts relating to the Civil War. Interpreting these features in an appropriate setting 
argues against a hard surface trail. 
 
 
Retaining a Hard Surface Trail Proposal in the Northern Portion of the Corridor 
 
In the northern portion of the stream valley park, the Plan proposes a hard surface trail remain a 
feature of the Countywide Park Trails Plan. This conclusion is based on an analysis of 
opportunities and constraints shown in Table 1. 
 
In terms of environmental features, the stream valley park includes a biodiversity area and an 
expansive sensitive areas buffer. These are important trail planning concerns and preference is 
always to avoid these features entirely. However, there are no opportunities to acquire additional 
parkland to avoid the sensitive buffer area. 
 
Existing disturbed areas within the park offer opportunities to locate the trail in less sensitive 
portions of the stream valley. Open areas, formerly farmed, are characterized by non-native 
invasive plant species. A sewer line right-of-way traverses the park in a north-south alignment. 
 
The population density surrounding the upper portion of the stream valley is described in the 
Potomac Master Plan as being the highest in the planning area. 
 
In terms of trail connectivity, the opportunity exists to:  

 

• Connect to the City of Gaithersburg’s Muddy Branch hard surface greenway trail system via 
an underpass of Maryland Route 28. The City is planning an indoor aquatic center along the 
trail system just north of MD 28; pedestrians and cyclists could access the aquatic center from 
the Muddy Branch SVP trail without crossing any roads at-grade. Non-motorized access 
would also be enhanced from the residential areas of North Potomac to employment centers 
in Gaithersburg planned as part of the Lakeland’s development. 
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• Connect via the Gaithersburg greenway trail system to the bikeway along Great Seneca 
Highway. The bike path system along Great Seneca Highway is a critical element in the “I-
270 Corridor Bikeway” which links trail systems in the northern and southern portions of the 
County. 

 
In terms of accessibility, the upper portion of Muddy Branch SVP (unlike the lower portion) has 
fairly level grades. A hard surface trail in the area would provide an opportunity for people who 
cannot negotiate natural surface trails to enjoy a “walk in the woods” in the most densely 
populated portion of Potomac. The number one use of hard surface trails in the county according 
to park survey from 1997 is to enjoy nature. Although informal and formal natural surface trails in 
Watts Branch and Cabin John Parks offer hiking opportunities, there are no opportunities for 
people who need a more stable surface to enjoy a walk in the woods. The upper portion of the 
Muddy Branch SVP has an added advantage of being fairly level for even greater accessibility. 

Plan Recommendations 
 
A hard surface trail in the northern portion of the corridor offers many opportunities related to trail 
connectivity and accessibility. At the same time, the trail is located in a stream valley park where 
there are environmental features of concern. Fortunately, there are many opportunities within the 
stream valley park to locate the trail in existing areas of disturbance.  
 
This Plan recommends retaining a hard surface trail proposal for further study in Segment #1 
based upon the following findings: 
 

a. The opportunity exists to locate trail in cleared area (over half of the generalized trail 
alignment is in open area that was once farm fields, now characterized by non-native 
invasive plant species, especially multiflora rose). 

b. Opportunities exist to locate trail outside of sensitive areas buffer (over ¼ of generalized 
trail alignment located outside buffer) 

c. Opportunity exists to follow sewer line right of way in forested areas, which would help 
minimize forest fragmentation and related edge effects. 

d. The trail would connect to the underpass of MD 28 now being constructed thereby 
providing safe non-vehicular access to the Gaithersburg Greenway Trail system, the I-270 
Corridor bikeway, the aquatic center and elementary school planned north of MD 28 as 
well as access to jobs in the General Electric Technology Center. 

e. Opportunity exists to provide trail that will comply with accessibility guidelines for disabled 
park users, i.e., trail grade will be less than 7%. 

f. The trail would serve the most densely populated and developed neighborhoods of the 
Potomac Master Plan area. 

 
The specific impacts of a hard surface trail on environmental features will have to be evaluated at 
the time of facility planning. The Facility Planning phase will actually propose a preferred 
alignment based upon more detailed environmental and engineering analysis and estimate 
construction costs.  
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TABLE 2:  HARD SURFACE TRAIL PLANNING POLICY IN THE MUDDY BRANCH SVP  

 

ISSUE PLAN RESPONSES 

Can a trail be located within a SVP but outside the 
stream valley buffer and associated areas of 
significant environmental features? If, no follow the 
tiered approach below. 

No. In some sections, the SVP is too narrow for a trail to avoid the buffer.  

A. Is it possible to marginally expand existing Park 
boundaries to include less sensitive areas for trail 
location? 

Marginal expansion is not possible north of Quince Orchard Road since the Park is 
located between several densely populated North Potomac neighborhoods and there 
is no remaining undeveloped land adjacent to the Park. The Hanson Farm, south of 
Quince Orchard Road, presents an opportunity for acquiring less sensitive areas for 
trail location. This acquisition should be accomplished through the subdivision review 
process. 

B. Is it feasible to acquire a significant amount of 
new parkland to accommodate a trail?  

No. A hard surface trail north of Quince Orchard Road in the SVP will connect the 
many residents on both sides of the stream to the destinations and community 
facilities close to the Park. Even if there were a large parcel of land available outside 
the Park, it would be on one side of the stream or the other and would necessarily 
limit access to residents on the opposite side of the stream.  

C. Could an out-of-Park bikeway system eliminate 
the need for a hard surface trail within the Park? 

North of Quince Orchard Road, it would be difficult to delineate an on-road bikeway 
system that would adequately connect North Potomac residents to the destinations 
and community facilities near the SVP. The only two road crossings of the stream are 
along busy roadways (Quince Orchard Road and Route 28) that could be dangerous 
for the many school-age children who would be using the trail. South of Quince 
Orchard Road there are not as many residents living close to the Park. This Plan 
recommends moving the hard surface trail out of the Park to a Class I bikeway from 
the Hanson Farm to the C&O Canal. 

D. Minimize total environmental impact within the 
portions of the buffers that cannot be avoided. 

The hard surface trail is located on the west side of the mainstem north of Quince 
Orchard Road where there is a disturbed WSSC sewer corridor, a young forest and 
several semi-open areas. In some places the stream valley buffer could not be 
avoided. Moving the hard surface trail to the east side of the stream to avoid the 
buffer is not feasible since there are steep slopes, a mature forest and major 
wetlands on the east side. 

E. Use environmentally sensitive design and 
construction techniques. 

New technologies and techniques have been developed for more “environmentally 
friendly” trails. M-NCPPC staff and consultants will try to use some of these 
techniques to minimize negative environmental impacts during construction of the 
Muddy Branch hard surface trail.  

F. Mitigate for negative environmental impacts 
caused by the trail. 

The stream valley contains mature forests, wetlands and a Montgomery County Park 
Biodiversity Area. The Plan recognizes that environmental mitigation measures will 
be necessary. However, specific efforts should be determined during the Design and 
Engineering Phase. 
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TRAIL RECOMMENDATIONS BY ANALYSIS AREA 
 

PLAN METHODOLOGY 
 
For the purposes of the Muddy Branch Trail Corridor Plan, the Park was divided into the following 
four segments (shown in Figure 5):  
 
Segment #1 - Maryland Route 28 South to Quince Orchard Road 

Segment #2 - Quince Orchard Road to Turkey Foot Road; 

Segment #3 - Turkey Foot Road to Esworthy Road; 

Segment #4 - Esworthy Road to the C&O Canal (Blockhouse Point Conservation Park). 

 
 
During preparation of the Plan, M-NCPPC staff considered the effect of a continuous trail on the 
natural, community and cultural resources in Muddy Branch Stream Valley Park. Extensive 
resource inventories and analyses were conducted to determine opportunities and constraints to 
trails in each segment. This Plan’s recommendations attempt to take advantage of the 
opportunities as much as possible while minimizing the trails’ effects on the environment. 
 
The following sections discuss each segment of the Park in more detail. Included in these 
analyses are the specific environmental, historical and cultural resources found in each segment 
and the subsequent trail recommendations that take into account these opportunities and 
constraints. 
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FIGURE 5:  MUDDY BRANCH STREAM VALLEY PARK SEGMENTS 

 

 

SEGMENT 4 

SEGMENT 3 

SEGMENT 1 

 SEGMENT 2
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SEGMENT #1 
 
Overview 
 
Segment #1 of the Muddy Branch Stream Valley Trail Corridor is bounded on the north by 
Maryland Route 28 and on the south by Quince Orchard Road (Figure 6). As envisioned by the 
1998 Countywide Park Trails Plan, the trail in this segment will be the first leg of the continuous 
trail through the Park from the City of Gaithersburg to the C&O Canal. The northernmost section 
of the trail will connect to the City of Gaithersburg’s trail network via an underpass under Route 
28.  
 
In addition to being part of the regional trail system, the trail system in Segment #1 will serve the 
residents in the adjacent North Potomac neighborhoods. Although North Potomac is 
geographically the smallest area in the Potomac Subregion, it has the second largest population 
and, on average, has more school age children and larger households than the rest of the 
Subregion and the County as a whole. Within the densely populated neighborhoods close to the 
Muddy Branch SVP, there are several community facilities and destinations - including schools, 
local parks, a public library and the Potomac Horse Center. 
 
With so many people and facilities nearby, the trail in Segment #1 will be the most heavily used 
and will likely attract the most diverse range of users. To support this demand, this Plan 
recommends building both a hard surface trail and a natural surface trail in this segment. Building 
two trails will separate users and make the trail experience more enjoyable for everyone. This 
recommendation is consistent with the 1998 Countywide Park Trails Plan. 
 
The two trails should be designed so that residents from neighborhoods on both sides of the 
stream can easily access both trails with a minimum number of stream crossings. (Figure 6 shows 
the preferred alignment of the trail system) Toward that end, there should be a single, hard surface 
trail, no more than 8 feet wide, on the east side of the stream from Maryland Route 28 to a bridge 
crossing past the existing neighborhood connection on Brandy Hall Lane. The hard surface trail 
should cross the stream and continue south on the west side of the stream to an interim trailhead 
parking lot at Quince Orchard Road. Ultimately, the hard surface trail should continue on a Class 
I bikeway along Quince Orchard Road and connect to a hard surface trail to be constructed on 
the Hanson Farm property in Segment #2. 
 
The natural surface trail should begin at the stream crossing and meander along the east side of 
the stream toward an interim trailhead parking lot at the Potomac Horse Center. It should connect 
to the trail in Segment #2 via a grade-separated crossing of Quince Orchard Road. 
 
The County Department of Public Works and Transportation (DPWT) recently initiated a Plan to 
generate alternatives for improving vehicular and pedestrian safety along Quince Orchard Road. 
Maintaining trail connectivity through the stream valley is one of the objectives of the County’s 
Plan. The exact locations of the grade-separated trail crossings and a Class I bikeway along 
Quince Orchard Road should be determined as part of the County’s realignment Plan. 
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Key Issues and Recommendations 
 
In addition to the environmental opportunities and constraints associated with the hard surface 
trail that were discussed in an earlier chapter, there are other issues associated with constructing 
both a hard surface and a natural surface trail system through the first segment of the Muddy 
Branch SVP. These issues are detailed in the table below. 
 
TABLE 3:  KEY ISSUES IN SEGMENT #1  

(See key numbers on Figure 6) 

 

KEY # CATEGORY ISSUE RECOMMENDATION 

Area 
Wide 

Community 
Resources and 
Connections 

Community facilities and destinations 
close to the Stream Valley Park in this 
segment include Dufief and Travilah 
Elementary Schools, Dufief Local Park, 
Quince Orchard Knolls Park, a new 
library, Quince Orchard High School 
and the Potomac Horse Center. In 
addition, trail systems, some owned by 
local Homeowners’ Associations, 
traverse many of the surrounding 
neighborhoods. Connections to these 
neighborhood trails and community 
destinations are important to ensure 
greater use and access. 

Many of the existing park connections acquired 
through M-NCPPC’s subdivision approval process 
should be utilized. Where neighborhood pathways 
do not exist, Class III signed bikeways on quiet, 
neighborhood streets should be established to 
direct users to and from the hard surface trail. 

1 Trailhead Parking 
Lots 

There is not enough land within the 
existing Park boundaries to build a 
trailhead parking lot at Route 28 

As part of its Route 28 Improvement Project, the 
State of Maryland has agreed to build an 
underpass under the road to carry a trail from the 
City of Gaithersburg to the Muddy Branch Stream 
Valley Trail Corridor (SVP).  
M-NCPPC should acquire any remaining land 
after the State’s improvement because it 
contributes to the trail setting. Since a trailhead 
would be highly desirable at this locale and no 
other location appears feasible, parking should be 
provided on this parcel. Special care should be 
taken to design the parking area, as it is in a 
floodplain. 

2 Bridge Location To ensure access to both trails for 
residents living on either side of the 
stream, the hard surface trail must 
cross the mainstem in Segment #1 

General environmental reviews were conducted 
as part of this Plan to determine that a bridge 
crossing is feasible. The exact site of the bridge, 
within the generalized area identified on field 
walks, should be determined in the Design and 
Engineering Phase. 

3 Trail Connectivity The hard surface trail is recommended 
within existing Park boundaries in 
Segment #1 only. South of Quince 
Orchard Road, hard surface trail users 
must use other routes to access the 
C&O Canal towpath. 

The Plan recommends using the bikeway system 
recommended in the Potomac Master Plan update 
to connect to the C&O Canal. Additionally, as 
noted in Segment #2, when the Hanson Farm is 
developed the hard surface trail should be 
continued through this property to connect 
bikeways along Quince Orchard and Travilah 
Roads. 
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Figure 6:  SEGMENT #1 PREFERRED ALIGNMENT  
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SEGMENT #2 
 
Overview 

 
Segment #2 of the Muddy Branch Trail Corridor (Figure 7) is bounded on the north by Quince 
Orchard Road and on south by Turkey Foot Road. The trail in this segment will be the second leg 
of the regional trail from the City of Gaithersburg to the C&O Canal. The trail within the existing 
park boundaries in this segment should be natural surface. The recommended route utilizes 
existing trails wherever practicable. 
 
Starting at Quince Orchard Road and proceeding south, the natural surface trail should be on the 
east side of the stream. In addition to spectacular views of the stream, users of the trail in this 
segment will see the remains of the Dufief Mill race, flume and dam. These historic resources 
should be interpreted to provide the public with a sense of how the mill functioned in its heyday. 
 
Continuing south, the main trail should pass the ruins and cross the stream at a proposed bridge. 
The exact location of the bridge should be determined at the Design and Engineering Phase, but 
should not compromise the historic site. After crossing the bridge, the trail should stay on the west 
side of the stream for the remainder of Segment #2 and cross Turkey Foot Road, at-grade, to 
connect to the trail in Segment #3.  
 
In addition to the main trail, a short loop trail should be formalized in the southern portion of this 
segment to enhance access to the historic site. It should be designated as a hiker-only route 
because it is too narrow and too close to the stream to adequately accommodate equestrians. 
From the trailhead at Turkey Foot Road, the loop trail should cross the stream via the existing 
road bridge and enter the park on the east side of the stream. The trail should proceed north 
following an existing trail at the toe of the steep slope and intersect with the main trail at the 
historic millrace. Hikers can finish the loop by following the main trail over the stream and along 
the west side of the stream back to the Turkey Foot Road trailhead. 
 
A hard surface trail cannot be located within the Park in Segment #2 without adversely impacting 
significant environmental features (i.e. steep slopes, a mature forest and unique habitats). 
Therefore, in accordance with M-NCPPC’s policy to avoid, minimize and mitigate potential 
negative environmental effects of a trail in a stream valley corridor, this Plan recommends a 
marginal expansion of the existing park boundaries to include less sensitive areas from the 
Hanson Farm (to be acquired when that property is subdivided) to accommodate a hard surface 
trail in Segment #2. At the northern end of Segment #2, the hard surface trail should use the 
proposed Class I bikeway along Quince Orchard Road to connect to the hard surface trail in 
Segment #1. South of Quince Orchard Road, the trail within this new parkland should utilize a trail 
system within the Hanson Farm community to connect to a Class I bikeway on Travilah Road and 
continue outside the Park toward the C&O Canal towpath. 
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Key Issues and Recommendations 
 
There are a few issues associated with formalizing a continuous natural surface trail in Segment 
#2 of the Muddy Branch Stream Valley Trail Corridor. These issues are detailed in the table below. 
 
 
TABLE 4:  KEY ISSUES IN SEGMENT #2  

(See key numbers on Figure 7) 

 

KEY # CATEGORY ISSUE RECOMMENDATION 

4 Environmental 
Opportunities and 
Constraints 

An environmental “bottleneck” occurs 
north and east of the Turkey Foot 
Road where steep slopes, wetlands, 
vernal pools and unique habitats are 
juxtaposed. 

This Plan recommends locating a natural surface 
trail in Segment #2 to minimize negative 
environmental impacts. Appropriate mitigation 
should be determined at the Construction Phase. 

5 Environmental 
Opportunities and 
Constraints 

Environmental constraints in this 
segment include a high quality, 
mature forest, steep slopes and 
unique habitats 

The trail route should minimize impacts to these 
environmental features by using existing trails 
wherever possible and employing appropriate 
mitigation measures. One opportunity for 
mitigation is the reforestation of an open area on 
the north and west side of the stream. Since this 
area will not be utilized for the trail, a wooded 
buffer could be replanted to protect the quality of 
the stream and the privacy of the neighbors. 
 
Currently equestrians utilize a public use 
easement across private property to avoid much 
of this area and access Turkey Foot Road. 
Although this Plan does not recommend using this 
easement as part of the formalized trail, 
environmental mitigation efforts in this area should 
not preclude its continued use by equestrians 

6 Community 
Resources and 
Connections 

Unlike Segment #1, which is 
surrounded by many densely 
populated neighborhoods, there are 
currently only a handful of homes 
adjacent to the Stream Valley Park in 
Segment #2. Nevertheless, the large 
undeveloped parcel known as the 
Hanson Farm presents opportunities 
for community connections in the 
future. 

If and when the Hanson Farm property is 
subdivided, M-NCPPC should acquire land to 
enhance Park boundaries to accommodate an 
ADA compliant hard surface trail along the current 
northern property line. Such a trail would overlook 
the stream from high on the slope and would 
afford views to persons unable to use the natural 
surface trail below. 
 
The Hanson Farm hard surface trail should 
connect to the proposed Class I bikeway along 
Quince Orchard Road for access to the hard 
surface trail in Segment #1. It should use the trail 
system within the community to access the 
proposed Class I bikeway along Travilah Road 
toward the C&O Canal 
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Figure 7:  SEGMENT #2 PREFERRED ALIGNMENT 
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SEGMENT #3 
 
Overview 
 
Segment #3 stretches from Turkey Foot Road to Esworthy Road (Figure 8). The trail in this 
segment would be the third leg of the regional trail from the City of Gaithersburg to the C&O Canal. 
Consistent with the 1998 Countywide Park Trails Plan; it should be natural surface for its entire 
length.  
 
From the trailhead on the east side of Turkey Foot Road, the trail should cross the road at-grade 
and continue on the north side of the stream to a proposed bridge of the mainstem near the 
cleared utility corridor. Building the bridge over the mainstem in this segment should be the top 
priority recommended by this Plan since its completion would immediately open the entire Muddy 
Branch Stream Valley Trail Corridor for equestrian use. After the bridge, the trail should continue 
south through the forest to Esworthy Road. The trail in the last section of Segment #3 provides 
exceptional views of the stream.  
 
While it is beyond the scope of this Plan to make direct recommendations about possible 
acquisition of property not directly adjacent to the Stream Valley Park, it bears noting that many 
equestrians live close to this segment of the Park. These trail users need neighborhood 
connections to the park trail system in Segment #3. Acquisition of property south of Query Mill 
Road and west of Turkey Foot Road may be one option to improve this access. 
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Key Issues and Recommendations  
 
There are a few issues associated with formalizing a continuous natural surface trail in Segment 
#3 of the Muddy Branch Stream Valley Trail Corridor. These issues are detailed in the table below. 
 
TABLE 5:  KEY ISSUES IN SEGMENT #3  

(See key numbers on Figure 8) 

 

KEY # CATEGORY ISSUE RECOMMENDATION 

7 Environmental 
Opportunities and 
Constraints 

An existing natural surface trail in 
this segment is within the floodplain 
along the north side of the stream. 
Rather than following the existing 
trail in this area, where possible, the 
regional trail should be moved out of 
the floodplain. Passage through the 
adjacent upland areas within existing 
park boundaries is difficult due to 
steep slopes and overgrown 
vegetation. Even if the vegetation 
were cut back to make way for a trail, 
constant maintenance would be 
required to keep the trail passable. 

The “Turkey Foot Partnership property”, a large, 
undeveloped parcel immediately adjacent to the 
northern park boundary, southwest of Crossland 
Lane, may provide an opportunity to enhance the 
trail experience. When this parcel is subdivided, M-
NCPPC should acquire enough land, either through 
dedication or easement, to accommodate a 
continuous trail through this section and to provide 
trail connections for the new community. 
 
Until that time, the existing trail (in the floodplain) 
will remain as part of the regional trail. 

8 Environmental 
Opportunities and 
Constraints 

An existing natural surface trail in 
this segment is within the floodplain 
along the north side of the stream. 
Rather than following the existing 
trail in this area, where possible, the 
regional trail should be moved out of 
the floodplain. Passage through the 
adjacent upland areas within existing 
park boundaries is difficult due to 
steep slopes. 

This Plan recommends rerouting the regional trail 
out of the floodplain. The park boundary in this 
area cannot be expanded to accommodate a trail 
with gentler topography because the Park adjoins 
a developed subdivision. Therefore, on trail maps, 
this area should be identified as a section with 
“difficult terrain.” 

9 Trail Connectivity A sheep farmer leases the parkland 
immediately adjacent to Turkey Foot 
Road under a life estate lease 
agreement with M-NCPPC. Although 
the agreement allows for a trail 
through this area, the preferable trail 
location would bisect the pasture. 

This Plan recommends building an interim trail at 
the southern edge of the pasture close to the 
stream. To accommodate the interim trail, the 
existing pasture fence should be moved slightly 
northward. When the land lease ends, the trail 
could be moved to higher ground where it would 
pass the Dufief Mill tailrace. 

9 Trailhead Parking 
Lots 

The trailhead parking lot that is 
envisioned in Segment #2 on the 
east side of Turkey Foot Road would 
not be large enough to 
accommodate equestrian trailers. 

After the life estate lease ends, M-NCPPC should 
consider building a larger trailhead parking lot, 
capable of accommodating equestrian trailers, on 
the current pastureland. 
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Figure 8:  SEGMENT #3 PREFERRED ALIGNMENT 
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SEGMENT #4 
 
Overview 
 
Segment #4 of the Muddy Branch Trail Corridor Plan is defined by Esworthy Road on the north 
and the C&O Canal on the south (Figure 9). This segment is located in the Blockhouse Point 
Conservation Park. The trail through the Conservation Park will be the final leg of the regional trail 
from the City of Gaithersburg to the C&O Canal. The section of trail north of River Road should 
be natural surface. South of River Road, the regional trail should be natural surface except where 
it follows the existing WSSC access road that is currently loose gravel.  
 
The location of the Muddy Branch Greenway Trail in this segment reflects the recommendations 
of the adopted Blockhouse Point Conservation Park Master Plan. That Plan includes a 
comprehensive trail system for Blockhouse Point Conservation Park. For the purposes of this 
Trail Corridor Plan, only the recommended location of the regional through trail is shown.  
 
The trail location shown in Segment #4 provides a natural surface trail connection for trail users 
on foot, horseback or bike from Muddy Branch Stream Valley Park Unit 1 through Blockhouse 
Point Conservation Park to the C&O Canal and Pennyfield Lock Neighborhood Conservation 
Area. This connection will provide a continuous shared-use natural surface trail, via the Muddy 
Branch Stream Valley, from the City of Gaithersburg to the Potomac River. South of River Road, 
the trail will utilize an existing WSSC access road to the C&O Canal towpath. 
 
Acquisition of land on Esworthy Road for a small parking facility is proposed to allow access to 
the Muddy Branch shared-use natural surface trail. 
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Key Issues and Recommendations  
 
There are several issues associated with providing a continuous trail through the Blockhouse 
Point Conservation Park to connect the Muddy Branch Stream Valley Park trail system to the 
C&O Canal. These issues are detailed in the table below. 
 
TABLE 6:  KEY ISSUES IN SEGMENT #4  

(See key numbers on Figure 9) 

 

KEY # CATEGORY ISSUE 

RECOMMENDATION 
(from Blockhouse Point Conservation Park 

Master Plan) 

 
10 

 
Trail Connectivity 

 
The parcel immediately adjacent to 
Esworthy Road north of the stream 
is privately owned.  

 
A portion of this property must be acquired by M-
NCPPC to ensure access to a continuous trail in 
this segment. Also, a portion of this land should 
be used for a trailhead parking lot. 

 
11 

 
Trail Connectivity 

 
A blind curve along River Road 
west of the entrance of the WSSC 
access road makes an at-grade 
crossing at the WSSC ROW 
dangerous. Hikers and cyclists who 
dismount can cross River Road 
under the existing bridge, but the 
bridge is not high enough for 
equestrian passage. 

 
The regional trail should split at the pond north of 
River Road with equestrians following a route to 
the west terminating across from the Blockhouse 
Point parking lot. Equestrians currently cross 
here at-grade and should continue to do so. A 
shared use trail should be formalized further east 
connecting to the grade-separated crossing of 
River Road under the existing bridge. 

 
12 

 
Blockhouse Point 
Conservation Park 

 
A key planning issues is how to 
provide shared use trail access for 
hikers, bikers and equestrians to the 
C&O towpath through the park 
south of River Road. 

 
The trail will follow an existing sewer access road 
to the towpath area. A bridge will be needed 
across Muddy Branch to eliminate an informal, 
people’s choice trail on National Park Service 
property that follows the C&O Canal berm. This is 
an important cultural resource and the trail should 
be relocated.  
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Figure 9:  SEGMENT #4 PREFERRED ALIGNMENT 

 

* The Natural Surface Trail alignment for this section reflects by the Blockhouse Point Conservation Park Master Plan 
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IMPLEMENTATION 
This Plan identifies a generalized trail location for a hard surface trail, but a decision to construct 
the trail must await completion of more detailed studies to be done at time of Facility Planning 
(see below for discussion of facility planning). Formalization of the natural surface trail can occur 
more quickly. This implementation section summarizes the recommendations made in each of 
the previous segment sections to be considered during implementation. In addition, Table 7: 
“Framework for Action” prioritizes the specific actions necessary to complete the Muddy Branch 
trails, designates the agency or department responsible for performing each task, and suggests 
a time frame for completion of each action. 
 

Recommendations for Segment #1 
 
 Study, as part of the Facility Plan process, the feasibility of providing a hard surface 

trail primarily on the west side of the stream staying along the WSSC Right-of-Way 
easement as much as possible.  
 
Where the sewer line is too close to the stream, the trail should be moved away from the 
wetlands or a boardwalk should be used. The final decision as the whether or not to build 
a hard surface trail must await Planning Board review of a Facility Plan. 
 
The Facility Plan for the Muddy Branch hard surface trail would include the following 
elements: 

 
▪ Location of rare threatened, endangered and watch-list species of plants. 

▪ Location by staff certified arborist and forest ecologist of all high quality trees. 

▪ Location and delineation of wetlands. 

▪ Investigate potential archaeological and historical sites.  

▪ Location and specifications for all bridges. 

▪ Identify preferred alignment for public review and comment. 

▪ Preparation of stormwater management concept and preliminary forest conservation 
plan. 

▪ Preliminary review by all regulatory agencies responsible for issuing permits. 

▪ Identification of how preferred alignment relates to accessibility goals and objectives. 

▪ Identification of trails head parking and community access. 

▪ Preliminary cost estimates of preferred alignment. 

▪ Summary and evaluation of impacts and opportunities associated with trail. 

▪ Identify how the trail would connect to the City of Gaithersburg Muddy Branch 
Greenway trail system. 
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 Formalize a natural surface trail on the east side of the stream.  
Major environmental features on the east side of the stream include: steep slopes; major 
wetlands; mature forests and high quality vegetation. To avoid these constraints, the 
natural surface trail should follow existing informal trails as much as possible.  

 
This trail should be built to equestrian standards and will be the first segment of a 
continuous trail through Muddy Branch Stream Valley Park from Maryland Route 28 to the 
C&O Canal. 
 

 Design and construct the Muddy Branch trail system to serve the diverse and 
growing North Potomac communities. 
Building both a hard surface and natural surface trail will separate users and make the 
trail experience more enjoyable for everyone. 
 

 Construct a bridge over the mainstem.  
A generalized area for the bridge location has been identified, but the exact site needs to 
be determined. This bridge will allow residents on either side of the stream to easily access 
both trails depending upon their intended activity. 

 
 Acquire surplus property from the State adjacent to the rebuilt Route 28 and 

establish trailhead parking. 
As part of its Route 28 improvement project, the State will build an underpass to connect 
the trails in Muddy Branch Stream Valley Park to the trails in the City of Gaithersburg. If 
there is any surplus land adjacent to the Park after the project is completed, M-NCPPC 
should acquire it to build a trailhead parking lot. 
 

 Establish an interim trailhead parking lot on the east side of Quince Orchard Road 
at the southern terminus of the hard surface trail in Segment #1. 
If the hard surface trail is built before Quince Orchard Road is realigned, a small, gravel 
interim parking lot should be built at the southern end of the trail in Segment #1. The site 
for a permanent trailhead parking lot should be determined when Quince Orchard Road 
is realigned, and the hard surface trail is extended to the Hanson Farm.  

 
 Use the Potomac Horse Center parking lot as an interim trailhead for the natural 

surface trail. 
The site for a permanent trailhead parking lot should be determined when Quince Orchard 
Road is realigned.  

 
 Establish signed Class III bikeways to connect Dufief Elementary School, Dufief 

Local Park and Quince Orchard Knolls Park to the hard surface trail in Muddy 
Branch Stream Valley Park. 
Class I bikeways, between these community destinations and the stream valley are not 
feasible. Instead, Class III bikeways along quiet neighborhood streets should be signed to 
direct bikers from the facilities to existing Muddy Branch park connections.  

 
 Determine appropriate measures to mitigate the effects of the trail system on 

significant environmental features at the Design and Engineering Phase.  
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Recommendations for Segment #2 
 
 Formalize a continuous natural surface trail from Quince Orchard Road to Turkey 

Foot Road. 
This trail should be built to equestrian standards to allow access for the widest range of 
users. This trail will be the second leg of a regional trail from the City of Gaithersburg to 
the C&O Canal. 

 
 Establish a trailhead parking lot and information center on the west side of Quince 

Orchard Road. 
There are currently three dilapidated, Park-owned buildings on the west side of the road. 
The two least stable buildings should be demolished. If the old house is not removed as 
part of the Quince Orchard Road realignment project, it should be restored as an 
information center. 

 
 Require a hard surface trail on a portion of the Hanson Farm property at the time of 

subdivision. 
As part of the subdivision process, M-NCPPC should acquire property (through dedication 
or easement) adjacent to the southern Park boundary for a hard surface trail.  

 
 Interpret and possibly restore the historic Dufief Mill race, flume and dam. 

The millrace exists on both sides of the stream, but it is most preserved on the east side 
and should be interpreted there.  

 
 Construct a bridge across the stream south of the historic site. 

The exact location of the bridge should be determined at the Design and Engineering 
Phase. 

 
 Establish a hiker-only loop trail to provide additional access to the historic site. 

Due to steep slopes close to the stream, it is not feasible to build the loop trail to equestrian 
standards. It should be built to hiker standards. 

 
 Establish a small gravel trailhead parking lot on the east side of Turkey Foot Road. 
 

Recommendations for Segment #3 
 
 Formalize a continuous natural surface trail from Turkey Foot Road to Esworthy 

Road. 
This trail should be built to equestrian standards to allow access for the widest range of 
users. This trail will be the third leg of a regional trail from the City of Gaithersburg to the 
C&O Canal. 

 
 Acquire a portion of the Turkey Foot Partnership property to facilitate the relocation 

of the existing “people’s choice” trail out of the floodplain. 
Environmentally it is preferable that the trail avoids the floodplain altogether. However, 
existing park boundaries are not adequate to accommodate a trail away from the stream. 
Acquisition, at the time of subdivision, of a portion of the undeveloped Turkey Foot Road 
property will make the trail more enjoyable and environmentally feasible.  

 
 Construct a bridge over the mainstream east of the utility corridor. 
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Building this bridge should be a top priority of this Plan, as its construction will immediately 
open the entire stream valley to equestrian users. 

 

Recommendations for Segment #4  
 
 Formalize a continuous trail through Blockhouse Point Conservation Park. 
 
 Acquire private property adjacent to Esworthy Road to accommodate a trailhead 

parking lot and natural surface trail. 
A trailhead parking lot should be built in the already cleared staging area used during the 
recent realignment of Esworthy Road. 

 
 Designate the existing River Road Bridge as a grade-separated crossing site for 

hikers. 
The bridge should be evaluated and improved for safe hiker crossing. Equestrians should 
continue to use the at-grade crossing of River Road at the Blockhouse Point parking area. 

 
 Construct a small, hiker-only trailhead parking lot at the WSSC access road. 

The WSSC gate that currently blocks vehicular access to the road should be moved 
slightly south to make room for a small, hiker-only parking lot. Equestrians should continue 
to park horse trailers in the existing Blockhouse Point parking lot further west on River 
Road. 
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TABLE 7:  MUDDY BRANCH TRAIL CORRIDOR PLAN FRAMEWORK FOR ACTION 

Segment # -- Trail 
Surface Type Action Implementers** 

Time Frame* For 
Completion 

1 – Hard Surface Initiate facility plan for hard surface trail built to bicycle 
standards from Maryland Route 28 underpass to 
Quince Orchard Road employing appropriate 
environmental mitigation measures and making 
appropriate connections. 

PDD M to L 

1 – Hard Surface Acquire State-owned property adjacent to Route 28 for 
use as a trailhead parking lot. 

PDD, Park Region 
Staff 

M 

1 – Hard Surface Construct bridge over the mainstem just south of 
Brandy Hall Lane neighborhood connection. 

PDD M 

1 – Hard Surface Build and maintain grade-separated crossing for trail at 
Quince Orchard Road. 

DPW&T, Park 
Region Staff  

L 

Continuous – Natural 
Surface 

Build and maintain continuous natural surface trail 
through the Muddy Branch Stream Valley from the City 
of Gaithersburg to the C&O Canal. 

PDD, Park Region 
Staff, Volunteers 

S 

2 – Natural Surface Restore the dilapidated house along the trail as a park 
information center with appropriate facilities and create 
a trailhead parking lot in front of the center. 
(Recommendation is contingent on Quince Orchard 
Road realignment.) 

PDD, Park Region 
Staff 

L 

2 – Hard Surface Acquire Parkland for a hard surface trail in the Hanson  
 
Farm property when the site comes in for development. 

PDD, 
Development 

Review 

L 

3 – Natural Surface Negotiate with life estate lessee of the sheep farm for 
trail through the pasture. 

PDD S 

3 – Natural Surface Acquire land to accommodate a continuous trail 
through outright purchase, easement or dedication at 
Turkey Foot Property.  

PDD, 
Development 

Review 

S 

4 – Natural Surface Build a bridge across the mainstem east of the utility 
corridor in trail section on the east side of Esworthy 
Road. Determine access to the construction site for 
machinery and materials. 

PDD, Region, 
Conservation 
Corps, Gas 
Company 

S 

4 – Natural Surface Acquire land to accommodate a continuous trail 
through outright purchase, easement or dedication at 
Esworthy Road. 

PDD M 

4 – WSSC ROW Road Build a small trailhead parking lot for hikers only at the 
WSSC ROW and River Road. Negotiate with WSSC to 
move existing gate further south. 

PDD, Park Region 
Staff, WSSC 

S 

*S = 0-6 years, M = 6-12 years, L = 12-18 years 
**PDD = MNCPPC Park Development Division, DPW&T= Department of Public Works and Transportation, WSSC = Washington 
Suburban Sanitary Commission,  
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

 
At-Grade Crossing A trail crossing a roadway on the same plane. 

Bikeway Any road, or pathway which is designated as being open to bicycle travel, 
regardless of whether such facilities are exclusive or shared. May be 
classified as Class I, II or III. Class I: An off-street, one or two-way bike 
path Class II: An on-street bike path designated by striped lanes. Class III: 
A bike path that shares an on-street travel lane with cars. 

Biodiversity Area These areas are designated by the Maryland Natural Heritage Program in 
the document titled Inventory for Rare Plants and Significant Habitats on 
M-NCPPC Parklands in Montgomery County. They contain rare, 
threatened, endangered or watch list species; unusual or unique habitat; 
high quality or otherwise significant natural communities; or plant or animal 
species with importance to the County or locality. These areas appear in 
many of the proposed trail corridors. Special care must be taken when 
planning, designing and constructing trails in these areas. 

Dedication Donation of parkland in connection with the development of a subdivision. 

Easement A contractual agreement to gain temporary or permanent use of, and/or 
access through a property, usually for public facilities and access ways. 

Environmental Mitigation A series of actions, ranging from avoidance to replacement, intended to 
ameliorate the negative impacts of development on the environment. 

Floodplain A relatively flat or lowland area adjoining a river, stream pond, stormwater 
management structure, or watercourse subject to periodic, partial or 
complete inundation; or an area subject to unusual and rapid accumulation 
or runoff of surface water as a result of an upstream dam failure. 

Formal Trail A trail that is designated, signed, and maintained. 

Grade-Separated Crossing Over crossings or under crossings to separate pedestrian, bicycle 
and equestrian crossings from motor vehicles 

Hard Surface Trail Any firm and stable surface capable of supporting casual walkers and 
casual cyclists. May include concrete, asphalt, crushed stone, packed 
gravel or other hard surfaces, bridges or boardwalks where necessary. 

Informal Trail An undesignated trail that is informally used. 

Shared Use Trail A Natural Surface Trail suitable for shared use by hikers and equestrians 
or hikers and cyclists or all these groups. 

Master Plan A document that guides the way an area should be developed. In 
Montgomery County, master plans amend the County’s General Plan and 
provide more detailed recommendations for a local area. 

Natural Surface Trail Typically a narrow (2-4 ft.) dirt trail. May also include wood chips or stones. 
Generally involves no major tree cutting but may involve water bars, stairs, 
boardwalk, or erosion control measures where necessary. 

Park-Take Lines Proposed boundaries for park acquisition and inclusion in the County park 
system. Areas considered for stream valley parks generally include 
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floodplains, steep slopes and sites of environmental sensitivity. 

Sensitive Areas Are defined as streams and their buffers, 100-year floodplains, habitats of 
threatened and endangered species, and steep slopes as will as other 
areas that a jurisdiction (e.g. the Montgomery County Planning Board) 
may elect to protect. [Codified at 3.05(a)(I)(viii), Article 66B, Annotated 
Code of Maryland.] (Maryland Office of Planning and Maryland 
Department of Natural Resources, 1993). 

Steep Slope A slope in which the percent slope equals or exceeds 25 percent, or 15 
percent when the associated soils are considered highly erodible by the 
USDA Soil Conservation Service Highly Erodible Land Report for 
Montgomery County. 

Stream Valley Buffer An undisturbed strip of natural vegetation contiguous with and parallel to 
the bank of a perennial or intermittent stream, which may be designed to: 
(1) protect hydraulically adjacent slope areas; (2) maintain or improve the 
water temperature regimen/water quality of the stream(s); (3) protect 
natural wetlands; (4) provide groundwater storage/recharge for a stream; 
(5) complement regulations pertaining to the 100-year ultimate floodplain; 
(6) provide wildlife habitat, open space, or both; (7) complement on-site 
erosion/sediment control measures by serving as a filter trap. 

Subdivision (1) The division of a lot, tract or parcel of land into two or more lots, plots, 
sites, tracts, parcels or other divisions for the purpose, whether immediate 
or future, of sale or building development. (2) The recombination of lots 
previously created into a new configuration. 

Wetland   An area that is inundated or saturated by surface water or 
groundwater at a frequency and duration sufficient to support under 
normal circumstances a prevalence of vegetation typically adapted for life 
in saturated soil conditions, commonly known as hydrophytic vegetation. 
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APPENDIX A 

Sensitivity to Significant Environmental Features 
 
A Tiered Approach to Planning, Designing and Constructing Hard Surface Trails in M-
NCPPC Parks 
 
M-NCPPC follows the tiered approach described below during the trail planning, design and 
construction processes to avoid, minimize and mitigate potential negative environmental effects 
of a trail proposed in a certain corridor. This approach follows M-NCPPC and county policies, and 
local, state and federal regulations. In fact, trail development in Montgomery County Parks often 
goes above and beyond what is required by regulations. M-NCPPC takes its role of steward for 
the natural resources on parkland on behalf of the citizens of Montgomery County seriously. 
Therefore, M-NCPPC tries to make every reasonable effort to use best management practices 
and state-of-the-art techniques and technologies in trail design and construction in order to 
balance the need for environmental sensitivity and protection and the recreation and 
transportation needs of County residents. 

 

The tiered approach starts with the following question: 

Can a trail be located within a stream valley park but outside the stream valley buffer and 
associated areas of significant environmental features? 

 

If YES, proceed with trail planning and identify preliminary trail alignments outside stream valley 
buffer;  

 

If NO, explore the following alternatives within the corridor. 

A. Is it possible to marginally expand existing park boundaries to include less sensitive 
areas for trail location? 

 

EXAMPLE: The Countywide Park Trails Plan proposes this approach in the Northwest Branch 
where the Plan recommends expanding “the Northwest Branch stream valley park boundaries to 
accommodate the trail while minimizing environmental impacts.” (See Figure 1) The Plan states: 
This approach means construction of a hard surface trail would await redevelopment of a [nearby] 
golf course. However, this is an appropriate trade-off given the opportunity to protect a highly 
sensitive environmental area, which deserves a high level of protection.
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Figure 1. Example of Expansion of Park Boundaries to Include Less Sensitive Areas for Trail Location  

 

B. Is it feasible to acquire a significant amount of new parkland to accommodate a trail? 

EXAMPLE: The Countywide Park Trails Plan proposes a trail connection from the Magruder 
Branch stream valley system to the North Germantown Greenbelt. Although there is already 
parkland in the area (the Seneca Greenway) the Plan states “opportunities for a hard surface 
trail in this portion of the Seneca Greenway may be limited due to topography, and the relatively 
narrow width of the Great Seneca Extension at this location.” The Plan continues: For this 
reason, the Plan suggests an alternative hard surface trail connection be studied which avoids 
the Great Seneca stream valley (See Figure 2). 
 

Figure 2. Example of New Trail Corridor to Avoid Sensitive Features 
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C. Could a non-park bikeway system eliminate the need for a hard surface trail within the 
park? 

The Clarksburg Greenway Plan which refines the hard surface trail system for the upcounty, notes 
that in portions of the Little Seneca Greenway, “it is recommended that part of the hard surface 
trail be located along a roadway rather than impact steep slopes and wetlands.” The Plan notes 
that when portions of the hard surface greenway trail network rely on bike paths, “a special cross-
section is needed to assure the bike path has a park-like character…” Figure 3, shown in the 
Clarksburg Greenway Plan, illustrates how a bike path along a road can be located in a park-like 
setting through the use of plantings and by making the path horizontally and vertically separate 
from the road. 

 

Figure 3. How a Bike Path Along a Road Can Be Located in a Park Setting 

 

If alternatives A-C are found to be infeasible, use these other alternatives: 

 

D. Minimize total environmental impact within the portions of the buffers which cannot be 
avoided. 

EXAMPLE: In some cases, trails may take advantage of already disturbed areas—such as 
cleared rights-of-way for sewer lines. These rights-of-way are often placed within the stream 
buffer to accommodate gravity flow for the sewer line. Although priority would be given to 
reforesting these, a trail might be allowed if especially sensitive areas are avoided. The Magruder 
Branch Stream Valley Park boardwalk trail is an example of coordinating trail construction with 
sewer line construction. A similar approach will be used for a portion of the Clarksburg Greenway 
Trail where WSSC has already cleared a swath of land in the stream valley (See Figure 4). There 
are several other examples of trails within utility corridors. Parts of Sligo Creek Trail follow a 
WSSC sewer line. In addition, portions of the Northwest Branch Trail and trails within Black Hill 
Regional Park fall within previously cleared utility corridors. 
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E. Use environmentally sensitive design and construction techniques. 

During trail facility planning, design, and construction, M-NCPPC staff and consultants look for 
ways to provide a safe and high quality trail user experience while minimizing negative 
environmental impacts. Avoid, minimize and mitigate environmental damage is always the order 
of addressing sensitive areas. As trail design and construction has become a more specialized 
field over the last decade or so, new technologies and techniques have been and continue to be 
developed for more “environmentally friendly” trails. Staff will be developing a Trail 
Implementation Guide that will be a technical supplement to the Countywide Park Trails Plan. The 
Guide will recommend and may require some of these types of techniques and technologies. 

 
FIGURE 4 Cleared WSSC sewer right of way, Little Seneca Creek Greenway  
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Examples of Environmentally Sensitive Design Techniques Include: 

1. Design of trail alignments: Alignments should follow natural topographic contours to 
minimize erosion, and design around or minimize crossings of the most environmentally sensitive 
areas. These guidelines have been utilized in planning the Rachel Carson Conservation Park trail 
system and new Black Hill and Ridge Road park trails. 

2. Use alternative surfaces to asphalt: Several materials have been developed to provide 
a firm and stable surface with a more natural look. A soil stabilizer made of natural tree resin has 
been mixed with soil and installed in a test section of the Northwest Branch Trail. 

3. Use helical piers for boardwalks and bridges: These piers cause less environmental 
disturbance than concrete or wooden piers, and can be installed with a portable generator, 
causing less construction impact. They have been used on a boardwalk on a Sligo Creek Trail 
connector, and as the foundation for a bridge of the new Percheron Trail in the Agricultural History 
Farm Park. 

4. Trail Safety: Widen trail at steep slopes and curves to increase safety without widening 
the entire trail. This is being done on the Rock Creek Trail Extension. 

5. Use tree protection techniques to limit disturbance to trees near trail: These include 
air blasting technology to expose and analyze the root structure, clean-cutting tree roots by hand 
during construction, aeration of roots, and maintaining tight limits of disturbance for construction 
equipment. 

6. Use new, lighter weight materials where possible: Bridge components made of an 
advanced composite material with fiberglass reinforcement will be used for small bridges on the 
Northwest Branch Trail. Lighter but strong materials can be brought on site by smaller vehicles, 
or hand carried. 

7. Use smaller construction machinery: Smaller construction vehicles do exist; the 
California-based SWECO Company makes a 4’ wide paver. However, smaller machinery, and 
contractors experienced with them, may not be as readily available, and may also increase costs 
due to the increased time and effort involved. 

8. Use small modular construction or end-on construction techniques: Especially 
applicable to boardwalk-type facilities, trail sections can be built piece by piece, limiting the area 
of construction disturbance to the section already constructed. More research is necessary for 
the application of this technique. 

 
 
F. Mitigate for negative environmental impacts caused by the trail. 
 
Trail projects can include a wide array of mitigation techniques for trail impacts, as required by 
permitting agencies. They will serve to improve the general conditions of the corridor’s 
environment. These can be done within the trail corridor or elsewhere. 
 
EXAMPLES:  
 
1. Storm water management facility improvements or construction: the Rock Creek 
Extension will improve an existing storm water management pond to help control the quantity of 
storm water runoff from the trail and other nearby facilities. 
2. Stream restoration: some of the rip rap and other stream restoration in Sligo Creek was 
constructed in part as mitigation for the Sligo Creek Trail Extension. The riprap helps control 
erosion, thereby improving the water quality. 
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3. Vernal pool construction: These were constructed as part of the Magruder Branch Trail 
project. These pools provide habitat for creatures such as salamanders. 
 
 
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPROVEMENTS FOR CONDITIONS NOT CAUSED BY TRAIL: Trail 
projects can and do also include tasks that improve some environmental damage that had been 
caused by sources other than the trail. In addition, trails provide some long-term positive impacts 
to the environment by providing access to natural areas so that citizens can develop a public 
appreciation of nature, and by educating the public regarding environmental issues through 
interpretive signage, brochures and programs. 
 
EXAMPLES: 
 
1. Clean up of accumulated trash and old dumps within a trail corridor. Old cars and large 
appliances litter the undeveloped areas of the park system. 
2. Stream restoration along tributaries in the trial corridor, which have been incised by storm 
water runoff from development outside of parklands. 
3.  Wetland creations or enhancement. 
4. Reforestation/forest enhancement. 
5. Removal of invasive exotic plants. 
6. Creation of wildflower gardens using plants to attract native birds or butterflies. 
7. Provision of wildlife corridors, such as underpasses under major roads, wide enough to 
serve trail users and wildlife. 
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