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More than 20 years in the making, Little River Canyon Center educates the public about a
prized national preserve through a partnership that serves as an international model.
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IT’S EARLY AFTERNOON AND FALL SUNLIGHT FILTERS
through windows that run the length of Little River Canyon Center’s library.
On one side of the room, a stone fireplace sits among the bookcases, sur-
rounded by warm-hued wooden and leather furniture. On the other side,
Pete Conroy and Renee Morrison, the Canyon Center’s director and assistant
director, respectively, are gathered round a conference table, talking with an
exhibit builder about a signage plan for the facility.

As someone who has been appointed by governors and presidents to lead
initiatives related to water policy, chemical-weapon destruction, economic
development, conservation, environmental education, the arts and tourism,
and now a prominent advocate for Alabama’ fledgling film industry, Con-
roy wields expertise in numerous fields. But he’s especially well qualified on
the question of signs, having devoted a large portion of his graduate thesis to
museum signage.

Word count is key. The magic number is 75 or less, Conroy says in his
characteristically quick and upbeat manner. “People think, T have time for
that” he says.

The group discusses the possibility of a green salamander as a uniform ele-
ment tying together the welcome sign and other signs throughout the build-
ing. With a completion date for the project settled, the meeting adjourns and
Conroy takes a seat near the fireplace to tell me more about Alabama’s only
national preserve and Jacksonville State University’s 4-year-old Little River
Canyon Center.

Little River Canyon is a 12-mile-long, 600-foot-deep gorge that is the focus
of 14,000 acres Congress added to the National Park System in 1992. Despite
being one of the most extensive canyon systems in the Eastern United States
and filled with many rare and protected plant and animal species, Little River
Canyon was virtually unknown except to locals prior to that time.

In the late 1980s, Conroy regularly drove along Alabama Highway 35 be-
tween Anniston, Ala., where he was curator of the Anniston Museum of Natu-
ral History, and DeSoto State Park near Fort Payne, Ala., to teach environmen-
tal-education programs. One day; after crossing the bridge over Little River, he
turned down Alabama Highway 176, now known as Canyon Rim Drive. He
discovered magnificent vistas that continue to awe visitors today. “I didn't have
any idea there was more than a river;’ he says. “There was a big, big canyon”

And it was in need of protection. A few years later, Conroy found himself
in a new suit headed for the private airplane hangar of Alabama Power Com-
pany, which owned the canyon and surrounding land. He was on his way to
testify before Congress.

“I thought I was Mr. Bigshot with a new suit, going to a private hangar;” he
recalls. But his car had a flat tire and he had to hitchhike. “T thought, “Cer-
tainly, in this good-looking suit, someone will pick me up;” he says.

The 1976 pickup backfired when it stopped. A man, woman and their

"< Little River Canyon:

»Was carved by Little River, the country’s only waterway to form and
flow almost its entire length atop a mountain.

»Provides habitat for three unusual carnivorous plants: the green
pitcher plant, tiny sundew and Harper’s Dodder.

»Is home to rare and protected species including the arboreal green
salamander.

»1s a migratory path for thousands of songbirds and birds of prey.

» Contains fossils from the Pennsylvanian Period that are 280 to 310
million years old and chronicle a time when the land was a beach-
front or delta.
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son were in the truck. After telling his son to get in back, with the chicken
manure they were hauling, the man told Conroy, “Well, get on in” Conroy,
sandwiched between the couple, soon learned they knew a lot about Little
River and loved it. “They were delightful people,” he says. “I realized we were
on the same mission.”

The flight to Washington with an assembly that included Alabama Power
Company’s chief executive and the state’s conservation commissioner was
less delightful. “T smelled horrible,” he says. “I dont know how anyone sat
next to me””

Conroy testified before the U.S. House of Representatives and returned to
the capital to testify before the Senate in 1992. As part of that testimony; he said:
“The Little River area is near the middle of a large demographic circle populat-
ed by nearly 10 million people within a 100-mile radius. Residents of Atlanta,
Chattanooga, Huntsville, Birmingham and others are desperately searching
for quality recreation, the kind that a Little River Canyon National Preserve
would provide. Opportunities such as wildlife watching, hunting, fishing, ca-
noeing, kayaking, rock climbing, picnicking and hiking abound in the area”

More than two decades later, that vision is finally coming to fruition — due,
in large part, to Little River Canyon Center.

With the help and support of many, including Tom Bevill, a U.S. congress-
man who represented Alabama from 1967 to 1997, USS. Sen. Richard Shelby,

Charles McCrary, president and chief executive of Alabama Power Compa-
ny, James Martin, former Alabama conservation commissioner and Randy
Owen of the band Alabama, the federal designation for Little River Canyon
National Preserve was achieved.

The National Park Service built some rustic trails and parking lots,
but the area remained relatively obscure. “It still didn't give the visitor
a home base near Little River Canyon,” says John Dersham, executive
director of DeKalb Tourism. (The majority of the preserve is located in
Alabama’s DeKalb County.)

Much has been done in the past five years to enhance opportunities for
recreation and environmental education, and the Canyon Center has played
a major role.

While it opened in 2009, the center has been in the works almost since the
effort to create a national preserve began.

Early in the process, Alabama Power offered to donate land so a nature
center could be built. The company deeded a narrow, nearly 10-acre strip
of land near Highway 35 and Little River Falls, where the canyon begins, to
Jacksonville State University in 1992. By that time, Conroy was working for
the university in Jacksonville, Ala., about 50 miles from the canyon, as direc-
tor of the Environmental Policy & Information Center.

In 1995, more than 40 adjacent acres were purchased, and a later acquisi-

CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT: The view from one of Little River Canyon’s
overlooks; The Canyon Center’s lobby; The center was built using
recycled materials and sustainable design elements such as this
system that collects rain water from the roof; JSU Field Schools offer
programs for children in preschool through 12th grade.

tion brought total acreage to 60. The next step was securing funds for the
building. Over four years, $6.8 million was raised, through NASA funding
and private donations.

A MODEL BUILDING AND PARTNERSHIP
The 23,000-square-foot facility that was constructed is LEED (Leader-
ship in Energy & Environmental Design) silver certified, utilizing geo-
thermal heating and cooling, recycled materials, added insulation and
other sustainable design elements.

Conroy says JSU wanted to set an example of preserving the environment
and conserving natural resources. The architecture is meant to be invisible.

"< Recreation opportunities in the canyon
Little River Canyon National Preserve offers hiking, handicap-accessi-
ble overlooks, hunting, fishing, rock climbing, rappelling, swimming,
geocaching, kayaking, canoeing, bird watching, horseback riding and
primitive camping.

For more information, visit jsu.edu/epic/canyoncenter or nps.gov/liri
or stop by Little River Canyon Center.
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“We want people to focus on the canyon, not the building;” he says.

The Canyon Center serves as a visitors base for the canyon, houses Na-
tional Park Service offices, features an HD movie theater, gift shop, natural
history library, exhibits, classrooms, meeting rooms for conferences and an
outdoor amphitheater. JSU hosts educational and arts and crafts workshops,
hikes, lectures, nature programs for children and families and other events
through the Little River Canyon Field School.

The university’s faculty and students conduct research in the canyon and
partner with the national preserve and DeSoto State Park, which lies within
the preserve boundary, to lead programs for the public.

Because of the canyon’s vastness and complexity, it’s difficult to wrap one’s
mind around what it is without a focal point like the Canyon Center, Conroy
says. “Through our film, volunteers and signage, people spend a relatively
short amount of time here and have an understanding of the canyon,” he says.

Staft and volunteers are happy to provide information such as which trails
you can walk in the amount of time you have or the best place for a picnic.

The Canyon Center has given the national preserve a higher profile, and
tourists love the comfort and convenience of the facility, Dersham says. “The
Field School and JSU are instrumental in developing the consumer piece of
tourism for the National Park Service;” he says. “It really has drastically im-
proved the numbers of a very new, rustic national preserve’”

The National Park Service has a long history of partnering with univer-
sities, usually for research assistance, but the relationship between JSU and
NPS takes this collaboration to an uncommon level.

“Based on our current federal budget, the National Park Service could not
even come close to [building] a facility like the Canyon Center;” says Gail
Bishop, superintendent of Little River Canyon National Preserve. “Congress
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- iver Canyon Centerholds artsa.nd cratswor s
for chlldren and adults; An HD movie theatre and meeting rooms make
the facility an attractive conference venue; A recently completed amphi-
theater will host free and ticketed events; The center is near Little River
Falls, which marks the start of the canyon.

set aside Little River Canyon to protect and preserve the outstanding scenery
and natural resources. By providing educational programs to school groups
and the public, the staff at the JSU Canyon Center is truly successful in assist-
ing the National Park Service to highlight this natural treasure and inspire
people to go and see”

Because both the Park Service and universities have responsibilities for re-
search and education, this kind of collaboration makes sense, Conroy says. “It’s
a great partnership because we'e able to help them and they're able to help us;
he says. “At the end of the day, we save taxpayers money by working together”

FIELD SCHOOL PROGRAMS

JSU developed the Little River Canyon Field School a few years prior to the
national preserves establishment, and it has provided programs for thou-
sands of visitors.

Renee Morrison, assistant director of JSU Field Schools (the university op-
erates two other field school centers near Anniston and Heflin, Ala.), says
they have created an international model by forming a partnership between
a national public lands resource and an institute of higher learning. “This
means that the tourist and the general public of all ages and all educational
backgrounds can benefit from the collaborative knowledge of trained NPS
interpreters and professional university faculty without having to attend cam-
pus classes or pay tuition,” she says. “This allows a high level of knowledge to
flow to our visitors through a friendly and fun venue”

The Field School offers events at the Canyon Center almost every week-
end. They include seminars on the natural and cultural history of the area,
interpretive hikes, live animal programs and art demonstrations and classes
by local artisans skilled in metal forging, stained glass, pottery and basket

photo by Ansley Grider

making. (For events taking place in December 2013 and January and Febru-
ary 2014, see the calendar on page 74.)

The Field School also provides field trips at Little River Canyon Center
and the national preserve for children in preschool through 12th grade. “Our
staff customizes the field trip by collaborating with teachers to provide cur-
riculum-based classroom enhancement,” Morrison says. “Basically, we bring
the students out of the classroom and bring science and art alive for them
through hands-on learning opportunities.”

School groups typically come from Alabama, northwest Georgia and
southern Tennessee, but one group hailed from Taizhou University in China.
Students in a group from Mobile, Ala., had never seen mountains, Morrison
says. “They were amazed by the geology of the canyon,” she says.

JSU students serve as instructors for the Canyon Center’s diverse programs.
This provides benefits for both the students and canyon guests. Students gain
practical experience in their fields, which range from biology to art and edu-
cation, by leading public classes or working with K-12 student groups, and
visitors are treated to a wide array of programs. “The younger participants
view the JSU students as mentors,” Morrison says.

LIMITLESS FUTURE
The Canyon Center is always improving, Dersham says. The latest addition is
an amphitheater that was completed in October 2013. It can accommodate acts
as large as the Alabama Symphony Orchestra and audiences of up to 1,500 peo-
ple. LED lights are sound activated so they change with music. Free and tick-
eted programs will begin in 2014. (See schedule at jsu.edu/epic/canyoncenter.)
Conroy says future goals include a state-of-the-art zip line that would give
visitors a birds-eye view of the area and attract younger tourists.
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He also would like to see a dormitory for JSU students. This would allow
them to stay at the Canyon Center for a semester, taking classes and leading
programs, without having to make a regular 50-mile drive to the JSU campus.

Also on the goals list is construction of a hotel that would emphasize health
and relaxation and have the feel of a luxury resort or spa. “T've always wanted
the combination of this conference center, the beautiful national park and a
place for people to stay that would allow people from Birmingham, Atlanta
and other cities to enjoy this place at a new level,” he says.

Given that there was nothing on this spot when Conroy was driving past it
25 years ago, these plans seem completely possible. 7

"L If You Go

»GETTING THERE: Little River Canyon Center is at 4322 Little River
Trail NE, Fort Payne, AL 35967

»HOURS: Monday-Sunday, 10 a.m.-4 p.m.

»BE SURE TO: Check out the Field School’s calendar beforehand and
the Little River Canyon film while you're there. (It plays every half-
hour in the Canyon Center’s theatre.)

» MORE INFO: jsu.edu/epic/canyoncenter; 256-845-3548

»PLAN AN EVENT: The Canyon Center is a popular venue for conferences,
parties and, increasingly, weddings. To learn more, click “Building Rental
Info” on the center’s website.
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